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To my mother




Prologue


It’s there in the darkness. Her secret. Her unmentionable.


I must be wicked. I must be terrible. I must be evil.


There’s no other explanation. How else could she keep this awful, awful secret?


If I were stronger, I would be able to do what I know must be done.


She could take her secret out into the night, when there is nobody about. She could take it down to the boathouse, where the old skiff lies rotting. She could untie the skiff, climb in and push it out so that it floats silently into the middle of the lake. And then, at the deepest point, where she knows thick, entangling weed lies like an underwater jungle beneath her, ready to snare her and hold her down, she could take herself over the edge, and the secret would go with her.


Then, at last, I would be free.


But right now she is afraid. She is too weak. The secret will kill her somehow. That is the only thing she knows for sure.




PART ONE





Chapter One


‘Hello, lovelies! Let’s see how you’re coming along.’


Alex pulled on the dangling light switch, feeling the grit of cobwebs under her fingers, and the drying room burst into a musty yellow light. Now she could see the row upon row of bunches of flowers hanging from the attic rafters, hundreds of tiny petalled heads in shades of red, purple, pink, yellow, orange and white, suspended upside down over the dusty floor. They had been carefully bunched, tied and strung up in the summer, when their petals were full of vivid colour. They were now slightly faded, brittle rather than yielding, and their stems dry and hollow. But they were still beautiful.


‘Ooh, you look gorgeous!’


She pulled down a bunch from the nearest rafter to inspect. The little starry heads, like miniature chrysanthemums in yellow, orange and magenta, had changed beautifully from silky smooth to straw-dry petals. Lack of sunlight had kept most of the colour intact; the darker ones had lost some pigment, but their colour would be reawakened by putting white blooms among them to bring out their jewel hues, and her careful handling meant that most of the petals were still in place.


Excellent. They’re definitely good enough for baubles.


She looked about at her hoard. The other rafters were strung with a bounty of flowers: the white and yellow pom-poms nicknamed billy buttons; long delphiniums in purple, lilac and cream; fragrant lavender in big bunches; hydrangeas with their huge fluttery heads in pale green and soft pink; love-in-a-mist, hollyhocks, roses, baby’s breath, lady’s mantle. The poetry of their names was enough to make her love the flowers, even without their delicate, dried-out beauty, with its almost melancholy memory of summer now gone.


Taking down half a dozen bunches, she carried them downstairs and out into the potting shed where a long wooden table was ready and waiting. She began to pull her supplies from the row of battered oak cupboards along one wall of the shed – florist’s oasis, wires, scissors, ribbons, glue – and made a mental note to order more. As well as making her usual stock, she had promised to supply a London department store with enough floral baubles for all its Christmas windows and that would mean a huge boost to the business. It was exciting, after all these years of slogging, to feel that she was beginning to get somewhere.


The potting shed was always where Alex felt calmest, and today she relaxed into the work, taking the dried heads of helichrysum, snipping them, wiring the stems and pressing them into the sponge orbs that would hold them in place. The work was repetitive but engrossing; simple but creative and satisfying as the bauble took shape. Soon she had several in shades of plum, pink and red, strung with green ribbon and ready to hang.


They’re so pretty.


She had a flash of memory of Mum at the top of a ladder, frowning, her tongue between her teeth, as she stretched to hang a canary-yellow bauble on the upper branches of the great Christmas tree that took pride of place in the hall at Tawray.


‘There!’ she had cried with delight, when it was successfully in place. ‘Doesn’t that look fabulous?’


It did. Alex had gazed up at the enormous tree with its spectacular load of flower baubles in dozens of gorgeous colours. ‘Lovely,’ she breathed.


‘Who’s got the star? Ali Pali?’


Alex ran up the stairs so she could lean over the banister and pass the star to Mum to put on the top. She’d helped to make it: bending coat hangers into the right shape, stuffing them with foam which was studded with dozens of tiny dried daisies. Mum had even let her spray it with the can of paint, releasing a cloud of silver that drenched the petals, giving them a satisfyingly metallic finish. ‘Here you are!’


‘Thank you, Angel Ali.’ Mum took it and with more frowning and tongue biting, managed to get it settled on the top. ‘Tiny bit off,’ she said, squinting. Her tawny hair was scrunched up into a wild bun, skewered with a pencil and a piece of florist’s wire, and she pushed the loose bits out of her eyes. ‘But no one will notice! Come on, let’s do the festoons.’


That was Alex’s favourite bit. The tree looked amazing, of course, but there was something about the festoons that spoke of ancient revels and Christmases past. Mum made them, weaving all the joyous summer flowers into the dark green ivy skeins, putting in holly and old man’s beard, and all manner of pagan greenery alongside the delicate beauty of the petals. Alex loved the blue ones best – cornflowers, nigella and delphinium – and after that, the ones that looked like plum velvet: roses, hellebore, dark tulips. But they were all beautiful, how could she pick a favourite? Mum took the ropes of flowers and made a lavish display of them along the tops of the chimney pieces, winding them around thick, waxy church candles; she strung them over the great gilded picture frames in the drawing room, draped them over mirrors, and wound some along the banister of the oak staircase. She even hung garlands around the necks of the suits of armour and put laurel crowns on their helmets.


‘There you are, Sir Rupert,’ she said, patting one of them on the bottom. ‘Happy Christmas.’ She winked at Alex. ‘Not fair to miss them out,’ she said gravely, and Alex giggled.


Every year of Alex’s early childhood it was the same: out came the dried flowers carefully harvested in summer, and after hours of careful construction, up went the floral displays. When they appeared, it meant Christmas was truly on its way. Then, when the house was opened up, the visitors came to admire the flowers. When she got old enough, Alex earned a few pounds helping to serve tea in the orangery, and made lots more in tips. Johnnie made his money washing up all the teacups and plates sticky with cake crumbs.


She smiled to think of it now.


But then, the flowers stopped.


After Mum died, there was no one to do the decorations. The flowers wilted in the gardens, turned brown and then rotted. Alex was too young. No one else seemed interested.


Certainly not Sally. She was probably glad not to have the mess – all those dropped leaves and petals. She always liked things nice and tidy.


When Alex was eighteen and languishing in post-exam lassitude, she’d suddenly been inspired to cut the harvest of blooms in the gardens and meadows of Tawray, and set them to dry as her mother had. When autumn came, she taught herself to make the decorations in the old way, and started the tradition again. It was smaller than it had been – Sally wouldn’t permit it on the same scale – but the house was still opened for an afternoon so that people could see the flowers in all their glory. And Alex had found her calling.


Alex realised that her fingers were numb; the potting shed’s gas heater wasn’t really strong enough to cope with the afternoon chill. She put her finished stock carefully into tissue-lined boxes and stored them away, then cleared up her tools. When that was done, she went out, locked the door and crossed the yard to the barn that was now her house. Halfway across, she stopped and took a deep breath of crisp air, inhaling the sharpness of autumn with a sense of pleasure and reawakening. The lazy warmth of summer was all but gone, the leaves were on the turn and she could see copper and russet lights in the trees across the park that stood between her and Tawray. She stared at the gracious house nestled into its nook of green, wreaths of evening mist wrapped around its turreted roof like a veil.


The one benefit to not living there now was being able to see it like this, in a way that was impossible when actually in it.


‘Gorgeous Tawray,’ she murmured. It was a strange thing to love a place so much, to feel so much a part of it, as though its character and essence swirled through her bloodstream, feeding her cells and nourishing her at some vital level. Perhaps that was why she had never been able to leave, not like the others. They had made their way elsewhere, following jobs and studies, and finding new places to belong. But she had always been here, tied to it by invisible ropes of love and longing.


And loss.


The sight of the old house brought an ache of grief: it was there, and yet it was gone. Someone else had possession of its beauty, its solidity and the past that inhabited its walls. Someone else looked out over the gardens, towards the woods, the cliffs and the sea. Someone else walked past the lake, the old tree that overlooked it, the boathouse . . .


But Sally wanted it gone. So that’s what happened. Sally gets what she wants, no matter how the rest of us feel – that’s just a fact.


Alex pulled herself up, shivering slightly in the chill afternoon air. ‘Come on, no point in dwelling on it. Tawray is sold. That can’t be changed.’ She spoke aloud to make sure she was firm with herself. ‘And I don’t expect they’ll want the flowers either.’


It was years since the family had lived in the house. Long before it was sold, Sally had declared it was too big for her and Pa to live in, with the children grown up and gone. That was fair enough, Alex could see that two people rattling round the great place on their own was not ideal. So it had been rented out to Major Reynolds and his wife, Lady Clare, and their four teenage sons, who quickly grew up, left and, it seemed, began producing grandchildren almost immediately. And they had wanted Alex to carry on doing the flowers.


‘It was one of the reasons why we wanted to rent Tawray in the first place,’ Lady Clare said. ‘We saw the gorgeous Christmas flowers here. We can’t imagine the place without them.’


Alex had been touched, and profoundly happy that she could carry on Mum’s tradition. It didn’t have to end now that they no longer lived at Tawray themselves.


She gazed at the house, with its chimneys and turrets. But I have no idea if the new owners will want me to carry on. Who knows if they have any idea the tradition exists? She sighed. Sometimes it feels as though I’ve spent all my life fighting to keep something of my past alive, while everyone else is determined to let it go.


Alex was peeling potatoes for mash when she heard the door open and the clamour of voices and footsteps as the girls came in.


‘We’re back!’ called Di, and she came into the kitchen clutching book bags and a music case. ‘Something smells nice.’


‘Casserole. Where are the girls?’


‘Where do you think?’ Di rolled her eyes. ‘In front of the telly before they had their coats off. They’ve been very good. No problems.’


‘Thanks, Di.’ Alex smiled at her. They had a good arrangement of childcare swaps so that they both had clear work days a couple of times a week. As Di’s daughters were the same ages as Scarlett and Jasmine, and in the same years at school, it worked well. ‘Tea?’


‘I won’t say no.’ Di slipped down into a chair. ‘How are you?’


‘Fine, fine.’ Alex switched on the kettle. ‘Same as usual. Trying to keep things on an even keel.’


‘How’s Tim? Were you right? Does he definitely have a new lady friend?’


‘Yup. He confirmed it the other day.’ Alex rolled her eyes. ‘Exactly as I predicted.’


‘You did, you wise old bird.’ Di eyed her carefully. ‘How do you feel about that?’


Alex chopped another potato and slipped the pieces into the saucepan of water on the stove. ‘All right, I suppose. It was bound to happen. He was on dating apps before he even moved out. But the break-up was my call, so I can hardly be angry if he gets a girlfriend.’


She remembered how Tim used to splutter with outrage when she told him he would find someone else.


‘No way!’ he’d declare. ‘That’s it for me. I don’t expect to find someone else. The failure of this relationship has destroyed me, I’m done.’


‘You’ll have a girlfriend within six months, I guarantee,’ she’d said firmly. ‘You’ll probably be remarried within eighteen months.’


He’d huffed at that thought. She’d ruined him, that was the implication. He was a broken man. What did he have left to give when he’d given his all to her?


‘Well, you should do the same!’ Di declared. ‘You should find someone else. Have a bit of fun, even. You deserve it.’


‘Hmm. Maybe. I’m not sure if I’m ready for all that. I’m still in recovery from relationships. Tim only moved out six months ago. We’re still finalising the divorce terms.’


‘Yes, but let’s be honest. From what you said, it was over for a while before that.’


Alex nodded. The kettle came to the boil and switched itself off, and she went over to make the tea. ‘It was. We married too fast and too young, before we really knew each other or ourselves. I just didn’t realise how different we were.’


Di nodded sympathetically. ‘At least you found out now, while there’s still time for the two of you to make fresh starts. You’ve both been very mature about it – I’m sure you’ll take the new woman in your stride.’


‘Oh, absolutely.’ Alex smiled as she handed Di a mug of steaming tea. ‘I don’t mind. Really.’


Deep down, though, she wasn’t quite so insouciant. Something tasted bitter when she thought about Tim with another woman. Am I jealous? She searched her heart. No, it wasn’t that. She didn’t want Tim back and while she was still fond of him, she had long ago ceased to love him as a husband.


We shouldn’t have got married. I was so desperate to find a home and to be loved, I didn’t see that Tim wasn’t right for me at all.


The reasons why she had craved a place of safety so much were painful to look at with too much intensity and she pushed that thought away quickly.


I’m not jealous of the new woman. I’m just sad it ended up this way.


Yes, that was it. That was natural, wasn’t it? After all, she’d tried for years to make it all right, for the sake of Scarlett and Jasmine. They were so little, still only seven and five, and they deserved that she do everything in her power to keep their family together. But the fissures between her and Tim grew deeper, and the unhappiness more profound. They were two such different personalities and when the excitement of their initial passion had worn off, they’d found themselves mystified by one another. That had grown into baffled resentment and then into undercurrents of hostility that soured life for them all. When Tim went away on a long trip to America, it had been impossible not to see the difference. In his absence, calm had descended on the household, along with the sense that they could breathe, as though the windows and doors had been flung open and fresh, brisk air had flooded in. At first, Alex felt guilty, as though she needed to try harder to accept Tim and everything he wanted and give up her own wants and needs, so that life at home could be this calm and pleasant when he was there. But she knew that was impossible.


When Tim returned and she told him her decision, he’d behaved exactly as she’d thought he might: injured, offended, refusing to listen to her, or to talk seriously and sensibly. He’d shown no regret or sadness for the end of their marriage, just outrage at being ‘ordered out of my home’, as he put it. She watched him packing, wishing that just once he could act like an adult. She longed to sit down and talk to him, to discuss with him calmly what had gone wrong. Couldn’t they treat each other with acceptance and love even as they admitted it hadn’t worked out? But the Tim who could do that would have been someone she could stay married to.


In the end, though, he had calmed down and they had handled it as well as they could, considering there were two small children involved, the beings that would tie her and Tim together for the rest of their lives and to whom they owed the utmost consideration. Thinking of Scarlett and Jasmine had kept her together many times when she’d considered drastic options or longed to let rip at Tim in the way that would probably destroy all future relations between them.


And I’m happier now, despite all the pain of splitting up. Tim is too. It’s best for all of us.


‘The girls seem settled,’ she said to Di, sitting down opposite with her own mug, leaving the potatoes boiling in their starchy foam. ‘And that’s the main thing. That’s my focus for now.’


‘You’ll have to think about yourself too, eventually,’ Di said over the rim of her mug. ‘Your story isn’t over yet.’


Alex smiled. ‘Maybe. But I’m not quite ready to start the next chapter.’


Alex was clearing up the dinner things while the girls watched television in their pyjamas when her mobile trilled an incoming call. She picked it up, curious; her stepmother rarely made social calls. ‘Sally?’


‘Alexandra, it’s your father. He’s in hospital.’ Sally’s voice cracked suddenly and she croaked, ‘It’s a stroke. You’d better come as soon as you can.’


Alex listened, dazed, her heart pounding, her hands starting to shake. ‘How bad?’ she said breathlessly.


‘Bad. But he’s stable at the moment. Can you tell your brother, please?’


‘Are you with him?’


‘Of course.’


‘When did it happen?’


‘Last night.’


‘Last night?’ She was astonished, hardly able to take it in.


‘There was no point in bothering you unless it was serious. At first, he seemed to be all right. But he had another attack today. And . . .’


Alex closed her eyes. Was this what she had feared for so many years? That after all this time, Sally would succeed in keeping her and Pa apart just when it mattered most?


‘I’ll come right now,’ she said.


‘Tell Johnnie, won’t you?’


‘Of course I will.’ She rang off.




Chapter Two


Johnnie sat on an uncomfortable plastic chair at the back of the community hall, watching Nathan and Joe’s judo class. It looked a bit absurd for these small children, lost in their thick white judo suits, to be trying to kick and flip each other, but they seemed to be getting a lot out of it. He watched as Joe danced in front of his opponent, his eyes bright and ferocious, and then dashed forward to grab the other child’s jacket and attempt to fell him, squeezing up his face with the effort as he did.


Well done, fella, he thought, as the other child toppled onto the mat.


Johnnie’s phone vibrated in his pocket but he resisted the urge to take it out. He’d left work for the day, and now he was watching the twins. He’d resolved not to be like the other parents, ignoring the class and scrolling through their phones. He was here for his sons, and that was important. He’d wished so often that Pa had been around more for him, and so he was determined to be there for his boys.


It is pretty boring, though.


He felt guilty for thinking it, and concentrated on watching Nathan attempting a foot manoeuvre. The only other father paying attention looked a bit wild-eyed and kept shouting instructions. ‘No, Cameron, take him down! Down! Oh, for God’s sake, you’ll never do it that way, put some wellie into it.’


I don’t want to be like that. Joe and Nathan didn’t need a commentary. They just wanted their dad there, some praise at the end, and then home for tea.


Johnnie usually relished the evening routine of coming home to find the twins at the table eating their supper. Bertie might be there, but he might not – he tended to come and go as he pleased, eating when it suited him, and he usually had a completely different diet from the other two, now that he was gluten and dairy-free. Netta would be there, busy at the stove and sink, or loading the dishwasher. In no time, she would have fed the boys, overseen homework and reading, got them changed and ready for bed. Sometimes when he came home, they were already in their PJs, all pink-cheeked and warm from the bath, and Netta would be reading them a bedtime story; he would hear the low murmur of her voice from their bedroom. Bertie would be in his room by then, on his swing, or staring out of the window, wearing his noise-cancelling headphones. Johnnie would pop in to say goodnight, and these days Bertie accepted his hug and kiss without demur, which was progress.


It was precious to him, that home. He’d made it his fortress against the world, where he was protected from all the pain outside it. That was why he was feeling unsettled lately. Things weren’t quite right and he wasn’t sure what the cause was. Netta was prickly, distant. He had to tackle it.


I need to talk to her about it. I’ll do it tonight.


He’d been meaning to sit down with her for ages, maybe cook her something nice, and have a proper heart-to-heart to find out if anything in particular was making her miserable. But life was so rushed and stressful, there was always a mountain of stuff to get through. The time never seemed right for a big discussion and all the heart searching and pain that inevitably followed. He never seemed to have the energy for it.


But I ought to make the effort. I must.


It was why he was less than keen to rush home tonight, though. His phone vibrated again. Wondering if Netta was trying to reach him, he took it out and saw a text from Alex.




CALL ME ASAP. URGENT.





He frowned, his heart instantly accelerating to a faster beat. Alex was no drama queen. She wouldn’t send something like this without cause. He got up and headed out of the hall, putting the phone to his ear as it processed Alex’s number. A moment later, the ring tone sounded, and then Alex’s voice.


‘Johnnie. It’s Pa. He’s in hospital. He’s had a stroke.’


There was an invisible punch to his gut and a whining dizziness spun through his head. He fought for control. He had to stay calm. ‘Oh no. Oh God. How bad?’


‘Sally says bad. I’m on my way to him in hospital now, I’m just dropping the girls with Tim. I think you should come as soon as possible. I’ll text you the details of the ward when I have them.’


Absurdly, he thought of all the hundreds of tiny obligations holding him in place: his job in a high-powered venture capital company, the emails, the phone calls, the meetings, the errands, the places he had to be. He had to get the boys home, for one. ‘I don’t know if I can get away.’ He remembered his important meeting the next day and said helplessly, ‘Work . . .’


‘Johnnie,’ Alex said gently but firmly, ‘you can get away. Your father is in hospital, possibly dying. No one would expect you to stay in the office.’


He couldn’t speak. Pa can’t be dying.


‘Johnnie? Are you there?’


He managed to swallow and find his voice. ‘Of course, you’re right. I don’t know what I was thinking. I’ll get away as soon as I can and let you know what time I’ll arrive. You’ll call if anything changes?’


‘Of course. Drive carefully. I’ll see you later.’


He shut his eyes and took a deep breath, realising he was shaking. Then he went back into the hall to collect Nathan and Joe.


‘You’re early,’ Netta said with surprise as Johnnie came into the kitchen with the twins, who immediately dashed off. She turned to look at him, eyes questioning, and then she saw his face and her expression changed to concern. ‘Are you okay?’


‘Pa’s had a stroke.’ It came out strangled and the calm he’d managed to assume in front of the boys started to abandon him. ‘He’s in hospital.’


‘Oh love, I’m sorry. That’s terrible.’ She came over at once and hugged him, with no trace of her coldness that morning. He relaxed into her, finding comfort in the silken touch of her hair against his cheek and the musky rose scent that she always wore. It was so long since they’d hugged like this. Why had they stopped?


‘I need to get down to Cornwall right away,’ he said.


She pulled away, breaking their hug, but holding on to his hand. ‘Do you need me there too?’ Her tone was neutral but he thought he could sense her mind whirring over all the dozens of difficulties that would arise if she suddenly had to go to Cornwall.


‘No, it’s fine for now. I’ll go and then let you know what’s happening. There’s nothing you can do.’


‘I’ll take care of everything here. Don’t worry.’


He knew she would cope brilliantly. She was so much smaller and more fragile than he was, and yet so strong. And he could turn to her in a crisis. They might have their day-to-day difficulties, but Netta made it a point of honour to form a united front when things got tough. In a way, that was the upside of trouble: a sense that they were pulling at the oars of their little boat together, working hard to keep it afloat, to keep it moving forward as safely as possible. It was only when the crisis had passed and they could breathe again that they would turn and look at each other and remember all the other stuff.


Netta squeezed his hand. ‘Be careful, love. I’ll be thinking of you.’


‘Thanks.’ He managed a smile. ‘I will.’


The traffic was terrible, of course. Rush hour heading out on the M3 as darkness fell, the most unpleasant time to travel. But who got to choose these things? Who knew when the summons would come? As he drove, crawling slowly along the city’s arterial roads, he imagined the rupture in his father’s head – maybe it had been building up for days, weeks – and the instant when – bam! – something sundered and blood came rushing out, filling up the hemispheres of the brain in dark clouds, like spilled ink, drowning it in thick fluid. If the rupture were small, contained, and if treatment were given fast, then damage might be limited and rehabilitation possible. If it were a big stroke and not treated in time, then . . . well . . . it could mean an infinite number of things, depending on how much blood and where it went, what pathways it flooded, how much of the brain it killed . . .


Oh Pa.


But when he thought of his father, he got the same words in his mind: Not yet. I’m not ready. It’s not time. As though Pa’s stroke was all about him. Stop being selfish, he told himself firmly, and noticed his hands clenched so tightly around the steering wheel that his knuckles were dead white. It’s Pa who matters right now.


Sally had not phoned him herself, he realised. Well, that was hardly a surprise. She did everything she could to avoid him and had done for years. He’d felt the chilly wind of her disapproval for so long that it was hard to remember that there had once been another time when Sally had been a source of comfort to him. He could still remember running to her crying when he’d fallen off his bike, and how she’d wrapped him in her arms, cooing over him, rubbing his sore arm. He’d inhaled the floral scent of her perfume and the warmth of her clean skin and felt safe. He’d felt better.


But it hadn’t been like that for years and years.


Just when we needed her most, she turned against us. And then she insisted on moving out of Tawray, renting it out so that we could never go there. And now she’s sold it. The house that should have come to me and Alex.


His dark feelings rose up from the depths, the ones that formed a smoky cloud of hatred around Sally, the architect of so much of his misery. He had only tolerated her for as long as he had because of Pa. And now he was on his way towards her, and heading back to the home he’d avoided for years in order to keep away from her.


He shook his head, trying to dispel the unpleasant sensation.


Pa is what matters. He’s my father. She’s nothing to me. I have to focus on Pa.


Johnnie drove west, the density of London and its satellite towns giving way to the vistas of the countryside: rolling fields and plains bordered by hedgerows, dark stains of copses and woods, the knots of houses topped off with a church spire. The sky turned orange and pink like a tropical cocktail, then dark blue and black. The evening news played on the radio as Johnnie drove on automatic pilot, considering how many times he’d travelled this stretch of road. The first time he’d properly headed away from home had been to take himself to university, vowing he would never come back. He’d thought then that Pa might resist this threat, or at some point come and persuade him to return home at least for a visit, but he never did. Johnnie had gone to King’s College London, choosing the big city perhaps because Pa had said how glad he was to have left, how he never wanted to return there.


Maybe I was testing him, Johnnie thought. Seeing how important I was to him. Pa’s resistance to London had not made much sense. It was hardly a foreign place to him; after all, he’d lived in the heart of it for years. If anything, he was a member of its most privileged echelons, and would be welcomed back into them anytime he wanted.


It was Sally. She didn’t want to see me, or visit me, or let me and Pa get close.


He remembered their one visit, Pa and Sally coming to his shared student house when he lived out in the second year, and the distaste on Sally’s face at the grot and mess. She could hardly conceal her horror at being in Tooting, with its grimy streets and litter and high street of fast-food chicken outlets, betting shops and Caribbean supermarkets. They hadn’t stayed for long.


‘We must get home, Johnnie,’ Pa had said, but it had been Sally itching to leave, picking up her coat, winding her pink cashmere scarf around her neck. Johnnie had resisted the urge to grab the two ends and pull them tight, but it took an effort. He sometimes wondered how Pa could be so blind to the way Sally treated him. Why couldn’t he see that she never smiled at Johnnie, never really looked at him, contradicted him almost every time he spoke? And the way she hustled Pa away, as though he was some kind of rock star who had to be protected from the attentions of the hoi polloi . . . it was ridiculous. It had gone on for so long – through Johnnie’s student days, his marriage to Netta, the arrival of the boys and all that entailed. Pa had barely been allowed to be an observer of Johnnie’s life, let alone a participant.


Johnnie had not backed down. He refused to beg. He returned coldness with coldness, and gave out as much rudeness as he received. He wouldn’t show how deeply it had hurt him to be shut out.


Not like Alex. She tries to please her instead.


Poor Alex had been kicked around by Sally for years, the complicit victim of Sally’s relentless games of manipulation. Johnnie had told her over and over not to give in to it but Alex was too scared to stand up to her. She had seen how little effort Pa had made to chase after Johnnie when he vanished, and she was afraid he would be like that with her too.


‘Besides,’ Alex had said, ‘it’s different with me. Sally feels more strongly about me because I’m a woman. For some reason, I’m more of a threat than you are. So I’ve got to be more careful.’


Johnnie wasn’t so sure. He sensed Sally’s wariness about him just as much as Alex felt it about her. But perhaps the two of them personified different types of threat: Johnnie posing a risk to material security, and Alex to the emotional bond between Sally and Pa.


The mistake I made was underestimating her. I thought she wouldn’t dare touch Tawray. I didn’t realise I’d have to fight for it until it was too late.


He had not seen how capable Sally was of deviousness and betrayal. He had thought she would be happy just with marrying Pa and taking Mum’s place as the chatelaine of Tawray, and he’d imagined Sally merely wanted to swan around the gracious house, perhaps opening the village fete, or showing off to deferential tourists as she led them around the state rooms on open days. He’d thought that being Pa’s wife would be enough for her. But he was wrong. She was determined to take everything for herself, and Johnnie had been stupid not to see how far her ambition stretched.


She wouldn’t be satisfied with that. She wants everything, every scrap for herself. Nothing for me. Nothing for Alex.


The house had gone, without their even being offered the chance to say goodbye to it, all managed with the kind of secrecy and shutting out that he’d associated with Sally for so long now. She liked to keep him and Alex in the dark, push them away, making it quite clear that their feelings didn’t matter to her. They hadn’t even been allowed to take anything from the house. What had happened to all the furniture, the pictures, the china and all the rest? Was it in storage, or had it been sold?


It belonged to Mum. It was her house. Johnnie’s fingers tightened around the steering wheel as he drove. Sally had no right to push Pa to sell it. She had no right to shut us out of the decision making.


What he didn’t understand is what she had ever hoped to achieve by this fracturing of their family. Why had she wanted to inflict pain and suffering on Johnnie and Alex, to shut them off from their father?


‘She doesn’t know she’s doing it,’ Alex would say, trying to be charitable. When she came to stay in London, or Johnnie was with her in Cornwall, they would sit up late at night when Netta had long retired and all the children were asleep, talking it all through over bottles of red wine. ‘At some level she’s protecting herself, I think. Trying to keep herself as the focus of Pa’s love and attention. She’s probably very insecure. Maybe she’s afraid that Mum was a hard act to follow and that Pa doesn’t love her as much as he did Mum.’


‘You’re too kind to her,’ Johnnie said, shaking his head. ‘I think she’s monstrously selfish. And jealous of Mum too, I expect – the fact that Tawray was her house.’


‘She can be kind,’ Alex reasoned. ‘I see her more than you do, and she can be perfectly nice and reasonable.’


‘Maybe to you. She never is to me.’


‘You’re pretty cold to her as well.’


‘She started it.’


Alex laughed. ‘You sound like a child.’


‘I was a child,’ Johnnie said quickly and he felt that familiar shard of pain in his heart. ‘I hadn’t done anything to her. But she turned against me. Against both of us, when we were suffering the most.’


Alex nodded solemnly. ‘Yes.’


‘And why?’


‘That’s the million-dollar question.’


‘Come on, we both know why.’ Johnnie fixed her a piercing look. ‘One word. Mundo.’


Alex’s gaze sheared away. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘I suppose it’s the only thing that makes sense.’


Of course it was Mundo, Johnnie thought as he drove into the evening gloom. She wanted to make sure he always came first. He’s the reason she had to banish us – because we threatened his pre-eminence.


At the heart of it, though, was the man whose love and attention they were all struggling for: Pa. Now lying in the hospital, close to death. The dreadful resolution might already be here.


All the times he’d driven up and down this road, as a student, a young man, newly married with Netta beside him, a father with babies slumbering in the back as they headed down for a visit at Christmas, the boot crammed with the kit children needed – somewhere in his mind he’d known that one day there would be a final journey, when this long story would come to some kind of end.


I don’t want it to be now. I don’t want it to be yet.


The dual carriageway turned into single-lane road, the street lamps disappeared and he was driving into pitch darkness, seeing only what his headlights picked out. He passed the turn-off for Tawray although it was almost invisible in the dark, and felt the bitter pang that now accompanied thoughts of that beautiful old house, gone forever.


Don’t think about that now. You have to think about Pa.




Chapter Three


Alex pulled the car to a halt outside Tim’s small terraced house in a newly built estate on the edge of town.


‘Here we are!’ she said brightly, not wanting the girls to pick up on her anxiety, but they were wide-eyed and muted. Hurried evening trips to Dad’s house were not part of their usual routine. Jasmine was usually in bed by now and she looked out of place, sitting in her car seat, her pyjamas under her coat and Teddy Weddy under one arm. Alex got them out of the car and the girls stood huddled together in the darkness of the porch as she rang the doorbell. The urge to get to the hospital was powerful, making Alex edgy and breathless. ‘Come on,’ she muttered under her breath as they waited. At last the door opened.


‘Oh!’ She blinked with surprise at the figure standing in the brightly lit hall. ‘Hello?’


It was a woman, small and neat with honey-blonde hair that fell to her shoulders and big blue eyes. Not Tim. ‘Hi. You must be Alex.’


‘Yes. You must be Chloe.’


‘That’s right.’


Alex stared at the other woman, feeling Scarlett stiffen beside her and clutch her hand more tightly. ‘I was expecting Tim to be here.’


‘He just texted. He’s been held up at work.’


‘I need to leave the girls with him.’


‘You can leave them with me. It’s fine.’


‘Mummy,’ Jasmine said softly, and she pushed herself close to Alex’s side. She seemed suddenly so small.


‘I don’t know,’ Alex said uncertainly. She knew Scarlett and Jasmine had met Chloe but it was a leap to being on their own with her. And I don’t know her. But what choice do I have?


‘They’ll be perfectly okay,’ Chloe said.


Alex looked at Scarlett, who was mature for seven years old. She gazed back with solemn eyes. ‘Will you be all right here with Chloe till Dad gets back? So I can get to the hospital?’


‘Yes,’ Scarlett said bravely. ‘Won’t we, Jasmine?’


Jasmine hugged Teddy Weddy tightly and said nothing.


‘Thank you, sweetie,’ Alex whispered. Then she said brightly, ‘You’ll be fine, Jasmine. Scarlett’s with you. And Dad will be home soon.’


‘I’m not going to bite,’ Chloe said with a smile.


‘Of course not.’ Alex tried to smile back, but she was fighting her own internal battle. Every fibre inside her resisted sending her daughters into the house with a strange woman. She could feel their reluctance and it pained her. In any other circumstance, she would take them straight home. But that was the whole point. She didn’t have a choice. ‘Go on. I’ll come and pick you up as soon as I can. If you have to stay, Dad will get you to school tomorrow.’


‘I can make hot chocolate,’ Chloe suggested, and Alex felt a small wave of gratitude.


‘Thanks, they’d love that. Clean your teeth afterwards, remember.’ The girls moved slowly past Chloe into the brightly lit hall. The stairs at the end led up into gloom.


Oh God, I don’t want them to go in there alone with her.


But she said, ‘Goodnight, sweethearts, be good, I’ll be back before you know it,’ and turned to leave, hearing the door close behind them with a sense of despair that she couldn’t explain.


Alex arrived at the hospital fifteen minutes later, hurrying into the brightly lit lobby, so intent on reaching Pa that she hardly noticed her surroundings. She disliked hospitals and had had both her babies at home. Even going in for a scan had made her palms prickle and sweat break out around her hairline. She knew the work they did was good, but there was something about them that she found difficult to endure.


But this was different. She was heading for a specialist unit devoted to stroke treatments. It was her father’s great luck that he lived only a twenty-minute ambulance race to one of the best units in the country. Instead of panic, she felt relief, knowing that all this – the staff, the hospital paraphernalia, the beeps and buzzes – meant they were busy keeping Pa alive.


In the lift, she pulled out her phone and tapped out a text.




Tim, where are you? I had to leave the girls with a stranger. I’m not happy. Please let me know as soon as you’re back. I’m at the hospital.





She sent it, wondering if the girls were all right. The way Scarlett had stiffened beside her bothered her. Didn’t she like Chloe? If not, why not? So far Alex had resisted talking about this new woman to them; Tim’s girlfriend hadn’t seemed real until now and, in any case, she might be a flash in the pan. But if she was going to be in charge of the girls . . . well, that was another matter. Just then a text popped up.




I’m home now. All fine.





That was obviously all she was going to get from Tim, but at least she could relax knowing the girls were with their father.


The lift doors opened and she emerged into the stroke unit. A nurse at reception directed her, and she found Pa’s room down a long corridor. The first thing she saw as she went in was the back of Sally’s blonde head, the frosted highlights set crisply into place with the usual layer of hairspray. Beneath that was an expanse of sugary pink cashmere cardigan; Alex sometimes wondered where Sally went to find such expensive clothes in shades that were so subtly horrible. And she was barely sixty and yet had settled easily into dressing like someone ten years older, as though she was keeping pace with her husband and hadn’t noticed that modern sixty-somethings didn’t have to set their hair and wear kilts and sensible woollens. Johnnie said she was still stuck in the eighties, her glory years. That was why she liked to clip little velvet bows on the fronts of her black patent shoes. Alex had giggled and said, ‘For some bizarre reason, she wants to look like a cross between an aged duchess and Dolly Parton – all blonde hair and pink, but in calf-length skirts, jumpers and pearls.’


‘God, you’re right,’ Johnnie had said with a guffaw. ‘I love that. The Queen meets Mae West.’


‘The love child of Margaret Thatcher and Patsy from Ab Fab.’


Laughing at Sally was one of their mutual pleasures.


‘Otherwise we’d cry,’ Johnnie would say simply.


‘Laughing is better,’ Alex would agree. So they did.


I can’t laugh about her now.


‘Hi,’ Alex said quietly, her gaze going straight to her father, lying unconscious in the high hospital bed, connected to myriad blinking machines and a drip of clear fluid.


Sally turned, her eyebrows high, then saw it was Alex, and her face dropped just a little. ‘Oh, I thought you were the consultant. You’ve been ages.’


‘I came as quickly as I could. I had to give the girls supper and get them to Tim.’ She leaned down as Sally tipped her face up to receive her kiss. Alex brushed her lips over the powdered cheek, smelling the familiar mixture of floral scent, soap and perfumed washing powder. ‘How’s Pa?’


Sally blinked hard and they both looked over at the prone figure on the bed.


Alex’s heart contracted at the sight.


He looks so much older.


Pa lay in his hospital bed, white hair against a white pillow, a light blue hospital gown covering his shoulders, sheet drawn up to his chest. One arm lay on top of the sheet, attached to a snaking clear tube gummed down to the skin by a blue plaster. Pa’s cheeks seemed to have sunk in on themselves and they were crazed with red veins – or perhaps it was only that the veins were more visible now that his complexion was a whitish-grey. His eyes were closed and his mouth slightly open, and he lay unmoving as though in a deep sleep. His skin looked thin, his hair wispy, and everything about him seemed worn out and exhausted.


When did he stop being Pa?


Somehow she hadn’t noticed him changing from the father she adored: the tall, vital man with the dark thatch of hair, the jet-black colour she had inherited, and the deep blue eyes that made him look like some dangerous Irish gypsy hero from an old romance.


Fear seized her, potently mixed with love. Was she really about to lose him? No. Not yet. I’m not ready. She had thought there were years left. He was still young, only just seventy. He was fit and healthy, he loved to walk and play golf and enjoy life . . . This wasn’t supposed to happen.


‘We’re waiting on the scan results. And the consultant is due anytime. Meanwhile, he’s stable.’ Sally’s voice had a touch of a tremor in it.


Alex dropped her bag and went over to Pa’s side. She put her hand on his, noticing the purple blotches and liver spots and the thick blue rope of vein running over it. It was cool to the touch and for a moment she felt a rush of panic that he was dead, then saw he was still breathing. ‘But you said he was taken ill yesterday?’


‘That’s right.’


‘Sally, why on earth didn’t you ring me then?’ Alex said, looking over at her stepmother, bewildered.


Sally’s voice took on a note of steel. ‘My first priority was David, not you. I did what was best for him.’ She gave the little sniff Alex knew well, the one that showed offence had been taken. ‘I’m sorry if you feel that wasn’t good enough.’


Alex reached inside herself for calm. Her mantra was ‘don’t let her hurt you’ and she muttered it mentally a couple of times, finding it helped. She wasn’t going to rise to it. It always felt as though Sally was spoiling for a fight, ready to take offence, keen to be outraged. Alex coped by never responding but skating over it lightly as though she hadn’t noticed the haughtiness, the warning tones, the lifted chin. ‘I’ve called Johnnie. He’s on his way. You can tell us all about it when he gets here.’


Sally’s lips tightened slightly. She was no fan of Johnnie’s. She liked to keep him as far away as possible. Alex had a sudden flashback to a summer holiday, when Sally had laid a large lunch for everyone on the table in the garden – there must have been visitors that day, because there seemed to be lots of places. But when Johnnie came up to sit down, there was no place for him. Sally had said something poisonously sweet in that way she had: ‘Oh, I’m so sorry! I thought you preferred to eat your lunch inside. You seem to enjoy your own company so much these days. I’ve left yours on the kitchen table.’ That was how Alex remembered it. Johnnie’s face and its stony expression, her own sense of being stabbed in the heart on his behalf. Sally had always been kinder to her than to Johnnie, knowing how Pa adored her. Sally was far too smart to hurt Alex in the way she liked to punish Johnnie. She had her own secret, hidden ways of doing that.


Alex gazed at her father, then sighed and bent down to kiss his cool cheek. ‘I’m here, Pa,’ she whispered. ‘Johnnie’s coming too. You’ll be all right. You’re going to get better.’ She squeezed his hand, as though wanting to send some of her own vitality through the barrier of their skin and into his bloodstream. ‘You can do it.’


‘Of course, David does too much,’ Sally said mournfully. ‘He takes on far too many commitments, and he won’t listen. He just accepted the role of Chair of Governors at Cheadlings Prep. I said it was more than he could manage, but he won’t have it.’ She shook her head, her green-blue eyes sad, and took out her make-up bag, snapped open a compact and inspected herself. She patted away a non-existent shine with a small make-up puff. ‘What with overseeing the clubhouse renovation at the golf course and sitting on the board of trustees for the hospice . . .’ She pulled out a lipstick, twisted up the pale pink stick and applied it over her lips. ‘I warned him, I really did.’ Her eyes filled with tears as she put her make-up away. ‘And now look . . .’


‘I’m sure you did, you’ve always looked after him,’ Alex said softly. She sat down in the chair next to Pa’s bed, still holding his hand.


‘Yes,’ Sally said, but as though she were contradicting Alex, not agreeing with her. ‘He’s my world.’


Alex nodded. She knew what was coming: the familiar litany of everything Sally did for Alex’s father, as though it were some huge gift to Alex herself, for which she should be endlessly grateful. From Alex’s point of view, it was a little different. She thought Sally had done quite well from marrying Pa: her life was hardly onerous; it was comfortable, ordered and looked very satisfactory from the outside. She seemed to get her own way most of the time, and she and Pa lived the enviable life of prosperous pensioners in good health, with plenty of holidays and outings and treats.


Alex sat there quietly as Sally talked about her many duties and obligations and how hard she worked to look after Pa, but she wasn’t really listening. Instead, the fact that Sally hadn’t called her immediately when Pa first got ill was running round her mind, making her nervous.


Why didn’t she call me?


Alex had long learned to trust the prickles of instinct that warned her trouble was in the offing. Like a farmer who could sniff a storm in the air, she had discovered she had an internal warning system that pinged loudly when things with Sally were veering off course and appearances were not to be trusted. Sometimes Sally could be outwardly happy to see her but the faintest chill in a kiss on the cheek, or a swerved glance, or the tiniest change in tone of voice could tell the real truth: something was badly wrong and Alex was going to be punished for it. They would set off down the well-trodden path, its every step familiar. First, Alex would have to find out what had upset Sally, whose modus operandi was pretty familiar after all these years. The almost imperceptible chilliness was the first sign. Then the freeze set in: phone calls unanswered, lunches or meetings cancelled without explanation, sudden illnesses that meant she had to retire to bed like a Victorian matron with the vapours. Goodness only knew how long that state of affairs would continue if Alex didn’t step in to end it, but she always did; she suspected Sally was quite capable of keeping it up for years, if she wanted to. Her next step in the face of Alex’s questions about what was wrong was to deny everything for the first dozen times of asking, before finally beginning to hint at the problem. Then, when Alex stumbled on it – the throwaway comment, missed call or unthinking action that had caused the offence – the sniff and averted glance would announce that the source of all the trouble had been found. After that, it was time for humble apologies, flowers and promises to be good.


She had been talking about it only this week, when she and Di had gone out for their weekly drink at the bistro in town. The arrangement had started as a book club with half a dozen others who had all gradually dropped out, so it ended up just the two of them no longer discussing books, but talking about their lives and sharing their problems.


‘Why do you do it?’ Di had asked, astonished, when Alex poured it all out about her latest transgression. It had turned out that Sally was offended she had not yet been told anything about the girls’ school carol service, which, for some reason, she seemed keen to attend despite never being interested in previous years. Only once Alex had worked out the problem, apologised, explained that she hadn’t yet been given the official form to fill in for seats and promised to include Sally and David when she did, had Sally thawed. Then Sally revealed that she’d heard the mayoress was expected to attend and she was hoping to ensnare her in a friendly chat.


Alex rolled her eyes at Di. ‘Nothing to do with watching the girls.’


‘Tell her to get knotted!’ Di said indignantly.


Alex shook her head. ‘Can’t do that. I have to keep her happy.’


‘Really? Why?’


‘She’s my stepmother. My father’s wife. I don’t have a choice.’


‘I still don’t see why you have to be pushed around. How long has she been married to your father?’


‘Since I was nine. But she’s been around as long as I can remember actually.’ Alex frowned. Yes, there had never been a time when she hadn’t known Sally. That was an odd thought. ‘She lived near us before my mother died.’


Di raised her eyebrows. ‘Your mother knew your father’s second wife?’


‘Yes. Very well.’


‘Oh.’ Di looked a little awkward, and then said positively, ‘So maybe she’d be happy your dad ended up with her.’


‘Maybe. I don’t know.’ Alex still found it too painful to think about. Going into what her mother’s mental processes might have been all those years ago was not something she could do.


Di took a sip of her wine and said, ‘It’s odd because the way you talk about her, it seems like you two don’t know each other awfully well. But she’s known you since you were a child.’


‘Yes.’ Alex stared at the table. It was hard to explain the strange currents of emotion that ran between her and Sally, and the way their relationship had developed. Because I don’t really understand them myself.


‘So you shouldn’t have to play her games,’ Di said firmly. ‘Don’t humour her, you’re just encouraging it. Tell her frankly she’s being passive aggressive and you’d appreciate some honest communication.’


Alex sighed, thinking that only someone as good-hearted and uncomplicated as Di could think it would be so simple. ‘You don’t understand. I can’t afford to piss her off. I think she might be capable of getting me banished.’


Sally must always be placated. She was the gatekeeper to Pa, and Alex had understood from early on that she must pay the gatekeeper for entrance to the fortress that was Pa. If she failed, the gates would slam shut, possibly forever.


‘So she’s a textbook evil stepmother? A stepmonster?’


‘No.’ Alex shook her head. ‘Nothing so black and white. I’m very fond of her in lots of ways. But she’s got this power in my life and it’s as though she’s always testing it to keep me in line.’


‘What’s the worst she can do? You’ve got power too. Don’t forget that. And she couldn’t stop you seeing your father. He adores you. He’d never allow that to happen.’


‘Don’t be so sure. He might not like it, but he’d always choose her over me. I just know it.’


‘Why should he have to choose?’ Di made a face. ‘He’s a grown man, surely he can see that he can love Sally and you at the same time and without the permission of either of you. Maybe he could even mediate between you.’


Alex stared into her glass of wine, gazing into the honey-coloured depths, helpless to explain. The idea that Pa might broker an accord between her and Sally was impossible. If Sally was his gatekeeper, then he was hers at the same time. If Alex asked him what she had done to offend Sally, he would prevaricate, tell Sally’s own lies for her – ‘She’s really not well, Alex, she has a terrible migraine’ – and be as adamant as she was that there was nothing wrong. When things were finally set to rights, his relief would be obvious but still, he would say nothing about it.


‘No,’ she said finally to Di. ‘It just doesn’t work like that. Trust me.’


Has Sally finally slammed the gate shut?


As she sat now by Pa’s hospital bed, his cool hand still in hers, Alex realised that all that placating, all that humility and backing down and refusing to fight had had one purpose – to ensure that she was never shut out at a moment like this, when the crisis came.


She felt a stab of pain in her stomach. Was Sally so unforgiving after all? Would everything Alex had ever done – as a thoughtless child, a hurting teenager, an impetuous young adult – be held against her? Sally had the greatest weapon still in her hands, and might desire to wield it while she could.


She might keep me away from Pa, even now. The pain was bitter in her mouth. Maybe Sally had already succeeded. What if Pa never regains consciousness? I’ll never get the chance to say goodbye. How would I cope with that?


She was afraid of how that would make her feel and what she would feel towards Sally. And Johnnie too. He already loathed Sally far more viscerally than she did. The sale of Tawray had filled him with cold fury. If Sally had prevented their saying farewell to their father . . . She shivered internally, and her gaze went towards the door as if expecting it to open, but nothing happened. She bent down to take her phone out of her bag, not hearing anything but the drone of Sally’s voice, to check for a text from Johnnie.


But just as she was doing that, the door swung open, and he was there, her older brother, his tawny hair windswept, his eyes full of anxiety, bringing the cold air of outside with him on his coat.


‘Johnnie!’ she said, jumping up, full of relief to see him.


‘I’m here,’ he said, coming in, gazing at Pa with frightened eyes. ‘Am I in time?’


‘Yes, yes,’ Alex said, going to hug him. ‘He’s stable, there’s no change. The consultant is due any minute.’


Sally said in a cool voice, ‘I think he’s here now. Yes. He’s just outside. Stand back, Johnnie, let’s give him room to get to your father.’


The door opened, and the consultant came in.




Chapter Four


Inside David Pengelly’s brain, a mass of blood has drowned a huge proportion of his grey matter. The scans, already pored over by experts, are being shown to the family, held up against a light box so that they can see the damage: the great black blots that reveal where the brain has died.


His wife gasps with horror at the sight, her hands pressed to her cheeks, her mouth a round O of despair. She can see without being told that the damage is extensive. The children, when they speak, sound stunned. Johnnie’s voice is low, a rolling deep bass, and businesslike despite the shock. He asks for exact details, for facts. Alex’s is higher, melodious like her mother’s, despite the note of sadness and disbelief. She wants to know what hope there is, what can be done.


The consultant is talking. He’s telling them gently that there is little hope. He doesn’t go too far; he doesn’t say the nerve endings in the damaged areas are extinct, the neurons inactive, the neural paths that once flashed instructions now mere stagnant canals of fluid. But he lets them know that the chances of David recovering are very slim indeed.


David, deep inside himself, knows it must be true. Darkness is falling, his spirit is disconnecting from his physical form, or perhaps is in retreat to the last living areas of his brain. Gradually he has closed down the bits of himself that are no longer needed: he has almost no movement, his eyes are closed and will never see again, and his body is powering down, conserving its last remnants of energy for breath and heart beats, for swallowing, for the warmth in his core that even now is ebbing away.


He is not afraid. He is gently letting go, slipping softly under the water and far from everything, back to the silent darkness from which he came seventy years ago. In the depths, he is still there, though. He knows that he has lived a life and that it is nearly over. Like a diver spotting the phosphorescence of deep-sea creatures, he sees lights in the darkness that swirl towards him and become pictures.


The children.


There is Johnnie, just born. And then a giggling toddler, tottering past. Here is Alex, wide-eyed, sucking her thumb, watching, adoring her brother. Now she is a girl, poker-straight dark hair, skin tanned from the Tawray summer. In seconds, they are growing, they are adults. Here are the grandchildren, new sources of pleasure, but less visceral, less immediate, less intense. And here is Sally. Oh Sally – sweet and shy, no one at first and then the port in the storm he needed so badly. His sun and moon. Oh the love, the restorative, life-saving love she gave him.


Dearest Sally. I want to stay with you.


The thought gives him a moment of longing, regret and grief and he fears he is about to be engulfed by utter, desperate and unbearable despair. But the soft silence of approaching death soothes him, as if to say, ‘What does it matter now? There’s nothing you can do. Just accept.’


So he does. Calm returns.


Tawray.


His consolation comes: a visit, as he floats like an angel or a sprite across his beloved home, through its doors and into its rooms, out again to soar over the land towards the sea, and then back to the dear, familiar view of the turreted roof, the arched front door in the tower.


But someone is missing from his memories.


What about Julia?


Her name conjures her, like the spell that summons a djinn. Her face appears before him, then her body, youthful and beautiful, and for a moment he remembers the deep, profound pleasure of being flesh, being alive, hungering for her and finding total satisfaction and joy in possessing her. Oh Julia. She smiles that bewitching smile; she is as she was and he can recall her in utter clarity, down to the scent of her hair and the taste of her mouth, and he wants to reach out and hold her.


And then he realises with something like happiness: Everyone is coming to me. But I am leaving. I am going to Julia.




Chapter Five


1975


‘It’s very tiresome, but there’s not much to be done about it.’


The voice was quite nearby and it startled Julia, who looked up from her book. Gran was coming into the drawing room with someone, talking as she went.


‘Harry wants to send her away to St Agatha’s. He’s asked me to pay for it as he is so short since the divorce.’


‘Still? He’s got a bit of a nerve. After all, he divorced Jocasta seven years ago.’ That was Aunt Victoria, Daddy’s sister, who was always staring at Julia with her cold fish eyes, as though inspecting her for signs of incipient madness.


Gran passed by the window but didn’t notice the tips of Julia’s sandals poking out from behind the curtain. ‘Jocasta cost rather a lot to get rid of. That flat in London nearly wiped him out for five years. And St Agatha’s is going to mean quite a commitment.’


St Agatha’s. They must be talking about me.


Daddy had been telling her only recently about the school she was going to be sent to in the autumn and how blissful it was going to be to play with lots of other girls and learn hockey and French and Latin. Julia was looking forward to it. Her ears pricked up.


An impatient sigh and Aunt Victoria said, ‘Why go to the trouble? When Julia’s only a pup from the second litter.’


I’m WHAT?


In her hiding place behind the curtain in the drawing room, Julia’s mouth opened in an expression of silent outrage. A pup from the second litter? She wasn’t exactly sure what that meant, but her aunt’s tone was unmistakably scornful. She drew her skinny legs up under her chin and bit her knee to stop herself squeaking in indignation.


Gran didn’t know about Julia’s little hidey hole. She didn’t know that sometimes, when the sun was out, this corner became a blazingly warm nook, extra cosy from the radiator that had been installed underneath the little window seat. There, with a delicious view out over the gardens towards the woods and the cliff, Julia hid herself away on the old tapestry cushion, the heavy curtain providing extra insulation, and read her books, a store of apples and sweets by her side.


Aunt Victoria added, ‘A bitch pup, at that.’


‘Please, darling, don’t remind me. If we’ve been through all of this, and can’t even get a boy out of it, then I just don’t know. But don’t take it out on Julia, Vicky dear, she’s a sweet little thing.’


‘She’s a terror. Always getting into trouble. It wouldn’t matter so much if she was a boy, but she’s not.’


‘Perhaps we’ll be lucky this time,’ Gran said consolingly. ‘And if we’re not, well, so much the better for Quentin.’


Aunt Victoria said lightly, ‘Well, there is that. One hardly knows what to hope for. Quentin could make something of this place.’


Julia thought of Quentin, her cousin. He was all right, she had nothing against him, but she did think he was boring. Even though he was eighteen, he seemed more like thirty-five. He was tall, thin, and supposedly very clever, but he had no capacity for jokes, and that always made people seem dull. Books didn’t seem to give him the kind of pleasure they gave Julia. It was obvious that if the new baby was a girl, Quentin might be the one to get Tawray but she couldn’t see what he might make of it when he’d never shown even a scrap of awareness of Tawray’s magic. He didn’t run across the gardens, into the woods and down to the sea, glorying in the buffeting wind and the tangy salt air; or lean on the old brick walls of the kitchen garden, soaking up their warmth, before hunting for fruit in the orchard. He didn’t like hiding in the many delightfully dark cupboards, or dressing up from the old trunks in the attics, or scaring himself stupid in the dusty cellar by going to the furthest, blackest, dankest vault where the spiders lived.


He doesn’t love it like I do. She sighed. Violet, Quentin’s younger sister, was no better. She was timid and so literal it was impossible to talk to her. The thought of Quentin and Violet in charge of Tawray was a miserable one. Oh, why are babies so much trouble?


Mummy was in bed again, just like all the other times when a baby was on the way. They never told Julia what was happening, but she knew well enough by now because it always went the same way. Mummy would get sicker and sicker, vomiting and fainting, suffering so badly that once Julia had heard her declare with passion that she wished she were dead. It had made her clammy with horror to hear it.


It was Lorraine, the nanny, who confirmed what she’d already guessed, sitting by the fireplace in the nursery, one of her favourite magazines on her lap, smoking Silk Cut. ‘Your mum’s pregnant again.’


‘Why is she so sick?’


‘That’s morning sickness. Your mum gets it worse than anyone I’ve ever seen. And it never seems to end. My sister never had anything, my other sister was sick in the morning for six weeks and then fine. But your mum suffers something rotten.’


Julia found it terrifying that Mummy was possessed by this dreadful sickness, so severe that even a drop of water was enough to send her gagging and retching to the loo. She would get thinner and paler and more utterly miserable until she couldn’t move from her bed, but lay there, grey-faced and weak, a big bowl beside her to be sick into. She looked to Julia as if she might die, and when she smiled wanly and said in a voice reedy with suffering that she was going to be fine, Julia found it hard to believe her.


‘Why is the baby doing this to Mummy?’ she asked Lorraine, but Lorraine didn’t have much in the way of answers.


‘Dunno,’ she would say with a shrug. ‘My mum says it’s because your mum is too grand to be up the duff. You know what I mean?’


Julia was baffled but it was often hard to get much sense out of Lorraine, who seemed to talk another language most of the time.


It would be worth all the suffering, Julia thought, if there were a baby at the end of it. But after weeks of being sick, Mummy would get better and that would be that. No baby ever appeared. It had happened twice now, and it was happening again. Julia wondered if this time, there would actually be a baby, and if anyone would ever tell her what on earth was going on.


So now, she shrunk down behind the curtain and listened hard.


‘I don’t think that woman is capable of bearing children,’ Aunt Victoria declared.


‘She must be. There’s Julia.’


‘Yes,’ Aunt Victoria said darkly. ‘There’s Julia. And yet there hasn’t been another since.’


‘It’s not unknown, is it? What are you suggesting?’


‘Nothing, nothing. Only that Harry hasn’t been able to father a child with her successfully, not since the wedding. And Julia followed hard on the heels of the honeymoon.’


Gran tutted. ‘Come on, Vicky, she loves him, you have to give her that.’


‘Maybe. But she wanted this. Like they all do. Jocasta was the same.’


‘You’re too cynical.’


‘I’m not, Mother. It’s the truth.’


‘Well, I can’t help feeling sorry for her, I’ve never seen anyone have such an awful time in pregnancy. But she keeps going through with it for Harry’s sake.’


A sniff from Aunt Victoria. ‘It’s the price she’s chosen to pay, for this. For Tawray.’


I hope they go away, Julia thought. She didn’t want to hear any more.


Luckily they didn’t stay for long, and when they’d gone, Julia whisked out from behind the curtain, pushing her book and apples under a cushion, and ran down the corridor and out of the side door, onto the mossy gravel near the leaky drainpipe, and then sprinted out and across the velvety green lawn. It was June, and oh, the sense of beauty and freedom at Tawray. It fired something in her blood: the heady mixture of open sky, the cool dark wood, and the glittering crystal of the sea in the distance. Life flowed around her; it sang in the throats of birds, it radiated from the acid green grass and in the melting beauty of the summer blooms: mountains of mop-headed roses, huge drooping pom-poms of white hydrangea, purple blades of rhododendron. The gardens were a riot of colour and scent, everything thrusting upwards towards the life-giving sun, or splaying out to the cool grass and the baking gravel of the paths. Lavender in purple starbursts lined borders, each plant alive with a cloud of murmuring bees. White butterflies shimmered among the yellow-flecked Alchemilla mollis.


Poor Mummy, to be in bed, sick, when there was here, there was outside.


Julia ran through the series of walled gardens, the ancient bricks warm as bread ovens, and out though the last door with its great iron latch into the wilderness behind. She raced through the wild grass, letting the little fat grass heads whip across her legs as she went, sometimes grabbing one and pulling it through her fingertips so that the furry softness came off in a bunch and then floated away in a tiny silvery cloud when she splayed her fingers out.


If she carried on straight ahead, she would enter the woods, take the shady, steep path that twisted downwards, with ropes set at the steepest places to hold on to, and sometimes even steps cut into the hillside, and then emerge suddenly on the path that led along the side of the channel to the sea. The path had a sea wall along it but when the weather was rough, the waves would curl over it and land in huge, splattering, watery explosions. Julia had never been there when the weather was really rough, it was far too dangerous; Daddy had said she could be swept out to sea if the waves were big enough.


But she wasn’t going to the sea today. Instead she veered to her left through the wilderness and down a small slope to the lake, which was the latest place of fascination for her. Last year, it had been the roof, where she had set up a hideaway in one of the towers. In the old days, apparently, ladies and gentlemen had walked around upon the roof, to enjoy the views and gaze out to sea. There were two hollow towers on opposite corners, just big enough for a small supper table, where refreshments could be laid out for them. Julia had turned one into her special place, with blankets and books and supplies stolen from the kitchen, and spent hours there on her own. Once the weather turned, it had been too cold to stay in the tower for long, and the rain blew in through the opening and spoiled things.


This year, she had discovered a platform in a tree by the lake, put there years ago from the looks of it, built firmly across a sturdy branch that stuck out over the water. Julia had persuaded Tom, the gardener, to hang a knotted rope for her to climb up, and she had created her own pulley system with a basket so that it was easy to lift her things up there. Now it would be her place for the summer. The only bother was the midges from the water, which liked to feast on her bare legs and leave her covered in itchy spots, but Lorraine had given her a strong-smelling citrus oil to rub into her skin and keep them away. From her platform, Julia could see the rotting old boathouse with the skiff in it. She’d had a look in there a few times, but didn’t like the darkness and the dingy, weed-filled water beneath the boat. She was not tempted to try and row out into the lake, even with her father’s warning to stay off the water.


‘That boat hasn’t been looked at since I was a boy with Uncle Reggie. Don’t get in it, Julia, do you hear me?’


Julia nodded, and meant it. She loved the sea, icy and alive, but she didn’t much like the look of the lake, so still, so full of dark fronds and little flicking shadows. It was slimy and grotty, and the surface was flecked with insects, dead leaves, waxy water lilies and floating detritus.


The platform was romantic, though, hidden among the branches, with a pleasing sense that she was on board a private ship, sailing down a jungle river, or hidden among the tribes of the Amazon.
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