
[image: Illustration]


 

 

 

By Jenny Eclair

Camberwell Beauty

Having a Lovely Time

Life, Death and Vanilla

Slices

Moving

Listening In

Inheritance


[image: illustration]


 

 

SPHERE

First published in Great Britain in 2019 by Sphere

Copyright © Jenny Eclair 2019

The right of Jenny Eclair to be identified as author of this work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book
is available from the British Library.

ISBN 978-0-7515-6705-2

Sphere

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

www.littlebrown.co.uk


To my father, for giving me his knees


Contents

Acknowledgements

Prologue

  1   Falling (1)

  2   The Terrible Accident

  3   The Realisation

  4   Escaping

  5   Coming Undone

  6   The Telegram

  7   The Photoshoot

  8   Blood Pressure

  9   In the Supermarket

10   Home

11   Dinner

12   The Housekeeper’s Tale

13   Benedict Returns to Meet the Baby

14   Third Time Unlucky

15   Back at the Mews House

16   Natasha Gets Her Baby

17   Stagnating

18   The Man of Her Dreams?

19   The Plan

20   Make Your Mind Up Time

21   A New Life

22   The Prodigal Returns

23   Japes

24   The Invitation

25   Baby Lance Is Born

26   Lance’s Christening

27   After the Christening

28   At the Hairdresser’s

29   Chicken Tikkagate

30   Guilt

31   Two Months to Go

32   School Days

33   Best Friends

34   Big School and Bras

35   School Days – Periods

36   Benedict and Bel Go Out for Lunch

37   Finances

38   Benedict Finds Out

39   Annabel Rebels

40   Benedict Tells What He Knows

41   One Week to Go

42   Natasha Thinks About Packing

43   Bel is Beside Herself

44   Maisie’s Little Secret

45   Jumpsuit Weather

46   The Drive Down

47   Maisie Arrives at Kittiwake

48   Back Where She Was Born

49   Natasha at the Party

50   The Main Event

51   Serena Leaves the Baby

52   The Reinvention of Renee Culpepper

53   The Letters

54   The Shadowy Man

55   Renee Meets Her Fate

56   Falling (2)

57   After the Party

58   Found

Epilogue   Serena Changes Her Mind


Acknowledgements

With thanks to Catherine Burke and Abby Parsons at Little, Brown. Also to Geof for his endless patience and all the trips to Cornwall, and to Phoebe because she understands and believes I can do it.



 

 

[image: illustration]


Prologue

The baby lies in the half-open drawer and contemplates the cracked surface above her head. It’s called a ceiling, but she has no words for anything as yet – she is three weeks old.

The baby has cradle cap and a blocked tear duct. These things are not life threatening – the baby will survive. In time she will grow and learn the names for hundreds of thousands of things, some in French. She will develop a lifelong love of baked beans on toast with grated cheese on top. She will learn to walk and run and have adventures, and she will hate going to Brownies and having her hair put in tight elastic bands.

The baby is seven and a half pounds of potential. She will go on to do all sorts of things: ride a bike, hang wallpaper, thread a needle, make casseroles, throw a pot, swear, love, laugh, cry . . . and even, one year, attempt to make her own Christmas crackers.

A world of possibilities awaits her, as long as she is found.
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Falling (1)

Cornwall, August 2018

The pain, when it happens, is instant and surprising. It comes from nowhere, sharp, to the side of her head, her right temple, and in that split second before the sky turns black, Bel senses herself dropping and remembers watching a tower block collapsing on the television, a wrecking ball swinging.

She comes round seconds later, feeling the ground beneath her. Grass, she is lying on green grass, it prickles her back. She should get up – people will think she’s drunk. You can’t go to parties in the middle of the day and fall over for no reason, not when you are a woman in your mid-fifties and have been seen holding at least one glass of Pimm’s.

Voices babble above her. ‘Stand back, for heaven’s sake.’ ‘Give the poor woman some breathing space.’

Oh dear, she is a ‘poor woman’. She hopes she fell well; she hopes she crumpled rather than crashed.

A child is being told off in the distance. ‘Ludo, what the hell?’ It’s Lance’s voice. ‘For God’s sake, get her indoors.’

There is something impatient in her adopted brother’s voice. She will be making the place look untidy – Lance and his wife Freya are very ‘aesthetically aware’. She heard someone coin this phrase last night as Freya ceremoniously carried a picture-perfect fish pie to the jasmine-scented table while creamy ecclesiastical candles repeated themselves in an ancient Venetian-glass mirror.

The last thing they will want at Lance’s fiftieth birthday celebration weekend is a fat middle-aged woman sprawled out on the lawn next to the tennis court.

Other voices mutter in a ragged circle around her.

‘It was a stone, apparently.’

‘But why was he hitting a stone with a tennis racket?’

‘Because his sister wouldn’t give him back the ball.’

‘Just get her comfortable.’

‘Where is Allan?’

‘Who’s Allan?’

‘Her husband.’

‘I think he’s called Andrew. He went to get some more ice from the village, he’ll be back soon. I’m sure she’ll be fine.’

A man in faded red trousers leans over her, his breath reeking of garlic, and peels back her eyelids. The sensation is uncomfortable and she imagines he will have smudged the soft grey eyeshadow that Maisie forced her to apply.

‘Knocked out cold, I’d say, but she’s coming to. Be right as rain in a jiffy.’ He commandeers a passing waitress to help him carry the woman indoors.

The man seizes her under her arms and Bel can feel her top gape away from her skirt – how embarrassing. Someone, the waitress presumably, has her by the ankles and she feels a sudden chilliness as they haul her up the shaded stone steps towards the house. So she is not completely out of it, she deduces, she can still smell the intense sweetness from the honeysuckle that clings to the grey stone wall, hear the crunch of footsteps on the gravel drive.

The waitress is gripping Bel’s puffy ankles with difficulty. Bel can see through half-open eyes that she is a pretty girl with tattoos that probably made her mother cry; Japanese dragons and geisha girls run riot around her sturdy arms.

This is ridiculous, Bel thinks. The poor girl was hired to carry large white plates of intricate canapés, whirls of piped chicken mousse on tiny squares of pumpernickel, topped with dill and a sliver of cornichon, not cart heavy middle-aged matrons around. Perhaps Tattoo Girl will nick a bottle of fizz to make up for it later. It wouldn’t be difficult; there are bottles cooling in plastic bins all over the place.

Bel relaxes her body: though she is not completely unconscious, playing the part will get her out of all those awkward social niceties on the lawn, and she’s only too glad of an excuse to escape this party for a while.

‘Where are we taking her?’ the waitress asks Pink Trousers.

‘They’re in the blue room,’ a woman’s voice replies – Freya, Bel guesses. Lance’s wife is in charge of that sort of thing – who gets to sleep in the main house and who gets relegated to camping in yurts. Not camping, she corrects herself, ‘glamping’.

‘Main house, first floor, left at the top of the main staircase and then the last door along the corridor on the right.’

Yes, that’s Freya. Her foreign accent is more pronounced when she is anxious.

Not a sea view, which is a shame, but a gorgeous room nonetheless. Freya has done such an amazing job. She’s so clever, her children so well behaved, so beautiful, and of course Ludo didn’t mean it, it was an accident. Accidents happen, though some of them have more far-reaching consequences than one can ever imagine, thinks Bel dozily, allowing herself to be transported like a sack of potatoes through the coolness of the hallway and up the broad carpeted stairs. Pink Trousers and Tattoo Girl start to puff as they round the stairs up to the first floor; as prisms of jewel-coloured light from the stained-glass window flutter across her eyelids, Bel can smell the beeswax polish ingrained into the wood of the banister rail. She knows that if she could be bothered to open her eyes she would see a large replica of a sailing boat perched on the windowsill, a relic from when the house belonged to Lance and Bel’s grandmother, Peggy. Bel met her only once; an American woman with a face like an Estée Lauder death mask.

Rounding the corner on to the landing, Bel can feel the girl struggling to keep hold of her legs. Never mind, if they dropped her here she could always crawl.

‘Not far now,’ puffs Pink Trousers. ‘Gosh, if this isn’t a reminder to get down to the gym a bit more often, I don’t know what is.’

Bel hopes they can’t see her bra. She was going to buy a new one, but with all the other expenses of Lance’s fiftieth – her outfit, Andrew’s new shirt, not to mention the exorbitant gift – it went on the back burner.

‘One, two, three and hups-a-daisy,’ says the man, and together he and the waitress heave Bel on top of the duvet.

‘Should we take her shoes off?’ asks the waitress.

‘Just her shoes,’ replies the man. ‘We don’t want it to look like she’s been interfered with,’ and he laughs as if the idea is preposterous. The girl doesn’t laugh, she gently removes Bel’s all-purpose nude patent mid-heel pump, which she’d bought last summer in the Russell & Bromley sale, and Bel instinctively wriggles her toes in relief; the shoes are a tiny bit tight.

‘See,’ chuckles Pink Trousers, pointing to Bel’s feet. ‘Signs of life in the old trotters.’ Now Bel wishes she’d had a pedicure. Maisie had offered to paint her toenails but went off the idea when she saw them: ‘Seriously, Bel, you got some issues down there.’

The girl draws the curtains with a satisfying swish – they match the duvet, Bel had noticed this last night, making sure she complimented Freya on the detail when they went downstairs for drinks on the patio. ‘Osborne and Little,’ Freya had explained. ‘I wanted something that reflected how the house was in its heyday, reinterpreted with a modern twist. Fresh, yes?’ Honestly, the woman’s English is impeccable; listening to her, you’d never guess she was from Sweden, or was it Finland? Although those children of hers are a bit of a giveaway with their Scandinavian white-blond hair and quick-to-tan complexions. Freya and Lance’s children go the colour of tinned hot dogs in summer.

Poor Ludo, she hopes no one is blaming him for this – it’s not as if he did it on purpose. Besides, it’s a relief to take some time out of this party. It seems to have been going on for ever, what with the drive down from London, the drinks and meal last night, today’s lunch and games on the lawn. If she can get out of tonight’s fancy dress and barn dance by claiming to have a bit of a sore head, then brilliant. Maybe someone will bring her some supper on a tray – baked eggs, something like that?

How peculiar, she hasn’t thought about baked eggs for years. Her mother’s daily help used to make them for her when she was a little girl. The thought of dear Mrs Phelan, who dropped down dead with a duster in her hand (‘Cleaning to the end,’ her husband said proudly), makes Bel feel a bit weepy.

Honestly, she needs to stop getting so emotional about everything. Of course it doesn’t help, being in this house. There is something about Kittiwake that has always managed to get under Bel’s skin. Well, you were born here, she reminds herself, sinking back into cool Egyptian six-hundred thread count cotton pillows.

Bel hears the door gently close, and as sleep creeps across her subconscious she starts to dream.

Bel dreams a lot. Her dreams are complicated and in full colour. Often they don’t make much sense and she has learnt not to talk about them because other people’s dreams are boring, as are their holiday photos and, for the most part, their children.

Lying in this room with its artfully chosen soft furnishings and its walls painted Wedgwood blue, Bel dreams that she is awake and sitting upright on the bed, watching a woman paint her face in the vanity unit that sits in the alcove of the window.

The same vanity unit in the same window alcove that Bel had laid her cosmetics bag and jewellery case on last night, the one she and Andrew had instantly cluttered up with their various lotions and potions and packets of pills. But in the dream it looks different; all Bel and Andrew’s possessions have been replaced by an assortment of glass jars with blue enamel lids delicately traced in silver filigree, and perfume atomisers with elaborately tasselled pumps. The room feels much darker and it sounds as if it’s raining outside, though she knows that’s unlikely considering that so far it’s been a perfectly dry if occasionally overcast August day.

In the dream, someone has changed the curtains. Daylight is filtered dimly through a pair of green shot silk drapes, and the effect is reminiscent of an aquarium.

The woman’s face in the mirror glows as white as an onion. Slowly and meticulously she powders the whiteness with another layer and particles of the powder are momentarily suspended in the air. The woman’s hands are tiny and bejewelled – diamonds mostly, and an emerald as big as a thumbnail. Bel recalls seeing this ring on Freya’s finger last night at dinner. ‘A family heirloom,’ Freya had laughed when that Lucy woman commented on it. ‘For all I know, it could be paste.’ It isn’t; anyone with half a brain can tell the difference between the sparkling reality of a well-cut emerald and its duller counterfeit.

Even in the dream the ring shines, flashing in the mirror as the woman wields the tools of her trade, curling her eyelashes with a small, lethal-looking contraption before pencilling in her eyebrows with soft feathery strokes until they appear arched and as black as raven’s wings. Kohl eyeliner is traced along the inside of her eyelids, followed by layers and layers of jet-coloured mascara, until her eyes stand out like wet pebbles on a white beach. Finally the woman reaches for a gold bullet-shaped object and reveals a crimson lipstick. Carefully she traces the contours of her mouth, making the line a little fuller than nature intended.

As she lifts her hands to remove the turban wrapped around her head, Bel is aware that the bedroom door has burst open and there is a tang of putrefaction. Something is rotting in the air, an odour as rank as decomposing fish. How strange, thinks Bel, to sense smell so strongly in a dream. Suddenly a small dark-haired boy is sobbing hysterically on the threshold of the room.

The woman’s eyes flash. ‘You must always knock, you know you must always knock.’ Then, taking in the fact the boy is dripping brackish water onto a cream carpet, she adds, ‘Jesus, Benedict, what have you been doing?’

The child is about nine years old. He is carrying a golf club and shivering uncontrollably, his clothes are sodden and stinking. ‘We were playing – me, Ivor and Natasha,’ he hiccups, barely able to speak for crying.

An older girl appears behind him, a plain girl with a long face and a haircut that does nothing for her, dressed in a soaking jumper and dripping woollen kilt. She says very calmly, ‘It’s Ivor, he fell in the pool – he’s not breathing. Mummy, I think Ivor is dead.’

Behind them stands an ashen-faced young man, dressed in a butler’s uniform. If her children are lying he will deny their story, but he doesn’t. His eyes are wide with horror and he is speechless.

‘We were only playing,’ the boy repeats.

The woman’s scarlet mouth twists but Bel cannot hear the howl, she can only imagine it. The woman has lost her son, and nothing will ever be the same again.

Bel weeps and even though she is still half asleep she is aware of the wetness on her cheeks. Her head throbs and for a moment she doesn’t know where she is, but she can definitely smell cigarette smoke. She shivers; it’s colder than it’s possible to be on an afternoon in August.

Bel manoeuvres herself deeper under the duvet. She’ll feel better when she wakes up, but for now . . .

Bel sleeps in the room where she was found. Even the wardrobe, where her little body was discovered swaddled in the bottom drawer, is the same. Newly restored, it gleams in the corner, its walnut sheen returned to former glory by a man in the village.

This room might have been redecorated but it is still the room where a mother heard the news that her son was dead, and where Bel’s own mother stroked the swell of her stomach and wondered whether jumping out of the window might be her best option.

Beginnings, middles and ends; Peggy, Serena, Natasha and Bel. This is the room that binds them, this is how consequences work.

If Peggy’s son Ivor hadn’t died, then Benedict wouldn’t have got the house; if Benedict hadn’t inherited Kittiwake, then Serena wouldn’t have run away from it; and if Serena hadn’t run away, then Natasha wouldn’t have . . .

It goes round in circles, but it always begins with the death of a child.
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The Terrible Accident

Kittiwake House, Cornwall, 1950

‘We were only playing,’ they chorused.

‘A game of water golf,’ Natasha admitted later, the aim being to hit golf balls across the indoor pool without landing them in the filthy water. ‘It’s harder than you’d think,’ Benedict chimed in, and Natasha explained that if you hit the ball too hard it bounced off the opposite wall and disappeared into the murk, but if you hit the ball too softly it dribbled over the edge. It was Natasha’s job to keep score because at eleven she was good with sums, unlike the easily muddled nine-year-old Benedict. Meanwhile, Ivor, being the eldest of the three children, was in charge of the rules.

The rules decreed that whoever lost the most golf balls had to dive into the filthy water at the end of the game and retrieve as many as possible from the scuzzy depths.

‘We were only playing,’ they cried, and Peggy knew in that moment she would never want to wake up again.

*

The inquest came back with a verdict of accidental drowning. It didn’t make sense. All her children could swim, Peggy had made sure of it, it was important, swimming could save your life.

Peggy’s father, Randolph Oppenheim, had been friends with a couple who’d been on the Titanic. Once the ship began to sink, the husband, a strong swimmer, had stripped down to his underclothes, dived into the water and survived; his wife, a non-swimmer, weighed down by her furs and all the jewellery she could carry, did not.

How could a fit young boy, who had been swimming since he was six, drown? It didn’t make sense, and yet his lungs were full of water, he had drowned. The only other remark on the pathologist’s report was the description of a small egg-shaped lump on the boy’s head, consistent with a bump or a knock.

Had he maybe banged his head before he fell in the water?

‘No, no,’ repeated her other children, ‘he was fine, he was laughing, he just fell.’

‘We were only playing,’ the children’s voices seemed to echo, over and over again.

It was all Teddy’s fault. They should never have been allowed in the pool room. The water had been contaminated for months, it should have been locked and bolted, but Teddy was too distracted by his business affairs in London to sort it out. She couldn’t do everything. Her husband had failed her and now Ivor, precious Ivor, her firstborn and favourite, was dead.

Back in London, with the blinds firmly drawn in the Chester Square townhouse, Peggy withdrew to her bedroom, opening what seemed like a constant stream of letters of condolence and letting them drop to the floor. She barely ate and for the first time in her life took no pleasure in her resulting weight loss.

One thing was certain, she would never set foot in Monty’s Cove ever again. And if she had her way, she would torch Kittiwake House.

Her anger was like mercury. She couldn’t bear to see the faces of her other children and the worst of it was that, even though she blamed Teddy, deep in her heart she knew it was her fault.

They wouldn’t have been in Cornwall if it hadn’t been for her, she had bought the place outright with her own money, in her own name, it was hers, hers to do whatever she liked with and she had taken her son there to die. The place had been a trap, her whole life was a screaming mistake.

Peggy Oppenheim wished she had never set eyes on Teddy Carmichael, never mind married the man, but they’d met before the war when they were young and life was fun and they fitted into each other’s arms as if it were their destiny. Blame it on the dancing, thought Peggy bitterly.

In 1930, Peggy had been a twenty-year-old debutante ‘doing’ the London season while staying with an aunt in Pimlico. She was a glamorous young woman, with little natural beauty but a great deal of style and a hugely wealthy father, which more than made up for the fact that her nose was on the large side.

Teddy Carmichael, whom Peggy presumed was loaded due to the cut of his dinner jacket and the fact he could trace his ancestry back to King Charles II, was actually the younger son of a younger son and therefore somewhat lacking in the wallet department.

But what did that matter?

She had more than enough moolah for both of them. He was tall – which was important for Peggy, being five foot nine herself – as well as socially well-connected, beautifully mannered and, most importantly, quite apart from being utterly charming, he was brilliant on the dance floor. Together the two of them cut quite a dash as they foxtrotted and tangoed across some of London’s most glittering ballrooms. No one was surprised when their engagement was announced in The Times in the spring of 1932.

What the announcement in The Times omitted to mention was that once Teddy had got down on one knee to ask Peggy to marry him and she happily agreed, he had slipped a disc getting back up. The pair had to wait until he was out of his special surgical corset before Margaret Christina Oppenheim and Edward George Christopher Carmichael could become man and wife.

By this time it was 1935. She expected to honeymoon on the Italian Riviera, but Teddy took her trout fishing in Scotland, where his back played up and Peggy was ravaged by midges, sickened by the notion of haggis and shocked by the size of her new husband’s penis.

Sadly, the only place Teddy was well endowed was around the genitals. His bank balance, by contrast, was more meagre than Peggy had been led to believe. She understood his elder brother had inherited the lion’s share of the family money, but surely he earned something from that job of his in the City? Yet she saw precious little of it and money soon became a bone of contention in the Carmichael household. In truth, Peggy was used to a rather more lavish lifestyle than Teddy’s pockets could provide and rather than admit the severity of his financial limitations to his wife and allow her to foot the bill for any luxuries she fancied, Teddy adopted a fogey-esque horror of anything new-fangled or modern, declaring her requests for a new car, stair carpet and drapes ‘vulgar’.

His wife’s Americanisms had quickly begun to grate. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, they’re curtains not “drapes”,’ he snarled, washing down the painkillers his doctor had prescribed for his back with a glass of single malt.

She might have left him right then, had the babies not started arriving. Ivor came first in 1937, her firstborn son and heir, a golden child with a light spirit and a good nature. She had adored him on sight.

A year later came a daughter, small and sallow and so very different from pink-cheeked Ivor. They called her Natasha, but Peggy was never entirely convinced by the name and she once ordered her daughter a third birthday cake from Harrods with the name Natalie piped across the top. ‘Happy birthday, dear Natashalie,’ sang the assembled guests.

Finally, in 1940, when Teddy had failed the army physical and been seconded to Whitehall to work in intelligence, Peggy delivered a second son, Benedict, born at Teddy’s brother’s farm in Norfolk where Peggy and the children had been evacuated.

Honestly, thought Peggy, lying back exhausted after a difficult thirty-six-hour labour, what was the point of a third child? This one was like yet another beige-coloured handbag. She simply didn’t need it.

Three children in as many years had done for Mrs Carmichael. Thus far she had been lucky with her waistline, but there was no way she was going to risk her figure by having a fourth. So when the war ended and the family moved back to Chester Square, she did all she could to avoid another pregnancy by slathering her face with night cream and pretending to be fast asleep and snoring by the time her husband had finished his nightly ablutions.

Which came first: Peggy’s unwillingness in the bedroom or Teddy’s increasing reliance on drink?

Well, what else was a man supposed to do, argued Teddy. His back hurt, he couldn’t sleep, his investments kept going belly-up, and to top it all, his wife lay curled up like an armour-plated armadillo in the marital bed. Whisky was the only thing that kept him warm, eased the pain and eventually knocked him out.

Peggy had expected Teddy’s fortunes to pick up after the war but they didn’t, and the three children played in a freezing room on the top floor with toys that Teddy and his brother had once owned: a miserable battalion of lead soldiers, entirely without paint, moth-eaten bears and a derelict-looking toy farm. Most shamefully of all, Peggy realised her daughter’s stockings had been darned at the knee, ‘on sir’s orders’ the housekeeper bleated.

Oblivious to the fact that Teddy was playing dangerously expensive card games at the various gentlemen’s clubs in town, Mrs Carmichael came to the conclusion that her husband was mean. He had money, she was convinced of it, otherwise what was the point in him going to work every day? He simply refused to spend it.

And so, in a fit of pique, she hired a property consultant, an enthusiastic, flamboyantly dressed young man who brought lavishly illustrated brochures into her drawing room and set about choosing a second home – somewhere she would be free to play doll’s houses and decorate to her heart’s content.

And why not? She had her own money, she wasn’t financially dependent on skinflint Teddy, her father had seen to that.

After weeks of deliberation, Peggy finally chose Monty’s Cove in Cornwall, preferring its picturesque seaside location to grander shooting estates in Buckinghamshire and moated castles in Scotland.

As for the distance from London? She hadn’t a clue. Peggy’s geography, as befitting an American heiress, was hopeless. She may have resided in the UK since before the war, but whether Scotland was at the top or the bottom of the map, who cared? All she knew was that her adopted island was tiny, so wherever Cornwall was, it couldn’t be that far away.

She fell in love with the photographs in the brochure: golden buttercup fields atop silvery cliffs overlooking a glittering blue sea. Steps carved into the cliff-face led down to a small private sandy beach complete with rock pools where her children could wander freely with buckets and spades searching for crabs.

And then there was the house, Kittiwake, a solid oblong of pale lemon stucco, smothered in wisteria and neatly boxed in at each end by square crenellated turrets. Big but not enormous, Kittiwake was described in the brochure as ‘A fine Victorian coastal manor house with ten bedrooms, three bath/shower rooms and the unusual addition of a fully heated indoor swimming pool.’

‘The previous owner was an American too,’ explained the sales agent, and that was the clincher; if an American had owned it then there would be radiators and decent plumbing, proper shower-heads and a twentieth-century kitchen. Not that Peggy cooked, but she did eat, and the meals served in the Chester Square dining room tasted positively Victorian – brown Windsor soup, fatty grey stewed mutton and those foul diseased-looking kidneys that Teddy seemed to relish.

In Cornwall, they would have pancakes with maple syrup and peanut butter, rich ground Italian coffee and frozen orange juice. She would insist on fresh flowers on every surface – real flowers, not the hideous fake wax effigies that gathered so much dust in London – and she would collect some modern art for the walls, because passing all those dingy oil paintings of bug-eyed, bristle-faced Carmichael ancestors on the stairs every day made her jaw clench and her hands itch for an axe.

Unfortunately, Peggy’s plans for the Cove were difficult to put into practice. It took so long to get there that weekend visits were impractical. As for the local shops, Peggy wondered why they bothered opening at all. Nobody stocked anything interesting or useful, everything had to be brought down from London, and what with rationing and the local workforce being so terribly slow, Peggy was almost defeated by the place.

It was easier to get to France, she realised, and as her enthusiasm for Cornwall dwindled, the house responded by sulking. Lights fused, radiators stopped working and the swimming pool developed a thick green scum.

Even the weather conspired against them. Where were the blue skies of the brochure? Every day the twin combination of wind and tide left a heavy crust of salt on the window panes and the children’s toes turned blue in the rock pools.

Sadly, it wasn’t only the house that was crumbling. Peggy’s relationship with Teddy was disintegrating too. Over the years their marriage soured like unrefrigerated milk. Sometimes Peggy swore she could smell the failure of their union clinging to them like mildew whenever they were together, a situation that became increasingly infrequent.

They had run out of things to say, and Peggy spent more and more of her time alone in front of a mirror. Her hair was perfect, her face a flawless mask of foundation and powder, drawn-on eyebrows and lips. Looking the part calmed her nerves and she smoked elegantly through a tortoiseshell cigarette holder, drank martinis before toying with her lunch and then, most afternoons, she napped.

The accident happened early in the evening, when she was repairing her face for dinner, the drapes shut against yet another cold, wet April day.

They were spending the Easter school holidays at Kittiwake, although Teddy had disappeared back to London immediately after the bank holiday weekend, leaving her alone with the cook, the butler and her so-called mother’s help – a dreary girl who suffered from nosebleeds and was forever appearing with a plug of scarlet toilet paper up each nostril. There seemed very little point in staying on; the weather was frightful and the children bored and fractious. ‘Only a few more days,’ she muttered to herself. Trunks were on standby, waiting to be packed. Soon the children would be returned to their various schools and she need only get up for meals.

She thought at first he was an apparition, her youngest child covered in green slime holding a golf club.

‘We were playing,’ he stuttered.
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The Realisation

London, May 1950

Teddy Carmichael suspected his wife had left for good when he noticed the empty shelf in her vast mahogany wardrobe.

Peggy had taken her jewellery. The numerous leather boxes with their tiny brass keys, the salmon-pink Cartier watch case and soft suede pouch in which she kept her pearls, had all disappeared.

The witch had lied. She’d said she needed a break and had booked a liner from Southampton to New York, where her father would arrange a transfer to the Oppenheim Estate in Philadelphia. A short holiday, she said, a couple of weeks to get over everything.

He couldn’t stop her. She had paid for her own ticket – first class, naturally. If his wife was going to grieve, she was going to grieve all the way back to the States and in style.

Teddy understood what she was doing. She was running away from the sorrow and the pitying looks and the endless black-edged letters of condolence – and he couldn’t say he blamed her.

She left the week after they buried Ivor, that awful sunlit cherry blossom day. It should have been raining, there should have been thunder and lightning and skies the colour of steel, but the day dawned cloudless and the sun shone relentlessly. It wasn’t right. Even in the chill of the grey stone church, Teddy was too hot in his thick black overcoat and his face ran with sweat and tears.

Peggy sat next to him, her features invisible save for the burning coals of her eyes and the slash of bright red lipstick behind the elaborate filigree of a black lace veil.

During the service she had stood up and sat down as requested, as if she were a wooden puppet, but afterwards, as they gathered by the side of the small grave, he could feel the uncontrollable shake of her shoulders. And as the first clod of earth fell onto their child’s coffin, she moaned deep and low, a noise that sounded for all the world like it came from somewhere beyond the grave.

At that moment he reached for her black silk-clad hand, but she moved it away. He had never felt so alone in his life.

As for his other children, Peggy didn’t even want them in the same funeral car. Benedict and Natasha travelled to and from the service with Teddy’s brother and wife, white faces staring out of the window, their impossibly small feet climbing out of the Daimler in shiny new black shoes.

‘Don’t be silly, Teddy, how can anyone hold them to blame? They’re children. She’s being ridiculous. It was an accident,’ his brother told him as they drank whisky together late into that terrible night.

It was all right for Stephen, Teddy thought bitterly, with his soft biddable wife, his four solid breathing children and his successful stud farm in Norfolk. Since the war, his brother had gone into breeding racehorses and the business was doing remarkably well. Meanwhile, Teddy was floundering. Any investment he made seemed doomed to failure, he had borrowed money against the house, his son had died and his wife had left him.

A month later, the telegram arrived confirming his suspicions. She wasn’t coming back and he would be hearing from her solicitor.

The hawk-nosed bitch had not only cut him off, she’d abandoned her two surviving children. Poor Natasha and Benedict, Teddy hadn’t a clue what to do with them. Thank Christ for boarding schools, he swore, as he shredded the telegram.

Over the weeks that followed the arrival of Peggy’s telegram, Teddy thought about writing to his son and daughter and breaking the news about their mother, but it didn’t matter how often he sat at his desk with the Carmichael crested writing paper in front of him, he couldn’t for the life of him conjure up the right words. Night after night he sat there, his fountain pen dripping ink uselessly, while the ice in his Scotch made tiny catastrophic cracking noises that made his heart jump.

Everything was falling apart.

Teddy Carmichael was a coward. When the summer holidays came round, his children barely had their trunks through the front door before he sent them to stay with their cousins in the country. The alternative was unbearable, Teddy decided. Whenever the three of them were alone together in Chester Square, it felt like they were trapped in some terrible board game that was missing half its pieces.

He left it to his brother’s wife Simone to tell them about Peggy. When the deed was done, she phoned to say they’d coped with it remarkably well, although Benedict had wet the bed. Like father like son, thought Teddy, blushing at the recollection of having drunk himself into a stupor of incontinence only days before.

Determined to make some positive decisions in the wake of Peggy’s departure, Teddy decided to close up Kittiwake. He wasn’t abandoning the place due to some silly superstition – Teddy wasn’t like Peggy, he didn’t have the imagination to develop any neurotic loathing of the place. Tragedy could happen anywhere. His son could have drowned in the Thames, what difference would it have made? He was gone, the boy with the glowing school reports and the ability to pluck a cricket ball from thin air was dead and all that was left of him were the things he would never grow out of.

Teddy ordered a purge of Ivor’s possessions; he didn’t want anything left in the house to remind him of the boy.

Some months later, when Benedict came home for a brief weekend exeat, he discovered a suitcase under his bed containing all the things Ivor had taken to Kittiwake that last Easter holiday. Rifling through it, Benedict found a ten-bob note in a pair of his brother’s shorts; he shoved it into his own pocket, then shut the case and slid it as far back under the bed as possible.

Years later, when the suitcase disappeared, along with everything else from his childhood, Benedict would feel a pang of regret that the only memento he’d ever had of his brother had been frittered on sweets in the school tuck shop.

Shutting down Kittiwake was one of the few sensible financial decisions Teddy made that year. He couldn’t afford to run the place and he couldn’t sell it because it was in the Yankee bitch’s name. So he sent word for the pool to be drained and instructed their regular cleaning woman, Brenda, to cover the furniture and wall hangings with dust sheets and promised her a generous retainer to keep an eye on things. Aside from the fact it went against the grain to allow an asset to fall into complete disrepair, Kittiwake was his children’s inheritance – and it looked increasingly likely they were going to need it. In fact, at the rate things were going, it might be the only thing left for them to inherit.

With that thought in mind, Teddy poured himself a sherry. The only thing he would truly miss about Kittiwake was the wine cellar. Peggy had insisted on getting it properly stocked; in a few years’ time, some of those bottles could be worth a few bob. He’d even laid down some port for Ivor’s twenty-first, and the sudden realisation that this day was never going to happen made Teddy tremble uncontrollably.
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Escaping

Somewhere in the middle of the Atlantic, May 1950

Peggy Carmichael wasn’t a stupid woman. The truth about Teddy’s gambling addiction had eventually dawned and she knew full well that if she left her diamonds and pearls, her rubies, emeralds and Cartier watch in Chester Square, they were likely to end up on a Knightsbridge gaming table.

Her jewels were now safely stowed in the safe of her first-class cabin on Cunard’s luxurious ocean liner the Queen Mary, and as the ship pulled out of Southampton Harbour on its five-day voyage across the pond, Peggy wept with relief. She had escaped.

Apart from her jewellery, she was travelling light in an effort to maintain the fiction that she was only going home for a short break. In reality, she had no intention of coming back. Her marriage was dead, Teddy’s touch made her skin crawl, and visions of Ivor haunted her day and night. She saw him dead, waterlogged on the side of the pool, she saw the blanket being pulled over his beautiful face as they stretchered him into the ambulance, and she saw him blue-lipped and waxy in the morgue.

But even worse, she saw him alive. Chester Square had been unbearable. She had seen him everywhere she looked, running up the stairs laughing, eating a biscuit in the conservatory, practising his batting in the back garden. It was agonising, she had to get away, she would go mad if she stayed.

What she would do once she arrived back in America, Peggy had no idea. In the meantime, the crossing was proving enough of a distraction. Not that she socialised – she preferred to keep herself to herself. Most people, observing that she dressed in black from head to toe, presumed she was recently widowed. Much to her relief, they kept a respectful distance.

She ordered her meals to be delivered to her suite, slept a great deal, had her hair set and her fingernails painted in a deep Max Factor scarlet in one of the ship’s beauty salons.

A couple of days into her voyage, Peggy began to feel like a snake shedding an old skin. She wouldn’t be Teddy’s wife for much longer, and as for the children . . . In some respects, she wished she’d been barren. Losing a child was even more painful than giving birth to one in the first place.

The best thing to do, she decided, was to compartmentalise her life. Her children belonged to a time and a place that no longer existed. Never mind Kittiwake, she was never going back to Chester Square. England was Ivor and motherhood. In America she would be someone else. She would become the woman she might have been had she never met Teddy. The fact that she had been playing one role for the last fifteen years of her life didn’t mean she couldn’t play another. Philadelphia was less than a hundred miles from New York and Fifth Avenue, she could be reabsorbed into the slipstream of American society, attend the opera and charity functions, eat lobster in expensive restaurants. She would be thin and fashionable, she might even dye her hair a different colour, go darker, banish the increasing number of silver threads for ever. She would grow a new skin.

On the last night of the voyage, after a solo pitcher of frozen Margaritas and a very good fillet of hake Grenobloise, served with an irresistible potato puree, Peggy found herself pacing her quarters suffering from indigestion.

As a woman with a twenty-three-inch waist (no mean feat after three children) she didn’t normally eat potato, and in this restless state she retrieved from the silk case containing her headscarves the one memento of her old life that she had brought with her: a black-and-white photograph of her three children.

Peggy had removed it from its silver frame before she left. She knew it would never sit on her dressing table next to her scent bottles and silver-backed hairbrushes again – how could she face it every day for the rest of her life? The sight of it was too painful.

The picture had been taken in a professional studio six months before the accident. Ivor, Natasha and Benedict were sitting in a row on a velvet chaise longue, for ever twelve, eleven and nine. Peggy swallowed a sob. If Ivor wasn’t going to grow any older, then it didn’t seem fair that the others should either.

In the photograph, Benedict wore a sailor’s suit and held the yacht his maternal grandfather had sent him for his birthday. Only Ivor looked directly into the camera, bright-eyed and handsome, his broad smile showing off his even white teeth; the other two looked shifty and glum in contrast. Benedict was jealously guarding the boat while Natasha stared at the floor as if wishing it would open up and swallow her whole.

Peggy examined the photograph closely and noticed for the first time that the girl’s fists were clenched.

Why did it have to be Ivor?

Wiping away a tear, Peggy pulled on a coat. The night sky looked clear and it would do her good to go on deck and see the stars, walk off some of that potato.

She wished the crossing could last for ever. Being in the middle of the sea was oddly comforting. None of it felt real, there was no fixed time, no fixed place, nothing but the endless stretch of water reaching out on all sides as far as the eye could see.

It was midnight when she crept into the deserted grand salon and stared at the art deco mural on the wall. Depicting a map of the Atlantic, it featured a crystal model replica of the ship charting its steady progress across the ocean. She wished she could slow it down. Out here on the ocean, she could imagine that she was going to America to see her father and that everything back in England was as it should be; her three healthy children were happily getting on with their schooling.

She liked being in limbo. It was a relief not to be responsible for anything. On board the ship she didn’t need to make any decisions beyond when and what she ate, and the food was rather good. In fact the sea air seemed to have restored her appetite; for the first time since Ivor died, she began to worry about her waistline.

The photograph still exists. It sits in a slightly battered silver frame, amongst a group of carefully curated objets d’art on the grand piano in Kittiwake’s newly refurbished drawing room. Freya had to dither around for hours positioning everything to look exactly right – the framed photo, a marquetry cigar box, a Lalique glass vase, a tiny speckled blue egg and an ornate Victorian fan – but the resulting image has scored over three thousand likes on Instagram, which is the main thing.
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Coming Undone

London, 1950–1961

The fifties were not kind to Teddy Carmichael. Every New Year he swore blind things would change and resolved to cut down on the drinking and the gambling. But every year things seemed to get worse and he couldn’t help noticing the gaps that kept appearing in his life since his son died and his wife ran away.

Teddy couldn’t understand what was happening. Everywhere he looked something was missing: his wife, his children, the ornamental Russian samovar in the dining room – and now some of the oil paintings that used to hang on the stairs.

At least the disappearance of the paintings would please Peggy, he sniggered to himself, stumbling past the newly exposed rectangles of Edwardian striped wallpaper that stood out vividly against their surroundings.

Peggy had disliked most of the canvases that hung in Chester Square, but she particularly hated the portraits of his ancestors, ‘those deeply creepy pus-faced freaks’ as she once called them.

Unfortunately, it seemed the art world agreed with her. None of the Cork Street dealers had expressed the remotest interest in those wealthy but ugly faces, so Teddy’s dead relatives continued to stare at him with bog-eyed disapproval as he hauled himself nightly to his sleeping quarters.

Sometimes he wondered why he bothered with this farcical ‘going to bed’ routine, given that he barely slept. He might as well have laid down on the horsehair couch in his study for all the comfort his mattress gave him.

Night after night he thrashed about under the covers, attempting to do increasingly complicated sums in his head, but the figures danced and refused to add up, and the gaps between what he needed and what he had grew bigger and bigger with every month.

If he did sleep he had terrible nightmares during which he lost his teeth, enamel tumbling from his mouth leaving empty bloodied gaps in his fleshy pink gums, and it didn’t take Freud to understand the reason why.

Teddy Carmichael was teetering on the edge of bankruptcy and in an effort to keep the slavering wolf from the door, he was selling off the family silver, plus anything else that could raise a few quid – china, furniture, his father’s fishing tackle.

Sometimes, when he came home from his club, he thought for a moment he might have been burgled. Where on earth was that rather good little Stubbs painting, commissioned years ago by his great-grandfather, entitled Samuel with a Gelding under an Oak Tree?

As a small boy, it had been his favourite painting and he used to stroke the little black horse for luck before he left the house.

Sadly, some terrible tips and a disastrous day at the Cheltenham races had necessitated the painting’s swift and unceremonious departure. The new owner had lifted it off the wall and given Teddy a knowing smirk as he carried it off under his arm.

It was his own fault, who else could he point the finger at? The trouble with living by yourself, he mused, was that there was never anyone else to blame.

Teddy’s fateful day at Cheltenham had culminated in putting all his remaining money on a dead cert in the final race. To his horror, Moon Shadow had fallen badly in the second furlong and broken a leg. A vet was summoned to put the beast out of its misery and as he stared in disbelief at his betting slip, Teddy heard the muffled crack of the fatal shot. Weeks later, he could still hear it.

And now the Stubbs has gone.

A gee-gee to pay for the gee-gees, he giggled, trying not to slop the port he was ferrying to his bedroom. In the good old days, he’d have called for Blake his butler to see to his night-time nightcap needs, but Blake left in 1955. These days, without a butler or a wife, Teddy had to tackle his cufflinks on his own.

The trickiness of this operation, combined with the increasing morning tremor in his hands, regularly brought him to his knees, leaving him sobbing with rage on the floor of his dressing room, biting at the useless dangling shirt cuffs.

He missed Blake more than Peggy. As for Ivor, time and alcohol had dulled the pain of losing his eldest son. On one occasion, after yet another night of sweating and tossing in his bed, he awoke having completely forgotten what the boy looked like. Desperate for proof that the lad had actually existed, he’d crawled under the stairs and opened the family strongbox, rummaging through the contents until he found his eldest child’s birth certificate:


Father – Edward George Christopher Carmichael; Mother – Margaret Christina Carmichael (née Oppenheim).



All ties with Peggy had been unceremoniously cut after the divorce. The legalities were left to their solicitors, but according to Cudlip and Bird of Kensington, Peggy hadn’t blanched at the idea of taking over the running costs of Kittiwake.

Good job, thought Teddy, the place was nothing to do with him, although to his surprise some months later, when he discovered a spare bunch of rusting keys labelled ‘Kittiwake’ he found he couldn’t bring himself to throw them away.

Ten years, he reminded himself. An entire decade had passed since he lost both his son and his wife, and now his two surviving children had abandoned him. Benedict, after years of being a complete nuisance at school, surprised everyone by knuckling down and clinching a place at Oxford University to study Modern Greats, whatever that was. While Natasha, now twenty-two, had miraculously transformed from a sullen, whey-faced child into a strangely delicate beauty. She had recently become Mrs Hugo Berrington and moved to Barnes, of all places.

Teddy was left to struggle on alone in a house he could no longer afford to heat or even clean properly. Natasha’s wedding had financially wiped him out – he was the father of the bride and as such, tradition demanded that he paid for everything, including five bridesmaids, a wedding dress created by designer du jour John Bates, plus a champagne reception followed by a sit-down meal for two hundred at Claridge’s.

No wonder Teddy’s hair was falling out and the whisky decanter on his desk ran as dry as his savings.

He thought about asking his brother for yet another loan – Stephen had inherited a great deal more than he had – but he hadn’t paid back the last lump yet and the old miser was a bit stingy when it came to handouts, so Teddy tended to rely on luck and his bookies instead.

Periodically he’d make an effort to keep away from the gaming tables, but what with the children no longer living at home and most of the staff dismissed, Teddy found the lonely chill of Chester Square too much to bear. Besides, he was incapable of cooking a half-decent meal for himself and man could not live on toast and pilchards alone.

So every night he set off for supper at his club and every night he drank too much and staggered over to the gaming tables where his run of bad luck continued to bleed his coffers dry.

Eventually his name became synonymous with ill fortune to the point where chaps he once viewed as chums refused to sit next to him in case his bad luck rubbed off on them, and a bad night on the cards was known as ‘having a Teddy Carmichael’.

While the rest of the world was greeting the dawn of a new decade, Teddy had reached rock bottom and he couldn’t see a way out. Things had gone so badly wrong it would be impossible to put them all right. He couldn’t afford to keep up, he didn’t fit in anywhere any more, he was only fifty-six years old but he was too tired to carry on. So far as he could see, there was only one solution.
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The Telegram

Sacramento, USA, 1961

Peggy sat on the veranda in the Californian sunshine eating half a home-grown grapefruit (no sugar) for breakfast, when it struck her that Benedict had turned twenty-one the previous day. Her youngest son, who was now her eldest son – son and heir, she supposed.

She hadn’t sent a card but a cheque for a hundred dollars had been signed in her accountant’s office at the beginning of the month. She hoped he hadn’t been expecting anything more personal and fretted momentarily over whether she should have sent him one of her father’s old tie-pins.

She presumed the boy still resembled his maternal Greek grandfather rather than his chipolata-skinned father and imagined he might be quite good looking, albeit nowhere near as handsome as his elder brother. Had Ivor lived, he’d have been breaking hearts all over London by now, lining up future wives and toying with the kitchen staff.

Thinking of Ivor still brought Peggy close to tears but not like it used to, not since she had her brows lifted and the bags removed from under her eyes, a procedure which, despite taking years off her, had severely affected the mobility of her face.

Since the op, Peggy had worn a constant expression of surprise. She even looked surprised to be drinking her usual morning cup of strong black coffee as she watched the pool boy fish for stray leaves while the temperature began its glorious daily climb.

Life was good for Mrs Alessandro. She’d married her second husband, Bobby, a successful walnut farmer, seven years ago. Although he was the opposite of an English gentleman they got on well enough and had sufficient land to stable horses.

Peggy lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. It was May; in Chester Square the cherry blossom would be out and the children attending the local prep schools would be wearing their summer uniforms, the girls in straw boaters walking in crocodile formation two by two, hand in hand.

The thought prompted an image of Natasha at six, a gap where her front teeth should be, hair in pigtails, one ribbon missing.

Time had gone so fast. Her daughter was now a married woman and, judging by the newspaper clipping her old friend Lydia Cashman had cut out and sent from the Kensington and Chelsea Chronicle, Natasha made a handsome bride.

She was too like her mother to be conventionally pretty, but the clever combination of an ornate hairpiece, tiara and veil served to draw one’s eye away from her rather beaky nose. Peggy had to admit, even in profile, Natasha looked quite beautiful.

The groom, on the other hand, resembled any number of chinless English boys that Peggy had encountered a quarter of a century ago when she had ‘done’ the season in London.

Why had she chosen Teddy? Huge cock and twinkle toes aside, the man had proved himself a disappointment. Once the dancing had stopped he’d turned peevish and joyless, and the light went out of their marriage. It was easy to forget how once upon a time they had laughed together and how handsome her husband had been.

She hoped Natasha hadn’t made a similarly disastrous mistake with this Hugo Berrington fellow. She kept the folded newspaper clipping tucked into the bottom of her old jewellery box, along with a certain black-and-white photograph, the one she no longer looked at.

Peggy had been invited to the wedding, which surprised her. A silver-edged card had arrived with her name on it, but not her husband’s – how rude. After all, what had Bobby done to upset anyone? They hadn’t even met him. No, she decided, it was no more than an empty gesture.

Natasha’s idea, no doubt. In recent years the girl had taken to sending her the odd postcard. They arrived out of the blue, from England or holidays in Antibes and once from Venice. Sometimes they were simply random views of London, one featured a Beefeater at the Tower of London with a great big raven perched on top of his silly hat.

Peggy found them disconcerting. At first she thought perhaps it was an impostor pretending to be her daughter, but Natasha had always been appalling at spelling and it appeared nothing had changed. And anyway, it was somehow so typically Natasha; even when she was a child, Peggy had occasionally found her daughter’s behaviour decidedly peculiar.

Citing a fear of flying and with no time to organise a boat crossing, Peggy hadn’t attended the wedding but she did send a fifty-six-piece Spode Byron range dinner set to Natasha’s new address in Barnes, wherever that might be.

A postcard of a London bus eventually arrived with ‘Thank you, Mother’ on the back, but no kisses. Natasha had always been the type to bear a grudge.

Peggy put down her cup of coffee, a squeal of bike brakes alerting her to the fact that a telegram boy had cycled right up to her breakfast table, and was handing her a telegram.

Genuinely, rather than surgically, surprised now, Peggy opened the flimsy document only to read,


TEDDY CARMICHAEL DEAD,
TOOK OWN LIFE, GUNSHOT STOP



A sudden gust of wind lifted the slip of paper and wafted it gently into the pool. Peggy watched as the boy attempted to fish it out.

Water and death, death and water. She hadn’t wanted a pool but Bobby insisted. They lived in California, everyone who could afford a pool had a pool. Peggy had never set foot in it.

Peggy ground out her cigarette. It was 1961, eleven years since her family had been smashed to pieces. Surely no one would expect her to attend her ex-husband’s grave? Would there even be a funeral?

Given that the man had chosen to end his life, there could be consequences. Some churches refused to bury suicides.

In any case, having cited ‘fear of flying’ as an excuse not to attend her own daughter’s wedding six months previously, she couldn’t exactly jump on a plane and turn up at a funeral. And what good would it do anyway? Her children were adults now.

Motherhood wasn’t something she missed. The horror of losing Ivor had pulled the plug on her heart and drained what maternal resources she might have had. There simply wasn’t enough love left over for the other two.

She was, however, dutiful, and leaving her toast untouched, Peggy went indoors and sat at her small bureau in the vast colonial drawing room of the Alessandro homestead and filled her fountain pen with violet-coloured ink.

‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ she wrote, ‘your father’s weaknesses have long cast a shadow on all our lives. Do not let his selfishness be your cross to bear.’

She didn’t for a moment pause to consider her own selfishness. The fact that she had abandoned her surviving children in order to create a life free from the pain of losing Ivor didn’t cross her mind. To Peggy, her own actions seemed quite natural – especially now that she’d had years to justify them. But Teddy! How typical of him to take the coward’s way out, he really was the most spineless creep.

She pictured him slumped in his own gore, blood splattering the wall behind him.

At least now someone would have to change the wallpaper in that gloomy little study of
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