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PROLOGUE

It is just after nine o’clock in the evening. A woman stands on a pavement in Hampstead outside the Magdala pub, where Easter revellers who raise their glasses are oblivious to what is taking place just a few yards away. Between the pub and a parked motor-car, face down on the footway, lies a man – David is his name. Darkness has fallen, but the combination of street lighting and the yellow glow from the Magdala’s windows allow the woman to see the grey worsted wool of his suit, on which bloody circles are expanding. She trains the gun in her trembling hand on his back. The man makes an attempt to prop himself up on one elbow, but any prospect of escape is ebbing away. 

The parked motor-car is a grey-green Standard Vanguard. His – although, as the woman told the policemen who attended a disturbance in the early hours of Easter Sunday, it’s as good as hers. After all, hasn’t she lived with David these past two years? And it can’t be vandalism if it’s your own property. Why did she push in the windows? Because he didn’t pick her up as he’d promised, that’s why (one more broken promise in a trail of broken promises). She remembers the waiting. How at first she worried – he’d been drinking before he drove off, and this is a man who thinks nothing of speed. Speed is his business. It’s in his blood. But worry turned to anger, and anger to hatred. What she doesn’t remember – not quite – is what brought them both to this place. Today. Everything has happened in a cold cold frenzy.

They are not alone, she sees. Here is David’s friend Clive. She always rather liked Clive. Sensed he liked her too. And here, standing beside Hanshaw’s news-stand, are two boys. Men, she supposes. Fighting age, but no more than eighteen. They look down at David, sprawled at their feet, one arm outstretched towards them, beseeching. Then, slack-jawed, they turn their faces towards her, as if she’s a mirage: blonde, petite, horn-rimmed spectacles, a grey two-piece, stilettos. The last person they’d expect to be brandishing a firearm.

Clive doesn’t know where to put himself. “Look what you’ve done, Ruth.”

How can she reply when there is so much blood? She had no idea there would be so much; that it would seep between the slabs of the pavement and drip from the kerb into the gutter, and David is gasping for air that will not come.

And then, no more gasping. It’s over. They are looking at her, the boys and Clive. Waiting to see what she will do. Ruth raises her arm, presses the barrel of the gun to her temple. This, she realises, was always her intention. She feels ready to die. Wants an end to it. Her finger squeezes the trigger, but some internal force pulls her hand away and the shot ricochets off the pub wall. Now there is no escape. Even if there were somewhere to run to, it wouldn’t be an option she’d take. Ruth has never run away from problems. No, she always ran straight towards them. “Go and call the police,” she says quietly.


PART ONE

AUGUST 1949


CHAPTER ONE

Caroline

What the hell does she think she’s playing at? Seventeen, alone in a strange city and accepting an invitation from a man she’s only just met. Finbar Weir. Well-dressed and judging by the size of the order he placed at the bar, with cash to burn. Right now, that’s what Caroline’s looking for. The term Sugar Daddy suggests something sickly sweet, an expectation. She prefers Ration Book. Stamps not just for meat and cooking oil, but for introductions. A means to earn enough to put a roof over her head and have money left over to send home. Take a good look at this place. That’s what you’re here for. A flat is too fancy a description for the living room, kitchenette and bedroom she can sense behind the door to her right. It’s all so shabby, a clutter of things that make no attempt to match each other. You’ll need to tone down your expectations, girl. Unlike at home (home in Suffolk, that is), there’s a tower of shillings to feed the gas meter, teetering, as if someone’s just brushed past. There’s a gramophone player with a stack of 78s. A decanter on a tray, held aloft by a statue of a young Negro. Did it come with the rooms, or is it the kind of thing a man like Finbar Weir finds amusing?

Caught frowning at his Negro, Caroline colours from the neck upwards. Quick, say something. “It’s ten to nine. Can you warm up the wireless?”

“Warm up the wireless? Will you listen to yourself?” All the same, he goes to switch on the radio set.

“It’s something my da used to say.” Though she’s betrayed her age, something liberating strikes Caroline. Here, it’s possible to mention her father. In her new London life she can parrot his favourite expressions without worrying that one of the younger ones will demand, ‘When’s Da coming home?’ Without fear that her ma’s eyes will glaze over. She forces a tense smile, says, “At ’ome, everything always stopped at ten to nine.”

“At ’ome?”

His mockery ramps up her nerves. This must be what it feels like to be a boy whose voice is breaking; one moment BBC news reporter, the next lapsing into the language of childhood. Determined not to let on, Caroline raises a baton-like finger. “Haym. At ire hice,” she enunciates in the King’s English. 

“That’s more like it. We’ll make a Londoner of you yet.”

“We’d warm up the radio set in time for the news.” Slow down, you’re blabbering. Caroline crosses one leg over the other. She’s in the early stages of turning herself into someone new, someone sophisticated. Not by choice – not exactly. Da’s disappearance has forced her hand.

Caroline thought Ma was being kind, sending her on her way when she did. That she’d sensed what went on that evening when the bailiffs arrived and Ma pushed her towards the back door, hissing, “Fetch your Uncle Anthony.” When Caroline did as she was told, her uncle cornered her, asking what she would do for him, and he was breath and hands and mouth. But sending her on her way was no kindness. When Ma gave her a last packed lunch, she held her close and said, “We’re all counting on yer.” This, from the same woman who used to ruffle Caroline’s hair and call her ‘my little worryguts’. We’re all counting on yer. With those words, her skin prickled, and she sensed that Ma had known. The war might be over but sacrifices weren’t just expected. They were demanded.

This thought lurks behind every decision Caroline must make. Why she’s here, in the rooms of a man she’s only just met. A ridiculous situation to have put herself in, ’specially when you think what the newspaper hawkers have been hollering; after everything she’s read. A gallstone, the size of a grape, led to the discovery of human bone, dentures, a lipstick container. Not everything, it turns out, dissolves in sulphuric acid.

She doesn’t hold her newly acquired responsibility against the younger ones. Plenty of times she’s benefited from being the oldest child. Besides, London was always Caroline’s dream. She arrived, eyes gleaming, expecting to find herself, as if she’d pictured a second self who’d been playing hide-and-seek. It’s not as if she’d believed in all that ‘streets paved with gold’ nonsense. She wasn’t that daft. Even so, the reality hit her the way it hits you when you discover you’re the punchline of a joke. There was no welcome committee as she stepped down from the bus outside Park Lane. Doors didn’t open for her. Here, Caroline is no one. Here, she’s on her own.

“Lord knows why anyone would think you’d need ten minutes to warm up the valves,” Finbar is saying. “Ten seconds is long enough.”

“I don’t know the first thing about valves. This was musical chairs without the music.”

He laughs, his forehead creasing into a frown.

She’d put him at thirty. Now she thinks, Maybe thirty-five. “We’d all scrum for a place on the sofa. Then, at the sound of the first bong…” Caroline uncrosses her legs, sits up straight, stares ahead, and mouths the words: ‘The Silent Minute.’ It was the prime minister’s idea: the entire nation bowing their heads during Big Ben’s chimes to pray for the men on the battlefields.

Finbar is up on his feet. “Hey! Where d’you think you’re off to?” Her hand reaches after him. Why, she has no idea – she’s spent the past quarter of an hour fretting about what to do if he catches hold of her waist and pulls her towards him.

“All the way to my coat pocket, to fetch my cigarettes. If that’s alright with you.”

Grudgingly, she watches him go. He has you pegged as some country bumpkin. As he turns, she flashes the smile that is expected.

Finbar bends from the waist, an impression of a bow, and opens his pack of Craven A. The cigarettes form a line of skyscrapers. “Will you have one?”

No point worrying whether nice girls smoke. Caroline forfeited that label the moment she stepped through the door. “How long until the news?”

He appears amused by her hesitation. “Seven minutes.”

Seven minutes. “Go on then.” 

A single shake of the pack and Finbar shunts two cigarettes upwards. He presses his lips around the ends of these and, head to one side, flicks the wheel of his lighter.

Caroline’s nerves leap as high as the flame. “Mind out,” she warns. “You’ll have your eyebrows off.”

“You’re a funny girl.” As he attends to each cigarette in turn, Caroline puts out a hand, two fingers forming Churchill’s famous victory sign in reverse. She and her school friends perfected this pose using sweet cigarettes. But Finbar places a Craven A between her lips. She feels the casual graze of his fingertips – Vampire Horror, Modern Day Dracula. John Haigh thought he’d invented the perfect murder. Believed he couldn’t be convicted unless the bodies were found. Can this man, this man with Brylcreemed hair who takes a seat next to her, be trusted?

But Finbar does not pounce. “What’s so important about tonight’s news?” he asks. “I thought you’d be keen to go out.”

Out would be good. The streets, a pub, anywhere but here. Caroline shrugs, hoping a display of nonchalance will disguise her panic. This man could be anyone. She shouldn’t have come. 

“Don’t tell me you’re another one.” His knee nudges hers.

She blows a steady plume of smoke. (She has remembered not to inhale. ‘It will make you dizzy.’) “Another what?”

“You’ve been following the exploits of the Acid Bath Murderer. You know Pierrepoint hanged him two days ago!”

“Not soon enough,” Caroline blurts. There, she’s said it. She’s glad Haigh is dead, glad there’s one less killer walking the streets of London.

Again, Finbar gives her that bemused half-smile of his. “What more do you want?”

“Six murders he was guilty of. Six stories he spun, all of them believable.” ‘Gone into hiding to avoid military service.’ ‘Didn’t he tell you? He bought a one-way ticket to America.’ ‘Come quickly. Your husband’s been taken ill.’

From the back of Finbar’s throat comes the sound of grudging agreement. “True. But you can only hang a man once.”

Caroline looks at Finbar, really looks, trying to see through his polished exterior, thinking all the while of what have become familiar photographs of Haigh. There’s one where he looks like Hitler. A candid shot taken as he was bustled up the steps of the Old Bailey. With narrowed eyes and his mouth slightly open, Haigh has the shifty look of a second-hand car salesman. Caroline is confident she would have known that man was trouble. But there’s a third photograph, where Haigh’s index finger is resting to the right of his mouth. The film star shot. It’s the thought of how easily she might have been taken in by this version of Haigh that has frayed Caroline’s nerves. Why her stomach seizes when she hears footsteps behind her as she hurries from the bus stop to the YWCA, bracing herself for an attack. She knows hardly anyone in London. Who would report her missing? And when news eventually got back to Suffolk, would Ma fall for a story that Caroline has set sail to America to start a new life?

She puts it to Finbar: “Haigh said there were nine victims. Don’t you want to know if he made a last-minute confession?”

Finbar sucks smoke through his teeth; shakes his head. “He’s the type to leave everyone guessing. That way, he wins.”

Something stubborn in Caroline can’t accept this. Three mothers, three fathers, three wives, all of them permanently in the dark.

Finbar, who has been keeping one eye on his wristwatch, announces, “Nine o’clock!” But where Big Ben’s first chime should ring out in E, there is silence.

She turns to him. “Where are the bongs?”

“The announcer must have been early.” They both inhale, cigarette paper and tobacco crackling. “No,” he says gravely. “No bongs.”

Caroline thinks out loud: “Is the King dead?”

“There would be radio silence. Perhaps the prime minister –”

Not even the Luftwaffe managed to silence Big Ben. A chill crawls up the skin of Caroline’s arms. “Perhaps we’re at war.”

“We can’t be. There would have been an announcement.”

“But if the prime minister’s dead –”

“Shut up and listen!”

It’s so like one of Da’s outbursts that Caroline obeys (head down, stay well out of the way). The thud from her veins punctuates the silence before the news reporter’s voice slices through the tension. ‘My apologies to you all for the unusual start to tonight’s programme. Big Ben is running four minutes slow. Swarms of starlings are sitting on the minute hand, holding it back.’

One of Caroline’s hands flies to her chest.

“Would you believe it?” Finbar’s tone suggests he’s heard everything now. As Caroline jumps to her feet, he says, “What’s this? Lost interest in the news?”

“If the world isn’t ending, I think I’d like to go out. If you don’t mind.” Out, up the basement steps, into the street.

“In that case,” Finbar sits his fedora squarely on his head, “We mustn’t keep the lady waiting!”

A reprieve. She feels peculiarly grateful to him for that.  


CHAPTER TWO

Ursula

Standing in the wings, dressed as a parlour maid. It’s more important than ever that Ursula doesn’t slip out of character. Most actors prefer to stay in their dressing rooms until the last possible moment, but that would mean charging onstage when her entrance demands the kind of subtlety that can only come from stillness. Shadowed in one of the dark spaces between the wings, surrounded by pulleys and ropes, breathing in sawdust, Ursula should be making her final preparations. Instead she’s distracted.

Tonight – opening night in her home country, on the very stage where her training began. The top balcony, remember that? It was up there that, as a student, Ursula would bribe ushers to unlock the door so she could sneak into rehearsals. If an usher appeared to be having second thoughts, she’d claim she had no idea it wasn’t allowed; she would never ask him to risk his job, but seeing as she was there, could she please just use the Ladies room? Then, the moment the coast was clear, she would pull a hairpin from her chignon and pick the lock. Shortly after her second box-office success, in which she’d played the part of a nun, Ed Sullivan asked Ursula what she would have done if she hadn’t made it as an actress. “I’d have been an excellent thief,” she replied. The studio audience had been in uproar. As if someone who’d played a nun could be anything less than perfect! “No really,” she insisted, “I’m an expert lock-picker.”

In her student days, Ursula loved everything this theatre had to offer. Every undulation of the closed velvet curtain, the sight of scurrying feet. She learned from the best. Diction. The anatomy of a theatre set. How to translate directions. The ballet of moving across a stage. How an understated approach compares with melodrama. But also how to behave. How to react to a director’s criticism (when to look haughty, when to appear humble). How to introduce subtle changes into unpromising dialogue. How to take a curtsey and react to an encore.

Theatre was her first love, but she thought she could have it all. 

“You’re telling me that you want to abandon a promising career to work in moving pictures?” 

With Ursula’s initial three-film contract came private lessons. Dancing, movement, voice production. “I’m not abandoning anything. I’ll hone my skills, hopefully earn a reputation, then I’ll come back to the stage.”

“That shows how little you understand. It’s one or the other!”

“Perhaps that’s how it was. It’s not how it has to be.”

How did she ever have the nerve? Screen acting, she discovered, was a distant cousin of stage acting. Do I really look like that? She forced herself to watch her own performances. “Can you rewind? There!” Correcting every fault she found with her posture, every flawed inflection. Ursula taught herself how to breathe all over again. How to let her face become a reflection of her co-star’s dialogue; how to speak beyond the camera with her eyes.

Who would she have become if she’d stuck with theatre? War would have put a hold on any ambitions for the West End or Broadway. Hers would have been a life spent touring provincial venues, criss-crossing the country by train; a night here, a night there. Ursula’s hand strays to her stomach. There might have been compensations. Privacy, perhaps. But without Hollywood, she reminds herself, she would never have met Mack. Mack, who has come to mean everything. 

It’s been a long time, but return she has. It feels right to be back where it all started, though there are plenty of good reasons for nerves. Last month, Ursula’s agent suggested she audition for the role of a Broadway star who had just turned forty. A gift of a part, but the fact that her agent sees her as middle-aged came as a shock. Hollywood beauties aren’t allowed to grow old – not even gracefully – so she must move towards character roles. This role, the role of Gladys Aylward, is as far removed from Hollywood glamour as it is possible to be. The only make-up Ursula has to rely on is a little light powder, pale lipstick. Her costumes are as basic as they come. And success is far from guaranteed. Last year, the response to Gertrude Lawrence’s return to the stage was less than rapturous, and rumour has it that Tallulah Bankhead has decided to reinvent herself as a chat show hostess.

There is something else. After a seventeen-year absence, Gladys Aylward herself is back in Britain. Clement Meade (whose name is so often preceded by the words ‘renowned director’ that they might as well be part of it), has sent Miss Aylward a personal invitation, but who knows if she’ll make an appearance? She’s never sought publicity.

Ursula can hear rustling, the occasional mutterings from high in the rafters, where two men balancing on a wooden platform make final adjustments to spotlights. She learned to tune out the rumble and clatter of scenery long ago, but these suppressed whispers are something else. Most likely they’re about technical details. All the same, Ursula can’t help it. She imagines she’s the subject of gossip.

Actresses survive scandals, Ursula reminds herself. Take Mae West. After she was convicted of corrupting the morals of youth, given the option of a fine or a prison sentence, she chose prison. Mae West behind bars would be a story and a half and she knew it. “They gave me eight days off for good behaviour. I couldn’t have been more insulted!” Be the best of bad examples, live long enough, and you may even be hailed as a national treasure.

But Mae West doesn’t have children to consider.

And with that thought, Ursula feels a fluttering response. She marvels, smiling at what for the time being remains a secret. Hers and Mack’s. They have decided that, for as long as possible, it will be The Thing the Press Does Not Know About, and for that time it will be all the more precious. From this moment forwards, Ursula’s thoughts take on a new dimension. They become a private conversation.

There’ll be comparisons between Ursula Delancy and Gladys Aylward, we have to expect that. It doesn’t matter how kind and flattering the critics are, the public’s response will be, ‘How could they have cast that harlot as a Christian missionary? After everything she’s done!’ But it hasn’t stopped them from turning up. Look, the theatre’s packed! We may be a curiosity, a freak show, but we’ll show them.

Curtain fall. Applause. Whistles. The audience are on their feet, stamping. Ursula has done what she set out to do. She was the thirty-year-old wearing a bright orange jacket, setting off for China from Liverpool Street Station with just two suitcases and a bedroll. She was the foot inspector who told strange and wonderful Bible stories to the women she tended. She was a spy for the Chinese army, her foreign appearance an advantage when smuggling food across battle lines to trapped villagers. With a price on her head, she led more than a hundred orphans over the mountains and across the Yellow River to safety. She was Ai-weh-deh, the Virtuous One, just one woman, and a small one at that. “I wasn’t God’s first choice,” she said. Ursula, as Ursula, curtseys deeply, steeples her hands and nods in the direction of the royal box, then the upper balcony. Like Gladys, she has given her all.

Clement Meade is in the wings, bouncing on the balls of his feet. “That was extraordinary.”

“Thank you.”

“No, honestly.” The renowned director holds one hand over his heart and takes an exaggerated sigh. “Even I didn’t expect. But I said. I said I would only take this on if you played the lead. I stuck to my guns and by God I was right. You go to the lines without seeming to think.”

Oh Lord, he’s going to ask her out to toast their success. It won’t just be the two of them, it will be the whole theatre crowd and she’ll be expected to stay up all night. “Let’s not get too excited,” Ursula cautions. “It’s bad luck to celebrate until we hear what the critics have to say. Does anyone know if Miss Aylward came?”

“Would anyone have recognised her if she had?”

Surely Clement must know whether the seat he reserved for her had been occupied. Ursula would hate to be lauded while the subject of the play is overlooked, but what she knows of Miss Aylward makes the actress reflect. “That’s probably the way she’d want it.”

She begins to navigate her way down the draughty backstage corridor, but Clement isn’t alone in wanting to congratulate her. A trickle of stagehands tags along, each waiting their turn. 

“The audience is still in their seats. They’re refusing to budge. People will say it was you who stopped Big Ben!”

Ursula stops and turns. “Big Ben stopped?”

“For four minutes, apparently. Tonight’s Nine O’Clock News began with radio silence.” It was just as you started your monologue. The bets were that Queen Mary had popped her clogs. I was terrified the whispers would put you off.”

Men everywhere would have removed their hats, the women reaching for handkerchiefs. I have with great regret to announce… “And was it Queen Mary?”

“False alarm. Something went wrong with one of the clock hands.” 

“Four minutes, you said?”

“I know.” Clement is on his toes now, ecstatic. “The exact length of your monologue!” Stagehands confirm this with enthusiastic nods. 

“They’ll say I’m a witch.” Although Ursula hadn’t intended to make a joke, there’s a polite outbreak of laughter. “I’ve been called many things” – harlot, whore, and home breaker spring to mind – “but never a witch. It will make a nice change, I suppose.” 

They don’t know what to make of her. They blink nervously, waiting for her to give them a cue. 

When she laughs, there is a collective sigh of relief before they join in. They are still laughing when Ursula slumps against the inside of her dressing-room door.


CHAPTER THREE

Patrice

“Is that you?” Three words, and her husband’s voice betrays him. It’s not even possible to describe him as worse for wear. He’s drunk. Of course he is. At this hour, anything else would be a miracle.

“Yes, Charles.” Patrice looks in on him, seated in his usual armchair, facing the fire. “As you see, I’ve returned.”

With the study’s leather armchairs and mahogany panelling, Charles has succeeded in replicating a gentleman’s club in miniature. A place of rationality and calm, where women are unwelcome. He calls over his shoulder. “Where have you been?”

Finger by finger, Patrice pulls off a soft butter-coloured buckskin glove. Must she put up with his supercilious Undersecretary of State for Home Affairs voice? “I hope I’m not expected to account for my every move.”

“Why so defensive?” Her husband’s head appears around the wing of the armchair. “All I wanted to know is if you caught tonight’s news.” 

“I missed it.” She unpins her hat, stabs the felt band. “If you must know, I took a box at the theatre.”

“Then you won’t have heard the rumpus. Rumours went flying. World War Three, the King.” Charles makes a double-clicking noise, more ‘giddy-up’ than the indication of a slit throat she presumes is his intention. But at least he isn’t morose. Already, he’s said more than he’s said to her for the past week.

Curious, Patrice pauses in the doorway. “Why on earth –?”

“Big Ben ground to a halt. A flock of starlings, would you believe? Have a drink with me.” Without waiting for her reply, he unstops the crystal decanter that sits within convenient reach, on the side table next to his chair. “Come on, live a little!”

The implication that she doesn’t know how to let her hair down grates. “You know I don’t indulge,” she says, anticipating a sarcastic retort. “That’s right. Just your friends. It’s so difficult to remember when the bills from your club keep arriving.”

In this imaginary conversation, she bites back. “You may settle the bills, but I fund everything, Charles, as you know full well.” Patrice allows herself this private indulgence. Hawtree-Davenport Investments wasn’t Charles’s only failed business venture, but it was the one that brought them closest to ruin, and not just financially. 

Displays of raw emotion always appalled Patrice’s parents. They had no idea what to do in the face of them, except send her to her room, suggesting she needed a lie-down. Restraint was what she was taught and, for the most part, it is a lesson that has stood Patrice in good stead. But that isn’t to say it has always come easily. The moment Charles made his confession is one Patrice will never forget.

“Let me get this straight.” She was shaking, shaking so hard he must have been able to see it. “You entered into a business venture with this man, this Davenport character, you approached our friends and asked them to invest their money – without checking his credentials.”

“I was introduced to him at the club.”

Her hands seemed to lift of their own accord. “Of course you were!”

“You have to understand. No one is accepted by White’s without a vigorous assessment.”

“No. I’m well aware.” Perhaps, she tried to convince herself, Charles was panicking unduly. (How wrong she was about that!) “We’ll have Kenyon Senior take a look at the paperwork and see if he can find a way out.”

Downcast eyes. Silence.

“Charles.” Although the answer to the question she had not voiced was written on his face, Patrice approached the subject warily. “Please tell me that this arrangement wasn’t set up on the strength of a handshake.”

More helpless than she’d ever seen her husband; his voice pleading: “People invested because it was me.”

Unable to contain her incredulity, Patrice clasped one cold hand over her mouth while the magnitude of their predicament sank in. 

“I have to make it right. Don’t you see?”

Yes, she saw. Charles had allowed himself to be seduced by words and promises, and now neither of them would be able to hold up their heads in public. She moved decisively towards the door.

“Patrice!” He was up on his feet. “Where are you going?”

She raised her voice then. Could not help herself. “Where do you think I’m going? To sort out your mess, of course!” It only struck Patrice later that Charles might have thought she had decided to leave him.

“How?”

“First, I shall do whatever I have to do to make sure this doesn’t appear on tomorrow’s front pages. Then I’ll make an appointment with my solicitors. Thank God! Thank God Whitlocke is in my name, otherwise we’d both be bankrupt.”

After that, she’d put her foot down. No more grand ideas and no more backing of other people’s grand ideas.

Oblivious to the direction her thoughts have taken, topping up his own glass with a healthy measure (she can’t help noticing the way his hand shakes), Charles is not offended. All he says is, “It needn’t be whisky. There’s no shortage of soda. Ice?”

Patrice had intended to retire for the night, keen to commit today’s diary entry to ink while the details are fresh. But the peace the Hawtrees maintain is fragile. A thaw in relations, however brief, might make a welcome diversion. She enters the room, crossing the no-man’s land that separates their lives, and takes a seat in the chair nearest his. “Thank you.”

Charles uses the siphon and returns the tongs to their bucket. He presents her with a heavy tumbler, not letting go of his own. He cannot be without his glass. It would throw him off-balance, he jokes with Dr Fisher, who, in turn, insists to Patrice that he has done what he can to discourage Charles. Unfortunately this effort doesn’t involve refusing the offer of a nightcap after he has taken Charles’s blood pressure. Advice to cut back on the bottle might be more palatable coming from someone who shows slightly more restraint himself.

“Your good health, your grace,” Charles says.

She clinks his glass. “You may call me ma’am.”

“Wouldn’t that be a little forward?” He lets out a small groan of discomfort as he sinks into his armchair, then feigns a sulk: “You didn’t think to invite your husband to the theatre?”

“You never show the slightest interest in anything I want to see. On top of which you have an infuriating habit of double-booking yourself or changing your mind at the last moment.” 

“Still, I like to be asked. It’s the courtesy above anything else.”

Patrice sits forwards. “Have I got this right? You’d like me to invite you to the theatre, so that you can turn me down or, worse still, accept and then leave halfway through the performance?”

Not in the least put out, Charles looks rather pleased with himself. “Once I’ve guessed the ending, I really can’t see any point in staying.”

Evenly matched, there were several years when they’d been more than good sparring partners. Two halves of England’s ancient dynasties representing tradition and duty, values many of Patrice’s current acquaintances would struggle to understand.

His drink-sodden eyes sparkle. “Any good, was it? The thing you saw?”

“Very. Ursula Delancy played the lead.”

“Delancy? I thought she’d sworn never to darken our shores again.”

“She was tempted back by the role she was born to play. At least, that’s the official line.”

This raises a smile. “And what was the role?”

“Gladys Aylward.” The name had meant nothing to Patrice, but she now says with authority, “British housemaid turned Chinese missionary.”

“Hah! Nun turned whore turned missionary. Full circle.”

“I rather think you’re mistaking the actress for her characters.” As soon as these words are out, Patrice dislikes herself for having uttered them.

“Doesn’t sound like much of a plot.”

“Well, that’s where you’re wrong. Paramount haven’t wasted any time in snapping up the film rights.”

“And Miss Delancy, in the flesh?” Her husband’s grin crosses the border between wit and poor taste.

“Must you?” She glowers at him. “But since you ask, she was sublime.” Prior to tonight, Patrice had understood acting to be a matter of pretending. Now she understands it’s about becoming. In some scenes, Ursula seemed to do next to nothing, but when she moved, even the slightest motion made one breathless. “I believed every word she said.” Patrice surprises herself by laughing. “I even began to believe in God!”

Charles widens his eyes. “You’re not serious?”

“I wouldn’t concern yourself.” She shrugs his suggestion aside. “I’m sure it’s only temporary.” All the same, a sudden sense of emptiness has Patrice racking her brain, trying to locate the last time she did anything useful. Something that meant something. Probably not since the war (the first one, that is), when doing one’s bit was one’s duty. But, briefly, while the audience sat in darkness, Ursula Delancy had performed a small miracle. Nerves Patrice thought dead were coaxed back to life. 

“Which one of the Marx brothers did you go with this time?”

“Do you have to be so rude about my friends?”

“Is it my fault that they all look the same?”

“If that’s what you think, then your reference is quite wrong. The Marx brothers look nothing like one another.” As a young man, Zeppo was actually quite handsome. “If you must know, it was Brian Waltham.”

“Chap in my class at school called Whitey Waltham. Big teeth.” Charles taps on an incisor with a fingernail. “Not him I suppose?”

“I doubt Brian was even born when you were at school.”

“Brian, you say? Could be one of Whitey’s sons.”

What’s the use? Charles thinks his influence is such that he’ll always find a connection if he digs deep enough. There was a time when Patrice found this quirk amusing. In the days when her husband sought her opinion, he would rehearse his speeches for her in front of this very fire. Once, he used the phrase general malaise to describe the state of the nation, and Patrice couldn’t help herself: “Oh, you’ve spoken about him before,” she said. “Don’t tell me. Didn’t you serve together in France?” Now she sets her tumbler down and says wryly, “He could well be.” Then she uncrosses her legs and stands.

“You still haven’t asked how it went.”

Patrice hesitates, wondering what she could have forgotten. No. Nothing springs to mind.

“I thought you’d be pleased to know it’s safe to walk the streets again.”

One step ahead, her mouth falls open. John Haigh’s execution. Charles had mentioned that his presence at Wandsworth prison had been requested, but unlike Haigh, Charles was granted a stay of grace. The request had been put to him prematurely: the necessary permission had not been obtained. “You were there?” The fact of this is shocking. She sits down heavily.

For as long as Patrice has known Charles, he has petitioned against the death penalty. Resolute in his stance, Charles has railed against members of the legal profession. Hardly men of the world, what right do they have to pass judgement on those whose lives they can’t begin to comprehend? People who, in dire circumstances – times of unrest, lacking security, or coming from broken homes – are driven to do desperate things. But Haigh was no victim of circumstance. Any bad luck he had was of his own making, formed out of greed and a disproportionate sense of his worth. Few people will mourn one monstrous individual who valued his own life so highly that he didn’t spare a thought for his victims.

“I told you that I wouldn’t look for a way out of doing my duty,” Charles says.

The thing now is not to overreact. Patrice must pick her way carefully. This is not the first death Charles has witnessed at close quarters. He was a serving officer during the Great War. To place too great a significance on Haigh’s execution would be to belittle those other deaths, men who were far more deserving of life.

But how could she not have known?

Patrice is no longer sure that she saw Charles on Wednesday. Certainly, he made no mention of Haigh last night – and she would never have pestered him. As vital as the cause is to him, it affects his moods terribly. This difficult man becomes nigh on impossible. The black dog last descended after the Lords rejected Silverman’s bill which would have suspended the death penalty for five years. Time enough to talk the public round. Charles failed to rally when the King consented to a Royal Commission, tasked with considering if liability to suffer capital punishment for murder should be limited or modified. ‘Consider’ wasn’t a strong enough word for Charles’s liking. Patrice’s suggestion was that, if he was concerned the job wouldn’t be done properly, he should put himself forward, which he did, only to have Sir Ernest reject him – most likely because of Hawtree-Davenport, but, of course, his rejection had been her fault. No matter that she herself harbours strong feelings on the subject, Patrice hasn’t been inclined to stick her oar in again save for asking her newspaper contacts to do all they can to keep the subject in the public eye.

But now it makes sense – why Charles wanted company. Now it seems only too clear what lies behind the weight of his eyes. “I suppose you are expected to produce a report.”

Her husband shakes his head, a ‘where to begin?’ “The people who stood outside the prison, blocking our way. I looked at them and thought, Are you here to make sure justice is done, or are you just here on a jolly?”

She waits, knowing better than to interrupt.

“John Haigh,” he continues sourly. “He showed no sign of remorse. Not a bit. He asked for a dress rehearsal, so they tell me. Wanted to be sure everything would go off without a hitch.” Charles sighs, deeply. “Apparently when they offered him a brandy, Haigh joked, ‘Make it a large one, old boy.’”

With one hand covering her mouth, she gives a helpless shake of her head. What’s normal under the circumstances? Not that there was anything remotely normal about Haigh. Uninvited questions crowd Patrice’s mind. How far from the scaffold was Charles? Did he sit, like an audience member? She asks only this: “Has being there altered your view in any way?”

Charles sits forward, and as his passion surfaces Patrice is reminded what first attracted her to him. “What bothers me, what really bothers me, is that Haigh and his ilk are the reason capital punishment still exists.”

“And the reason you have such a hard task ahead of you.”

“Surely people must see that for men like Haigh, capital punishment is no deterrent. When he walked into the room, there was none of the heaviness you’d expect. He looked me straight in the eye, but I felt no human connection. None whatsoever.” The look Charles gives Patrice is agonised and she feels bereft. To find his own sense of compassion scarred by such a monster! 

Any comfort she can offer comes too late. “Haigh has made it very difficult for anyone to feel anything approaching sympathy for him,” she says. 

“Impossible!” her husband barks. “You know that Madame Tussaud’s requested a fitting for a death mask?”

Patrice shivers as her blood recoils. “That’s obscene.”

“Oh, he was happy to oblige. More than happy.” 

Left with no practical way to help her husband, Patrice feels she must offer something. “Perhaps you might like to come with me to the house.” Between husband and wife, the only definitions they use are ‘the townhouse’ when at Whitlocke and referring to their London address and ‘the house’ when in London and referring to her family’s ancient foothold. “We could make a weekend of it.”

“Must we?” Charles’s tone flattens. 

His refusal should come as no surprise. He never expresses the slightest interest in Whitlocke. His natural habitat is a narrow terrain made up of the townhouse, White’s Club, and the terraces of Portland stone that sit in between. “It was only a suggestion. If you’d rather not, then all you need do is say so.”

“I’m not sure I can stomach a weekend of estate work.”

Patrice bridles: “The estate is my responsibility, not yours.” Besides, an overseer far more capable than her manages the house and land, and there are accountants and solicitors to handle the money side of things. “But I understand. It was the wrong moment to ask.” 

Still. Herself and Whitlocke: the only two things Patrice has to offer. She cannot decide which rejection wounds her more.


CHAPTER FOUR

Caroline

Caroline’s tour of the YWCA concluded with the bathroom, a damp-smelling narrow space with a stained enamel bathtub opposite a cracked sink, all surrounded by chipped white tiles. Above the bath a high window offered a view not of sky, but of brickwork. But it was a room with a lock on the door!

“Here we are,” said Esther, her tour-guide, still dressed in factory overalls. (Caroline suspects she rather likes wearing them.) “Luxury. And, as a bonus, you get to put your name on the rota for a weekly bath.”

Not even the news that Caroline would have to share with eleven other young women dimmed her enthusiasm. At home, she was used to second-hand water in a tin bath in front of the fire. And if the fire was lit, someone would always want to toast bread over the embers, until Ma chased them away. 

“Out! Give Caroline a bit of privacy!”

“It’s only Betty, Ma. I don’t mind Betty.” 

“Well you should, a young woman your age!”

“You don’t mind, do you, Caroline?”

“We share a bed, don’t we?”

“I’ve seen you wee in the pot.”

“Oi, blabbermouth! Keep that tater trap shut!”

“Rule number one,” Esther said, pocketing the worn bar of soap she found resting on the side of the bath. “Anything you leave lying around is fair game.” Not even that put Caroline off, but the reality is this: your allocated slot for an evening bath never seems to coincide with the availability of hot water, so you sit clutching your knees, shivering in a couple of inches of tepid water. And sometimes, as it does today, washing your smalls takes priority.

As Caroline swims her nylons like eels in the sink, her mind wanders where it will. London doors still show no sign of opening. It turns out that for an unqualified, unskilled girl there are few options to choose from.

“Hey, Esther.” She glances over her shoulder. “I don’t suppose you know anything about Pitman courses?” Esther has already wrung out her smalls, and is stretching up to hang them on the line over the bathtub. “I read about one for shorthand and typing, but it costs an arm and a leg, and I doubt my English is nearly good enough.” Heat rises to Caroline’s neck. Even with Esther, the friendliest girl in her dorm by far, she frets that she’s making a fool of herself. Coming from a corner of the country where watermen and farm labourers roll their eyes at the first sign of high and mighty ways, she’s all too aware of how provincial she seems. Yesterday brought a fresh reminder. As she brewed tea in the kitchen, Caroline had asked one of the other girls where she was from. The answer: somewhere just to the north of Paris. The French girl reciprocated, “And you?”

“Felixstowe,” Caroline said, quickly adding, “on the east coast.”

“Of where?”

“England, of course!”

“Oh!” The girl laughed, paused, and then laughed some more. “That is an Engleesh accent? I thought you were… You know, I think I have better Engleesh than you.”

It’s not just the pegs in Esther’s mouth; Caroline senses agreement in her muffled response. It’s true, then. Her English isn’t up to scratch. “I could do with something to tide me over. Something that doesn’t interfere with looking for a day job. Waitress, usherette…”

Esther’s arms pause mid-air. “Good luck to you. Half the girls here are after that sort of thing.”

Esther’s on the production line at Decca, the company responsible for the first marine radar. It sounds rather grand, though she’s the first to admit she only has a vague idea how the part her team produces contributes to the finished article. Besides, it could all end tomorrow. Her boss’s view is that now they’re home, manufacturing jobs should go to the men. He constantly rubs her face in it. ‘Don’t you think, after all they’ve been through…?’ When it’s still tolerated (which is barely), women’s work is ring-fenced, labelled ‘unskilled’. “But what can I do? Complain about how much I’m being paid and they’ll show me the door.”

Esther clearly knows the ropes. If she doesn’t think Caroline has much chance of getting waitressing work, just imagine her reaction if Caroline were to admit that, back in Suffolk, she was one of ‘the gang’ who talked about moving to London, meeting famous people and becoming ‘fillum’ stars. Being discovered was simply a case of being in the right place at the right time. When Ma announced it was time for her to go and do her bit ‘for the family’, Caroline’s first thought was relief – she wouldn’t have to explain why she couldn’t go on any more errands to see Uncle Anthony. (Thinking of him now conjures up the yeasty smell of his breath, the graze of his stubble.) And, once settled on the bus, her second had been, Finally, my life is beginning!

But what a beginning. Cast adrift in a strange and frightening city, whose post-Blitz palette is the black and white of grainy newspaper photographs. Chimneys spew pewter clouds, adding to the ceiling of smoke. The unswept doorsteps of pockmarked buildings have sandbags and buckets left in position, as if they might be needed at a moment’s notice. And the clothing of those who clog the puddled pavements. Brimmed hats of no particular description. Shapeless black overcoats squared off at the shoulders; the only ornamentation a scarf tucked in at the neckline, neat as hospital bed corners. It’s a far cry from the fashion pages of Caroline’s magazines.

She’s uneducated, unskilled, female and alone. That’s what it boils down to. “While we’re on the subject of eternal optimism.” Caroline tries to match her voice to her words. “I could really do with a job that comes with a room.”

“You and me both,” Esther scoffs. “Anything to get me out of this place!”

“How long have you been here?”

“Six – no wait.” Esther deploys her last peg. “Seven months.”

That’s practically permanent. Imagine six more months of linoleum corridors where the brooms, buckets and mops are left out as reminders to ‘pitch in’. “How long did you plan on staying?”

Esther shrugs. “Same as everyone else. A week. But you’ve seen how it is. When the rent looks affordable, there’s usually a good reason for it.”

“And if you’ve a mother who expects you to send her most of your take-home…” Caroline says. There was a time when her mother was the person she took her cries of ‘It’s not fair’ to. But even when provided with proof that Caroline had been wronged, Ma’s reply was always the same: Life isn’t fair. Get used to it. You won’t get the thing you think you’re entitled to because someone else has been judged more deserving. You won’t be judged on merit, but by rules that are as old as the Ten Commandments. Unless you’re prepared to tell tales on your school friend, you’ll have to accept the punishment for something you didn’t do. And now You’ll have to shoulder the responsibility because you’re the oldest.

“Find me one who doesn’t want most of your take-home!” says Esther.

Caroline steals a look in the mirror, past her own face to Esther’s reflection. Did her ma hold her close and whisper a good luck that sounded like a threat? 

“Honestly,” Esther says, “when I didn’t land a job in the first couple of weeks, she was jumping down my throat. ‘Have you thought about domestic work?’ she said. That’s how much ambition she had for me!”

Girls of their age rub up against constant reminders that boys younger than them died for their country. Told they should be grateful for the opportunity to help out. Do whatever it takes. Caroline can’t admit to Esther that she passed up an opportunity at a poultry dealer’s, telling herself something better would come along. Caroline’s broken the necks of enough chickens in her time. She had no business being repulsed by the sight of birds, pimple-skinned and headless. Not that she would have had to get her hands dirty. All they wanted was someone to deal with the takings. What put her off was the thought of spending six days a week in a cell-like booth, complete with metal bars. “Mine thinks I should be a shop assistant,” is all she says. 

Indignant, Esther puts her hands on her hips. “Ten hours a day, six days a week and one week’s paid holiday a year to look forward to.”

Even this conversation feels like a delicious act of rebellion. Though it shouldn’t. Surely Esther’s proved herself as capable as a man? Who says that things have to be done a certain way, just because that’s how they were done in the past? And so Caroline warms to the theme. “When I’d be expected to go home and ‘help out’.” But her thoughts stop in their tracks. When she goes home, what will she find?

“Promise me, you’ll stay away from Uncle Anthony, Betty.”

“Why? I like Uncle Anthony.”

“Promise me. It’s important.”

“I won’t promise if you won’t say why.”

“They can shove ‘respectability’,” Esther is saying. “It’s slavery.”

Was it really so bad? A misplaced kiss? A full-bodied hug? A clumsily-placed hand? Had Caroline overreacted? Cut off from her siblings, she’ll be allowed no contact until she proves herself by providing. How many elder children are sacrificed for the sake of the rest? Caroline wonders. “Are you the oldest?”

Esther sniffs, just once. “I wasn’t. Am now.”

Forgetting her wet hands, Caroline turns and reaches for Esther’s arm. “I’m such an idiot.”

“Nothing to be done.” Esther perches on the side of the bath and stares down at her feet. There is no invitation to ask whether it was the war or illness, perhaps even childbirth. She sniffs again, then lifts her chin. “Are you serious about getting out of here?”

This change of subject catches Caroline off-guard. “Soon as I can.”

“Have you thought about squatting?”

“Hasn’t the council taken over all the unoccupied flats?”

Esther lowers her voice, “Not quite all. They’re ignoring anything that’s earmarked for demolition.”

Black and white footage runs through Caroline’s mind. A cascade of falling bricks. Her hands as shields in front of her eyes. “They wouldn’t be safe, would they?” she finds herself gasping.

Esther shrugs the suggestion away. “The damage is above ground. Most of the basements are sound.”

Is it possible that lives are being led beneath the ruined terraces Caroline walks past every day? Most are surrounded by bomb sites, but occasionally a single house stands alone in a sea of wasteland, now a playground for bare-legged opportunists. Boys who look uncannily like her brothers rake through rubble in search of souvenirs to lend realism to their war games. Only the other day she approached a motley crew to see what it was they were pelting with broken bricks; relieved to find it wasn’t a stray cat.

“It’s a UXB.”

An unexploded bomb.

“And exactly what are you hoping to do?”

Lanky, with a missing front tooth, he looked at her as if she’d just parachuted in from another country. “Make it explode, of course!”

A far cry from her own childhood. For Caroline, ‘risky’ would have been ignoring the beware of the bull sign to take a shortcut through the field. 

Now she asks Esther, “This squatting, is it legal?”

Esther grins. “It isn’t exactly criminal. Only if you encourage others.”

“Then we shouldn’t be having this conversation.”

“What conversation?” She stands, and Caroline assumes this is the end of their chat. “But if you ever fancy becoming a vigilante, you know where to find me.”

Shaking her head, Caroline continues to wring out her hand-washing. There must be some other stepping-stone she can hop across. Modelling, perhaps? She eyes her reflection. Problem is, you’re all of five foot two.

If she tells Finbar she wants to act, he’ll laugh in her face. But Finbar knows people. That’s already clear. And what’s the alternative? Seven months in this hell-hole, or squatting in a squalid basement, something that may or may not be legal and would almost certainly be dangerous. The next time Finbar asks, ‘Have you given any more thought to what you’d like to do?’ Caroline should just come out with it. Hands immersed in milky lukewarm water, she experiments: “I want to act.”

In a case of almost perfect timing, the bathroom door crashes against the tiled wall. It’s Barb, a senior who’s been here so long she’s second only to staff in the pecking order. “Don’t let us stop you, Diana Dors, but for God’s sake, get a move on. You’re not the only one who wants to use the bathroom tonight.”


CHAPTER FIVE

Ursula

Early morning. Ursula’s eyes are heavy as she looks out from the window of her top-floor hotel suite. Yesterday’s standing ovation has faded into insignificance. What kept her awake most of the night was her impatience to tell Mack how, standing in the wings, she felt the baby move. Morning sickness aside, she wouldn’t have dared allow herself to believe. Finally, something feels like hope; compensation for all they went through at the start of their life as a couple.

“Norma! I’m sorry to telephone so late but can you get Mack on the line?” There is the kind of pause you expect on a long-distance call, while you imagine your words travelling down thousands of miles of cables. 

“Oh, Miss Delancy, he’s not home from the studio yet.”

“Dammit!” Ursula checks her watch. Los Angeles lags eight hours behind London. Mack works his actors and crew as hard as any director she’s known, but would he keep them past ten o’clock? “Are you expecting him?” Again the words travel under the Atlantic, and the world’s oceans wash the reply back to her.

“He asked me to leave supper on a tray.”

“Again?” 

Norma’s shrug is almost audible. “That’s all he wanted.”

It’s hardly Norma’s fault that Mack sees no reason to account for himself. “All I can say is I’m glad he’s not directing me!” Ursula pulls shower-damp hair away from the nape of her neck and drapes it over the thick hotel dressing gown. Wait. When Ursula last caught up with Mack, he spent most of the conversation complaining how, rather than reshoot a scene, he was trying to dub the voice of an actress. “The blasted thing’s driving me nuts. I can’t get the tape to sync.”

To Norma, she says, “I’m probably being unfair. I expect Mack’s the last one there, locked away in his editing suite.” 

“I’m sure that’s it. Is there a message I can pass on?”

Ursula wants so badly to tell Mack that she hasn’t felt this happy since the time they sped down the highway in the back of a car, laughing and clinging helplessly to each other. They’d escaped an ambush of photographers by swapping cars with a friend of Mack’s while filling up with gasoline. Crouched down on their haunches, they made a crab-like scuttle between the two vehicles, an idea stolen directly from one of Mack’s movies. He thought the press might appreciate the irony.

“I wanted to tell him how opening night went, that’s all.”

“I didn’t like to ask. You always say it’s bad luck to mention it before the critics have given their verdict.”

Ursula closes her eyes; pinches the top of her nose. “You’re right. And I haven’t seen the papers yet,” Ursula says, then adds, “You will tell Mack I called?”

“The moment I see him.”

“Well, I’m keeping you up. I’ll say goodnight.”

Ursula keeps the receiver at her ear and taps the cradle. “I’m sure that’s it.” Ursula replays Norma’s words, giving them her professional scrutiny. There was something placatory in the housekeeper’s tone. 

Don’t do this to yourself. 

Besides, you haven’t even checked to see if Mack’s left a message. 

Ursula dials reception, announces brightly, “Room 47,” the code she agreed with the hotel staff. “Are there any messages for me?” 

“I’ll just check. No. None this morning.”

Not even so much as a cablegram to wish her luck! Admittedly, Mack indulges in a little paranoia. Ever since a reporter took a job as a hotel manager to get a scoop on one of his leading men, he insists all hotel managers are in cahoots with the press. 

Ursula asks to be connected to Mack’s studio. Whatever the hour, Joe is always on reception. She enquires after his wife and children by name.

“They’re fine, fine, thanks for asking.” But when it comes to Mack’s whereabouts, Joe says, “Oh, no, Miss Delancy. He left hours ago.”

“Would you mind just checking he’s not in the editing suite?” She balances the receiver on her shoulder, while adjusting the belt of her robe. “But if you could make it quick. I’m calling long-distance.”

“No need, Miss Delancy. Mr Flood said goodnight and I watched him drive off.”

Perhaps she’s forgotten some important function or other. “I don’t suppose he mentioned where he was going?”

“He didn’t. Sorry.”

Ursula is on the verge of tears. When you’re in the habit of speaking a couple of times a day, when you’re keeping a secret and you’re a long way from home… “Would you tell him I was trying to reach him?” Mack’s not avoiding you, she scolds herself. He’s trying to be considerate. He knows you need your sleep. “Tell him I don’t mind what time he calls.” 

“I’ll be sure to do that.”

By the third day, Ursula is too embarrassed to say, ‘It’s me again.’ She pretends to Norma that she’s already spoken to Mack. To his secretary, she repeats the lie, prompting the response: “Aww, it’s so sweet that you speak every day. Especially when you’re on the other side of the world.”

The novelty of the fluttering in her belly has worn off. The opposite is now true. If Ursula doesn’t feel the baby move, her anxiety goes through the roof. Perhaps she should save her worry for Mack. But she knows Mack isn’t lying in a ditch somewhere. He’s been seen going about his normal business. 

There is one number Ursula hasn’t tried. Mack gave it to her for emergencies. “Honestly, you won’t want to use it unless you have to.” He’s never spoken about Lindsay in favourable terms. The kindest reference he makes to her is ‘the mother of my three boys’.

Soon to be Ursula’s stepchildren. 

She thinks of them, arriving chauffeur driven for weekends, hair neatly parted and slicked down, dressed in impractical white shorts. If the message Lindsay intends is that Mack shouldn’t mess them up, she needs to be less subtle. The first thing he does is ruffle their hair, then he engages them in the kind of rough and tumble that always ends with grass stains. Mack loves those boys. Might he not use her absence as an opportunity to visit them in their own home? He’s probably decided it would be good to talk things through with their mother, face to face. 

The thought takes root. 

How silly that Mack feels the need to keep this from her! If only she’d agreed to meet her ex-husband and talk things through. Not in the home she shared with Robin and still part-owns – that would have been too complicated. Somewhere neutral. A hotel overlooking the sea. Brighton, perhaps. Hasn’t Ursula often told Mack that she wished she didn’t need to write to her own daughter care of a solicitor? Of all people, an actress knows how easily inflections read into words on a page can alter their meaning. 

Ursula can’t avoid Lindsay forever. When she becomes Mack’s wife, Lindsay will have to accept her role in the boys’ lives. It
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