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PENGUIN BOOKS

THE MYSTERIOUS AFFAIR AT CASTAWAY HOUSE

Stephanie Lam was born and raised in London. She now lives in Brighton, close to the sea. The Mysterious Affair at Castaway House is her first novel.







For Philip Lam







Prologue

The first time I ever saw Castaway House I knew it was meant to be mine.

I was only a kid then, in a dirty dress and unlaced boots. I’d gone to stand at the very end of the pier, where I could look up to the great cliff that marked the end of our town. Castaway House was the last one on the left, at the top of the terrace, bigger than the rest and painted buttermilk yellow, the colour of summer.

Of course, I knew I’d have to wait for it to be mine.

Still, anything worth having was worth waiting for, I thought. They said that the best things came that way.

I looked up at Castaway one more time, and made a promise.

Just wait, I thought to myself.

You just wait.
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1965

A storm was breaking ten miles away along the coast, and thunder was cracking across the sky. Rainwater splashed down my neck and the back of my dress, leaking through my tatty coat. Above me, the air smelled of metal. I held on to the slippery railings and looked out over the deserted beach sixty feet below, its broken pier sinking slowly into the sea.

I’d just been on an ill-fated walk along the cliff. The rain had turned the ground into a mud slick, and I’d slipped over at the very top, nearly plunging to my death on the rocks below. Luckily, only the bungalows that lined the path had seen my undignified scramble to safety, and that was when I’d decided to give up on washing away my crimes, and come home.

I looked down; I was filthy with mud, and the rubber boots I’d borrowed were a mess. Still, like this I sort of fitted in with the general ambience of my current living accommodation. I turned, pressed my sodden back against the chilly railings and looked across the road at the building looming through the mist.

I squinted to block out the mildewing walls and peeling window frames. This way, all I could see were several storeys of grandeur, with a rooftop shaped like the turrets of a castle, pillars holding up the porch, and iron balconies on the first and second floors. The house had an almost authoritarian air about it, perhaps because it stood at the head of the terrace, or perhaps because it was the largest on the street.

However, once I opened my eyes properly and crossed the road, there was no escaping the rust eating away the balconies; and from the pathway I could make out the cracked basement window held together with masking tape, the scrags of tinsel up on the second floor, although it was nine months after Christmas, and the badly punctuated ROOM’S TO LET sign pasted to the door.

So here it was, my abode since August when I’d so hurriedly left home, shortly before the start of a fresh academic year as Miss Waverley’s most promising pupil of the Upper Sixth; I’d spent the last month and a half trying to tell myself I wasn’t missing it one bit.

I climbed the five steps up to the covered doorway, my feet sloshing inside the boots. As always, I stopped to look up at the oddly beautiful stained-glass window overhead. The hallway light was on, illuminating the vines and tulips that formed in red and green the name of my new home, Castaway House.

I dug muddy fingers into the pockets of the raincoat to find my keys. Inside, some sort of argument was going on. Two men: I heard the rumble of voices back and forth. I pushed my key into the lock and recognized Johnny’s voice, telling someone to get out or else. I braced myself, wished there was another way in, and twisted open the door.

As soon as I stepped on to the mat, the timer light blinked off and I was left in the dark. I swallowed, punched the switch back on, and the hallway jumped into a dull yellow glare.

I was standing between the two doorways. The second one was always open, revealing a great expanse of hall, the dirty flagstones covered with a constant carpet of grit, sand, sweet wrappers and cigarette ends. Johnny was wearing his good suit, and his neck was red with irritation. Facing him was an old tramp, swaying against the snail-shell end of the banister. He turned to me as I came in, and said in a voice as rich as plum brandy, ‘Please help me.’

‘Oh!’ I dripped across the hallway. ‘What’s the matter?’

‘Stay out of this,’ said Johnny, and then took me in properly. ‘Bloody hell, Rosie, you look terrible.’

‘I fell over in the mud, that’s all.’ I frowned at the tramp. ‘Sorry, do I know you?’

The man shook his head. ‘Indeed you do not. This is why I need your help.’

He was as pitiful a specimen as I’d yet seen grace the hallway of Castaway House. He had a tangled grey beard, a nose mapped with veins, and an overcoat that was giving off a hideous reek of stale alcohol and body odour.

Johnny growled. ‘Look, pal, you don’t live here and you’re pissed, so do us a favour and get lost, all right?’

‘Come on,’ I said. ‘At least let’s hear what he’s got to say.’

Johnny snorted a laugh. ‘Please yourself.’ He waved me vaguely towards the tramp. ‘And you can get rid of him after.’

I smiled encouragingly at the man. ‘Go on. What is it?’

He staggered slightly and cleared his throat. ‘I have made a journey,’ he boomed. ‘Across sea, across land, and this, mark you, this was my destination. And now I am here, I demand that you listen to my story.’

‘Okay,’ I said, a little uncertainly. Johnny winked at me.

The man smiled, revealing a row of rotting teeth. He patted the pockets of his overcoat. ‘I have something here. Something to show you.’ He glanced up at me fiercely. ‘It is of the utmost importance!’

I watched the man transfer items from one pocket to another, peering at each of them in turn. This took some time, so while I was waiting I said, ‘Listen, Johnny, I was just wondering if I could ask a favour …’

‘No.’ He readjusted his shirt cuffs below his jacket sleeves, and smoothed down his brushed-forward hair. ‘Six quid on Tuesday, or nothing. If you ain’t got the rent, ask your flatmates for a loan.’

I pulled a face, but he wasn’t looking. ‘Please. I’m just a bit short.’

He cackled. ‘I know that.’

‘Johnny …’

‘Ain’t my problem. Landlord’s orders. I just hold this sodding place together, that’s all.’ His face softened slightly at my worried frown. ‘How’re you settling in, then?’

‘All right.’ I shrugged.

‘Good.’ Johnny glanced at the tramp, who was pulling from one pocket a heap of what looked like debris from the beach: an old shell, a bit of twig, a pile of sand-scattered bus tickets. ‘You coming up to see Star later?’

I tried out a bitter laugh. ‘Hardly. She was supposed to knock for me last night. We were going to go dancing at the One-Two, only she didn’t bother to turn up.’

Johnny sniffed. ‘You should’ve come up to ours. She probably forgot.’

‘I did come up.’ I shrugged away the wriggle of excitement at the thought of Johnny and Star in their love-pad; not even anywhere close to getting married, but with a double bed and everything. ‘There was no answer.’

‘Oh, yeah.’ Johnny nodded. ‘I think we went out for a drink. I dunno, Rosie, what can I say? My bird can’t keep away from my side. One-Two’s a dive anyway. You don’t wanna go there.’

The light turned off again, and he leaned past me to turn it on. As the beam glowed, I saw that the man was peeling apart the innards of a tube of mints. ‘Items from a newspaper,’ he muttered. ‘Five or ten items. Or seven. You will understand. You will see.’

‘Well,’ I said grumpily to Johnny. ‘You can tell her from me that she can just … I don’t know, find a new friend.’

‘Yeah, yeah,’ said Johnny wearily, as the tramp roared, ‘Where have they gone?’

‘Oh, they’ll turn up,’ I said, wanting to be gone now, with a hot bath already run and waiting for me.

‘They contain the most dreadful news.’ His brows beetled. ‘As soon as I read them … I admit I cannot quite remember now what they contained, but as soon as I read them, I knew I had to return. I had to come back to Castaway House.’

‘Back?’ Johnny clicked his neck. ‘What d’you mean, back?’

‘I had to come back.’ The man stared at the painted-over wallpaper. ‘Had to come back.’

‘Well, look,’ said Johnny. ‘If you been here before, you can rent a room again. I got one going in the basement. Flat Four. It’s got a lovely garden view. All mod cons. Then I won’t have to kick you out, see?’

‘Oh, yes,’ I said. ‘That’s a good idea. And then he can have a proper look for his newspaper cuttings.’

‘A room.’ The tramp pulled out a much-torn manila envelope containing a huge bundle of dirty pound notes. ‘Yes. A room. What are your rates, my good man?’

Johnny eyed the notes greedily. ‘Um … we’ll have a little chat about that downstairs.’ He jerked his head as he sauntered towards the passageway that led down into the basement. ‘This way, Grandad.’

‘Wait.’ The tramp eyeballed me. ‘You have been kind to me, my dear. I would like you to be the first to know the truth.’

‘Okay,’ I said cheerfully. ‘You just let me know as soon as you remember it.’

‘First floor,’ supplied Johnny from the dim end of the corridor. ‘Visit any time. Rosie’ll make you a cup of tea. Rosie Lee, ha ha.’

‘How about I pop down instead?’ I said, thinking hurriedly, glaring at Johnny. ‘Er … tomorrow. You can show me those things from the newspaper.’

‘Very good.’ The man held out a filthy, calloused hand. ‘My name is Dockie.’

I shook it gingerly, noticing that my own hand was likewise caked in mud. I had no intention of popping down tomorrow; I had a feeling that by then he’d have forgotten my very existence. ‘Rosie Churchill.’

‘After the great man.’ Dockie nodded. ‘I watched the funeral on Mrs O’Shea’s television set. Most moving. And now, to rest.’

They disappeared into the darkness downstairs. I shook my head, relieved they had gone, and was about to go up to the flat when something about the telephone beside me caught my eye.

At first I wasn’t sure what it was. The phone was an old-fashioned black Bakelite one, sticking out from the wall on a small plinth, and below it hung the money box with its A and B buttons and its slot open-mouthed for sixpences. Above the phone, somebody – probably Johnny – had erected a blackboard for messages. It had never been properly cleaned and was now a thick swab of grey chalk dust, although somebody had recently scrawled on it in pink. I looked at it for several seconds before I realized that the message was for me.

Rosy – yr mother called. Said shell call agane at 5.

I looked at my wristwatch; it was ten to. I rubbed off the message with the clammy duster that had been wedged behind one of the copper pipes that trailed floor to ceiling. As I was putting it back, I heard the whistling again.

It was a grating, tuneless sound that belonged to someone who was tone-deaf and had no sense of rhythm. I’d often heard it when I was out on the staircase, either rising or falling from one of the floors above or below me, but I now realized exactly where it was coming from, and that I should have guessed whom it had been all along.

Nobody had ever met the inhabitant of the ground-floor flat; at least, Susan, Val and I hadn’t. The flat was certainly being lived in, because the girls had told me that sometimes the curtains at the front were closed at night. Whoever was there had access to the huge back garden, which we could see from our kitchen window, but none of us had ever seen anyone in it.

I realized that of course Johnny would know who was renting the place; he’d have the name marked up in his little black book, which he kept in a drawer in his and Star’s flat on the top floor, but there was no point asking him anything. Johnny took great delight in denying all knowledge of anything we might want to know, and he loved to tease. I could have asked Star, but I wasn’t speaking to her now. Anyhow, anyone who whistled like that was surely some sort of psychopath, perhaps with bodies in the larder like John Christie, so maybe it was better not to know.

I walked up the threadbare runner lining the stairs to the half-landing. The bathroom was empty, and the meter still had some go on it, so I thought I’d risk not feeding it one of my precious coins. I scrubbed the tidemarks out of the bath and turned on the hot water, the geyser whumping into shuddering life.

While I was waiting for it to fill, I climbed the stairs up to our flat on the first floor. I stepped out of Val’s boots by the door; there was still a good quarter-inch of water in them, but I decided to drain and clean them later. At least the girls were out; Val and Susan were at the pictures watching Help! for the fifteenth time with Susan’s boyfriend and one of the lads from their work. I slung my raincoat on the peg above, and walked in stockinged feet towards my bed.

There was a strict hierarchy of beds in the flat. Val’s, which was the middling one, faced the door and was stacked with her soft toys like a first line of defence. Susan’s, the best, had a frilly pink coverlet and was behind the partition where we hung our coats, against the wall dividing this room from the kitchen. It was the warmest spot in the flat, and she’d positioned the bed so that whenever she got out of it, in a Jean Shrimpton stretch she had perfected in front of the mirror, her bare feet would land on the rug.

My bed was, naturally, the worst. Although its head was a few feet from the gas fire, this seemed hardly relevant as it was pushed up against the outside wall, and bubbles of damp oozed out of the discoloured wallpaper beside me as I slept. The bed lay alongside the furthest of the three floor-to-ceiling windows, which meant that the wind coursed in on chilly days, and on sunny ones it was like being roasted alive.

I stood beside the bed as I peeled off my sodden clothes and looked out of the window. Rain was still lashing down outside, forming puddles on the broken balcony. I pulled my padded dressing gown from the bed, where it lived as part of the covers, and wrapped myself in it. From the window, I saw Mrs Hale emerge from the gateway of the Bella Vista guest house next door and battle with her car door. She managed to wrench it open, although, as she climbed in, it swung away from her and she had to lean out and pull it closed. I heard the distant slam as she succeeded, and the iffy rattle of the car’s engine starting up. She shuddered out and headed uncertainly down the cliff, wavering from side to side in the wind.

When I turned away, I caught my reflection in the huge gilt mirror that tilted at an angle over the disused fireplace. The mirror was tarnished and scratched, and the way it leaned meant whoever looked in it always felt slightly seasick. I’d lost weight in the short time I’d been here, which perhaps was fashionable, but there were dark hollows under my eyes, and my cheeks were gaunt. I ran fingers through my damp hair, and several strands came away in my hand.

Before I went down for my bath I pulled out R. C. from his hiding place amidst the stack of books I used as a bedside table. Star had given him to me; one of the fifth-floor tenants had found him folded and wedged behind a loose bit of skirting. ‘Same initials as you,’ she’d said. ‘I was going to chuck it away, but, you know, you can have it if you want.’

That was one of the days when she’d been good: funny and generous and happy to seek my friendship. I smoothed out R. C. and studied him again.

It was a pencil sketch of the head and shoulders of a young man. It wasn’t very well done, but there was something about the angle of his cheekbones, the tuft of uncertain hair, the bruised eye sockets, that reminded him of me. His face also had an uncertain look about it, or perhaps that was only suggested by the timid strokes R. C. had made with that pencil, forty-one years ago. Above the picture he’d scribbled, Twenty minutes after my arrival! and, at the bottom, R. C., 10th June ’24.

It was the exclamation mark that intrigued me. The ‘arrival’ must have been at this house, but I couldn’t work out if the ! indicated excitement or disbelief. I thought the latter seemed more possible. I’d felt the same twenty minutes after my own arrival, having dragged my cases up the stairs and been told by Susan that we’d all get along just fine if I didn’t consider myself their friend, they having quite enough to be getting on with, and that the bathroom would be out of bounds between seven and half past eight every morning, and that she usually invited her boyfriend over every Friday evening, so if I could make myself scarce then, it would be much appreciated.

From downstairs, the telephone pealed. I looked at my alarm clock, balanced on the books. It was five o’clock.

I replaced R. C. in his hiding place and reached under the bed to take my towel from the suitcase I kept there, which I used instead of a drawer. I went down towards the bathroom and stopped just outside, looking down the stairs at the jangling phone. I hoped nobody else would answer it. The house certainly felt empty, except, I supposed, for the murderer on the ground floor, Dockie in the basement muttering nonsense, and Johnny, sauntering along one of Castaway’s many hallways.

Finally, the phone rang silent. I breathed out, as if I’d been temporarily reprieved, and opened the door to the bathroom. The tub was nearly full, and I twisted the tap closed, hung my robe on the hook and sank into the scalding water, determinedly not thinking about Mum tapping her nails, the receiver clamped to her ear.

I closed my eyes and concentrated instead on my mysterious R. C., his worried features and his exclamation mark. I mind-sketched arms and legs, gave him a suit jacket and a pair of trousers. I animated him, tried to see him climbing the stairs of Castaway House, but like a wooden man in a Swiss cuckoo clock he kept appearing and disappearing, his face a blank egg, even the features he’d drawn himself dissolving in the bubbles. I contented myself with writing our initials in steam on the tiles, and then held my breath and lay down under the water, the earth caking my body running back into mud, as if that would wash me clean of my sins.
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1924

Both trains were packed all the way from Birmingham New Street to London, and again on the connecting service to the south. It seemed that in every carriage an elderly gentleman was smoking a cigar, and so I gave up my seat fairly early on and spent most of the journey in the corridor, pointing my nose towards the open part at the top of the window in an attempt to avoid a revolt by my lungs.

I had the letter from Alec folded neatly in my top pocket, inviting me once more to Castaway House, assuring me that he had meant what he had said at the funeral, and that I had merely to telegram the day and time of my arrival. I patted it again, feeling the crumple of it against my shirt. It had been my talisman all the way from my small Midlands town, and now, as I trundled through this unknown territory, it was a familial link that told me I was doing the right thing.

Mother hadn’t wanted me to go; she’d had her tea leaves read and was convinced that if I made the journey I’d never come back. Father said it was for the best. ‘Give those lungs of yours a chance, Robert,’ he’d murmured around his pipe when I’d told them of the conversation we’d had at the wake. ‘They need all the help they can get.’

‘It’s Alec,’ Mother had said. ‘He’s always been a flighty one. I don’t trust him.’

‘They’ll be all right.’ Father had rattled his newspaper to indicate the conversation was over. We were in the back parlour, with the oilcloth on the table and Mother’s heirlooms on the mantelpiece, and I attempted to smother my excitement at the idea of a whole summer in Alec’s company by thinking of the rumoured Regency grandeur of Castaway House, my dead Aunt Viviane’s family home.

‘I wouldn’t mind if he lived in a crummy boarding house on the seafront,’ I muttered. ‘I’d probably feel more comfortable there.’

‘If he had a room in a boarding house there’d be no space for you.’ Mother let out one of her practised sighs. ‘I suppose you may as well make the most of it.’

So they had waved me off at the station, and I’d thought I’d seen a tear gleam in Mother’s eye, which was silly because were it not for this year in the purgatory of my sickbed I would have been long gone anyhow. I pressed my forehead to the glass and watched the countryside of the South roll by in low-lying hills and broad streaks of meadow. A river snaked alongside us for a while, silvery under the June sun. We stopped at tiny country stations; I saw windmills bead the skyline and then, finally, the dotted cottages became terraced houses, heaped together and flung upon hillsides. A viaduct took us over a busy street thronging with buses and billboard advertisements, until finally we drew up alongside a platform heavy with trolleys and porters, beneath a vaulted glass-and-steel roof. A man in a square blue cap puffed alongside the train, pulling open doors and calling, ‘Helmstone, ladies and gentlemen! Helmstone, your final destination!’

People were already pushing me against the window, hurrying to the doors so they could be the first out. I waited until the rush had subsided, then went back into the carriage and retrieved my case from the rack, coughing on the lingering cigar smoke inside.

A porter approached me, his eyebrow raised hesitantly, but I smiled quickly and moved on, dragging my case and hoping he would not insist as I had no spare coppers for a tip. Alec had said he would meet me at the station, and so when I arrived inside the concourse I hovered and looked about, trying to make the smile I was wearing appear suitably nonchalant.

Between the two arches of the entranceway there was an advertisement that painted Helmstone as the Riviera, where beautiful people leaned on a bleached-white terrace under a gaudy Mediterranean sun. I stood beneath the poster, thinking it seemed like a prominent spot to be noticed, and watched the holidaymakers thickening the station concourse: cow-eyed honeymooners, fast girls in long scarves, doughty widows in fake pearls and elaborate hats.

After a while, I realized Alec must have been held up. Another train came in, expelling a few more hundred passengers like ants from a nest, and then another. My nonchalant smile became harder to maintain. I wondered if he were waiting outside.

I dragged my case through the wide tunnel, emerging at the busy entrance to the station. Motor taxis idled in a queue beside me. Friends and family enveloped each other in embraces and handshakes. A wagon staffed by ex-servicemen, medals pinned to their blazers, sold roses for sweethearts. I peered beyond them and saw the sweep of the road lead downhill and then, at the end, rising up like a flat wall, the blue slate of the sea.

I shivered when I saw it. I couldn’t help but feel rather enclosed by the thing, as if there were no escape at the end, just that high, unforgiving wall. And still Alec had not come.

Perhaps he had misread the time. I knew the address; I could take a taxi and hang the consequences. Yet I thought of the pitifully few notes I had stashed in my wallet, and, remembering Alec had mentioned how the house gave on to a view of the sea, decided to head immediately towards it and ask for directions on my arrival.

I grasped my case and made for the end of the street.

The pavement was narrow and chock-full of people. I transferred the suitcase to my left hand and heaved it downhill, following two plump girls wearing skirts that brushed their calves. A man stood in the doorway of a shop with strings of postcards dangling ceiling to floor in his window. He was smoking a cigar. ‘Luvverly postcards,’ he called at me as I passed him. I saw flecks of spittle on his lips. ‘Best photographic quality in town.’

‘N-no thank you,’ I said. ‘Must get on.’

‘You looking for an hotel, chum? I can sort you out. Beautiful little guest house, only half a crown a night.’

I was already a yard beyond the shop. ‘I’m quite all right, thank you.’ I hurried onwards, overtaking the plump girls, my case banging against my shins. I reached a junction where trolleybuses rattled back and forth. Straw-hatted schoolgirls waved down at me from the open deck of one. I smiled quickly, and looked away as they began blowing me kisses and giggling to one another. I crossed over, headed past a cavernous dance hall advertising four nights of hopping fun every week, and found myself at a busy promenade that spanned the length of the beach. I crossed over the road to the sky-blue railings, put my case down between my feet and looked to see what I could see.

I was standing about eight feet above the beach; uneven steps led down to a planked walkway that bordered the sand. Arches were set into the brick wall directly below me, and even from here the smell of fish drifted up from their open doors to greet me. Away to my left was a row of beach huts, outside which were gathered various family groups, the women sunning themselves on deckchairs, the men overheated in shirts and ties. A few, making concessions to the mildness of the day, had rolled up their sleeves.

Further along was a paddock of donkeys flicking their ears. A child, riding one, screamed, red-faced, while her mother waved from the shore. Out to sea, a few people were frolicking in the waves, mostly children of the lower classes. On the promenade beside me, a nanny was holding her charges’ hands firmly and telling them that they were most certainly not allowed a bag of sweets from the scruffy seller by the pier.

I stopped her as she passed. ‘Excuse me,’ I said, and she turned a sharp eyebrow towards me. ‘I’m looking for a place named Castaway House.’

‘I know it! I know it!’ shouted the little boy, jumping up and dragging on his nanny’s hand.

‘Quiet!’ she said sharply. He ceased immediately and sulked, poking out his lower lip. She smiled tightly at me. ‘I’m sorry, I haven’t heard of any Castaway House.’

‘It’s on – er …’ I pulled out Alec’s letter. ‘Gaunt’s Cliff.’

‘It’s just there.’ The little boy pointed his free arm behind him. ‘D’you see that hill? That’s Gaunt’s Cliff, and the house is at the very top. Father showed me, and he told me an awful story about –’

His nanny cuffed him on the ear. ‘I told you once, I’m not telling you again.’ She sighed. ‘I’m afraid I can’t help you there, sir. You’ll have to ask somebody else.’

‘That’s quite all right.’ I smiled uncertainly at the little boy and tipped my hat to the nanny. ‘Thank you.’

Gaunt’s Cliff, according to the nanny’s charge, and I was quite prepared to believe him, was a steep hill that led off the seafront. Where the promenade continued beneath, the cliff pointed at an angle all the way up to the headland overlooking the sea. At the very top, the boy had said. I flexed my fingers and picked up my suitcase again. If he was wrong, I thought, he quite deserved that cuff about the ear.

I turned right and headed along the promenade. Great queues of charabancs were parked along the seafront, like giant perambulators waiting for monstrous babies. One drew up beside me, and from it a phalanx of flat-capped men and shawled women clambered out in a mountain of chatter and excitement and snaggle-toothed grins. I thought of the slow tick-tock of the mantelpiece clock in the parlour and the quiet rustle of Father turning the pages of his newspaper. I was already overwhelmed by Helmstone, and I had only just arrived.

I dodged between the charabancs and crossed the road towards where Gaunt’s Cliff launched into the sky. I craned my neck, peering up, and was just squaring my shoulders in preparation when a voice from above called, ‘Hi, you with the suitcase! Put that down at once!’

I looked up, startled, and saw my cousin Alexander Bray coming down the hill towards me, as blond-haired and handsome as always in an ivory suit, colour-splashed with a magenta handkerchief. He had his hands in his pockets and was smiling broadly. ‘Sorry about that, old chap,’ he said as he approached. ‘Read the time completely wrongly on the telegram. Found your way all right, then?’

He took my hand and grasped it in both of his. ‘Tickled to death you decided to come. Can’t remember a thing about the funeral, of course. Drunk as a fox that day. Bit emotional, you know, Mother finally popping her clogs and all that. Father reminded me afterwards that I’d invited you to Castaway for the summer.’

‘Oh.’ I swallowed. ‘I d-do hope that’s all right.’

‘It’s wonderful. Can’t imagine anything better.’ He took the case from me and batted away my protests. ‘My fault entirely. Meant for you to be met at the station with the motor car, but, y’know, we don’t stand on ceremony here. This is a modern house, Robert, you’ll see. I’ll even carry my cousin’s luggage for him.’ He gestured with the case and then grimaced at the weight of it.

‘It’s awfully kind of you,’ I said, panting, as I followed him up the hill, my lungs protesting slightly. I hoped that over the summer they would improve.

‘Least I could do. Had no idea you’d been at death’s door. What was it, chest trouble?’ He patted his own. ‘Heard you had to put off university for a year.’

‘Yes. I’m … hoping to go up … this autumn.’

‘Good. I suppose you know I was sent down from Brasenose. But we don’t talk about that, ha ha. Anyway, you’re off to – where is it, Magdalen? Glad Grandfather put a little aside for you. Least the old miser could do. By the way, Clara’s at home.’

This non sequitur threw me somewhat. ‘Clara?’

‘My wife,’ he said. ‘The new Mrs Bray.’

He spoke in such a strange way I had no idea what he really meant by that. ‘I don’t believe I met her at the funeral,’ I said.

‘She didn’t come,’ he said shortly. ‘Still, she’s happy enough now Mother’s left me Castaway.’

The effort of the climb and the strength of the sun were combining to form prickles of sweat at the back of my neck. I shrugged off my jacket and held it over my arm. All I knew about Castaway House was that it had been the family’s summer home; while my aunt had been alive, none of the Carver branch had ever been invited down.

‘You still have the flat in London?’ I asked him, remembering rumours of Alec’s wild years there.

‘Gave it up.’ Again, there was that odd twist to his voice. ‘Castaway’s the main residence now. One can’t gad about having flats when one’s respectable, you know.’

I supposed he meant that marriage had lent him that respectability, although I was not entirely sure why. They had wed pretty much in secret, and when the news had emerged it had caused a fair commotion. According to the family grapevine, his new wife had been a minor actress on the London stage, appearing in shoddy musicals and, before that, those revues where, apparently, girls stood in a line, naked or near enough. Mother, whose own marriage had caused its fair share of commotion in its time, took great relish in chewing over the details, especially in relation to her brother, my uncle Edward.

‘He’s such a terrible snob,’ she had said, her voice salty with pleasure. ‘Viviane too, of course. They thought you were beyond the pale. Heaven knows what they must be making of the whole thing.’

The you in question was my father, sitting in his chair in the parlour with his pipe clamped between his teeth. He simply nodded, and I could tell he wasn’t listening. I, on the other hand, was imagining an apparition of my cousin’s mysterious new wife, naked, on the London stage, and was forced to concentrate very hard on this week’s copy of Bystander in my lap in order to distract myself.

Naturally, I was intrigued to meet her, although Alec’s distinct lack of enthusiasm curtailed my excitement a little. If she had no connections and no money of her own, I thought, then she must be very beautiful to have snared him.

Alec had been the golden-haired wonder of my childhood: five years older and unaccountably sophisticated. As a youth, it had never occurred to me to question the differences in our backgrounds; we lived in a modest red-brick villa with a woman who came in to ‘do’, and Uncle Edward and Aunt Viviane owned a porticoed, pillared wonder of a place in Lancaster Gate, with a mighty network of black-clad servants traversing the back stairs to answer every ring of the bell, in addition to what they termed their ‘beach house’ in Helmstone.

We had seen them rarely; once a year Mother and I made a visit to London for a quick tour of sneering relatives. Alec usually blazed in and out, on the rare occasions he was home from school. He was often being expelled for misbehaviour, and I, who at that time was still playing at conkers with the kids from the neighbourhood, thought the very idea of being expelled from school unaccountably glamorous.

One day, when I was ten, Alec, apparently on a whim, decided to take me out for the day, leaving Mother in the company of my frail, cut-glass-voiced Aunt Viviane and the rattle of china cups. I had yet to be parcelled off to Crosspoint on the largesse of my grandfather, and still spoke with the local accent, much to Aunt Viviane’s distress. I marvelled at the way Alec tossed out instructions to the chauffeur as he loaded me into the motor car.

‘Natural History Museum, if you please, Fenner,’ he said, sliding in beside me, and I looked out of the windows in wonder as we whizzed through the streets. I had never been in a motor car before, and drank in every second of the experience. Alec ushered me in through the giant doors of the museum and past dinosaur skeletons, but the biggest prize of the day was being in the company of my cousin.

We returned to the diplodocus on Alec’s request, and stood for a while looking up at it. He’d seemed a little distracted the entire day, although as I barely knew him I could not be sure that this was not just his way.

‘I expect I’ll be dead soon, anyhow,’ he said. This seemed to be the conclusion of several minutes’ internal questing, but I felt rather alarmed.

‘Are you poorly?’ I said. I knew that Aunt Viviane was highly strung – nerves, Mother called it – but Alec had always seemed in the prime of health.

‘If the war continues,’ he said, by way of explanation. ‘They’re talking about conscription. Perhaps it’ll all be for the best, dashed to smithereens in front of a German machine gun.’

‘They won’t make you go,’ I said. ‘Will they? Not until you leave school.’ The war, to me, was an adult’s preoccupation. I knew of classmates’ elder brothers who’d gone off to France. Sometimes those same classmates had been absent from school, and the teacher had told us in a solemn voice that we had to pray for the fallen but never to mention the matter to Huggins, or Wilberforce, when they came back to school next week. To me, the war was happening somewhere else.

Alec shrugged. ‘Who knows?’ he said. ‘I’m sure everybody would be happy if I disappeared.’

‘I wouldn’t,’ I said stoutly, and he smiled and ruffled my hair.

‘Thank you, Robert. When people have already decided you’re a bad lot, you may as well continue in the same line, do you see?’

I did not see, not at all, but I nodded anyway and tried, unsuccessfully, to emulate Alec’s shrug. ‘Mother wishes I’d never been born,’ he said darkly. ‘She’s found some new child to take my place, so I’ve heard.’

This sounded so unlikely, even to my immature ears, that I said squeakily, ‘That can’t be true.’

He smiled down at me coldly. ‘She’s always rather wanted someone who’d appreciate all her … her …’ He waved a hand in the air to articulate the words he was unable to find. ‘Anyway, I’m a disappointment, so I may as well go to war.’

‘Please don’t go.’ My hand crept out of its pocket and felt his sleeve.

He smiled at me again, more warmly this time. ‘All right, Carver, if you really don’t want me to, I won’t.’

As it turned out, Alec turned eighteen three months before they declared the Armistice. He was on the boat train to France when they held the entire battalion up at Dover for twenty-two hours before sending them to Gloucestershire, where he worked out his conscription stamping envelopes. Despite his gloomy protestations at that time, I had always considered him the luckiest of people, and even now, climbing up the steep slope of Gaunt’s Cliff, thinking of the house he had just inherited and the actress he had just married, I felt privileged once again to share a space in his sunshine.

‘Here we are,’ he said finally. ‘Welcome to our humble abode. It’s only half the size of the Lancaster Gate place, of course, but I hope you find it suits you well.’

I breathed heavily, waiting for my lungs to come to rest. We were at the crest of the cliff. To my left, a railing separated us from the promenade far below, the waves breaking on the shore and the spindly finger of a pier glistening in the brisk sunshine. Ahead, the road ended abruptly and became a path leading along the cliff edge beside an ugly churned-over field. To my right, a long terrace of Regency houses spilled all the way back down the hill.

The topmost one of these was larger than the others and painted a buttermilk yellow, reflecting a mellow light in the early summer sun. It was about six storeys high, with a crenellated roof and a pillared doorway. There was a stained-glass decoration over the door in an art nouveau style, with a text I could not quite make out from across the road. As I was peering at it, the door swung open and an auburn-haired manservant descended the steps and came down the path towards us.

‘Scone!’ Alec crossed the road and put my case on the pavement, where it was picked up by the servant, presumably the butler. ‘Take this up to the fifth floor, would you?’

Scone nodded. ‘Shall I show Mr Carver the way also?’

‘Good idea.’ Alec ushered me on to the path. ‘What d’you say I give you an hour or so to rest, and then I can take you for a drink in the town, and head back in time for dinner at eight?’

‘That sounds …’ I thought of the myriad chores bestowed upon me back at home, even during my long illness. ‘Absolutely wonderful.’

‘Good stuff. I’ll knock on your door. Here, d’you like this?’ We were walking up the steps now; he waved overhead at the stained glass, which I could now see displayed the name of the building. ‘Mother put that in when she inherited Castaway. Loved the place, you know. Always hated London.’

I crossed over the threshold and found myself standing on an oriental-style rug, beneath which peeped the black-and-white chequered flags of a large hallway. Sunlight beamed in coloured lozenges through the stained-glass window. There was a mahogany sideboard upon which stood a silver platter for post, and above it was a mirror, curled about with cupids and leaves. So swiftly I barely noticed him, Scone took the jacket from my arm and hung it on the row of pegs between the first and second front doors.

‘Dining room here,’ said Alec carelessly, indicating a half-open door to his left. ‘Scone’ll show you the rest. I’m going to take a turn in the garden.’

He winked at me, and I watched him walk along the passageway and through a door further along. ‘This way, sir,’ said Scone, and I followed him past a gleaming brass gong at the foot of the stairs. The banisters were polished to a deep sheen and ended with a rather lovely snail-like flourish at the end. The stairs were carpeted a deep red, and the walls were hung with various paintings. I wondered if Alec had inherited the lot wholesale from his mother or if some of these were the new Mrs Bray’s touches. I wondered what her taste, as a former actress, was like.

On the first floor there was a small landing, illuminated by a window behind the stairs, and a closed door ahead of us. ‘The drawing room, sir,’ said Scone, separating each word as if it were pickled in vinegar, and I frowned to wonder that a mere room could draw such disapproval. He pointed to the door to our side. ‘And here is the library. Mr Bray wishes you to make full use of it.’

Up we went, Scone indicating Mr Bray’s bedroom and the bathroom, which he showed me with some pride. ‘Very modern, sir,’ he said, indicating the hot-water geyser to fill the bath. He insisted on showing me how to turn the taps on and off, both there and on the wash basin. ‘Right hand for the cold, left hand for the hot.’

‘Excellent,’ I said, as if I were used to such conveniences and not the freezing wash of school or the tin bath in front of the fire at home.

On the next landing, Scone merely murmured, ‘The third floor here,’ waving a hand at the closed doors, and I presumed this contained Mrs Bray’s bedroom and perhaps some other private abode. We continued up to the fourth floor, where Scone indicated the study and ‘Mr Edward Bray’s bedroom’.

‘How often does he visit?’ I asked, maintaining a fake smile, hoping his stays were as infrequent as possible. My uncle was one of those men who enjoyed the state of being in a permanently foul mood, and being widowed so young had done nothing to improve his temper.

‘He has not yet found the time,’ said Scone mildly. ‘We hope we will see him at some point during the summer.’

‘Yes, quite,’ I muttered, and thought with some relief that Uncle Edward would probably see it as an indignity of the highest order to have to stay on one of the upper floors of a house that had once been his own, never mind that he no doubt considered said mistress of that house to be several rungs lower than him, socially.

The fifth floor was the highest in the house, although at the top of another short flight of stairs was a closed door that I presumed led up to the servants’ quarters in the attic. There were two doors on the fifth floor, one ahead and one to our right. Scone opened this one, and I found myself in a pleasantly furnished room, with a canopied double bed, a fireplace, a writing desk and a sash window that was slightly open, letting in a cool breeze. Scone placed my suitcase on the bed and said, ‘Would you like me to unpack, sir?’

‘No, no,’ I said hurriedly, uncomfortable with the attention. ‘I’m quite all right now, thank you.’

‘Very good. Shall I send up some tea?’

I grinned. ‘That would be marvellous.’ I looked around. ‘You’re very kind.’

Scone snorted slightly. I suspected I had gone too far, and I blushed. I stepped back out on to the dark wood of the hallway. ‘What’s this door here?’ I said to Scone as he came out to join me.

He obliged by twisting the handle and opening it. ‘The nursery, sir.’

I caught a glimpse of a cot in one corner and a bed in another, presumably for the nanny. There was also a single ink-stained desk and a much-abused rocking horse, almost bald and with pieces gouged out from his face. One of his staring eyes had been coloured yellow, the other green, by a destructive childish hand.

I turned back to Scone. ‘I didn’t know they had children,’ I said, although I supposed there was not any particular reason for me to know.

‘They don’t, sir.’ Scone smiled, and I had the impression he thought I was rather slow. ‘This used to be Mr Bray’s nursery.’

‘Ah. Of course.’ As I retreated from the room and Scone silently closed the door, I wondered why it had been kept as it was; although of course, I realized, blushing once more as Scone descended the staircase with aplomb, there would be future inhabitants of this nursery. I thought they might want to replace the horse, though; its mad staring eyes had rather unnerved me.

I went back to my room and investigated it thoroughly. Alec was right: his parents’ London house was twice the size of Castaway, but that one, with its myriad, cavernous rooms and echoing hallways, had always intimidated me. This place, with its elegantly twisting staircase, oblong sash windows and dark polished floorboards, fitted me to a T.

I went to the window and looked out at the garden several storeys below. It was agreeably long and broad, with paved walkways that led off into hedged arbours. At the back I could see an ornamental pond bordered with wooden recliners and, in one corner of the garden, a vine-covered stone summerhouse. Directly below me were a glass-roofed conservatory and a terrace containing several wrought-iron chairs and a table.

As I watched, I noticed Alec appear on one of the paved walkways. He was trudging along, hands in pockets, and seemed to be lost in thought. I leaned against the window and watched him, mellow with affection. I felt I had never really got to know him properly; perhaps this summer, I would.

Outside my door I heard a clatter and a muttered sigh. I pulled it open and saw a young girl with her head bowed, holding a tray upon which was slopping a quantity of tea.

‘I’m sorry, sir,’ she said in a voice barely above a whisper. ‘I’ll get you some more right away.’

‘It’s quite all right.’ I took the tray from her, at which she flinched, and set it down on the dresser. A flannel had been laid out for me, and I used that to mop up the tea, lifting the little pot and the china cup and saucer. ‘There you go, no harm done.’

Her chin was still stuck firmly to her chest. ‘Thank you, sir. You’re very kind, sir,’ she whispered again.

I laughed. ‘Let’s not make a mountain out of a molehill, eh? What’s your name?’

Her eyes darted left and right as if seeking some sort of escape. Her hair, tucked under its mob cap, appeared to be the colour of straw. ‘Agnes, sir. I’ve only just been made parlourmaid, what with I was under-housemaid before, and I ain’t that used to the trays, see …’ She trailed to a halt, as if realizing she had said several sentences too many.

‘Well, pleased to meet you, Agnes. My name’s Carver. I’m Mr Bray’s cousin; I’ll be staying here for the summer.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Infinitesimally, she edged backwards to the door.

I felt thoroughly awkward now, as if I’d pinned her up against the wardrobe and attempted to ravish her. ‘Well … er … I thought perhaps you didn’t know.’

‘No, sir. Is that all, sir?’

She barely waited for my nod before she vanished from the door. I sighed, and was about to dismiss her from my mind when, quite without warning, I found myself out in the corridor, calling, ‘Listen, Agnes.’

She turned back in her hurry along the landing, looking rather like a sparrow trapped in a house. ‘Yes, sir?’

I smiled. ‘I’m sure you’ll get used to everything in no time.’

She breathed, waiting for my next command, and when none came she allowed a nod of her head. ‘Thank you, sir,’ she whispered, and disappeared out of sight. I shook my head and poured a cup of tea. I could never quite get the hang of the whole servant etiquette thing; they seemed to take it as a personal insult if you tried to be too civil to them. Then again, the girl Agnes looked as if she’d be scared of her own shadow.

I drank my tea, unpacked and visited the bathroom. I washed my face in hot water, a little unnerved by the dreadful clanking noise this unleashed from the geyser. As I still had some time, I went back to the bedroom, pulled the chair up before the mirror and attempted a quick little self-portrait. I liked to think my skills were coming along somewhat, but all the same, when I had finished and compared the picture with the reflection before me, I wondered who it was I’d actually drawn. Determined not to let the failure of the sketch bring me down, I folded it away to look at later, and decided to walk down through the house to meet Alec.

I was reaching the first-floor landing, thinking only of what dinner at eight might consist, when the drawing-room door opened and a woman stepped out; the woman, presumably, whose marriage to my cousin had caused such terrible excitement in the family, Mrs Alexander Bray.

She breathed in sharply when she saw me. She was not as tall as I had expected, and had a pale, pinched face with an expression akin to a squeezed lemon. A pattern of spots dimpled her forehead. Her hair was shortish and dark, and hung in two lank folds either side of her scalp. She was wearing a jade-green gown in some floating material, with furred cuffs, and she wrapped it about herself now with nails painted the colour of blood.

I held out my hand. ‘I’m so glad to meet you at last. Robert Carver, Alec’s cousin.’

She looked down at my hand as if I were offering her a dead fish. ‘I know who you are, Mr Carver,’ she said in an ice pick of a voice.

‘Oh, good,’ I said, grinning foolishly. I let my hand drop. Behind her, I caught a glimpse of a beautiful blue-and-gold drawing room, a huge gilt mirror leaning at an angle above the fireplace.

She pulled the door shut tightly against her back. ‘You’re the poor relation who’s come to sponge off my husband for the summer.’

I stared at her. ‘I … I assure you that I’m not … that I wouldn’t …’

She raised a palm. ‘Please. I really couldn’t care less what your motives are. However, if my dear, darling father-in-law has sent you to spy on this house, then you can tell him from me that if that’s the price of my husband’s allowance, he can fuck himself up the arse with it. Thank you.’

And with that she glided past me and continued towards the stairs.

I gaped at the space she had left, a steady heat rising from my chest to my neck. I gripped the edge of the banister to steady myself. Horribly, I felt tears prick the insides of my eyes and blinked them quickly away. I swallowed and then, from below me, I heard Alec’s voice and walked down the stairs, holding on to the rail as I went.

‘You’re here!’ He was in the hallway, grinning up at me. ‘Shall we … I say …’

I walked straight past him. I pulled open the front door, headed down the steps and marched along the path, out through the gate and across the road to the railings that held the cliff back from the sea.

‘Robert! Robert, what’s the matter?’

I heard Alec behind me. My breath was very hot and very fast. My knuckles were white on the rail. He landed beside me, his face half-amused, half-concerned. ‘You marched out of there as if you had a hand grenade up your backside.’

Unwittingly, this brought forth the image Mrs Bray had evoked with her foul mouth, and I grimaced. ‘I can’t stay. I’m sorry, but I shall have to get the first train back tomorrow.’

‘Why on earth … ?’ His open face crumpled into a frown. ‘Oh, no. Tell me she didn’t. Tell me my wife hasn’t said anything to you.’

‘She … er …’ I coughed with the force of the emotion. My lungs were stuck fast: the old problem, always recurring when I was under extreme stress. I felt the cool metal of the railing and used that to calm my breaths, in and out, in and out. Finally, I said, ‘She accused me firstly of being a … well, a sponger, and secondly of spying on behalf of your father.’

‘Oh, Lord.’ Alec put his elbows on the railings and his hands over his eyes. Eventually he said, ‘I’m so sorry, Robert.’

I shook my head, wanting to say it was quite all right but unable to find the words. ‘If it had even occurred to me you might think I was … well, I would never …’

‘Don’t pay her any attention. She was only saying it to upset you. I mean, talk about hypocrisy. The woman’s the biggest parasite I’ve ever met.’ He looked up at me. ‘I’m sorry to say this, Robert, but the cliché holds true. Marry in haste, et cetera, et cetera.’

I remembered once, long ago, going out with Grandfather to shoot rabbits and coming across one, its eyes stitched wide into its face as it looked down the barrel of my rifle. I felt like that rabbit now. ‘I’m afraid I don’t quite understand.’

‘Don’t you?’ He fiddled inside his jacket pocket, took out a tin of cigarettes and offered me one. I shook my head. He fitted it inside his lips, lit it and said, ‘I thought I’d show the whole stuffy lot of them – you know, Father, Mother, all the rest. If one loves the girl, I thought, who cares if she’s an actress or a road sweeper or a bloody farmhand? She saw me coming, Robert, and now she’s yoked to me and she hates me and hates anyone associated with me, and unfortunately you received the brunt of that and I’m sorry.’

I looked down over the rail at the dots of people on the promenade below and breathed a lungful of precious air. ‘She seemed to think your allowance might be in jeopardy,’ I said.

‘Father’s been threatening it ever since I married her.’ Alec sniffed. ‘She must be scared stiff about the chance of being poor again.’

‘Well, anyway,’ I said. ‘You do understand that I couldn’t possibly stay now?’

Alec put his hand over mine on the rail. ‘You must,’ he said. ‘I’ve been feeling absolutely mad, shut up in that place with just the two of us and the servants chewing over every little detail. And look, she’s either out of the house or gone on some mysterious errand she doesn’t care to tell me about. You won’t even see her.’

‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘I didn’t realize … that is, I wouldn’t want to …’

My inarticulacy was saved by Alec muttering under his breath, ‘Oh, damn it,’ and looking past me, down the hill.

‘What is it?’ I turned and saw a bearded, middle-aged man wearing a crumpled hat and round-rimmed spectacles striding across the street towards us. He waved exaggeratedly, although we stood only a few yards from him. ‘Good afternoon, Mr Bray!’

Alec nodded dispiritedly. ‘Dr Feathers.’

The man turned to me and beamed broadly. ‘Don’t tell me, this is the famous cousin. How d’you do? Awfully pleased to meet you.’

He pumped my hand vigorously. Alec sighed and said, ‘Robert, this is our neighbour Dr Feathers. My cousin, Robert Carver.’

‘Here for the summer, are you, Mr Carver?’

‘Er …’ I hesitated. Alec leaped in.

‘Yes, he is, and we’re both terribly glad to have him here.’

‘Marvellous.’ The doctor beamed. ‘If you have any health problems, you know where to come. Surgery’s directly next door.’

He turned and indicated the house attached to Castaway, a smaller mirror image of its neighbour.

‘Oh – um – thank you,’ I said, slightly unnerved.

‘Actually, Robert’s in perfect health, aren’t you, Robert?’ said Alec, nodding firmly.

‘Indeed?’ Feathers looked slightly crestfallen. ‘How is the charming Mrs Bray? Is she well?’

‘Quite well, thank you. We’re all well.’ Alec tapped his foot impatiently.

‘And the servant situation? Doris …’ And here the doctor turned to me. ‘Our head parlourmaid; we’re not blessed with a Scone, unfortunately. Doris says your under-housemaid’s had a sudden promotion to fill the gap. What’s her name? Agnes?’

Alec blinked. ‘You appear to know more about our household than we do,’ he said, attempting a laugh. ‘Anyway, my wife deals with the servants. You’ll have to ask her, I’m afraid.’

The doctor beamed, not fazed in the slightest by Alec’s rebuff. ‘According to Doris, the girl looks as if she might drop down dead any day now.’

Alec tightened his lips. ‘If she feels unwell, we’ll call you immediately, you can guarantee that.’

‘Good.’ Dr Feathers rocked back on his heels. ‘We must take good care of our servants, or how on earth do we expect them to take good care of us, hmm?’

‘Absolutely,’ said Alec. ‘Now, we must be getting along.’

He took my arm and tried to wheel me past the doctor, who said, ‘Oh, Mr Carver …’

Alec rolled his eyes. I stifled a smile and said, ‘Yes?’

‘I’m sure your cousin has told you that the Featherses will be holding a modest dinner in a few weeks’ time. We’re expecting the mayor, by the way.’ He nodded significantly at me. ‘We would be extremely honoured if you would do us the pleasure of attending.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Although I’m not sure if I’ll still be in Helmstone.’

‘He will be,’ said Alec. ‘And if the mayor’s going to be there, I don’t think Carver will be able to stay away.’

I coughed back a snort of laughter. Dr Feathers smiled broadly. ‘I’ll send the invitation over tomorrow.’

‘Wonderful,’ called Alec, dragging me downhill alongside him. ‘See you soon.’

I was in time to see the doctor bow slightly before Alec pulled me out of sight. We walked down the hill in a dignified silence before spluttering into laughter once we were far from earshot. I laughed so much I was forced to hold on to the rail once more until my lungs had calmed down. ‘The man’s such a snob,’ said Alec. ‘Hated me when I was a kid, you know. Always complaining to my parents about my behaviour. Now I own Castaway he thinks I’m the cream of the crop.’

‘Does he always tout for business like that?’ I asked.

Alec puffed out his lips. ‘He used to treat the servants for a pittance,’ he said, ‘back when Mother owned Castaway. I think his nose has been rather put out of joint we’ve not yet called on his services. It’s my opinion he’s a terrible doctor; probably killed more patients than he’s saved.’

‘That’s why you didn’t let on about …’ I tapped my chest. ‘The old problem.’

‘You’ll be all right,’ said Alec. ‘Fresh air and sunshine, that’s what you need.’

‘Not much of either at home,’ I said. ‘The house is riddled with damp; my own doctor said that was half the problem.’

‘In which case,’ he said casually, ‘a summer spent by the seaside is exactly the tonic.’

I paused. ‘Your …’ I began. ‘I mean, Mrs Bray …’

‘I’m asking you as a favour,’ he said. ‘I need – well, I need somebody in the house who doesn’t hate the sight of me. And do you know what? I can put up with her insulting me, but I won’t allow her to insult my family. And if you do leave on that account I – well, I might just throw her back into the gutter where she belongs.’

‘Please don’t,’ I said quickly. I thought of us standing in front of the diplodocus, and the way I had stared up at my hero Alec, goggle-eyed, thinking him the very paragon of worldliness. ‘Look, there’s no point in my leaving immediately, anyhow.’

Alec grinned. ‘There’s a good chap.’

‘I can’t promise anything,’ I added, and he nodded, although I had the sense he was hardly listening.

‘You’ll like Helmstone,’ he was saying. ‘It’s a small place, but it’ll give you what you need.’

‘Health and sunshine?’ I supplied. We were approaching the bottom of the hill now, and stopped for a second. From somewhere unseen I heard an organ grinder’s wheezy tune.

‘Pleasure,’ he said. ‘Pleasure of all kinds. Mind you, I’m not saying that’s necessarily a good idea.’

I wondered what he meant, but he was already walking away from me across the road. I hurried to catch up. ‘The thing is …’ I began, but he wasn’t listening to me.

‘That’s enough sea air,’ he said. ‘Now let’s
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