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Prologue

The baby lies in the half-open drawer and contemplates the cracked surface above her head. It’s called a ceiling, but she has no words for anything as yet – she is three weeks old.

The baby has cradle cap and a blocked tear duct. These things are not life threatening – the baby will survive. In time she will grow and learn the names for hundreds of thousands of things, some in French. She will develop a lifelong love of baked beans on toast with grated cheese on top. She will learn to walk and run and have adventures, and she will hate going to Brownies and having her hair put in tight elastic bands.

The baby is seven and a half pounds of potential. She will go on to do all sorts of things: ride a bike, hang wallpaper, thread a needle, make casseroles, throw a pot, swear, love, laugh, cry . . . and even, one year, attempt to make her own Christmas crackers.

A world of possibilities awaits her, as long as she is found.
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Falling (1)

Cornwall, August 2018

The pain, when it happens, is instant and surprising. It comes from nowhere, sharp, to the side of her head, her right temple, and in that split second before the sky turns black, Bel senses herself dropping and remembers watching a tower block collapsing on the television, a wrecking ball swinging.

She comes round seconds later, feeling the ground beneath her. Grass, she is lying on green grass, it prickles her back. She should get up – people will think she’s drunk. You can’t go to parties in the middle of the day and fall over for no reason, not when you are a woman in your mid-fifties and have been seen holding at least one glass of Pimm’s.

Voices babble above her. ‘Stand back, for heaven’s sake.’ ‘Give the poor woman some breathing space.’

Oh dear, she is a ‘poor woman’. She hopes she fell well; she hopes she crumpled rather than crashed.

A child is being told off in the distance. ‘Ludo, what the hell?’ It’s Lance’s voice. ‘For God’s sake, get her indoors.’

There is something impatient in her adopted brother’s voice. She will be making the place look untidy – Lance and his wife Freya are very ‘aesthetically aware’. She heard someone coin this phrase last night as Freya ceremoniously carried a picture-perfect fish pie to the jasmine-scented table while creamy ecclesiastical candles repeated themselves in an ancient Venetian-glass mirror.

The last thing they will want at Lance’s fiftieth birthday celebration weekend is a fat middle-aged woman sprawled out on the lawn next to the tennis court.

Other voices mutter in a ragged circle around her.

‘It was a stone, apparently.’

‘But why was he hitting a stone with a tennis racket?’

‘Because his sister wouldn’t give him back the ball.’

‘Just get her comfortable.’

‘Where is Allan?’

‘Who’s Allan?’

‘Her husband.’

‘I think he’s called Andrew. He went to get some more ice from the village, he’ll be back soon. I’m sure she’ll be fine.’

A man in faded red trousers leans over her, his breath reeking of garlic, and peels back her eyelids. The sensation is uncomfortable and she imagines he will have smudged the soft grey eyeshadow that Maisie forced her to apply.

‘Knocked out cold, I’d say, but she’s coming to. Be right as rain in a jiffy.’ He commandeers a passing waitress to help him carry the woman indoors.

The man seizes her under her arms and Bel can feel her top gape away from her skirt – how embarrassing. Someone, the waitress presumably, has her by the ankles and she feels a sudden chilliness as they haul her up the shaded stone steps towards the house. So she is not completely out of it, she deduces, she can still smell the intense sweetness from the honeysuckle that clings to the grey stone wall, hear the crunch of footsteps on the gravel drive.

The waitress is gripping Bel’s puffy ankles with difficulty. Bel can see through half-open eyes that she is a pretty girl with tattoos that probably made her mother cry; Japanese dragons and geisha girls run riot around her sturdy arms.

This is ridiculous, Bel thinks. The poor girl was hired to carry large white plates of intricate canapés, whirls of piped chicken mousse on tiny squares of pumpernickel, topped with dill and a sliver of cornichon, not cart heavy middle-aged matrons around. Perhaps Tattoo Girl will nick a bottle of fizz to make up for it later. It wouldn’t be difficult; there are bottles cooling in plastic bins all over the place.

Bel relaxes her body: though she is not completely unconscious, playing the part will get her out of all those awkward social niceties on the lawn, and she’s only too glad of an excuse to escape this party for a while.

‘Where are we taking her?’ the waitress asks Pink Trousers.

‘They’re in the blue room,’ a woman’s voice replies – Freya, Bel guesses. Lance’s wife is in charge of that sort of thing – who gets to sleep in the main house and who gets relegated to camping in yurts. Not camping, she corrects herself, ‘glamping’.

‘Main house, first floor, left at the top of the main staircase and then the last door along the corridor on the right.’

Yes, that’s Freya. Her foreign accent is more pronounced when she is anxious.

Not a sea view, which is a shame, but a gorgeous room nonetheless. Freya has done such an amazing job. She’s so clever, her children so well behaved, so beautiful, and of course Ludo didn’t mean it, it was an accident. Accidents happen, though some of them have more far-reaching consequences than one can ever imagine, thinks Bel dozily, allowing herself to be transported like a sack of potatoes through the coolness of the hallway and up the broad carpeted stairs. Pink Trousers and Tattoo Girl start to puff as they round the stairs up to the first floor; as prisms of jewel-coloured light from the stained-glass window flutter across her eyelids, Bel can smell the beeswax polish ingrained into the wood of the banister rail. She knows that if she could be bothered to open her eyes she would see a large replica of a sailing boat perched on the windowsill, a relic from when the house belonged to Lance and Bel’s grandmother, Peggy. Bel met her only once; an American woman with a face like an Estée Lauder death mask.

Rounding the corner on to the landing, Bel can feel the girl struggling to keep hold of her legs. Never mind, if they dropped her here she could always crawl.

‘Not far now,’ puffs Pink Trousers. ‘Gosh, if this isn’t a reminder to get down to the gym a bit more often, I don’t know what is.’

Bel hopes they can’t see her bra. She was going to buy a new one, but with all the other expenses of Lance’s fiftieth – her outfit, Andrew’s new shirt, not to mention the exorbitant gift – it went on the back burner.

‘One, two, three and hups-a-daisy,’ says the man, and together he and the waitress heave Bel on top of the duvet.

‘Should we take her shoes off?’ asks the waitress.

‘Just her shoes,’ replies the man. ‘We don’t want it to look like she’s been interfered with,’ and he laughs as if the idea is preposterous. The girl doesn’t laugh, she gently removes Bel’s all-purpose nude patent mid-heel pump, which she’d bought last summer in the Russell & Bromley sale, and Bel instinctively wriggles her toes in relief; the shoes are a tiny bit tight.

‘See,’ chuckles Pink Trousers, pointing to Bel’s feet. ‘Signs of life in the old trotters.’ Now Bel wishes she’d had a pedicure. Maisie had offered to paint her toenails but went off the idea when she saw them: ‘Seriously, Bel, you got some issues down there.’

The girl draws the curtains with a satisfying swish – they match the duvet, Bel had noticed this last night, making sure she complimented Freya on the detail when they went downstairs for drinks on the patio. ‘Osborne and Little,’ Freya had explained. ‘I wanted something that reflected how the house was in its heyday, reinterpreted with a modern twist. Fresh, yes?’ Honestly, the woman’s English is impeccable; listening to her, you’d never guess she was from Sweden, or was it Finland? Although those children of hers are a bit of a giveaway with their Scandinavian white-blond hair and quick-to-tan complexions. Freya and Lance’s children go the colour of tinned hot dogs in summer.

Poor Ludo, she hopes no one is blaming him for this – it’s not as if he did it on purpose. Besides, it’s a relief to take some time out of this party. It seems to have been going on for ever, what with the drive down from London, the drinks and meal last night, today’s lunch and games on the lawn. If she can get out of tonight’s fancy dress and barn dance by claiming to have a bit of a sore head, then brilliant. Maybe someone will bring her some supper on a tray – baked eggs, something like that?

How peculiar, she hasn’t thought about baked eggs for years. Her mother’s daily help used to make them for her when she was a little girl. The thought of dear Mrs Phelan, who dropped down dead with a duster in her hand (‘Cleaning to the end,’ her husband said proudly), makes Bel feel a bit weepy.

Honestly, she needs to stop getting so emotional about everything. Of course it doesn’t help, being in this house. There is something about Kittiwake that has always managed to get under Bel’s skin. Well, you were born here, she reminds herself, sinking back into cool Egyptian six-hundred thread count cotton pillows.

Bel hears the door gently close, and as sleep creeps across her subconscious she starts to dream.

Bel dreams a lot. Her dreams are complicated and in full colour. Often they don’t make much sense and she has learnt not to talk about them because other people’s dreams are boring, as are their holiday photos and, for the most part, their children.

Lying in this room with its artfully chosen soft furnishings and its walls painted Wedgwood blue, Bel dreams that she is awake and sitting upright on the bed, watching a woman paint her face in the vanity unit that sits in the alcove of the window.

The same vanity unit in the same window alcove that Bel had laid her cosmetics bag and jewellery case on last night, the one she and Andrew had instantly cluttered up with their various lotions and potions and packets of pills. But in the dream it looks different; all Bel and Andrew’s possessions have been replaced by an assortment of glass jars with blue enamel lids delicately traced in silver filigree, and perfume atomisers with elaborately tasselled pumps. The room feels much darker and it sounds as if it’s raining outside, though she knows that’s unlikely considering that so far it’s been a perfectly dry if occasionally overcast August day.

In the dream, someone has changed the curtains. Daylight is filtered dimly through a pair of green shot silk drapes, and the effect is reminiscent of an aquarium.

The woman’s face in the mirror glows as white as an onion. Slowly and meticulously she powders the whiteness with another layer and particles of the powder are momentarily suspended in the air. The woman’s hands are tiny and bejewelled – diamonds mostly, and an emerald as big as a thumbnail. Bel recalls seeing this ring on Freya’s finger last night at dinner. ‘A family heirloom,’ Freya had laughed when that Lucy woman commented on it. ‘For all I know, it could be paste.’ It isn’t; anyone with half a brain can tell the difference between the sparkling reality of a well-cut emerald and its duller counterfeit.

Even in the dream the ring shines, flashing in the mirror as the woman wields the tools of her trade, curling her eyelashes with a small, lethal-looking contraption before pencilling in her eyebrows with soft feathery strokes until they appear arched and as black as raven’s wings. Kohl eyeliner is traced along the inside of her eyelids, followed by layers and layers of jet-coloured mascara, until her eyes stand out like wet pebbles on a white beach. Finally the woman reaches for a gold bullet-shaped object and reveals a crimson lipstick. Carefully she traces the contours of her mouth, making the line a little fuller than nature intended.

As she lifts her hands to remove the turban wrapped around her head, Bel is aware that the bedroom door has burst open and there is a tang of putrefaction. Something is rotting in the air, an odour as rank as decomposing fish. How strange, thinks Bel, to sense smell so strongly in a dream. Suddenly a small dark-haired boy is sobbing hysterically on the threshold of the room.

The woman’s eyes flash. ‘You must always knock, you know you must always knock.’ Then, taking in the fact the boy is dripping brackish water onto a cream carpet, she adds, ‘Jesus, Benedict, what have you been doing?’

The child is about nine years old. He is carrying a golf club and shivering uncontrollably, his clothes are sodden and stinking. ‘We were playing – me, Ivor and Natasha,’ he hiccups, barely able to speak for crying.

An older girl appears behind him, a plain girl with a long face and a haircut that does nothing for her, dressed in a soaking jumper and dripping woollen kilt. She says very calmly, ‘It’s Ivor, he fell in the pool – he’s not breathing. Mummy, I think Ivor is dead.’

Behind them stands an ashen-faced young man, dressed in a butler’s uniform. If her children are lying he will deny their story, but he doesn’t. His eyes are wide with horror and he is speechless.

‘We were only playing,’ the boy repeats.

The woman’s scarlet mouth twists but Bel cannot hear the howl, she can only imagine it. The woman has lost her son, and nothing will ever be the same again.

Bel weeps and even though she is still half asleep she is aware of the wetness on her cheeks. Her head throbs and for a moment she doesn’t know where she is, but she can definitely smell cigarette smoke. She shivers; it’s colder than it’s possible to be on an afternoon in August.

Bel manoeuvres herself deeper under the duvet. She’ll feel better when she wakes up, but for now . . .

Bel sleeps in the room where she was found. Even the wardrobe, where her little body was discovered swaddled in the bottom drawer, is the same. Newly restored, it gleams in the corner, its walnut sheen returned to former glory by a man in the village.

This room might have been redecorated but it is still the room where a mother heard the news that her son was dead, and where Bel’s own mother stroked the swell of her stomach and wondered whether jumping out of the window might be her best option.

Beginnings, middles and ends; Peggy, Serena, Natasha and Bel. This is the room that binds them, this is how consequences work.

If Peggy’s son Ivor hadn’t died, then Benedict wouldn’t have got the house; if Benedict hadn’t inherited Kittiwake, then Serena wouldn’t have run away from it; and if Serena hadn’t run away, then Natasha wouldn’t have . . .

It goes round in circles, but it always begins with the death of a child.
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The Terrible Accident

Kittiwake House, Cornwall, 1950

‘We were only playing,’ they chorused.

‘A game of water golf,’ Natasha admitted later, the aim being to hit golf balls across the indoor pool without landing them in the filthy water. ‘It’s harder than you’d think,’ Benedict chimed in, and Natasha explained that if you hit the ball too hard it bounced off the opposite wall and disappeared into the murk, but if you hit the ball too softly it dribbled over the edge. It was Natasha’s job to keep score because at eleven she was good with sums, unlike the easily muddled nine-year-old Benedict. Meanwhile, Ivor, being the eldest of the three children, was in charge of the rules.

The rules decreed that whoever lost the most golf balls had to dive into the filthy water at the end of the game and retrieve as many as possible from the scuzzy depths.

‘We were only playing,’ they cried, and Peggy knew in that moment she would never want to wake up again.

*

The inquest came back with a verdict of accidental drowning. It didn’t make sense. All her children could swim, Peggy had made sure of it, it was important, swimming could save your life.

Peggy’s father, Randolph Oppenheim, had been friends with a couple who’d been on the Titanic. Once the ship began to sink, the husband, a strong swimmer, had stripped down to his underclothes, dived into the water and survived; his wife, a non-swimmer, weighed down by her furs and all the jewellery she could carry, did not.

How could a fit young boy, who had been swimming since he was six, drown? It didn’t make sense, and yet his lungs were full of water, he had drowned. The only other remark on the pathologist’s report was the description of a small egg-shaped lump on the boy’s head, consistent with a bump or a knock.

Had he maybe banged his head before he fell in the water?

‘No, no,’ repeated her other children, ‘he was fine, he was laughing, he just fell.’

‘We were only playing,’ the children’s voices seemed to echo, over and over again.

It was all Teddy’s fault. They should never have been allowed in the pool room. The water had been contaminated for months, it should have been locked and bolted, but Teddy was too distracted by his business affairs in London to sort it out. She couldn’t do everything. Her husband had failed her and now Ivor, precious Ivor, her firstborn and favourite, was dead.

Back in London, with the blinds firmly drawn in the Chester Square townhouse, Peggy withdrew to her bedroom, opening what seemed like a constant stream of letters of condolence and letting them drop to the floor. She barely ate and for the first time in her life took no pleasure in her resulting weight loss.

One thing was certain, she would never set foot in Monty’s Cove ever again. And if she had her way, she would torch Kittiwake House.

Her anger was like mercury. She couldn’t bear to see the faces of her other children and the worst of it was that, even though she blamed Teddy, deep in her heart she knew it was her fault.

They wouldn’t have been in Cornwall if it hadn’t been for her, she had bought the place outright with her own money, in her own name, it was hers, hers to do whatever she liked with and she had taken her son there to die. The place had been a trap, her whole life was a screaming mistake.

Peggy Oppenheim wished she had never set eyes on Teddy Carmichael, never mind married the man, but they’d met before the war when they were young and life was fun and they fitted into each other’s arms as if it were their destiny. Blame it on the dancing, thought Peggy bitterly.

In 1930, Peggy had been a twenty-year-old debutante ‘doing’ the London season while staying with an aunt in Pimlico. She was a glamorous young woman, with little natural beauty but a great deal of style and a hugely wealthy father, which more than made up for the fact that her nose was on the large side.

Teddy Carmichael, whom Peggy presumed was loaded due to the cut of his dinner jacket and the fact he could trace his ancestry back to King Charles II, was actually the younger son of a younger son and therefore somewhat lacking in the wallet department.

But what did that matter?

She had more than enough moolah for both of them. He was tall – which was important for Peggy, being five foot nine herself – as well as socially well-connected, beautifully mannered and, most importantly, quite apart from being utterly charming, he was brilliant on the dance floor. Together the two of them cut quite a dash as they foxtrotted and tangoed across some of London’s most glittering ballrooms. No one was surprised when their engagement was announced in The Times in the spring of 1932.

What the announcement in The Times omitted to mention was that once Teddy had got down on one knee to ask Peggy to marry him and she happily agreed, he had slipped a disc getting back up. The pair had to wait until he was out of his special surgical corset before Margaret Christina Oppenheim and Edward George Christopher Carmichael could become man and wife.

By this time it was 1935. She expected to honeymoon on the Italian Riviera, but Teddy took her trout fishing in Scotland, where his back played up and Peggy was ravaged by midges, sickened by the notion of haggis and shocked by the size of her new husband’s penis.

Sadly, the only place Teddy was well endowed was around the genitals. His bank balance, by contrast, was more meagre than Peggy had been led to believe. She understood his elder brother had inherited the lion’s share of the family money, but surely he earned something from that job of his in the City? Yet she saw precious little of it and money soon became a bone of contention in the Carmichael household. In truth, Peggy was used to a rather more lavish lifestyle than Teddy’s pockets could provide and rather than admit the severity of his financial limitations to his wife and allow her to foot the bill for any luxuries she fancied, Teddy adopted a fogey-esque horror of anything new-fangled or modern, declaring her requests for a new car, stair carpet and drapes ‘vulgar’.

His wife’s Americanisms had quickly begun to grate. ‘How many times do I have to tell you, they’re curtains not “drapes”,’ he snarled, washing down the painkillers his doctor had prescribed for his back with a glass of single malt.

She might have left him right then, had the babies not started arriving. Ivor came first in 1937, her firstborn son and heir, a golden child with a light spirit and a good nature. She had adored him on sight.

A year later came a daughter, small and sallow and so very different from pink-cheeked Ivor. They called her Natasha, but Peggy was never entirely convinced by the name and she once ordered her daughter a third birthday cake from Harrods with the name Natalie piped across the top. ‘Happy birthday, dear Natashalie,’ sang the assembled guests.

Finally, in 1940, when Teddy had failed the army physical and been seconded to Whitehall to work in intelligence, Peggy delivered a second son, Benedict, born at Teddy’s brother’s farm in Norfolk where Peggy and the children had been evacuated.

Honestly, thought Peggy, lying back exhausted after a difficult thirty-six-hour labour, what was the point of a third child? This one was like yet another beige-coloured handbag. She simply didn’t need it.

Three children in as many years had done for Mrs Carmichael. Thus far she had been lucky with her waistline, but there was no way she was going to risk her figure by having a fourth. So when the war ended and the family moved back to Chester Square, she did all she could to avoid another pregnancy by slathering her face with night cream and pretending to be fast asleep and snoring by the time her husband had finished his nightly ablutions.

Which came first: Peggy’s unwillingness in the bedroom or Teddy’s increasing reliance on drink?

Well, what else was a man supposed to do, argued Teddy. His back hurt, he couldn’t sleep, his investments kept going belly-up, and to top it all, his wife lay curled up like an armour-plated armadillo in the marital bed. Whisky was the only thing that kept him warm, eased the pain and eventually knocked him out.

Peggy had expected Teddy’s fortunes to pick up after the war but they didn’t, and the three children played in a freezing room on the top floor with toys that Teddy and his brother had once owned: a miserable battalion of lead soldiers, entirely without paint, moth-eaten bears and a derelict-looking toy farm. Most shamefully of all, Peggy realised her daughter’s stockings had been darned at the knee, ‘on sir’s orders’ the housekeeper bleated.

Oblivious to the fact that Teddy was playing dangerously expensive card games at the various gentlemen’s clubs in town, Mrs Carmichael came to the conclusion that her husband was mean. He had money, she was convinced of it, otherwise what was the point in him going to work every day? He simply refused to spend it.

And so, in a fit of pique, she hired a property consultant, an enthusiastic, flamboyantly dressed young man who brought lavishly illustrated brochures into her drawing room and set about choosing a second home – somewhere she would be free to play doll’s houses and decorate to her heart’s content.

And why not? She had her own money, she wasn’t financially dependent on skinflint Teddy, her father had seen to that.

After weeks of deliberation, Peggy finally chose Monty’s Cove in Cornwall, preferring its picturesque seaside location to grander shooting estates in Buckinghamshire and moated castles in Scotland.

As for the distance from London? She hadn’t a clue. Peggy’s geography, as befitting an American heiress, was hopeless. She may have resided in the UK since before the war, but whether Scotland was at the top or the bottom of the map, who cared? All she knew was that her adopted island was tiny, so wherever Cornwall was, it couldn’t be that far away.

She fell in love with the photographs in the brochure: golden buttercup fields atop silvery cliffs overlooking a glittering blue sea. Steps carved into the cliff-face led down to a small private sandy beach complete with rock pools where her children could wander freely with buckets and spades searching for crabs.

And then there was the house, Kittiwake, a solid oblong of pale lemon stucco, smothered in wisteria and neatly boxed in at each end by square crenellated turrets. Big but not enormous, Kittiwake was described in the brochure as ‘A fine Victorian coastal manor house with ten bedrooms, three bath/shower rooms and the unusual addition of a fully heated indoor swimming pool.’

‘The previous owner was an American too,’ explained the sales agent, and that was the clincher; if an American had owned it then there would be radiators and decent plumbing, proper shower-heads and a twentieth-century kitchen. Not that Peggy cooked, but she did eat, and the meals served in the Chester Square dining room tasted positively Victorian – brown Windsor soup, fatty grey stewed mutton and those foul diseased-looking kidneys that Teddy seemed to relish.

In Cornwall, they would have pancakes with maple syrup and peanut butter, rich ground Italian coffee and frozen orange juice. She would insist on fresh flowers on every surface – real flowers, not the hideous fake wax effigies that gathered so much dust in London – and she would collect some modern art for the walls, because passing all those dingy oil paintings of bug-eyed, bristle-faced Carmichael ancestors on the stairs every day made her jaw clench and her hands itch for an axe.

Unfortunately, Peggy’s plans for the Cove were difficult to put into practice. It took so long to get there that weekend visits were impractical. As for the local shops, Peggy wondered why they bothered opening at all. Nobody stocked anything interesting or useful, everything had to be brought down from London, and what with rationing and the local workforce being so terribly slow, Peggy was almost defeated by the place.

It was easier to get to France, she realised, and as her enthusiasm for Cornwall dwindled, the house responded by sulking. Lights fused, radiators stopped working and the swimming pool developed a thick green scum.

Even the weather conspired against them. Where were the blue skies of the brochure? Every day the twin combination of wind and tide left a heavy crust of salt on the window panes and the children’s toes turned blue in the rock pools.

Sadly, it wasn’t only the house that was crumbling. Peggy’s relationship with Teddy was disintegrating too. Over the years their marriage soured like unrefrigerated milk. Sometimes Peggy swore she could smell the failure of their union clinging to them like mildew whenever they were together, a situation that became increasingly infrequent.

They had run out of things to say, and Peggy spent more and more of her time alone in front of a mirror. Her hair was perfect, her face a flawless mask of foundation and powder, drawn-on eyebrows and lips. Looking the part calmed her nerves and she smoked elegantly through a tortoiseshell cigarette holder, drank martinis before toying with her lunch and then, most afternoons, she napped.

The accident happened early in the evening, when she was repairing her face for dinner, the drapes shut against yet another cold, wet April day.

They were spending the Easter school holidays at Kittiwake, although Teddy had disappeared back to London immediately after the bank holiday weekend, leaving her alone with the cook, the butler and her so-called mother’s help – a dreary girl who suffered from nosebleeds and was forever appearing with a plug of scarlet toilet paper up each nostril. There seemed very little point in staying on; the weather was frightful and the children bored and fractious. ‘Only a few more days,’ she muttered to herself. Trunks were on standby, waiting to be packed. Soon the children would be returned to their various schools and she need only get up for meals.

She thought at first he was an apparition, her youngest child covered in green slime holding a golf club.

‘We were playing,’ he stuttered.
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