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About the Book
   
Ben Makepeace, a screenwriter, is recently divorced with a young son to care for. When he’s invited up to Oxfordshire to meet someone who wants to bankroll his latest script, he jumps at the chance, scarcely able to believe his luck.


Stoneham Park is an exquisite Palladian mansion owned by Victor Sheldon, a hedge-fund billionaire who turns out to be someone Ben last came across some twenty-five years ago as a boy at school. Only then, he was known as Jacob. Far removed from his small London flat and the realities of life as a struggling writer, Ben finds himself inexorably drawn into the gilded milieu of Victor’s life and those who people it; a world that is as vivacious as it is bizarre.


But history can cast a long shadow, and soon Ben discovers that he’s caught up in a vicious endgame with roots buried deep in the past of his childhood. 
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Mark Mills graduated from Cambridge University in 1986. He has lived in both Italy and France, and has written for the screen. His first novel, The Whaleboat House, won the 2004 Crime Writers’ Association Award for Best Novel by a debut author. His second, The Savage Garden, was a Richard and Judy Summer Read and a No. 1 bestseller. Under the name Mark B. Mills, he has written the comic novel, Waiting For Doggo. His most recent novel is Where Dead Men Meet. He lives near Oxford with his wife and two children.
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Praise
   
‘A master of the art of murderous storytelling’ Sunday Times

‘Clever, original, subtle and stylish’ Observer

‘A complex and compelling excursion into the collision of two unfamiliar worlds. Mark Mills reveals himself to be a master storyteller’ Val McDermid

‘A compelling, vividly rendered slow burn of a book which culminates in an electrifying climax’ Guardian

‘Mark Mills does it again’ William Boyd



For Caroline, Gus and Rosie



There are souls more sick of pleasure than you are sick of pain.

G. K. Chesterton


thirty-one years before …

SOME MEMORIES TAKE on a dreamlike quality with time: illusory, yet somehow more real than anything the waking world has to offer.

This is one of those memories.

Jacob and I are trudging up the steep pathway that skirts the abandoned chalk pit, the fresh snow squeaking in protest beneath our rubber-booted feet. He is leading the way – it’s a point of honour with him – and I am behind, dragging the old sledge my grandfather built me just before he died, almost his last living act. Overhead, through the bony canopy of branches, the sky is cloudless, enamelled, a preposterous blue.

As the path levels off, the trees fall away and we find ourselves at the lip of the chalk pit. (Someone has since put up a chain-link fence; back then, a lone strand of rusted barbed wire was all that prevented unwary ramblers from plunging to their doom.)

We stand there, peering down into this deep scoop out of the hills, our eyes narrowed against the blinding glare of the low morning sun, our breath rising like steam from our lips. We come here in the summer to hurtle down the scree slope at the head of the quarry in cardboard boxes, but today that same slope is shrouded in a thick white blanket and the chalk cliff rising above it seems strangely dull, almost dirty against the virgin snow which fell so unexpectedly last night.

‘Hey, I’ve got a great idea!’ says Jacob.

I know he’s lying, making it up as he goes along. It’s a control thing. He’s always having ‘great ideas’, playing the Pied Piper, obliging the rest of us to abandon our best-laid plans.

‘Oh, yeah? What?’

‘Ah, wait and see.’

The sly look doesn’t fool me. He’s winging it. I don’t mind too much. The shallow, open pasture just to the west of where we’re standing – the slope we’d planned to sledge – offers few thrills for a couple of twelve-year-old boys. Besides, before long every Tom, Dick and Harry from the village will be there; not forgetting Darren Hodges, who hates us because we go to private school and have ‘our fucking thumbs stuck up our posh arses’.

We trudge on, ever upwards, taking the bridleway which branches off and winds through the woods above the chalk pit. I want to challenge Jacob; I know that everything from here on up is unsledgeable, far too steep or treacherous, and he must know it too. I say nothing, though, curious to see how he will talk himself out of the corner. I can see his mind at work, especially when we leave the trees and find ourselves in the open.

His eyes scan the blinding white sweep of hillside above us. It’s not vertical, but not far off, and the bridleway is obliged to cut a diagonal path across it, climbing sharply as it goes, forming a sort of raised causeway flanked by a deep ditch on the uphill side and a near-sheer drop on the other. I know from my father, who has heard it from others, that it’s an ancient droving trail, possibly Neolithic in origin.

As we approach the top, breathing hard now, Jacob turns suddenly and thrusts an arm back down the bridleway. ‘Da-da!’

He announces it as though he’s had it in mind all along, when in fact he has simply run out of options.

‘Are you mad?’

‘Are you scared?’

‘No,’ I lie. ‘But I know something you don’t.’

Not only is the bridleway too steep, narrow and uneven to hold a speeding sledge, but the slopes plunging away on either side of it are not nearly as innocent as they appear. The National Trust has recently taken over this section of the Downs, and last autumn a band of volunteers spent more than a month felling and burning the young trees colonising the hillside. I know that beneath the deep snow lie hundreds of slender stumps, like sharpened stakes. If we lose control of the sledge and go off the side—

‘But we won’t,’ interrupts Jacob.

‘Well, I definitely won’t, because I’m not going to do it.’

‘Chicken,’ he grins.

It’s the ultimate insult, but I don’t care, because I’m thinking: now that he’s said it he’s going to have to go through with the thing. And I’m worried for him, really worried.

‘I don’t care if you kill yourself,’ I say. ‘But I’m not going to have you smashing up my grandfather’s sledge.’

He doesn’t take the bait, the face-saving excuse I’ve just offered him.

‘Chick- chick- chick- chick- CHICKEN!’ he clucks, his face inches from mine.

I want to press my palm to the leering mask and push him away. I don’t, though; I calmly hand him the orange nylon baler twine attached to the sledge and say, ‘Go ahead. Just as long as I can have your watch.’

The watch is a Seiko diver’s watch: day, date, rotating bezel, not just water-resistant but waterproof, the works. It’s a gift – well, more of a bribe – from his hopeless, absent parents, and Jacob knows I’ve always coveted it.

He smiles, amused. ‘Sure. It’s yours. And I promise not to haunt you when I’m dead.’

He decides that sitting astride the sledge is best. Then he changes his mind and lies on his front, his chest flat against the wooden struts. He can use the toes of his wellington boots to guide him and slow his descent.

‘What do you think?’ he asks, and in the quick glance he throws me over his shoulder I see the first signs of fear in his face.

‘I think it’s too steep. I think once you’re moving nothing’s going to slow you down.’

‘There’s only one way to find out.’

And with that, he pushes off.

My first reaction is to look away, down to my right, where the Sussex Weald rolls off into the far distance, a frosted winter wonderland. But my eyes are drawn swiftly back to the bridleway.

It has only been a matter of moments, but the sledge is already travelling at eye-watering speed, its wide runners enjoying the dry, crisp snow. Surely it can’t go any faster? But it does, picking up even more speed.

Jacob is using his feet to hold his line, and he’s making a fine fist of it. My God, I realise with a surge of relief, he’s going to do it! Just another hundred yards or so before the bridleway levels out at the woods. Yes, he’s going to make it, and I am never going to hear the last of it, not that this stops me emitting a triumphant ‘Yeehaaa!’ on his behalf.

As I do so, the sledge suddenly lurches to the left – the runners must have caught a rut beneath the snow – and although Jacob recovers, he overcompensates. I look on in impotent horror as the sledge slews back across the bridleway and over the edge, into the wide white void.

He seems to hang in the air for an eternity before gravity finally seizes him, claiming him. He drops more than twenty feet in the blink of an eye and is swallowed up by the snow.

He couldn’t have lost control at a worse spot. A year ago there was a dense copse of saplings right where he has just landed, and I find myself running like I’ve never run before.

Twice, my legs fail to keep up with the gradient and I tumble forward into the snow. Twice, when I scrabble to my feet, there is still no sign of Jacob. Only when I reach the spot where the sledge left the track and took to the air do I see him.

He’s lying far below me, spreadeagled on his back, as if frozen in the act of performing a star jump. The impact of his fall has disturbed the snow around him and I can see a sapling stump cut off at a cruel angle and pointing heavenwards right beside his neck. I see another one pushing through the snow near his left hip. And two more between his legs, one at the very fork of his thighs.

They’re everywhere, and I know instinctively what this means. It’s the reason he isn’t moving; it’s the reason his eyes are closed.

I’m not sobbing as I slide down the slope towards him; it’s more of a low moan, a sound I’ve never made before. Where it comes from, I don’t know, don’t care. To my shame, I’m already thinking that I’m going to get the blame for this: ‘He did it to impress you … You must have known what he was like … You should never have let him do it … Why on earth didn’t you stop him?’

With my father’s words burning in my ears, I scrabble my way on all fours towards Jacob’s body, feeling a path through the dwarf forest of hidden stumps. My bare hands are immune to the cold, but a strange numbness is spreading through my chest. It tells me that the world as I know it has changed forever.

He looks so peaceful lying there that for a fleeting moment I dare to imagine that the God he doesn’t believe in has spared him. He could almost be smiling.

My heart lurches.

He is smiling.

And now his right eye is open, fixing me with an amused light.

He sits up – not transfixed on a stump – and slowly takes in his good fortune. He’s like a knife-thrower’s assistant at the end of the act. Death bristles all around him. A few inches either way would have done for him.

‘Well, holy shit.’

His father is American, and he has always had an impressive range of expletives to prove it. My personal favourite is ‘Fuck me sideways’.

Jacob’s wild laughter is ringing off the hillside now.

‘No!’ I shout in anger, silencing him. ‘No!’

I wade through the snow to recover the sledge, which has sunk almost out of sight.


one month to go …

EVEN AS HIS fingers groped for his BlackBerry on the bedside table, Ben knew it was Stella because he’d assigned her number its own ringtone: ‘Ride of the Valkyries’. It had to be six months since he’d last heard Wagner’s stirring masterpiece blaring from the phone.

‘Stella,’ he said, rolling on to his back.

‘Are you still in bed? I can’t believe you’re still in bed.’

So much for the spry, I’ve-been-up-for-hours note he’d tried to inject into his voice.

‘I was working late.’

‘Putting the finishing touches to that script you promised me by Easter?’

‘How did you guess?’

‘The Bourne Identity meets Rosemary’s Baby.’

‘I don’t remember describing it that way.’

‘No, but I did, to almost every producer in town. And many of them were …’ She couldn’t find the word.

‘Mystified?’ suggested Ben.

‘Intrigued. Eager to read it.’

‘I’m almost there. Another few weeks. A month at the most.’ A tired mantra. The truth was, he’d ground to a halt here of the script and was still groping for a third act. For the first time in his career he was well and truly blocked.

‘Are you touching yourself?’

Ben wasn’t sure if he’d heard her right. ‘Excuse me?’

‘You sound like you’re touching yourself.’

‘Well, I’m not!’ he lied.

‘How’s Madeleine?’

He could see the rapid little leaps her mind had made: Ben in bed … alone … touching himself … no sex life, poor thing … no any life … and certainly no wife, because she’d left him.

‘She’s coping,’ said Ben.

Stella gave an amused snort. ‘I bet. Still with the banker boyfriend, is she?’

‘Last I heard.’

Which had been last night, on a crackling line to St Lucia, where Madeleine and Toby were on holiday at some swanky resort with Lionel and his two kids.

‘And Toby?’ inquired Stella.

‘Toby’s good.’

Toby was a sacred subject; he hoped she trod carefully.

‘How old is he now?’

‘Thirteen.’

‘Voice broken?’

‘Not yet.’

‘Hair down there?’

‘Where?’

‘Where you’re touching yourself.’

‘For God’s sake, Stella, I am not bloody touching myself, OK?’

‘Hey, when did that famous Makepeace sense of humour go south? Relax, or I won’t tell you why I called.’

‘Let me guess – you’re putting up your commission to fifteen per cent.’

‘No. Not that fifteen per cent of nothing makes a blind bit of difference.’

‘Remind me,’ said Ben. ‘How did I end up with you as my agent?’

‘Because no one else would have you after that stroppy old queen at PDR let you go. And because I’m young, ambitious and bloody good at my job, as you are about to discover.’

‘Fire away.’

He tried to sound casual, but these, he knew, were the moments that mattered. A phone call could change everything. Unemployment, penury, boredom, lethargy, all could be banished by a few words.

‘I’ve had a bite,’ announced Stella. ‘A big bite. Gangs on an Island.’

It was the working title of the spec script he’d raced off last summer, and he now wished he’d taken the time to come up with a proper title, one that was a little less, well, self-explanatory.

‘Who?’

‘You don’t know him.’

‘Who does he work for?’

‘Himself.’

Ben felt his excitement leaking away. An independent producer, probably young, wet behind the ears, and almost certainly with no financial backing of any note. Soho was awash with them right now.

‘Don’t tell me, he’s looking for a free option.’

‘I threw twelve thousand at him and he didn’t even flinch.’

‘Twelve thousand?’ In the current market, that was cheeky.

‘Plus another eighteen for a polish.’

Eighteen was bloody brazen. Added to twelve, it made thirty: more than the national average wage, even after Stella had siphoned off her commission.

‘And a polish means a polish for once, not a rewrite. He thinks the script’s in great shape, it just needs the odd tweak here and there.’

‘Odd tweak’ was a phrase that would usually have set alarm bells ringing, but Ben’s thoughts were elsewhere. He was thinking about his ailing motorcycle which needed replacing, and about booking a break somewhere special for him and Toby at the end of August. It was going to be a great summer.

‘Ben?’

‘I love you.’

‘Don’t go spending it yet. He wants to meet you first.’

‘Just say when and where.’

‘Tomorrow afternoon. Oxfordshire.’

‘Oxfordshire?’

‘Is that a problem?’ said Stella, hardening. ‘Tell me that’s not a problem.’

‘No, no.’ He gave a little chuckle. ‘God, I’ll hitch if I have to.’

‘That won’t be necessary. He’s happy to send a car for you.’

They sent cars for actors. They sent cars for directors. No one sent cars for writers.

‘He must be new to the game,’ observed Ben drily.

‘He is. His name’s Victor Sheldon. He’s an American hedge-fund whizz based over here. He’s been sniffing around the film business for a while, looking for the right project to become involved with, and Gangs on an Island is one of the scripts he’s settled on.’

‘One of the scripts?’

‘You expect him to put all his eggs in one basket? Name me one producer who does that. Look, our friend could bankroll the movie himself if he wanted to, without a second thought. I’ve checked him out. We’re not talking millions, or even tens of millions. We’re past the hundreds, way off the scale. And you, mon cher Benjamin, are getting in at the ground floor. For God’s sake, for your sake, impress him, please him, work him. Who knows where this could end? Maybe one day you’ll look back at this moment and realise everything that went before now was only a preparation, an apprenticeship … yes, a necessary apprenticeship for your break into the big time.’

It was a couple of seconds before Ben spoke.

‘God, you’re good.’

He meant it. With a few choice lines of complete bullshit she had somehow managed to lend his life more shape and purpose than it had enjoyed in a long while.

‘Damn,’ said Stella. ‘I am, aren’t I?’

The house was a four-floored affair in St Leonard’s Terrace, just south of the King’s Road. Set far enough back from the street to allow parking for two cars (as well as a token patch of lawn), its brick frontage was smothered by an ancient wisteria, like some mutant vine, that trimmed the tall windows with dense green foliage. Ben would have preferred a rendered façade – he was a sucker for white stucco – but that minor misgiving aside, it was exactly the sort of London townhouse he and Madeleine had always dreamed of owning.

It ticked all their boxes: size (large but not ostentatious); location (Chelsea); orientation (south-facing); outlook (a park across the street with mature trees, tennis courts and even a cricket pitch). It seemed inconceivable now that such a house had once lain within their grasp. If only Ben’s screenwriting career had fulfilled its early promise; if only both of them had been prepared to mortgage themselves to the hilt, not just Madeleine; if only Ben had agreed to trade in the shares inherited from his grandfather for bricks and mortar. Too many ‘if onlys’, but not so many that they hadn’t almost made the leap north of the river in the 1990s.

Instead, they had stuck with their south London existence, living sensibly, within their means, in a cramped Victorian house which hovered on the fringes of Camberwell. Ben had recently checked the Land Registry records online, and he knew that such caution, his caution, had cost them something approaching four million pounds in real terms. This was the difference between the money they’d made on the house in Camberwell at the time of their divorce and the profit they would have made if they’d taken the plunge eighteen years ago and were currently living in a house in St Leonard’s Terrace, say.

Four millions pounds – more than enough to see out their lives. He could picture their comfortable dotage: a leisurely downsize to an apartment the moment Toby left home, add on a charming bolt-hole in the Cotswolds to ease the strain of city life and stir the creative juices for the plays and novels Ben would be writing by then, and they’d still have close to three million pounds in their back pockets, tax-free, thank you very much.

Given the level at which most people lived, it felt a bit obscene to be thinking in such sums – it was obscene – and yet he also felt justified in doing so, because calculations like these lay at the heart of his failed marriage. During their years in Camberwell every newspaper article proclaiming the relentless rise in London property prices had been another rod for Madeleine to beat him with. His prudence had held them back. They’d blown their chance. They should have had the courage to leverage themselves in a rising market. As it was, Ben’s common sense had consigned them both, all three of them, to a half-life south of the river.

It was hard to fault Madeleine’s line of argument, and not only because she had the silky tongue of a natural-born lawyer. The evidence was in her favour. His one defence, which had seemed entirely plausible at the time, was that he was happy in Camberwell. He loved their ramshackle house; he loved their street with its mad mix of ethnicities; and when Toby came along – finally, their tiny miracle – Ben loved the fact that Sunday morning football in the park meant watching his son stumbling about a pint-sized pitch with kids of every colour and creed. In fairness to Madeleine, she had also appreciated these things, but as a staging post to a more genteel world where people didn’t run a key down the side of your car for the hell of it (‘It’s just a car’), and she could chain up her Piaggio in the front garden without fear of it being stolen by a pack of hoodies with bolt-cutters (‘It’s just a scooter’).

Ben wished no ill on Liz Hurley, but when the actress was robbed at knifepoint in broad daylight in the heart of Kensington by four schoolgirls, he had seized on her misfortune as proof of the perils which lurked in even the smartest districts of London. That was back in 1994, the year they should have taken the plunge and traded up, the year they would have traded up if Ben hadn’t been so unadventurous, so bloody set on doing the sensible thing.

There was no denying it, he was a fool to have mistrusted Madeleine’s instincts, and as he guided his motorcycle off the street into the flagged forecourt of the house in St Leonard’s Terrace, the familiar twinge of envy he always experienced when coming here was swiftly overlaid by an altogether different emotion: magnanimity. He found he was happy for Madeleine that she was finally living in the sort of house she had always dreamed of.

Such heart-warming, self-aggrandising generosity of spirit was not unconnected, he supposed, with the phone call from Stella an hour ago.

Toby had insisted. ‘Dad, I just don’t trust Basil with anyone else.’

Basil was no name for a rabbit, let alone a female rabbit, but Basil it was. She had yet to be spayed, and as Ben reached inside the hutch to chivvy her out into the run she sank her teeth into the back of his hand.

He yelped, recoiled, the blood already flowing. ‘Oooh, you little bitch!’

‘Excuse me!’ came an outraged Lady Bracknell voice from beyond the brick wall separating the back gardens.

‘Not you,’ said Ben.

‘I should hope not.’

The wall was too high to see over, but he could hear the woman watering her garden with a hose.

‘The rabbit bit me,’ he explained feebly.

‘Good for the rabbit. Three cheers for the rabbit,’ came back the disembodied voice. ‘That poor thing, cooped up in a cage when it should be running free.’

Bizarre. The voice brought to mind a no-nonsense killer, a woman who’d spent a goodly portion of her life blasting pheasants out of the sky with a twelve-bore.

There was nothing more to say, the conversation had run its awkward course, and Ben made for the house to deal with his hand.

The kitchen was a cold chapel, a shrine to unsparing minimalism, its travertine worktops free of clutter. There was almost nothing on show: no kettle, no toaster, no chopping board, no unsightly condiments beside the hob. Even the taps at the sink looked like intruders. There was certainly no kitchen roll to be seen. He found it eventually, tucked away in one of the tall sliding cabinets lining the walls, by which time he had stippled the polished-concrete floor with blood.

‘Shit.’

He wiped away the alien spots of colour then ran his hand under the tap, watching the blood spiral away down the plughole. The woman next door would have been proud of Basil; the vampire rabbit had done a good job. It looked as if someone had made two neat, deep incisions in the back of his hand with a scalpel. Did Basil have a gap in her front teeth? Was she the Vanessa Paradis of lop-eared rabbits?

He tore off a few sheets of kitchen roll. Pressing them to the wound, he turned and surveyed the room. He had never made it beyond the kitchen. On the two occasions he’d been invited to dinner, drinks had been served in the garden, the meal in the dining room, which flowed effortlessly towards the front of the house from the kitchen, uninterrupted by anything as unsightly as a load-bearing ceiling joist. One cuboid space, perfectly proportioned by some architect or other. Ben struggled to square such a rigid and obvious aesthetic with the man who had commissioned the work.

There was nothing rigid or obvious about Lionel. He was a warm soul with an engaging air of shabbiness about him. He was also ferociously bright, witty and well-read. As Ben had said to Madeleine after first meeting Lionel, while she was walking him to his taxi out front: ‘Christ, I’d fuck him myself if he wasn’t already taken’ (which Madeleine had found very amusing, not realising it was a joke he’d lifted almost verbatim from a Pinter play).

No, he bore Lionel no rancour. Toby liked him, with a few reservations sweetly cobbled together for the benefit of his father. More importantly, Lionel had played no part in the demise of Ben and Madeleine’s marriage. That was dead and done for, sealed with divorce papers, before Lionel even showed up on the scene. In his darker moments, though, Ben still fantasised about what he would do if the nameless, faceless Frenchman who had seduced Madeleine in Amiens ever crossed his path. Everything had sprung from that one incident, or rather, from Madeleine’s subsequent failure to carry her dirty little secret in silence. Even now, he could feel the bitter, open ache, dulled by time but still there.

It was the legitimate search for a sticking plaster that led him upstairs, permitting him to snoop as he went. The double drawing room on the first floor was a thing of wonder, a tribute to Lionel’s love of books, music and art. Lionel’s taste was for postwar British painting and sculpture. Was that really a Peter Lanyon canvas hanging above the fireplace? The signature certainly suggested so. He didn’t need to check the abstract bronze figure on the Scandinavian sideboard to know it was an early Kenneth Armitage. And that was unmistakably a Peter Kinley oil of a female nude on the wall beside the built-in bookcase.

The place was an Aladdin’s cave, and Ben made a slow, reverential tour of its treasures: Bernard Meadows, Keith Vaughan, Elizabeth Frink, Patrick Heron, Michael Ayrton. No wonder Madeleine had never brought him up here; almost all the artists he most admired were represented. It was good to know she still had his feelings at heart, but irritating to think that she, who had never much cared for his private passion, was the one now living with such gems when the most he had ever been able to stretch to was a bunch of monographs and a Terry Frost screenprint.

A large Ivon Hitchens landscape filled the wall beside the baby grand piano, which stood at an angle near the windows overlooking the back garden. Ben tried to picture Toby seated before the keys, practising for his Grade 4 exam, which he’d recently passed with a Merit. All that came to mind, though, was their tatty old upright, with its chipped veneer and its moth-eaten hammers, jammed up against the panel radiator in the hallway of the house in Camberwell.

On prominent display between the two windows was a large black and white photograph. It showed Lionel and his wife – what was her name again? Sophie? Yes – stretched out on the floor of some photographer’s studio with their son and daughter. For all its luminous beauty, it was a sobering image. Ben searched Sophie’s face for signs of the rare form of bone cancer that would suddenly carry her off. There was nothing in her large pale eyes or her melting smile that suggested she wasn’t long for the world. She exuded a honed and toned vitality. Her face was unlined and her long blond hair had an almost liquid lustre to it. She was – she had been – a beautiful woman.

Ben was taken with a sudden impulse to turn on his heel and leave. It wasn’t the artworks taunting him from all quarters; he could cope with those, as well as the other fine trappings of Madeleine’s new life. It was finding himself face to face with Lionel’s terrible loss that unsettled him. Madeleine’s willingness to take on this challenge, to say nothing of the two troubled teenagers thrown into the bargain, suggested a depth of feeling that he struggled to associate with their own relationship.

It suggested he had held Madeleine back in more ways than he cared to think about.
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