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For Jake, Charley, Buddy, Beau, and Waylon Weber, and Gabriel Bailey






“Beauty is truth, truth beauty,”—that is all Ye know on earth, and all ye need to know.

—JOHN KEATS, “ODE ON A GRECIAN URN”


 



 


She fell for all that peace and love and it worked to a certain extent and then it became an excuse for the worst people to get involved with the best people and they were brought down to that level.

—TOMMY WEBER, ON HIS WIFE, PUSS


 



 


Funnily enough, I’ve often thought, “I wonder what happened to Tom.”

—HUGH RAMSBOTHAM, TOMMY WEBER’S CLASSMATE






prologue: a day in the life, villa nellcote, june 1971

The boys have had a fantastic day. Beneath a canopy of endless blue sky filled with so much sunshine that the world itself seems to have been spun from liquid gold, they have been out and about and having fun on the French Riviera, the playground of choice for those with enough time and money to afford only the best that life can offer. Now they have returned to the great house where for the past month, they have been staying with their father as honored guests.

Although the boys are brothers and both beautiful in their own way, they do not look at all like one another. The older one, eight years old, has a small, fine-boned face framed by long, straight, blond hair that any girl his age would envy. Having grown up among adults, he is finely attuned to their changing moods. By far the more independent and self-reliant of the two, his six-year-old brother sports a wild unruly mane of thick brown hair that makes him look like a young knight of the realm in training.

As they both rush toward the front door of the house, eager to tell their father about all they have done and seen today, the air is rich and thick with the scent of flowers in full, riotous bloom.  Surrounded by exotic trees brought from all over the world that have grown wild into a tangled jungle through which the boys make their way each day like explorers in darkest Africa, this house has become for them a veritable Garden of Eden, where life is an endless party and nothing bad can ever happen.

Their father, a shockingly handsome man of regal bearing who has long since become accustomed to staying in such houses, has always felt very much at home on the French Riviera. Nine years ago, he brought his beautiful young bride, then already three months pregnant with their first son, here on their honeymoon. More recently, he and his two sons spent several weeks on the Côte d’Azur accompanying the beautiful actress with whom he was living as she made her latest film. That relationship is now over. For the past month, he has been waiting for his former wife, who has not been well but whom he still loves, to join him so they can begin putting their family back together again.

As the older boy enters the house, he sees the utterly stricken look on his father’s face. Immediately, he knows something bad has happened. Without any preamble, the father tells his sons that he has terrible news. Their mother has died. The older boy’s reaction is instantaneous. Uncontrollable hysteria. As if on cue, his younger brother begins to weep as well. Finding it hard to breathe, the boy tries to steady himself, but it does no good. As one, both brothers begin wailing at the top of their voices.

Although the father goes on talking, explaining that this was an accident, the older boy can no longer hear a word he says. For him, everything has gone white, like at the end of a movie, when the final credits disappear and the screen is suddenly filled with harsh, brilliant light as the projector burns through empty, flapping frames of film stock. In his head, he can hear only a whirling, symphonic cacophony of noise much like the one created by the Beatles at the end of one of their most iconic songs. It is as though he has been placed into an isolation chamber from which there is no escape. For  both boys, the days that follow become a blank and empty period about which they will later remember nothing whatsoever.

If this were a movie, it would track the effect of this disastrous event on their lives. Because it is a moment in time, replete with all the messy complications that occur in real life, the father and his boys know only that the woman who was always at the center of their lives is now gone and that what for them was just a day in the life has suddenly become something else again.
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hald hovedgaard


 Right from the start, nothing about him was ordinary. Thomas Evelyn Weber, born Thomas Ejnar Arkner on December 1, 1938, was raised in a great house on a twenty-five-hundred-acre estate where those with wealth and power had lived in baronial splendor since the start of the Middle Ages. Located in the Dollerup Hills not far from Viborg, the seat of Denmark’s Jutland Peninsula, the sprawling manor house that was the fifth and final incarnation of Hald Hovedgaard (the ruins of four castles also bearing the name can still be found on the land) was built in 1787 by a high-court judge known as “the mad magistrate of Hald.” The estate then passed through the hands of fourteen owners before being given in 1936 as an incredibly extravagant wedding gift to Poul Christian Arkner and his brand-new bride, the former Pamela Joyce Weber.

Blonde and good-looking, she was the daughter of a wealthy, well-educated English businessman named Reginald Evelyn Weber, who by dint of his great success in trade and close ties to the royal family claimed to be a baron. Although both Pamela, a talented painter and pianist, and her older sister Ann, could have referred to themselves as baronesses, they never did so, in part because their parents divorced when both girls were still quite young.

Renounced by her family for her part in the divorce, Pamela’s mother, the former Joyce Warner, set off with her daughters to make a new life for herself in Africa. In 1925, when Pamela was eight years old, Joyce married a fifty-year-old retired British army brigadier general named Lionel Boyd, who had been awarded the Distinguished Service Order and the Croix d’Officier of the Legion of Honor for his service during World War I. Much like Karen Blixen and her husband, Bror, in nearby Kenya, the couple established a coffee plantation in a forest not far from the city of Arusha near Kilimanjaro in the northern region of what is now called Tanzania.

Unlike Karen Blixen, Joyce Boyd viewed the natives who worked for her as lazy, shiftless children who had little or no ambition. She complained bitterly about trying to live a truly civilized life in a land still so untamed that she would sometimes step out onto her veranda only to find a leopard playing with the household cat. Becoming a dedicated and fearless hunter, she spent her days stalking through the bush in a cloche hat and a long dress with a rifle in her hand, intent on killing anything wild that moved. She also welcomed Edward, Prince of Wales, to her farm, which was renowned for its gardens.

In 1933, four years before Out of Africa by Isak Dinesen (Karen Blixen’s pen name) was published, Joyce Boyd wrote a book titled  My Farm in Lion Country. A classical colonial text, her memoir has none of the deeply felt love for the land and those who lived on it that makes Out of Africa an enduring classic. Nonetheless, whenever Joyce Boyd went on safari in Kenya, she stayed with Karen Blixen on her farm at the foot of the Ngong Hills.

It was there that sixteen-year-old Pamela, who along with her sister had become one of the most eligible and attractive young women in the territory, met the legendary English aesthete and jungle guide Denys Finch Hatton. Pamela also caught the eye of Karen Blixen’s husband, Bror, a Swedish baron who was a big-game hunter and a well-known serial philanderer. Pointedly, Joyce  Boyd once told “Blix,” as he was known to his many friends, “There are two girls in Africa you’ll never get your hands on, and those are my two daughters.”

Although she managed to keep her girls out of Blixen’s clutches, Joyce Boyd could not prevent Pamela from falling in love with the handsome Danish former soldier who was nearly twice her age and who managed a nearby sisal farm. From an early age, Poul Arkner, born Poul Christian Anderson in March 1902, seems to have suffered from what his older son would later call delusions of grandeur. Hoping to discover royalty in his ancestry, Poul Arkner once hired someone to trace his ancestry, only to discover that although his family had lived in Denmark since the eleventh century, he was in fact the direct descendant of a casual relationship between a Spanish soldier and a Danish prostitute. He changed his last name to Arkner to avoid being confused with a Danish printer named Poul Anderson, who became a well-known resistance leader during World War II.

After graduating from the Royal Danish Military Institute, Poul Arkner, whose father had served with distinction as a lieutenant colonel in the Royal Danish Army, began what should have been a lifelong career of service to his country. Deciding to look elsewhere for advancement and adventure, Poul Arkner persuaded a cousin who was a medical doctor to certify that he suffered from a heart condition. After being discharged from the army, he joined the French Foreign Legion.

Stationed for five years at Sidi bel Abbès, the notorious desert hellhole that served as legion headquarters in Algeria, Poul Arkner became one of the few foreign enlistees to rise up through the ranks and be commissioned as an officer. Fluent in French, German, Danish, Swedish, and Norwegian, he learned to speak Swahili in Tanganyika. His older son would later describe him as someone who “just used people all his life and when he had used them up, then he would discard them.” Poul Arkner, who as a young man looked much like Errol Flynn in his heyday, had little  trouble persuading Pamela Weber that he was the man with whom she was meant to spend her life.

In 1936, Pamela defied her mother’s wishes and eloped with Poul Arkner to Denmark. The newlyweds were on a boat headed for their new home when Pamela learned that her mother had died of typhoid, which meant that her father was now her sole protector. Fearing that fortune-hunting young men might try to marry his daughters solely for their money, Reginald Weber had already established large trust funds in both their names to safeguard their wealth.

Any doubts Poul Arkner may have had as to the size of the dowry that Pamela would bring to their marriage were immediately dispelled by her father’s lavish wedding gift. In 1936, when the British pound was still worth five American dollars, the estate known as Hald Hovedgaard was valued at a million pounds. It is difficult to come up with a modern equivalent for this sum. In terms of buying power, fifty million dollars might be a more accurate estimate than five. The title to the estate, first registered in Reginald Weber’s name, was soon transferred to Poul Arkner.

In November of the year she was married, Pamela gave birth to her first son, Anders Reginald Arkner. That Poul Arkner chose to name the boy after his own father rather than the man whose incredible largesse had enabled him to live like a lord at Hald and whom he treated with great respect, always addressing him as “Sir,” says a good deal about the man. So does the fact that when his second son was born two years later, Poul Arkner chose “Ejnar” as his middle name. In Danish, the name is synonymous with dristig, meaning “bold, audacious, daring, frank, or outspoken.” It also corresponds with the Icelandic term for “the one who fights alone.”

At the age of twenty-one, Pamela found herself living with two young sons and her husband on a great estate with a lake, ancient earthworks, moats, battlements, barns, roundhouses, and depots. For a while, life at Hald was good. Thanks to Pamela’s trust fund,  money was not a problem. As soon as her first son was old enough to sit at the keyboard, she began teaching him to play the piano. Poul Arkner bought his own plane and began growing potatoes for export to Britain. Becoming part of a social set composed of the local nobility as well as those who had attained some degree of celebrity in Denmark, the couple entertained constantly.

On August 24, 1939, the Soviet Union and Nazi Germany signed a nonaggression pact that included a secret protocol ceding Finland to Russia as a Soviet sphere of influence. Three months later, on November 30, 1939, Russian troops invaded Finland and the Winter War began. A staunch patriot who had always hated the Bolsheviks, Poul Arkner flew off in his own plane to help the Finns defend their land.

Years later, Tommy Weber could still remember watching his father take off for war from Hald, his plane so heavily laden with sides of pork and crates of schnapps that it barely cleared the trees along the lakeshore. “That was the last I saw of him for a long while,” he said. “I assumed he was fighting the Germans.” Becoming a captain in the Finnish army, Poul Arkner helped battle the invading Red Army to a standstill. When the war ended in March 1940, he returned to Hald.

A month later, on April 9, 1940, Denmark was overrun by the Nazis. Because most Danes could trace the purity of their blood line back to the Vikings and many of them looked like the race of true Aryan supermen Adolf Hitler hoped would soon take over the world (and because Nazi troops were needed to fight on other fronts), the Third Reich offered the king of Denmark a deal. As long as there was no organized resistance within the nation’s borders, Germany would respect Danish independence.

Knowing that his nation stood no chance against the overwhelming power of the Nazi military juggernaut, King Christian X quickly capitulated and the five-year German occupation of Denmark began. Although it is a myth that the king wore a yellow Star  of David when the Jews in his country were ordered to do so, the Danes as a people did such a good job of protecting their Jews that when the Nazis finally began rounding up Danish Jews in 1943, most were already gone.

Although the Nazi occupation put an abrupt end to Poul Arkner’s potato export business to Great Britain, a nation the Luftwaffe had already begun bombing on a nightly basis, he had little trouble accommodating himself to the new state of affairs. On a regular basis at Hald, he began entertaining high-ranking Nazi officers, all of whom would have looked on him with favor for several reasons. Poul Arkner could trace his own lineage back through several generations (though not with the results he had expected). A wealthy land owner of pure blood as well as a highly trained soldier, he had already demonstrated his courage and military expertise by serving as an officer in the Royal Danish Army and the French Foreign Legion.

That he had also fought against the Communists in Finland was yet another feather in his cap. When the Nazis abrogated their nonaggression pact with the Soviet Union by invading Russia on June 22, 1941, Poul Arkner’s stock rose even higher. And then there was the way he felt about the Jews. “I wouldn’t say he was anti-Semitic,” his older son would later say, “but when my father spoke about the Jews, it was as though he was speaking about a lesser people.”

On June 25, 1941, Finland declared war on Russia, beginning the Continuation War, which went on until September 1944. Although many Danish Nazis went off to fight the Soviets, Poul Arkner refused to serve with them and instead joined a Swedish-speaking unit of the Finnish army. At Hald, he left behind his two young sons and Pamela, whom the Nazis considered an enemy subject.

Clearly identifying themselves with their mother and the land of her birth, both boys began riding around the vast estate with Union Jack flags affixed to their bicycles while wearing caps bearing the red, white, and blue roundel of the British Royal Air Force. Six months after the Continuation War began, Great Britain, now  an ally of the Soviet Union, declared war on Finland. Technically, Poul Arkner was now fighting against his wife’s homeland. Returning to Hald after his term of service ended, he resumed his position as the lord of the manor.

By then, Pamela had realized that, much like the armed conflict raging throughout Europe, her marriage had now also become a long and bitter war. A lifelong alcoholic who became angry and violent whenever he was drunk and his wife dared to confront him about his behavior, Poul Arkner once beat his young wife so badly that she ended up in the hospital. Fearing for her life, she left him three times, only to return to Hald to care for her sons.

The marriage finally ended after a rancorous argument at the breakfast table in front of both boys on Easter Sunday 1943. “I don’t blame her for leaving the man,” her older son said, “because he was a vicious bugger. He was a bully and he struck me. It’s horrible for a son to say about a father who’s been dead for twenty years, but he was a sod. The truth is that neither my mother or my father had the slightest conception of what it meant to be a parent.”

Moving to Copenhagen, Pamela went underground and began working as a cipher officer for the British navy. In return for being allowed to hide out in an attic, she played boogie-woogie piano in a nightclub for a well-known swing band. At Hald, where Poul Arkner was now in control of his sons, neither boy could escape his wrath for long. Uncontrollable even as a child, Tommy later remembered that his father regularly kept him tethered to a ring mounted on a post in the yard outside the manor house.

One night, during a big dinner party attended by several drunken Nazi officers and their lady friends, Anders dared Tommy to crawl under the table and urinate in the officers’ boots. Instead, the boy relieved himself in his father’s shoes: “I pissed in his pumps, and Pa recognized this little tinkle in his boots and he looked down, and there I was, laughing at him. He picked me up by the scuff of my neck like a rabbit in front of all these people and said, ‘This is an Englander and he has just pissed in my boots.’”

After he had been given a “frightful beating” for somehow managing to flood his father’s office on another occasion, Tommy ran to one of the henhouses on the estate. In a fit of anger, he emptied all the laying boxes and threw the eggs against the wall. As he later said, “I’m sure I got another beating for that.” Subconsciously, Tommy may have also been sticking up for his mother, with whom he now had contact only via the radio. Avidly, he would listen to her play piano whenever she performed. Saying “I’m playing this one for my son,” Pamela would launch into her own rendition of the Andrews Sisters’ worldwide hit, “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy,” a song she knew that he loved.

As she neared the end of her life more than sixty years later, Pamela would often sit down to play the piano, only to begin looking nervously over her shoulder. Abruptly, she would then put an end to her performance. It was a habit she had picked up during the war while performing in nightclubs where Nazi officers came to be entertained. Living underground while working for the British navy, she was by then firmly convinced that her husband had denounced her to the SS, thereby giving her good reason to fear for her safety.

By 1943, the Nazis, whom Tommy would later remember as being “very easy-going” when they first occupied Denmark, had ratcheted up their own activities throughout the county. Three years earlier, they had seized the large tuberculosis sanatorium that had been built near Hald because the climate was considered beneficial. Scouring Denmark, Norway, and Finland for itinerant gypsies, whom the Danes called zigeuners, the Nazis converted the sanatorium into a large holding facility for the Romany.

Coming home from school one day, Anders heard a loud commotion at Baekkelund, the railway station nearest Hald. As the seven-year-old drew nearer the railway siding, he saw two Nazi officers, one with a monocle in his eye, standing side by side. Wearing tailor-made uniforms with long great coats, riding breeches, and high leather boots, they were chain-smoking cigarettes from  long holders as they engaged in a very intense discussion, quite possibly about what they planned to have for dinner. Neither paid any attention to the noncommissioned officers who were using Alsatian dogs to herd hundreds of gypsies, some playing violins, into transport trucks for a journey to Auschwitz from which few would return. The scene made such an indelible impression on the young boy that to this day, his attitude toward “the Germans as a nation is one I still can’t repeat.”

In 1945, as the war in Europe began winding down, Pamela was sent with Wing Commander Hamish Mackenzie-Kerr to find the graves of British pilots who had been shot down over Denmark. The two fell in love and planned to be married when they returned to England. Before they could leave Denmark, Pamela had to reclaim her sons from Poul Arkner, who was now facing charges for having fought with the Germans, which he had in fact never done.

When Pamela returned to Hald for the first time since leaving her husband, she was accompanied by a crew of technicians so she could play the piano there for a live radio broadcast. Hearing the thrilling sound of Chopin’s Fantasie Impromptu coursing through the house, seven-year-old Tommy ran into the music room only to realize that his mother, whom he had not seen for two years, was home again. Turning from the keyboard, Pamela saw her son and said, “Ah . . . Tommy!” Forsaking Chopin, she launched into “Boogie Woogie Bugle Boy.” “I had this smile on my face that I couldn’t wipe off,” he recalled. “She stopped in the middle and played my song, a boogie. It was a wonderful, wonderful reunion. Then came the legal battles over the estate and who it belonged to, and Pa was on criminal charges for fighting with the Germans. They were going to drop all the charges if he gave up both me and my older brother and he said yes.”

Fairlie Mackenzie-Kerr, one of Pamela’s two daughters by Hamish Mackenzie-Kerr, tells a slightly different version of the story. After Pamela hired a lawyer who sent Poul Arkner a letter  stating that Pamela was going to sue him for three manslaughter attempts at Hald, Arkner contacted Pamela and said, “No, no, no, don’t do that. I’ll meet you and give you the children. You can have the children and we’ll forget about all that. And you can go.”

A meeting for the transfer of the children was arranged. As Poul Arkner drove there with his sons, Anders sensed something was about to happen and kept a tight hold on his younger brother. After handing over Tommy, Poul Arkner drove off with his older son, leaving Pamela screaming hysterically in his wake. “We were a pair, the two of us,” Anders remembered. “We were inseparable, like a pair of twins. We even shared a bicycle because we could not get two sets of tires during the war. I would go to school in the morning on the bicycle and meet him halfway in the afternoon, and he would bicycle to school and then back again in the afternoon. And that is why, when we were separated, I can still see it in front of my eyes. The car. The open door. My mother. My father. And me, struggling and holding on to Tommy. I wouldn’t let him go. I will never forget that.”

With help from Pamela’s uncle, Sir Edward Neville Syfret, lord commissioner of the Admiralty and vice chief of the British Naval Staff, two British navy officers flew Tommy from Jutland to his mother’s cottage by a fjord in Halbeck. To the end of his days, he would remember being “literally captured and kidnapped, screaming with a broken arm in a cast, by two British navy officers.” Quickly, the boy was then transported with his mother to England on a Royal Air Force Dakota C-47 commanded by a British army general who let Tommy sit on his lap during the flight while Pamela made polite conversation with an admiral.

Far too young to understand what was happening, Tommy could not have known he was now leaving the vast estate where he had been free to roam wherever he pleased on land that belonged to his family in every direction as far as he could see. Nor could he know that he would never again have significant contact with the older brother to whom he had always been so close.

Quite clearly the product of a marriage that should never have taken place and most certainly a casualty of the greatest war the world had ever known, Thomas Ejnar Arkner, seven years old and unable to speak a word of English, was on his way to the country where he would spend the rest of his life. Although nothing about it had been ordinary, his childhood was now over.






2

twatley manor


 They called her Puss because even as a child, she looked like the cat who had swallowed the cream. With her lustrous, thick black hair, enormous almond-shaped eyes, and perfect complexion, she was the great beauty of a family whose own history was as tortured and complex as that of the man she would eventually marry.

Born on December 3, 1943, Susan Ann Caroline Coriat was the daughter of Priscilla Chrystal Frances Blundell Weigall, an extravagant heiress of great wealth, and Harold Isaac Coriat, the former land agent for her first husband, Viscount Edward Richard Assheton Curzon. A direct descendant of Admiral Richard Howe and General William Howe, the two brothers who commanded the British forces during the American Revolution, Richard Curzon would in time himself become the sixth Earl Howe.

Priscilla’s great wealth came from her grandfather, John Blundell Maple, the most successful entrepreneur of the Victorian era. In 1871, at the age of sixteen, he began working in his father’s modest furniture store on Tottenham Court Road in London. In ten years, he transformed it into the world’s largest luxury furniture empire. Employing a huge workforce in a manufacturing complex so large that it occupied an area where two hundred houses had once stood,  Maple furnished Czar Nicholas’ Winter Palace in Russia, the Hofburg Imperial Palace in Vienna, most of the great houses and grand hotels in England and Europe, as well as virtually every British embassy throughout the world, “even if it meant carrying the grand piano up the Khyber Pass on packhorses.”

After he was elected as the Conservative MP for Dulwich in 1887, Maple was knighted. Ten years later, he became a baronet. A successful racehorse owner and breeder who regularly entertained royalty at Childwickbury, his huge estate near St. Alban’s in Hertfordshire where film director Stanley Kubrick would later live, Sir John Blundell Maple helped rebuild University College Hospital in London and provided St. Albans with Sisters Hospital, named after two of his daughters who died in successive years.

When Sir John died in 1903 at the age of fifty-eight, he left an estate valued at more than £2.1 million (about $10.5 million then, but an incalculable fortune in terms of what could then be bought for a pound or a dollar) in trust for Grace, his only surviving daughter. Establishing a family pattern that would be repeated throughout the years, the money came with certain conditions attached.

Seven years earlier, Grace had married Baron Hermann von Eckardstein, a Prussian nobleman who served for ten years as first secretary of the German delegation to the Court of St. James. After giving birth to a daughter named Kit, Grace divorced her husband for cruelty, a decree rarely granted at the time. Sorely disappointed by the failure of his daughter’s marriage, Sir John left her an income of thirty thousand pounds a year from the family trust. If Grace lived in the United Kingdom for 240 days a year, the sum would double to sixty thousand pounds a year, thereby providing her with a healthy incentive to make her life in England.

On August 16, 1910, Grace fulfilled her father’s wishes by marrying Lieutenant Colonel William Ernest George Archibald Weigall. A tall, balding gentleman with a moustache, Weigall had served with distinction in the British army during the Second Boer War in South Africa. Described by his granddaughter Jenny Ponte,  Puss’ older sister, as “a complete charmer and a lovely man” to whom Grace “was absolutely not faithful at all,” Archibald Weigall was elected to the House of Commons as the representative from Horncastle. He then served for two years as the governor of South Australia. Returning to England, Weigall went into business only to lose all his money in the stock market crash of 1929. Knighted for his service to the crown, he lived for the rest of his life on his wife’s considerable wealth.

By far the dominant partner in the marriage, Grace always did just as she pleased. A woman who so loved being the center of attention that she once carefully arranged herself at the bottom of the stairs in her home and then cried out for help while claiming that she had fallen, Grace wore her dyed blonde hair done up in curls like a teenager to the very end of her days. After she died, Grace left money in her will for several of her former lovers to be dug up and reinterred around her in a great walled garden beneath tombstones that identified them as either a “Dear” or a “True Friend of Family.” As her granddaughter Jenny Ponte said, “She was an absolute old tart. She really was.”

Grace and Archibald Weigall had only one child. Born in 1914, Priscilla was four years old when her beloved half-sister, Kit, died during an operation, thereby making Priscilla the sole heir to the entire Maple family fortune. From then on, Priscilla received the kind of unrelenting public attention reserved for what had already become a media archetype—the richest little girl in the world.

The parabola of Priscilla’s life can be traced in the extensive coverage she received in the society pages of London’s newspapers. On the day of her elaborate christening on May 19, 1914, the crypt of the House of Commons was decorated for the occasion with arches of pink and white Dorothy Perkin roses hung with little doves. Banks of flowers surrounded the baptismal font. The ceremony was attended by, among others, Princess Helena Victoria, Queen Victoria’s granddaughter, who stood in for her sister Princess Marie Louise as Priscilla’s godmother. In an era  before professionals were hired to perform such tasks, all the publicity Priscilla received was generated by her mother.

An accomplished public speaker who led various social and philanthropic campaigns, Grace entertained constantly at Petwood, the oversized Tudor cottage she had built on her estate in Woodhall Spa. She also worked tirelessly to keep her daughter’s name in the news. At the age of eleven, Priscilla, who had been given a brown Dartmoor pony by the Prince of Wales, was selected to appear at a high-society gala dressed in a riding kit, even though, as one London society reporter noted, “the soiree may be too grown up a function for her.”

When Priscilla turned eighteen in 1932, Grace pulled out all the stops to ensure that her daughter would be recognized as the debutante of the year. “Who will be the prettiest debutante of 1932?” an unnamed Daily Mail correspondent asked on January 11, 1932. “My own choice is Miss Priscilla Weigall, who will be 18 in April. She is radiantly lovely, with dark brown hair, the most attractive brown eyes, and a complexion which a woman described to me as ‘the most perfect natural complexion I have ever seen.’ She is a fine dancer and swimmer and equally popular with her men and women friends.”

Three months later, another reporter visited Priscilla, who was then residing with her mother and father at Englemere, an imposing white mansion on twelve acres of wooded land in Berkshire where Princess Helena Victoria and Princess Marie Louise had lived during World War I. “The lovely young Weigall daughter has her own suite at Englemere, bedroom, boudoir, and guest’s bedroom, all painted an exquisite shade of palest water lily green.” Surrounded by famous sporting pictures and photos of her favorite horses, Priscilla, who also had her own piano, was described as a passionate lover of animals and someone who enjoyed spending time with the family’s sixteen dogs “of nearly as many breeds. Riding is part of the daily routine.”

On June 23, 1932, Priscilla was formally presented at court. Because her mother used a wheelchair after having suffered a knee injury in an accident some years earlier, Sir Archibald was allowed to rehearse with his daughter so he could wheel Grace in during the ceremony, thereby making Priscilla the only girl to have both of her parents present when she curtsied to the king and queen. Although the practice ended in 1958, the two-hundred-year old ritual of presenting debutantes at court each year, “marked the beginning of the ‘Season,’ the annual round of balls, parties and sporting events that for debutantes doubled as a four-month hunt for a husband with prospects and, preferably, a title.”

In a remarkable photograph taken by Cecil Beaton, the royal family portraitist, Priscilla stands with arms akimbo inside an ornate wrought-iron floral trellis. She wears a loose-fitting white evening jacket with a beaded collar and wide, flaring sleeves brocaded halfway to the elbow over a white dress with three large semiprecious stones at the neckline. Similar stones set in gold form her earrings. Her jet-black hair has been marcelled to within an inch of its life. Three strands of perfectly matched pearls hang around her neck.

Against her pale skin, her thickly drawn eyebrows and lipstick-covered, bee-stung mouth stand out like exclamation points. Looking incredibly stylish and quite bored at the same time, she stares directly into the camera with what her oldest daughter, Mary, later described as “that fashionably kind of shot-at-dawn gloomy expression.” Priscilla’s body language suggests that there is somewhere else she would much rather be and that she is only putting up with all this for the sake of her mother, who was then just beginning what would become an arduous campaign to find a suitable match for her daughter.

On July 12, 1932, Grace gave a ball for Priscilla at Lady Cunard’s house at Number 7 Grosvenor Square. By all accounts, it was the event of the season. “In the small hours of the morning, immense  dark gleaming cars filled the roadway and between the cars, laughing young men and radiant girls threaded their way to take the cool night air.” In June of the following year, Grace announced yet another ball for Priscilla at Englemere that featured “midnight bathing in the swimming pool or the lake as part of the fun.”

Six months later, Priscilla left with her parents to spend the winter in Australia. On the occasion of her twenty-first birthday in April 1935, she was feted with a tea and a party for the staff and tenants at Petwood followed by the appearance of her godmother Princess Marie Louise, who laid the foundation stone of a new Jubilee Baths House and opened a new Jubilee Park, both of which had been paid for by Grace. Having by then already gone through about six hundred thousand pounds of the money left her, Grace also established a trust fund of a million pounds in her daughter’s name. From this trust, Priscilla would receive seven to ten thousand pounds a year for the rest of her life.

In May 1935, Priscilla announced her engagement to Viscount Richard Curzon, the twenty-seven-year-old son of the fifth Earl Howe, Francis Richard Henry Penn Curzon. A former Conservative MP from South Battersea, the senior Curzon had taken up the sport of motor racing at the age of forty-four at the suggestion of a magistrate after having been fined several times for speeding.

After a difficult and protracted struggle to find the perfect husband for her daughter, Grace had at last achieved her goal. The victory had not come easily. “David Niven was quite in love with my mother,” Jenny Ponte said. “But my grandmother gave him a thousand pounds and told him to go to Hollywood. So I suppose in some way she was responsible for his career. But she was a terrible old snob. She really was. There was no consideration of romance. None at all. Mummy absolutely loathed her.”

On July 12, 1935, in an area of St. Paul’s Cathedral cordoned off to form a large church, one thousand guests attended the wedding of Priscilla Weigall to Viscount Curzon. The event was so massive in scale that Grace had been forced to rent a flat in Porchester Terrace to serve as an office from which to coordinate the affair. Given away by her father, the bride carried a prayer book and wore a close-fitting gown of white brocade with long tight sleeves, a square neckline, and a long train shaped at the end like a three-pointed ivy leaf so the children carrying it would not be huddled together. Her wedding ring was made of platinum with a guard ring of diamonds. To accompany the ceremony, Priscilla chose her favorite children’s hymn, “All Things Bright and Beautiful.”

The extensive guest list included King George II of Greece; Lord Athlone and his wife, Princess Alice of Albany; Prince and Princess Arthur of Connaught; Princess Marie Louise; Princess Helen Victoria; Lady Iris Mountbatten; the ambassadors from Italy and Germany; the ministers of Czechoslovakia, Switzerland, and Finland; the high commissioners of Canada and India; and the admiral of the fleet of the Royal Navy; as well as far too many dukes, duchesses, counts, and countesses to name or number. Although Priscilla’s honeymoon plans had to be curtailed when she was operated on for appendicitis two weeks after the wedding ceremony, she was soon on her way with her parents to Urie in Scotland for the shooting season.

Although Richard Curzon had planned to move with his bride into Gopsall Hall, a beautiful house on a family estate in South Leicestershire, where Handel had written part of his Messiah, Priscilla wanted to be nearer to London and her mother. And so used her own money to establish a country residence in Ascot while also acquiring a London pied-à-terre at 3 Porchester Close in Bayswater. By all accounts, the flat was a minor work of art, with various tints of apricot, peach, and buff employed throughout. In the study Priscilla designed for her husband, all the woodwork, including the piano and radio gramophone, was made of oak pickled to a pale shade of gray. Paintings of ships from her husband’s extensive collection of naval art hung on the cream-colored walls.

Assuming the role her mother had once played in London society, Priscilla was soon gathering together “some of the year’s most  interesting young-marrieds and debutantes” for her first major social function, the Crocus Ball on St. George’s Day on April 23, 1935. Identified as the “Ideal New Hostess” in the Daily Mail, she organized a film premiere for a hospital, opened a YWCA bazaar in Westminster, and sent out more than a thousand letters to raise money for social work.

When Richard Curzon decided to stand for a seat on the London City Council from South Battersea, Priscilla worked alongside her husband in the district his father had once represented in the House of Commons. Speaking to crowds and canvassing the neighborhoods, she contributed to his successful campaign for office on a platform of municipal reform. As the Daily Sun noted on February 27, 1937: “Fortunately, speaking comes easily to her for even in her childhood, Lady Weigall used to let her open bazaars.”

Two years later, the fifth Earl Howe, now reportedly spending most of his time abroad, decided to hand over Penn House, the family seat in the village of Penn Street near Beaconsfield in Buckinghamshire, to his son and daughter-in-law. In truth, the gift was less generous than it seemed. The house, which had five principal staircases, a baronial hall with mullioned windows, stone-flagged floors, steps, and carved pillars, was by then so run-down that only Priscilla could afford to restore it. Using her own money, she filled it with richly colored Persian rugs and old, carved oak seats and chests as well as priceless eighteenth-century, Louis Seize, Chippendale, and Hepplewhite furniture.

Behind the brilliant public facade that Richard and Priscilla Curzon presented to the world, a different reality prevailed. The union, which had been arranged by her mother so Priscilla would gain a title in return for the Maple family fortune, was strictly one of convenience. As Priscilla herself would later confirm, the marriage was never consummated. (Curzon did, however, father two daughters with his second wife.)

Five years into what had been a childless marriage, Priscilla gave birth to two daughters, Lady Priscilla Mary Rose Curzon and Lady  Jennifer Jane Curzon, within the relatively short space of fifteen months. By then, a man calling himself Robert Coryat was already working as the land agent at Penn House. Charged with running the estate on a daily basis, he seemed the very picture of a perfect English gentleman. Having attended the very prestigious Perse School in Cambridge, he could trace his family lineage all the way back to Thomas Coryate, a noted sixteenth-century travel writer and eccentric who had walked overland from Great Britain to India and is credited with having introduced the fork to England.

While no one seems to have delved too deeply into the subject at the time, Thomas Coryate himself never married. Nor did he have any siblings, thereby making it impossible for the land agent at Penn House to have been related to him in any way except through his own need to claim that his family had lived on English soil for nearly four hundred years.

Robert Coryat’s real name was Harold Isaac Coriat. Born on February 13, 1904, in the port city of Mogador on the Atlantic coast of Morocco, he was the second son of a wealthy Sephardic Jewish trader named Abraham Coriat. Now called Essaouira, Mogador had been built as a center for maritime trade with Europe in the eighteenth century by King Mohammed III, who encouraged foreign traders to settle there. By 1780, the Jewish population in the city numbered around a thousand.

Among them were the Coriats. Over the course of the next century, they became one of the most prominent, learned, and wealthy Sephardic families in North Africa. In successive generations, five rabbis bearing the Coriat name wrote commentaries on the Talmud and other codes of Jewish behavior that are still read today. Unlike his father, Abraham Coriat dedicated his life to business, becoming so wealthy and powerful that he welcomed visiting foreign dignitaries to his home in Mogador while also maintaining a large farm forty kilometers outside the city.

In keeping with the long-standing tradition of intermarriage among Sephardic families, all of whom traced their lineage to  Spain before the Inquisition in 1478, Abraham married his maternal aunt’s daughter. Donna Florence Cazes, known as “Flora,” was an English citizen born in London in 1871. On February 28, 1898, Flora gave birth to a son named Percy. Six years later, she died one week after giving birth to her second son, Harold. Two years after her death, Abraham married Flora’s younger sister Evelyne, who had been born in London in 1874. They then had three more children.

In 1910, when Harold was six years old, his aunt Aida came from London to visit the family in Morocco. When she returned to England, she took Harold with her so he could be with his older brother, Percy, who was then entering the Perse School. Harold remained in England until his aunt took him back to Morocco in 1914 just before the start of World War I.

In 1919, at the age of fifteen, Harold returned on a French passport to England, where he also attended the Perse School for a while. Both Harold and Percy (called “Cory” at school, he then went on to a long and distinguished career in the British army), were sent to Perse by their grandmother. Dr. W. H. D. Rouse, the headmaster at Perse, openly encouraged Jewish boys to attend the school. In 1911, he had established a separate boardinghouse, known as Hillel House, for them.

Even as a young man, Harold Coriat was constantly in trouble with the law. An inveterate womanizer throughout his life, he was named at the age of twenty in 1924 as the co-respondent in a divorce suit filed by Adney Richard Preece against his wife, Florence. In February of that year, Harold Coriat was fined for failing to produce a driver’s license. In August, his license was endorsed for his failure to stop at the request of the police and to produce his license on demand. One year later, he was fined five pounds at the Marlborough Street Police Court for obtaining credit through fraud. A year later, he claimed to have lost his alien registration book for the second time and was issued a new one.

On April 8, 1926, Robert Coryat, as Harold was now calling himself, was charged by the same court for obtaining credit by fraud, failing to produce a registration document on demand, and using a name other than the one by which he was ordinarily known. The first charge was dropped, and he paid a fine of twenty pounds on the other two.

Leaving England, he went off to seek his fortune in New Zealand. On June 6, 1928, Colin Coryton, as Harold was now calling himself, was sentenced by the Napier Supreme Court to nine months of hard labor for false pretences, which in English law is defined as “the obtaining from any other person by any false pretence any chattel, money or valuable security, with intent to defraud . . . The broad distinction between this offence and larceny is that in the former the owner intends to part with his property, in the latter he does not.” Based on his lifelong interests, he had most likely acquired property, livestock, farm machinery, or an automobile on credit for which he was then unable to pay.

Two years later, Colin Coryton was sentenced in the Dunedin Magistrate’s Court to ten months of hard labor on three charges of false pretences and two charges of obtaining credit by fraud. Leaving New Zealand, he moved to Australia, where on April 3, 1933, Colin Powell, as Harold was now calling himself, was sentenced by a court in Melbourne to fifteen months in prison on five counts of false pretences.

Nine months after being released from jail, he married a twenty-nine-year-old English woman named Muriel on May 29, 1935, in Melbourne. Returning with her to England, he appeared at the Oxford City Police Court on a perjury charge that was dismissed. Arrested again, he was conveyed to Liverpool for removal from the United Kingdom under Article 3 of the Aliens Order of 1920. After obtaining a French passport in London in September 1935, he left for Tangiers, only to return to England a month later. Claiming he had again lost his alien certificate, he was issued a  new one that specifically prohibited him from seeking employment in the United Kingdom.

Using the name Robert Coryat, Harold Coriat then went back and forth between England and Dublin in what was then the Irish Free State until the Home Office issued a circular on July 6, 1937, denying him permission to land in the United Kingdom. Turned back at Folkestone on July 31, 1937, he told the immigration officer that he was making arrangements to reside in the Irish Free State and would soon have an Irish passport.

By 1939, Robert Coryat was working as the land agent at Penn, a position he had obtained by falsely stating he had attended public school at Winchester College from 1919 through 1924 and then gone to Trinity College, Cambridge, where during his second year he had passed his “little go” examination, which enabled him to continue his studies for a degree in rural economy. In May of that year, the British Parliament adopted a Conscription Act, establishing a system of peacetime military training. In September, conscription for all males between the ages of nineteen and forty-one into the military was instituted.

Two months later, Robert Coryat joined an officer candidate training program as a cadet. Discharged from it in April 1940, just three months after Priscilla’s daughter Mary was born, he applied for a commission in the Royal Air Force Volunteer Reserve. Knowing that his record as a former convict would have made him ineligible to serve in the RAF, he stated on his application that his name was Robert Coryat and that he had been born on February 12, 1907, at Bideford, Devon. He also claimed that his father, Robert Coryat of Dunster, Somerset, a man of “independent means,” was British, as was his mother, Evelyn Daunay of Waterford, Ireland.

Expressing a desire to become a commissioned air gunner, he listed his hobbies as squash and hunting while noting he was “a good shot” and had been an “ex-Master of Hounds.” He also stated that he could speak French, English, and Arabic and was qualified to fly all types of planes. As one of his two character references,  Priscilla stated she had known the applicant for twelve years, which cannot possibly have been true.

Six weeks after his application was forwarded to the selection board, Robert Coryat was posted as an acting pilot officer on probation in the Royal Air Force. As a gunner, he participated in combat during multiple operational flights over Germany and northern France in either the twin-engine Vickers Wellington or the new four-engine Halifax or Lancaster bombers, all of which were subjected to heavy fire during nightly bombing runs as the Battle of Britain raged.

After returning from one such mission about two months after Priscilla’s daughter Jenny was born, Robert Coryat was arrested at a British military airfield and taken to London, where he was informed by the chief inspector of Scotland Yard that he would be charged with false registration. “Yes, I understand,” he replied. “I will be quite frank. I do not want to give the authorities any trouble. I want to get the matter over as soon as possible.” With France (and by extension, the French colony of Morocco as well) having by then fallen to the Nazis, Harold Coriat was now technically an enemy alien and so could have been interned under the rules of Defence Regulation 18-B.

On July 15, 1941, the trial of Rex v. Harold Isaac Coriat alias Robert Coryat was held at London’s Bow Street Police Court. Through his counsel, whom Priscilla had hired to defend him, Harold Coriat pleaded guilty “subject to circumstances of strong mitigation which will be developed at the proper time” to one count of misrepresentation under the Defence Regulations Act of 1939. He then served about eight months in prison, most likely in London’s notorious Wormwood Scrubs.

Precisely how much Priscilla actually knew about Harold Coriat’s background at the time is impossible to say. As the Viscountess Curzon, with a husband who was then serving in the Royal Navy, she could not have attended their former land agent’s trial without attracting undue attention to herself and creating a scandal. Considering her nature, she may have just decided to turn a  blind eye to his past, choosing instead to believe whatever story he concocted to explain his difficulties as simply the result of governmental confusion about his origins.

To the day she died, Priscilla never told any of her children the true circumstances of Harold Coriat’s imprisonment, allowing them to believe he had been unjustly interned as a foreign national. Concerning his own military service, Harold Coriat would later tell his son Christopher that he had trained with a special forces unit during the Winter War and then served as a fighter pilot in the RAF, eventually attaining the rank of captain. Although Puss herself never knew the truth about her father, she would eventually marry a man who seemed to be his direct opposite but was quite like him in many ways.

After Harold Coriat was released from prison, Priscilla visited his wife, Muriel, at her home in Berkshire. Priscilla informed Muriel that she had engaged in misconduct with her husband at an address in Oxfordshire, thereby providing her with grounds for divorce. The decree was granted on April 18, 1942. Less than three months later, Royal Navy Lieutenant Viscount Richard Curzon was granted a divorce from Priscilla on grounds of adultery in a suit that was undefended.

Seven years after the couple had been married in St. Paul’s Cathedral before a throng of nobles and high-ranking dignitaries, their final parting was less than amicable. After Priscilla left the house where both her daughters had been born, her former husband burned everything she had left behind. Neither daughter ever saw Richard Curzon again. Nor did Priscilla ever speak to them about him.

In a ceremony that received no newspaper coverage, Priscilla, who may have been pregnant at the time, married Harold Coriat in 1943. Although they both desperately wanted a son, the long line of daughters in successive generations on the Maple side of the family remained unbroken when Puss was born at Englemere,  her grandmother’s stately home in Berkshire. Using a large sum of money from her trust fund, Priscilla then bought the three-hundred-year-old manor house on 250 acres of beautiful open countryside in Wiltshire, where Puss would spend her childhood.

By any standard, Twatley Manor, as it was then known (an abbreviation of “to the wet lea,” a lea being a grassland or a meadow), was a spectacular place to live. Hand-tinted color photographs of the estate from that era show lilies growing in great profusion beside a running stream as sheep graze in a lush, verdant meadow. Violets line the top of high gray stone walls framing an expansive, formal garden of perfectly ordered plots in which flowers of every hue grow surrounded by low green hedges. At a bend in the Sherston, a branch of the River Avon running through the property, daffodils sprout beneath ancient oak trees draped with vines. In the stables, attached to the house by a vaulted archway into which an ornate clock was set in stone, there were ten “boxes” or stalls where horses specially trained for hunting were kept.

During the lean, cash-poor years of the Depression, or “the Great Slump,” as it was known in England, H. C. Cox, the self-made Canadian life insurance millionaire who then owned Twatley Manor, had poured money into the Beaufort Hunt. Through his efforts, its members were able to continue riding out in pursuit of the fox across more than 750 square miles of privately owned land four days a week from October to May.

Like Cox, Harold Coriat was a passionate hunter. “He used to hunt six days a week,” Jenny Ponte said. “He was a master of the Vale of the White Horse Hunt, which is a sister pack of hounds to the Beaufort. That was what he did. He was an absolute fanatic about it.” In large part, the family’s decision to move to Wiltshire was based on the fact that the area was then the center of the hunting world in England.

As much a ritualistic social gathering of landed aristocrats as a recreational pursuit, the Beaufort Hunt, founded in 1682 by the  first Duke of Beaufort, began early each morning during the season. The master of the hunt, clad in a scarlet hunting jacket and a black riding hat, would set a course that would then be followed by a large pack of baying hounds herded together by the “whippers-in.” The pack was followed by men and women in formal hunting attire astride field hunters who would continue the chase until the fox had been run to ground by the hounds and then killed by terriers specially bred to follow the prey into its lair.

Any doubt that Harold Coriat was in fact the English gentleman he claimed to be would have been quickly dispelled by the enthusiasm with which he threw himself into the hunt as well as the elaborate balls and social gatherings associated with it. Any questions about his financial status would have been answered just as quickly by his very expensive hunting attire, the crew of five stable girls he employed to care for his horses, the staff of sixteen who maintained the grounds of his manor and surrounding farmland, and the nine household servants, a butler, a chauffeur, and a nanny among them, who worked in the main house.

Made of weathered gray stone with six great chimneys, Twatley Manor had twenty-nine rooms, each with a coal or wood-burning fireplace. A set of wide wooden steps with a wide flat banister, each hand-turned baluster thicker at the end than in the middle, led up to the bedrooms and children’s nursery on the second floor, where dormer windows looked out over open fields to the river. “It was absolutely incredible,” Jenny Ponte recalled. “The landing had blue silk on the walls interspersed with mock wood painted by hand with a feather by an Austrian who lived in the house for a year. It was very opulent, and growing up there was very much a formative influence for Puss and I.”

Beyond its undeniable beauty, Twatley Manor was also the physical embodiment of a way of life that even in England has now largely disappeared except in films based on the works of Jane Austen. What should have been the ideal environment for three young girls soon became something else again. In part, this  was because Harold Coriat thoroughly embraced the values of the Victorian era when daughters did not count for much and the object of every upper-class marriage was to produce a son and heir. Consumed with their own lives, Priscilla and her husband inhabited a completely separate world from their daughters.

“We barely saw them as children,” Priscilla’s daughter Mary would later say of her parents. “We came downstairs in smart clothes and hung about at tea time and then went up to bed. I might see my mother for an hour a day, if that. I remember her coming to the nursery one day when I was eight or nine and teaching us ‘Racing Demon,’ a card game her friends played. We enjoyed it and were rather good at it and she said, ‘Oh, darlings, I never knew it could be such fun playing with you!’ It was the way the upper classes then brought up their children.”

After going through a series of nannies toward whom both older girls acted, in Mary’s words, “really foul,” Priscilla found “this heavenly girl called Valerie Smith who looked after us. She had been with the Duchess of Kent and had looked after Princess Alexandra. So I used to get all of Princess Alexandra’s cast-off clothes. Val was young, very pretty, and wonderful. And she played with us.”

At Twatley Manor, Priscilla’s daughters assumed roles they would play for the rest of their lives. Brilliant and cerebral, Mary was also, in the words of Reg Wood, then a garden boy at the manor, “a bit snooty. One of the jobs I had to do was keep the log box full of logs every morning. And I spoke to her one morning and she was having a bit of a mood and I said to her, ‘Morning, Miss Mary.’ And she never answered. During the afternoon, I was working down by the river. She came down and said, ‘I’ve come down to say, ‘Sorry.’ And I said, ‘Whatever for?’ And she said, “I was very rude this morning and Daddy sent me down to apologize because you spoke to me civil and you called me my proper name and I didn’t answer. And he said that was very rude so I’ve come down to apologize.’ That was the way they were brought up.”

Jenny, an ardent horsewoman who hunted from an early age and became a member of the Junior Olympic equestrian team, was bold, brash, and utterly fearless. “Jennifer was in all the mischief,” recalled Reg Wood. “If you left the tractor with the keys in it, she would be gone with it. And you had to come home to the front door in the afternoon to get it. She’d go off in it.”

Closer to Jenny than Mary, Puss seems to have always been the odd girl out. “We had sort of a horse governess who taught us to ride,” her sister Mary said, “and Jenny and I loved it and did lots of competing, but I don’t remember Puss riding at all. I don’t think she liked it.” Described by both of her sisters as “very naughty” as a child, Puss may have simply been playing out the only role available to her as the third daughter of parents who had desperately wanted a son. A poem written by Puss when she was eight years old says a good deal about her day-to-day life at the manor:
There is nothing to do, and nothing to see 
Except for the lawn and the laurel tree

 



Down by the stream where the daffodils grow 
There is nothing there but snow and snow. 
The dreary winter goes on and on for three 
whole days the sun has not shone.

 



Silence has fallen on meadow and wood, 
If the sun would shine, oh’ if only it could.

 



There is nothing to do and nothing to see 
Except for the lawn and the laurel tree.





By this time, both Mary and Jenny had already been sent off to an exclusive boarding school in Worcestershire, leaving Puss alone at the manor to be driven back and forth each day to a local school. Far too young to fully understand what had already become a fairly  complicated family dynamic, she must have known that neither of her sisters had taken very kindly to the man whom they all now called father.

“My mother did love him,” Mary said, “but they had the most appalling rows when we were children. He was constantly threatening to kill himself. He used to shut himself in the bathroom with the revolver and say he was going to shoot himself or when we were all in the car, he would say, ‘I’m going to drive the car off the road and kill us all.’ It was terrifying.”
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