




[image: ]










[image: ]









For George – who I will state plainly and in full is the inspiration for none of the men in this book









When I think of Kewney Manor, it’s the wind I think of most.


Funny, after all that went on there, that it should be that which stirs my memories most of all.


Not that wretched house, or the people within it.


But the wind.


It will catch me at the strangest of moments: a soft whistle through trees in the park, a sprightly gust as I walk down the high street, and I am instantly transported – hairs on my arms prickling, body racked with shivers regardless of the temperature – the manor’s imposing facade rebuilding itself brick by brick, encircling the secrets it worked so hard to keep inside.


That sea-salt-sucked air.


How it howled through you, up there on the exposed clifftops.


Raked through your hair and left your skin dry as bone.


How it carried on it the smell of seaweed and heather, mineral and sweet.


How it whipped up the flames, as we watched the manor burn.
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Nick and I were finally over.


I had to force myself to believe it.


Our relationship had been a vacuum; one that, over the course of five years, had sucked from me my friends, my sense of self, my freedom – everything, in fact, that wasn’t his and mine intertwined. The moment I shut the door on our suffocating Brixton flat – knowing that I would never return – felt like the first time in five years I could take a full breath.


When I finally extricated myself from him, I did so in the only way I could see how.


I wasn’t stupid. I knew I had to get away. Get as far away as possible, as quickly as possible. No sign, no trace; nothing to implicate that there was still an ‘us’.


But when you have to get away; when you have no ties to anyone, or anything – Mum dead; Dad little more than a footnote, a biannual call from Australia, or Stockholm, or Taiwan, or wherever he’d last stuck a pin into a map – where do you go?


Sequestered on the other side of London, the curtains in my dingy hostel room drawn tight, I inhaled the freedom of the damp air and sticky carpet as I trawled websites in incognito mode, hands shaking, anticipating at any moment the knock on the door, the sign that it was all over.


But no one came.


And then a listing caught my eye:


NANNY WANTED, CORNWALL.


Cornwall.


I googled it. Ran my finger over images of pretty fishing villages and lush scenery.


And, lured by the healing promise of the sea; of dramatic clifftops; of, crucially, a distance far enough from London that no one could come after me in a hurry, I thought, for the first time, maybe I can actually do this.


Parcelled up my skills, such as they were – a good-to-middling History degree, six months of a PGCE teacher training degree (abandoned at Nick’s derision), plenty of online tutoring and enough teenaged babysitting experience to garner me the nickname ‘Super Nanny’ – and sought change.


Showered. Dressed. Braved daylight to find a cafe frequented by international backpackers, perfectly suited to my need for anonymity.


Got in contact – a video call, at her request – and through the shaky screen (‘The cliffs, I’m afraid, terrible reception!’), I was introduced to Laurie’s bright eyes and natural smile for the first time.


And there was something about the prospect of it, of being folded into this family, of the children, dark-haired and pretty, who popped into the corner of the screen with energetic waves, that made my heart beat steadily. This was it, this was the answer – the distance, the rejuvenating sea air – the way to make the spectre of Nick, his bruises, both seen and unseen, fade for good.


A day later, I was on my way to Kewney Manor.
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She said that she’d organize a taxi for me at Truro station.


I had written down her name and contact details the moment we’d finished the call, although soon enough they were committed to memory.


Laurie Rowe.


Clutched the piece of paper for most of the journey, talisman-like, as if the name alone had the power to ward off anyone or anything that tried to stop me.


A taxi, she’d said. Which was why I hadn’t been anticipating a sleek black limousine, parked most precisely at the entrance of the station’s low-slung building. A driver, in one of those traditional hats with the visor (that should have been the first hint, really, that the Rowes weren’t your average, common-or-garden family). My name on a board in thick black lettering – LILY STERN – making me jolt to attention after the bleary five-and-a-half-hour journey from Paddington, making me search with uneroded fear the faces of the remaining passengers clustered on the pavement. Until the board dropped uneventfully to his side.


The driver took my bags without asking, held the door open as I slid inside. Pointed out the bottles of mineral water tucked into the arm rest, and, nestled between them, a dish of white mints, in individual cellophane wrappers. A memory came to me unbidden: an early date, dinner at a local Chinese. My fingers fishing around in the glass bowl by the entrance, and Nick’s quick and surprisingly savage admonishment, ‘Are you crazy? Don’t you know how many people’s hands have been in there? Disgusting.’


Followed later by what I would learn was his signature turnaround: an arm around my shoulder, a teasing smile. ‘Sorry.’ A packet of Softmints slipped into my pocket and all forgotten. How might things have been different, if I’d read the runes then?


The thought was severed by the slam of the car door and I was hit with a blast of sterile air conditioning. It was only mid-April, but the country had been bathed in a heatwave, worst in the South West, and my armpits were already sticky from the few minutes I’d been outside. I pressed my head against the leather seatback, tipped my face towards the cold air and let it blow the last of the memory away.


And then we were wending. Quite quickly off the wide A-roads and onto myopic country lanes, hedgerows studded with ferns and cow parsley blinkering our view. Occasionally we’d round a corner and I’d get a glimpse of the sea, flint grey and glistening in the bright sunlight. More occasionally still, the driver would point out places of interest – ‘This here’s known as the Roseland Heritage Coast’, ‘That way’s Veryan, known for its thatched houses’ – but mostly we were silent, the hum of the engine and intermittent scrape of gorse against the car our only soundtrack.


Eventually we pulled into a long gravel drive curving past a pair of floral filigreed iron gates that whined on their hinges as some unseen hand allowed our entrance. We swooped through the carriage driveway and came to a halt on a crunch of gravel under the shadow of Kewney Manor.


To say it was imposing would be an understatement. To say it was large would be stating the obvious. But when I stepped out of that car and stared up at that blank, grey facade for the first time, either of these words would have sufficed more than the only thing I could think to muster.


‘Wow.’


‘Big, isn’t it?’ The driver, sliding my case out of the boot and placing it at the foot of the wide stone steps, slipped his hands into his pockets and came to stand beside me. ‘One of the finest in the area.’ When I said nothing, he found a mint, crunched it loudly against his back teeth and made for the driver’s seat. ‘Well, good luck,’ he said with an awkward tip of his cap. And he was gone.


I turned towards the house, wondering what the etiquette was for using the heavy, lion-headed door knocker, whether there was some servant’s entrance I would be expected to use, when the door was suddenly pulled open and a woman’s face appeared.


‘Darling!’ she called, opening the door fully to reveal a cornflower-blue dress, spotlessly pressed; quilted, patent-toed ballerinas. An intricate jewelled chain, with multicoloured gemstones set to look like a floral wreath, was draped around her collar. ‘You made it at last! You must be exhausted.’


Laurie.


She was different, I thought, than she had appeared on screen. A certain pinchedness in her expression that I hadn’t detected through the blur. The copper hair that had spilled about her shoulders in waves was now pulled into a tight chignon, a hint of shadow falling across her freckled face and limpid grey eyes. But her wide mouth was the same, and when those thin, dark rose lips pulled back into an easy smile, and she stretched open her arms, encouraged me into a hug, I felt the same rush of warmth towards her I remembered so well.


‘Welcome, welcome. We’re so happy that you made it.’


‘So am I.’


Nick’s face that night, his mottled anger. The sound of a chair crashing. The rhythm of my pulse beneath the press of his fingertips.


I wanted to press my palms against my ears, but instead I swallowed the memory down, arranged my features into a smile.


I meant it.


‘Right, shall I give you “the tour”?’


I took her hand more gratefully than she realized, allowed her to propel me along, trying to keep up with her restless energy as she gave me a breathless history of Kewney and its surroundings.


‘It was first mentioned in the Domesday Book,’ she pitched, leading me through the door and into what I would come to learn was the Great Hall. ‘Not this exact house, of course. That was rebuilt in the eighteenth century.’ Our footsteps clipped on the chequerboard floor as we passed over it, the sound echoing around the high ceilings and up the scrolled double staircase. ‘That’s a repro,’ she whispered, impish, as she watched me appraising the tall suit of armour that held pride of place opposite the door. ‘But he fits in so well. His name’s Steve.’ At that she stopped, gave him a sharp salute. ‘Keep up the good work, Steve.’


She motioned to move on, but then paused, head tilting as she inspected the suit.


‘Hmm.’ Her smile wrinkled. With the tips of her middle finger and thumb, she took Steve’s hand in hers, moved it a quarter of an inch to the left. ‘Better,’ she pronounced, with a nod of her head. And then we were off.


We snaked through the ground floor, Laurie keeping up a running commentary, as seamlessly as though she had learned it by rote.


‘This is the library,’ she announced, leading me into a room as big as my flat in Brixton, packed floor to ceiling with books, and complete with a sliding ladder like the one Angela Lansbury uses in Bedknobs and Broomsticks. ‘There’s a secret door here that leads into the billiard room.’ She gave a row of books a little push, and my eyes widened as the section gave way, revealed an entrance. ‘Evelyn Waugh was staying here when they installed it.’ She selected a book off the shelf, passed it to me as she ducked through. ‘He thought it would be funny if they filled the shelves with books with fake titles.’ She raised an eyebrow at me as I fingered the spine, Lady Agatha’s Surprise, by Abum Hole. ‘I like to think the current Rowes are a little less puerile.’


We passed through the parlour, drawing room, formal dining room, rooms I didn’t know even existed outside a game of Cluedo, a dizzying labyrinth of pastel silks and hand-painted wallpaper and intricately detailed wood, such that when we finally reached the kitchen, sleek and modern with shiny black appliances, and veined marble surfaces, I was taken by surprise.


‘The living rooms were one thing,’ Laurie explained, seeing me blink, ‘but I put my foot down on the kitchen and bathrooms. There’s only so much Regency living I could take. Charles insisted on the Aga, drain on utilities that it is, because it was his grandmother’s, but everything else is firmly twenty-first century. Perrier?’ She yanked open the doors of a vast American-style fridge, and before I could make the mental leap in conversation, a cold green bottle was placed into my hands, the exterior already sweating as it made contact with the atmosphere.


I heard more about Charles as we continued the tour. She said that they’d met whilst she was an art student in Boston – now my ear tuned to the softened consonants I had passed off as Cornish. He’d come to America to showcase the family collection of gothic carved ivory. I didn’t quite catch how she explained it, lost in the cross-continental meanings of ‘school’, and ‘college’, as she loosely described, but as part of her course she was invited to lunch with him, and he, ten years older and fresh from five years’ banking in Hong Kong, swept her off her feet.


‘He went back to England but we kept in touch – we just couldn’t forget one another,’ she added wistfully. ‘Eventually I moved over, and we got married. I was twenty-three, and Charles . . . Charles was –’ she sighed deeply, her face lighting up in a way that gave me a glimpse of what a teenaged Laurie must have been like ‘– well, you’ll see what Charles is like, soon enough.’


Laurie ended the tour in my room, where some invisible caretaker had already placed my suitcase, unzipped, on a steamer trunk at the foot of the four-poster bed I couldn’t quite believe would be mine, complete with decorative drapes tied back with braided gold rope. I tried to process the strangeness of it all – the long journey; the shock of leaving concrete London for Cornwall’s wild fields and sea air; the grand beauty of the house – but before I could catch my breath, the children came home, barrelling off the school bus in a flurry of discarded backpacks and kicked-off shoes.


I helped her oversee their homework and prepare their dinner, both tasks I would be taking over the next day, shadowing her as she glided through the kitchen, plucking out pots and pans and rice and vegetables in a seamless ballet. And then it was bath-time, each of them chatting non-stop, firing questions at me nineteen to the dozen that I tried to answer as truthfully as I could without mentioning Nick. Wrestling each of them into pyjamas and persuading them to brush their teeth; an endless parade of fetching glasses of water and last-minute trips to the toilet and, ‘Not that book, a different one,’ before they would entertain the idea of sleep.


‘Would you care to join us for dinner?’ Laurie asked, once duvets had been tucked, a maternal hand raked softly through hair and bedroom doors firmly shut. ‘Charles works late – he keeps an office in the village – so we tend to eat once he gets back.’


‘I . . . actually, would you mind if I went to bed?’ As intrigued as I was to meet the remaining member of the Rowe family, as soon I stepped into the child-free silence of the main staircase I found myself overwhelmed with tiredness, a dull ringing in my ear signalling the beginnings of a headache.


‘How silly of me!’ Laurie clapped a hand to her throat. ‘You must be exhausted. Please, go to your room and get settled in. Is there something I can bring you up? A snack?’


I shook my head. ‘Nothing, thank you. I’ll be fine.’


‘In that case, rest well.’ She reached for my arm, squeezed. ‘Oh – and I’m so sorry, but if you need to let anyone know you’ve made it safely, you’re probably best to wait until the morning. The cell reception here is patchy at best, and the only good Wi-Fi signal is in Charles’s study, but he doesn’t really like you disturbing his things.’ She gave me an apologetic grimace. ‘That’s why I said on our call that this position is best suited for people without a whirling social life. Trying to keep in touch can get quite frustrating, quite quickly.’


I hesitated, then gave a small shrug. ‘That suits me. I have no one to call.’


She regarded me carefully for a moment, and I wondered if I had said the wrong thing. But then her expression changed, and she gave me a wink. ‘There, you see: I knew you’d be a perfect fit. You’ll be part of the family before you realize it.’


Alone with the silence at last, I collapsed into bed the moment I entered the room, eschewing all thoughts of unpacking until the morning. My heavy sleep was punctuated with flashes from the day – the whizz of scenery from the train carriage, the children’s laughter, glimpses of the sea.


Still, despite the deepness with which I slept, I couldn’t fend off the ragged thoughts of Nick that made me toss and turn, my breathing tight. At one point I was roused fully, sure I had been woken by the sound of the bedroom door clicking shut. I sprang from the bed and prised open the door, convinced that it was over, of who I would see on the other side.


But the corridor was empty, the air still. And by the time I had assured myself it was nothing more than the old house settling, that my fears were unfounded, sleep claimed me completely.
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I had discovered a digital clock on the bedside table, a relic of the nineties, which I’d managed to get working. But when it went off the following morning, the sound was so unfamiliar, so alarming – a staccato, insistent beep – that I was shocked into wakefulness, momentarily forgetting where I was.


But one look at the carved posts that cornered my bed, at the leaf-patterned eiderdown that had slipped off in the night and now lay rumpled on the floor beside me, and my fingers relaxed their grip on the bedsheets. I was really here. I had made it.


I went over to the windows and pulled open the curtains, thick, damasked things plunging the room into daylight. Heaved up the sash to stick my head into the raw morning air, inhaling freshness.


The house was only two floors, but the double-height ceilings and vast windows afforded me soaring views across the grounds, and, beyond that, the sea. Craning my neck, I tried to situate myself, only to find that there was very little to see except for land and water: no hugger-mugger neighbours, no busy roads; little else save a few terracotta peaks across the bay to suggest the makings of a village.


In the distance, church bells clanged the hour. A caw of seagulls. And then nothing.


I thought of our old flat. The wheeze of the 137 bus as it stopped two doors down. Cars beeping, the drivers fisting the horn until whatever irritant they perceived had passed. Shops unshuttering. Clubbers, still in last night’s heels, singing tunelessly on their way to the chicken shop. Nick snoring himself awake, and the feel of his hand on the small of my back as I debated whether I could pretend to still be asleep.


The hate on his face when I told him I was leaving.


I drank in the silence, turned my face to the light.


I had expected that I would find Laurie in the kitchen as I followed the children down for breakfast, but the room was empty, no sign on the surfaces of a previous presence.


‘It’s breakfast and weekday supper in the kitchen, weekend meals in the breakfast room, and Sunday lunch in the formal dining room, unless there’s guests and then it all changes.’ Bess, eight and already remarkably self-assured, had guided me when I had naively asked if they liked to have breakfast in front of the television. I wished I’d brought a paper and pen. ‘Please don’t mix them up. Mummy always hated it when . . . ow, my foot, William,’ she had said, breaking off as William launched himself from the bottom three steps directly into her.


‘When what?’ I had called after her, but the moment was lost in a flurry of childish shrieks.


In the kitchen, I got the children settled on the leather bar stools that surrounded the marble-topped island unit, busied myself with trying to remember where to find pots and pans and pantry, as I tried to keep up with their voracious requests: two different kinds of toast, specific ratios of cereal to milk, a fried egg for William, only accepted on the second try after the first one split. I had just located the kettle and was settling onto a third stool with a mug of tea when the door opened, and a man appeared.


‘Daddy!’ the children chorused, doing the detective work for me. They slid from their stools, rushed to greet him, and he waded fully into the room with a child at each leg.


‘Careful, William, you’re getting butter on my trousers.’ And then, softening. ‘Give us a bite and we’ll call it even.’ He bent down, and I heard the crunch of toast between teeth before he stood up, faced me directly and said plainly, ‘Hi.’


Somehow, after Laurie’s storytelling yesterday, my brain had formed an image of Charles that was now being rapidly dismantled. Because the man before me was nothing like the bookish, formal, middle-aged father I had envisaged. For one thing, although I knew he must be over fifty – Laurie said in passing she was in her forties, he ten years older – he looked nowhere near how, with the folly of youth, I’d envisaged a fifty-year-old man to look. He wore jeans – not the suit and tie I had fictionally clothed him in – albeit good ones, dark and smoothly fitting, and a linen shirt with a fine red ticking stripe, the cuffs rolled up to the elbows. His face was darkly tanned, with a square jaw, long, aquiline nose and distinctly full lips, framed by a head of the dark curls I had rightly predicted he had passed down to his offspring. At a certain angle, he was almost pretty.


‘Hi,’ I said in return. And then, realizing my station, stood, surreptitiously brushing crumbs from my skirt. Held out my hand. ‘Sorry, I didn’t get a chance to introduce myself last night. I’m Lily, the new nanny.’


For some reason I felt prompted to add, ‘How do you do?’, an expression I had never used and felt ridiculous saying. And he could tell, I knew; I saw the chuckle in his eyes, as he took my outstretched hand and said, ‘I assumed that was the case. Either that or a kidnapper, and I thought the latter probably wouldn’t have taken the risk of making them breakfast first.’


I laughed, shyly, and was suddenly struck by my newness, unsure of protocol – should I offer to make him coffee, breakfast?


Before I could decide a course of action, a loud trill reverberated through the house, startling me.


‘The gates,’ Charles offered, helpfully.


When I looked at the clock on the microwave oven, I saw that it was five to eight, the time the minibus arrived to take Bess and William to school.


‘Shit,’ I hissed. Then reddened. ‘Sorry.’ Gathered the plates and cutlery into the sink, chivvied the children into the hall to find shoes and bags, stormed up the stairs to get the swimming kit Bess had forgotten, thrusted it through the open doors of the bus seconds before it rolled out of the gate.


When I returned to the kitchen, it was empty. Surfaces wiped. Plates and cutlery in the dishwasher.


I didn’t see Charles for the rest of the day.


It was strange, my first full day at Kewney. Mentally, I had been aware that Bess and William would be in school for another month or so yet, that my job would be relegated to weekends, mornings, and after school care; but that hadn’t quite prepared me for the long stretch of daylight in between, the nothingness of feeling I should be doing something useful but not quite knowing what that was.


I unpacked my things, slipping clothes onto the hangers in the deep mahogany wardrobe, tucking the empty case under the bed. I padded to the children’s rooms, hoping to be of some use there, but not a thing was out of place in Bess’s, and I opened William’s door to find a woman with grey hair and a black mole above her lip hovering over his things.


I shrieked, making the woman leap up in surprise, and then noticed the navy cleaning overall she was wearing, the vacuum cleaner at her side.


‘So sorry,’ I apologized when we were both calm. ‘I didn’t expect to find anyone in here. I’m Lily, the new nanny.’


She appraised me, the mole moving as her eyes twitched across my face.


‘No English.’


And then she turned back to her work.


I hovered in my room, idly toggling the data on and off my phone in the hope of inciting some signal, but Laurie was right: any scrap of service disappeared after a second; and besides, did I really want to see who might have called?


When I heard the church bells chiming one o’clock, I swung myself from the bed and found the kitchen, hoping I might encounter some activity there, but once again it was empty. Laurie hadn’t mentioned a job, so unless she had managed to slip seamlessly in and out of the house all day, I supposed her to be somewhere in it. How bizarre, to live in a house where you had absolutely no clue whether people were coming or going.


My stomach growled. I hadn’t eaten anything since the train journey yesterday, but it felt odd, rooting around in the kitchen fridge. Laurie had insisted though, hadn’t she? ‘Treat this place like your home!’


I made myself a cheese and tomato sandwich gingerly, washing and drying the knife and cutting board to escape detection, and then, judging the day to be clear enough, decided to take it outside.


Remembering the pair of French doors in the parlour, I made my way to the other side of the house. Balancing my plate and glass of water carefully, I fiddled with the handles of the closed parlour door, edging one down with an elbow, then turning to nudge the doors open fully with my back. When I turned around, there was Laurie.


She had her back to me, giving me the advantage of being able to observe her undetected, and I saw that she was painting; an easel was set up in the middle of the room, upon which rested a huge canvas, easily five feet in width. Her hair was pulled into a messy bun, half of it already escaping in trails down her back, and she was wearing a turquoise silk kimono, patterned across the back with a great peacock motif whose feathers fluttered when she moved an arm. She was barefoot, I saw, her feet twisting into the white drop cloth laid under the canvas and around the clutter of paint pots and turpentine and brushes. There was a rhythm to her movements, the way she threaded, seamlessly, around the debris, her body flowing, almost trance-like, with each stroke of the brush.


A small sofa, gold-edged and patterned in a trailing William Morris print, was jerked out of position beside the set-up. On it rested a coffee cup and the discarded peel of an orange, the edges drying and curled. From the little I knew of Laurie, this seemed uncharacteristically uncouth, a testament to her flow.


From the corner of the room all I could see of the canvas was blue, but when I got closer, I saw it was a landscape: the sky meeting the sea, swirls of aquamarine and periwinkle and deep indigo. The sky she was depicting seemed calm; pale and almost iridescent, with big fluffy clouds like in a children’s picture book; in contrast the sea was churned up, peaks of white raked into the blue.


‘Laurie.’ I stepped fully into the room, speaking softly so as not to scare her. And then when she didn’t answer, louder, ‘Excuse me, Laurie?’


Nothing. I came towards her, touched her gently on the arm, and at that she flinched, turned around, and I realized that she had been wearing headphones, tiny wireless pods that she removed from her ears as she smiled at me.


‘Lily! Sorry, I was in my own world.’ She held the pods in her hand, and I recognized the muffled guitar strings of Fleetwood Mac’s ‘The Chain’ twanging from her closed palm.


‘I didn’t know you were an artist?’


She wiped her brush on a rag which she tossed into the metal bin at her feet, and then, resting the brush on the easel, she retied the cord of her kimono and took a step back, standing beside me to appraise the work.


‘Artist is a strong word for it.’ She wiped the back of her wrist across her forehead, dislodging a stray hair but leaving in its place a streak of steel blue, almost the same colour as her eyes. ‘I enjoy painting. I always have. There’s a small gallery in Truro that displays my work. There’s quite the market in seascapes for second homes and holiday lets, as you can imagine. They barely make more than the canvas they’re painted on, but I guess that’s not the point.’


‘It’s beautiful,’ I said. And it was. There was something chilling about it, the discord between the two states, the way the sea crashed angrily into the sky, marring its pretty perfection. But there was something thrilling about it too; ‘awesome’, in the literal sense, the scale of it. Elemental. It sent a shiver up my spine. ‘My mum was an artist,’ I said softly. ‘Well, an illustrator. She drew greeting cards. Not the comedy cartoon ones you see now, but beautiful ones, for children. She was working on a book, too, before.’ I felt her eyes on me, seeking clarity. ‘She died when I was eight.’


I swallowed the word, as I always did when I had to tell someone new, even though it was nearly twenty years ago now, the initial shock of pain dulled to a more frequent numbness. She used to draw me, too, in idle moments; pen-and-paper renditions of my mouth half-agape as I watched TV, or my hair spilling across the kitchen table as I bent over my homework. I could still picture her, pen in hand, adding the collar to my school uniform. It was what I was wearing the day they told me; I’ll always remember the scratch of the sofa against my legs, bare beneath my chequered summer dress, as my world shifted. ‘Mummy’s very poorly.’ Nan’s eyes red, as she took one of my hands beneath hers. Dad’s avoiding mine.


‘I’m so sorry, Lily.’ Laurie reached out to touch my upper arm. Her palm was warm, the skin smooth. ‘It is so hard to lose a mother that young. I’m not close to my parents, but I can only imagine how distressing it must have been. I’m here if you ever want to talk. I want you to think of me as your friend.’


I wanted to brush her off, fold in on myself like I was used to doing when I mentioned Mum, but the look she gave me wasn’t one of pity, but of solidarity, and I found myself nodding back.


‘Thank you . . . I will.’


She noticed my lunch then, offered to keep me company. Guided me through the French doors and out onto the lawns, where a solid wooden dining table was set up on the flagstones, offering views of the orchard, where once upon a time, she told me, there had been a working cider press. A jasmine plant crept up the wall behind us, the white flowers in thick bloom, and the sweet scent clung to the air around us, perfecting the country idyll.


We talked, casually at first, about the gardens, their layout and design, the path I would take if I wanted to go down to the beach. She told me titbits about the children, their life in Kewney, but although she touched upon her own childhood in Boston, she seemed to steer clear of anything too personal, and it didn’t feel right to press. In return I described Nan and Grandad’s, where I’d eventually moved permanently: blackberry picking and homemade pies. Later, London, for uni, how like so many people, after I graduated I just . . . stayed.


She was a good conversationalist. Asking questions when pertinent. Knowing when to stay silent, listen. I felt myself relaxing in her company. And somehow, despite every intention to the contrary, I found myself telling her about Nick – not all of it, of course – but enough to offer some hint of colour as to how I had found myself at Kewney.


His name stuck to the roof of my mouth like peanut butter.


‘You lose who you are, in a relationship like that,’ she mused. ‘Sometimes you have to take yourself to the darkest of places, to try and find yourself again.’


I looked up, struck by her clarity. Had I said too much?


But Laurie seemed lost in her own thoughts, staring out across the fields to where the sky met sea.


‘Tell me what it was like, moving here?’ I asked, using her silence to move the conversation on.


Thankfully, she took the bait.


She described seeing Kewney for the first time, when Charles’s parents were still living in it: ‘I thought I was walking into the pages of a novel.’ How strange she had found it when they took ownership of it themselves.


‘I didn’t know how I’d ever get used to it. So many rooms to keep tidy, so much history to keep on top of – especially in a place like this, where you’re considered an outsider if your family doesn’t go five generations back. And then there was the silence. The lack of people or places to go unless you planned for it. Boston wasn’t exactly Manhattan, but you still bumped into your neighbour. Charles’s mother, Nancy, didn’t exactly warm to me, but she kept telling me that once we had children I wouldn’t have a chance to sit still. But then that took a while, and Charles was always off . . .’ She stopped herself before she finished the thought, shook her head. ‘Anyway, it was years before I thought of Kewney as my home.’


Before I had a chance to press her on it, she rose, her chair scraping loudly against the stone tiles.


‘I should probably get back to my painting. You don’t mind, do you? Only, I don’t like to lose the rhythm for too long when I’m in the zone.’


‘No, no, please go ahead.’ I stood, gathering my empty cup and plate. ‘I imagine the children will be back from school soon. I should start getting something ready for their dinner.’


I half phrased it as a question, but she didn’t reply, instead leading the way back through the French doors, leaving them open for me to follow. I hesitated, unsure whether I should say goodbye or not, but when I stepped inside, she was already putting her headphones in, picking up her brush. I crossed the room and opened the door to leave the parlour, my hand resting on the scrolled brass door handle, turned to look at her one more time before I left.


She was staring at the painting with her arms by her sides, her stance wide, like a boxer about to throw a punch. She held her brush aloft, twisted it so the handle pointed down, and drew her arm back with such force I thought she would rend the canvas in two. I watched, unable to look away, but at the last minute she paused, her arm dropping to her side, blue paint dripping from the brush and onto her bare foot like a tear.
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I didn’t see Laurie again until the children were just sitting down to dinner. Her manner seemed light, whatever cloud had settled on her after our talk vanished, and she had changed out of her kimono and into a crisp white shirt and full skirt in a vibrant paisley print, both wrists encircled with heavy, beaded bracelets that jangled as she moved.


‘Darlings! How was school?’ she called as she breezed into the kitchen, pulling each child into her chest, and running her fingers through their hair, listening patiently as they escalated into an excited burble.


‘Oh, you’re not going to have dinner now, are you?’ she asked me when the children had finally settled back down.


I looked at the portion of lasagne in front of me, fork poised.


‘I thought it would make it easier if I ate with Bess and William? I don’t want to be in Mr Rowe’s and your way?’


‘Don’t be silly.’ She gave a little pout, her features morphing prettily. ‘Charles and I are sick of each other’s company. It would be a delight to have you join us.’


I hesitated, unsure. ‘I don’t want to waste all this food . . . ?’


‘Nonsense.’ Suddenly she was all motion, taking my plate over to the sideboard, pulling out silver foil, covering it. ‘It’ll keep for a day at least. You can have it for lunch tomorrow. I’ve ordered some fantastic steaks from the butcher. Go on . . . say yes?’


I acquiesced, getting the feeling I was fighting a losing battle, and when I clicked the door to Bess’s room shut an hour later, arms full of dirty laundry, Laurie was waiting for me, hovering in the hall.


‘I thought it might be fun to dress up. Treat tonight as a sort of celebration of your arrival.’


‘Oh?’


I tried shake the feeling I was being accosted as she pulled the clothes from me, placed them in a heap by the door. ‘Leave those here – the cleaner can sort them out in the morning. Indulge me, will you?’


I took the hand she stretched out for me, allowed her to lead me through the corridor and over to the east wing of the house, where she and Charles had their rooms, into what was obviously her dressing room – panelled wardrobes in a delicate robin’s egg blue, an ornate, skirted dressing table overlooking the window. It smelled strongly of her – pretty pink florals intermixed with something lusher, muskier; vanilla and oak. I hadn’t consciously detected it before, but now I could smell it on her skin as she placed her hands on my shoulders, moving me to the stool in front of the dresser, and realized how fitting a scent it was for how I was just beginning to perceive her: the delicate top notes of femininity only a part of her complex nature.


‘I was sorting out some clothes earlier for the charity pile and I found a dress that I thought would look so lovely on you. Indulge me: will you try it on?’


Her voice was softer in here, as if the womb-like space necessitated a certain sort of hushed tone.


‘I . . . of course . . .’ I found myself adjusting to it too, speaking sotto voce as I turned to watch her take an item down from a cane folding screen.


The dress was rose pink, a gauzy chiffon material patterned with a ditzy floral print and intricate covered buttons. Not overtly formal but certainly more so than the jeans and T-shirt I was currently sporting.


‘I don’t usually wear a lot of pink . . .’ I stared at the dress, already envisaging myself tripping down the stairs and ripping a hole in it.


‘Oh, go on,’ she coaxed, and then, a little firmer, ‘just try it. I promise if you don’t like it you can wear whatever you like. It’s just a bit of fun.’


She held it out to me, and I slipped behind the screen, pulling my T-shirt off and the dress over my head as I shimmied out of my jeans. The dress fell to my mid-calves, with a sweetheart neckline and banded, puffed sleeves that stopped a couple of inches above my elbow. I fumbled with the buttons, growing hot from the stress of how fiddly they were, knowing Laurie was waiting for me on the other side, desperate not to rip anything in the proceedings.


Dressed, I stepped out from behind the screen, unsure how to hold myself, arms stiff. But when I turned to her, Laurie beamed, beckoned me to the full-length mirror beside the dressing table.


‘See, it’s perfect on you.’


She was right. The dusty rose highlighted the paleness of my skin, enhanced its contrast with my dark hair and eyes, the cut elongating my body, skimming my hips and nipping in at the waist.


‘What do you think? How does it make you feel?’


I eyed my reflection. ‘Good . . . I guess . . . ?’ It had been a long time since I’d had cause to dress up.


She smiled, obviously pleased with herself. ‘Come on. Now for the rest.’


She touched her hand to the small of my back, guiding me to the dressing table and releasing the band from my haphazard ponytail as I sat. I gave over to her, watching her work, smoothing my messy waves with her fingertips, diligently selecting blusher, mascara, lip gloss to dab, apply, sweep. It was the kind of scene I could have imagined with my own mother, and I wondered if our conversation earlier had tugged at Laurie’s maternal core, had prompted this occasion.


‘Gorgeous, see?’ she whispered, looking at my reflection over my shoulder. ‘And just in time for dinner.’


We walked into the kitchen to the melody of Frank Ocean playing over the surround sound, a deep, syncopated beat. Charles was standing over a sizzling pan, a chopping board of sliced mushrooms in his open palm. The smell of butter clung to the air.


‘Ah, the chef,’ Laurie greeted him, sashaying easily past the island unit’s sharp corners to plant a kiss on his cheek. ‘Smells delicious.’


‘Mushrooms, cream, truffle . . . what’s not to like.’ He shrugged, wiped his forehead with the back of his hand as he added the mushrooms and the pan exploded with steam, snaked the same hand around her waist to give her a kiss in return.


He had changed, too, since that morning – a baby-pink shirt with the cuffs rolled to the elbows, navy fitted chino shorts – and was freshly shaven, his hair still wet from the shower. They looked so good together, this handsome couple in their designer kitchen; like watching people on TV. I hovered in the doorway, wondering if I had made a mistake, agreeing to dinner, when Charles looked up from the pan, turned his head towards me.


‘Ah, the guest of honour. Laurie, there’s a bottle of Dom in the wine fridge. Let’s crack it open.’


Before I could offer to help, she was already moving, pulling down flutes and removing a dark-green bottle with a gold shield-shaped label from the second fridge I’d only just noticed, filled top to bottom with bottles. A whole fridge, just for wine.


We clinked, and I pressed the glass to my lips, tonguing the bubbles as a memory surfaced on them.


I had been drinking champagne the night I met Nick. Not like this, cold and crisp, but the too-warm, piss-yellow stuff, downed from thin plastic glasses at a house party. He’d come up with some terrible excuse for talking to me, deliberately addressing me with the wrong name, pretending he thought I was someone he knew. I called him out on it, even as he made a great show of continuing the charade, but by the time he admitted it our introduction had been made, the first seed sown.


He was like that, Nick, fond of playing the part. Consummate funny man. As long as he was the one making the joke.


‘Don’t make me laugh.’ The sound of his voice, that last night, hoarse with rage. ‘You won’t leave me: you’re a fucking joke.’ Later, the argument not forgotten. ‘I’ll find you, if you ever try to leave. You know that, right? Wherever you go, you’ll never get away from me.’


Suddenly the champagne smelled like vomit. My stomach turned.


‘Don’t you think, Lily?’


I saw Laurie looking to me, waiting for an answer.


‘Sorry?’ I shook my head, trying to shake the shadow of Nick’s words away.


‘I said that, when you drink Dom Pérignon, it makes you realize that all other champagnes are just a poor imitation; that this is what champagne should actually have tasted like all along.’


‘Oh . . .’ I swirled the glass. ‘Well, to be quite honest with you, I know absolutely nothing about champagne. I’m just glad this has bubbles in it, so I know what it is.’


They both laughed, but it was a friendly, warm laugh, not Nick’s slow sneer of derision. I felt myself relaxing, my muscles loosening as I drank thirstily, the smell vanishing, and with it, Nick’s threat.


Champagne fizzed through my system.


‘Well, if you want a lesson, that’s one thing I can help with.’ Charles topped up my glass, spinning the bottle away just before the bubbles foamed over the top. ‘I consider myself a bit of a wine nerd.’


He held out the near-empty bottle to me, and I took it, fingers grazing his.


‘Dom Pérignon is a vintage-only champagne.’ He pointed to the looping black letters on the bottle: Vintage 2006. ‘A lot of people assume that vintage means the champagne is old, but actually it means that the grapes were all picked in a single year. Other houses only produce a vintage every three or four years and create a blend in between, but with Dom, if the grapes aren’t good enough, they produce nothing. They like things to be the very best. And I like that about them.’


He was leaning over me, elbow lightly touching my upper arm, so I could smell the cologne on the nape of his neck, spices and wood, the cooking scents that clung to his shirt and hair.


‘Honey, you’re boring the poor girl.’


‘Sorry.’ Charles stepped back, gave me an abashed smile. ‘I can’t help myself when I get carried away.’


‘The mushrooms are burning,’ Laurie added, draining her glass.


He raised his glass to her. ‘In that case, bring on the steak.’


I had to keep reminding myself over dinner that I was the Rowes’ employee, and not their guest. They were easy hosts, the conversation always fluid, an even mix of asking questions about me and sharing stories of their own, never putting me on the spot or leaving me out. Laurie was kind, keen to point out my few accomplishments to Charles, relaying the details of my History degree, the points where it intersected Charles’s own interests; highlighting my paltry Spanish GCSE when he mentioned a year spent living in Madrid. Charles made an excellent show of being interested, but I couldn’t help feeling awkward, almost as if Laurie were trying to justify her reasons for hiring me, proving me to be ‘the perfect find’.


We drank wine, pale-red stuff which tasted vegetal, like licking a forest floor, and then something deeper, almost spicy, finishing off with a sweet and sticky Spanish sherry that Laurie, to Charles’s mock horror, insisted on pouring over raisin-studded vanilla ice cream. I never knew people ate like this – drank like this – within their own homes.


When I rose, later, much later, I found myself swaying, all the wine and food sloshing in my stomach. I hiccupped; made a too-late attempt to hide it; joined in their laughter.


‘Looks like we may have rolled out the welcome wagon a little too strongly.’ Laurie’s hand on my back, tender. ‘Let me fetch you a jug of water to take upstairs.’


It was later, much later still, after I had dragged myself to the bathroom to remove my make-up, hung the dress carefully in my wardrobe and was drifting to sleep, that a crash from the depths of the house made me rise up, my ears prick to attention.


I waited ten breaths, recited the nine times table . . . nine, eighteen, twenty-seven . . . before lifting the covers, padding softly towards the top of the stairs.


‘Laurie!’ Charles was calling, his voice echoing through the open corridors downstairs. ‘Laurie, come back here.’


‘Stay away from me.’ A crash, the sound of glass breaking, followed by a cry, mottled pain and anger, the culprit unclear. I turned to my right, half expecting the children to emerge, but their rooms were buried in the west wing, far from the noise below.


‘Just leave me be.’ Laurie’s voice was getting louder now, and I heard the quickening of her tread across the floor. When I saw her emerge into the Great Hall, I retreated to my room, face pressed against the cool wood of the closed bedroom door.


Footsteps sounded on the staircase. A second pair followed. A door closed in the distance. Silence.


When I was almost certain my path would be clear, I opened the door. Finding the corridors empty, I crept down to the floor below.


The kitchen was clear, lights off. Moonlight pooled from the bay window, casting its lemony light across the gleaming surfaces.


On the floor, in the middle, where no accidental hand of God could have let it roll, the champagne bottle lay, its neck shattered in two.


I left without determining if the dark spots beside it were blood.
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