

[image: The Wildflowers by Harriet Evans. An easy chair against a landscape with a starlit sky. Marian Keyes quote: I adored The Wildflowers. A sweeping, epic, moving read.]



Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About Harriet Evans

Praise

About the Book

Also by Harriet Evans

Dedication

Epigraphs

Prologue

I

II

III

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Epilogue

I

II

Acknowledgements




About Harriet Evans

[image: Photograph of Harriet Evans by Johnny Ring.]
Harriet Evans grew up in London. As a child she loved reading and making up stories. She then progressed on to teenage geekdom and agonised Sylvia Plath-style poetry it’s probably best not to dwell on. The career in musical theatre she’d always dreamed of never materialised for whatever reason, and so she ended up at Bristol University where she read Classical Studies. In her twenties she was lucky enough to get a job as a secretary at a publishers and instantly realised working with books was what she’d always wanted to do. She was a fiction editor for ten happy years but left in 2009 to write full-time, making up stories all day.

Harriet still lives in London with her family. She likes old films, property websites, sloe gin cocktails, feminism and Bombay mix, not in that order. The Wildflowers is her tenth novel. 

She’d love to hear from you – please contact her on Twitter at @HarrietEvans, Facebook at facebook.com/harrietevansbooks or via her website, www.harriet-evans.com.




About the Book

Tony and Althea Wilde. Glamorous, argumentative . . . adulterous to the core.

They were my parents, actors known by everyone. They gave our lives love and colour in a house by the sea – the house that sheltered my orphaned father when he was a boy.

But the summer Mads arrived changed everything. She too had been abandoned and my father understood why. We Wildflowers took her in.

My father was my hero, he gave us a golden childhood, but the past was always going to catch up with him . . . it comes for us all, sooner or later.

This is my story. I am Cordelia Wilde. A singer without a voice. A daughter without a father. Let me take you inside.
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Chapter One

Summer 1975

It was very strange that no one could agree when, and how, Madeleine Fletcher first came into their lives. Afterwards, in late autumn when the Bosky and Worth Bay seemed to be nothing but a golden memory, they could recall every little detail of the summer. But at first, it was always too painful to think about. They were emotional children; or at least, Cordelia was, her brother following in her lead. They could not mention the Bosky to one another without tears starting in their eyes, lips wobbling tragically: the wood pigeons lazily cooing in the trees, or the feeling of the fabric of the window-seat cushion worn so fine it felt like silk, or the cool sand behind the beach huts: dirty grey, mixed with pieces of bark from the pines, the brambles along the narrow path that led to the sea. The smell of the place, the sounds of the water, the huge skies above them. Silly games that Daddy or Cord invented: ‘Follow My Flapjack’, ‘Waves’ and the current favourite, ‘Flowers and Stones’, where you dashed into the huge patch of wild flowers beside the house with a blindfold on and picked up as many stones and flowers as you could in ten seconds. Points were added for different colours, and deducted for shells. Ben always won, though he was often sick with the excitement of it afterwards, and sometimes strayed into the brambles, scratching himself terribly. 

Back in Twickenham, when the autumn rain fell in grey rods over the old house by the river, gradually giving way to winter, the children would comfort themselves, parcelling the holidays up into days, or events, cross-referencing memories to keep them clear. ‘We went to the ice-cream shop together seven times.’ ‘Mrs Gage made us boiled eggs for tea four times.’ ‘I won Flowers and Stones ten times in a row.’ ‘We had fifteen different people to stay.’ ‘Daddy came down for twenty days.’ 

Even Althea, who swore she heartily disliked the place, could remember the colour of the kite that crashed into the porch and got entangled with the tassels on the cushion that summer of 1972. She remembered too the new kaftan tunic from Biba she had bought in 1973 the week before her annual exile to Worth Bay, Bertie’s voice as he stretched out his lanky frame languorously on the porch and gave his pitch-perfect impersonation of Mrs Gage, who ‘did’ for them, until she got hiccups with laughing. And Althea could perfectly recall the sad little girl next door whose face, small and dreadfully pale, had begun to appear that summer of 1975 as she and the children were having tea every evening. But she couldn’t remember exactly when she had first noticed her. Perhaps even the year before.

Benedick and Cordelia knew it all – the price of sweets in the beach shop, the times of the bus taking them into Swanage, the first lunch they had at the Bosky, laid out and left for them by Mrs Gage (cold chicken salad, tomatoes, crusty bread, cherries and clotted cream), the trouble with Mrs Gage’s toes and the tide times printed in the little blue book, instantly pored over upon arrival each year. But they disagreed bitterly on when they first saw Madeleine. Ben didn’t remember her at all, but Ben was in a dream world most of the time. Cord said she remembered Mads from long ago, that she’d played with her before, but when they asked, she couldn’t ever remember where or when.

The truth was that the year Mads came into their lives was the summer everything began to change, when they all looked back on it. In the end, it was Tony who first properly met Madeleine, and that was when he almost killed her. 

They always left for the Bosky first thing. If Tony was in a play, he insisted the bags be packed and lined up in the hall before he left for the theatre in the late afternoon so the car could be loaded at dawn and they’d be there for breakfast. This added to the staged sense of drama around their departure. Ben and Cord barely slept the night before: they’d be too excited. At five-thirty they’d be lifted into the car in their night things by Tony and would doze all the way, occasionally being woken by their own sagging heads. They would then gaze out of the window at the deep blue of the early August sky, the still, heavy trees just starting to turn a crisp dark green, the golden dawn bathing the roads out of London in warm light: nostalgic before they’d even got there. And it was always chilly, Cord’s bare legs cold on the leather seats in the car, and they’d shiver, and moan, and go back to sleep, but all of them were always awake by the time they passed Wareham and drove the final few miles down the winding country road set high up against the looming chalk barrow that rose and fell away over towards the coast (and where Daddy had once told them in exasperation during a fraught teatime that a witch lived who would come for them if they didn’t eat their liver and onion). 

The first one to see the sea picked what they’d have for breakfast. Cord always won. She was eagle-eyed. ‘There. There! The tide’s out.’ And she noticed every little change each year. Cord was born watchful, as her Aunt Isla used to say.

The soft crunch of the car on the sandy lane, that turn of the old key in the flimsy lock, the sound of children’s feet, thundering up the stairs and along the worn parquet flooring that sagged and dipped throughout the top floor, the windows that swelled shut in the spring rain and often had to be wrenched open with a little extra force if no one had been there for a while. That beautiful first smell of salt water beneath them, the distant call of gulls and of the sea, drawing back and then crashing over the sands: these were sensations all so dear, and familiar, forgotten every year and then there again, as though kept in a box that couldn’t be opened until August.

‘Shall we do the call?’ Cordelia said to Ben, pausing in their running through the house and examining everything carefully for any alteration. She stood rattling the French doors that opened on to the porch. ‘We have to do it ourselves, since Daddy’s not here.’ 

Her arms full of freshly ironed linen for the airing cupboard, Althea watched them from the hallway.

‘Don’t pull the door like that, darling. Try the key.’

‘I have, it’s broken—’ Cord tugged viciously at the door frame. ‘Ugh.’

‘I said, don’t, Cordy! Listen to me!’

‘Mumma. Please don’t be mean and horrible like we’re back in London, not exactly right at the beginning of the holiday,’ said Cord, urgently. ‘Please.’

Help me. Althea turned away towards the airing cupboard, gritting her teeth. The previous year she had returned to the stage for the first time since having the children, as a young mother of two in a daring new play at the Royal Court. She had been required to do very little other than stand there and watch while her husband threw chairs around and complained about the state of the world. The description of her character had been: ‘Vicki, Harry’s wife, sweet-faced, patient, nurturing, a typical young-mother type.’ (Of course, as her sister Isla had grimly pointed out, the play had been written by ‘a typical Angry Young Man type’.)

Every day, Althea would get up, promise herself she wouldn’t shout at the children or be irritated by them, and every day by five-thirty when she had to leave for the theatre she would once again feel awful about making one of them cry for not allowing an extra biscuit, or refusing to turn on the television, or some such. Once at the theatre, she’d don Vicki’s simple smock, brush blusher on to her cheeks and simper sweetly at Harry for two hours whilst hugging the two angelically behaved children who played her offspring and then a car provided by the theatre would take her home and the whole business would start again the following day. A cereal bowl thrown against the dresser at breakfast, a poem pinned to her bedroom door entitled, ‘Why is Ar Mother Never Hear?’. She was neither patient nor nurturing, and her darling children were not angelic. By the end of it, she felt she might be going slightly mad.

And now a month on her own with them. Bloody Tony. He should be running through the house with the children, flinging open the doors and playing hide-and-seek. Every year, on arrival, he’d stand on the porch and call over the bay, his beautiful voice ringing out, Cord and Ben wriggling with excitement next to him. He should be here having this marvellous time with them that he was always telling her was so vital to family life, instead of . . . instead of getting up to God knew what in London. She loved the children to distraction, but they were so loud. Asking questions all the time. Wanting to play games when she wanted to sit on the porch and read a Georgette Heyer. Or chat to whatever guest was down . . . 

Althea squared her shoulders and opened the cupboard door, inhaling the calm smell of fresh linen and lavender. Well, with Tony away, she’d damn well invite whom she wanted this year. If he was in London, she’d ask Bertie – he hated Bertie. And Simon – yes. She nodded. This was the year Simon ought to come. If she handled it well, it could all be arranged for the best. Rather hastily shoving the sheets into the airing cupboard, she brushed down her skirts as she always did when she was nervous or flustered, then turned back to the children. 

‘I don’t want to do it without Daddy,’ Cord was saying. 

‘Go on, darling,’ she said. ‘Daddy’ll want you to.’

‘You do it with me.’

‘Gosh, no,’ said Althea, in horror. 

Ben pushed the door open for his sister and they stepped out on to the wooden porch, shaded in the late-morning sun. Althea watched them, Ben’s thick golden hair that stuck out in clumps, his small square shoulders in striped towelling T-shirt, the tiny mole on the back of his neck. He held his little sister’s hand tightly, though she led the way, as she always did, and she turned back to her mother with a small smile, her heart-shaped face lit up, her halo of messy dark hair a web of black through which sunshine flooded.

‘Come on, Mumma,’ she said. 

The cool breeze and the sounds of the bay soothed Althea after the long drive. It would be all right, here without him. Damn him. She swallowed, as Cordelia put both hands on her chest and bellowed, ‘HOW NOW, SPIRIT! WHITHER WANDER YOU?’ 

She nudged Ben, who said, more timidly, ‘Rejoice, you men of Ang– Ang—’

‘Anjeeers,’ Cord interrupted him. ‘Anjeers, it’s a place in France, Ben. ‘REJOICE, YOU MEN OF ANJEERS, RING YOUR BELLS,’ she hollered, and Ben shuffled to the side, watching her half in exasperation, half in resignation. ‘What else does Daddy say to start the holiday?’

‘Look, but where he comes and—’ Ben began, but Cord interrupted him again. 

‘LOOK, BUT WHERE HE COMES—’

‘Cordelia! That’s far, far too loud.’

‘LOOK, BUT WHERE HE COMES,’ Cordelia began again, totally ignoring Althea, her voice ringing out over the bay, and Ben joined in. ‘AND YOU SHALL SEE / THE TRIPLE PILLAR OF THE WORLD TRANSFORMED INTO A TRUMPET’S FOOL.’

They stepped back, and looked at each other, satisfied.

‘Was that right?’ Cord asked their mother.

‘Wonderful. It’s strumpet, by the way, not trumpet.’

‘What’s a strumpet?’

‘Ask Daddy. Now, come into the kitchen, you two, that’s enough noise. Cordelia, can you—’ Her daughter blinked furiously. ‘Cord, sorry. What’s wrong?’

Cord pointed at the wall. ‘Look, the picture of the boats has gone. What’s that? A painting? Who is it? Who changed it?’

Althea, heaving a box of food on to the kitchen counter, paused. ‘Don’t know. Oh, it’s Daddy’s aunt. The one whose house it was.’

‘Where’s the picture of the boats?’ Cord demanded. 

‘I don’t know. Maybe Daddy moved it when he was down in May.’

‘I hate it when things change,’ said Cordelia, furiously. ‘He shouldn’t come down without us.’

‘Yes,’ said Ben. ‘It’s not fair.’

‘You two, honestly. Go and wash your hands and then we’ll have some breakfast. Ben, you saw the sea first, so you pick. Scrambled eggs or fried?’

‘Scrambled, please – but oh dear, Daddy always makes the scrambled eggs – who’ll do it now?’ said Ben, looking worried.

‘I think I can scramble some eggs, Benedick.’

‘Don’t call me BeneDICK. I hate it. And sorry, no, you can’t, Mumma. Sorry.’ Althea laughed. ‘Well, you can’t. You can’t cook anything.’

She felt rather stung. ‘That’s not true.’

‘Daddy can’t really either,’ said Cord, helpfully. ‘Oh, I miss him,’ she added, moodily sweeping her hand across the dining table. ‘I wish he was here.’

‘I know. Look, we’ll try our best to eke out some scant seconds of muted enjoyment for ourselves without him,’ said Althea, evenly. She glanced at the blue Bakelite clock on the wall, wondering when, whether, if the phone would ring.

‘It’ll be hard,’ Ben sighed. ‘Is Aunt Isla coming at all?’ Althea’s sister, a brisk, jolly headmistress who retained the accent and flavour of her own upbringing, was a great favourite with the children. They had been to Kirkcudbright to stay with her in the white Georgian terraced house in which the sisters had grown up together. It was a beautiful spot: Isla had converted their painter father’s old studio at the bottom of the long rambling garden into a playhouse, below which flowed the River Dee, where the tugboats and fishing vessels slid past the glistening brown waters out to the Solway Firth. 

‘No, Aunt Isla’s away with the school.’

‘Ohhhh,’ said Ben and Cord together, exaggeratedly. ‘Ohhh, nooo, that’s awful.’

Althea paused. ‘Perhaps we’ll have some other people down. Like Mummy and Daddy’s old friend Simon. Do you remember Simon?’ she added, carefully. 

‘No,’ said Ben.

‘He used to live with Daddy. He has blonde hair and Daddy gave him a haircut on the porch once, and we could see the goldy hair through the slats for the rest of the summer,’ said Cord, pachyderm-like. ‘He brought you a scarf, Mumma. And he helped you with the washing-up all the time.’

‘That’s him. He might come. And – Uncle Bertie.’

‘Yippee!’ said Cord. ‘But, oh, I’m still sad about Aunt Isla. I wanted to show her my new book.’

‘I wanted her to teach me to fish again,’ said Ben. ‘If Daddy’s not going to be here to do it. She’s great at catching little fish.’

‘I can do that,’ said Althea. ‘I used to fish all the time.’

‘No, Aunt Isla knows how to fish properly. Her house has a river at the bottom of the garden.’

‘Oh, good grief. I grew up in that house,’ said Althea, exasperatedly. ‘I know how to fish. In fact,’ she added, wildly, ‘I was much better at fishing, and crabbing. Aunt Isla only liked playing dolls.’

The children stared at her in a politely disbelieving way; Ben rubbed his nose. ‘Oh. I thought you were just pretty, Mumma,’ he said. Althea closed her eyes, briefly, and then gave a huge start as Cord flung her arms around her waist. 

‘You can’t help not being awfully good at some things,’ she said, seriously. ‘I’m sure we’ll have a great time without Daddy and Aunt Isla, Mumma.’ 

Althea hugged her fiercely, and after a moment said, ‘Thank you, darling. Now, for the last time, go and wash your hands. And get changed into shorts, please. You can go to the beach afterwards. No, just go, otherwise there’s nothing to eat.’

Tony loved an audience: that was the great difference between them as actors. He looked forward, through them, past them, seeking to connect, to draw people along with him. At home in London he knew the names of the river boatmen, he remembered every cabbie, the rag-and-bone men who often made a special detour to see him; he leaped aboard buses and talked genially to conductors and passengers who didn’t know who he was. Here, down at his beloved Bosky, he was even more in his element, greeting old friends, tickling children under the chin, scurrying up the steps of beach huts to help women down with their wicker picnic baskets, joshing with the old men sitting on the bench outside the pub – he was theirs, and they all loved him. He was very lovable.

‘What a shame Mr Wilde can’t get away till later,’ said Mrs Gage, putting the crockery down on the table.

‘Yes, very sad. Children!’ Althea called, raising her voice. ‘The eggs are nearly done. Come up for some food, please.’ She turned to Mrs Gage. ‘It’s been a huge hit, and they’ve extended the run.’

‘What play is it, then?’

‘Antony and Cleopatra.’ 

‘Oh.’ Mrs Gage didn’t seem that impressed. ‘I read it at school, long time ago now. We saw a play at Christmas, I wanted to tell him about it. Ever so funny it was. No Sex Please, We’re British, and it’s about this wife, and she orders some smutty magazines by mistake, and they start—’

Althea interrupted. ‘Could you get the children, please, Mrs Gage?’ 

‘Anyway, that Cleopatra was a nasty piece of work if you ask me,’ muttered Mrs Gage, moving slowly towards the door. ‘I’ll tell him when he comes.’

Althea nodded. She stood up and glanced into the mirror, then past her reflection at the newly positioned portrait of Aunt Dinah. She peered at the older woman’s eager smiling face and long pointed noise, the disconcerting familiarity of her that she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She stared at the picture. 

‘What’s got into him, in the last year or so?’ she said quietly. ‘Do you know? Oh, I wish you could tell me.’

The tread of the children’s feet crescendoed and they appeared, skidding into place at the table. Althea smiled at them and poured them each a glass of milk, then sat down, smoothing a napkin over her dress. 

‘Here we are. Eggs, bacon and fried bread.’

Ben glanced at his younger sister. ‘Thanks, Mumma—’ he began.

‘Mother,’ Cord said. ‘We want to tell you something.’ Ben picked up a piece of bread and crammed it into his mouth. 

‘Go on,’ said Althea, as she seemed to pause. 

‘We are changing our names. Aren’t we, Ben.’ Cord looked at her brother, as if for reassurance. ‘We don’t like our names any more. It’s silly having names after Shakespearean people.’

‘They call me Dick at school and I hate it.’

‘They call me Lime Cordial.’

Althea said nothing, but nodded.

Taking encouragement from this, Cord said, ‘So can you please tell everyone. That . . . da-durr . . . please hear a drumroll now –’ Ben tapped gently on the table – ‘that our names are now Flash Gordon and Agnetha.’

Althea let out an unintended burst of laughter. ‘No, I can’t,’ she said, and they both turned their faces towards her in astonishment.

‘Well,’ said Cord, solemnly, ‘When we are back from the Bosky we are going to go to the Council and get a form to change them in law. You can’t say no.’

‘Yes, I jolly well can.’

Ben shook his sister’s arm.

‘Cordy, you said she would . . .’ he hissed, and Cord shook it off.

‘I’m not calling you Flash Gordon and Agnetha, and that’s the end of it,’ Althea said. ‘Your names are fine. They’re lovely names!’

‘But we don’t like them, Mumma,’ Ben said, too loudly, the sign that he was getting upset. ‘And we’re not babies. You can’t stop us.’ 

‘I jolly well can, darling. Now, eat your food.’

‘I hate you,’ said Cord, suddenly. Althea’s eyes snapped open. 

‘How dare you,’ she said, her patience gone. ‘Don’t ever say things like that.’

‘It’s not rude, it’s true. And you – oh!’ 

She gave a small sharp cry.

‘What?’ said Althea, sharply, swivelling her head round. 

Cord had jumped up. ‘Who’s that? Oh – is it a ghost?’

Ben clutched his mother’s hand fiercely. There came the pattering echo of footsteps, beating on the porch steps down to the beach, and Althea stood up. ‘Who was it, did you see?’

Cord’s face was red. ‘It was a ghost. It had silvery hair. It was staring at us.’ She pointed out of the window with one shaking, nail-bitten finger. ‘It was Virginia, the witch like the one I saw that time in the grass. Virginia Creeper. Come back to kill us and then to haunt us.’

‘Sit down, darling, it’s not. It’s a little girl, not a witch. I saw her running away. She’s not going to kill you.’

‘I’d be upset if you died,’ said Ben. ‘And Cord.’ He slid his hand into hers. She squeezed it.

‘Agnetha, you mean.’

They both gave a small smile. ‘Yes, of course I meant that.’ 

She stood up, and dropped a kiss on both their foreheads.

‘Daddy’s coming, isn’t he?’ Cord asked, almost under her breath.

Althea kissed the crown of her daughter’s head fiercely, so she couldn’t see her face. ‘Yes, darling. Of course he is. In a few weeks. And in the meantime we’ll have an absolutely glorious time, I promise.’ 




Chapter Two

A few weeks later, in a muggy, distempered dressing room in the bowels of St Martin’s Lane, Anthony Wilde OBE let the door slam behind him. He advanced towards his companion with a smile on his face, deftly peeling off his thick, moss-like black beard as though it were a rubber mask, then threw it on the dressing-room table. ‘Now, my dear –’ he said, and, pulling her towards him, he kissed her neck. ‘Well, well.’

She dimpled. ‘Well, well,’ she whispered.

‘It’s jolly nice of you to pay me a visit,’ he said. ‘Can I get you anything to drink?’

‘No, thank you,’ she said. ‘Where’s Nigel?’

‘I got rid of him for the night.’ Nigel was Tony’s loyal dresser of many years’ standing. ‘So we’re all alone.’ His hand slid up her firm leg. ‘Oh, I say – what have we here, darling?’

She gave a small, nervous giggle. ‘But you told me not to wear anything underneath,’ she said, whispering in his ear, pressing her young, firm body against his. ‘All evening, I’ve been waiting. It was quite hard, in the bit when I have to fall down dead – I was worried the skirt’d fly up and leave me showing my . . . um . . . to the whole audience.’

‘Naughty,’ he said, kissing her creamy neck, the tendrils of hair escaping from her cap. ‘Very naughty. You were wonderful tonight. I was watching. Finish, good lady, the bright day is done / And we are for the dark . . . just terrific.’ He unfastened her cotton bodice, deft, experienced fingers sliding the buttons out of the holes like pips from a juicy lemon. ‘Terrific.’

‘That was Iras. I’m Charmian,’ she said, slightly discouraged.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Tony, sharply. ‘I know that. But I love that line. Favourite bit in the play actually . . .’ Rosalie’s head snapped up as he teased her small, plump breasts out of their bodice. 

‘Did you mean to ask Rosie in here instead?’ she said. ‘She gave me a funny look – I saw it. Well, I say. Anthony, did you?’

No, because I had her last week and she was rather a let-down. Nice girl but lank hair. Awfully moany, he wanted to say. Tony inhaled, telling himself to ignore the slight whiff of drains, and the sound of the Tube rumbling underneath their feet. Concentrate. Come on, old boy. Instead, he answered, ‘Course not, darling.’ He pulled her towards him so they were facing each other, and cupped her chin in both hands. ‘You, it’s you I wanted, you sweet, innocent angel. I’ve been watching you all night. I couldn’t wait to get you in here.’ He kissed her, gently. ‘To touch you –’ He ran his hand between her legs again, and she shivered in surprise, then blinked. ‘It was agony.’

‘Yes,’ she said, swaying slightly. ‘Oh – yes, Anthony.’ She ran her hands through his hair.

‘Ow,’ he said, sharply, gingerly touching his forehead. ‘Sorry. Don’t. Got a bit of a bump there.’ 

‘Oh!’ Her brown eyes were troubled, her adorable cherry-pink lips parted. ‘You poor thing. I see it, it’s a real lump. How did you get that?’

‘Oh, doesn’t matter,’ he said, hurriedly, then he smiled wolfishly at her. ‘I am dying, Egypt, dying. Now, where were we . . .?’

He supported her with one hand around the waist, and then, pushing her very gently backwards, walked her to the table that ran along one whole wall. He settled her on it, lifting up her serving maid’s skirts – the production was eccentric, with Cleopatra in full Ancient Egyptian regalia, her maidservants in Elizabethan costume, and the Romans wearing business suits to a man. Tony tugged off his jacket and tie, undoing his fly button with deft haste.

‘Oh, Anthony—’ she said again as he tugged her dress down over her shoulders, and he rather wished she wouldn’t. 

‘Darling, I said, call me Tony.’

She stuck her chin out. ‘I couldn’t. That’s what she calls you. And Oliver.’ 

‘“She”?’ 

‘Helen.’

‘Oh, her.’ Tony dismissed his co-star with a murmur, and kissed her again.

She hung her arms around his neck and her hard little nipples scraped against his shirt as he struggled out of his trousers; he tried to keep calm; he felt woozy, high on the thrill of it: it was always like this for him. Beforehand, anyway.

‘Oh,’ she said, dismissively. ‘She’s so rude about you behind your back. In that American accent. I want something else to call you. My own special name.’

‘It’s what everyone calls me, my dear,’ he said, kissing her swiftly. She was a darling, really, but – he was meeting Simon and Guy later, and he didn’t have all evening . . . 

She bared her little teeth at him, breasts pressed against him, nipped deliciously at his ear, and then she said softly, ‘Ant.’ She nipped at him again, and moved against him. ‘I’ll call you Ant, it’ll be our special name for you.’ She breathed in his ear. ‘Ant—’

‘No.’ Tony pulled away from her so roughly his fingers caught in her hair and she yelped. ‘Don’t – sorry. Don’t ever call me that.’ 

‘I’m – I’m sorry,’ she said, flushing red. ‘Tony – I didn’t mean to—’

‘It’s nothing. Just don’t. Sweetheart,’ he added, caressingly, and he carried on stroking her, with increased attention, almost too much. Now he just wanted to get inside her, for it to be done with. He eased his way in, feeling sick, his head throbbing more than ever. 

She clutched him, pulling him closer to her, further into her. ‘Oh – oh, my God.’

Suddenly, unbidden, the image of Althea, lying sprawled on the bed, came into his head, and nausea rose sharply in his gullet. Her large creamy thighs, her auburn hair loose, covering her shoulders, the hooded eyes, her supreme indifference until the point of entry when she would become frenzied, ecstatic, possessed – her need for chocolate, or booze, or some sort of luxurious consumption afterwards . . . Jesus Christ, not now, not now . . .

The room she had made safe again . . . his sobs, the smell of a lit match in the dark . . . He touched his throbbing head. The scent of wild flowers outside, inside the gritty smell of oil lamps . . . a candlewick bedspread, bobbled and pink, that first time . . . tape criss-crossing the windows . . . sirens . . . Tony blinked, as he thrust harder inside Rosalie, and she gasped, and moaned loudly. Don’t think about it. Don’t think about the room, dammit. Why now, after all this time? Dammit . . . The bedspread . . .

He came inside her, crying out, slumping over Rosie – Rosalie? Rosalie. She cried out too, a little too loudly. In the silence afterwards, broken only by his heavy breaths and Rosalie’s small, panting gulps of air, he could hear tinkling laughter and conversation, coming from Helen’s dressing room. Damn her. Damn it all. 

Tony sat scraping his make-up off with almost vicious haste, as the sound of his co-star’s honeyed tones drifted through the paper-thin dressing-room walls. The sultry summer heat seemed to be doing half the work for him, as the greasepaint had melted and slid off in parts: Tony peered anxiously into the mirror, to assure himself that the stuff hadn’t collected in his pores, and around his nose. It wasn’t vain, was it, to want to go out to dinner with a few friends and not be caked in stage make-up? Especially Simon, who loved to mock. One of Helen’s vacuous acolytes said something in a low voice and a silvery peal of laughter reached Tony again. He flinched, resisting the urge to bang on the wall and tell them all to shut the hell up. 

He hated London in August. Why was he here, when he could be at the Bosky? Sweating away in this awful broken-down theatre on disgusting wages while Clive over at the National was absolutely packing them in with Othello? Because he wanted to do Antony, because it was working with Oliver Thorogood, the director of the moment, and Tony couldn’t possibly have turned him down. Because he was forty-two, and convinced his looks and virility and talent were going and Antony was the perfect role to prove to himself – his worst critic – that it was otherwise. Because he’d wanted to work with Helen O’Malley, damn it. What a fool he’d been. 

He and Althea had one rule only – no jobs that interfered with August at the Bosky. That lead part in the Thames Television mini-series Althea had been offered last year – he’d been coldly angry with her for suggesting she even take it, even though it had been the first decent TV thing she’d had come in since the children. So she’d said no and taken that awful part as the simpering halfwit mother instead and hated it, and Tony knew she was better than that, knew probably more than she did how good she was . . . It terrified him, the idea she might be better than him.

And then in March came Thorogood with his offer of Antony and Cleopatra at the Albery, one of his favourite theatres – he was superstitious about everything but particularly theatres – and the chance to star alongside the one and only Helen O’Malley in her first appearance on a London stage and he’d said yes, and then had to explain to Althea. She’d been utterly furious. At the memory of the fight they’d had, Tony closed his eyes, briefly. He was still taken aback at some of the things she’d said. They’d rowed before – oh, they had – but this was another level, something quite different . . . Tony leaned forwards, resting his weary head in his hands. 

It felt like months since she and the children had left for the seaside and he hated being alone in the Twickenham house. He was never on his own, couldn’t stand his own company. Aunt Dinah used to say he had to stand on his own two feet:

‘You’re all alone in the world apart from me, Ant dear. You have to learn how to jolly well get on with things if I’m not around. Life’s a gamble. You hold the dice.’ 

His great-aunt had played dice with a Foreign Office solicitor for a place on the last boat out of Basra when she had to come back for him. She’d won, and presumably the young man hoping to return to Aldershot was abandoned by the quayside for the duration of the war. It was in Dinah’s blood, gambling, and in his, too. Tony’s father, an actor like Tony, used to tell his son of the time she came to his first professional engagement, as Bluebeard, on the London stage – and, having forgotten her reticule (so she claimed), bet the lady at the Alhambra box office she could keep her eyes open without blinking for a minute. She won the bet and Tony remembered his father’s description of her, pushing past disgruntled theatregoers to the middle of the front row, sitting down and watching him with her eyes wide open, almost on stalks, as if she’d forgotten she was allowed to blink. 

Tony blinked now himself, pushing the image of her away – more and more he found when he closed his eyes he saw Dinah, leaning over him . . . 

Did you come back? Was it really you?

He touched the bump again, gingerly. Now the glow of sex was wearing off his head felt as though it were in a vice. The previous night, at home, he’d jumped at the sound of something – a mouse? Someone crying out in the park behind the house, or on the river? He’d slipped, and banged his head on the back of the door, knocking himself clean out. Been unconscious for God only knew how long, he wasn’t sure, and now he had a lump the size of a duck egg there and felt pretty strange.

As the laughter from the next room rose to a crescendo Tony looked at his watch. Time to get a move on, if he was to make dinner with Simon and Guy. He’d be all right after a stiff drink and a decent meal. On the way out, Tony paused; then, despite himself, he knocked on the neighbouring dressing room. 

‘Night, Helen,’ he called, opening the door a fraction. ‘See you Tuesday.’

One of the acolytes lounging in a chair next to the door jumped up. ‘Good night, sir,’ he said eagerly. 

Tony waved a gracious hand. ‘Tony, please.’ He nodded at Helen, who did not turn from the mirror. ‘I say, have a wonderful weekend, won’t you, darling.’

‘I will,’ she said. ‘Thank you, Tony.’

He stared at her coolly. She was taking off the heavy fake gold collar that he, onstage, had fastened around her neck earlier that evening. Her intoxicating scent, cloves and jasmine, reached his nostrils: early in the run he’d utterly believed she was Cleopatra, come to life. ‘Other women cloy the appetites they feed, but she makes hungry where most she satisfies.’ 

But she’d been so angered when he’d given her his usual little speech that she’d barely spoken to him since and the run had been somewhat strained. She knew about Rosie – Iras. She must soon work out about Rosalie . . . he thought of Rosalie again, her cheeks flushing as he touched her, her youth and beauty . . . the hopeful glance she’d given him as she’d left . . . if he’d been on better form it would have been a great fuck, really just what he needed. She’d definitely liked it. Hadn’t she? That was the rule, the rule that let him live with himself, ridiculous as it might seem, that they had to enjoy themselves, all of them. Helen didn’t seem to, any more . . . oh, what a mess it was.

It was the boy next to her who broke the silence. 

‘Sunday and Monday off, eh? Positive holiday in the theatre, isn’t it? Why no show on Monday?’

‘There’s a charity revue, it was booked in long before the run was confirmed,’ said Tony. ‘So we have two nights without a performance, which is marvellous.’

‘In that case,’ said the younger man, ‘I say, Helen, would you like to catch a train up to Oxford tomorrow? Or Monday? I’ll take you punting.’

Briefly, Helen’s eyes met Tony’s. She gave a small, measured smile. ‘No thanks, honey. My plans are not yet confirmed, but I think I’m busy.’ She said softly, ‘Tony? How about you?’

Tony tried to ignore the rushing, reeling feeling that coursed through him. He clenched his fists, just once, and looked away, then heard himself say, ‘Actually, I’m driving to Dorset tonight.’

‘To your cute little place by the sea?’ she said, coolly. The vein on her forehead pulsed, just a little. ‘What fun.’

‘Yes,’ he said, warming to the idea. ‘Yes, I’m – I’m surprising the family.’

‘How wonderful.’ Her eyes met his and the look of disdain in them was so powerful he wondered why the others didn’t see it. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘We must let you go to them. It’s a long drive for you – ah, thank you, Rosie.’

Tony jumped, taking a sidestep, as Rosie appeared behind him and handed Helen some cosmetic product. ‘H-hello, Rosie darling,’ he said, as she brushed past him.

Rosie merely nodded, and Tony shrank against the wall to let her pass. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘I’ll be off then.’

One of Helen’s admirers nodded, but Helen ignored him. Alone in the dank corridor, Tony wiped his brow with something like relief and ran up the stairs. He waved to Cyril the doorman, who opened the stage door as he approached. 

‘Anyone waiting?’ Tony said, warily.

‘There were a few. Couple of keen older ladies but I think they’ve all gone, Mr Wilde.’

‘I say, lucky me. Thanks, Cyril.’

‘Off somewhere nice for the break, sir?’ called Cyril, as Tony shook Cyril’s hand and climbed into the shiny red car parked on the narrow back street. 

‘The seaside, Cyril. Off to surprise my darlings. Oh,’ he added carelessly, ‘could you telephone Sheekey’s? Explain I’ve had to dash off for the weekend and won’t be able to meet my companions for dinner. It’s – Guy de Quetteville, Simon Chalmers or Kenneth Strong. Can’t remember who made the booking. Do say how sorry I am. Domestic crisis or something. Tell them – ah, tell them my wife needs me.’ He smiled ruefully, climbing into the car. ‘The truth is, I damn well miss them so much I rather need to go down tonight while I can.’

‘Well, isn’t that nice to hear. I’ll just pop round there now, when you’ve gone, don’t you worry about a thing, Mr Wilde,’ said Cyril, approvingly. ‘Hold on a second, sir.’ He retreated into the stage-door office. ‘Hold on. Yes, I’ve got a message for you, come to mention it . . .’ He unfolded a grubby bit of paper; Tony stared at him in irritation. ‘Mr Chalmers had to cancel your dinner. He’s coming back from Dorset tonight and won’t be in London till later, he’s afraid, but he’s telephoned to say he had a lovely time with your missus and the children.’ He looked at Tony over the note. ‘Isn’t that nice, Mr Wilde, sir. Very like Mr Chalmers, to have his fun with one. A very amusing gentleman.’

Tony gritted his teeth. ‘Very amusing,’ he repeated, and then he looked down at his lap and smiled. Ridiculous situation. ‘Could you let Guy and Kenneth know? Make my apologies. I hope they understand. Thank you, Cyril.’

He waved at Cyril and, starting the engine, drove down St Martin’s Lane, the glinting light bulbs flashing around the different theatre signs on the road. A bulb on the Garrick burst suddenly with a splintering crack and people jumped out of the way, screams shattering the air. They were nervy – no bombings in London for a while but the IRA had targeted a bar in Belfast only two days ago. Four people killed. One was always rather on edge but what could you do? Square your shoulders and get on with it, like the war. What was the alternative? 

That Sondheim musical was still packing them in at the Adelphi . . . Respectable couples, in heavy wool coats, hats jammed on heads, flocking towards the Tube station . . . Tony’s last dressing room had looked out on St Martin’s Court and he could always tell by the gait of each passerby who’d been at the theatre, escaping into another world, who’d had their ideas challenged, their heart broken, their ears filled with song and laughter . . . He loved the brightness of the West End, the lights that never went out above each theatre, their cramped seats, warren-like structures, where you buried yourself underground to emerge as Romeo, or Ivanov, or Willy Loman. He had played them all, more than once. He’d been Hamlet in space, and he’d done Pinero in Roman togas; he’d worn a doublet and hose literally thousands of times over the years, all the way back to his first performance, a humble production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream, performed in a golden English vicarage garden as German planes studded the evening skies and death was always a possibility, just around the corner.

As he passed the Coliseum he remembered, in this nostalgic mood, the offices of his first theatrical agent a few doors along. Above a hairdresser’s; Renée Creations, that was it. Maurice Browne, camp and stern with a twist of pale purple hair which Tony had found odd at first and then come to secretly envy – the idea that you cared so little what others thought that you dyed your hair a delicate mauve . . . 

After leaving Central he’d looked for an agent for weeks, tramping up and down St Martin’s Lane like hundreds of other young actors in the wreck of post-war London knocking on doors, begging for a chance, the one piece of luck. Maurice had taken him on that very day, had him in Hamlet in a month, the famous, groundbreaking production of Hamlet that would launch Tony straight into stardom. On the last night, they’d had to draft the police in to control the crowds who’d turned up to see the young star leave his dressing room for the final time.

He’d loved it, of course . . . Tony smiled reflectively, and slowed down to let a party of nuns cross the road. They smiled at him and he smiled charmingly back, his eyes drifting up to the windows of that first agent’s office again. It was part of his career, that meeting with Maurice – ’52? ’53? 1952, it had been. Which was how long ago now?

‘Jesus,’ said Tony under his breath. Twenty-three years ago. He’d been working for one whole young person’s life. (He wondered queasily how old Rosalie was.) ‘I’m past it,’ he said under his breath, and he was even more glad to be getting out of town. 

The traffic was clear. The roof was down, the midsummer’s night breeze in his hair: slowly Tony began to feel calm again. He always did when he knew he was going back there. 

He hoped Rosalie understood the rules. Too often they didn’t, and it became tricky. Like Helen. Or Jacqui, the cloakroom girl from White Elephant who’d written him all those letters. Or Bryan, the sweet boy he’d mentored for a while. Or . . . or any of them, any of the beautiful young things he needed who would appear at the stage door, or at the Garrick door or, for Christ’s sake, once at River Walk, tear-stained face, pale, tortured look in their eyes. ‘You promised me . . .’ ‘You said you’d telephone, Tony . . .’ ‘I love you. You can’t make me switch that off, you know.’ ‘Twelve weeks along, the doctor said.’

The girl who’d turned up at their house a few months ago – who was she? He screwed up his eyes, trying to recall, and swerved to avoid a black cab which blared its horn at him. Tabitha? Jemima? Something like that. The nanny of those kids who played with Cordelia and Benedick. Didn’t wash. Earthy smell, bushy hair everywhere, armpits, between the legs, proud of it too. He’d got that one wrong too, disastrously so. Sexual liberation didn’t seem to sit with the girls as well as with the boys, he found. He’d rushed happily towards the sixties thinking it meant that at last everyone would be as into it as he was and what a mistake: they still wanted the house and garden and the children, a promise, a ring . . . they wanted him for ever and he was Althea’s, for better for worse. Last time he’d seen her was outside the clinic on Devonshire Street first thing on a freezing May morning, putting the cash in her hand – Tabitha, yes, her name was Tabitha.

Somewhere past the New Forest Tony realised his head was worse than ever, banding his thoughts with pain. It was as though a crack was opening up in his brain and inside were constant thoughts of naked bodies, bent, twisted, glimpsed through silk or lace, mouths open, hair tumbling . . . thoughts crowded with the most arousing memories and the panic of knowing Simon had been down at the Bosky while he was up in London . . . she wouldn’t, would she? The crack was tiny, he could still just close it if he tried his hardest, but it was becoming harder and harder . . .

He drove on desperately, the moon lighting his way as the roads of Dorset grew narrower and greener, the empty lanes that in the daytime filled up with day-trippers and farm machinery. Only a few more miles, and then he was home, and he’d slip into bed beside his darling wife and the next morning the children would see him and scream with pleasure, and they’d go crabbing and he’d swim and build them sandcastles, and Althea would sit on the porch with her gin and tonic and put her book down to talk to him in the evening cool, the condensation of the sweating, plump glass running over her slim, creamy fingers, slender feet propped up on the porch balustrade, the sound of her carefree laughter, the look in her eyes that said, I know you, darling. You’re safe with me. For he was; he always felt with her that she was the only one who could save him when it all started up. 

And then he saw Julia’s face, appearing in front of him as if it were yesterday. Come on, she was saying, tossing her hair, bottom lip caught in her white teeth, the deserted beaches, the lines of barricades set up against the imminent attack. Come over here, no one’s around. And her hands on him, and his own eager, searching hands reaching inside her dress . . . Sex, skin, the smell of summer nights and sweat and soap: Tony shook his head, jaw clenched, hands aching as he held on to the steering wheel like a drowning man to a lifebelt. No, no. No. Not her. Glancing at the sky, he grimaced and drove on. There were thin stripes of puffed cloud across the huge August moon, and the fields were silver with corn in the dark. All else was still. Hunched over the wheel, he sped towards the sea, as though something or someone were pursuing him. Home. He would be home soon. 

He had not brought his keys, however, and so it was that when Tony drew up to the slumbering house he could not open the front door. He dared not wake Althea, much less the children, invoke her wrath and start this little surprise off on a bad footing. He pulled out a jumper from the boot of the car, shutting it as quietly as he could, then climbed into the back seat, put the jumper under his throbbing head, draped his tweed jacket over himself. His last sight was of the listing hollyhocks, bobbing black against the house in the light of the moon and, as relief washed over him, he fell unconscious and slept the sleep of the dead.




Chapter Three

Tony woke at six-thirty with a start. In London he could sleep till noon if undisturbed but at Worth Bay he always woke at the same time. Aunt Dinah had kept early hours, being used to rising at dawn before the heat of a Baghdad summer got to her. 

The lump on his skull was still tender; his head ached. Gingerly craning his stiff neck, Tony looked up at the house. The curtains remained drawn. His tongue was thick and oily with sleep; his stubble itched at the place where his head had lolled on to his collarbone. He felt dirty, London-ish. He wanted to be up on the porch reading the paper in fresh-pressed trousers and shirt, the feel of the early morning breeze on his smooth, close-shaven cheek. But to wake them . . . it seemed so selfish. Tony sat still, clutching the steering wheel again.

Suddenly he knew what he ought to do. He’d drive to Wareham and pick up the paper and some buns that the old inn on the square sold fresh out of the ancient bread oven, through a hatch: Rhoda the landlady knew him of old, as it were. He’d get back and settle himself on the cane chair so he’d be on the porch reading when they emerged. What a surprise they’d get! He could picture Cordy’s face now . . . Without further ado he reversed the car, almost joyously – but at that moment he heard a thud, and only then looked in the rear mirror.

It was a girl. He could see by her fair hair, streaming out like ribbons on the dirty sand path. She lay flat on her back and, as Tony leaped out and rushed to her, he saw blood trickling from her nose. For a moment he wondered if the bump on his head meant he was hallucinating. He stared at her tiny frame – she must be younger than Ben, her flat pale face lifeless, her thin arms and legs flung out as if in defeat . . . His blood froze.

‘Oh, Lord. Oh, my God. No.’ He reached for her, then remembered Aunt Dinah’s first-aid training that you should never move someone who might have broken their neck or back. He stroked her cheek. ‘My dear girl – I’m so sorry. Can you—’ He felt ridiculous, sweat breaking out as the enormity of it washed over him. He stared at the small face underneath all that hair. He knew her, he was certain . . . Frantically, he patted her hand. 

‘Can you hear me? Hello, little one?’

And then – miraculously! – she opened one eye. He could have shouted with relief. When she saw him looming over her she shut the eye immediately again. 

‘Sweetheart,’ said Tony, quietly. ‘I’ve hit you with my car. Can you hear me?’ He took out a handkerchief and gently wiped away the blood snaking down her cheek. Something made him say, ‘It wasn’t your fault, you know that? It was mine.’

He looked down and saw the little fists unclench, and noticed the grime on her dress, on her socks: the untarmacked lane threw up dust at the first invitation. He took her hand in his. ‘Little one, if you can hear me, I need you to sit up. My name’s Tony. If you can, will you say, “Hello, Tony”?’

And she opened her eyes, and sat straight up, and said indignantly, ‘I know who you are, course I do.’

Tony laughed with relief. The little girl sat up, holding her pale silvery hair in a fist, briskly shaking the dirt from it, brushing her skirt and socks. 

‘Oh, you do, do you?’

‘Yes, my auntie tells me about you,’ she said seriously, her huge eyes on him. ‘My mummy actually saw you in Hamlet. She abs’lee loved you.’ She paused. ‘She’s dead,’ she added. ‘She was five foot seven. She died having my brother. He died too.’

He stroked her hair, involuntarily, and clutched the little fist. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that.’

She shrugged, matter-of-factly. ‘How well do you know Bristol?’ she said, as though she were entertaining the Queen at a tea party, and he smiled again. ‘I live with my daddy here in the summer but when I’m at school I live with my auntie. She came back from Australia to look after me. She likes you. She lives in Bristol.’

Tony knew too many aunts like that: they tended to press inedible home-made cakes upon you and sticky autograph books, and to want to regale you with stories of seeing Hamlet and they always stood too close. ‘I don’t know Bristol very well. Look, are you hurt in any other way? Where’s your father? I think we should get you back home and—’

Instantly, she shook his hand off hers and scrambled to her feet; she was like a stork, thin and ungainly. She said abruptly, ‘No. Really no need, thanks. Daddy’s still asleep. He’d be furious.’

‘Where’s your house then? Where are you staying?’ Tony put his hands on his hips and looked down at her. 

‘Over there. It’s thirty yards. I’ve measured it. My father’s there. I’m honestly fine. Sorry. Very sorry. See you later.’ And before he could say anything else she’d scarpered, darting down the track in seconds. Tony followed her, his tired limbs aching, and though he searched down the lane and behind the empty beach huts, she had gone. 

He stared down the lane where she’d disappeared, towards Beeches, Ian and Julia Fletcher’s house. He hadn’t seen Ian at the place for a couple of years . . . was this little thing his daughter? Julia’s niece? My auntie too . . . He rubbed his eyes, pressing his fingers to his pounding head: he needed something to eat, a wash and a change. Julia – of course, it was her of whom he’d been reminded. He went back to the car and, glancing up at the house to make sure there were no new signs of life, reversed again, extremely carefully.

Driving back forty minutes later with four iced buns and a copy of the Observer on the seat beside him it occurred to Tony that to truly surprise them he’d better leave the car at the top and so he parked and walked down the road. The same clump of grasses in the middle of the lane, the same scent of sea salt and wild flowers, the sound of seagulls and wind . . . He hadn’t been here since May. That weekend with Tilly, the dresser from Trelawny of the ‘Wells’. No inhibitions, father in the navy, little moles all over her skin. Then, spring held the bay in thrall, swallows skidding across the fields and the sky a fresh, vivid blue. But he loved August here best, when he’d seen the place for the first time all those years ago, the bleached grasses, the dark trees, the chill in the evenings, the sense of something ending. 

He’d been taught the trick of moving without noise long ago, at Central. As he approached the low wooden house Tony was pleased to see Althea’s curtains drawn. He moved towards the side gate that led up to the porch at the front and the beach, so very glad that he had come, that he was here, that he would see them. Joy at the thought of their dear faces coursed through him. 

He stood still for a moment, looking up at the porch. The kitchen window was open but he couldn’t see inside, and then suddenly there was a thud, then a rattle on the door handle of the French windows and a figure in a pale blue felted dressing gown and with wild hair flung itself against him.

‘Daddy! Daddy-daddy-daddy-daddy!’ it cried, wrapping its arms around his torso. ‘You surprised us! Mummy said you’d never come and I said you would, oh, Daddy!’ 

‘Darling Cord,’ Tony said, squeezing her as tightly as he could without hurting her. ‘Look, but where she comes! Hello, Ben, old boy, how are you, poppet?’

‘Fine, Daddy,’ said Ben, hurrying towards him, hair sticking up, arms crossed in an effort, Tony knew, not to suck his thumb. ‘Jolly nice to see you.’

Tony hugged the boy, as Cord clung on to him, trying to pull him back towards her. ‘Been all right, you on your own with two demanding women, Ben?’

‘Just about. Awfully glad you’re here.’ 

‘Oh, I love you, Daddy,’ Cord was saying, kissing his ears, his cheek, his hair. ‘I forgive you – I forgive you for everything! Oh—’ She held her father’s face, beaming at him, and then suddenly looked over his shoulder with a scowl. ‘Oh, good grief. Ben, it’s that spying girl. The one I told you about. What’s she doing here?’

The little girl had reappeared, her small face sticking over the wooden rail. She stared at them all, grey-blue eyes impassive. 

‘What’s your name, little one?’ Tony said to her.

‘Madeleine,’ she said, folding her arms. ‘Madeleine Fletcher.’

‘So you’re Julia’s niece,’ he said, nodding, and he smiled at her. 

She nodded, and didn’t budge, as though she were glued to the rail. 

‘She keeps hanging around,’ said Cord, carelessly. ‘Listen, buzz off, will you? He’s our dad. Don’t you have your own home?’

‘Yes, I do, and –’ Madeleine paused, and stuck her tongue out – ‘I do, so there.’ 

‘She’s always here,’ Ben said, crossly.

‘She spies on us,’ Cord added.

‘Madeleine,’ said Tony, turning to her and leaning over the railing. ‘It’s lovely to meet you properly. Maybe you’ll come and play with Cordelia one day. Would you like that, Cord?’

‘My name’s actually Agnetha now,’ said Cordelia, slithering down her father’s body and landing on the floor with a thud. ‘I played with her before, actually, when we invented Flowers and Stones.’

‘Flowers and—’ Tony stopped, remembering how much of his summer last year had been taken up playing Cord’s latest enthusiasm. ‘Oh. Yep.’

‘We have to play it again, we’ve got really good,’ said Cord, and Tony nodded; then, turning to Madeleine, he saw that she had vanished again. He wondered if she was Ian Fletcher’s child – she must be, of course. Poor little sod. He couldn’t help thinking being Ian’s daughter might not be much fun.

‘You should be friendly to Madeleine,’ he said. 

‘She’s crazy, Daddy, honest,’ Cordelia told him firmly. ‘Don’t you remember the day I played with her, that lady found her crying on the beach? And I found that angel, you hung it up above the house.’

‘Yes,’ said Tony. ‘Yes, I remember,’ and he turned to look at the angel for the first time. He nodded greetings at her, but she simply stared impassively back, the furled wings pointing downwards, the eyes glassy and unblinking, a mystery. He’d liked adventure stories as a boy, especially ones about lost treasures and ancient gods. Aunt Dinah always said she’d found the angel in a market in Baghdad, but he never believed her. He imagined her, swooping up the steps of a ruined Mesopotamian ziggurat one night, the moonlight picking out the peacock colours of her old kimono. She’d swipe the angel and those little bird figures she used to bury around the house for good luck, taking them out of an ancient burial chamber, rescuing them before the Nazis came and took them, bringing them home to safety where they could protect him, and his family to come . . .

He blinked, realising Cord was pulling his arm. 

‘I’m telling you, Daddy, that girl’s a spy. She remembers all these things about us like what colour my shoes were last summer. We hate her and she never washes.’

‘You mustn’t be so unkind, either of you. You must go and apologise to her,’ Tony said. ‘Ask her to play with you.’

‘Only if you come with us,’ said Cord, meeting her father’s gaze. ‘Come to Beeches with us. We’re scared to go on our own. Her father is mad too.’

‘Well,’ said Tony, weakly. ‘We’ll see.’ 

‘Yes. We will,’ she said pertly, and he wanted to laugh. ‘Come on, FG. Come on, Daddy.’

Tony followed his children into the house, and inhaled the scent of pine, wood, spiced cleanliness, warmth. The smell of Aunt Dinah, the smell of safety, of home. ‘I’m very tired, my darlings,’ he said, taking off his shoes. ‘I’m going to have a wash and a shave and then I’ll come back up. Here are some buns.’

‘Mummy said you’d make us breakfast,’ said his daughter. 

‘I doubt it – she didn’t know I was coming,’ Tony said wearily.

‘She said she’d bet us fifty pee each you’d come up after the show as a surprise and you’d be here for breakfast and we were to act amazed when we saw you,’ said Cord.

‘Cord, I—’

‘It’s Agnetha.’

Tony laughed, he couldn’t help it. He put his head in his hands and gave way to mirth. ‘Ah, darlings, it’s wonderful to see you.’

‘How long will you be here?’ they asked, almost in unison.

‘Today, tomorrow and until lunchtime on Tuesday. I’ve bought iced buns for breakfast. Now, please, let your poor tired father go and wash and then we’ll think of all sorts of things to do.’

‘Will you finish reading us The Hobbit? Simon tried but he gets the voices all wrong and then he had to go back to London after we’d only just got to Rivendell.’

‘I – I will.’

‘Will you buy more bacon for the crab lines? Mrs Gage says that’s the only thing that’ll work.’

‘Yes, Cord.’

‘It’s Agnetha. Daddy, you’ve got to remember. We’re changing it when we get back to London. By deepole.’

Ben nodded, then tugged his father’s arm, still wrapped around his torso. ‘Can we take the boat out of the beach hut?’

‘Can we do Beach Races? And Follow My Flapjack? Oh, and can we show you our new way to play Flowers and Stones – I’ve written some new rules and they make it even more exciting . . .’

Tony pulled them both close again. ‘Yes,’ he whispered into his son’s hair, gritty with sand. A lump rose in his throat. He was home, he was safe, they were here . . . he heard footsteps, looked up and there was Althea, in the doorway, sunshine forming a halo around her generous frame, encased in her periwinkle-blue silk dressing gown . . . Without her make-up she looked young, the statuesque shy girl just down from Scotland whom he had pursued across London for years, in cafés and smoky clubs, whom he wanted with an intensity that still surprised him. Her face was a mask, but she bit her lip as his eyes met hers and he knew he still had her – just.

‘Hello,’ he said, looking up at her.

She pulled the cord of her dressing gown a little tighter, watching him. 

‘Well, hello,’ she said. ‘This is a nice surprise.’

The children were watching them curiously. 

I missed you. 

You had Simon down here then.

I’m sorry about the last row.

Tony shook his head, closing his eyes briefly. 

He knew it was his choice, that if he could just stop listening to the voice in his head that had, this year, started to whisper again, he could wipe out the mistakes – they weren’t catastrophic, not quite yet. He knew it rested with him, the power to make them all happy. If he could just be strong enough. He gave a deep breath, exhaled. 

‘Yes to all of it.’ He kissed his daughter. ‘Oh, I’m so glad to be here, Cord.’

‘For the last time, Daddy. I’m not saying it again.’

Althea shrugged. ‘You have to talk to them about this names nonsense, darling. I’ve given up.’ 

‘I will. So did you miss me?’

‘Yes,’ she said, evenly. ‘You silly man. You know we did.’

‘A little bird told me Simon was here.’

‘He was, and it was terrific. He was great with the children.’ She cleared her throat. ‘But he’s getting married, moving to the States for a few years. He won’t be coming down for a while.’

Her eyes met his. He nodded, in gratitude.

‘Uncle Bertie was here too. He brought a kite,’ Cord said. ‘It broke.’

‘I can fix it.’

‘I know you can.’ 

Tony stood up, and went to the bottom of the porch steps, so that the sun shone on his bare head, and he spread his arms wide. ‘REJOICE, YOU MEN OF ANGERS,’ he bellowed, and the children wriggled with delight, dancing around him. ‘Ring your bells!’

Going out on stage every night, being someone else, was a very peculiar job. It got harder, not easier. He sometimes thought his brain might fully crack open at any point and these vile, amoral, crazed thoughts would leap out like evil sprites, jumping up, screaming, biting his legs, running everywhere, knocking things over: last night they almost had. People would be horrified, they’d lock him up – but then it’d be over, and so the cracking open, maybe it wouldn’t be so bad . . . Tony shook his head. It was always there, the past, waiting for him, waiting to get him. But not just yet. Not today.
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