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			In memory of my beloved mother, 

			Beryl T. Atkins (1931–2021), 

			whose last words were

			‘Don’t patronise me’

		

	
		
			

			‘The other day I wisely let the father and his helpers examine my throat and the hole in my chest. I wanted to know what was wrong, for something was wrong, and when you’re out of order it’s well to look into yourself.’ 

			 

			Hans Christian Andersen, The Windmill
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			Author’s Note

			The windmill, the characters and all the events in this novel are pure fiction. My windmill was, however, inspired by the beautiful Jack windmill at Clayton in East Sussex, near to where I grew up, which has a little chapel on the stone floor, and a very spooky tunnel.

		

	
		
			 

			F. Layton Burgess, Chairman

			Claycombe Parish Council

			 

			22nd June 1921

			 

			Dear Lady Battiscombe,

			I write in the strongest possible terms having received complaints from several Claycombe residents about depraved and ungodly goings-­on at your windmill on the evening of 21st June. 

			Two of your guests, dressed in pagan robes and trailing foliage, accompanied by an inebriated young lady wearing a swan costume, caused a scene in the Chalkman public house. Later that night, a member of the parish council, whilst innocently airing his Jack Russell, noticed individuals of both sexes cavorting in a state of undress through the churchyard. Among them was a man in a bishop’s costume playing what appeared to be an oboe. 

			As well you know, we in Claycombe pride ourselves on our quiet, pious and respectable village. I therefore ask you most emphatically to refrain forthwith from these wanton and antisocial activities. 

			Should you choose to ignore this letter, I can assure you that there will be consequences of a most serious nature.

			Yours sincerely,

			F. Layton Burgess (Mr), Chairman, Claycombe Parish Council

		

	
		
			Chapter 1 

			Hendricks had eaten both her hearing aids and her wrist was on fire. Those were Astrid’s two most pressing problems. She was also alone, truly alone, for the first time in years, without Mrs Baker, without the dogs, and she simply wasn’t used to it. She felt rather bewildered, in fact, as if a great hand had reached down, plucked her from the windmill and dumped her in security. She had jolted her sling against the corner of the passport machine and deep inside the bone there was a burning now, so intense that everything around her seemed to wobble at the edges. Her lower back felt jagged from the interminable walking and standing, and the terminal felt airless; she was already exhausted from all the corridors, some of which had moved beneath her feet, trolleying her along in a strange, weightless state, powerless and transcendent, movement without effort towards an unwanted unknown. 

			She had expected to feel a bit more gung-­ho about the whole plan when she got to the airport, but the opposite seemed to be happening; she felt simultaneously invisible and exposed. What on earth was she playing at? She came to a standstill at the end of a long queue for the baggage scanners. It struck her that this trip was, very possibly, an enormous error.

			For some time now, when things became difficult like this, an odd whirring feeling would start up in her chest, as if everything inside her was revving up and threatening to spin out of control. She had been made to understand the physical cause of this sensation, of course, but she certainly wasn’t going to think about that – thinking about the body was the quickest way to make it misbehave. She hadn’t said anything to Mrs Baker about this because Mrs Baker would only insist on going back to the doctor. Astrid had had almost no need for doctors in her eighty-­two years and had absolutely no intention of starting now. Her main problem wasn’t her body, anyway, it was the dogs; or more precisely, their absence. Gordon, particularly, would be very distressed, back at the windmill without her. Juniper and Hendricks had each other, but Gordon would feel so abandoned, he simply wouldn’t understand where, or why, she’d gone. And Mrs Baker would be no comfort to him, none at all. She might not even notice his distress, and if she did, she wouldn’t be able to alleviate it. She probably wouldn’t even allow him to sleep under the covers – if she even let him sleep in her bed. The sensation in Astrid’s chest intensified. She felt odd, now, liverish. She wondered if she might, in fact, be about to pass out.

			Fainting in public really would be ghastly. She straightened her shoulders and took a few deep breaths, expanding her diaphragm and trying to push Gordon’s anxious little face, his pointy snout, curly beard and sensitive brown eyes to the back of her mind. She felt, suddenly, that she was being watched, and she turned to look at the queue zigzagging behind her, certain that she was about to find Magnus’s face among the strangers: the puff of white hair, the pale, Celtic eyes. He’d tracked her for decades now, popping up at weak points like this, glimpsed before vanishing. It would almost be odd if he wasn’t here. 

			These thoughts made no sense, she did know that. S.O.B. She straightened her spine. Silly old bat. Magnus was not in the queue behind her. Magnus was in the Scottish Borders, dying. The spinning feeling became so fierce for a moment that she had to lean on the handle of the carry-­on case to catch her breath. 

			It didn’t help that she and Mrs Baker had parted at the drop-­off point on such awful terms, squabbling about money – money, of all things! Now that really was absurd. The truth was that over the past eight months, ever since the Awful Incident, they’d both become a bit unhinged, prone to bickering and flare-­ups, and odd sightings. Finding Magnus’s interview in the Sunday Times had only worsened their nerves, and then when Nina came to the windmill – sweet, kind Nina – everything had somehow escalated so that now, just a week later, she was here, in a security queue, at Gatwick airport. 

			Usually, Mrs Baker would step in to kibosh Astrid’s more impulsive or impractical plans. It had long been Mrs Baker’s job to provide containment and restraint; she was the cling film over the madder notions, the paperweight on Astrid’s fluttering mind. But this time, she hadn’t intervened. Mrs Baker really wasn’t herself at all at the moment. She was seeing Constance Battiscombe regularly now – and not just in the windmill, but inside the cottage too. Everything really must be getting out of hand if Mrs Baker was seeing ghosts. It struck Astrid then that she should just pull out – get out of the airport, go back to the windmill. It was very possible, she realised, with a mixture of surprise and dismay, that Mrs Baker needed her.

			The thought of Mrs Baker back at the cottage with the dogs, the windmill towering darkly above them, the November wind roaring over the Downs, slamming into the aged bricks, tugging at the rotting sweeps and rattling the fan stage made Astrid very uneasy indeed. As they’d driven away down the hill that morning, she’d turned to look back at the tower, and it had seemed to teeter, as if this time it really would collapse onto the cottage. Thin charcoal clouds had moved fast behind it, tilted phantoms making their escape, and for a moment Astrid had felt as if her presence alone had been holding the windmill up all these years. She simply didn’t trust it not to topple without her. 

			The notion that the windmill might collapse was not, in fact, outlandish. Pieces of it were definitely coming loose. The next big storm could rip off the sweeps, perhaps even take off the fantail. She pictured the iron star wheel spinning through the sky and slicing through the cottage roof. The villagers would be up in arms. They’d roar up the hill, raging about irresponsibility and nuttiness and public safety. Or perhaps they wouldn’t. They didn’t get agitated about the windmill the way they used to; it was almost as if they’d given up caring. In the old days when she used to go down to the village for her newspapers and milk and bread, people would stop their conversations to stare as she entered the shop, and then, as she left, she’d hear mutters and tuts beneath the tinkle of the bell. It was quite a thrill. Once, as she paid for the Guardian and a loaf of granary, she’d noticed a small child goggling at her and heard its mother hiss, ‘That’s the windmill woman. Don’t stare or she’ll have your . . .’ Astrid didn’t catch what – bones for breakfast? Guts for garters? The child’s eyes had widened and it had buried its face in its mother’s side, plainly terrified; Astrid had been delighted. 

			‘They probably think we’re a couple of lesbians,’ Mrs Baker had said, when Astrid told her. ‘It’s naked prejudice, that’s what it is.’

			‘Or the weird sisters.’ 

			‘Well, you’re a bit peculiar but we don’t look anything like sisters.’

			‘Shakespeare, Mrs Baker, the Scottish play. The witches. Though there were three of those, of course.’

			The hostility and suspicion had been there long before Mrs Baker came to the windmill, though. It had been there when she was with Charlie, whose ex-­wife was a stalwart of the local Women’s Institute, but it wasn’t just that – even before she’d met Charlie there had been antagonism. The problem was that when she bought the windmill, people had recognised her from all the newspaper reports; they thought they knew what kind of person she was, and consequently, from the moment she arrived on the hill, they had wanted her off it. 

			She rather missed being noticed, disapproved of, gossiped about. They never really had occasion to stop in the village any more; the shop had been closed for over ten years now, and when they needed a newspaper or a pint of milk, they had to drive to the petrol station where nobody noticed, or knew them, or cared whether the windmill stood or fell. 

			She did feel guilty about the state it was in, of course she did, but it was a personal rather than a public guilt, the sense of having failed and neglected it. It had not always been this way. She had tried, for many years, to deal with its numerous problems, to fix the bits that fell off, to shore it up and do the right thing, but she had never been one for order and maintenance, and even if she had been, there was no money, now, for that. 

			The man in front of her had edged forwards, so she tugged the handle of the carry-­on case and took a step or two after him, doing her very best to ignore the hysterical objections of her lower vertebrae. There was no sense fretting about collapse. Fretting wasn’t going to keep the windmill upright any more than her presence would. She must put it out of her mind. In general, Astrid found, it really was best not to think too much about the windmill – it was simply there, a battered and draughty adjunct, moaning and complaining, home to spiders and rodents, a lifetime of ephemera, a demented barn owl and a fallen altar. 

			She reminded herself that her decision to go to Scotland was not rash or deranged, it was entirely necessary. She must tackle Magnus – put a stop to his destructive lies once and for all. Nobody else could do it. Mrs Baker must have seen the logic of this, even though she hadn’t been able to bring herself to admit it. If she hadn’t seen the logic, then Astrid wouldn’t be standing in the airport, because there was no money for this trip, none whatsoever.

			 

			The idea of going to Scotland had come to Astrid the morning after Nina’s visit. Her wrist had kept her awake all night – there had been no way to get comfortable, even with the tablets – and she’d lain awake with the cast propped up on a pile of pillows. The bone felt fuzzy and odd, both painful and numb, which didn’t quite seem possible, but was. Eventually, she’d gathered her strength to sit up, and as she did so, she’d experienced an unfamiliar moment of clarity: she would go to Scotland and confront Magnus. She would force him not to publish his memoir. Nina couldn’t do it. Nobody could but her.

			It was still dark outside, and as she felt around with her good hand for the bedside lamp, she knocked a box of tissues onto the floor, then the alarm clock, and then a full glass of water. At last, she found the light switch. Juniper and Hendricks were illuminated, melded on the eiderdown into a little curly mound, noses tucked into each other like the flaps of envelopes, differentiated only by their knitted bed jackets: powder blue and cerise. Gordon, who always slept under the covers, ideally with his nose shoved into Astrid’s armpit, crawled out, blinking anxiously, but Juniper and Hendricks didn’t bother to move. She needed to pee, but first she had to find the painkillers because the wrist had suddenly dropped the numbness and opted for agony. She located the pills, but it was going to be near impossible to pop one out one-­handed, she was going to need Mrs Baker for that. She didn’t know what time it was as the clock was now gone. She managed to sit up, her back howling objections, and got her legs off the bed. She tried to hold the pill packet with her teeth and extract one with her good hand. Gordon, handsome in his bottle-­green cable knit, watched intensely. ‘You’re no help,’ she said. He wagged his stubby tail and looked hopeful. 

			The bedroom was freezing. She could already feel her toes going numb, the tip of her nose too. Gordon wiggled onto her lap and poked the pill packet – it fell. Bending to retrieve it was unpleasant. The room seemed to whirl, and for a moment she felt completely drunk – and suddenly she remembered Magnus teetering on the porch roof of the rented cottage outside Stratford declaiming Tennyson. To strive, to seek, to find and not to yield! He’d had a long session in the pub and was trying to climb in the bedroom window; as he gestured, his foot slipped – a brief comical look of shock crossed his face and he toppled backwards into a clump of rhododendrons. His leg was in a cast for weeks and he had to be replaced on stage, though fortunately, he was only playing First Lord in Arden. He’d sulked in the rented cottage for a week or so and then had gone back to London while she wowed and dazzled as Rosalind. The RADA tutors had constantly warned them that their careers would be gruelling and difficult, but hers really hadn’t been. She’d been terribly lucky, always working. The whole thing had been bliss – until it wasn’t. 

			She extricated herself from the ancient, sprigged eiderdown, the blankets. Her knees and ankles creaked and snagged as her feet felt around for her boots. Gordon jumped off the bed, then Juniper and Hendricks slid off, thud, thud, and they all made their way to the toilet. It was tricky to get her leggings and pants down with one hand. The dogs watched, mildly curious. The pain in her wrist and back made her dizzy again, and slow. ‘I’m doing my very best,’ she said. ‘Don’t judge.’ They wagged in unison. When she’d managed to get her clothing back up, they all made their way past Mrs Baker’s closed door to the top of the staircase. It was a palaver to get them into the Dickinson with one hand and lowering the basket with the dogs inside felt extremely precarious; she had to secure the rope with her feet and let it out incredibly gradually whilst trying not to imagine them plummeting to the hall below. Luckily, they were patient and sat still. She had invented two different pulley systems: one for the spiral staircase in the cottage, another for the ladder staircases in the windmill, but she’d never anticipated the day when she’d only have one working arm. At some point, she was going to have to install something clever and mechanical, in the cottage at least – an electrically powered dumb waiter perhaps. But of course, there was no money for that, either. 

			The kitchen light was on already and there was clattering. Mrs Baker was at the sink, furiously scrubbing. Her bottom swung from side to side. ‘What on earth . . . ?’ Astrid glanced at the Kit Cat clock which twitched its tail and slid its eyes to the window, to the door, and back to the window again. ‘It’s not even half past six!’ Mrs Baker had rolled up the sleeves of the fisherman’s jumper that she never really took off in the winter months and her hair was flattened at the back, grey curls tangled then shooting up, electrified, at the crown. 

			Astrid went over and handed her the pill packet. ‘Could you . . . I can’t seem to . . .’ It was Constance’s silver coffee pot in the sink, its spout crested like a peacock’s head, entwined flowers around its belly and a frond curling round its handle – a devil to polish. ‘Why are you doing that? The horse has rather bolted there, surely?’ 

			Mrs Baker put down the cloth and took the pill packet, peering up briefly. ‘You look tired, Astrid.’ 

			‘A tired look is an old look,’ Astrid sang in her mother’s voice. 

			‘You are old. No sleep?’

			‘I slept like a baby, thank you.’

			Mrs Baker popped out two pills. ‘You’d better sit down. I’ll make you a coffee. You look peaky.’

			‘I’m positively blooming, Mrs Baker.’ 

			Mrs Baker held out a hand with a pill, palm flat, as if medicating a horse. 

			The dogs were waiting to be lifted onto the sink. Astrid bumped her shin on Tony Blair and as she leaned over to wrench open the kitchen window her back howled. A blast of freezing November air rushed in. She was glad she’d kept the dogs’ knitted jackets on – or were they tank tops? Jerkins? Body warmers? If she was to start selling them on the web, she was going to need the right terminology. Jargon was everything in the world of marketing. She’d also need a computer, and seed money – wool was frightfully expensive. There was a fortune to be made in canine knitwear, she felt sure of that, but the problem was how to get started when there were no funds. She sensed the wind changing direction and the windmill, proud, redundant, let out its low and plaintive groan. 

			Mrs Baker leaned past her to fill the kettle. The tap clanked and rattled, and brackish water juddered out. Astrid gestured at the waiting dogs. ‘I don’t think I can . . .’ Mrs Baker bent down. Though only eight years Astrid’s junior, and somewhat broad in the beam, she had the strength and flexibility of a young shot-­putter. She lifted the dogs, one by one, onto the sink and they wobbled off down the plank, swallowed by the fog: Hendricks first, ears pricked, alert to squirrels or foxes, with Juniper waddling benignly after him. Gordon cowered on the windowsill where Mrs Baker had put him, and Astrid had to lean over and gently push him after the others with her good hand. She closed the window then, shivering, and went to get the jar of kibble, congratulating herself for remembering to step around Tony Blair. Mrs Baker was back at the coffee pot, half of which was shining like a silvery Aladdin’s lamp. It should be back in the windmill, Astrid thought. It definitely should not be inside the cottage.

			‘I’ve decided to go to Scotland and confront him. I must stop him writing this book.’ She hooked the kibble jar with one arm. ‘I really have no choice.’ 

			Mrs Baker’s large hands stilled. Astrid waited to be told that she did have a choice, that this was a ridiculous idea, that she couldn’t hope to influence what Magnus did or didn’t publish, that they didn’t have the money for a ticket, but – and this was highly unusual – Mrs Baker held her tongue. 

			‘I can’t let him ruin my life for the second time,’ Astrid said. ‘I won’t.’

			Mrs Baker rubbed the pot’s fat belly.

			‘You could come with me. We’ll go in Gloria.’

			‘That car wouldn’t make it to Scotland, Astrid. It can barely make it to Asda.’

			‘Gloria? Of course she would – Charlie always said a Mercedes-­Benz lasts a lifetime. It’s why all the taxi drivers have them.’

			‘Charlie’s been dead over twenty years, and that thing wasn’t new when he got it. Also, it’d cost about a thousand quid in fuel.’

			‘It could be a holiday.’ 

			‘A holiday to Scotland in November to confront your dying ex-­husband?’

			They looked at each other. 

			‘Perhaps not.’ Astrid’s wrist began to throb, suddenly and violently, as if all the emotions of forty-five years were trying to get out via the fractured bone before it sealed itself over. She closed her eyes and waited for the moment to pass. When it had, she said, ‘But I have no choice, I have to go. We simply can’t have that kind of exposure. You know that as well as I do.’

			‘Exposure?’ Mrs Baker turned again. ‘What are you on about now?’ Her face was crumpled, ruddy and baggy, but her eyes, as always, were alert, assessing where this might be going, and what she should do to contain it. 

			‘Exposure, Eileen! We can’t have it! You know why.’ It had only been eight months since the Awful Incident and Mrs Baker hadn’t put it behind her any more than Astrid had. She was being wilfully obtuse. 

			Gordon was back at the window already, nose sponging the glass to come in. Had he even got to the bottom of the plank? If he did his business on the kitchen floor again, Mrs Baker would be furious, but Astrid couldn’t bear his ‘Cathy, I’ve come home’ look, those plaintive eyes looming at her through the condensation. She put down the kibble, leaned over, unhooked the latch and let him back in. ‘So, I shall need you to drive me to the library this morning.’ She looked at the kibble jar. ‘I need to get onto the web and book a plane ticket. Nina said you can get terribly cheap flights now, not like the train. Do you know she paid over a hundred pounds for her train ticket from Edinburgh? I shall have to stay overnight, of course.’ Mrs Baker wasn’t looking at her, she was back to polishing. ‘Perhaps I can stay with Nina in the gatehouse. I’ll phone her before we go to the library.’

			Mrs Baker put down her cloth and took the kibble jar from Astrid. She wrenched off the lid then went and shook some into the dog bowls. Juniper and Hendricks were coming back up the plank now, Hendricks first, still agile despite his years, his sister close behind him, slower, fatter. ‘We’ll have to get a new credit card, I suppose.’ Astrid tossed this in and waited, but Mrs Baker said nothing. She went to the sink, lifted Hendricks down, then hoicked Juniper after him. Hendricks was already shoving Gordon off the kibble. ‘So rude!’ Astrid scolded and toed Gordon’s bowl aside. She suddenly felt exhausted, even though the day had barely begun. 

			She went over to her chair by the Rayburn. Various bits of her were fizzing and buzzing: her wrist, her lower spine, her breastbone. She felt like that board game, Operation, where body parts light up, electric, at the slightest touch. Her knitting was in the basket by the chair. She’d almost finished the striped dog jacket. She’d been trying to crochet a grinning mouse that would look like a jockey on the dog’s back, but the snout had come out warped; it had been too fiddly even with two hands, and there was something demonic about the eyes – pink embroidery thread had probably been an error, but of course, she couldn’t remedy that now as crafting would be out of the question for a while. 

			Mrs Baker was scrubbing the coffee pot with the blackened cloth again, so vigorously that her breath was coming out in little huffs. Below her, Tony Blair seemed to cower. Nina had bumped her shin on him too when she was washing her wound. She’d looked down. ‘Is that a stoat?’ 

			Astrid had struggled to explain to Nina why they had a taxidermised stoat in the kitchen. He’d been there for years, and she genuinely couldn’t remember, but Mrs Baker forgot nothing. ‘There’s a hole in the tiles for the stopcock, goes all the way to the foundations. The base of the stoat fits the hole, stops mice getting up.’ Astrid had noticed that when Nina smiled two sweet dimples bracketed her mouth. 

			She’d once had the idea of taming the kitchen mice: training them, using cubes of cheese, to perform little tricks – she’d read an article saying that mice were surprisingly intelligent and biddable, positively eager to please. Then she’d come down one morning to find a beheaded corpse. A dog – probably Sloe, Sloe really had been a dreadful savage – had had other ideas. They’d put Tony Blair over the hole in the floor for the mice’s protection, as much as anything else. 

			Astrid tugged the scalloped frill of the mouse ear. ‘At the very least, I have to make him take me out of his memoir. I can’t be in it, don’t you see? The whole ghastly scandal will be dredged up again, and the reporters will find out I’m still alive and then they’ll come up here, poking around and asking questions about Magnus – and of course, they’ll want to know who you are, too, and we can’t have that, can we? We can’t have strangers poking around the windmill. Certainly not now. Dear God!’ She covered her mouth with the crocheted mouse. ‘Imagine!’

			‘Reporters?’ Mrs Baker turned, leaning her bottom against the sink. ‘Why would reporters come up here? What are you on about?’

			‘The ghastly scandal, Mrs Baker! It’ll be all over the papers again, they’ll want to know what became of me, and then they’ll come up here demanding answers, and that’s just . . . well . . . we can’t possibly allow that, can we? The intrusion. People coming up here. Not now – my God – not after what we’ve done.’

			‘What we’ve done?’

			‘Yes! Good Lord, Eileen, I should think that was obvious!’ 

			Mrs Baker looked at her for a long moment, and then went back to polishing. ‘I hate to break it to you, Astrid, but he’s the famous one, not you.’

			Astrid straightened her spine. ‘You don’t know what they’re like, Eileen, you have no idea. You’ve never been in the public eye – you’ve never been the subject of an international scandal. They’re merciless. One whiff of Magnus and they’ll be up here, I’m telling you, and then what will they find out? They’re like bloodhounds, they won’t rest until they’ve torn us to pieces.’ 

			‘Bloodhounds don’t tear, they just sniff.’ 

			‘Well, we don’t want any sniffing either, do we?’ Astrid felt her chest tighten at the thought of people writing things about her. The old shame loomed in the anteroom of her conscious mind, so she closed her eyes and tried to think of something more pleasant. Knitted fruit – a fruit basket dog jacket, studded with strawberries, apples, bananas with tiny little black lines down the yellow. She must make more dog jackets as soon as her wrist was healed. Perhaps Mrs Baker could help. But Mrs Baker wasn’t a knitter. Her needle skills were focussed on damage limitation: mending, reattaching, strengthening. 

			Gordon was trotting over now, wagging his little tail. ‘There, my darling.’ She patted her lap. ‘Was that nice? Come here, now, hup.’ She helped him up with one hand and felt instantly calmer as he nestled onto her. She pushed the rusty curls out of his eyes. He’d look wonderful in a fruit basket. He could be the model. They could have professional photographs done. She felt rather pleased with herself then. She’d always been good at distracting herself from unpleasant thoughts, but lately she’d elevated this skill to an art form. 

			‘Listen, Astrid.’ Mrs Baker tossed the cloth into the sink and turned again, rubbing her hands down her apron. ‘If this is the only reason you’re going to Scotland, then I think you should forget it. No one’s coming up here. No one’s interested in you any more. You’re an eighty-­two-­year-­old woman, nobody cares what you did or didn’t do forty years ago.’

			‘Forty-five. The scandal was forty-five years ago – almost forty-­six.’

			‘Right. Ancient history.’

			‘But they do care about Magnus. They care about him! Don’t you see? Anything to do with famous people, they’re all over it. They’ll come here, I’m telling you, they’ll be crawling all over the windmill asking questions, and we won’t be able to stop them. We simply can’t allow it – not now. You know that as well as I do – I really don’t know why you’re being so obtuse!’

			Mrs Baker rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t be so dramatic. I can’t take it at this time of the morning – I haven’t even had my coffee.’ She picked up the silver pot which was gleaming now, its curving spout catching the light, its ornate belly reflecting a small, warped version of Mrs Baker with stretched-­out cheeks and a Mohican hairdo. For a moment Astrid wondered if she was intending to fill the pot and serve them from it, as she had when Nina visited – had she lost her mind? – but of course, she wasn’t doing that, she was just looking for somewhere to put it down.

			There was nowhere, of course. The kitchen surfaces were jumbled with papers and things, all sorts of things: rusted keys and cracked plugs, dog leads and knitting needles, broken picture frames and the crocheted hats, each shaped like a strawberry, that she’d made last winter for the refugee babies but didn’t know where to send; a table lamp without a shade, a fractured Toby jug, a clock whose hands had detached from its face and lay like toothpicks along the rim. Mrs Baker, who had long ago given up trying to declutter, carried the pot out of the kitchen. Juniper flopped into the dog basket, gave a sigh and began to lick her bottom. Hendricks came over, and Gordon, in Astrid’s arms, watched them both, warily. Then Mrs Baker was back, crossing the kitchen. As she reached for the mugs on the shelf above the kettle, she said, ‘Listen, Astrid, if it’ll make you feel better to see him one last time, then that’s what you should do.’ The draining board rattled as she plonked the mugs down.

			‘Make me feel better? Don’t be ridiculous! That’s not why I’m going. Seeing Magnus won’t make me feel better. I’m going because I must stop him, why can’t you see that? I cannot – I must not – be in this memoir. Media interest would be a disaster – a catastrophe – for both of us!’ 

			Gordon leaped off her lap. She knew she sounded shrill, but she didn’t care. In the month since she’d found Magnus staring at her from the masthead of the Sunday Times, it had, on some level, been a constant struggle even to stay moderately calm. 

		

	
		
			 

			Smythe Square, London

			 

			8th May 1919

			 

			Dearest W,

			I am still waiting! This windmill consumes my thoughts. I am having such difficulty sleeping, and when I do sleep, my dreams are all of windmills. I cannot stop thinking about its sorry state of neglect – of abandonment. There was still flour dust on the upper floors and in one corner I spotted a small pile of grain, tipped out by the miller when he closed the door for the last time. It is unbearably sad.

			Miss Jones tells me that I have grown pallid with ‘over-­imaginings’ and makes me drink her revolting beef tea, but there is nothing wrong with me, nothing physical at least. It is simply that I cannot stand this infernal waiting.

			On my instruction, our Mr King has been in touch once again with the owner’s representative, a Mr Banks, who says that the owners are about to sign the papers and assures us that there is hope of the tenants moving out by early summer. Why this Mr Banks cannot simply insist that they leave I do not know, I think he must be soft-­hearted. I may not have mentioned this to you, but I must take both mill and cottage because the two are joined by a tunnel (the cost is £580 for both, a sum to which I have already agreed, Walter, so please do not fuss). I shall let you know when the sale is complete. 

			But how are you, dear? Do send more news of life there. Do try to keep warm, I know how your chest can be, and winter in Washington certainly sounds bitter. What progress is there with your great ‘Battleship of Tomorrow’? I feel sure that it will be magnificent, this innovation of yours. 

			Your loving C

		

	
		
			Chapter 2 

			As she looked at Magnus’s face on the front of the Sunday Times Magazine, Astrid felt a surge of habitual and complicated loathing, and then – another reflex – she leaned over to toss him into the fire. As she did this the words much anticipated memoir caught her eye. She whisked him from the flames just in time. 

			She must have cried out because Mrs Baker appeared in the snug holding a potato ricer. ‘What the devil . . . ? Are you all right, Astrid?’ 

			Astrid held out the singed colour supplement and gave it a shake. ‘Devil,’ she said, ‘is the word. He’s writing a memoir. He’s talking about it here, in the Sunday Times!’ 

			‘Hang on, I need my glasses.’ Mrs Baker put the ricer down on a pile of ancient Radio Times magazines and felt around in her apron pocket. 

			Gordon was standing by the fireplace, his stubby legs quivering beneath his chartreuse jerkin. ‘Come here, come back, darling, it’s all right.’ She held out her hand, but he didn’t move. Mrs Baker took the newspaper and scanned it. 

			‘Read it out loud,’ Astrid said. ‘Come on!’

			Mrs Baker cleared her throat.

			 

			We are seated on the terrace of Magnus Fellowes’ stunning Georgian home in the Scottish Borders. Fellowes, who turned eighty-­one last year, may be terminally ill but his famous blue eyes are undimmed –

			 

			‘Blue?’ Astrid cried. ‘They’re pale grey. See what I said, these reporters simply twist the facts.’

			 

			. . . For a moment I find myself genuinely starstruck –

			 

			‘Starstruck? Where do they find these fools?’ 

			‘Do you want me to read this or not?’ Mrs Baker looked sternly over her glasses. 

			‘Yes,’ Astrid said. ‘Read it! Go!’ 

			 

			Fellowes moved into this magnificent house, which belongs to his son, after his cancer diagnosis last year. When I insist that he must tell me if he feels tired, he brushes me off with the sort of foul-­mouthed geniality that suggests genuine irritation: ‘I’m not a fucking invalid, son.’ I believe him. He is grizzled, thinner and more haunted-­looking perhaps, but his craggy face – familiar now to a whole new generation thanks to the Marvel franchise – is handsome still, albeit partially concealed beneath a bushy white beard left over, he tells me, from his Olivier award-­winning King Lear last year. The cricket commentary is on the radio, Fellowes is a lifelong fan, and as he gazes out at the land, he looks almost regal –

			 

			‘My God, this is unbearable!’ Astrid shouted. Gordon left the room, claws skittering on the wooden floor. 

			Mrs Baker’s eyes skimmed the text. ‘He’s going on about some charity thing he’s supporting, child poverty . . .’ 

			‘Nothing about the memoir?’ 

			Mrs Baker held up a finger.

			Fellowes’ hellraising exploits in Hollywood in the late seventies and early eighties are the stuff of legend. He partied with Hollywood royalty – Jack Nicholson, Warren Beatty, Martin Scorsese – but gave up alcohol in 1985 and, as he puts it, has ‘lived like a fucking monk’ ever since. I’m not sure I believe him. At the height of his fame his name was linked to several very famous women, and he has been married three times, but he is a notoriously private man (this is his first interview in eight years) and has always refused to discuss his private life. That will change next year, of course, when his much-­anticipated memoir, But Then Again, hits the shelves –

			 

			‘But Then Again?’ Astrid threw up her hands. ‘What sort of a title’s that?’ 

			‘Regrets, Astrid.’ Mrs Baker grimaced. ‘Let’s just hope you’re one of them.’ She went back to the article. ‘Child poverty, doing his bit for this campaign, knows what it’s like to grow up poor, youngest of five, alcoholic dad dead, single mother, poverty, begging scraps, all the old pity stuff, blah, blah . . . Ah, right, here we go:

			 

			As our interview comes to a close, I tell him that I’m a huge fan of I Am Me, the 1977 film directed by genius auteur Jack Rohls, for which Fellowes received a Best Actor Oscar, and Rohls a Best Director nomination. The film was recently voted eighth in a British Film Institute poll of Top 100 Films of the twentieth century. I expect him to be pleased, but his smile evaporates. ‘We’re talking about fucking child poverty,’ he growls. ‘Not that.’ Flustered, I point out that people find his career fascinating, not least his famously intense relationship with Rohls. The two reportedly fell out during the filming of I Am Me, and never spoke again. But I’m flailing under his ferocious gaze. ‘You’re a national treasure,’ I blurt, hoping to mollify him. ‘That’s just fucking meaningless,’ he roars. I babble that I Am Me is iconic, and he gets crosser. ‘Why can’t you people fucking move on? Leave all that alone.’ When I ask why, if he wants us to leave the past alone, he decided to write a memoir he shoots me a withering look. ‘I didn’t.’ He gets to his feet. ‘Now I am fucking tired, son.’ He glowers at me, and out of nowhere his actual son appears, a tall, heavy-­set American in his fifties, who looks nothing like his father, and who smiles, but not with his eyes, bringing our interview to a close.

			 

			Astrid snatched the colour supplement and scanned the last paragraph. 

			 

			Fellowes does soften a bit as we say goodbye, perhaps regretting his outburst. ‘You know,’ he says, ‘the things that feel most real to me now, the things I fucking lie awake at night thinking about, are the things I didn’t do. But people don’t write memoirs about those, do they?’ He taps his temple and stares into my eyes, suddenly intense. ‘“Nothing is but what is not.”’ He gives me a meaningful nod. ‘Get that in your article, son, okay?’

			 

			This quote was for her, there was no doubt about it. An outrageous dig. Oh, he was monstrous, always had been. Monstrous man! She scrunched up the magazine and hurled it at the fireplace. She watched it melt, blacken, then catch and flare, expanding into a huge multicoloured hand, fingertips stretching and flexing, reaching for her, then crumpling to ash. 

			Mrs Baker pulled the fireguard across, startling Juniper and Hendricks in their basket. She took off her reading specs, folded her arms and looked down at Astrid, assessing the extent of the damage. Astrid closed her eyes. She felt the snug spin gently. She tried to find something nice to think about but couldn’t. He’d done this before, sent her Shakespearean messages via interviews, but never so blatantly, never so pointedly and cruelly; such gloating. She opened her eyes again. Mrs Baker was kneeling in front of her now, cherry-­cheeked, concerned. The snug, the fire, a blanket slung over her knees, she was suddenly hot.

			‘Are you breathing, Astrid?’

			‘What? Of course I’m breathing. Where’s . . . where’s . . . Gordon?’ The words came out staccato.

			‘Stay there, I’ll fetch you some water.’

			‘Make it a Jim.’

			Mrs Baker came back a moment later with a glass of water. ‘Do you want to lie down?’

			‘No Gordon – no Jim?’

			‘Gordon’s gone and I’m not giving you bourbon. It’s not even lunchtime. Drink the water.’

			‘I’m perfectly . . . I’m really all right,’ she said. ‘No need to fuss. Where’s Gordon? Where did he go?’

			Mrs Baker got up with a sigh, pops detonating inside the flesh of her knees. 

			Nothing is but what is not. They’d had a terrible fight about that line. Magnus had insisted that it was simple: Macbeth’s fixation on something that has not yet happened but should, could, must, will – the power fantasy more real than the present. Astrid, though, had felt that the line was more nuanced; Shakespeare is saying that what we perceive, this thing that we call reality, might not be real after all – that perhaps nothing ever is. She went to the line before it, smothered in surmise. Imagination is everything, she argued, it smothers both reason and reality. 

			It was the only real fight of their marriage – soon they were screaming at each other across the kitchen table. 

			It’s there on the page, Astrid, right there – simple. Why do you have to complicate everything all the time? It must be fucking chaos inside your head. 

			Well, your ego’s so massive you can’t see the nuances in the poetry, but I can – that’s why I’m the better actor.

			She remembered how his chin jerked up at this, the shock and hurt in his eyes. They both knew it was the truth, but she should never have spoken it. 

			He yelled that she was being a petulant child and perhaps to distract from what she’d just said, she picked up the teapot and threw it. He sidestepped and it bounced on the tiled floor, shatter­ing, and spraying tea up the wall. They both stared at it and then, after a moment of silence, he started to laugh. Magnus had an amazing ability to redirect from fury to mirth in an instant, to move on, offering genuine forgiveness. He stepped over shards of teapot and kissed her face and neck. You’re right. You’re better than I am, so much better – at Shakespeare anyway. You’re brilliant. I love you. 

			Astrid felt the snug spin. She mustn’t keep going back like this – it really was ghastly. The complexities of regret, pain and anger were multiple and exhausting. She must stay in the present. She allowed her eyes to travel from object to object in the snug, like a climber finding footholds up a rockface: the leather-­bound Keats, the barley spindle side table, the fringed yellow lamp, the fire tongs, and on the rug, a chicken thigh bone that the dogs had picked clean. She decided to put all the objects in the room in alphabetical order, but couldn’t work out whether the chicken bone should go under B or C. She felt Magnus’s hand close over hers and her eyes filled with tears. 

			This sense of inhabiting a life that had never happened, but also somehow had – a life that was, in fact, still playing out somewhere alongside this one – was beyond logic; it was inexplicable, lonely and vivid, simultaneously real and unreal – positively Shakespearean in its contradictions. Like so many of life’s deepest truths, it made no rational sense whatsoever. 

			Some of the books, she noticed, were still not sitting right on the shelves. A few spines jutted at angles. She had an image, suddenly, of Mrs Baker slamming the sliding bookcase back over the tunnel hatch with such force that the castors shook, the books juddered – some tumbled out. But she absolutely must not think about the Awful Incident – not on top of Magnus and his memoir. It really would be too much to bear. 

			Gordon still hadn’t come back. She called out in a high and tremulous tone, ‘Where did that dog go?’ 

			‘Listen, Astrid.’ Mrs Baker was calm and pragmatic. She came and sat on the footstool, her knee caps popping again. She smelled of rosemary and onions. ‘He either will or won’t put you in this bloody memoir but there’s nothing you can do about it either way, so don’t go getting yourself worked up like this. It’s not worth it. You know that.’

			‘Where is that dashed dog?’ She made a feeble effort to stand, but her legs were too weak.

			‘Don’t get up or you’ll pass out. He’ll come back in his own time when you calm down. He’ll be hiding somewhere – crapping on the kitchen floor probably.’

			 

			Nothing is but what is not. As Astrid stood in the queue at Gatwick the words rolled across her mind. Perhaps it was deluded to imagine that Magnus was sending her messages via a national newspaper’s colour supplement. Why on earth would he bother? His life had been a monumental success. He had married again after her, twice more. He’d had affairs with the world’s most beautiful women. He’d known great directors, artists and authors, presidents and prime ministers. The thing he’d said to Nina, that little scrap of nonsense, could be dementia or cancer drugs, or perhaps just nostalgia, triggered by latent guilt. He might even, at the end of his life, want exoneration. But what did Magnus know about pain? He had never experienced the dreadful emptiness of losing everything he loved, never known what it’s like when your life collapses and you must seal off the old, shamed self and start again as if there is nothing wrong with that, as if nothing is absent or damaged or broken or lost – or worse, playing out in parallel in some secret hidden place, illogical, undiscoverable; really quite unhinged.

			She’d spent so long despising him for what he’d done to her but then, eventually, Charlie had come along, and she’d managed to shut it all away. She hadn’t allowed herself to think about Magnus for years but the Sunday Times interview, and then Nina’s visit, had opened it all up again and it was as if no time had passed at all. She had no idea how she was going to face him in Scotland, not really. This whole trip was madness. 

			It was probably the tablets she’d been given for her wrist that had made her decide to go – some sweet oblivious antidote – not to the weighed-­down heart but to good sense. She simply wasn’t in her right mind. But no, if that was the case, then Mrs Baker would have stepped in. Nina too. Nina was clearly a sensible person. Nina would be there at the airport to pick her up and drive her to Northbank where they’d have tea with Magnus, and the next day, when it was all over, Nina would drive her back to Edinburgh again and send her home. The idea of Nina waiting at the airport felt comforting and solid, the stage mark to aim for, which was odd since they’d only met once.

			Nina was a composed and thoughtful person, though, that much was clear; competent and not easily ruffled. She’d demonstrated this when she’d come to the windmill for tea and it had all got a bit out of hand and she’d ended up having to stay the night. She wasn’t tough, though. Far from it. There was a sort of vibrating sensitivity inside Nina – Astrid had tuned into that and then found it hard to ignore. She seemed like a solitary soul – solitary, but not, perhaps, lonely. Astrid felt, oddly, as if she’d known Nina for years. Perhaps this had something to do with Nina’s response to the windmill; she’d been almost shaken in its presence, and Astrid had recognised this, because it had been her own reaction when she took the keys over forty years ago, and let herself into the tower for the first time.

			Standing on the threshold that day, peering into the dark, circular room at Lady Battiscombe’s scattered possessions, Astrid had felt the abandoned tower rising above her, felt its power and resilience, its intelligence, and its potential instability. A mixture of trepidation, anticipation and perhaps awe had pressed down on her – she couldn’t move for the enormity of it. Then rooks cawed in the oaks behind the windmill and a gust of wind came round the side of the tower – and she was released. She stepped inside. It would be her home for the next seven years, until the Great Storm brought Charlie to her door. 

			The cottage had been derelict in those days, and she’d had no money to restore it, not that she’d wanted to. She had only wanted the windmill. She’d moved right in. She only had a couple of bags, and nowhere else to go and she’d simply slotted herself into Constance Battiscombe’s footprint, sleeping in the ornate iron bed, treading on the moth-­eaten rugs, browsing liver-­stained volumes of Keats and Shakespeare, the photograph album, the tin of letters. From the very start, she’d felt a profound connection to the unknown woman whose life she had adopted, not because of these objects, but because of the tower that housed them. 

			The ground floor was the bedroom, since that was where the bed was, and there was no way to move it on her own. With the rugs, a Calor gas stove and Constance’s old tapestries hung over the windows against draughts, it could be quite cosy. She wintered on the enormous horsehair sofa with blankets and quilts piled on top of her, napping, reading or daydreaming. In retrospect, it was possible that the stove was mildly gassing her, but in the spring, she threw open the door and emerged unscathed into bright daffodil-­shaking days and the wind came in and swept out the dust, bringing scents of chalky turf and trees in bud, the faintest traces of sea salt, and she felt alive for the first time in years. There were sleepy summers, too, long, sweet-­scented days when the windmill was a cool refuge, and then damp autumns when the leaves blew in and circled the tower, rain poured off the cap in waterfalls, and the moisture from the earth seeped back up the walls. 

			There was a tap on the Spout floor, and she had a butler’s sink installed up there to make a simple kitchen. The next floor up, the Stone floor, was where she received her Letters from Beyond clients. It needed almost nothing done. The altar stone made a writing table and the crucifix, the torn velvet curtain and the gold-­edged bible were excellent props. The top two floors, Bin and Dust, were empty and she rarely climbed up to them because the floorboards, even in those days, had an unreliable, faintly spongy feel. The wind whistled oddly through the gaps in the cap, and there was a barn owl in the rafters which flew at her once, a terrifying sight, talons out.

			A week ago, as they’d sat in the garden waiting for Mrs Baker to bring out the coffee and cake, Nina had noticed that the iron cladding on the windiest side of the tower, which was mottled and streaked with coppery rust, caught the autumn sun so that the windmill seemed to glow. She couldn’t keep her eyes off it. ‘It’s glorious,’ she said, and Astrid recalled that the young millwright, Joe Dean, had used the same old-­fashioned word. It was possible, Astrid realised, that Nina had made the journey from Edinburgh not so much to talk about the memoir as to worship the windmill. 

			‘I’ve been a bit obsessed with windmills ever since I was a little girl.’ Nina gave an apologetic smile. ‘My dad was an enthusiast. We lived in Holland for a while, we used to go and look at them together at weekends.’ She looked up at it again. ‘They have such personalities, don’t they?’

			Astrid definitely didn’t want to think about the windmill’s personality, so she decided not to encourage this line of conversation. ‘Well, it’s rather a liability, I’m afraid,’ she said. ‘Decrepit, and really quite unpredictable.’ 

			Nina looked round at the cottage and the tangled garden and, beyond it, the Downs. Gentle undulations, turning khaki now, fell steeply to the Weald. Clusters of sheep clung to the folds beneath the chalk path which ran along the ridge. A seagull surfed slowly overhead, circled back. Some strands of hair flicked across Nina’s face and as she pushed them away, her eyes went up to the tower again. ‘It sort of dominates everything, doesn’t it?’ She laughed, then, as if she’d revealed something about herself and was embarrassed; the dimples on either side of her mouth deepened. Astrid peered up at the rusted tower, the peeling cap with its little globe at the top, the lopsided fan stage and dirty, cracked windowpanes which, if you looked too long, would inevitably produce a shadowy face. From this angle the tower seemed to be leaning to the left but that could not, surely, be the case. 

			‘The whole cap turns towards the wind, doesn’t it?’ Nina said.

			‘Well, it used to. That fan, there on the back’ – Astrid pointed – ‘catches the wind and turns it. But it’s all rusted in place now. Nothing moves any more – nothing that’s supposed to, anyway.’

			Nina looked eager. ‘I was reading that these tower mills were a great innovation once. Didn’t they replace the old wooden post windmills where the whole body turns, not just the cap?’

			‘Yes, that’s right. It was fancy and new-­fangled once, believe it or not. It was the centre of the community for miles around – people would be coming up this hill bringing grain, taking flour, and the millers would be rushing up and down inside the windmill, hauling sacks around, fixing things, keeping it going. There would have been such a hubbub, lots of dust and clanging about.’

			They both looked up at the silent windmill. Then Nina took a breath. ‘I don’t suppose . . . I mean, I hope this isn’t intrusive, but I’d really love to have a look inside, if that’s at all possible?’

			Astrid felt a jerk of alarm. ‘What? Oh no . . . no . . . we don’t go in there.’

			Nina’s face fell. ‘You don’t?’

			‘Well, the front door’s broken, you see. It’s completely blocked.’

			‘Yes, I saw some sort of stone slab there. What happened?’

			Astrid gave a helpless shrug and looked at the back of the cottage, hoping to see Mrs Baker, who, she knew, would definitely not want her to be discussing this. ‘The altar stone fell down two floors and broke the door.’

			Nina leaned forwards, frowning. ‘The altar stone?’ 

			‘The previous owner, Lady Battiscombe, installed an altar on the Stone floor in the twenties – I believe some of her friends dug it up from the village churchyard. It’s probably medieval, buried after Henry the Eighth clamped down.’

			‘On altars?’

			‘Yes, yes, because of the relics in them. Altar stones have small pieces of saints sealed inside them. Henry the Eighth found that awfully threatening.’ Astrid cleared her throat, rather wishing that she hadn’t embarked on this. ‘Anyway, the altar stone fell down the stairs last winter and did rather a lot of damage – it’s wedged itself across the door so we can’t get in any more.’ She waved a hand. ‘And even if we could, we wouldn’t want to since it’s really quite dangerous in there now, with a hole in the floor and a broken staircase – it’s an absolute death trap.’ She looked away, hoping that this would be the end of the discussion. ‘There’s also a very territorial barn owl living in the cap,’ she added. ‘Descended from a long line of absolute psychopaths.’

			Nina laughed and her eyes crinkled so nicely that Astrid felt herself relax a bit. She’d been expecting somebody much less congenial. What on earth, she wondered, was this lovely young woman doing stuck in the Scottish Borders writing Magnus’s awful lies for him? 

			Nina’s first letter had arrived only a week after they’d read the Sunday Times interview. It was rare to receive anything in the post that wasn’t a bill or a threat and Astrid had felt some trepidation as she opened the envelope. The tone was formal, and she’d pictured a dragon lady in horn-­rimmed specs bashing at the keyboard.

			 

			Dear Ms Miller,

			I am helping to prepare Magnus Fellowes’ forthcoming memoir for publication and there are one or two things that I’d like to clarify, if I may? I will be coming down to London next week for some final research, and I wonder if it would be possible to meet? I would be very happy to come and see you in Sussex – I’m sure you’re busy and I will take up as little of your time as possible. I know this is short notice, but I could come next Thursday, if at all convenient?

			 

			Astrid had put her toast and marmalade aside. Somehow, her brain couldn’t quite process what she’d just read. ‘I expect she’s an Audrey Hepburn fan.’ She handed the letter to Mrs Baker. ‘People get funny about Audrey. She probably wants to touch the hand that touched Audrey’s.’ 

			Mrs Baker read the letter silently, munching buttered toast, then looked up. ‘What’s Audrey Hepburn got to do with it? She wants to talk to you about the memoir, Astrid, she says it right here, she’s fact checking. She’ll be’ – she looked at the letter and turned it over, as if the answer might be on the back – ‘one of those ghost writers. All the celebrities have them. None of them write their own books any more. She’ll want to talk to you about that old scandal, I expect, get the facts.’

			‘What? But I can’t possibly discuss that with a complete stranger!’ The notion made her feel panicky, not just the thought of going over what happened in the Tudor hunting lodge all those years ago, but the aftermath. This stranger, this ghostly writer, would want to know about the end of the marriage, the shame, humiliation, betrayal. It was out of the question. 

			‘You could put the record straight,’ Mrs Baker had said. ‘Tell her what really happened.’

			‘And you think he’ll let her write the truth? Of course he won’t. He’s lied about that night for forty-five years, he’s not going to come clean now.’ 

			Mrs Baker looked at her for a moment, chewing slowly, then wisely let it go. 

			Three days later, another letter arrived. Astrid read it out loud over their elevenses. It was a little less formal. In fact, a whiff of desperation rose from the page.

			 

			Dear Ms Miller,

			I am so sorry to bother you again. I have no phone number for you, or I would have phoned and tried to explain myself a bit more clearly. I’ve been hired by Magnus’s son, Desmond Fellowes, to finish the memoir, somewhat urgently. Magnus has, until now, had no involvement in the book. Desmond is very much spearheading the project, which it seems has been long and complicated (there have been several writers before me). It has recently become clear that Magnus hasn’t actually seen or approved the draft that I’ve been working on. It also seems that there could be some fairly major discrepancies when it comes to an event that took place at a Tudor hunting lodge in Wiltshire in the 1970s, between you, Magnus, the film director Jack Rohls and the American actress Sally Morgan. The version which I have inherited from the previous writers paints you in a somewhat negative light. I recently had the opportunity – for the first time – to talk to Magnus and he was very distressed when I described how the events of that night are currently portrayed in the book. Apparently, this is not how he described it to the previous writers. Unfortunately, we were interrupted before I could get more information. Desmond has now instructed me not to speak to his father again. He is too fragile to discuss the book (I don’t know if you’re aware, but Magnus is very ill). Desmond insists that I keep the account as it is – he is my employer, not Magnus, and so, as you can probably tell, I’m in a difficult position. I thought that I should ask you for your account of that night, in the hope that this might clarify the situation and give me a sense of how best to proceed. I only want to do the right thing!

			 

			Astrid closed her eyes and felt Mrs Baker ease the letter out of her hands. ‘You should talk to her, Astrid.’

			‘Too sick to discuss his own memoir?’ Astrid opened her eyes, suddenly furious. ‘What rot! He’s not too sick to talk to the Sunday Times.’ She felt something catch in her throat, started to cough and took a swig of coffee. ‘I think I might go and have a lie-­down.’ 

			‘I think you should let her come,’ Mrs Baker said in her no-­nonsense voice. ‘You want the truth told in that book, don’t you?’

			‘The truth? Magnus won’t tell the truth. Why would he? He’s lied about the ghastly scandal for forty-five years – ever since he threw me to the lions, the coward. The man has no conscience, Mrs Baker, no decency. He’s only ever thought of himself!’ She started to cough again; she felt hot and struggled to take in air, as if her lungs were shrivelling inside her like chestnuts tossed on the fire.

			‘But he’s dying, now, isn’t he?’ Mrs Baker persisted. ‘People see things differently at the end of a life. Maybe he wants to put the record straight.’

			Astrid couldn’t understand why Mrs Baker was taking his side like this. ‘Of course he doesn’t! Why on earth would he?’

			Mrs Baker picked up the letter. ‘Well, this Nina person sounds all right, doesn’t she? She says she just wants to do the right thing. It can’t hurt to tell her your side of it, can it? Let her come here for tea. I’ll write and tell her yes.’

			Standing in the security queue at Gatwick airport, all this felt a bit surreal now. Astrid really wasn’t sure how, in the space of just a few weeks, she’d gone from spotting a newspaper interview to a looming confrontation with the man who had ruined her life. By teatime she’d be sitting in his palatial home. She imagined a polished Georgian table laden with Swiss roll, his favourite, and scones and jam, shortbread biscuits, bone china teacups rattling in fine saucers – he always did have a sweet tooth, unless Hollywood had knocked that out of him. It probably had. He wouldn’t be the man she used to know. She remembered his childlike delight long, long ago in Sicily, somewhere by the sea, Catania perhaps – he’d called it Catatonia – a sweltering place, horns blaring, the smell of donkey dung, espresso-­coloured eyes watching them everywhere they went. Their honeymoon? Yes, it must have been. Magnus had discovered ice cream sandwiched in a brioche, and, like a little boy, he’d stuffed his face, three in a row, then grown queasy, and she’d had to take him back to the hotel and nurse him with iced water and cool towels on his forehead until he felt better and then they’d made love, slowly, with the curtains billowing in the hot salt breeze, offering glimpses of the bluest sky, their skin slick, sliding against one another, and afterwards, the feel of his chest rising and falling under her cheek, damp whorls of hair and his musky scent, something like tree bark, strongest at his throat, just beneath the ear – it had been a brief heaven. Perhaps she’d be unable to control herself when she saw him again. Perhaps she’d simply reach across the table and throttle him while kind, decent Nina looked on, aghast. It was, after all, no less than the man deserved. 
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