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Readers love Harriet Evans


‘A master at creating characters you feel like you know inside out, and wish you could meet in real life’ Heat


‘Heart-stopping and wonderful’ Sophie Kinsella


‘Perfect for fans of Jojo Moyes and Maeve Binchy’ Best


 ‘A delightfully engrossing read’ Red


‘Reminiscent of Santa Montefiore with the emotional heart of Jojo Moyes. You’ll frequently find yourself uttering the words: just one more page’ CultureFly


‘This brilliantly written portrait of a fascinating family in crisis is an emotionally intelligent, thoughtful and engaging read’ Daily Mail


‘A really superior modern saga, with utterly true to life characters’ Sunday Mirror


‘Fabulously gripping’ Prima


‘She’s as good as the great Rosamunde Pilcher’ Saga


Harriet Evans. She brings you home.




About the Book


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


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


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


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


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




By Harriet Evans
   

Going Home


A Hopeless Romantic


The Love of Her Life


I Remember You


Love Always


Happily Ever After


Not Without You


A Place for Us


The Butterfly Summer


The Wildflowers


A Winterfold Christmas (e-short)


Rules for Dating a Romantic Hero (Quick Read) 




For Caloo


‘We’re all right, Jack’




The split personality of a man who has had to overcome one powerful part of his nature in order to achieve a certain position in the world . . . I remember you saying about Brenda de B. that she ‘tries to cry’ on stage, whereas in real life one tries to stop crying.


Letter from Joan Plowright to Laurence Olivier
 before his first performance as Othello, 1964


Golden lads and girls all must,


As chimney sweepers, come to dust.


William Shakespeare, Cymbeline




Prologue
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I


Dorset, August 2014


The abandoned house covered in bindweed and brambles didn’t look like anything much, when first glimpsed from the lane. 


But after the two men had struggled through the tangled mass of wild flowers and creepers surrounding the house they came upon a porch. The steps up were blackened with rot; on the porch itself rested a long-abandoned cane chair, bleached silver-grey by the wind and the sea and chained to the decaying floorboards by the tendrils of a pink-and-sage Virginia creeper. Below came the shingling slap of gentle waves and when you turned towards the sound of the sea there was Worth Bay, curving away from you, cream-yellow sands, turquoise water, chalk-white rocks in the distance.


Dave Nichols, trainee agent at Mayhew & Fine, watched in irritation as Frank Mayhew paused on the sandy path, fiddling in his pocket for the key. It was a boiling hot day, the sun beating down remorselessly. A mother and a young girl in swimming costumes, carrying towels, passed by on their way to the beach, looking at them with curiosity. Dave felt stupid, standing there in his smartest suit in front of this rotten old building.


‘I don’t understand,’ he said sulkily, ‘why we have to value it when the old girl’s not going to sell.’


Frank tutted in disapproval. ‘Old girl! That’s Lady Wilde to you, Dave, and she’s not long for this world – have some respect. Listen. In a few months when she’s gone, the family’ll most likely want to sell. They don’t care about the place, that’s obvious. That’s where we come in, see?’ He turned to take in the glorious view of the bay, then glanced at his slouched, sullen trainee, the son of an old golfing buddy, and sighed very gently. ‘If we play our cards right, we’ll be the agents to handle the sale. Houses on Worth Bay don’t come up often. There’s only ten or so of ’em. The Bosky – it’s prime beach-front property, this place.’ 


Dave shrugged. ‘It’s a wreck,’ he said, staring at the bindweed, the algae-coated windows. ‘Look at these floorboards! Rotten through, I shouldn’t wonder.’


‘Most buyers don’t care. They’ll just level it and start over again.’ Frank pulled the bindweed and dead roses away, then inserted the key, pushing against the peeling door with difficulty. ‘Makes me sad, seeing it like this, if I’m honest. How it must be for Lady Wilde, stuck in that old people’s home up the road, looking out over it all day, I’ve no idea. Bugger me, this is jammed fast. Come on, you—’ He threw his rotund form against the frame. Nothing happened. Frank stepped back and to the side, looking through one of the shuttered windows. ‘Hmm . . .’ he said, bouncing on his heels, and then suddenly he gave a loud, outraged yelp. 


Dave, who’d been staring at the view, turned in alarm: Frank had sunk a foot or so into the ground, the wooden boards simply melting away, as though they were made of butter. 


Trying not to laugh, he lent Frank his arm as the older man pulled himself out of the hole, with some difficulty. 


‘I’ll explain that to Lady Wilde myself.’ Frank smoothed down his ruffled hair. ‘Now, you give me a hand. It’ll come open with a bit of extra oomph. That’s it—’ Together they fell against the door: it gave way with an aching crack, and the two men tumbled inside.


As the warm, musty smell of the dark house tickled their noses Frank turned on his torch, shining it around the hall. He pulled the yellowing tendril of some dead plant from the ceiling.


‘Well,’ he said quietly. ‘Here we are.’


Dave sniffed the musty air. ‘Perfume. I can smell perfume.’


‘Don’t be daft,’ Frank said, but he shivered. This was air that no one else had breathed for years; it felt heavy with something. 


There was a cloakroom to his immediate left, and stairs in front of him, down to the bedrooms below. Off to the right was the kitchen, and to the left was the sitting room which had French windows leading back on to the porch. 


‘Let’s open these,’ said Frank, going into the kitchen, flicking back the faded sand-coloured curtains, the original colour now long forgotten. In the corner of the room, a window seat padded with faded yellow-and-grey patterned fabric and dotted with a decade’s worth of dead flies and wasps faced the porch. The galley kitchen was at the back, the windows looking out over the lane.


There was nothing on the surfaces or shelves, no sign of occupation.


Frank flicked a switch a couple of times. ‘No, not a thing.’ He sniffed. ‘I can smell something too. Scent, or flowers, or something.’ He shook himself. ‘Right. Let’s open some windows. Get some fresh air and light in and we can go downstairs and measure up the bedrooms.’ 


But the window frames were too swollen with damp to open and after struggling for a minute they both gave up and went back into the hall.


Dave said, ‘The bedrooms are downstairs?’


‘It’s an upside-down house. All your living rooms are up here overlooking the sea. Bedrooms are for sleeping in, doesn’t matter what you’re looking at.’ Frank ran his hand along the bannister. ‘It’s a good idea. I used to dream of having a place like this when I was a lad.’ 


Dave stared at him, quizzically. ‘You knew them?’


‘Everyone knew them,’ Frank said. ‘They was quite something, the Wildes.’ He moved his torch up on to the wood-panelled wall and both men jumped, as a face leaped out at them. Frank recovered himself first. ‘It’s just a photo,’ he said, slightly shakily.


The picture on the wall gleamed in the darkness. A middle-aged woman with a floppy hat and large nose, smiling broadly, holding a dangling crab between her forefinger and thumb. 


‘She looks like a witch,’ Dave said. 


The torch juddered suddenly in Frank’s hand, lighting up a pair of faces. 


‘Who are they? What – what on earth is all that?’ said Dave, eventually.


Frank moved the torch along, and slowly the walls were illuminated with more faces, staring out from frames. Faces laughing, gurning, smiling politely, groups clinking glasses together, children dancing – more faces, some in colour, most in black-and-white. There were theatre posters too, and newspaper cuttings.


‘That’s them,’ said Frank, gesturing. ‘Weren’t they quite something?’


Dave peered at the photo next to him. A beautiful Titian-haired woman sat with two girls on her knee, one blonde, the other dark. A group of adults reclined on the porch, glasses and cigarettes in hand. A grinning pair of young children danced on a beach: a boy and girl. More groups of smiling people. The man and woman were in the newspaper articles too, always elegantly dressed. In one they were holding hands and laughing, and she was turning slightly towards a knot of onlookers, waving with the other hand. Dave scanned the photos, sliding the torch along, plunging one, then another photo into white light and then darkness, searching for her. He stared at her, transfixed. She was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.


‘“Anthony Wilde and his wife Althea arrive at the Royal Court for the First Night of Macbeth”,’ Dave read with difficulty, holding his phone up to the text. ‘“Curtain call went on for ten minutes as ecstatic crowd gave Mr Wilde a standing ovation.” OK then.’ He turned back as Frank reached into his briefcase. ‘Who the hell are they?’


‘I can’t believe you’ve never heard of Anthony Wilde,’ said Frank, pointing his laser measure at the walls. ‘Two point four metres. Greatest actor of his day. And that’s Althea Wilde, his wife. You must have heard of her. She was in Hartman Hall. Lady Isabella?’ 


Dave shook his head. ‘Nope.’


‘Lordy, Lordy. How can you not know Hartman Hall? Bigger than Downton, better ’n’ all.’ Frank sighed. ‘What about On the Edge? That sitcom about the older lady, talking into her mirror? That was her, too.’


‘Might ring a bell, maybe.’ Dave looked at her again, the long neck, the slightly too-large nose, the liquid green eyes flecked with hazel. She was staring at him, only him, in the gloom of the house. He turned his torch away from her. He didn’t like it, suddenly. 


‘They were known as the Wildflowers, the lot of them. Spent every summer here. Oh, the people they used to have staying. The glamour of it! You’d walk past on your way back from the beach and you’d see them above you, gramophone on, drinking cocktails, women in these beautiful dresses, and their kids running up and down the steps – a boy and a girl, bit younger than I was . . .’ Frank’s eyes grew misty. ‘What a life. I’d watch them playing, on my way back home from the beach . . . Dad’d be yelling at Mum, she’d be head down trying to pretend she weren’t with him, both of them after a bottle or two too much of ale and the sun . . . And I’d think, what I wouldn’t give to be up there.’


He scratched his chin with one finger. ‘They lived in some huge house by the river in London, too, ’cause she liked being by water, that’s what I heard. He’d do anything for her. Anything. And those kids, bloody hell. Lucky isn’t the word, every summer down here, and he was the best father, Sir Tony, he really was, always fun and games . . .’ Frank shrugged, and then said pettishly, ‘Take your hands out your pockets. Come on, you. You do the bedrooms off to the left, I’ll do the rest. Show me you know how to use that laser measure.’


Reluctantly, Dave followed Frank into the downstairs gloom. He measured the bedrooms and bathroom as fast as he could, all the while listening to the wind whistling around the outside of the house. Inside, it was muffled, warm, deadeningly quiet. 


‘What happened to them?’ Dave asked his boss, as they were climbing back up the stairs. ‘Why don’t they come any more?’


Frank smoothed his ruffled hair across his pate, then fiddled with his wristwatch, as though readying himself for outside again. ‘Something happened. ’Bout twenty years ago.’


‘What?’


‘I wasn’t ever sure. A family bust-up. The daughter’s a famous singer. Was, I should say. Cordelia Wilde. The son’s a big director, he did them Robot Master films.’


For the first time Dave was impressed. ‘No way! I love Robot Master.’


‘Well, that’s him. Ben Wilde. He was married . . . I don’t know what happened to her.’ Frank screwed up his eyes, and jotted down some figures into a little notebook. ‘Anyway his sister, the singer, she don’t speak to them any more. Nice kid she was, mad as a hatter but I liked her. Then Sir Anthony, he died, and after a couple of summers Lady Wilde sent someone down to clear the place out. The big house up the lane, that used to be a holiday home too, strange family as lived there. They converted it into an old people’s home and she moved in. She never came again. No one does now.’ 


The gloom was oppressive after a while. That, and the sense that those faces on the walls in darkness were watching you, wanting the lights on so they could come alive again, to go back to living their golden summers. Dave shivered as Frank stepped carefully over the hole in the porch by the front door. He followed him, breathing in heavily.


‘Fresh air,’ Dave said, pulling out his phone. ‘Thank God. Look, reception again.’


‘It’s just a bit musty. I’ve seen worse.’ He pulled the door shut, and there was a loud clang as an object fell from the lintel above the front door, down into the hole, and hit something. 


‘Oh, dear.’ Frank bent to pick it up, reaching in between the cracked boards. He pulled out a stone angel on a rusting hook. She had vast, spreading wings, bare breasts, huge eyes, an enigmatic smile. She stared up at him. In one hand she held a pine cone, in the other a small, unblinking owl. 


‘What’s that?’ said Dave.


‘Welcome angel or something,’ said Frank, gazing at the little square panel. ‘Yep, that’s it. The old girl who lived here before was an archaeologist.’


‘What old girl?’


‘The one in the floppy hat. She’s his aunt. Lived here with Sir Anthony during the war. Dad remembered her, right crackers she was. Now . . .’ He scratched his chin, holding the panel in his hand. ‘Can’t remember her name. But I remember this from when I was a lad, remember it hanging here.’


‘Shouldn’t it be in a museum?’ said Dave. He didn’t like the way the huge eyes with their uneven pupils gazed balefully at him.


‘Don’t be stupid.’ Frank looked at it doubtfully. ‘It’s not real. Course not. I’ll give it to Lady Wilde.’ He peered into the hole again. ‘There’s something down there, under the porch.’ Squatting with difficulty, he pulled out a tin. ‘What’s this, I wonder.’


It was a metal tin, so rusted away in places that it fell open easily. Inside was a square of black plastic sheeting, and inside that – Frank tugged at the strips of tape that bound it up, and then he pulled out a thick, battered book the same shape as an exercise book, with a piece of elastic over the front making it into a folder. The Children’s Book of British Wild Flowers, it said. Someone had added an e after Wild.


‘What the hell’s all that?’ said Dave. 


But Frank shook his head, after staring at it for a moment, and said repressively, ‘I don’t know, my boy. I don’t know, and I don’t want to know. I’ll pass it all on to Lady Wilde.’ He wrapped the angel in a handkerchief, shaking his head. ‘Sad. Makes me sad,’ Dave heard him mutter.


As Frank slid the angel and the tin into his satchel, Dave exhaled.


‘Tell you what, I don’t care who they were. I got a bad feeling, being in there.’


‘Like I say,’ said Frank, casting one last look back at the wooden house as they descended the rickety steps, ‘it wasn’t like that, once.’




II


Dorset, July 1975


The Children’s Book of British Wilde Flowers


Sunday, 9.15 p.m.


I have done something bad.


The Wildflowers left the book out on the porch last year when they went. It’s a book for children. It has pictures in it of the wild flowers you get in the countryside. And an elastic thread with a wallet inside it and another exercise book. For drawing in. Cord has drawn in it. Then you put the elastic round to keep the whole book shut. 


I stole it. I am good at writing, they told me I am at school. I will write in it things that I have Noticed about the whole family. It will be useful.


There is a loose floorboard on the porch of the Bosky. I found it yesterday before they arrived. I will leave the book in a tin there at the end of summer. I will make the tin secure so that water cannot get in. I will wrap it in plastic sheeting & put the board back. I will go away & they will go away & it will be safe there, all year. Then I can write what I’ve Noticed about them next year.


They have been here a week, Althea & the 2 children. He came last night, just for a night, he is in a play. I watched them arrive and I have been watching them all week, last night I watched most of the night. I don’t have anything else to do.


My stomach hurts all the time. I tried eating grass. It’s disgusting but perhaps that’s because a dog peed on it. I will try blackberries again only they make it hurt more. But Daddy’s not back till tomorrow & I’m too scared of the ghost in the kitchen to go in there and the food is in there. I miss Aunt Jules in summer, I miss her so much it hurts my stomach even more. That’s why I like thinking about other things to not think about being on my own & the ghost making noises & being hungry. 


Cordelia: new Osh Kosh dungarees, pale orange-pink stripes. She had blue stripes last year. An apple-green T-shirt, canvas T-bar shoes, same as last year. She doesn’t remember me. I want to say, I remember playing with you on the beach two years ago, don’t you? She’s very loud. They call her Cord.


Benedick: red & yellow striped towelling T-shirt, blue cotton shorts to the knee, rubber-soled plimsolls, yellow socks. Wore the shorts and socks last year. He hasn’t grown as much as Cordelia. He was carrying a book on ships. SHIPS and BOATS it said across the front. They call him Ben.


Mr Wilde (Anthony): suit, some sort of check, pale grey-green with black squares on it, very faint. Wore it last year. ‘He’s very dashing,’ Aunt Jules said to me once when she would still talk about him. ‘Oh, Ant was very dashing.’ **Use this word.** Brown shoes, a yellow shirt, red tie, a felt hat, yellow ribbon trim. Wore that last year. He has sunglasses. I don’t ever remember seeing a man in sunglasses. He left today to go back to London to the theatre, I heard him say it this morning at 11.46 a.m. He dropped them off and now has to go back to be in Tony & Cleopatra, a play.


Mrs Wilde (Althea): beautiful shirt-dress, in silk, deep royal blue, rippling & sort of black when it hits the sun. Espidrilse, or some kind of shoe like that, the soles were cork. A lovely string belt. All new. She’s very slim. I am very slim. Dad calls me String or String Bean. She had sunglasses on too. 


Althea looks kind. Like a mother should be. Her hair is waved, but I think it’s like that naturally. It is beautiful & thick, red-gold coloured & swept up into a huge bun & her eyes are dark green & hooded & sparkling. Her cheeks are like apples. She’s beautiful (but she looks in the mirror too often & she shouldn’t, Daddy says it is vain). They all seem so jolly. We should all be friends together. But they don’t need anyone else as they are the Wildflowers and they are not lonely.


I don’t really remember being a four, or at least I remember Mummy a very little bit but not the baby, as it wasn’t here for long enough. So sometimes I think what it would be like to be part of a four. Or be in their family and be a five. I like the number five, even more than four. Five is a prime number.


It would be nice to all sit together when the sun goes over the cliffs & have cocoa in different coloured mugs. They have their own mugs. But I could bring my own one too if they asked me.


Mr W – white with a message on it


Mrs W – blue


B – plastic beaker, blue


 


Last night they had a special meal but I couldn’t quite see in to see what it was but it smelled delicious, crusted meat & onions & baking. I think a pie, or shepherd’s pie. My tummy hurt smelling it & watching them. Then they listened to some music. They have a record player on the porch & a tape cassette player in the kitchen playing songs. **Get the tape of the musical Oklahoma from the library and listen to it as it kept saying Oklahoma & I think that must be what it was.** I heard the children talking in bed. I listened outside their bedroom because it’s on the lane. 


Cordelia: likes someone at school called Jane, likes Wonder Woman & ABBA.


Benedick: likes the Rolling Stones and Jennings. And ships.


Both like: the film the Jungle Book & It Ain’t Half Hot Mum.


Then it was silent & they went to sleep. I didn’t realise until I looked at my watch that it was eight-thirty. At school, we’re asleep at eight. In the holidays I do what I like. When I tell the girls at school they’re so jealous of me staying up late. I don’t tell them I really hate it or about Daddy leaving me alone.


I wonder what I could do to be part of them. 


Mrs Wilde: leave her a present, some flowers perhaps. Last year she smelled some honeysuckle outside our house & told me it was lovely. **Nothing to do as honeysuckle is already there.**


Mr Wilde: ask him a question about Shakespeare because he is an actor. He has been in Macbeth this year. 


Cordelia: show my Sindy that I got from Aunt Jules. She has a tennis skirt on and sneakers and a woollen cardigan with blue and red stripes on the cuffs and the edges. The Sindy I mean. 


 


All of a sudden I think something important as I watch them eating and the smell of good food & Althea stroking her son’s head like she loves him. I am determined to go inside the house this summer. This summer will be a great summer. It will be the summer I become one of their family. Aunt Jules will be amazed when I tell her. Aunt Jules has come back from Astraylia to look after me. The summers here are my time with Daddy but I hate it because he leaves me on my own and hits me, it hurts & he is so nasty when he is cross. So if I can be friends with the Wildes I won’t have to see him. I will tape this book over at the end of summer so no one reads if they find it. 


These are all very well organised plans. But I do get very tired of being me sometimes & I’m glad to write it all down. I am tired now.




III


Perhaps the reckoning with her past would always have happened but when it came, it seemed quite out of the blue and it was only afterwards Cordelia Wilde realised how strange it should be that she had been singing the Messiah when the phone call came. She had sung it on the night of her father’s death and it always reminded her of him. He had loved it as much as she did and for a long period afterwards it broke her to hear the first aria and its gentle, hesitant opening chords. Comfort ye, my people. 


The final notes were over; the church doors had been flung open, allowing the faintest breeze of the suburban summer’s night to ruffle the back of the aisle; the last audience member, arthritic and lame, had shuffled from his seat towards the exit, still blocked by elderly people dressed in cheesecloth, blowsy florals or pale linens: the summer dress code of the English middle class. While the choir retreated to the side chapel, changing and chatting, Cord busied herself with some new binding tape on her tattered score, ignoring their accusatory glances, delaying the moment when she would have to return to the vestry, take off her concert clothes, become her usual self again. She didn’t want to leave, to walk through the quiet streets bathed in the light from the huge August moon, a silver-and-gold ball in the ink-blue sky. To smell the end of summer in the air. She hated this time of year.


The conductor, a thin young man named William, approached. Cord smiled up at him, gesturing to the sticking tape and the score. 


He watched her for a moment and then said awkwardly:


‘Ah – thank you, Cordelia.’ Pity, or embarrassment, coloured the words; he was nervous, she knew, for it was clear to him now exactly why he’d been able to book the once-famous Cordelia Wilde for his small suburban choir’s concert. She knew all this: it was always the same these days, after a performance. ‘It – it was a lovely evening.’


Cord tore off the last piece of tape from the spine of the score. ‘Oh, thanks to you too, William. Well, it’s the Messiah, isn’t it? Can’t go wrong with the Messiah.’


‘Um. Absolutely.’


‘My father used to pretend to be the trumpet,’ she said suddenly. ‘You know, in “The Trumpet Shall Sound”.’ She mimed playing, as he stared blankly. ‘I’d sing, you see, and he’d be the trumpet.’ 


Every Christmas, together on the sofa in the sitting room at River Walk where the light from the Thames flickered on the yellow walls. The crackle of the fire, the damp, sweet smell of chestnuts. Daddy made an excellent trumpet substitute: he could do most things, mend a kite, put a plaster on a bloody knee, run up a wall and flip back over . . . ‘Rejoice, you men of Angers . . .!’


Her mind was drifting – it did that a lot lately.


William smiled politely. ‘Several choir members are opera buffs and remember your Countess in Figaro, you know. It’s a real thrill to have you here.’


‘That’s very kind,’ she said politely.


‘I wish I’d seen it . . .’ He stopped. ‘It’s such a long time ago you must be awfully bored of people asking you about it.’ Behind his spectacles his eyes bulged. ‘I mean . . .’


Cord laughed. ‘You mean I’m old and washed up and some of your members remember me before my voice was ruined.’ 


William looked absolutely horrified. 


‘No! No, Cor-Cordelia.’ He stumbled over the words, his face flushing a vibrant plum colour. ‘I assure you, I didn’t.’


‘I’m only joking,’ she broke in gently because though that was, of course, what he meant she knew it was the only way to get past moments like these, the intense, sharp pain she felt in her chest when she allowed herself to recall, even if just for a second, how it had been to open her mouth and have this godlike, glorious sound pour forth. Once, long ago, another age. 


‘I did enjoy singing with you all. You’re a lovely choir.’ There was a tiny, strained pause. ‘Now, sorry to mention it but the filthy lucre. Do I send in the invoice, or—’


He coughed. ‘No, no, we have your details, the secretary will pay you as soon as the box-office takings have been processed.’


‘Of course. Wonderful!’ She heard the censure in his tone, but these days she had no shame: you had to chase small choirs like this for the money. She’d had one booking recently where they had tried to get out of paying altogether. The choir’s chairman had even left her a snooty voicemail saying she shouldn’t have accepted the gig knowing the state of her voice now: Cord had called in the Musicians’ Union and they’d paid up, albeit ungraciously. But she was long past the point where she could wait for payment; the triumph of Countess Almaviva had been twenty-six years ago and the most she could hope for nowadays, in addition to her teaching, was a concert every few weeks, enough to keep her in bills and food. Even then it was tight. 


‘Well, thank you again,’ said William, his high colour fading. He gave her a tiny, rather pompous bow. ‘Forgive me – I must go and join the others. We’re having a little party—’


‘Oh, lovely,’ said Cord, smiling at him.


‘Oh – oh, gosh. I’m awfully sorry, the numbers are rather tight in the pub. I fear—’


Cord patted his arm, torn between horror and wanting to laugh. ‘I wasn’t inviting myself along. Honestly.’


How quickly it becomes farce, she thought and she shivered, and tried to focus on shaking William’s hand, nodding as he backed away in almost comical relief. 


Back in her dressing room – in reality a tiny curtained area behind the vestry where the vicar robed – Cord quickly changed out of her heavy velvet dress into linen trousers and a loose top, trying to buoy herself up, still shivering slightly in the chill of the old building though the night was warm. She knew churches like this all too well, their dreadful heating systems, the odd lavatory placements, their officious churchwardens and worst of all the harsh, unforgiving acoustics that seemed to taunt her, magnifying the flaws in that once-flawless voice. 


Brushing her hair, Cord stared frankly into the spotted old mirror. For some reason she felt particularly blue this evening, more than her usual post-performance comedown. She was tired, sick of that London August dry, dead feeling: she knew why, of course, it was the same every year.


‘You silly girl,’ she said aloud. 


It was also most likely performing the Messiah. Cord knew herself: singing was like a drug, it affected her, it pumped adrenaline and oxygen through her body so that sometimes she could almost capture that feeling, the feeling of triumph, of immersion in one’s art, the swell of exhilaration that made you feel you ruled the world—


Her phone rang and she jumped; it never rang. She fumbled clumsily for it in the bottom of her rucksack.


‘Hello?’


At first she couldn’t tell if someone was speaking or not, the background noise – like a wind tunnel – was so loud. 


‘Hello? Anyone there?’ Cord was about to end the call and then she heard the voice. 


‘. . . Cordy?’


She felt herself stiffen. No one called her Cordy. Not any more. ‘Who’s this?’ 


‘Cordy? Can you hear me now? I’m moving away from the beach huts.’


She said again, woodenly, ‘Who is this, please?’


‘It’s me,’ said the voice, clearer with every second, and Cord felt anxiety and fear envelop her, a blush of red that began on her breast bone, flooding her skin, burning her up. ‘It’s Ben, Cordy.’


‘Who?’


‘Your brother. Benedick.’ He was shouting. ‘Gosh, the reception’s terrible here. I couldn’t call you at all inside the house—’ More rapid footsteps. ‘I’m walking towards the lane. Can you hear me now?’


‘Yes.’ Her heart seemed to be in her throat. ‘Aren’t – aren’t you in LA?’


‘I’m back in England for a while. I’ve been trying you all day.’


‘I haven’t checked my phone. I had a concert. We rehearsed most of the afternoon.’


‘Really?’ The surprise in his voice needled her. ‘Hey, that’s great.’


Gazing at the reflection of her face in the clouded mirror, Cord watched the scarlet flush begin to creep up and over her jawline, saw the naked terror in her eyes and was astonished at how even now, years afterwards, it was like this. ‘What do you want, Ben?’ she said, struggling to stay calm. ‘I have to get changed.’


‘Oh, I see – oh, right.’ Unlike her, Ben had not inherited his parents’ ability to dissemble. ‘Well – the thing is . . . it’s Mumma. She’s not well. I wanted to let you know—’


‘What’s wrong with her?’ 


‘I’m so sorry, Cordy. She’s – she’s dying.’ 


‘She’s been dying for years, Ben.’ 


‘Not like that.’ He cleared his throat. ‘Oh, Cordy. She’s only got a few months at the most. It’s a brain tumour. A butterfly glioma, it’s called. So pretty-sounding, isn’t it? But it’s Stage Four.’ His voice was faint. ‘They’ve told us it’s inoperable.’ 


There was silence, waves and static crackling over the line. Cord swallowed. 


‘I didn’t – I didn’t know.’


‘Obviously.’


‘What about chemo?’


‘Lauren and I asked her that today. She doesn’t want it. They’ve said it’d buy her some time, but only a few months, and the treatment is really rough.’


‘Oh, Mumma.’ Cord closed her eyes, and for a second felt the soft touch of her mother’s slim white hands cupping the back of her head, the scent of her perfume, lilac and rose, the glint of her red-gold hair, and sadness pierced her heart. ‘Poor Mumma.’


‘She’s OK, actually. Strange though it may sound. She loves that home. And they can take care of her until the end. I think she’s been – well, like you say, she’s been dying for years, and now she’s been shown her way out it’s almost a relief. Oh, Cord – I’m so sorry to—’ The voice broke off for a moment. ‘I didn’t want to speak to you again like this, Cordy.’ 


Cord placed a cool hand on her spinning head. She didn’t know what to say. 


‘The thing is, she wants to see you. She says she’s got something for you. And – well, the Bosky. It’s about the Bosky.’


‘What about it?’


‘It’s – it’s yours, after she’s gone. Daddy left it to you.’


‘Me?’ Cord put one hand against the wall to steady herself. ‘The – the Bosky?’


Oh, saying it, saying the name of it, the pleasure of the sounds on her tongue, when she never said it, never said phrases like ‘When we’re at the Bosky’, or ‘Last summer at the Bosky’, the chart she used to keep counting down the days, the smell of the place – she remembered it still, pine and lavender, warm dry wood and sea salt . . . 


‘They’ve valued it today, so you can decide what to do when she . . .’ Ben trailed off. ‘But she just wants to see you, Cord. Wants to explain some things to you.’


‘What things?’


‘I don’t know.’ For the first time she could hear the exasperation in his voice. ‘She says you have to come and see her, just once, so she can explain. I can handle the sale later on, if you don’t want the house.’


‘It’s not fair, you should have a share—’ she began.


‘You know I don’t care about any of that,’ he said, furiously. ‘Just come down. Come tomorrow. The girls will be there. Your nieces. You haven’t seen them for ten years.’ His voice was hollow. ‘Good God. Cordy, come and meet Lauren – she’s my wife and you’ve never laid eyes on each other. Come and see Mumma one last time. You have to.’


‘No.’


‘How can you—’


But she interrupted him. ‘I can’t, Ben.’ She tried to sound calm. ‘Don’t. I really can’t.’ 


‘Can’t because you’re working or something, or can’t because you won’t?’ 


‘Both. Neither.’ She gave a sound between a laugh and a sob.


‘I used to know you better than anyone, anyone in the whole world, and now I – I don’t understand you at all, Cord.’ The bewilderment in his tone broke her heart. The lying, the huge, dreadful web of lies spun by her over the years to hide the truth from him. ‘I went there today, after the estate agents. There’s nothing in the house at all except those photos all over the walls. There’s one of you and Mumma and Mads after she gave her the new clothes, that first summer with her . . .’ Cordelia closed her eyes, twisting herself against the cold stone like a cornered animal, her stomach stabbing with pain. ‘All these memories . . . The place is in a dreadful state and still . . .’ He trailed off. ‘Oh, honestly. I just bloody want to see you, that’s all.’ 


She swallowed, holding on to the dusty lectern stowed in the corner of the crowded vestry. With huge effort she said, ‘I’m not coming down, Ben. Call me – call me when she’s dead.’


He began to say something, something about Daddy, but Cord cut him off. She stood staring at the phone then, with shaking hands, turned it off. 


She knew where he’d have been standing. At the entrance to the beach behind the house where the dark pine trees reared up like a wall, near the field with the horses, darling Claudie with the soft grey muzzle she used to love to stroke. Hedgerows which, now, right now, would be thick with the tight early blackberries of autumn, sharp as ice water, sweet as a kiss. At the top of the lane there was a telephone box and a beach shop, selling plastic balls, shrimping nets, ice lollies. Her first expedition alone had been, at eight, to go and buy some iced buns from the beach shop. The crunch of sand on the stone floor, the smell of cake and tannic tea and suntan lotion. Trotting back along the uneven path, the relief when the gate of the Bosky appeared, her father’s pride in her. ‘Little Cord. You are marvellous, my brave girl. All by yourself.’


Cordelia had not cried when she lost her father, or her best friend. She had not cried when she had ended it with Hamish nor later, when she realised what she had lost by giving him up. She had not cried when she woke up after the operation on her throat to find it had failed or after any of the dreams that haunted her sleeping hours, taunting her with a life she might have had. 


But she cried now, pressing her hands to her cheeks, mouth wide open, like a child. 


She knew she had to get back to the safety of her flat, to be alone again. As soon as she could manage it, she plucked up her bag and velvet dress with shaking hands and, dashing out into the quiet street, ran away from the church, not caring who saw her. 


She was glad of the emptiness of the overground train that carried her back to West Hampstead. She could see her reflection in the darkened, grimy carriage window opposite: pale face, swollen eyes . . . a ghost, that’s what she was, a ghost of another, entirely different, person. When she got home, she shut the door on the outside world, and sank to the ground, hands covering her face. 


Golden lads and girls all must, / As chimney sweepers, come to dust . . .


She knew she would not sleep, not now she had looked back, down into the darkness again. Yet through that airless night as she lay with the duvet thrown off the bed, hot and restless, arms spread wide, eyes fixed unseeingly at the ceiling, Cord could only remember the good times. They had been the Wildflowers, and they had been so blissfully, gloriously happy – hadn’t they? Before she – and it was her, the fault was all hers – had deliberately dismantled it all. Bit by bit. A family’s happiness. Her family. 




Chapter One


Summer 1975


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘I said, don’t, Cordy! Listen to me!’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘You do it with me.’


‘Gosh, no,’ said Althea, in horror. 


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


‘Come on, Mumma,’ she said. 


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


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


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


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


‘LOOK, BUT WHERE HE COMES—’


‘Cordelia! That’s far, far too loud.’


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


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


‘Was that right?’ Cord asked their mother.


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


‘What’s a strumpet?’


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Yes,’ said Ben. ‘It’s not fair.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘No,’ said Ben.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘What play is it, then?’


‘Antony and Cleopatra.’ 


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘They call me Lime Cordial.’


Althea said nothing, but nodded.


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


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


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


‘Yes, I jolly well can.’


Ben shook his sister’s arm.


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


She gave a small sharp cry.


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Agnetha, you mean.’


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


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


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


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




Chapter Two


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Darling, I said, call me Tony.’


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


‘“She”?’ 


‘Helen.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


Did you come back? Was it really you?


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


‘Anyone waiting?’ Tony said, warily.


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


‘I say, lucky me. Thanks, Cyril.’


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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


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




Chapter Three


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