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‘Are you quite certain that this is what you want to do, Mrs Barrington?’


Constance lay in bed with her eyes closed. Could she muster the energy to answer this young man she hardly knew? She was very close to death. There was no point in deceiving herself and, besides, she was completely calm at the prospect of leaving this world. What irked her was the fact that she would no longer be in control and that was why she’d summoned Andrew Reynolds to her bedside on a day when she knew there was no danger of her son and his wife visiting her.


How the world had shrunk lately! She hadn’t left this bedroom for months and was now too weak even to enjoy the distant view of the Channel. She’d loved sitting on her little balcony on summer mornings, looking out over the sloping lawn that ran down to the bank of spotted laurels near the gate. I won’t see the garden in spring ever again, she thought. And the house could do with some redecoration. This room, especially. The cream velvet curtains had almost had their day, the William Morris Willow wallpaper, which had once been pretty but which she had tired of about two years ago, had definitely faded … but what did it matter? Everything could be left for someone else to deal with. What would become of her silver hand mirror? The crystal perfume bottles on the dressing table? They would go with the rest of the glass, she supposed, to Phyllida. Her daughter-in-law was the kind of person who’d know what to do with items like that; how to distribute them where they’d be appreciated. I don’t really care about any of it, Constance thought. Not about the bits and bobs of my life.


‘I’ll sign the new will,’ she told him. ‘And you must promise to take it to Matthew’s office as soon as possible after I’m gone.’


‘He won’t be very … happy with what you’ve decided, you know.’


What business is that of yours? Constance wanted to ask. She’d paid quite enough to buy this man’s silence till she was safely out of the way. Let Matt continue to think the will he’d drawn up was valid. He’d realize his mistake soon enough. They all would. She tried to smile, but the effort was too much for her.


‘I think I have to warn you,’ Mr Reynolds went on, ‘that this document is bound to create certain … well, ill-feeling.’


I don’t care, Constance thought. How can I convey the depth of my not-caring to this foolish young man who knows nothing? Everyone deserves exactly what they’re getting, and they’ll soon find out that I don’t forget anything – and I don’t forgive either.


Constance believed in the afterlife. She always had, and now that she was getting closer and closer to discovering whether she was right to do so, she comforted herself with the notion that she might very well be there, watching from on high as Andrew Reynolds told Matthew that no, the will he’d drawn up for his mother was not the most recent. Not by any means. The heaven of her imagination hadn’t changed very much since she was a child, and she saw herself on a cloud, hovering somewhere near the ceiling, listening as her son read this interesting new will out to the rest of the family. She’d worked out every detail of her funeral years ago – they’d all gather for the reading of the will straight after the burial. That was how it was supposed to be. She summoned up what remained of her energy to speak once again. What had he called it? Ill-feeling. According to him, she was going to create ill-feeling.


‘I know,’ she breathed at last. ‘That is my intention.’
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Lou Barrington had stopped loving her grandmother when she was eight years old. There had been times lately when she’d hoped that something could be done to improve the chilly relationship they’d fallen into, but now Constance was dead and buried and it was too late. Lou had done her best, but she’d waited years for some indication of a softening, of a change of heart from her grandmother and none had come.


Milthorpe House, Lou reflected as she made her way across the hall, had changed. In her opinion, it had lost its heart and its warmth after her grandfather died, and now there wasn’t even Miss Hardy, the housekeeper, to remind her of her childhood. She’d been in charge of everything up until a few years ago, but since her death Dad had arranged agency staff to look after both the house and his mother. Miss Hardy had been pleasant enough, not in the least like Mrs Danvers from Rebecca, but you knew that anything you said in front of her would be instantly relayed to Constance. The two of them were very close, so you had to be wary in her presence.


Lou had been told to wait in the library. The room was dark on this cloudy day and she switched on the lights as she went in. Vanessa and Justin, her brother and sister, were in the library already. Why hadn’t they noticed how gloomy it was and turned on a light? Burgundy brocade curtains hung at the tall windows. On either side of the fireplace stood the vases which she’d loved when she was a small girl. In those days, they towered over her head. She’d thought they were beautiful, admiring their narrow necks, rounded middles and the mess of dragons, flowers and assorted Chinoiserie painted all over them. Looking at them now, they struck her as verging on the hideous: too large, and impractical in every way. Justin turned to greet her with a smile.


‘Oh, hello, Lou,’ he said. ‘I was just saying to Nessa that Constance hardly ever came in here, did she?’ Justin was running his hands over the backs of the books without really looking at them. Lou loved the window seat in this room. Its cushions hadn’t been re-covered since she was about ten. Sitting there as a child on rainy days, looking over the flowerbeds and then at the apple tree with a bench built round it near the back gate, and beyond that at the slopes of the South Downs, had made her feel as though she’d strayed into the opening pages of Jane Eyre. There was always a small slice of sky between the curve of the hill and the frame of the window, and clouds drifted across this luminous space, making pictures that she found entrancing.


‘No,’ Lou answered. ‘She wasn’t much of a reader, really.’


Nessa came over and peered at one of the shelves, her dark hair falling forward over her brow. She looked more ethereal than usual in grey jersey, with a filmy scarlet scarf round her neck. She was not exactly pretty but she was slim, and always beautifully dressed and elegant; she made Lou feel large and a little clumsy. Now she said, ‘Where are Grandad’s books? They used to be down here, didn’t they?’


‘Yes, next to the collected Dickens,’ Lou answered. ‘Aren’t they there?’


‘She must have given them away. Not that anyone read any of them, did they? Not now and not when he wrote them, poor old Grandad!’ Nessa smiled. ‘I think you were the only person who ever opened them since the day they were published. Putting him next to Dickens was wishful thinking on Constance’s part.’


‘I’ve got them all at home,’ Lou said. What she didn’t say was that she treasured them. John Barrington had left his own copies to her in his will and now, even though she hadn’t yet read them properly, they reminded her of the hours and hours her grandfather had spent with her, talking about the sorts of things no one else seemed to be interested in: countries far away and times long gone and astonishing people. Stories and more stories. She remembered him reading parts of his first novel, Blind Moon, aloud to her when she was quite young. All she could bring to mind now was that it told the story of a young boy called Peter having adventures in a Japanese prison camp. There were other children shut up there with him and the book was about the hero and his gang and the narrow shaves they had with the guards. Most of all, she recalled the atmosphere of what Grandad had read to her: heat and darkness and the image of the moon, which frightened Peter because it seemed to be like the glowing, pale eye of a blind person looking down at them out of a black night sky.


Grandad had still been handsome even though he was old, and one of Lou’s favourite pastimes had been looking with him at the albums full of images of someone tall and strong and young. She said, ‘I expect Constance has binned the ones that used to be here.’


Justin laughed. ‘She reckoned books were dust-collectors. That’s what she told me. I’m surprised she kept the library as a library at all. She could have turned it into something else. I would have.’


Lou was shocked at this remark, but then she often found herself taken aback by some of the things Justin and Vanessa came out with. Perhaps that wasn’t surprising, considering that they weren’t related to her, not really. They were the children of her father’s first wife, Ellie, by her first husband, who’d died very soon after Justin was born. Dad was Ellie’s second husband, and all her life Lou had been taught to think of Justin and Vanessa – to behave towards them – as though they were her elder sister and brother, and as far as she was concerned, most of the time, that was what they were. They even shared her surname, because Dad had adopted them as soon as he married their mother. But Ellie had taken one look at Haywards Heath and the life she’d be living there and had immediately done two things. She’d had an affair with someone who lived in London and then run away with him, leaving Dad holding the babies, who hadn’t been babies but children. He’d married Phyllida, Lou’s mother, a few months after Ellie’s departure and once she was old enough to know about such things, Lou had sometimes wondered whether help with the shouldering of the childcare burden was part of the attraction.


But no, she knew that wasn’t fair to either of her parents. Mum wasn’t glamorous like Ellie but she was kind and good-humoured, and even if no one would have called her beautiful, her face was one you were quite happy to look at and if she smiled at you, you couldn’t help smiling in return. Lou was born a year after Mum and Dad married, when Nessa was ten and Justin six. Now here they were, the three of them, killing time, waiting to be summoned for the reading of Constance’s will.


‘You can come through now.’ Matthew, Lou’s father, put his head round the door, looking flustered. They followed him across the hall to the drawing room, and Lou looked down at the beautiful Turkish carpet with its pattern of blue and red birds on a fawn background, flying with rectangular wings in and out of glorious, imaginary trees covered in strangely-shaped leaves. There it lay on the parquet floor, looking just as it always had, welcoming every visitor to Milthorpe House.


How typical of Constance to have stage-managed this event, Lou thought as she looked around. Mum was being attentive to Dad as usual. She hadn’t been too fond of Constance but would never have shown her true feelings. Lou felt most sorry for her father. He’d been completely devoted to his mother and it was clear he’d been crying, which wasn’t like him at all. Poor Dad … Lou had been surprised at how sad she, too, had felt at the graveside. It struck her, all at once, that this really was the very end of someone; of everything they’d been. However hard she tried, she couldn’t believe in a life anywhere else. Imagine there’s no heaven … Lou had never thought there was one, even as a child. The tears that came to her eyes unbidden weren’t about any residue of love for her grandmother, but to do with her regret that they hadn’t been closer in life; hadn’t managed to get over the jealousy, or resentment, or whatever it was Constance felt that had come between them.


The weather (grey, windy, with occasional gusts of horizontal drizzle) had seemed appropriate to the way everyone was feeling. Some of Constance’s elderly friends were in black hats with veils. Gareth, Nessa’s husband, looked uncomfortable in his dark suit, his round, cheerful face not suited to this setting. Dad had seemed in some strange way absent during the service and burial; preoccupied, as though his mind were on something else. Even though his hair had been grey for some years, he still looked young: tall and thin and with very blue eyes, now slightly red-rimmed, behind his glasses. This must be such a sad day for him. What had he been thinking of while his mother was being lowered into her grave?


Lou sat down in one of the armchairs and felt ashamed as she acknowledged that she was feeling calmer now; even beginning to enjoy herself a little. There was a kind of closure about all this, a putting-away of a person’s life, so to speak, and perhaps it was time for her to stop fretting about the bad relationship she’d had with Constance. If you looked at it in a positive frame of mind, the funeral meant a day off work, and a day and night away from childcare. Poppy was staying with Lou’s friend Margie, who, poor thing, was in for something of a culture shock, not to mention probable sleep deprivation. You couldn’t imagine a one-year-old, you had to experience her, Lou had told her, and Margie announced gamely that she was ready for anything. Lou smiled to herself. The only question was, would she be ready for a repeat performance? Most likely not, but you could always hope … Lou would have died for her baby. She adored her beyond all reason and more than anyone else in the world, but how blissful it was to take a break from her for a few hours, even though she missed her.


It was good to be back here, too. Milthorpe House looked from the outside like one of the smaller hotels you saw as you drove here from Brighton, which was just a few miles away along the coast road. Someone had thought of adding turrets to the roof in several places. The front was cream stucco and there were balconies on those rooms that faced the sea. This was some way off, but still visible because the house was quite high up, built on a gentle slope that became the South Downs once you’d left Barrington land. It wasn’t really Barrington, Lou reminded herself. Constance had brought the money and the property to the marriage. Her father’s family had owned Milthorpe for three generations. John Barrington was a provincial solicitor and Constance was rich and very beautiful and, true to form, she’d never let him forget how lucky he was; how much further up in the world he’d travelled simply by falling in love with her. Lou felt tears coming to her eyes. She still missed her grandfather, who’d loved her, and she’d never stopped loving him even though he’d been dead for more than two years.


‘Louise, darling … how lovely! Years since I’ve seen you! You’ve grown up surprisingly pretty!’


What was one meant to say to that? Ellie was well known for speaking before she thought, and even though her tone was quite friendly what Lou heard was for someone who was such a plain child! She stood up and kissed Ellie on both cheeks.


‘And you look fantastic!’


That was true. It always had been true about Ellie. She had a flamboyant, exotic style that had seemed quite out of place in Haywards Heath, where Dad and Mum still lived. She was wearing a black velvet cloak over a short black satin dress, which caught the light and shone – rather inappropriately, Lou thought, for a sombre occasion. Her matching hat was wide-brimmed and covered in black feathers. It would have been ridiculous on anyone else, but Ellie, with her wide red mouth and dark eyes, looked terrific. One of Constance’s memorable pronouncements was made about her first daughter-in-law: She’s a flamingo who wandered into an aviary full of nothing more exciting than sparrows and thrushes.


Dear old Gran! Always ready with a neat belittling remark. And guess who the thrushes and sparrows were! The rest of the family, of course. Lou was the only person who’d ever called Constance Gran and she did it because she knew how much it irritated the old woman. The war between us, she thought, had been going on for so long. Am I sorry it’s over? I suppose not, not really. But while Constance was alive, Lou had never shrunk from a fight, and she’d never changed her views, even though her father was obviously deeply unhappy that his darling daughter didn’t get on with his mother.


The last time I saw Constance, Lou thought, I really let her have it, but she’d brought it on herself. It wasn’t anything unusual. Lou had been asked down to Milthorpe to show Poppy off to her greatgrandmother, and she’d been pleased to oblige. She’d thought the baby would offer some protection from Constance’s sharp tongue but not a bit of it. I’d have thought that for the sake of the child, you’d have made peace with her father … so important for a child to have a father … grow up wild without one, you know … Any possibility of a reconciliation? You’re very young, you know … How old are you? Only twenty-three? A mere infant yourself. You should grow up and realize that life can’t be a bed of roses all the time, dear …


And I answered quite politely at first, too, Lou remembered. Tried to explain what it was like to live with being on guard all the time, every minute. What it was like to be always waiting for the next blow to fall, the next overwhelming fury that came out of nowhere and made straight for her. How she’d found she couldn’t stay with him once she discovered she was pregnant. He was a man who didn’t see anything wrong with using his fists when he felt like it, and no child of hers was going to be exposed to someone like that. But how hard it had been to leave him for ever, in spite of the way he behaved. How awful it was to live somewhere that was too small and where she also had to try and do her work. How sad it was to be alone, but frightened of meeting anyone new. How crippling it was to be anxious and panic-stricken at the very thought of someone kissing you. Above all, how daunting it was to be responsible for a vulnerable creature she barely understood. She’d tried to convey what her life was like, and then back Constance had come with are you sure you hadn’t done anything to provoke him, dear? Some men are very jealous at the thought of a child and we have to understand that, don’t we?


She’d lost it altogether at that point. Sobbed, yelled at Constance, called her names, told her she had as much understanding of anything as a shrivelled old onion and stormed out, banging the door behind her and shouting that Constance was wicked and had no feelings that a proper grandmother would have. She didn’t regret making a scene. She should have told her grandmother years and years ago that she was on to her, that she realized Constance didn’t love her; quite the reverse. Constance would have denied it, of course. She was good at lying and she’d have trotted out the blood-is-thicker-than-water clichés. But it was true. Constance hated Grandad and me being so close. She knew there was stuff we talked about that he wouldn’t have discussed with anyone else, least of all with her. She was just plain jealous.


A man Lou didn’t recognize came into the room, and Dad coughed to stop everyone talking. He was very pale and there was a tremor in his voice as he spoke.


‘Everyone, this is Andrew Reynolds. He works for Reynolds and Johnson, solicitors. He’s got something to say, I’m afraid.’


Afraid? What did that mean? Justin looked bemused. Lou saw Nessa glancing at him with the slightest shrug of her shoulders as if to say I’ve no idea what this is about either. The man, who was gingery and skinny, was holding a large folder. He coughed, clearly embarrassed, and his face went red.


‘I was instructed by Constance Barrington shortly before she died to draw up a new will—’


‘What on earth—?’ Justin interrupted him and Lou saw her father put a hand on his arm to shut him up. Justin looked like someone from a Calvin Klein perfume ad and reckoned that, because of his appearance, he could do exactly what he wanted, when he wanted. He’d been like that ever since Lou could remember, relying on his charm and looks to achieve his ambitions. The strategy had seemed to be working quite well so far.


‘I know Matthew’ – Andrew Reynolds nodded at her father – ‘is his mother’s executor and had been in charge of her legal affairs. There is a will, dated May the eleventh, 2003, drawn up by him shortly after the death of Mrs Barrington’s husband, John, but I was called in to see her only two weeks ago, very shortly before her unfortunate death.’


The silence was so thick you could almost feel it in the room. Lou wondered whether it was the waves of a still-stormy sea she could hear, or simply a roaring in her ears. Mr Reynolds went on, ‘This document is very brief. There’s a great deal of the usual thing – being of sound mind, making all other wills invalid, etc., etc., but the actual bequests are very swiftly dealt with. I’ll read them at once.’ He coughed. ‘I took this down at Mrs Barrington’s dictation, you understand. And the will is witnessed by the two nurses who were looking after Mrs Barrington at the time of her death:




‘This is my last will and testament. The will I made when my husband died is superseded by this one. I know what I’m doing and have not been influenced by anyone. This is what I wish to leave to my son and my grandchildren and others after my death. To my son, who owns his home outright and has control of the law firm Barrington and Son, I will not burden you with looking after a house you’ve never really liked and endless trouble with the taxman. Milthorpe House and the lands attached to it I am bequeathing to Justin Barrington, who is young enough to benefit from it for a very long time to come, even after taxes have been paid. To his sister, Vanessa née Barrington, now Williams, I leave half of my estate. The other half I leave to my only son, Matthew. This includes stocks, shares and so forth and I calculate that each of you will come away with a fairly substantial sum, again even allowing for the present crippling rates of taxation. To Eleanor della Costa, who has been like a daughter to me, I leave any of my clothes which take her fancy, and all my jewellery, which she has admired for years. She will wear it with style. To my granddaughter Louise, I leave the copyright in my late husband’s books. To my daughter-in-law, Phyllida, I leave my collection of china and glass …’





Mr Reynolds went on speaking, but Lou heard nothing. The roaring in her ears had subsided. She was sharply aware, as one is in a dream, of everyone looking at her, staring at her. Nessa had a hand over her mouth. She would just be coming to terms with the fact that Justin had done much better out of this than she … no surprise there. Constance had been besotted with him since childhood. Justin was managing to look gleeful and horrified at the same time. Dad’s face was chalk-white and Mum was holding his hand. Ellie’s mouth was open. Lou thought: Copyright in Grandad’s books … they’d been out of print for decades. They were worthless. Constance had disinherited her, and Lou could almost feel her grandmother’s malevolent presence in the room. I’ve won, she’d be saying, from that special hell reserved for the unkind, the jealous, the unforgiving, the endlessly resentful. I’ve punished you for years of not loving me. I’ve given everything to Ellie’s children. She was closer to me than your father, or you, or anyone related to me by blood. Serves you right.


When the solicitor left the room, after what seemed like a very long time, everyone started talking at once.


‘I’ll fight it, Lou,’ her father said. ‘She must have gone mad. I’m sure that …’


‘Oh, my poor child!’ That was Ellie.


‘I don’t know what to say …’ Nessa sounded tearful.


Lou heard her mother’s voice cutting through the babble.


‘What’s the matter with all of you? Don’t you understand what’s happened here? I don’t believe it … I simply cannot credit it … It’s monstrous. The copyright to books that have been out of print for years and that no one wanted to read when they were in print … can you imagine a more worthless thing? It’s deliberate. She’s thought about this carefully. She’s punishing my daughter from beyond the grave. It’s a wicked thing to do! Quite wicked!’


And Lou watched as her mother, who almost never spoke her mind, who was terrified of making an exhibition of herself, burst into noisy tears and sank on to the sofa.


‘Don’t cry, Mum!’ Lou ran to her side and put an arm around her shoulders. ‘It doesn’t matter.’


‘But it does! It does matter. She’s putting the knife in from beyond the grave … It’s hateful and unkind. She’s saying it loud and clear, Lou … can’t you hear? You loved him while he was alive, didn’t you? Well, here are his books and you’re welcome to them. No one else wants them.’


‘Never mind, Mum. Honestly.’ Lou stared at them, her family, all talking, all tut-tutting and shaking their heads. Suddenly, she had a longing to be somewhere else. To be with Poppy in the grotty flat. Anywhere but here, in Milthorpe House.


‘I’m going home now, I think,’ she told her mother. ‘I’ll see you soon.’


‘Let me drive you to the station, darling.’ Phyl wiped her eyes, and sat up straighter. She stood up and gave Lou her hand. For the first time that day, Lou felt as though she wanted to lie down and cry for ever. She nodded, unable to say a word.


*


‘I thought you might need cheering up, that’s all,’ said Ellie, sitting down at the kitchen table. ‘You stormed out of the drawing room looking like thunder. Anyone could see you were about to explode or something.’


Nessa went on washing up, taking care to rinse every single plate and cup and teaspoon in hot water. It never failed to amaze her how quickly the dishes mounted up whenever more than two people got together. Who’d used all this stuff? And when? She didn’t bother to turn round to face her mother.


‘I don’t need cheering up. It’s too late for anger.’


‘Doesn’t stop you from feeling like hell, though, does it?’


Nessa decided that how she felt was none of her mother’s business. She’d forfeited the right to be involved when she’d handed over responsibility for her children to a husband she’d tired of almost before the honeymoon was over, and then later to his boring new wife. Nessa made an effort not to think along these particular lines now. It wasn’t an appropriate time to go into every single grudge she held against Ellie. There were many of them and just at this moment Nessa was too furious with Constance to be able to attend properly to her mother’s failings. And she could certainly do without this belated effort at cheering her up. She changed the subject, ‘This is the only house I know which doesn’t have a dishwasher. It’s quite relaxing really, all these suds and hot water.’


‘You don’t look relaxed, darling. I can see the knots of tension in your neck from here.’


‘It’s Justin’s neck you ought to worry about. I could strangle him.’ Why am I saying this? Nessa asked herself. I don’t want to sound off to Ellie. God, I wish Mickey was here. She ought to have come to the funeral with me instead of Gareth.


Michaela Crawford was her best friend. They’d met ten years ago when Mickey was working for the florist who dealt with Nessa and Gareth’s wedding. In those days, Nessa worked part-time in a bank and was going mad with boredom. When Mickey confided her ambition to start a business selling artificial flowers, it was Nessa who suggested that she might be able to help with the business side of things. Together they set up a company called Paper Roses, which had been a bit of a struggle at first but was doing very well now. They provided artificial flowers of every variety for businesses, for town dwellers who didn’t have a garden, and for anyone who loved flowers but didn’t have the money to keep forking out for fresh ones. She was the business expert and Mickey the creative brain, and for the last five years Nessa had known that there was someone in her corner. Someone who’d support her whatever she did. Gareth was always, typically, mouthing off about Mickey’s lesbianism, but Nessa couldn’t have cared less about that. She’d never talked to Mickey about her sex life. Her friend never discussed it and Nessa would have died rather than ask about it. Mickey’s lover, Dee, used to live with her in the small and pretty house outside Haywards Heath which was also the Paper Roses HQ, but Dee had gone off with a Jamaican bikini designer and, for a while, Mickey was heartbroken. Nessa consoled her as best she could, but privately thought she’d had a narrow escape. Dee had always struck her as frivolous and selfish, happy to live off Mickey without contributing too much to the relationship. It didn’t surprise Nessa in the least to discover that Dee was unfaithful: she’d even flirted with her a couple of times, and she was married. Good riddance to her, Nessa had thought.


Ellie had fallen silent. She screwed a cigarette into a long, black holder and lit it. Was it worth telling her to go outside? Probably not. As Nessa thought of Gareth, a vision of his round pink face and chubby hands came into her mind and produced a wave of irritation. Even here in the kitchen, she thought, she could hear his voice booming away in the drawing room. What was the matter with her? What kind of wife was she? Gareth was cheerful. Pleasant. When they’d first met, she’d loved his jolliness, his bluff, ex-rugby player’s easy manners. She had fancied him rotten then and he was good company: generous and outgoing. He worked for an insurance company, and although Nessa was never quite sure what it was he actually did, he was obviously quite successful at it. Now he was stockier and a lot less fun. She couldn’t really pin down what it was that annoyed her lately whenever she looked at her husband, but she was painfully aware that her misgivings were making sex – okay, not awful, but a hell of a lot less enjoyable than it used to be. She simply didn’t find him as attractive as she used to. Perhaps that was normal when you’d been married for ten years. And there was Tamsin. She would always be grateful to Gareth for their daughter, whom she loved more than anything else in the world. The way she felt about Tamsin from the moment she was born made it even harder for Nessa to understand Ellie’s lackadaisical attitude to her and Justin.


She thought, blushing and hoping that her mother couldn’t see her, of the fantasies she’d trained herself to conjure up the moment she felt Gareth’s hand slide over to her side of the bed and rest on herthigh. Nowadays, when he touched her, she closed her eyes and summoned up stuff she tried hard to keep out of her head once daylight came. Things which … Never mind. Just the memory of them made her shiver a little with remembered pleasure. Nessa shook herself to clear her head.


Concentrate on Justin, she told herself. That was what was making her angry. She said to Ellie, ‘Why the hell didn’t Constance sell the property and divide the proceeds? Why on earth should Justin get all this?’ She waved a hand in the air to indicate Milthorpe House and everything that went with it.


‘You heard that ginger lawyer. She thought, quite rightly, that you were taken care of already. You’ve got a husband who makes lots of money, a super house, a business which is doing better and better. What more could you possibly want? You’d never live here, would you? Count yourself lucky to be getting half the estate. It’ll be a lot of money, you know. Much more than most people see in a lifetime.’


‘That’s beside the point!’ Nessa was almost crying at the injustice of it. ‘Just because Justin hasn’t done anything with his life and is wasting his days showing people round grotty flats he gets rewarded with a property that must be worth over two million. Not fair. I hate things that aren’t fair.’


‘Oh, God, Nessa, you’re always so hard done by!’ Ellie laughed and leaned back in the kitchen chair.


‘I am fucking hard done by—’


‘Language, darling!’


‘… and I always have been. First of all, my mother ups and dumps me with a husband she’s obviously totally bored with – and then his wife. What on earth possessed you, Ellie? I can’t even call you Mummy, can I? You’ve never been a mother. Not to me and not to Justin either. And just think: we always called Phyl and Matt by their names and not Mummy and Daddy. From the very beginning, because Matt felt we should remember our real parents, at least notionally. What that means is I’ve never had anyone I can call Mummy. Or Daddy.’


‘Well, heavens, Nessa, I’m sorry really, but change the record, sweetheart. We’ve been through this before, haven’t we? Don’t you think it’s time to let it drop? I wasn’t cut out to be a mother, that’s all. I don’t do little kids – you’re okay now of course. You’ve turned out very pretty and I’m proud of how well you’ve managed with Paper Roses and so on, but back then, well – I won’t hide it from you, there’s no point – I couldn’t wait to leave. In spite of Constance loving me like a daughter, and in spite of Matt’s devotion, before he realized my attention was fixed on something else. Paolo was a ticket out, that’s all.’


‘And Constance was there to pick up the pieces. D’you know, I think you were the only person she really, really loved. I’ve often wondered why that should be, but she was a law unto herself, right? Maybe she’d been disappointed in Matt for some reason, I don’t know. But she saw her chance with us. I reckon she encouraged you to go off with Paolo because she wanted total control of me and Justin. She wanted us to be her children. Partly because we were yours and she loved you but partly because, well, she seemed to like us, in those days anyway. You were too old. She could start over with us.’


‘She adored you and Justin. She told me so often. I was quite happy about leaving you because I knew, I just knew, that she’d look after you and make sure Phyl and Matt didn’t squash the life out of you.’


Nessa said nothing. It was true that her grandmother had taken good care of them both, her and Justin. They’d never wanted for a single thing, but at nine years old, she’d felt unloved, and still did sometimes. Her mother had chosen to go and leave her behind, so it followed, didn’t it (that was the way the young Nessa had explained it to herself), that she wasn’t really lovable. Nothing anyone had said or done in the years since then had altered this view; not really, not deep down. Deep down she wasn’t worth loving. She wasn’t worth staying with, and she worried often about what would happen if her world were to be blown apart by something. She was aware, more than anyone she’d ever met, and much more than Justin, of the precariousness of everything; the fragility of so much that most people thought of as solid and fixed. She’d tried to discuss this with Gareth early in their relationship, but he was almost allergic to any kind of serious talk and had seemed so genuinely puzzled when she’d brought the subject up that she’d dropped it at once.


One day, when the business had started to do well, when things seemed to be on the up and up, she’d asked Mickey a question out of the blue. They’d been sitting at the twin desks that took up most of the space in Mickey’s study and Nessa had suddenly said, ‘What if we lose all this, Mickey? What if we fail?’


Mickey had looked up, surprised. ‘We’ll manage,’ she said. ‘We’ll recoup what we can and think of something else to sell. Don’t worry, folk are forever needing things, aren’t they? We’ll work out what and give it to them. Now, stop fretting and get on to Prague and see what they’re doing about the silk orchids. Should have been here two weeks ago.’


‘And do you think it’s okay to call the business Paper Roses when so much of our stuff isn’t made of paper at all?’


‘It’s fine – it’s a song title, for goodness’ sake – everyone knows that. And we’re famous for the paper range anyway, aren’t we? Prettiest paper flowers in the world … Look, it says so, right here in this catalogue! Relax, why don’t you? I know you find it hard.’


Nessa took a tea towel from the drawer and began drying the spoons and putting them away. She wondered what Mickey would say about this will and its implications.


‘I’ll talk to Justin,’ said Ellie.


‘It won’t do any good. He won’t let this slip out of his grasp. He’s been after it for years. You’ve been abroad, you don’t know how he’s been sucking up to Constance in the last couple of years. He practically lived here. She had him running errands for her all over the place. And they were quite sickening together – darling this and sweetie that and forever kissing her and saying how beautiful she was still – that kind of thing. And, naturally, Constance saying he was beautiful too. It made me sick to my stomach listening to them sometimes.’


‘Aaah!’ Ellie stabbed the air with her cigarette. ‘That’s it. He knows how to talk to women. You have no idea, darling, how important it is to be told over and over again how beautiful one is. And you have to admit Justin is rather gorgeous. Though I’m probably not the one to be saying so, he takes after me.’


‘And I take after the person who was your husband so long ago you’ve practically forgotten his name.’


Tears sprang into Nessa’s eyes. Her father had never been around much even when he was married to Ellie, and his early death from a fever caught in Kenya on a business trip meant that he disappeared from his children’s lives when they were both very young. No one ever asked children anything. No one consulted her and Justin about being adopted by Matt and Phyl. Even though they called their new parents by their first names, they had both taken on the Barrington surname. As it happened, Ellie’s first husband’s name had been Connor, which was okay but not something whose loss one would actually mourn. Unless it was yours, of course, Nessa thought, remembering how long it took her to get used to the change. Justin had loved Barrington from the very beginning. He said, ‘It’s long. Long names are better than short names, aren’t they?’ No one contradicted him.


‘Pat Connor. You can thank him at least for your lovely colouring, dear. Black hair, white skin, green eyes. A proper Colleen.’


But not gorgeous, just about okay. A bit too thin, no tits to speak of, good hair. That’s it. Justin, on the other hand, has people staring after him in the street and has done since childhood.


Ellie went on, ‘You’re a lot prettier than Louise, even though she’s improved a great deal. She’s a bit too big, isn’t she? Not fat, not at all any longer … but a bit too tall for a woman and well built.’


When Louise was born, Nessa had just celebrated her tenth birthday. She’d loved the baby, and her best memories of childhood were looking after Lou. That didn’t last long. The moment Lou could walk, as soon as she began to speak, everything changed. She quite soon became a burden, trying to follow Nessa and her friends everywhere, wanting to join in with their games, and crying as though she were being murdered when she was denied anything. A bloody nuisance. And how many hours of unpaid babysitting did Phyl get out of me when I was a teenager? Nessa reflected. She couldn’t help feeling she was owed something for those times when she’d had to stay home and take care of Lou and Justin while her friends were busy somewhere else, doing something a whole lot more interesting than gazing at the telly.


‘You know your trouble, darling?’


‘You’re going to tell me, I’m quite sure.’ Nessa sighed and sat down facing her mother.


‘You often think other people are getting more than you are. That you’re missing out somehow. You always have, whether there was reason to or not.’


‘There usually was. I feel …’ She sighed again. Ellie wouldn’t understand. Nessa felt that a lot of things were simply unfair. She believed that other people had things better than she did. She was aware of how childish this was, knew that if she confessed to this envy, told Gareth about it for instance, he’d look at her in astonishment, so she said nothing. Sometimes she felt guilty about her behaviour. She knew she ought to try to control herself; not give everyone such a hard time so frequently, but it was difficult to change habits like this when it came to members of her own family.


‘You’re a great deal better off than Louise,’ Ellie said, standing up and moving to the door. ‘Think of other people for a change.’


‘Ellie?’ Nessa called after her. Her mother turned round, looking a bit uncertain about whether she ought to come into the kitchen again or not.


‘What is it?’


‘I’ve just thought. Maybe you could speak to Matt? Prepare the ground for me? I want to ask him about the possibility of contesting the will.’


‘He’ll say you shouldn’t. I promise you, that’s what he’ll say, even though he’s angrier than you are, because of Lou being cut out like that. And why d’you think he’ll listen to me?’


‘I just think he would, that’s all.’ Nessa remembered the months after her mother’s abrupt departure. It seemed to her then that her stepfather hadn’t been very happy with what was going on, in spite of getting married to Phyl and even after a baby was on the way. He’d always, she reckoned, had a soft spot for her mother and probably still thought of her fondly. It wouldn’t hurt for Ellie to sound him out.


‘I think you owe it to me,’ Nessa said.


‘Oh, God, if you’re going to be injured all over the place, I’ll have a word with him. I’m not going to his office, though. Nor his house. He’ll have to come and meet me.’


‘Ask him, then. See what he says. Bet you he’ll jump at the chance to escape the clutches of the NWS.’


‘Which is?’


Nessa laughed. ‘The Non-Wicked Stepmother. That’s what Justin and I used to call her sometimes when we were kids. She went to such lengths to be nice to us, it was quite unnatural. And we never did think of her as a mother. Constance was more like a mother than she was, whatever she did.’


‘Constance was always a hard act to follow, and I don’t know whether I’d have been as tolerant as Phyl was with you.’


‘You certainly wouldn’t. But thanks, Ellie, I’d be so grateful. Honestly.’


‘I’ll fix up something.’ She left the room again, leaving the door wide open behind her.


Nessa laughed aloud. What a nerve! If ever anyone had gone through life thinking about precisely no one but herself, it was Ellie. Still, she did say she’d speak to Matt and she was right about poor old Lou. What a slap in the face for her! Nessa decided to phone her sister and commiserate. And of course they could bitch about Justin. It was many years now since they’d lived under one roof and, while Lou wasn’t her best buddy or anything, Nessa had given her more squished-up baby meals than she cared to count and sung her more lullabies than anyone else except Phyl – that had to mean something, even though they’d hardly seen one another in the last couple of years. Nessa had been too busy setting up Paper Roses to get involved in the family drama surrounding Ray the Abuser, which was how she thought of him, a bit like Vlad the Impaler. Naturally she’d heard all about it from Phyl, whose anguish for Louise and for Poppy, her beloved grandchild, was natural and commendable but meant she didn’t have much time or energy left over to enthuse over Nessa’s new business.


Nessa sighed. Fair enough, she told herself. And ultra-bad luck on poor Lou, falling for a bastard halfway through her second year at university. A waste of her brains, too, working part-time for that obscure film company for a pittance. Fleetingly, she wondered whether there might be a time when Lou might work for her. Not now, but when Paper Roses had expanded into more than a mail-order business and she took on a shop somewhere … No, that was mad. Louise wouldn’t see the point of the product she’d have to sell. She’ll be on her way back to Phyl’s now, Nessa thought. Or maybe back to London. Do I even have her mobile number? I don’t think so. She stood up. I’m useless, she told herself. I’ll go and ask Matt. I’ll phone her.


*


Lou let herself into the flat, closed the door behind her and leaned against it. She’d lied when her mother urged her to stay the night with them, to take some days off work, even volunteering to go up to London the next day and bring Poppy back with her. Phyl would have done anything to keep her daughter near her at a time like this, needing to be cared for, looked after, cherished. As it was, Lou had to promise to go back the following weekend. Phyl announced that she was inviting everyone to dinner. They had to talk, they all had to discuss the will and its implications. Lou didn’t see the point of that, but agreeing to come down to Haywards Heath very soon had allowed her to escape now, when she wanted so desperately to be alone. She’d put on a much braver face than she thought she was capable of and promised her mother that she’d go straight from the station to Margie’s house. No way, she’d told her, will I be on my own. Promise.


She’d known she was lying even as she spoke. She had no intention of telling Margie where she was. Let her look after Poppy for the night as they’d arranged. Lou wanted the time to think about what had happened at Milthorpe House.


She went into the tiny kitchen – okay, kitchenette – switched on the kettle and stared out at the night. What she saw was other people’s windows: some lit up, some in darkness, curtained and uncurtained, revealing, concealing, enticing. Lou loved the view, even though Mum shuddered every time she came here, which was as seldom as possible. It was thanks to Dad and Mum that this place now resembled something like a habitable space.


Lou insisted on thinking of it as ‘the flat’. More like a shoe box, with its one bedsitting room, a teeny second room which was Poppy’s bedroom, and a bathroom and kitchen that looked like something from a doll’s house. The street wasn’t up to much either. When Dad and Mum came to see it, there had been a mattress in the front garden of one of the houses across the street and she could feel her mother shuddering and making a noble effort to say nothing. The wallpaper was grim, there was no washing machine and nowhere to dry clothes.


‘You can’t live here with a small baby,’ Mum had cried.


‘Of course I can. Lots of people live in places that are far worse,’ Lou said. ‘I’ll be fine.’


‘You will be fine,’ Dad announced, ‘but only because we’ll fix it up and make it okay. We’ll get it painted, and put in a washing machine and hang some decent curtains and you’ll be all right here, for a while anyway.’


In the end, she’d done all the decorating, with Margie’s help, and money had done the rest. Lou sighed. Money. Mum and Dad had always helped her, so how real was the narrative she’d made for herself of how she was managing on her own, being independent, doing her own thing? How could she justify working three days a week and paying someone else to look after Poppy while she struggled along reading scripts for Cinnamon Hill Productions and reporting on them for £50 a throw? By allowing her parents to help her. They paid for all the extra things that she would never have been able to afford, most importantly, Poppy’s nursery fees, but Lou paid the rent and bought the food. She glanced at the small pile of papers on the left-hand side of her desk and reflected that she could certainly get more money as a temp, but she liked her work, she liked being involved with movies, even down among the helots, and felt, maybe wrongly, that it gave her at least a tiny chance of making her dreams come true.


She’d told no one about these, though her parents, if they’d thought about it for ten seconds, would have realized that their daughter might have had ambitions to be something other than a part-time script reader for a small film company. Didn’t they remember all those exercise books she’d filled with stories, poems, sketches and, above all, plays when she was a child? Didn’t they know how much she’d always adored the movies? Had they forgotten how she and Grandad used to spend hours and hours on the sofa at Milthorpe House gazing at flickery black and white films in the afternoon? Evidently her parents hadn’t put two and two together. What she wanted more than anything else was to write screenplays. She’d never told anyone but Grandad about this. He’d understood. He knew what it would be like to see her words spoken by actors, her ideas made visible on the screen, reaching out across the dark to everyone watching and lodging in their minds the way the films she’d seen as a kid were still within her, part of her mental furniture.


Constance’s voice rang in her imagination: You haven’t got time for silly dreams. You shouldn’t have had a child if you didn’t intend to look after her. No one forced you to do that. You have a duty to look after your daughter and not farm her out to someone else. How do you know you won’t scar her for life if you leave her with other people during her infancy? Lou blinked and made an effort not to think about her grandmother, but that was impossible.


Earlier, she’d felt frozen. All the way back to London on the train, she couldn’t get her head round what had happened at Milthorpe. Her thoughts seemed to come up against a wall of ice and fall away to nothing. Now, Lou noticed that she’d spilled a little tea on the table. She dipped her finger into the liquid and traced a pattern with her finger on the yellow Formica. That’ll have to go soon, she thought, I can’t live with that colour much longer. She took a deep breath and considered what Constance had done.


She’s disinherited me, Lou thought, and the word with its echoes of Victorian novels frightened her a little. It was a final word, a harsh one. It meant – what did it mean? That Constance didn’t just not get on with me, that she didn’t just like or love me less than Nessa and Justin, but that she hated me. It wouldn’t have been enough for her to give me less, she had to give me something which everyone could see she thought was rubbish and which would tell them that I was less than nothing in her eyes. Not even as much as Mum, whom she’d never liked and who’d got fobbed off with glass and china when Ellie had walked away with an armful of jewellery worth a fortune. She’s punishing me, Lou decided.


What about Milthorpe House? Did she care about the house? Beyond its financial worth, what did it really mean to her? Apart from the insult, would not setting foot there ever again truly matter? Lou had never considered what would happen to the house when her grandparents were dead. You couldn’t imagine Constance not being there, and now that she was gone Lou realized that the place she carried always in her mind was more important than the bricks and mortar; more important than the garden and the land surrounding the property.


The best days of her childhood were spent there, but all the best memories were of her grandfather and no spiteful bequests could take them away. Grandad was always in the hall to meet her when Dad drove her up there for the day, or to stay overnight. Fresh flowers everywhere meant that the hall was filled with fragrance. Constance saw to that, making sure that Alfie, the gardener, and his son, Derek, kept everything up to scratch so that she could fill the vases with whatever was in season. The roses were best of all: your grandmother’s pride and joy, Grandad called them.


The best room in the house was Grandad’s study.


‘What on earth do you find to do up there?’ Constance often asked, and Grandad would say, ‘All sorts of things, darling. Isn’t that right, Lou?’


She’d nodded, and once or twice she’d noticed Constance’s lips tightening in disapproval. Sometimes she gave a not-quite-silent sigh. She was, Lou understood now, jealous. How astonishing! Grandad worshipped his wife. He was in awe of her. The story about how he was struck dumb by her beauty when he first saw her (He just stood there staring at me with his eyes popping out of his head and blushing like a rose) were common family currency. As was the tale of how Constance fell in love with him too, so completely that she didn’t listen to anyone who advised her against this hasty match, but married him in spite of her family’s disapproval. She told this part of the story now as though she’d made a mistake; as though her life would have been different and better if she’d heeded her parents’ wishes.


By the time Lou knew Constance, she was the one who ruled the house and Grandad did exactly what she told him to in almost every department of their lives. She was the one who decided who to invite to dinner. She saw to the organization of everything in the house, even overseeing the post each day, making sure Grandad had given her all the letters he wanted to post and also going over anything that arrived at Milthorpe House. She used to sit at the table in the dining room before Grandad came down to breakfast and sort the mail into two piles: one for him and one for herself. Then there were the things she tore up. Lou was shocked when she saw it happening for the first time.


‘Why are you tearing those letters up, Granny?’ she’d asked.


‘Please call me Constance, dear … I do hate Granny.’


‘Sorry,’ Lou apologized, not feeling a bit sorry. She’d overheard her own mother calling this hatred of any variation on Granny ‘an affectation’ and while she had no idea what one of those was, she thought it couldn’t be very nice and so decided to agree with her mother. ‘But why are you?’


‘They’re not proper letters,’ Constance explained. ‘They’re – well, they’re rubbish, really. You’d think people would have better things to do.’


Lou had believed Constance then, but realized now that the things she’d been destroying were most probably Grandad’s. She’d never tear up a message addressed to herself. What could they have been? God, what a bloody cheek that woman had, she thought. How did she dare tear up someone else’s letters?


Lou recalled the roll-top desk in Grandad’s study. Constance got rid of that as soon as he died. I’d have liked that desk, Lou reflected, but no one consulted me. Briefly she wondered who had it now. The desk had pigeon-holes filled with pieces of paper, quite neatly arranged. Lou never saw her grandfather writing anything. He usually sat in the armchair under the window. This was covered in faded gold-coloured velvet, and even when he wasn’t in it, the cushions held his shape. She used to sit on the big hard chair at his desk and they chatted about everything. She would moan to him about her parents, about Nessa and Justin, about school teachers and school friends – she told him everything. He gave her books to read: Hans Andersen’s fairy tales, Alice in Wonderland, What Katy Did … all sorts of things. He introduced her to Shakespeare, helping her when they started reading A Midsummer Night’s Dream at school, showing her how scary and terrific Macbeth was by acting out some of the best scenes with her. What fun it was being all three witches and Lady Macbeth as well! He read her bits and pieces that he thought might amuse her from the newspaper and, towards the end of his life when his eyesight had faded a little, she returned the favour and read him book reviews and leaders, and news stories which generally made him harrumph and sigh and close his eyes. Occasionally, she asked him things. He wasn’t as voluble then. It was as though, Lou thought now, he was trying to forget about his childhood. He was, for instance, vague about his mother.


‘Do you mean Rosemary,’ he asked, ‘or my real mother?’


Lou had never met her father’s grandmother, Rosemary, but she’d seen pictures of her in the family albums: a stout, square woman with tightly permed white hair, wearing a twin-set and pearls.


‘Wasn’t Granny Rosemary your real mother?’


Grandad smiled. ‘Well, she was. To all intents and purposes.’


‘What does that mean?’ Lou wanted to know.


‘I was very young when my real mother died.’


‘What was her name? Your real mother?’


This was a ritual they often went through. Lou knew what her grandfather’s mother was called, but he smiled and answered her once more. ‘She was called Louise. You’re named after her. You know that very well.’


‘But she died. What happened to you then, Grandad?’


‘I was fortunate. Rosemary – well, she adopted me and brought me to England with her.’


‘Didn’t you have a dad?’


‘He died. This was during the war, you know. The Second World War. An awful lot of people didn’t survive. Rosemary’s husband died too, and she married again after we arrived in England. A lawyer called Frederick Barrington. He was my stepfather and I went to work for him straight from school.’


‘But what about your real mother? Can you really not remember her?’


‘No, I do remember certain things about her, of course. She was French, though you’d never have known it, and she never spoke about her childhood, as I recall. We spoke English at home. If she had a foreign accent, I didn’t notice it. She was very pretty. Her hair was like – well, like gold.’


Grandad must have had tears in his eyes, Lou thought. I didn’t realize what they were because he took out a hankie and wiped his eyes and he did that a lot, for all sorts of reasons. I never asked him her surname, she thought. He must have changed the subject. Dad will know what happened to her; how she died and what her name was. I’ll ask him. How awful if she were totally forgotten!


Lou found that she was crying and she wasn’t sure who exactly the tears were for. Perhaps, she thought, they’re for me, because I feel hurt at what Constance has done. I can see now how much she must have disliked me.


Stop crying, she told herself. Pull yourself together. She was a wicked old woman who never got over the fact that I loved Grandad and was rude to her as a child. She’s never forgiven me for that night. Anyone else would have put it down as a childish tantrum, but not her, oh, no. Lou could see that this one occasion, more than fifteen years ago, had marked their relationship for ever and that Constance had made up her mind that night and never changed her opinion.


Nessa and Justin hadn’t been at home. Nessa was at university in Bristol and Justin still at his expensive boarding school, paid for by Constance of course. Mum and Dad needed to be somewhere or other and Lou was sent to stay at Milthorpe House for a few days. She could still remember packing her little case; how happy she’d been to think that for once she’d be the one who was going to be fussed over. Justin was an attention-magnet and when he was there, Constance circled him as if he were a candle and she a dizzy moth. It didn’t matter to Lou because Grandad was always happy to talk to her. Constance, on the other hand, usually reduced her to a sullen silence within minutes. She wasn’t what Lou thought a granny should be. She was too well dressed, too pretty, even though she was quite old. You couldn’t imagine cuddling her. She made Lou feel large and clumsy and hideous and tongue-tied.


On the first night of that visit, she waited in bed for Grandad to come and kiss her goodnight. When her grandmother came instead, Lou was astonished to see her. Constance sat down on the end of the bed and said, ‘Are you ready to go to sleep, dear? I’ve come to tuck you up and kiss you goodnight.’


‘I want Grandad,’ Lou had said.


‘Well, you’ve got me.’ Constance smiled. ‘So sorry.’


Lou recalled in every detail the ferocity of the tantrum that followed. She’d screamed and yelled and shouted that she wouldn’t go to sleep ever, ever if Constance kissed her and why didn’t she go away and never come back and she wanted her grandad and wouldn’t go to sleep till he came – on and on, beating her pillow with her fists, and sobbing and ending up with the child’s litany of I hate you I hate you I hate you.


Constance had left the room of course, but not before she’d stood up and looked down at Lou.


‘The feeling,’ she’d said, her voice full of contempt, her eyes freezing blue, ‘is entirely mutual.’


Then she’d left the room and Lou had stopped crying in the end. Grandad never did come upstairs to see her that night. Next day, he’d advised Lou to apologize to her grandmother.


‘She’s good at bearing grudges, Lou,’ he’d told her. ‘Better all round to do what’s needed to keep the peace. Go on, tell her you’re sorry.’


Lou went. She never told Grandad what Constance had said the previous night. When she’d said it, Lou hadn’t quite understood it, but she thought about it afterwards and realized that it was her grandmother’s version of and I hate you too, so there, but put in a more grown-up way. I don’t expect she really meant it, Lou told herself as she went to find Constance. No one hates their grandchild, do they?


She’d had to ask Miss Hardy, the housekeeper, where her grandmother was and she could tell by the way Miss Hardy’s words came out of her mouth that she’d already been told all about last night. The housekeeper had pink cheeks and looked a little like a rabbit with sticky-out teeth and white hair. Even though she smiled a lot, her smile never reached her eyes, which were like small chips of ice: very pale blue and chilly.


‘She’s in the garden,’ Miss Hardy said and this time her smile was absent.


*


Lou had gone out of the French windows and saw her grandmother sitting on a white wrought-iron chair, at a white wrought-iron table, wearing a big sunhat. She took a deep breath to give herself courage and walked towards her. The sunhat threw a shadow over Constance’s face.


‘I’m sorry for what I said,’ Lou told her.


‘Indeed,’ Constance said, and Lou stared at the curly pattern of the table, like a vine or a plant of some kind. ‘Well, I have to accept your apology, I suppose.’


‘Then we’re friends again?’ Lou asked.


‘We’ll see,’ Constance replied. ‘It depends very much on you, I’d have thought.’


And that was that. Life went on, Lou reflected now, but she never did really accept my apology then and she’s still punishing me now. She could see that I’d meant what I said, and that I didn’t really take it back.


And did I hate her? Probably not, till now, maybe. I was scared of her, I didn’t like her much. I thought she was bossy and domineering. I thought it was disgraceful that she loved Ellie better than her own son and took her side when she walked out on Dad. If anyone had asked her, Lou would have said she didn’t get on with her grandmother. Nothing serious. Every family had strained relationships here and there – you couldn’t love everyone equally – but hatred? She’d never felt that before. She wasn’t even sure if what she was feeling now could be called hatred. How would she recognize such an emotion? It wasn’t one she’d felt very often. She avoided anyone she didn’t get on with and that was that. Hatred was close to love. You had to be a little obsessional to indulge in it. She hated and feared Ray, but that was only because she’d loved him so much to begin with. As she’d never loved Constance properly, she wasn’t up to hating her exactly, even now.


What she felt was saddened, depressed, and also a little ashamed that her whole family would now understand something she’d tried to hide. Would Nessa and Justin feel sorry for her? Think she’d brought it on herself? Offer to help her? No, that wouldn’t happen. Justin didn’t care enough and Nessa would be so pissed off that her brother had got the house and land that she wouldn’t have the energy to think about Lou’s problems too much. There was ten years between them, and Nessa had always been a little – what was the right word? Distant? Uninvolved? In any case, not interested. Dad was furious. She’d have to stop him trying to do anything about it. She couldn’t think how to manage that, or how to keep Mum from swooping down and swallowing her and Poppy up and taking them back to Haywards Heath. She wanted, above all, not to have that happen. Not to become the daughter who couldn’t cope, the one who’d been abandoned by her partner because even though there was talk of domestic violence you had to see both sides and there was no smoke without fire. That’s what Constance would have said. The bitch. The vindictive old crone. Fuck her.


‘Fuck you!’ Lou shouted at the walls and felt only a tiny bit better afterwards. She rested her head on her hands and let the tears run through her fingers. Oh, God, she thought, I must stop. I can’t do this. I won’t be able to see tomorrow. Poppy – I have to be in a calmer state to look after Poppy.


Lou sniffed and tore off a piece of kitchen towel and blew her nose. It had only just occurred to her that her grandmother’s bequest was a double whammy. She’d ensured that Lou got nothing, but to do that she had to proclaim to the whole family that she thought her late husband’s work was worthless. Nothing. Nothing anyone would ever want. That dealt with his memory too, just in case there was anyone around who might still be inclined to admire him.


But I do, Lou thought. I always have and I always will. As a child, she’d been impressed and awed by the books he’d shown her. She knew every one of the covers so well that she could have drawn any of them by heart. They came from a time when novels had dust-jackets showing repeating patterns, sort of lime green or pale orange or pale blue on white, with an oval shape left blank for the title and author’s name to appear in an attractive font. The first of his five novels was Blind Moon, and that was the one he’d read out loud from to Lou – the one she remembered a little, though the details had disappeared from her mind entirely. As for Grandad’s other four books, she’d never read them and knew very little about them. She went to the shelf where the Barrington books stood together, took out Blind Moon and read the first few words again:




Now he could tell the whole story. He could speak about what happened during their time in the camp; in the bamboo-gated prison overshadowed by the blue mountain, under the eye of a moon that looked at everything and saw nothing; like a blind, white eye gazing down at them all.





Lou closed the book. At first, it had seemed quite different from how she remembered it. She couldn’t find, at least in the first few pages, any passages she remembered. Grandad must have chosen particular bits to read aloud to a child and much of what she’d glanced at didn’t look suitable. It would probably, she realized, be a harrowing tale. She would read it carefully now, from cover to cover.


She looked at the dust-jacket. The reddish-brown pattern of palm leaves showed that it was mainly set in foreign parts. The pages felt brittle and dry and the edges of each one had been stained yellowish-brown from years and years of the smoke from Grandad’s cigarettes. She leaned closer to the book and breathed in the fragrance of ancient tobacco. Then she read the dedication (To my mother) and the blurb. There were several old cuttings from newspapers, carefully folded and placed in the back of the book. I’ll read those in a minute, she thought. And I’ll read this properly. That’ll show Constance. Then I’ll go on to his next and then the others. I’ll read every word. They’re mine now. I own them.


The thin shrilling of her mobile sounded very loud in the empty flat. Lou reached for her handbag and found the phone. She glanced at the number displayed on the little screen. It was Nessa, who scarcely ever rang her. What on earth could she want now, only hours after they’d been together in Milthorpe House?


‘Hi, Nessa,’ she said.’ What’s up?’





2





Matt was driving to Brighton to meet Ellie. He’d been surprised to get a phone call from her in the office a couple of days after the funeral, asking whether she might discuss something with him. He could guess what that was, of course. Nessa had probably got to her and asked her about the will and whether there was any prospect of challenging it. It saddened him that Ellie’s daughter hadn’t wanted to come straight to him. He’d always felt like a real father to her, and whenever it suited her, Nessa took advantage of his devotion. He liked to think he’d helped her and Michaela a great deal when they set up their business, and Nessa was grateful for that, he knew. But there was something she always held in reserve, feelings that she would have lavished on a real father and which she kept from him. Still, for most of their childhood, hers and Justin’s, he’d been the Good Cop to Phyl’s Bad Cop. She had been the one to see to all the day-to-day things that seemed to cause an enormous amount of friction and argument. Phyl had stood firm while Nessa’s rage at her own mother’s defection crashed against her.


Phyl, poor thing, had also been second-best to Constance. Ellie’s children adored their step-grandmother, and whenever things were difficult Nessa had even articulated this by saying: I don’t see why we can’t he adopted by Granny Constance. She’d love to be our mother. Why can’t she? Phyl had explained that Granny Constance was too old to take care of children at her age. This story didn’t cut much ice with Nessa and was contradicted by the fact that his mother so often had Nessa and Justin to stay at Milthorpe and devoted so much time and attention to them. She loved them both but Justin was always her pet.


Poor old Phyl. As he parked the car, the image of his wife, standing at the front window of their house and staring after him, came into his mind. She was so good, so kind, so eager to take care of anyone who needed taking care of that she’d never once complained about the burden of being a mother to Ellie’s offspring. Maybe she resented it inwardly, but she’d never said a word to him and he’d tried hard to share the weight of responsibility even though she’d done most of the day-to-day work. I’m lucky to have Phyl, he thought, and feeling suddenly happier than he had for a while, he found himself looking forward to his meeting with Ellie.


There she was, standing by the iron railings on the Front, and waving to him as he approached. She’d suggested Brighton. She’d always liked the place, with its overtones of dirty weekends and assignations. He kissed her cheek and smelled the perfume he’d not smelled since the days when she was his wife: Oscar de la Renta. How strange memory was! He would have sworn that he’d totally forgotten that name.


‘It’s good of you to see me, Matt.’


‘A pleasure, I promise you,’ he answered, and discovered that he meant it.


They began to walk along together. The sea, on his right, was flat and grey, areflecting a sky like gun-metal. It wasn’t cold for March, but not really seaside weather either. Matt preferred seaside resorts out of season and winds, low temperatures and cloud masses that looked like mountains in the sky suited him better than heat. He glanced sideways at Ellie. She was wearing trousers today, and a jacket the colour of raspberry fool in some velvety fabric. Her hair, still dark, was twisted up on top of her head and held in place with a kind of metal pin thing that he supposed was ornamental, though to him it looked more like a twisted outsize paperclip. There was a silk scarf wound round her neck.


Perhaps they made an odd couple. Matt Barrington had never deluded himself. He prided himself on his honesty. He was aware that many people thought him, if not dull exactly, then unexciting. He could understand what had led them to such a conclusion and, while the fact that they were wrong about him could have annoyed him, it actually quite amused him. When people look at me, he thought, they see a provincial solicitor, tall, dark and greying at the temples. The very picture of respectability. The sort of person who blends into his surroundings; the very opposite of Ellie who stood out in bright colours against every background. He, for his part, regarded himself as a bit of a dreamer in some ways, the opposite of practical. Romantic, perhaps, wouldn’t be too strong a word.


‘You look quite well, Matt,’ Ellie said, turning her head to look at him. ‘I was just thinking at the funeral, you’ve hardly changed since the last time I was in England.’


‘Five years ago. Well, a great deal’s happened since then.’


‘Tell me about it.’


‘Really?’ His father’s death just over two years ago, and now his mother’s, and all his fears for Lou. Her history with that ghastly Ray … no, Matt had no intention of going into any of that. ‘You don’t want to know about my life.’


‘Why not? I’m very fond of you, you know. We were married once, even if it was only for about five minutes.’


‘Indeed.’ He was still shocked by the brevity of their marriage. From meeting Ellie at a cocktail party hosted by his mother to her leaving the country with that frightful Italian couldn’t have been more than a couple of years. If he thought about it, he could transport himself to the night he’d met her. He’d never seen anyone like her before. If she was exotic now, in those days, more than twenty years ago, she’d lit up the room. She was twenty-nine then and he twenty-five, and the age difference had always been something that – well, there was no doubt it heightened the desire between them. Ellie liked younger men, and Matt wasn’t too disgustingly youthful. Eyebrows would have been raised if she’d latched on to an eighteen-year-old, but those four years! They allowed her to be the teacher, the one who instructed, the one who took the lead in sexual matters, even though Matt had already had several lovers by the time they met. It suited her to think of him as almost virginal. It suited them both for her to be the one who seduced, who demanded, who set the tempo. And he’d never wanted anything in his life as much as he wanted to be wrapped around and swept away by her, absorbed into her.
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