
[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

 

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2018 Judith Lennox

The right of Judith Lennox to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in Great Britain in 2018 by

HEADLINE REVIEW

An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

First published as an Ebook in 2018 by

 HEADLINE REVIEW

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 2398 2

Cover photograph © Elisabeth Ansley/Trevillion Images

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk



About the Author


[image: Image Missing]


Judith Lennox grew up in rural Hampshire and studied at the University of Lancaster, where she met her husband Iain; they have three sons, five grandsons and a granddaughter. Judith lives with her husband in Cambridge.


[image: Image Missing] @JudithLennox2


[image: Image Missing] /JudithLennoxAuthor




Praise for Judith Lennox’s mesmerising novels:


‘A fast-moving, complex story’ The Times


‘A beautifully turned, compassionate novel. Judith Lennox’s writing is so keenly honest it could sever heartstrings’ Daily Mail


‘First-rate’ Woman & Home


‘A must-read . . . watching the drama unfold will keep you hooked from start to finish’ The People’s Friend


‘With glamorous characters and a fading fortune . . . a gripping read’ The Lady


‘Completely unputdownable . . . a lovely, entrancing book’ New Books magazine


‘A novel of passion and intrigue, this is an enjoyable read populated by believable characters’ Candis


‘A gripping and intelligent romance’ Good Book Guide




By Judith Lennox and available as ebooks from Headline


Reynardine


Till the Day Goes Down


The Glittering Strand


The Italian Garden


The Secret Years


The Winter House


Some Old Lover’s Ghost


Footprints on the Sand


The Shadow Child


The Dark-Eyed Girls


Written on Glass


Middlemere


All My Sisters


A Step in the Dark


Before the Storm


The Heart of the Night


Catching the Tide


The Turning Point


One Last Dance


The Jeweller’s Wife


Hidden Lives




About the Book


[image: Image Missing]


A surprise inheritance reveals the hidden lives of two sisters, torn apart by tragedy . . .


Following her grandmother’s death, Rose Martineau inherits The Egg, an extraordinary house nestling in the Sussex countryside. She discovers that the mysterious house originally belonged to her grandmother’s younger sister, Sadie, who Rose never knew existed. In her search to uncover why the sisters grew apart, Rose is drawn back into the glamorous and decadent world of the 1930s. 


Meanwhile, Rose’s own life as a dutiful wife and mother is turned upside down by a sordid scandal that threatens to destroy her marriage. It is only once she has unravelled the secrets of Sadie’s past that she is able to look to her own future . . .




An epic tale of secrets, scandal, jealousy and passion spanning the twentieth century.








To Oliver Winter Smith
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Prologue


Sussex – December 1928


They climbed out of the Austin Twelve. The air was perfumed by the scents of woodland: earth and rotting leaves and something that was meaty and acrid. Edith pictured spores floating across the road from the fat, yellow fungi that gripped the tree trunks. It was colder than in London, colder even than Nutcombe, in the valley, where they had stopped to buy peppermints at the village shop. She drew her fur collar round her throat.


‘Jumping Jehoshaphat,’ said Cyril. He was looking at the house.


‘Do you like it?’


‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘It’s frightfully bedazzling.’ He took a few paces back, pushing his spectacles up to the bridge of his nose. ‘Do you know, I think I do.’ He kissed her. ‘I think I shall love it.’


‘I knew you would.’ Edith felt giddy with freedom; a day away from her household duties, a day spent in the company of her two favourite men, in this beautiful, light-filled house.


She had known that Cyril would adore the Gull’s Wing. How could he not? The fairy-tale palace of glass and wood and stone perched beside the ridgeway that ran along the top of the hill. Her father’s clever, controlling hand was evident in the apparent simplicity of the structure, which had the appearance of being so lightly sketched in it might be blown from the hilltop by a gust of wind. A row of columns, which must surely be too fragile to bear the weight of the slanting, overhanging roof, ran along the front of the house, their slender forms echoing the tall, spindly conifers of Paley High Wood, across the road. Pale grey weatherboarding glittered in the winter sunshine, bringing to mind the sails of a ship . . . or the wing feathers of a seabird.


Cyril had parked the motor car behind Edith’s father’s Bentley. She said, ‘Daddy must be indoors.’


The front door was slightly ajar. Cyril pushed it open. ‘Mr Lawless?’ he called out. ‘Edward? We’re here!’


Hearing voices from the upper floor, Edith said, ‘I didn’t know Mama was coming, too.’ As they climbed the stairs, she explained to Cyril, ‘Daddy put the drawing room on the first floor to make the most of the view. The kitchen and scullery, that sort of thing, are on the ground floor.’


Entering the drawing room through the wide double doors, Edith first saw her father, smiling as he came towards her, his familiar, uneven gait a consequence of a cycling accident in Berlin in the years before the war.


And then she saw Sadie, standing by a window, and her happiness trickled away like water let out of a basin. She had not expected her sister to be here: Sadie, who would steal their father’s attention and capture the limelight with her prettiness and vivacity; Sadie, who would spoil her day.


Cyril put his arm round her, showing her that he understood how she felt. He said to her father, ‘Stunning place, Edward; you are to be congratulated.’ But Edith was unable to disguise the expression of resentment and disappointment that sprang to her face.


Events of great significance occurred and you hardly noticed them. Her father had invited her to Sussex to see the finished house and she had gone to the Gull’s Wing that day expecting to have him to herself, only to find out that Sadie was there as well. Part of her had known at the time that she was ruining her own day, that her father would turn away from her monosyllabic responses and talk to Sadie instead. He might have done so, anyway. They conversed so easily, he and Sadie, switching from light chatter to deep discussion with a naturalness that eluded Edith. She tried too hard and, in her conscientious search for the intelligent or witty phrase that would win his approval, must have come across as slow and stolid.


So she sulked through the remainder of the day and, when they parted at five to drive back to London, she gave her father an aloof farewell and a chilly kiss, not realising that it would be for the last time. Shortly afterwards, her parents travelled to France, so they did not see each other over Christmas. Three weeks later, the plane in which Edward and Victoire Lawless were flying from Le Touquet to an airfield in Sussex crashed in a snowstorm near the coast. There were obituaries in the newspapers and the phone rang constantly as friends and colleagues called to offer their condolences. They were there and then they were gone, erased by the whirling whiteness.


As she wept uncontrollably, Edith gasped to Cyril that her father would never be proud of her now. He shook his head. ‘He was proud of you, my darling. I know he was. It was quite plain to me.’ His words gave her some solace, but then, after the will was read, she discovered that, though Cyril was the wisest man she knew, and hardly ever wrong, in this instance he was mistaken. She, Edith, loved the two houses her father had built in Sussex, the Egg and the Gull’s Wing, and yet he had left both to Sadie. If he had bequeathed the Gull’s Wing to her and the smaller Egg to Sadie, that would have been fair, as Sadie was the younger sister, but even if he had only given her, Edith, the Egg, she would have known that he had thought of her – had loved her.


The shock of it made her feel sick at first – then angry. She howled to Cyril that she would contest the will. Gently, he explained to her that such a course would be futile. The will had been properly drawn up and witnessed. Edward Lawless had neither lacked capacity nor come under undue influence.


Edith blamed Sadie. It was only much, much later that she came to realise she should have blamed her father.


‘Sadie’s unmarried,’ Cyril said, trying to reason with her. ‘She’s little prospect now of ever marrying. That’s why your father left her the houses, to give her some security.’


Bitterly, Edith responded that it was Sadie’s own fault that she was unmarried. What man would marry a woman who made herself disreputable by wearing peculiar clothes and insisting on earning her own living? A woman who swore and smoked in public?


‘Edith, Edith,’ Cyril pleaded. ‘Please don’t hate Sadie. It will only hurt you.’


And it had. She let her sister slip so easily out of her life. Sadie, who could brighten up a room, who was as flickering and changeable as a woodland stream, who could be lively and fun and dazzling, but could also fall silent and shut you out. Since the day Sadie was born, she had conjured in her elder sister such conflicting, complicated emotions that, in the end, angry and exhausted, Edith ran away from them.




Chapter One


Surrey – May 1970


Edith Fuller’s friends and bridge partners were rising creakily from the table to stretch their legs and chat to each other as the funeral luncheon came to an end.


Robert Martineau put his arm round his wife’s shoulders. ‘How are you doing?’


‘I’m fine,’ said Rose. ‘I’m going to miss Granny, though.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I’ll miss our lunches: curry and pink blancmange.’


‘I know, love.’ Robert glanced at his watch. ‘I have to go.’


‘I thought you were taking the afternoon off?’


‘Too much to do, I’m afraid. I’ll see you later.’ They kissed and Robert left the room.


‘Rose.’


Hearing her father’s voice, she turned. ‘Didn’t Katherine do well, Dad?’ Her six-year-old daughter, Katherine, had read out Rudyard Kipling’s ‘If—’ at the funeral service that morning.


‘I had tears in my eyes, I must admit.’ Giles Cabourne opened the door of the function room. ‘There’s something I need to talk to you about, Rose. Shall we go out here, where it’s quieter?’


She checked that Katherine and her younger sister, four-year-old Eve, were still talking to an old friend of the family and followed her father into the corridor.


‘Your grandmother appointed me as one of her executors,’ Giles said. ‘Apart from some minor bequests, she’s left everything to you, Rose.’


‘Oh, Dad.’ She put her hand to her mouth.


‘It’s not a fortune, but there’s a useful sum of money, and her flat, of course.’


‘I didn’t know. I wasn’t expecting anything.’ But then, who else should her grandmother leave her property to? A widow, Edith Fuller had had one daughter, Rose’s mother, Louisa, who had died nine years ago. Rose herself was an only child.


Her father said, ‘And there’s a house in Sussex, too.’


A waitress in a black dress and white frilled apron rushed by with a tray of glasses; Rose and her father flattened themselves against the wall to allow her to pass.


Rose said, startled, ‘A house? Dad? What house?’


Giles ran a hand over his fine, sparse, silvery hair. ‘I vaguely remember hearing about it, years ago, but I’d completely forgotten, to be honest.’


‘A house . . .’


‘Apparently it’s in the middle of nowhere. I’ve no idea what sort of condition it’s in. According to Edith’s solicitor, she’d owned it for a long time. She never lived in it; always let it out. You know your grandmother, Rose – she wasn’t the confiding sort. Anyway, it’s yours now, love.’


One of her grandmother’s schoolfriends, a tiny woman a head shorter than Rose, wearing a black hat and a lavender crepe coat, emerged from the function room to take her leave. Hands were shaken, thanks and good wishes exchanged.


When they were alone again, Giles took an envelope out of his jacket pocket and handed it to Rose. ‘Edith left instructions in her will that you should be given this on her death. Perhaps it’ll tell you something about the house.’


She felt dazed. ‘Granny never said anything to me. Never.’


Glancing through the glass door, she saw that Eve was carefully pouring salt from the cellars on to the dining table to make a little white, powdery mountain.


‘Dad, I have to go.’ She hugged her father. ‘A flat and a house . . . Goodness.’ Then she went back into the function room and took her daughter’s hand, steering her firmly away from the table.


You would have had to look at Katherine and Eve twice to see that they were sisters. Katherine was tall, slim and gangly, and had inherited her mother’s grey eyes along with her Martineau grandmother’s fine, straight, sandy hair. Eve was short and stocky, her eyes brown like Robert’s, her hair a mass of dark curls. Katherine was loving and generous, a perfectionist who demanded high standards both from herself and other people, but was capable of being impatient and prickly. Eve was a small bundle of energy, a chatterbox, a slapdash, happy-go-lucky child who was sometimes overcome by sudden wild outpourings of grief. You saw they were sisters in their quickness and liveliness, and in the shape of an eye and a limb.


Eve was tucked up in bed in the Martineaus’ house in Walton-on-Thames. Rose kissed her goodnight and went to Katherine’s room. Her elder daughter was in her pyjamas, kneeling on her bedroom carpet, wrestling with her Spirograph set.


‘Aah!’ A shriek of frustration. ‘The pen keeps coming out!’


‘Put it away for now, darling. Away, love. You can play with it again tomorrow. Where’s your book? You can read till eight.’ Rose tapped the clock on the bedside table.


After she had settled Katherine, she went downstairs. Robert came home shortly afterwards. In the kitchen, Rose made two gin and tonics while the supper bubbled on the stove. She gave one of the drinks to Robert. Then she told him about her grandmother’s will and the flat and the house in Sussex.


‘Good God,’ he said. ‘My wife, the property magnate.’


‘This house . . . I’d no idea it even existed. I expect it’s a dilapidated old dump. I wonder why Granny never told me about it. It’s a big thing not to talk about, don’t you think, a house?’


‘Pretty big.’


‘It’s called the Egg. Isn’t that weird? Granny’s father built it. You know, the architect.’ She gave him a close look. ‘Robert?’


‘Hmm?’


He was giving the appearance of listening, but he wasn’t, not really. His dark brown eyes were focused on some middle distance and Rose knew he was thinking about something else.


She said, ‘Is anything wrong?’


‘Wrong?’ A quick smile. ‘No, of course not. Are the girls asleep?’


‘Eve, probably. Katherine, not a chance.’


‘I’ll go and see them.’


‘George phoned,’ she called after him as he went upstairs. George was Robert’s elder brother, unmarried, a civil servant in the higher echelons of a government department. The two brothers didn’t get on.


Looking back at her, Robert frowned. ‘What did he want?’


‘To talk about your parents’ anniversary party.’ Lionel and Mary Martineau were shortly to celebrate their ruby wedding. ‘Speeches and flowers.’


Later that night, she climbed into bed and curled up against him. He turned to her and his fingertips ran up the little bones of her spine and she shivered. Their lovemaking was quick and rushed and needy.


Afterwards, Robert fell asleep, but Rose lay awake, the events of the day tumbling through her head: her grandmother’s funeral, her unexpected inheritance – and the house in Sussex, the Egg.


In her letter, her grandmother had written,


In the 1920s, my father, the architect Edward Lawless, built two houses on the land he owned in Sussex. Both were of a modern design. My father used to say that they were his masterpieces, his legacy. He and my mother had intended to live in the Gull’s Wing, the larger house, which he built on the ridgeway, but they died in January 1929, very shortly after it was completed. The house was then sold. I am bequeathing to you, Rose, the smaller of the two, which has always been known as the Egg. It has been let out, but my last tenant, Mr Manners, who lived there for more than a decade, died six months ago, so it is currently unoccupied.


And then a series of rather involved directions – a road beside the church in Nutcombe . . . park on a bend, halfway up the hill . . . a path through trees. And two keys, a Yale and a smaller key, enfolded in a square of paper.


She was thirsty; she went downstairs to the kitchen and ran herself a tumbler of water. She knew little about her great-grandparents, Edith’s parents. Edward Lawless had been an architect, who had died in a plane crash along with his wife – that was about it. Now she had discovered that they had built themselves a house, the Gull’s Wing, but had never lived in it. Perhaps her grandmother had never spoken of the Sussex house because it had been too intimately bound up with the tragedy of her parents’ death.


You put a lot of yourself into a house. She and Robert had bought their home, a four-bedroom Edwardian end-of-terrace, five years ago. They had fallen in love with the high-ceilinged rooms and the way the sunlight poured through the windows on to the wooden floors. There were dusty plaster mouldings and tiled fireplaces and a long, thin garden in which rose, honeysuckle and bramble made intricate knots. After they had moved in, they had replaced the pre-war decor and fittings, teaching themselves to plumb, rewire, paper and paint. They had celebrated the project’s completion with a bottle of champagne on the terrace. The garden was still a tangle; neither of them was a gardener.


Though she didn’t miss the mess or the exhaustion, Rose found herself recalling their shared absorption in the renovation, and their closeness. If they had moved into the house now, they would have had builders in. Robert’s businesses – two garages, several small engineering concerns and his most recent acquisition, an air-freight company – had flourished in the last couple of years, and he would not, these days, have been able to spare the time.


She had been twenty-one years old, a couple of months out of university, when she and Robert had first met. She had been trying to decide whether to take a further degree, weighing up a yearning to be out in the world against the practical advantages of being Rose Cabourne, M.Sc. She had taken a summer job with an engineering firm to earn money and gain experience while she made up her mind.


When the director’s secretary went on holiday, Rose was asked to fill in for her. Robert was visiting, that day. She greeted him at reception. On the stairs to the upper floor, he found out her name; in the corridor between the stairs and the office, he asked her out to dinner. She must have seen something in him more durable than his obvious handsomeness, presence and charm, because she said yes.


Robert was the sort of man you couldn’t help but notice: tall and broad shouldered, outgoing and confident, darkly good-looking. He had a look in his eyes which told her that her answer was important to him, and an air of drive and determination. Over dinner, she discovered that he was smart, funny and generous as well.


Six months later, they married. Katherine was born the following year. Her second name, Louisa, was for Rose’s mother, who had died of breast cancer three years before that. Eve Mary Rose – the Mary after Robert’s mother, who, hale and hearty, lived with her husband in the Martineau family home in Oxfordshire – was born two years later.


Rose put away some dishes that were draining beside the sink. The mild boredom she had felt since Eve had started school in mid-April, her flatness and lack of focus, and her dissatisfaction, which she tried to suppress, with the domestic tasks and social obligations that filled her days, settled round her like a scratchy wool garment. Once, she had had ambitions. Once, she had pictured her life as purposeful, even extraordinary, and yet somehow, without her ever quite choosing it, she had become a housewife like her mother, who had never worked outside the home. Rose had assumed she would be different, but here she was, holding dinner parties for Robert’s business associates and picking up his socks. There had been a time, before Katherine was born, when she had let Robert’s laundry accumulate on the bedroom floor to make a point. Now, she couldn’t be bothered and picked things up.


Sometimes she felt as if she were thinning, shrinking, becoming less than she had thought herself to be. The balance between her and Robert had shifted. His working hours were long and irregular, and he often took clients out to dinner in the evenings. Sometimes she accompanied him; at other times he brushed her offer away, telling her she would be bored.


Perhaps she should look for a part-time job – though, with a rusty physics degree, little used, and hours that must be fitted round her daughters’ schooling, it was hard to feel optimistic about her chances. But it troubled her that the crossword was the greatest intellectual challenge of her day, and she knew that she sometimes blurred with a drink the long, quiet evenings after the girls had gone to bed.


Mentally, she scolded herself. It was becoming a habit, this chewing over of discontent, this searching for a way out of . . . what? A comfortable, affluent life. She had her own car, regular holidays and a cleaner. She had two beautiful, healthy daughters and a husband who loved her.


And yet she missed Eve, her baby, her chatter and her hot little hand in hers as they walked to the shops. She disliked the silence that settled in the empty rooms and the lack of shape to her days when the girls were at school, and found it hard to accept that the tumbling emotional intensity of early motherhood was over for ever. Perhaps they should try for another baby. She was only twenty-nine, plenty of time.


It occurred to her that her grandmother’s unexpected bequest meant that suddenly she had plenty to do. A flat to sort out, a mysterious house in Sussex to visit. The prospect cheered her. She took the glass of water upstairs, slipped into bed beside Robert and fell asleep.


The Weybridge flat was crammed with dark, heavy furniture and souvenirs of Edith Fuller’s years as a colonial wife – prints of Old Delhi, a black wooden figurine and, in front of the fireplace, the flat, faded skin of some unfortunate beast.


Rose tackled the wardrobe first. Clothes were so personal, so imbued with memories of the wearer. A wine-coloured coat with a fur collar conjured up an autumn outing to Bushy Park, her daughters running in and out of the trees and the distant deer little more than shadows in the mist, while her grandmother spoke of safaris in Kenya. A Liberty silk scarf impregnated with Arpège, her grandmother’s scent, made tears spring to her eyes.


She had come to know her grandmother well only comparatively recently. During Rose’s childhood, Edith and her husband Cyril had lived abroad – first in India and then, after independence, in Kenya. Airmail letters had arrived regularly, twice a month; when her grandparents visited, they stayed at the family home in Weybridge, where Rose’s father still lived. And then, after a month, they flew home, back to Africa, and Rose would not see them again for another three years. When Cyril died, Edith had sold up her house in Nairobi and moved back to England. Rose’s mother, Edith’s daughter, Louisa, had been ill by then, and Rose and her grandmother had given each other what comfort they could. Though Edith had neither sought nor encouraged emotional closeness, they had loved and respected each other.


In a drawer, Rose found treasures: an evening gown of peppermint-green satin, cut on the cross, a pair of pale grey glacé kid gloves and a tiny, beaded handbag, which she put aside to take home with her. The Dennis Wheatley and Eric Ambler paperbacks, authors that her grandmother had favoured, she would take to a second-hand bookshop. She set aside half a dozen volumes of Indian military history that her father-in-law might enjoy.


But what should she do with the ivory bird cage and the spectacularly ugly elephant clock that her grandmother had treasured? Or the cream-coloured Wedgwood dinner service and Midwinter teapot, which, though beautiful and intimately connected with her grandmother, she would worry about every time Katherine or Eve came near them? Rose wondered whether the house in Sussex – the Egg – was as stuffed with furniture and knick-knacks as the flat. She hoped not. A rental property, it was more likely to contain tired rugs and sofas and ill-assorted plates and mugs, sourced from jumble sales. What should she do with it, this unexpected inheritance? Robert assumed she would sell both properties as soon as probate was granted. Rose hadn’t made up her mind yet.


She decided to tackle the padouk cabinet next. This was a large and cumbersome piece of furniture, topped with scrollwork covered in gold leaf; there were cupboards and drawers above and below, its central section a writing desk.


Opening the desk, Rose peered inside and examined the contents of the pigeonholes: a green Osmiroid fountain pen, a bottle of Quink and half a dozen pencils; a pair of scissors and a roll of Sellotape; bills and receipts, bound together with elastic bands.


A tiny ivory handle that one might easily overlook revealed a shallow drawer beneath the pigeonholes. Inside it, she found a foolscap-sized folder, covered in orange paper printed with yellow and gold birds. When she opened it, letters and a handful of photographs spilled out: a man wearing a sola topi, riding on the back of an elephant; a baby, its tiny crumpled face peeping out from a froth of lace.


On the front of a plain white postcard, someone had drawn a pen-and-ink cartoon of a woman wearing a drop-waisted, calf-length coat with a fur collar and a cloche hat. The hat was pulled down low over the wearer’s eyes and she was teetering along the pavement on high heels. Rose turned the postcard over. On the back of it was written, Don’t I look just le dernier cri, darling? If only I could see where I was going! It was signed with an initial, S.


Rose made herself a cup of Nescafé, her grandmother’s preferred hot drink. Lunches in this flat had meant instant coffee from a Minton pot while they shared the box of Meltis Newberry Fruits, another of her grandmother’s favourites, which Rose always brought as a gift. Edith would regale her granddaughter with stories of India and Africa while Rose tried to stop Eve picking up precious and fragile objects. Edith Fuller’s voice had been clear and imperious. She had cultivated that tone, Rose assumed, when addressing dhobi wallahs, house boys and maids – the accoutrements of a different and vanished life.


She put the coffee cup on a spindly side-table and sat down on the sofa with the writing case. A photograph slipped to the floor and she picked it up. The black-and-white snapshot was of two young women. Both were wearing shapeless, calf-length coats and complicated hats of some heavy fabric, perhaps velvet. Though the photo must have been taken fifty or sixty years ago, Rose recognised her grandmother instantly. At eighty years of age, Edith had been tall and raw boned, her beaky nose jutting from a long, narrow, high-cheekboned face. And so it was in the picture, though here the angles of nose and jaw were softened by youth, and Edith’s hair was dark, not silvered.


The young girl standing beside her was shorter and slighter. Her features were symmetrical and attractive, her smile open and friendly. A large tassel hung jauntily from the brim of her hat and rested on one shoulder, and she had raised a hand to push a strand of fairish, windblown hair from her eyes.


Rose turned the print over and read the two names written in faded ink on the back. Edith confirmed what she had already worked out: that the taller of the two women was her grandmother. The other was called Sadie. It occurred to Rose that this Sadie might be the ‘S’ who had drawn the sketch on the postcard. 


She took a few mouthfuls of coffee and examined the letters in the writing case. Unfolding one, she felt a mixture of curiosity and a reluctance to invade her grandmother’s privacy. The letter was from someone called Margery Burton, and although purporting to be a friendly note, it was in fact begging for money. There was also a large bundle of letters from Cyril, her grandfather. Perhaps they were love letters. She put them aside. Another collection, tied up with a pink ribbon, were from Louisa, her mother. Rose had letters from her mother at home, which had been sent to her when she was at school and university. Since her mother had died, she had not been able to read them. She wondered whether she would ever be able to read them again.


She thought she had taken all the letters out of the case, but then a narrow compartment revealed a bundle tucked inside it. Opening an envelope of heavy cream paper, she glanced at the name at the foot of the page.


Sadie. So this letter had been written by the pretty, fair-haired Sadie of the photograph. The handwriting, though old-fashioned in style, had an elegant clarity.


Rose began to read: I can’t possibly see Philip Sprott every fortnight, Edith. It would be far too expensive, what with his fees and the train fare to London. And, anyway, I feel perfectly well now. You mustn’t worry about me, honestly. Exasperation seeped through the phrases.


In another letter, picked at random, Sadie wrote, I shall be coming up to Town from the 5th to the 9th. Will it be convenient for me to call? It seems ages since I saw Louisa. Is she home from school yet? And, further down the page, The Egg is perfectly delightful at this time of year, the primroses are out and the birds singing merrily. I do hope you will come and stay with me soon.


That was interesting. So Sadie had been living in the Egg. The letter heading confirmed this: The Egg, Paley High Wood, Nutcombe, Sussex. Perhaps Sadie had been a tenant of Edith’s – but, no, the tenor of the letters indicated a closer relationship. Perhaps Edith had let her friend stay in her house for a while.


Rose checked her watch. It was almost quarter past three; she must shortly drive to Walton-on-Thames to collect Katherine and Eve from their school. She began to shuffle the correspondence back into an orderly pile.


A name inscribed on the back of a flimsy blue envelope caught her eye: Sadie Lawless.


Rose frowned. Her grandmother’s maiden name had been Lawless. Had Sadie Lawless been a cousin of Edith’s, perhaps? She skimmed through the short letter. And then had to read it a second time to make sure she had understood it properly.


Sadie’s letter told her two things. The first was that the Egg hadn’t always belonged to Edith. In the early 1930s, it had been owned by Sadie. And yet – she glanced at the date – in October 1934, Sadie had given the house to Edith.


The Egg is now yours, Edith, Sadie had written. I have posted the papers to Mr Copeland. I don’t want to live here any more; it frightens me, and besides, it was wrong of Father to give it to me – I see that now.


The second revelation was even more startling. Sadie Lawless hadn’t been Edith’s cousin. She had been her sister.


Rose had thought she had known her grandmother, but she had hardly known her at all. Edith had had a sister. Sadie Lawless had been her grandmother’s sister. Whatever the differences between us, Edith, Sadie Lawless had written at the end of her letter, you are my sister.


Coming home in the early hours of the morning, Robert slipped into bed beside her, smelling of cigarettes and alcohol. ‘A client,’ he murmured when she asked him where he had been. ‘Tommy Henderson. You know, owns Riley’s in Gateshead. Tedious man.’ He drew her to him, his palm settling on her breast, and then fell instantly and noisily asleep.


The next morning, returning to the house after taking Katherine and Eve to school, Rose found herself slipping her hand into the pockets of his raincoat, which was hanging on the stand in the hall. What was she looking for? Secrets. Everyone had secrets. Her grandmother had had plenty of secrets. Robert’s might be betrayed by a note or a receipt or a lipstick-stained handkerchief. A couple of years ago, he had had a flirtation – he had sworn to her it was only a flirtation – with the wife of a friend. Rose was thinking about that now. The late nights, his air of distraction . . . There was something he wasn’t telling her, she was sure of it.


His pockets were empty. She pushed the thoughts away, ashamed of herself. What was a marriage without trust? Robert had problems with the business. He would sort it out; he always did. She should have faith in him.


She ground some coffee beans and put on the Cona, then settled down at the table with the orange-and-gold writing case. Sometime during the night, it had become clear to her that her grandmother had meant her to find Sadie’s letters. Edith had been trying to tell her something. Or perhaps she had been asking her to do something. Something to do with the house, and Sadie, her sister.


The Cona bubbled away as Rose took out the letters and put them on the table. There were twenty-five in all, some written on the expensive-seeming heavy, cream paper, others on flimsier blue or white. Sadie had dated the heading of each letter. It took a while, arranging them in chronological order, breaking off to bring the Cona jug and a mug to the table and pour herself a coffee.


All the letters had been written in the first half of the 1930s. The earliest, dated October 1930, was the short, tetchy note Rose had glanced at in her grandmother’s flat the previous day. Edith had been living in London, then. The date on Sadie’s last letter, which had been posted to Edith’s bungalow in Delhi, was 15 October 1934. There were no more letters after that. Why not? Why had Sadie stopped writing to her sister then? What had happened?


Rose reread the earliest letter. She noticed that it bore a Cambridge address. I can’t possibly see Philip Sprott every fortnight, Edith. It would be far too expensive, what with his fees and the train fare to London. And, anyway, I feel perfectly well now.


Philip Sprott must have been a doctor. Sadie had been suffering from an illness and had consulted Dr Sprott, who, in those pre-NHS days, she would have had to pay. Rose read on. The Meyricks have been so wonderfully kind. Toby gave up his study for me to sleep in and Constance hasn’t let me do a thing. My health is much improved now. I take a walk round Midsummer Common every afternoon, no matter the weather. Then a few lines about novels read, a musical afternoon attended. Later on in the text:


Mabel, Horace and Rosalind are the most delightful children, naturally, but they leave one hardly capable of completing a thought. Not that many of my thoughts have been worth completing recently, I admit, but I know I shall feel fully recovered when I am able to work again. You mustn’t think I’ll hide away. I’m planning a timetable of improving activities that will give me no chance to brood. New surroundings and a new way of living will distract me from my memories.


Rose thought it likely that the memories Sadie had hoped to distract herself from were those of the death of her parents in the plane crash, only the previous year. Losing her own mother at the age of twenty had been a body blow, a wound that ached and which she suspected would never completely heal over. In the photograph, Sadie appeared to have been the younger of the two sisters. A rapid mental calculation – Edith had been eighty years of age at the time of her death – told her that Sadie’s mother too might have died when Sadie was in her twenties. She had lost her father in the same terrible air accident.


Rose read the next letter, which was dated a week after the first.


So I’m here at last. The Egg is all furnished and looks perfectly charming. You should have seen the poor men carrying my etching press along that awful muddy path through the trees. They complained awfully, so I gave them cups of tea and enormous pieces of cake and they were much jollier after that. Mrs Thomsett, in the shop in Nutcombe, has been very helpful and directed me to Boxell’s Garage, where Mr Boxell himself promised to find me a second-hand bicycle. Do you remember how entrancing the woods are in autumn, Edith? You must come and visit me very soon.


The phone rang and Rose went to answer it. It was Robert, asking her whether she would mind if he brought home some dinner guests that evening. Her assent was automatic and she was aware of a sense of relief that he had chosen not to have another late night out. He was busy, that was all. Everything was fine.


She left the house. As she parked her Mini in the town centre, she ran through menus in her head. Melon for a starter, crêpes suzette for pudding. No, not crêpes; too much fussing around at the last minute. Lemon meringue pie then, which she could prepare in advance. The main course . . . not boeuf bourguignon; she hadn’t time. Moussaka? No, too messy-looking. She settled on chicken à la king.


After she had whizzed round the shops, buying ingredients, Rose went to the public library. She looked up Sadie Lawless’s name in the various London phone directories, and then, finding no trace of her, she looked up Philip Sprott. She had a hunch that he might have been a smart London doctor, with a practice in Harley Street, perhaps.


Her fingertip paused, running down the columns of the directory that included the Harley Street area. No Philip Sprott. When she widened her search, the name Dr P. Sprott sprang out at her. Not Harley Street, but Handel Street, in Bloomsbury. Rose noted down the number on a scrap of paper. As she left the library, it started to rain.


Back at the house, she made the pastry and put it in the fridge to rest before going to Robert’s study and dialling the Handel Street number.


A woman’s voice answered. ‘Handel Street consulting rooms. Good afternoon.’


Rose asked to speak to Dr Philip Sprott. He was with a patient, the receptionist explained. Might she take a message?


She felt awkward, explaining her request. It sounded odd, even to her. The woman on the other end of the phone seemed to think so too.


‘Nineteen thirty? That’s forty years ago. We don’t keep records going back that far.’


‘I was hoping Dr Sprott might remember her.’


‘I really don’t think . . .’


‘If you would just ask him, I’d be most grateful,’ said Rose firmly. ‘My great-aunt’s name was Sadie Lawless.’ She repeated her own name and phone number before thanking the receptionist.


After she had settled the girls in bed, Rose changed into a black maxi-dress made of silk-lined chiffon with trumpet sleeves and beading round the deep V neckline. She brushed her long, dark-brown hair, so that it lay flat and straight over her shoulders, and touched up her eye make-up.


Where was Robert? She glanced at her watch. Half past seven. Their guests were due at eight. She looked out of the bay window to the street, but saw only the cars rushing through the rain, litter washing along the gutters.


The phone rang and she hurried downstairs. She answered it, expecting it to be Robert, but the voice on the other end of the line was unfamiliar.


‘Is that Mrs Martineau?’


‘Yes; who is it, please?’


‘My name’s Philip Sprott. You left a message with my receptionist, asking about Sadie Lawless.’


Rose sat down in Robert’s leather chair. ‘Thank you for calling back, Dr Sprott. I appreciate it. I phoned you because Sadie Lawless was a patient of yours. I wondered whether you remembered her.’


‘Yes, I do. When Carol gave me your message, it all came flooding back. May I ask why you’re interested in her?’


‘She’s my great-aunt. I didn’t know she existed until a few days ago, after my grandmother died and I found letters from her. I’m trying to trace her – apart from anything else, if Sadie’s still alive, I should let her know that her sister has died. Your name was mentioned in one of the letters.’


‘I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to help you very much.’ Philip Sprott’s voice was deep and sonorous. ‘It must be decades since we had any contact. But some patients stand out, and, yes, I remember Sadie. She was vibrant, intelligent and charming. But bruised by loss.’


Through the study window, Rose saw the rain dancing on the paving stones. ‘Because of her parents’ death?’


A pause, and then Philip Sprott said, ‘Mrs Martineau, are you aware that I’m a psychiatrist?’


A psychiatrist. ‘No, I assumed . . .’


‘I practise part-time now. Sadie was one of my first patients, when I was young and green. It was a long time ago, but I don’t know that there’s any limit on confidentiality.’


‘I understand that, Dr Sprott.’


‘You said your grandmother had died recently?’


‘Yes.’


‘Please accept my condolences for your loss. What can I tell you . . .? I recall that the relationship between Sadie and her sister was difficult. There was a big age gap – ten years, I think.’


‘And Sadie was the younger sister.’


‘Yes, she was. She came to me after suffering a breakdown. She’d been jilted by her fiancé. The broken engagement, coming so soon after the loss of her parents . . . well, the human mind can only cope with so much.’ Another silence, then Philip Sprott said, ‘I can’t remember the fiancé’s name. I do recall thinking that he sounded an utter cad. He was an antique dealer, not that that’s relevant. Sadie herself was a teacher.’


‘And an artist.’ Rose thought of the second letter. You should have seen the poor men carrying my etching press along that awful muddy path through the trees.


‘Yes.’ Amusement in his voice. ‘Sadie used to draw during our appointments. She said it relaxed her. The fireplace . . . or the plane trees, through the window. Sometimes she drew me. She gave me a sketch. I probably still have it somewhere. I saw her for about a year, maybe eighteen months. She used to send me the occasional postcard after that, but then she stopped. She’d moved on, I assumed. I’m sorry I can’t be more help, Mrs Martineau.’


Rose heard the front door slam. She thanked Dr Sprott and ended the call.


Robert was standing in the hallway, taking off his mackintosh. Moisture beaded his khaki shoulders.


‘Where were you?’ Rose said as she hurried out to him. ‘They’ll be here in five minutes.’


‘I’m aware of that.’ He sounded angry. His tone altered. ‘Sorry. Sorry, darling. It’s been a bit . . . Work – you know how it is. We lost the Gibson contract.’


‘Robert, I’m so sorry.’ She kissed him. ‘How disappointing.’


‘Plenty more fish in the sea.’


But his light words were at odds with the expression that washed across his face. Fear and anguish – and then it was gone, so quickly that she might have thought she had imagined it.


‘What is it?’ she said gently. ‘Tell me, love. Tell me what’s wrong.’


‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m tired, that’s all.’ A smile that was no more than a stretching of the lips. ‘Could do with a drink. Give me a couple of minutes; I’ll go and get changed.’


The doorbell chimed. Rose checked her face in the hall mirror, put on a smile and opened the door.


‘Hugh . . . Vivienne . . . How marvellous to see you. Do come in.’




Chapter Two


Sussex and Surrey – May 1970


The Sussex High Weald was an area of rolling hills between London and the south coast of England. Rose recalled long-ago school geography lessons in which she had coloured in the High Weald’s geological features – brown for the low clay vales, orange for the high sandstone ridges, blue for the rivers that cut into deep, steep-sided valleys.


She had spread out the map on the passenger seat beside her and taped to the dashboard of her Mini the piece of paper on which she had written road numbers and the names of the towns and villages she must pass through. The heavy rain of the previous day had gone, replaced by sunshine, but puddles still washed across the road. She felt a lifting of the spirits as the car plunged through hills and valleys greening in the fine May weather. When she wound down the window, the scent of spring drifted to her.


She pulled into the verge and got out. Trees climbed up the slope, bluebells making an azure haze against the coppery floor beneath them. A stream rushed down the escarpment to a drain clogged with brown leaves. Rose ate an apple, drinking in the shrill of birdsong. Then a lorry drove by, horn blaring, men wolf-whistling through the open window, and she got back into the Mini and drove on.


The roads narrowed and twisted as she headed deeper into the countryside. A thatched cottage, glimpsed between trees, and a mere, the blue of the sky mirrored in the water. Winter greyness was peeling away, replaced by flurries of blossom of startling hue.


The area of forested land surrounding the Egg was named Paley High Wood. Reaching Nutcombe village, Rose slowed the car and looked round. A pub, a shop, a small council estate and a run of redbrick bungalows. Thatched cottages were interspersed between several, more imposing buildings.


The road beside the church was narrow, little wider than the Mini, and led up a steep hill. As the branches of the trees to either side touched overhead, it became a tunnel, darkness at its core. Now and then, the sun flashed in bright leopard spots on the tarmac, dazzling her.


She drew up at a sharp turn in the road with a flat area to one side made of compacted earth and stones. She parked the Mini, then climbed out of the car and peered through the scrubby bushes. Was this the place her grandmother had described in her letter? If so, where was the path? At first, looking into the forest, she could see only trees. But then, beyond, she glimpsed a flicker of white, like a pale pebble in the bottom of a pond.


As she entered the woods she was showered with drops of rain from the bushes that ran round the perimeter. More rain dripped from the bright new leaves of the trees, and the mud was thick underfoot; she was glad she had thought to bring wellington boots. The damp, brown forest floor was illuminated by little clusters of flowers and she saw that there was a path, of sorts: a dark line sketched out beneath the tall, slender trees. Birdsong shrilled round her and a cuckoo’s insistent two-note call darted, its location constantly moving, impossible to pinpoint. Above, branches criss-crossed, some in leaf, others bare and pierced by shards of light. The humid air seemed trapped between the canopy and the warm, wet ground.


The flashes of white assembled themselves into a house: Edith’s house, once Sadie’s home, and now hers. Though more than forty years had passed since Edward Lawless had created his masterpieces, the house appeared breathtakingly contemporary, incongruous in the ancient English woodland. You could have copied its construction with a set of children’s building blocks: two square bricks piled on top of each other at the rear, a longer block laid on its side at the front. Its smooth concrete exterior made it egg-shaped – it was smaller than she had anticipated and nestled in a clearing.


As she drew closer, Rose saw that the two flat roofs were littered with dead leaves, as if the woodland was doing its best to erase the pale intruder. She circled the building. One side of the house, made almost entirely of glass, looked out on to a rectangular terrace. The paving slabs were dark with puddles and swirls of dead leaves. It seemed optimistic, a terrace. Had her great-grandfather imagined that the Egg’s occupants would lounge in deckchairs, soaking up the sun? The trees must have grown since Edward Lawless had completed his legacy, because they now cast their shade all around.


Crossing the terrace, Rose peered inside. Her reflection in the window was made indistinct by the flickering images of trees, which appeared dense and devoid of light. Shadows overlaid the shapes contained in the interior – sofa, table, chair.


The front door was on the far side of the building. Rose unlocked it and stepped inside. When she flicked a switch, the ceiling light illuminated a narrow hallway and she blinked, looking round. The earthy scents of the forest were here masked by a musty aroma redolent of jumble sales and damp, stale linen. She shivered; the Egg had the chill of a place that has been uninhabited for too long.


Set into one side of the hall were three doors, made of a fine-grained, golden wood. The first opened into a cloakroom with wooden pegs and a high shelf, for hats and gloves, presumably. The second led into a cupboard containing a broom and stepladders, and the third door revealed a lavatory, where a threadbare towel hung from a hook and a sliver of green Lifebuoy soap deliquesced in a basin. The tap was dripping; she gave it a hard turn, but it continued to drip.


At the end of the hallway, an opening to her left gave into a neat kitchen area equipped with what were, Rose suspected, apart from the fridge and the oven, the original fittings. The streamlined fitted wooden units and three high circular windows made her think of a cabin in an ocean liner, as if the Egg was sailing through a watery forest.


Beyond was a sitting room, and here she found herself breathless, utterly entranced. The shadows cast by the trees through the great glass windows danced with the sunshine that washed over the pale floor-tiles. In this glistening white cube of a room, you would be able to sit in the warmth of the iron stove, watching rainstorms and gales. In hot weather, you would open the glass doors to the terrace and the cool of the woodland would drift indoors.


Standing at the window, Rose imagined coming to the house for weekends with Robert and the girls. Katherine and Eve could climb trees and make dens in the woods; they would all go for family walks in the countryside. They would stay here overnight and wake up to sunlight and birdsong – how magical it would be! She would replace the furniture – the floral sofa, matching armchair and cheap pine bookcase, sideboard and table that must have belonged to Edith’s deceased tenant, Mr Manners – with pieces that reflected the Egg’s modernist roots.


She looked through the cupboards in the sitting room and kitchen, but found only a jigsaw puzzle, a stained mug and a packet of tea, some Vim and a stiffened grey floor-cloth. She was unsure what she had hoped to find – some evidence of Sadie, perhaps, some clue to why she had fled this house and given it to Edith. But this was not a place for secrets. Modest in size and almost monastically simple, it did not allow for clutter, for hidden caches of love letters or a secret diary stuffed beneath the floorboards. There were no dark corners; everything was exposed to the light.


She went upstairs. On the smaller, upper storey she found two bedrooms and a bathroom. The second bedroom, which faced out to the rear of the house, was empty of furniture. Some flies had met their deaths here and lay like a handful of currants, scattered on the sill. Looking out of the window, she saw an oblong slab of concrete – a septic tank, presumably – and, a short distance away, a track that ran down the hillside.


In the main bedroom, the bed was stripped of sheets and blankets, its mattress still dented by its memory of her grandmother’s tenant. This room was level with the lower branches of the trees. Rose wondered whether this was why her great-grandfather had called the house the Egg: not because of its shape, but because of the way it seemed to nest precariously in the boughs.


Tall windows looked out on to the lower of the two flat roofs. In fine weather, Sadie might have used it as an impromptu sun terrace. Rose pictured her opening the window and stepping outside to lounge on a blanket rolled out on the asphalt, a cocktail to hand and wearing a modest thirties swimsuit – mint-green, perhaps, or shocking pink. Had Sadie Lawless been the sort of woman who would wear shocking pink?


She couldn’t sell the Egg. This house was part of her family history, her heritage. Here, Sadie must have taken refuge from the disasters that had overtaken her life – the plane crash that had killed her parents, her fiancé’s betrayal. And yet, four years later, she had walked away from it. The Egg is now yours, Edith, Sadie had written in her final letter. I have posted the papers to Mr Copeland. I don’t want to live here any more; it frightens me, and besides, it was wrong of Father to give it to me – I see that now. In those phrases there was fear, yes, but there was also guilt. What could have frightened Sadie so much that she had given the house to Edith? The loneliness and isolation of the site, perhaps. And the sense of exposure you might feel, living behind this wall of glass.


Rose went downstairs. After wrestling with the lock of the glass doors in the sitting room, she stepped outside on to the terrace. No buildings could be seen from here – no roads, shops, villages or other signs of twentieth-century civilisation. Instead, ahead of her, an army of trees sloped upwards, light pouring between the boughs. Rose hauled the armchair out of the sitting room – the paving slabs were too wet to sit on – revelling in the warmth as she ate her sandwiches and drank coffee from her Thermos. She felt carefree, as if she were on holiday or a student once more, free of responsibilities.


But her mind drifted back to the events of the previous night and she felt unsettled again. She would have liked to have forgotten that sudden shaft of anguish she had glimpsed in Robert’s eyes, but she couldn’t. Robert was an optimist. His self-confidence was boundless. Events that plunged her into gloom washed off him. Difficulties with his businesses he viewed as a challenge, relishing the fight.


He was working at the airfield today. It was in an area of open country, not far from Weybridge. Rose thought she might drive there to meet him after picking up the girls from school. She used to do that quite often when Katherine and Eve were tiny, and then they would go on to a pub with a garden. She wasn’t checking up on him, not really. Maybe she shouldn’t go; maybe it was underhand of her. But she knew that she would.


She stepped off the terrace, then walked through the trees to the track she had glimpsed from the upper storey of the house. Brambles and weeds sprawled across the high earth banks on either side of it. The track lay several feet below the land that surrounded it, as if trodden down and compacted from centuries of usage. Water rushed over the stones and sand, last night’s heavy rain making its way to the valley. When Rose looked back, she saw sections of the pale walls of the Egg between the trunks of the trees.


She wanted to see Edward Lawless’s other house, the larger Gull’s Wing, on the top of the ridge. As she climbed higher, the deciduous trees were replaced by conifers, well grown, blackish green and closely packed. The dry earth beneath them permitted few other plants to flourish and, in their shadow, she breathed in a resinous scent.


The road became visible through a mesh of dry, spiky branches. Emerging from the woodland felt like clambering out of a cave and it took her a moment to get her bearings. On the opposite side of the road was a long brick wall, six or seven feet in height. Following it, Rose reached a wrought-iron gate. A name plate, set into the wall, told her that she had found the Gull’s Wing.


Where the Egg charmed, the Gull’s Wing dazzled. This house had none of the reticence of the Egg. Four or five times its size, it was a symphony of glass, wood and tile which proclaimed Edward Lawless’s vision with a strong and assertive voice. The frontage was almost entirely of glass and the roof was supported by pale, slender columns which reminded Rose of a Greek temple.


A chain and padlock bound the gate to a post. Glimpsed between the iron railings, the front door had an impenetrable, defensive appearance, relieved only by a small, square window set at eye height. Curtains were drawn along the glass façade. Peering closer, Rose saw between them a fishlike twist of movement.


‘Be careful, or she’ll let them dogs out.’


Rose spun round. Behind her, a girl was freewheeling her bicycle to a halt. Mid-teens, striped cotton school frock, sandy hair in pigtails and pink National Health spectacles, she propped the bike against the wall and took a shopping bag of groceries out of the basket.


Rose said hello to her. ‘Do you know the people who live here?’


‘There’s only Mrs Chiverton.’ The girl balanced the bag against the gate. ‘I fetch her shopping for her. She never talks to anyone. If she sees you, those dogs’ll be out.’ The girl climbed back on to her bicycle. ‘I’d better get back. Bye,’ she called out as she headed down the hill.


The front door of the Gull’s Wing opened and two russet-coloured hounds rushed down the path and leaped up at the gate. Rose stepped back. The dogs continued to bark and jump up as she walked along the road to the start of the track through the woods. As she headed down the sunken lane, the yips and whines faded to silence.


She was within half a dozen yards of the Egg when a shaft of sunlight made something glint on the forest floor: a shard of glass, or a coin, perhaps; she poked at the earth with a stick. Here, the dead leaves and topsoil had been washed away in the rivulets created by the previous day’s rainstorm, baring the paler sandy soil beneath.


Crouching, Rose scrabbled in the dirt and prised out a small clod. As she rubbed away the earth, the metallic gleam became brighter and the shape of the object clearer.


She saw that she had found a ring. Gritted with soil, it looked unprepossessing – a cheap Woolworth’s fake. She took it into the house and held it under the tap in the cloakroom.


Once she had washed it and polished it with a corner of her chiffon scarf, it shone, opulent and unmistakable. It wasn’t a fake. She had found a gold ring lying in the dead leaves just a short distance from the Egg. In the brighter light of the hall, she examined it closely. Square stones that flashed green fire clustered in a criss-cross pattern on the front of the ring, and the band was ornamented with gems of a dense blackness. She turned the ring to catch the light.


She saw then that something was inscribed inside the band. Frowning, she held it up, struggling to make out the old-fashioned lettering.


In thee my choys I do rejoys.


The ring was a lover’s token. Such a treasure to find on a sunny afternoon, she thought, as she slipped it into a zipped compartment of her bag and gathered up her belongings before leaving the Egg.


A memory jolted her as she made her way back along the path to her Mini. Philip Sprott had told her that Sadie had been engaged to an antique dealer. The ring she had found appeared to be very old. Perhaps it had been Sadie’s. Perhaps it had been given to her by the fiancé who had jilted her and she had lost it here, forty years ago.


After she had picked up the girls from a friend’s house, Rose drove to the airfield.


Robert had put Martineau Aviation in her name, which gave her a certain proprietorial feeling. When she had insisted on attending the first board meeting, he had told her that there was no need to and that her name was only there for tax reasons – which had only reinforced her determination to attend.


She liked the airfield and enjoyed seeing the planes – two Douglas DC-3s and a fat-bellied Armstrong Whitworth Argosy – taxi along the runway before gathering up speed and taking off elegantly into the air. Though she was familiar with the science of flight – her father had been in the RAF – there remained a touch of magic in that moment of lift from tarmac.


The board was small, just herself and Robert, who was the company secretary, and Robert’s accountant, Clive Miller. Clive’s wide-lapelled, pinstriped suits, snazzy shirts, Zapata moustache and smooth tongue gave him the air, Rose thought, of a successful second-hand car salesman. Robert conducted the meetings efficiently; his secretary, Lucy Holbrook, a pleasant woman of Rose’s age, took the minutes.


At the most recent meeting, Martineau Aviation’s operations manager, Ted Wilkinson, had joined them. Afterwards, he had caught up with her as she was leaving the office block. ‘You don’t need to waste your time with all this, Mrs Martineau,’ he had drawled to her, derision in his eyes. ‘Pretty little thing like you, I expect you’d rather be shopping or playing tennis or whatever it is that women like you waste their time on.’ By the time she had thought of a suitable riposte, Wilkinson had walked away.


Rose parked a short distance from the single-storey building that contained the offices. The orange windsock leaped and thwacked; the airfield was at the top of a rise and always windy. She shepherded the girls across the tarmac. They all paused to watch a plane coming in to land.


The door to the office building opened and Dan Falconer, Wilkinson’s junior and a recent recruit to the company, came out. The breeze caught at his fair, slightly curling hair.


‘Hello, Dan.’


‘Good afternoon, Mrs Martineau.’ He turned to the girls. ‘Hello, you two.’


‘This is Katherine and this is Eve. Say hello, girls.’


Katherine was still squinting at the sky. ‘It’s the Argosy.’


‘Well spotted,’ said Dan. ‘Ten minutes early. Headwind all the way from Marseilles.’


‘When I flew in an aeroplane,’ said Eve, ‘I went over the clouds.’


‘You’ve never flown in an aeroplane,’ said Katherine scornfully.


‘Yes, but pretend. Pretend I flew in an aeroplane. Pretend I flew to Bournemouth.’


Dan strode away. Watching his tall figure cross the tarmac, Rose suppressed a dash of irritation. She suspected that Dan Falconer thought his time too valuable to waste on a housewife like her. The girls were still arguing; she took their hands and hurried them into the building.


Dan stood near the runway, watching the aircraft land. He had come outside to get away from Ted Wilkinson, his immediate boss, who was looking for a fight. Wilkinson had instructed him to sign off half a dozen jobs and Dan had pointed out that they had not yet been properly costed, and then Wilkinson had called him a pompous little prick. The mechanics, Max and Gareth, who were both within earshot, had bent over their tasks, refusing to meet anyone’s eye.


Dan had started working at Martineau Aviation four months ago. It would have been a decent little business were it not for two things: the operations manager was an idle and destructive drunk, and the owner, Robert Martineau, wasn’t really interested in aeroplanes. Dan recognised the sort – the professional businessman who got into a new area to diversify his portfolio, or some such rubbish. That didn’t work with aviation. You had to care about it, you had to love planes and everything that went with them. The aviation business broke hearts and spirits far more often than it made fortunes. Martineau had bought the business cheaply because it had been operating at a loss. Eighteen months later, it was still operating at a loss.


After leaving university, Dan had worked for a small engineering firm that made parts for motor cars. His second job had been with an air charter company based in Cardiff. Freight charter was risky and undependable; it operated on a knife edge, slipping easily into unprofitability if the hold was not full on each leg of the journey. All sorts of things could derail a business, things you had little control over – strikes, accidents and bad weather. And yet, deeply, unexpectedly and at great speed, he had fallen in love with it. It had taken him some time to accept his obsession. It was an aberration, a rocky island in a sea of reason.


The Cardiff company had failed when a Carvair, landing in poor visibility at Rotterdam airport, had gone down short of the runway and ploughed into a dyke. All five crew had been killed. Though the business had limped on for a while, the writing had been on the wall and Dan had moved across the country to take up the position at Martineau Aviation.


He had been appointed as deputy operations manager under Ted Wilkinson. Wilkinson – born in a back-to-back in Wakefield, left school at twelve, worked his way up from the bottom, ‘Wasn’t handed me on a plate, lad’ – quickly made it clear to Dan – grammar-school boy, university educated – that he despised him. His first week at Martineau Aviation, there was salt in his tea, obscene pictures Sellotaped over his desk the day the boss and his wife looked round, and engine oil spilled on his jacket. But he had never in his life given up on something he really wanted, and Dan meant to have Wilkinson’s job. Wilkinson was a drinker, a liar and a bully, and sooner or later he’d slip up so badly that even Martineau would notice.


The Argosy was taxiing along the runway. Dan’s thoughts drifted to Rose Martineau. She was a good-looking woman, another of Martineau’s trophies. Her slim figure in jeans and T-shirt, and her long, straight, dark hair, flicked about by the breeze, had caught Dan’s attention as he left the office. Since joining the firm, he had become aware of the little tricks that Martineau and his accountant had adopted to evade paying tax. Sharp practice, you’d call it. Or corruption. Rose was one of them. Martineau had installed his wife on the board to reduce his tax bill. Dan wondered whether she knew she was being used.


It was Friday, and he usually saw Celia on Fridays, but it was her sister’s birthday, so they had changed their date to Saturday. They were to have a meal out at a restaurant in Kew before going to see a Hammer horror film. Dan thought horror films were ridiculous, but Celia had a weakness for them.


As Robert unlocked the front door, Rose said again, ‘It’s an amazing little house. Really special, Robert. You must come and see it. We could all stay there for a weekend.’


She watched him, noting his lack of reaction. At the airfield, she had left the girls with Lucy Holbrook before giving Robert’s door a quick knock and going in. He had looked up, startled, then said into the phone, ‘I have to go,’ and replaced it on the cradle. Rose wondered who he had been talking to. And why he had cut off the call so brusquely.


They went into the house. Katherine and Eve dropped their satchels and school blazers on the floor. Rose was about to remind them to pick them up when Robert said in a low voice, ‘Rose, there’s something we need to talk about. Not with the girls here, but after they’ve gone to bed.’


‘What?’ She felt a stab of anxiety. ‘What is it?’


He shook his head. ‘No, not now. Later.’


As Rose lifted Eve from the bath and wrapped her up in a towel, the certainty that Robert was having an affair overwhelmed her. It would explain why he had been late home from work so often and why he seemed so distracted, and why he had cut off his phone call when she had opened the door to his office that afternoon. There was a warning, an intimation of danger, in her memory of him placing his palm over the receiver to silence its voice. Who was he sleeping with? One of his clients . . . or Lucy Holbrook, his secretary, perhaps? Lucy was an attractive woman. Men often slept with their secretaries.


She held Eve close to her, pressing her face into her plump little body. No, he wouldn’t; it was wrong of her even to think of it. What, then? Debts . . . irregularities . . . She pictured Clive devising another clever tax-avoidance scheme.


When the children were settled, she went downstairs. Robert was in the kitchen, a tumbler of whisky in his hand. He gave her a smile that didn’t reach his eyes.


‘Drink?’


‘No, thanks. What was it you wanted to talk about?’


‘I don’t know where to start.’ His gaze settled on her. ‘The thing is . . . Rose, something bad is going to happen.’


‘What?’ she said. ‘Tell me; you’re frightening me.’


‘Allegations about me are going to be made in the press.’


‘Allegations?’ she said blankly.


‘On Sunday, I’m afraid.’


‘Sunday?’ Shock had reduced her to witless repetition.


‘Yes. So you have to know.’


‘What allegations?’


‘About my private life. It’s not true, of course.’


‘What isn’t? Robert, please . . .’


‘The papers are going to say I was one of a group of men associated with a call girl.’ His voice dripped with cold anger.


‘What? That’s ridiculous.’ It was so preposterous, she almost felt relieved. ‘Why would they think that?’


‘They’ve made a mistake. Some of the men involved are friends of mine. Someone must have mentioned my name . . .’ He pursed his lips. ‘Accidentally.’


‘Which friends?’


‘Johnny . . . The press will make a big thing of it because of Johnny. I’ll be a minor player, a footnote.’


Robert and Johnny Pakenham had been best friends at school. At the age of twenty-one, Johnny had inherited a seat in the House of Lords, along with rambling Wiltshire estates. Scandalous, impulsive, decadent; friend of pop stars, actresses and politicians; giver of drug-fuelled parties that lasted for three days and nights – the press adored Johnny Pakenham. Tall and elegantly gangly, he shared something of Mick Jagger’s panther-like presence.


Rose had tried to like Johnny because he was one of Robert’s oldest friends and had been his best man at their wedding. Though he was invariably charming to her, she sensed his dismissal of her. She suspected he thought her pretty enough, but too conventional, too square. When he looked at her, his red lips curved in amusement and his pale blue eyes held a glint of contempt. She wouldn’t put it past Johnny to give the press Robert’s name as a joke.


She said, ‘This girl . . .’


‘She’s a cheap little tart. You know the sort.’


She didn’t. People like that lived in a different world. She gave him a hard look. ‘Do you know her?’


‘No, certainly not.’ A sour laugh. ‘It’s possible our paths may have crossed. I may have run into her somewhere, but, if so, I don’t remember.’


‘What’s her name?’


‘Rose, her name doesn’t matter.’


‘I’m going to find out soon enough, aren’t I?’


Reluctantly, he said, ‘She’s called Debra Peters.’


But it made it worse, knowing her name. It made her real. ‘You said you might have met her, Robert. Where?’


He made a gesture, palm up. ‘Sometimes I have to take clients to nightclubs. She was a nightclub hostess before . . .’ His mouth twisted. ‘Before starting up a more lucrative career.’


‘Not the sort of nightclub we go to, presumably.’


‘Don’t look at me like that. Don’t . . . don’t judge me, Rose. Listen to me. Sometimes you have a business associate, someone you’re hoping to get something from at a good price. Or maybe I’m buying raw materials from somewhere up north – Bolton, say, or Bradford. You offer to take them out for the night and they’re looking for something different from back home. A bit of glamour, the seedier the better. So, yes, sometimes I take them to Soho, and, yes, some of the places are strip clubs. I’m sorry my world isn’t as nice and spotless as yours, but that’s how it is.’ He dropped his voice. ‘Forgive me; it’s not your fault. But it doesn’t mean anything.’
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