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A love that seems lost, may still yet be found, for real love always endures.


1890. One summer evening changes everything for Sidney and Leonard Bellingham when their beloved mother disappears from the family home, Halesham Hall. Left with their bitter father, they are taught to trust no one but themselves, with brother pitted against brother to see who is worthy of inheriting the Bellingham Board Games company. But the series of twisted games they are forced to play will have far reaching consequences.


1920. Phoebe Bellingham arrives at Halesham Hall determined to solve the puzzles that will allow her to claim back the Bellingham inheritance. But this legacy involves more than one secret, and soon Phoebe realises that the stakes are higher than she ever could have imagined.









Clare and Heidi-Jo


This little beauty is for you – my fellow Walkie Talkies.


We never quite managed the walking (I blame the pandemic)


but luckily we seem to have no problem with the talking.


Thanks for always being there.









Chapter 1


1920


Suffolk


Phoebe stood in front of Halesham Hall and frowned. Not only was it a lot bigger than she’d expected, but it was also unlike any house she’d ever come across in her life. The jumble of spires and towers, with decorative crenellations along the rooftops, and high, narrow windows, gave it the feel of a medieval castle. It reminded her of a house she’d once seen in an illustrated book of fairy tales. The steep pitched roofs and multiple chimneys were all squashed together and elongated, giving the place a sense of otherworldliness. It was almost as though a small boy had made it from his brick box, determined to use every single brick, balancing them as high as he dared, and giving his imagination free rein.


It wasn’t a house, it was a fantasy. And a slightly sinister one at that.


Despite the few brief details her parents had told her about the place, she’d failed to conjure up its sheer size or bewildering magnificence. The overall effect was enhanced by the brewing angry weather to the east, casting the Hall in moody and truculent light, with a thin strip of pale grey behind it, silhouetting its angles and spires. As she’d undertaken the two-mile walk from the centre of Halesham, the heavy, rain-laden clouds had appeared to her left and the gentle breeze had begun to whip itself up into a frenzy behind her. A storm was on its way – an ominous portent.


She swallowed hard. The Hall was in complete contrast to the tiny cottages she’d grown up in and made her feel even more insignificant than she usually did. Her life had hitherto been one of simple rural pleasures – unattended chickens wandering into the kitchen, and threadbare sheets cut into squares and hemmed for facecloths. If she wanted to go anywhere, she walked. The family meals came from the garden and were prepared and cooked by either her mother or herself. Before her now, however, was a world of servants and entitlement. The man she was here to see, the owner of Halesham Hall, had considerable wealth (if rather disturbing architectural taste) and a fearsome reputation. That knowledge alone made the knots in her stomach tighten and pull.


As she stood in front of the imposing gothic front door, with its pointed arch and height more than double its width, she noticed flakes of lilac paint on the neglected woodwork. Once upon a time, this door would have stood in purple splendour, perhaps to echo the multitude of lavender beds under the front windows. The blooms were long since over, but the borders well-tended, unlike the shabby exterior of the house.


The dull brass knocker was a slender hand reaching out from the engraved surround and the limp fingers curled around a solid ball. Phoebe reached for it, the cold and hard surface making her jolt. The way it hung in the air, so lifelike and so defeated, was unsettling. She’s trapped in there, Phoebe thought, looking at the hand. She’s trapped inside and wants someone to let her out.


After three sharp raps, she stood back and waited. There was a scurry of feet from the other side, a shout for ‘Ada’, and then disgruntled mutterings as the footsteps got closer. The door swung inwards to reveal a small, thin woman, with shrewd, emerald-green eyes and pinched-in cheeks. A pair of wire-rimmed spectacles was perched on the top of her head, threaded either side of her tight silver bun, and a bunch of keys hung from her skirts, indicating she was the housekeeper of this large household. She looked Phoebe up and down, perhaps deeming her more suitable for the back entrance, and narrowed her eyes.


‘And what can I do for you, lassie?’ The Scottish accent was thick and slightly intimidating.


‘I’m here to see Mr Bellingham.’ Phoebe managed to force the words from her rapidly constricting throat. It was too late now to abandon her plan – she had to see this through, whatever the outcome.


The older woman scrunched her wrinkled face into a frown, making each crease deeper. ‘Is he expecting you?’


Phoebe glanced into the hallway – large black and white tiles, each one over a yard square, covering the floor. A marble bust of some ancient Egyptian pharaoh stood in the far-right corner, and there was a small collection of mounted cannonballs at his feet. It appeared the interior of the house was as peculiar as the exterior.


‘Um, no, not exactly.’ She paused. ‘Not at all, in fact,’ she corrected. If Mr Bellingham was given a hundred guesses as to who might be calling on him that overcast September day, she imagined her name wouldn’t be among them. Did he even know her name?


‘I’m afraid he doesn’t usually see people without a prior appointment. May I ask what it’s concerning?’


‘It’s a personal matter, but I’m certain he’ll see me . . . Once he knows who I am.’


The housekeeper’s interest was piqued. She leaned forward to study the young visitor more closely and Phoebe could almost hear the cogs grinding and clicking into place. There was a moment of realisation as she studied Phoebe’s jet-black, wavy hair, tousled by the escalating breeze, her eyes so dark each iris was barely distinguishable from the pupil, and her delicate, almond-shaped face.


‘May I say who’s calling?’ she asked, but it was obvious this woman already knew the answer.


‘Phoebe Bellingham,’ she supplied. ‘His niece.’


There was, as it turned out, no time for the housekeeper to enquire whether Mr Bellingham would receive her. Within moments there was a pounding of feet descending the main staircase and a tall, darkly clothed figure with a neatly clipped moustache came striding across the wide, monochrome floor towards them.


‘Sir, there’s a wee lass—’


‘Good God.’ Mr Bellingham’s strident voice cut across the housekeeper as he stopped dead in his tracks and stared at Phoebe. His initial flash of shock was quickly replaced with barely concealed distaste. He adjusted his face into a more neutral expression and narrowed his eyes. ‘I heard he’d had a daughter. You really are the spit of your mother.’


‘Mr Bellingham . . .’ she began. ‘Uncle.’ The word felt unfamiliar and awkward. ‘My father—’


‘Sent a girl to do his dirty work. After all these years, I can’t possibly think what he wants – unless it’s money, and he won’t get a penny from me.’


‘No, it’s not that.’ She could feel the emotion battling to come out, and her voice started to crack. ‘I’ve come to—’


‘For pity’s sake, spare me the amateur dramatics. If my brother wants to talk to me, he can do it himself. Sending a child, indeed. How utterly pathetic.’


Phoebe bristled at his remark. At twenty, she was hardly a child, even if legally she had another few months until she reached her majority. But she was small, slender and quiet, so was often mistaken for younger than her years.


‘I’m afraid he can’t do that.’ Phoebe kept her calm and spoke in a gentle voice, in total contrast to Mr Bellingham’s overbearing tones. She sucked in a deep breath. ‘Both my parents were killed recently in a boating accident.’


The housekeeper gasped and her bony hands flew to her chest. Mr Bellingham’s eyes flashed briefly wide, but he quickly repressed his shock. His eyes never left Phoebe’s face and there was no further indication that she’d delivered news to him any more distressing than the weather forecast.


He approached the door and peered over her shoulder.


‘How did you get here?’ he asked, searching for signs of a cart or a motor car.


‘I walked up from Halesham. I’m staying at the Bell.’


There was a low rumble as the threatening storm finally made its imminent presence known, and the light fell away sharply, as though blinds had been drawn closed in anticipation of the forthcoming spectacle.


‘Then I suggest you start your return immediately as there is a storm on its way. Thank you for the information, but I’m afraid you’re not welcome here.’ He stepped in front of the startled housekeeper, pushed the heavy front door to an abrupt close, and abandoned Phoebe on the doorstep.









Chapter 2


1890


‘This is a stupid game,’ I said, hot, overtired and grumpy, throwing my little metal game piece across the room in disgust and kicking out at the table. Cook had spent all week cursing the flies and Murray had spent all week cursing the maids. Everyone’s tempers were frayed and there was an unsettledness about the house that I felt keenly but couldn’t understand.


My world revolved entirely around myself and I never gave the wishes or worries of others much thought. I wanted to spend more time with Mother but was not always allowed to do so. I wanted the best toys to play with and the sweetest foods from the kitchen – these I had in moderation. I desperately yearned for a companion of my own age to share my adventures, but Leonard was just over ten years older than me, and so my childhood was a lonely one.


I wanted my father simply to remember my name.


My brother had no desire to be cooped up in the nursery with me any more than I wanted him there. He longed to be outside, haring around the fields and meadows on his bicycle or climbing the old oak down by the river, but he’d been ordered to amuse me by Father as a summer storm had descended and put paid to any plans of outdoor adventures for either of us that day. Everyone hoped that the arrival of rain might end the week of suffocating temperatures and sticky nights, but I was most put out that it fell during the day, instead of stealthily and unobtrusively at night. As it was, it did little to clear the air.


‘It’s not my favourite pastime either – you know I’m not a game player – but it would please Father if he saw us,’ Leonard said, picking up my horse from the rug and placing it firmly back on the seventh square. We were playing Newmarket, one of Bellingham Board Games’s biggest sellers. My horse had fallen at the second hurdle, whilst his had raced ahead. ‘These games pay for your governess, my schooling and this large house, Sidney. The least we can do is play them. Besides, I’ve missed you. School can be so tedious and there’s nothing like being home for the holidays.’


Even at that young age, I knew I was being patronised. What was the point in having a brother if he was so much older? He was absent for the long school terms, having boarded since he was nine, and had little in common with me when he returned. My life was invariably disrupted the moment he descended on Halesham Hall – everyone bustling around after him and asking what he’d been up to, even what he might like for supper. He demanded a share of our mother’s attention, talking to her about bookish things I didn’t understand, and loitered in the kitchens, engaging in easy chatter with Cook, as though she were his friend, when in reality, she was mine. But most frustratingly of all, he reminded me that I was the second son, the spare, the baby. And I didn’t like it.


It should have pleased me to have another male in the household, as we were sorely outnumbered. Mrs Murray, our housekeeper, was in charge of a staff of nine women, whereas Burton, the butler, oversaw only three men. And it was the female members of staff that I spent most of my time in the company of. When I wasn’t attending lessons with my governess, I whiled away my idle hours trailing behind the chatty under housemaid, Daisy, or at the large refectory table in the kitchens, listening to Cook grumble about anything and everything, and sneaking cakes and gingerbread from the cooling racks when her back was turned. I didn’t want to be stuck in the nursery playing, and losing, a silly horse-racing game with Leonard.


‘Darlings.’ Mother sauntered into the nursery with her hands outstretched. ‘I’ve been looking for you both. May I sit and watch you play?’


She squeezed our hands affectionately, kissed our foreheads and then settled herself in the rocking chair, content to watch silently rather than participate. Generally a quiet woman, she didn’t shout and complain like Cook, or jump up and down excitedly, like Daisy. She rarely left the Hall and only occasionally attended events with Father. When they held dinner-parties, which they did from time to time (my father’s position dictating a certain amount of entertaining), she lurked in the background, and I wondered why he never pushed her to be bolder. But he adored his wife, I could see it in his eyes, and indulged her completely.


Daisy entered and placed a small sewing basket on Mother’s knees. I was more interested in her needlework than my game, and watched her snip and pin, realising she was cutting up one of her old day dresses. Pale pink roses were scattered across the fabric, and it made me think of the rose beds that surrounded the knot garden, and how she would spend hours out there, pruning, gathering petals or dead-heading – depending on the season.


Sewing and gardening were Mother’s two great passions. Father had thoughtfully turned the west tower into a space for her to indulge the former of these loves. I often found her up there alone, turning the handle of her sewing machine, when the only sound was the steady rhythm of the needle bobbing in and out of the fabric as she stared through the narrow windows at the gardens below.


‘Why are you breaking up your lovely dress?’ I asked, studying her face. She was physically present but somehow mentally absent, and often reminded me of the white porcelain figurine in the morning room – some classical figure draped in a flowing tunic, with a lost look about her face. She stood alone on the mantel shelf, staring across the room, beautiful but untouched, and never a part of what was going on before her.


‘It’s old and rather worn. I’m using it to make patches.’


The only Patch I knew was the gamekeeper’s dog – an excitable terrier with a black patch of fur across one eye.


‘For the dog?’ I was confused. Animals didn’t wear dresses, unless they were in picture books. Leonard snorted and I glared at him.


‘No, my darling, my happy accident, my baby boy.’ She gave me one of her elusive smiles then. They were rare but they were beautiful, and they lit up her whole face and everything around her. ‘A square of fabric can repair a hole in something. But sometimes,’ she said, giving me a strange look, ‘they don’t hide holes, they hide secrets.’


I didn’t really understand. A secret was whispered. You cupped your hand and put it to the ear of someone else, telling them the thing that wasn’t to be spoken aloud. You couldn’t pin down whispered words and hide them under pieces of cut-up day dress.


‘Remember that, won’t you?’ she said.


‘Yes,’ I said earnestly. ‘Patches hide secrets.’


She smiled and patted my head, her slender fingers ruffling my dark curls, and then returned to her work. I liked it when she touched me. Father never did. Few people did, if I was honest.


Thrashing me soundly at the game, and far more gracious in victory than I would have been, Leonard took to the window seat and started flicking through a Boy’s Own Annual, so I decided to set out my soldiers along the hearth. The rain continued to run down the panes, the clock ticked steadily on the mantel, and there was a companionship in our togetherness, even though we were all engaged in separate activities.


Rolling around on my back, looking at the magnificent ranks of my red-coated men from a variety of angles, I suddenly realised my mother was staring at me with tears in her eyes.


‘Why are you crying?’ I asked her.


She shook her head and I didn’t think she was going to answer me at first.


‘I’m crying for love – reminded that life can be a complicated blend of love lost, love found and love that endures – and you, my darling boys, will always be a love that endures.’


It sounded like one of the riddles that Father so often quoted. He enjoyed tongue twisters and word games, although they generally made me feel inadequate and stupid. I laughed and pretended to understand when Father supplied the answer to ‘When is a door not a door?’, but it was Cook who kindly explained later that ‘a jar’ could mean slightly open, as well as a glass pot brimming with tasty jam.


‘You sentimental old bean,’ Leonard said, hopping down from his seat and giving our mother a kiss.


There was a knock at the nursery door and Murray entered.


‘The master is home,’ she said, and Mother immediately jumped to her feet – always desperate to be with our father. We were the poor second choice when he wasn’t around. The love that bound my parents together did so to the exclusion of all else, and I was jealous. I knew she wanted to be with us – just not as much as she wanted to be with him. She had been ours for a short afternoon and now we were being abandoned so she could be his once more.


As the door closed behind her, I looked across at my regimented men, arrayed in a neat rectangle – a solitary officer standing at the front, inspecting his troops. I swept my hand over their stupid black, shiny, painted heads and they tumbled like dead men on a battlefield.


‘Come on, Squirt,’ Leonard said, closing his book. ‘Let’s have another game of Newmarket and see if your little pony can make it off the starting line this time.’


I glared at him, noticing his smug smile as he anticipated another easy victory, and hated him then. I’d spent my short lifetime aware that simply through the order of our birth, Leonard would inherit everything about me that was familiar, even the house itself. He was destined to walk in my father’s footsteps and become the owner of Halesham Hall and I would one day be forced to make a life elsewhere. He always had the upper hand, the leading role, whatever way I looked at our situations. Even my tin soldiers had originally been his until he’d tired of them. Was my life destined to be one of cast-offs and condescension? It was easy to understand how Mother got so overwhelmed by her emotions that they spilled out when she least expected them to. I picked up the board, carefully balancing the tiny wooden hurdles, metal playing pieces and ivory dice as I lifted it high into the air.


And then I smashed the whole lot against the nursery wall and burst into tears.


Shadows danced across my bedroom wall as the warm breeze shifted the curtains through the open gap in the window. The clouds of earlier had drifted across to the west but the rain had merely given temporary respite and the heat still hung over us – smothering and heavy. My quilt was too thick to sleep under, and my nightshirt clung to my body as I tossed and turned in restless frustration, more unsettled than usual because I had misplaced my bedtime rabbit toy. There was the sickly sweet smell of summer blooms in the night air, mingled with a less fragrant humid dampness.


One of the exterior doors to the Hall opened and closed, possibly the door from the kitchens, and the accompanying vibrations travelled up the walls. The sound wasn’t loud, but in the still of the night, and with my sash window open, I heard it. I didn’t have a clock in my room but knew it was late because the house was barely breathing. Gone was the heartbeat that pulsated steadily throughout the day: the bustle of Daisy up and down the stairs, the quick tapping footsteps of Mrs Murray prowling the corridors to scold idle staff, and the clanging of pans from Cook, especially when Father changed his dinner plans at the last minute. Instead there was only the whisper of hot shifting air playing with the curtains and the sounds of my own breathing.


I slid from under the sheet and wondered who could be entering, or possibly leaving, the house at this time? Was Daisy sneaking out to see the young man from Halesham that Cook said she was sweet on? Or were we being robbed? Some gypsy traveller making off with our silver? Perhaps the gardening hand Father had dismissed so angrily a few weeks ago was back for revenge? I crept to the window and peered out, but didn’t have a clear view of the kitchen door as it was beneath me. I could hear shuffling, so I scampered next door to the nursery, which jutted further forward as part of the L shape of the house, to investigate.


The boxed Bellingham games had been returned to the ceiling-height cupboard after my temper that afternoon, but the floor was still strewn with my toys. Streams of moonlight gave the palest touch of colour to the objects about the room, and I carefully picked my way through them as I headed towards the window and clambered on to the brick box beneath it. My eyes, already accustomed to the gloom, fell upon a figure wrestling with a large bundle below. Was it one of the servants, doing something they ought not to be? It was certainly a woman, small and slight.


But in my desperation to see better, I tipped forward and fell with a crash towards the windowsill. The figure beneath, alerted by the noise, cast a desperate glance upwards, before scuttling across the courtyard and into the shadows of the trees that edged the gardens.


My heart began pounding so loudly I thought it might burst from my chest, and I gripped hard at the windowsill to calm my panicky breaths. I could not make sense of what I’d just seen.


Because the pale, frightened face that had looked up to the nursery had been that of my mother.









Chapter 3


Petrified that the crashing bricks would wake up other members of the household and I’d be discovered out of bed, I froze. There was the noise of a door being flung open from down the corridor, followed by the heavy footsteps of a man. I’d woken Father. I moved from the window and cowered by the wall. Tiny beads of perspiration formed on my brow, but not from the cloying temperatures. Conversely, my blood ran cold.


‘Sylvia?’ A door further down the hallway, possibly Mother’s room, was pushed open, and Father’s voice got louder. ‘Sylvia?’


There was a moment of stillness, followed by a rising shout of ‘No!’. More crashing and banging, then my father’s pounding feet as he flung open every door along the way, until finally the nursery door was pushed inwards with such force it bounced off the wall and he stood in the doorway, a crumpled sheet of cream paper hanging loosely in his hand.


‘Sidney.’ He rarely used my name, so it sounded odd to me. I was always ‘the boy’ or ‘the child’, or occasionally ‘Toad’. ‘Where the hell is your mother?’


I couldn’t stop my eyes darting to the window before constructing my futile lie – the deceptive skills of a child always lacking. ‘I don’t know, sir. I couldn’t sleep and it was cooler in here.’


But my father was no fool. He saw the scattered bricks and strode over to the window, noticing that the curtains were pulled back, before returning to tower over me, his face contorted into an angry scowl. There were barely six inches between my nose and his as he took both my shoulders and pinned me to the wall.


‘What do you know? What did she say to you?’


I was trembling and frightened, not sure how to answer. Instead, I focused on the blob of spittle forming at the corner of his lips, and the sensation of his large fingers digging into my flesh, pulling my nightshirt tight across my neck. That he should only ever be this close to me, that the only physical contact I had with my father was when he was angry, was a sad thing indeed.


‘Tell me, boy. Tell me what you know.’


Mrs Murray appeared in the hall in a long white nightgown, her hair in a plait over her shoulder. She held an oil lamp aloft – an orange circle of light in the black.


‘What on earth is all the commotion about, sir?’


‘She’s gone,’ he shouted, turning his head but not releasing his grip. ‘Damn well absconded like a criminal.’ He waved the sheet of paper. ‘This was left for me on her night stand. I wouldn’t have found it until morning had I not been woken by the child, creeping around out of bed and knocking over the bricks.’


‘Och, I can’t believe the scheming wee minx was up to something so devious. I never for one minute imagined she’d dare do something like this,’ Mrs Murray said, shaking her head.


I had hitherto been relatively indifferent to our housekeeper, a woman whose small, booted feet scuttled over the floorboards, usually hidden by the long, black dresses she wore. Her ability to appear without warning and catch the tardy maid or lazy hall boy shirking their work made her unpopular with the staff. Thin of face and diminutive of stature, she said very little but ran the house incredibly efficiently. Mother liked her well enough and for that reason alone, I’d never felt any ill will towards her. But now, the shock of her words hit me hard.


‘This little toad knows something, I’m sure of it. Why else would he be at the window?’ My father’s grip remained strong and his face hovered uncomfortably close.


‘I doubt it.’ The housekeeper lowered her voice. ‘Don’t forget, she trusts me, sir, and if she was going to tell anyone, it would have been me. She wouldn’t have confided any plans to the bairn.’


A nauseous feeling circled my stomach as I stared open-mouthed at the woman I had previously believed to be a friend of Mother’s, and she had the grace to let her eyes fall from my glare. Even at six, I recognised a duplicity about her words, and wondered if she had been in league with my father the whole time; if any friendship shown to Mother had been a trick, like the games Father was so fond of; if all the time she had been reporting back to him and telling tales.


‘Let the boy go,’ she said. ‘He clearly knows nothing.’ She stepped forward and dared to briefly rest her hand on my father’s arm. His grip loosened and I clawed at my throat to release the fabric that dug so painfully into my neck.


‘Where is she, Murray? Where has she gone?’ I’d never heard my father sound so desperate before. Although given to frequent outbursts of temper, he was fearsome and formidable. Yet for that one instant, he sounded afraid.


‘She’s fooled us all, sir. Appearing so sweet and innocent but secretly planning such a wicked thing. I blame myself. I saw no sign of this.’ She shook her head. ‘No sign at all.’


Father turned to me again, with a fire in his eyes that burned through to my core.


‘What did you see at the window, boy? And don’t you dare lie to me a second time, or there will be consequences.’


I swallowed hard. Father’s consequences were meted out with the aid of his hickory cane – the tiger-eye knob gripped tightly in his hand, and the full force of swift repeated blows.


‘Someone ran from the house. Perhaps it was a thief?’ I offered lamely. ‘Someone stealing our things?’


A low, guttural growl came from my father’s throat and his nostrils flared wide. ‘Get my coat, Murray, and see if you can raise one of the stable hands to saddle me a horse. I’m going after her. If what the boy says is true, she can’t have got far.’


The pair of them left me alone in the nursery as I slid my body down to the floor and finally succumbed to the tears I’d been holding in since I’d been pushed into the wall. Father said they were a sign of weakness and should only ever be seen in women, but there was no one to witness my unhappiness, so I let them tumble down my cheeks.


I cried for many things that night – the loss of my innocence as I battled with the dishonesty of adults, the fear that my father would return to dish out punishment, the bewildering behaviour of my mother, and my guilt for admitting I’d seen a figure cross the courtyard. But in the drama of the night, I was forgotten about. A small boy, sobbing softly for things he didn’t understand, alone in the dark of a nursery. When the tears finally ran dry and my lungs hurt from my strangulated gasps, I curled up on the hard wooden floor and fell asleep.


Sometime later I was woken by noises from below and stumbled out to the corridor, hopeful that Mother was returned and everything would go back to as it was before.


I crept towards the banisters of the main staircase, confident I wouldn’t be spotted in the shadows, and strained to hear the conversation.


‘Did you find her, sir?’ Mrs Murray’s anxious voice drifted up the stairs, as the glow from her lamp advanced.


My father didn’t answer the question directly. ‘That damn garden hand I dismissed weeks ago was behind all this. I was right to be suspicious of her hours in the grounds. The landlord of the Bell said he’s absconded, leaving debts and broken hearts far and wide.’


‘Och, the wickedness of it all. I had no idea.’


‘It’s not your fault. She was more conniving than we gave her credit for. At least we know where she got the courage from. The timid creature could never have pulled something like this off on her own.’


‘What will you do?’


‘There is nothing further to be done. She’ll not be coming back – I can assure you of that.’


His voice was measured and calm. Too calm, I thought, for the situation. I knew he loved Mother as much as I did. Whilst my world was in jagged shards about my feet, he appeared to have accepted she was gone, even though his anger still bubbled below the surface.


‘I do, however, need a brandy, Murray. A large one.’


‘Of course, sir. I’ll see to it immediately.’ And she scurried off towards the main body of the house, a circle of deep orange disappearing with her down the long hallway.


Father moved to the hall table so that he was now directly below me. The glow from the remaining lamp cast him in an eerie pool of light and, as he removed his hat, I could see where his hair was thinning on top. The damp smell of mud from the earlier rains drifted up the stairwell and I could almost taste his rage as his hands trembled.


He waited until the housekeeper was out of sight and then removed his gloves, laying them on the table beside him.


‘. . . she’ll not grace the Hall again. Ever . . .’ he muttered under his breath, but all I could focus on, as I leaned closer to the light, was that both his large hands were covered in dark red smears of blood.









Chapter 4


The following morning, Leonard and I were summoned to Father’s study – a room that we were hardly ever allowed to enter. It was his workspace, where all the genius that was his game design took place, and he refused to be distracted by tiresome children seeking his attention when he was busy. Although, in truth, there never seemed a convenient time or place for his offspring.


His business concerns were twofold. Shortly after inheriting the family printworks in his youth, he’d come up with the concept for a clever strategy game and utilised this business to produce the game commercially. Thus, the Bellingham Board Games company was born, and it was now so successful, he had business premises in London and shipped many of the games overseas. We were finally a family of note, power and influence, if not heritage.


It seemed strange to me that he made games for a living when he laughed so seldom and had no interest in his own children. Yet Mother had told me once that everyone in the country played his board games: from small children who indulged in the fun of Quack, Quack, Oops, to highly educated adults who might spend days conducting complicated games of Empire, or playing detective in Find the Culprit. Initially focused on board games, the company had expanded to include everything from themed packs of cards to unusual chess sets – all of which were personally devised or overseen by Father.


I stood before the paper-strewn desk and noticed the prototype board for his new Egyptology-inspired game, Treasures of the Tomb – a curling serpent, divided into segments, up which I assumed you climbed with each throw of the dice. Father had acquired a few related artefacts for the Hall over the years and the governess informed me that ancient Egypt had been a national obsession for most of the century. Napoleon had rediscovered it, Shelley had written about it, and jewellers, cigar manufacturers and even soap companies used their symbols and mythology to sell their wares. The game, she said, was certain to be a bestseller.


Still unsettled by the events of the previous evening, I focused on the board, as it was just below my eye-height, rather than meet the penetrating glare of my father. Leonard had a bedroom at the front of the house, rather than at the back like me, so had slept through the whole drama, but he had doubtless heard the inevitable whispers of servants.


‘Your mother has left us,’ Father said, as one might tell another they’d had eggs for breakfast. ‘She will not be returning. It is a done thing and I am not prepared to answer any questions about her departure, nor do I wish to hear that you have been talking about the matter with either your peers or the household staff.’


His words were brutal to a young child, but I didn’t doubt the truth of them for a moment. I’d seen her panicked face and wide eyes, and watched her run from the house as if the hounds of hell were on her tail – even though my six-year-old brain didn’t understand why.


‘You’re not to try and determine her whereabouts and I forbid her name to be mentioned in this house again. She has done an unspeakably selfish thing and betrayed the people who loved her most in this world. As far as I’m concerned, that woman is dead to us all.’


Leonard stared ahead at the heavy velvet curtains across the run of tall windows with wide, unblinking eyes, to subdue any reaction that might anger Father, but I couldn’t prevent the trickle of tears down my hot, red cheeks. He stood and came to our side of the desk, towering over us and peering at my troubled face. My whole world had collapsed – my truest friend had deserted me – and I couldn’t even ask why.


‘Stop the pathetic snivelling – I don’t hold with boys crying. She’s abandoned you, just like she’s abandoned everyone else, and I can guarantee she won’t be shedding any tears over us. You think she loved you?’ he asked, his face closer now and his brandy-soaked breath floating across my face. ‘But she didn’t love you enough to take you with her, did she?’


And these were the words that did the most damage. Whatever she had run away from, she had left me behind to face it without her.


‘There is a lesson here, boys, and I want you to heed it and heed it well: women are not to be trusted.’ Father almost spat the words out. ‘And the sooner you realise this truth, the better.’


Every trace of my mother was removed from Halesham Hall within days of her departure. The wardrobe was emptied of her clothes, her dressing table was cleared, and anything she’d brought to the marriage, like the low, upholstered nursing chair, the pianoforte and, as I was later to learn, some quite valuable paintings and jewels, simply disappeared. I didn’t dare ask what had happened to them, and could only assume they’d been sold, but this made no sense to me. If you loved someone, and I was certain Father loved Mother, how could you erase them from your life so readily?


I’d still not been able to find Mr Hoppity – the rabbit Mother had made me when I was a baby – and wondered if he’d been swept up in this purge. Daisy had a vague recollection of him being in the now-empty sewing room on the day of her departure, but our search proved fruitless, and I did not dare to ask Father, who had always scoffed at my attachment to such a childish toy. Mother had known how special he was, always tucking him into bed with me when I’d had a bad day. His loss, combined with hers, made everything so much worse.


One late summer evening, with the sickly smell of honeysuckle turning my stomach, I sat on the low wall that edged the herb garden. Everyone had been tiptoeing around Father, wary of the violent expulsion of hot ash and lava that was the eruption of his temper. He’d locked himself away in his study and entertained only an architect, the family solicitor and a handful of employees. There had been no comforting words for Leonard or me.


I was clutching a small bundle of letters to my chest, trying to find comfort in the one thing of hers that remained because Father didn’t know of its existence, when Leonard approached. I hastily stuffed them into the pocket of my shorts and stared at my shoes – nearly reaching the ground but not quite – but he’d seen me conceal them.


‘Hello, Squirt. Notes from Mother?’ he asked, settling himself beside me. His long shadow made my world suddenly expand, and me shrink within it, reminding me of his size and age. He popped a piece of peanut brittle into his mouth and licked his sticky lips, as he offered me the paper bag, but I shook my head. ‘Does she leave them under your pillows when you are upset or poorly?’


I nodded, wondering how he knew, but was wary of discussing this forbidden topic and cast my eyes around to see if anyone was nearby.


‘Don’t worry. We’re quite alone,’ he reassured me, reaching for my shoulder. ‘And we need to talk about her, whatever Father says. It’s one of the things I love . . . loved about her.’ He corrected the tense, because it did feel like a bereavement in many ways. She was gone. No one anticipated her return. It was painful to acknowledge. ‘Her little notes and letters when I was feeling low or anxious. Reminders that she loved me, even though we are a household where love is perhaps not demonstrated as openly as it should be.’


My stomach twisted. I thought that the notes had been something special between me and her. I didn’t know she was writing to Leonard, too. And suddenly, it felt like a betrayal. A knife to the gut.


‘She left us. She didn’t really love us,’ I said, Father’s words echoing in my ears.


‘Oh, Sidney, you’re too little to understand.’ Leonard squeezed my shoulder and let his hand drop.


‘I do understand.’ I jumped down from the wall and stuck out my chin. ‘She ran away from nice things and nice people. Why did she do that when everyone here loved her so much?’ And then I answered my own question. ‘Because she didn’t care about anyone else – not even me.’


My mind returned to the betrayal of Mrs Murray. Leonard knew nothing of this and I wasn’t prepared to enlighten him. He sat there, thinking he was so grown up, pretending he understood this horrible situation, but he didn’t know the truth of it. He hadn’t overheard the things I had, he didn’t realise that women told lies. Father was right – they weren’t to be trusted – not one of them.


‘It’s all rather more complicated than that,’ he said, in the same way that an adult might when they didn’t have the patience or inclination to explain things to a minor. ‘Mother was a good woman who was faced with difficult circumstances. Life is still black and white at your age, but enjoy your childhood whilst you can – there is a peace that comes with ignorance. My childhood is long gone, and I now have to face up to a future I do not want. I shall one day inherit the Hall and the responsibilities that come with it, and am expected to eventually head up the company. But I’m not convinced either will make me happy.’


I rolled my eyes and he noticed, leaning further towards me to stress his point.


‘You don’t understand what it’s like to feel trapped, Sidney, and not see a way out. Even the woman I marry will be dictated by Father. And, unless I settle on the bachelor life, perhaps with a dog for company, I will see out my days in a loveless marriage, forced to remain at Halesham Hall, selling pointless games to pointless people.’


Although I didn’t understand many of the Bellingham games, they intrigued me. The colourful boards were almost pieces of artwork in their own right, and the tiny game pieces were so detailed – like the beautiful lead horses in Newmarket. I was fascinated by the concept of rules, the rogue element of luck and how a bit of clear thinking could secure a victory. Numbers, generally, were beginning to appeal and my governess was delighted with my early grasp of multiplication tables. In fact, the only time my father had ever looked at me with any interest was when he’d discovered me learning dominoes with the head gardener in one of the potting sheds the previous spring.


I was fully aware, however, that Leonard had no interest in our family empire and only ever played the games out of a sense of duty. He preferred books and learning – words written by other people, telling you what to think. If you picked up a novel, you could read it a hundred times but there was only one way it would end. The very nature of the ink upon the pages meant the result was predetermined. Where was the fun in that? But a game – every time you played, the outcome could change, and the path to get there would be different. That was the real joy. I couldn’t understand Leonard’s indifference to our legacy.


He rubbed at his chin and I noticed a couple of pimples where he had recently shaved. Dark hairs would appear across his top lip and then, every so often, they would disappear. His voice was deep, like Father’s, and he was nearly as tall. These changes would happen to me eventually, and I couldn’t wait. Perhaps then people would take me seriously. I sat in his shadow, crossed my arms and scowled as he continued to lecture me.


‘Promise me you will get out of here at the first opportunity, Sidney. Marry a sweet girl, move far away, start a family and choose a profession that makes a difference to the lives of others – medicine or teaching, perhaps. You don’t want any part of this – believe me, you’re better off being the second son. Your freedoms will be far greater than mine.’


‘You’re just saying that because you get everything.’ Even at six, nearly seven, I understood that Leonard’s birthright was part of the reason I found it so hard to love him. He beat me at everything, even life – an outcome determined before I was born. And now he was trying to convince me winning was a burden.


‘I’m saying it because it’s true. I get so . . . angry about it all, and sometimes my temper scares me. Mother leaving makes everything so much more unbearable. She was the only one who truly understood . . .’


I noticed his fists clench into tight balls until the knuckles turned white, and I thought about the times I’d heard him shout at housemaids, kick at tables and square up to the stable lads over petty grievances. These sudden bursts of temper came from nowhere, like Father’s, but Mother assured me it was simply his age, and she took her eldest son’s moods extremely calmly. Father, on the other hand, used the hickory cane to remind Leonard of his place. Yet her pathetic defence of Leonard’s bad behaviour made me realise how weak and ineffectual she was as a parent. Weak, but, as we had subsequently learned, also duplicitous. My older brother was wrong about so many things, and his blind loyalty to Mother was one of them. I was now certain that she deserved no more of my tears.


I jumped off the wall, kicked at the dirt and walked away, determined to steal a box of matches from the kitchens and burn every single one of Mother’s stupid letters.









Chapter 5


My father embarked on an extensive building programme at Halesham Hall that summer, and the first thing he commissioned was a tumbledown folly hidden in our private woods – its deep footings were dug with undue haste days after Mother disappeared. Despite installing a stunning stained-glass window of the sun, with glorious beams of yellow radiating from that central sphere, the remainder of the structure was shabby, with half-built walls and missing sections of roof. I couldn’t understand why you would build something new and make it look so old and abandoned, but Leonard explained the whole point of such a building was that it had no point and, knowing our father as I did, it almost made sense.


The gardens remained largely unaltered, with the exception of an area given over to the planting of a yew maze. I initially had little interest in the rows of small, green bushes laid out by the garden staff, although I did take the time to record the layout when I was older and wiser to Father’s devious games. I was far more interested, however, in the structural additions to the Hall itself. ‘Enhancements’, my father called them, but as the works progressed, they made little sense to me. Our home was already something of an oddity, with tall towers at the corners, elongated gothic windows, decorative crenellations and a lilac-coloured front door – all apparently done when he had married Mother. It was further proof of his love and devotion to a woman who’d so selfishly betrayed him and I understood his anger at her desertion all too well.


Now there were to be rooms tacked on to the existing building at peculiar angles, improvements to the kitchens (which didn’t seem much like improvements to me), and a promised new wing on the east side, turning the Hall into a large, if cluttered, U shape. This second wing would incorporate a long dining room for entertaining, a bigger study for Father, and new bedrooms for the family – the thought of which was exciting, as he promised my new room would have secret cupboards and a special painting on the wall.


Leonard returned to school at the start of the term. Shortly afterwards, an army of builders moved in and the works commenced.


‘All this mess,’ tutted Daisy. ‘Almost as soon as I’ve dusted, another layer settles. You could grab a cloth from my box and help, Master Sidney,’ she said, hands on her hips, half-joking.


I was underneath a table in the drawing room, having taken to lurking in dark spaces to eavesdrop on staff, hoping their chatter would enlighten me as to the fate of my mother, but they appeared to know even less than I.


‘Cook has put aside half a tray of biscuits for you,’ she continued when I didn’t respond. ‘If you insist on remaining under the table, I shall eat them.’


I reluctantly crawled from my hiding place.


‘I know it’s hard but life goes on,’ she said kindly, ruffling my hair, as her voice dropped to a whisper. ‘Wherever she is, I’m certain she thinks of you and misses you every single day.’


We both knew to whom she was referring, without the need for a name, but I was not so certain, repeatedly questioning how she could have abandoned me. I had, however, bitterly come to regret burning Mother’s letters, as my hopes of her returning diminished. They had been the last precious connection to the only person I truly loved – and now nothing remained.


‘Go to the kitchens to collect your biscuits and then hurry to your lessons. The new tutor was looking for you earlier.’


‘I don’t like him,’ I said. ‘He’s boring.’ Father had dismissed my governess and replaced her with an insipid young man who was not many years older than Leonard.


‘To my mind, you’re lucky to have such a thing. I don’t have no real learning and the most I can hope for is to meet a nice fella and start a family. The world will be your oyster, Master Sidney,’ she said. ‘One day, you will be a person of note and make us all proud.’


She patted my shoulder and, without thinking, I threw my arms about her – grateful to have someone who cared, someone who believed in me.


‘What do you think you’re doing?’ My father’s booming voice came from the doorway and Daisy stepped away from me, dropped her head and hurried from the room. ‘This childish habit of following the staff about has to end immediately, boy. These people are not our equals. You do not talk to them, and absolutely do not touch them. If I find you mixing with them again, there will be repercussions.’


And so I stopped hanging around with the staff, which isolated me even more, and with scarce company of children my age, I was lonelier in the months immediately following Mother’s disappearance than I had ever been.


Over the following two years, as the works progressed, I began to notice things that weren’t quite right, and quickly realised that my father’s hiring of men from outside the county was deliberate. It enabled him to keep his construction secrets away from staff and family, even though the builders could occasionally be heard scoffing at his bizarre requests. A window was installed in the new hallway, but when you pulled back the window-curtains, it overlooked nothing – the glass was barely inches from the bricks of another wall. He purchased mirrors with distorted glass and commissioned curious murals along the corridors. There was a curious second, smaller staircase at the far end of the east wing that led to a locked door. It was never opened, and never talked about, and so became known as the staircase that led nowhere by Leonard and me. The new dining room made me feel seasick for reasons I couldn’t quite comprehend, and his decision to lower all the door frames to the maids’ bedchambers in the west garret and replace the staircase to the kitchens with steps of unequal height was just plain mean. For the sins of my mother, it appeared all women would pay.


‘It’s amusing, is it not,’ my father said, ‘watching these stupid girls trot up and down the stairs, finding each step not as they expect?’ He chuckled. ‘Oh, how it slows them down. How they have to go carefully or risk tripping over. Why should I make it easy for them? Why should I care?’


I couldn’t see the same humour in the situation as my father, but relished that I was being spoken to like an equal – that I was in on his joke, even if I didn’t understand his glee. Because, since Mother’s disappearance, he’d gradually begun to notice me. Perhaps now that she’d gone, and with Leonard away at boarding school, he had no one else to talk to – you could hardly converse with staff in such an informal way. So I didn’t risk harsh words or brutal retribution by disagreeing or questioning him (his cuffs around the ear could sting for hours) and instead nodded eagerly. Suddenly I was important, ranking above staff, despite my age, and I found I rather enjoyed the attention.


He introduced me to the newly installed listening pipes that ran from the servants’ hall up to his study. Staff would talk about the family, he said, in the most disrespectful terms, and were not to be trusted – but I was already wary of Mrs Murray. She tried to ingratiate herself with me by sympathetic looks and gentle words when Father was absent, but when it mattered, when he hit me or belittled me, she said nothing. I was not fooled, and my conviction regarding the deviousness of women was only reinforced when I overheard him talking to the family solicitor, Mr Dartington.


‘It has to be dealt with, Clement,’ I heard the solicitor say, as I sat crouched in the rose bed outside the open study window. (My tutor told me that my father’s Christian name meant mild or merciful – how wildly inappropriate.) ‘Her sudden disappearance, with no prospect of divorce or certain knowledge of her death, will prevent you from remarrying.’


‘Ha – why would I ever wish to remarry?’ His voice grew louder and he warmed to his theme. ‘Women care for no one but themselves, and I was foolish to think I’d made a suitable marriage in the first place. They are deceitful and underhand – the sweeter they appear, the darker their souls. I now know with certainty they are fit for only two things – the bedroom and the kitchen.’


Although the true meaning of the bedroom reference was lost on me, I reasoned this was why the maids and the cook had not been replaced as my governess had – they were to be found in both those rooms.


‘I’m sorry that you feel that way. I know how much you loved her, Clement.’


My father snorted. ‘I never loved her. Tolerated her. Tried to look after her.’


‘But you were always so attentive – forever showering her with gifts. I thought—’


‘Huh,’ he scoffed. ‘I did my duty as a husband, but the truth was she bored me. I was furious when she abandoned us, but not surprised. Ungrateful bitch, after all I’d done for her. That she could leave the boys motherless makes me sick to my stomach, but I can assure you that I’m not heartbroken. I was never foolish enough to give her my heart.’


This revelation surprised me. I’d been so certain that he had loved her until she betrayed him – that she had, in fact, been the only thing he cared about – that I lodged his words in my young brain to fully analyse another time.


‘Rest assured, no woman gets the better of me, Dartington. I may not have the marital bed, but I can satisfy those needs elsewhere. My focus henceforth will be the company, and I shall grow it until it is the most successful in the country. I’ve wasted too many years pandering to her and she was never once grateful for any of it. As a sex, I don’t believe a single one of them can be trusted, and I’ll be damned if I ever allow another woman close to me like that again.’


And as I wriggled about to get more comfortable under the window, I resolved to heed his warning.









Chapter 6


1920


As Phoebe reached the end of the winding, tree-lined driveway and stepped out on to the Halesham road, she heard the pounding of running feet from behind. A brief electric slash of jagged lightning cut through the dark blanket of sky above her, then barely a beat later it was followed by the low grumble of thunder. The storm was almost upon her, and the raindrops she’d felt walking away from the house were now heavy and fast, pelting the gravel beneath her feet. She pulled her coat tighter around her slim body as she turned to see who was approaching.


‘Wait up, miss.’


The young man who skidded to a halt in front of her looked about her age but was much taller and broader. His clipped hair was short over his ears but a large wave of damp blond fringe fell across his forehead. He had a wide smile, tanned skin and a healthy outdoors look about him.


‘Mrs Murray says you’re to wait out the storm in the kitchen. She doesn’t want you falling ill,’ and he stuck out his hand like you might to a child in order to guide them somewhere. His eyes twinkled in the gloom. ‘We need to be quick. I don’t want to be out in this any more than you do.’


Still furious at Mr Bellingham’s unfeeling reaction, but fully aware that the two-mile walk was not wise in the present severe weather conditions, she hesitated.


‘My uncle ordered me to leave. He said I wasn’t welcome.’


‘Ah, but you don’t know Mrs Murray.’ The young man winked at her. ‘Although technically the housekeeper, she’s been at the Hall for decades and wields an awful lot of power. Bellingham’s reactions are knee-jerk and he’s famous for his foul temper. I’ve been given my notice twice but she always talks him round. C’mon.’


The storm arrived directly overhead at that moment with a simultaneous crack of thunder and flash of light, and water poured from the sky like a pump. There was no time to stand there shilly-shallying about the right and wrongs of the offer, so they scampered back to the Hall.


As they ran to the rear of the house, it became apparent that this extraordinary property was a horseshoe-shaped building built on a slight slope – the kitchens, where he was leading her, were half below ground level. Phoebe followed the young man down a run of stone steps and finally out of the driving rain, but she was so wet by that point, she was fairly certain that, had she made the decision to journey back to the Bell, she couldn’t have got any wetter.


‘Come in and dry yourself, lassie,’ Mrs Murray said with an outstretched arm, as another crack of thunder shook the fabric of the house and rattled the high windowpanes. ‘I don’t know what he’s playing at – sending you away. We haven’t had a female Bellingham at the Hall for nigh on thirty years. He should be welcoming you with open arms.’


A sullen young woman sitting at the table was introduced as Ada, the head housemaid, and the young man who’d retrieved her was Douglas, the under gardener. There were clanging pots and the tuneless humming of a girl from the scullery, and a thin middle-aged man limped through the kitchen carrying an armful of pressed white cotton shirts.


Phoebe was offered a warming cup of cocoa and a towel to dry her sodden hair as she sat near the huge range to warm up, watching Mrs Murray making pastry.


‘I’m sorry to hear about your parents,’ the older lady said. ‘I didn’t know. Came as a shock. I remember your father as a bairn, screaming down the house, and can picture him now as a lad, laying out his tin soldiers in front of the fire, or running in from the woods, covered in mud. And your mother was a sweet wee thing, if a bit quiet – I didn’t know her long.’


‘Thank you,’ Phoebe said. She knew her parents had married in Halesham and that the last time either of them had set foot in Suffolk was on their wedding day. There had been no contact between the brothers in the past twenty years.


‘Without wishing to be indelicate, may I ask how they died?’ the older lady said, crumbling butter and flour between brisk fingers.


‘They drowned whilst on holiday in Scotland,’ Phoebe explained, trying not to get emotional. It was still very raw, even more so for having been such a shock. One morning she’d received a cheery postcard saying what a splendid time they were having, and by that afternoon, she’d been informed of their deaths. ‘Their pleasure cruise hit a submerged log and took water on board so quickly, not everyone was able to get out. My only comfort is that they were together. My parents loved each other very much and I don’t think one would have managed without the other.’


‘Aye,’ Mrs Murray said, a misty look about her eyes. ‘I remember.’


Before Phoebe had the opportunity to quiz the housekeeper further, desperate to fill gaps in her knowledge of her parents’ past, a bell rang on the far wall.


‘The study,’ Ada said, looking at the long row of question-mark-shaped wires, each with a small brass bell and labelled with a plaque of the relevant room.


Mrs Murray rolled her eyes. ‘Never a moment’s peace,’ she said, wiping her floury hands on a cloth and disappearing up an unusually steep set of stairs into the main body of the Hall.


She returned after a few minutes and requested that Phoebe follow her.


‘Mind the stairs,’ Mrs Murray warned, ‘they’re different heights and will catch you out, especially if you hurry.’


‘Could my uncle not get these altered?’ Phoebe asked.


‘Och, my girl, you don’t know the half of it. This is the most peculiar house you’ll ever come across. Wait until you happen upon the distorted mirrors – it’s like living in a fairground sometimes.’


They entered the main body of the house and Phoebe followed Mrs Murray down a dark corridor, noticing strange illustrations painted directly on to the walls. There were a few traditional landscapes hung about, but a frieze of small figures, almost like a painted Bayeux tapestry, ran along both walls. Each figure was different to the last, from a juggler to a knight, a wizard to a king – all waving their arms about, engaged in various activities, and each one with a grotesque and bleak expression.


‘The master’s study,’ the older woman whispered before leading her into the room where Mr Bellingham sat, hunched over his paper-strewn desk. He looked up as they entered.


‘I’ve just been informed you’re still here, despite me making it perfectly clear that you weren’t welcome,’ he said, rising from behind the clutter, pencil still in hand. All about him were sheets of paper covered in diagrams and drawings, open reference books and an assortment of dice, spinners and coloured game tokens. ‘I explicitly requested that you leave and have been overruled.’


‘Your housekeeper kindly allowed me to see out the worst of the storm at the Hall.’


‘But I don’t want you here. I’ve had nothing to do with my brother for over twenty years and certainly do not wish to have anything to do with his child. Am I not even master in my own home? That’s all, Murray, you may leave us.’


The housekeeper nodded, closing the door as she retreated.


Alone with him in the eerie silence of the poorly lit room, cigarette smoke lingering in the air, Phoebe took the opportunity to press her case one more time. ‘But I’m family.’ This, she determined, was how she would get the man before her to trust her and let her remain at the Hall. She forced out her sweetest smile.


‘Pah. Family. That hardly gives you any special status in the Bellingham household. My father was a bully – manipulative and calculating. My mother was a coward, running away and leaving her sons behind, not caring for a moment how that might affect me.’ He frowned. ‘And my brother . . . well, I strongly suspect you and I will have wildly different opinions of him. To you, he was doubtless an exemplary parent and all-round wonderful fellow?’
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