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A surprise inheritance reveals the hidden lives of two sisters, torn apart by tragedy . . .

Following her grandmother’s death, Rose Martineau inherits The Egg, an extraordinary house nestling in the Sussex countryside. She discovers that the mysterious house originally belonged to her grandmother’s younger sister, Sadie, who Rose never knew existed. In her search to uncover why the sisters grew apart, Rose is drawn back into the glamorous and decadent world of the 1930s. 

Meanwhile, Rose’s own life as a dutiful wife and mother is turned upside down by a sordid scandal that threatens to destroy her marriage. It is only once she has unravelled the secrets of Sadie’s past that she is able to look to her own future . . .



An epic tale of secrets, scandal, jealousy and passion spanning the twentieth century.



To Oliver Winter Smith
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Prologue

Sussex – December 1928

They climbed out of the Austin Twelve. The air was perfumed by the scents of woodland: earth and rotting leaves and something that was meaty and acrid. Edith pictured spores floating across the road from the fat, yellow fungi that gripped the tree trunks. It was colder than in London, colder even than Nutcombe, in the valley, where they had stopped to buy peppermints at the village shop. She drew her fur collar round her throat.

‘Jumping Jehoshaphat,’ said Cyril. He was looking at the house.

‘Do you like it?’

‘I’m not sure,’ he said. ‘It’s frightfully bedazzling.’ He took a few paces back, pushing his spectacles up to the bridge of his nose. ‘Do you know, I think I do.’ He kissed her. ‘I think I shall love it.’

‘I knew you would.’ Edith felt giddy with freedom; a day away from her household duties, a day spent in the company of her two favourite men, in this beautiful, light-filled house.

She had known that Cyril would adore the Gull’s Wing. How could he not? The fairy-tale palace of glass and wood and stone perched beside the ridgeway that ran along the top of the hill. Her father’s clever, controlling hand was evident in the apparent simplicity of the structure, which had the appearance of being so lightly sketched in it might be blown from the hilltop by a gust of wind. A row of columns, which must surely be too fragile to bear the weight of the slanting, overhanging roof, ran along the front of the house, their slender forms echoing the tall, spindly conifers of Paley High Wood, across the road. Pale grey weatherboarding glittered in the winter sunshine, bringing to mind the sails of a ship . . . or the wing feathers of a seabird.

Cyril had parked the motor car behind Edith’s father’s Bentley. She said, ‘Daddy must be indoors.’

The front door was slightly ajar. Cyril pushed it open. ‘Mr Lawless?’ he called out. ‘Edward? We’re here!’

Hearing voices from the upper floor, Edith said, ‘I didn’t know Mama was coming, too.’ As they climbed the stairs, she explained to Cyril, ‘Daddy put the drawing room on the first floor to make the most of the view. The kitchen and scullery, that sort of thing, are on the ground floor.’

Entering the drawing room through the wide double doors, Edith first saw her father, smiling as he came towards her, his familiar, uneven gait a consequence of a cycling accident in Berlin in the years before the war.

And then she saw Sadie, standing by a window, and her happiness trickled away like water let out of a basin. She had not expected her sister to be here: Sadie, who would steal their father’s attention and capture the limelight with her prettiness and vivacity; Sadie, who would spoil her day.

Cyril put his arm round her, showing her that he understood how she felt. He said to her father, ‘Stunning place, Edward; you are to be congratulated.’ But Edith was unable to disguise the expression of resentment and disappointment that sprang to her face.

Events of great significance occurred and you hardly noticed them. Her father had invited her to Sussex to see the finished house and she had gone to the Gull’s Wing that day expecting to have him to herself, only to find out that Sadie was there as well. Part of her had known at the time that she was ruining her own day, that her father would turn away from her monosyllabic responses and talk to Sadie instead. He might have done so, anyway. They conversed so easily, he and Sadie, switching from light chatter to deep discussion with a naturalness that eluded Edith. She tried too hard and, in her conscientious search for the intelligent or witty phrase that would win his approval, must have come across as slow and stolid.

So she sulked through the remainder of the day and, when they parted at five to drive back to London, she gave her father an aloof farewell and a chilly kiss, not realising that it would be for the last time. Shortly afterwards, her parents travelled to France, so they did not see each other over Christmas. Three weeks later, the plane in which Edward and Victoire Lawless were flying from Le Touquet to an airfield in Sussex crashed in a snowstorm near the coast. There were obituaries in the newspapers and the phone rang constantly as friends and colleagues called to offer their condolences. They were there and then they were gone, erased by the whirling whiteness.

As she wept uncontrollably, Edith gasped to Cyril that her father would never be proud of her now. He shook his head. ‘He was proud of you, my darling. I know he was. It was quite plain to me.’ His words gave her some solace, but then, after the will was read, she discovered that, though Cyril was the wisest man she knew, and hardly ever wrong, in this instance he was mistaken. She, Edith, loved the two houses her father had built in Sussex, the Egg and the Gull’s Wing, and yet he had left both to Sadie. If he had bequeathed the Gull’s Wing to her and the smaller Egg to Sadie, that would have been fair, as Sadie was the younger sister, but even if he had only given her, Edith, the Egg, she would have known that he had thought of her – had loved her.

The shock of it made her feel sick at first – then angry. She howled to Cyril that she would contest the will. Gently, he explained to her that such a course would be futile. The will had been properly drawn up and witnessed. Edward Lawless had neither lacked capacity nor come under undue influence.

Edith blamed Sadie. It was only much, much later that she came to realise she should have blamed her father.

‘Sadie’s unmarried,’ Cyril said, trying to reason with her. ‘She’s little prospect now of ever marrying. That’s why your father left her the houses, to give her some security.’

Bitterly, Edith responded that it was Sadie’s own fault that she was unmarried. What man would marry a woman who made herself disreputable by wearing peculiar clothes and insisting on earning her own living? A woman who swore and smoked in public?

‘Edith, Edith,’ Cyril pleaded. ‘Please don’t hate Sadie. It will only hurt you.’

And it had. She let her sister slip so easily out of her life. Sadie, who could brighten up a room, who was as flickering and changeable as a woodland stream, who could be lively and fun and dazzling, but could also fall silent and shut you out. Since the day Sadie was born, she had conjured in her elder sister such conflicting, complicated emotions that, in the end, angry and exhausted, Edith ran away from them.


Chapter One

Surrey – May 1970

Edith Fuller’s friends and bridge partners were rising creakily from the table to stretch their legs and chat to each other as the funeral luncheon came to an end.

Robert Martineau put his arm round his wife’s shoulders. ‘How are you doing?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Rose. ‘I’m going to miss Granny, though.’ She smiled up at him. ‘I’ll miss our lunches: curry and pink blancmange.’

‘I know, love.’ Robert glanced at his watch. ‘I have to go.’

‘I thought you were taking the afternoon off?’

‘Too much to do, I’m afraid. I’ll see you later.’ They kissed and Robert left the room.

‘Rose.’

Hearing her father’s voice, she turned. ‘Didn’t Katherine do well, Dad?’ Her six-year-old daughter, Katherine, had read out Rudyard Kipling’s ‘If—’ at the funeral service that morning.

‘I had tears in my eyes, I must admit.’ Giles Cabourne opened the door of the function room. ‘There’s something I need to talk to you about, Rose. Shall we go out here, where it’s quieter?’

She checked that Katherine and her younger sister, four-year-old Eve, were still talking to an old friend of the family and followed her father into the corridor.

‘Your grandmother appointed me as one of her executors,’ Giles said. ‘Apart from some minor bequests, she’s left everything to you, Rose.’

‘Oh, Dad.’ She put her hand to her mouth.

‘It’s not a fortune, but there’s a useful sum of money, and her flat, of course.’

‘I didn’t know. I wasn’t expecting anything.’ But then, who else should her grandmother leave her property to? A widow, Edith Fuller had had one daughter, Rose’s mother, Louisa, who had died nine years ago. Rose herself was an only child.

Her father said, ‘And there’s a house in Sussex, too.’

A waitress in a black dress and white frilled apron rushed by with a tray of glasses; Rose and her father flattened themselves against the wall to allow her to pass.

Rose said, startled, ‘A house? Dad? What house?’

Giles ran a hand over his fine, sparse, silvery hair. ‘I vaguely remember hearing about it, years ago, but I’d completely forgotten, to be honest.’

‘A house . . .’

‘Apparently it’s in the middle of nowhere. I’ve no idea what sort of condition it’s in. According to Edith’s solicitor, she’d owned it for a long time. She never lived in it; always let it out. You know your grandmother, Rose – she wasn’t the confiding sort. Anyway, it’s yours now, love.’

One of her grandmother’s schoolfriends, a tiny woman a head shorter than Rose, wearing a black hat and a lavender crepe coat, emerged from the function room to take her leave. Hands were shaken, thanks and good wishes exchanged.

When they were alone again, Giles took an envelope out of his jacket pocket and handed it to Rose. ‘Edith left instructions in her will that you should be given this on her death. Perhaps it’ll tell you something about the house.’

She felt dazed. ‘Granny never said anything to me. Never.’

Glancing through the glass door, she saw that Eve was carefully pouring salt from the cellars on to the dining table to make a little white, powdery mountain.

‘Dad, I have to go.’ She hugged her father. ‘A flat and a house . . . Goodness.’ Then she went back into the function room and took her daughter’s hand, steering her firmly away from the table.

You would have had to look at Katherine and Eve twice to see that they were sisters. Katherine was tall, slim and gangly, and had inherited her mother’s grey eyes along with her Martineau grandmother’s fine, straight, sandy hair. Eve was short and stocky, her eyes brown like Robert’s, her hair a mass of dark curls. Katherine was loving and generous, a perfectionist who demanded high standards both from herself and other people, but was capable of being impatient and prickly. Eve was a small bundle of energy, a chatterbox, a slapdash, happy-go-lucky child who was sometimes overcome by sudden wild outpourings of grief. You saw they were sisters in their quickness and liveliness, and in the shape of an eye and a limb.

Eve was tucked up in bed in the Martineaus’ house in Walton-on-Thames. Rose kissed her goodnight and went to Katherine’s room. Her elder daughter was in her pyjamas, kneeling on her bedroom carpet, wrestling with her Spirograph set.

‘Aah!’ A shriek of frustration. ‘The pen keeps coming out!’

‘Put it away for now, darling. Away, love. You can play with it again tomorrow. Where’s your book? You can read till eight.’ Rose tapped the clock on the bedside table.

After she had settled Katherine, she went downstairs. Robert came home shortly afterwards. In the kitchen, Rose made two gin and tonics while the supper bubbled on the stove. She gave one of the drinks to Robert. Then she told him about her grandmother’s will and the flat and the house in Sussex.

‘Good God,’ he said. ‘My wife, the property magnate.’

‘This house . . . I’d no idea it even existed. I expect it’s a dilapidated old dump. I wonder why Granny never told me about it. It’s a big thing not to talk about, don’t you think, a house?’

‘Pretty big.’

‘It’s called the Egg. Isn’t that weird? Granny’s father built it. You know, the architect.’ She gave him a close look. ‘Robert?’

‘Hmm?’

He was giving the appearance of listening, but he wasn’t, not really. His dark brown eyes were focused on some middle distance and Rose knew he was thinking about something else.

She said, ‘Is anything wrong?’

‘Wrong?’ A quick smile. ‘No, of course not. Are the girls asleep?’

‘Eve, probably. Katherine, not a chance.’

‘I’ll go and see them.’

‘George phoned,’ she called after him as he went upstairs. George was Robert’s elder brother, unmarried, a civil servant in the higher echelons of a government department. The two brothers didn’t get on.

Looking back at her, Robert frowned. ‘What did he want?’

‘To talk about your parents’ anniversary party.’ Lionel and Mary Martineau were shortly to celebrate their ruby wedding. ‘Speeches and flowers.’

Later that night, she climbed into bed and curled up against him. He turned to her and his fingertips ran up the little bones of her spine and she shivered. Their lovemaking was quick and rushed and needy.

Afterwards, Robert fell asleep, but Rose lay awake, the events of the day tumbling through her head: her grandmother’s funeral, her unexpected inheritance – and the house in Sussex, the Egg.

In her letter, her grandmother had written,

In the 1920s, my father, the architect Edward Lawless, built two houses on the land he owned in Sussex. Both were of a modern design. My father used to say that they were his masterpieces, his legacy. He and my mother had intended to live in the Gull’s Wing, the larger house, which he built on the ridgeway, but they died in January 1929, very shortly after it was completed. The house was then sold. I am bequeathing to you, Rose, the smaller of the two, which has always been known as the Egg. It has been let out, but my last tenant, Mr Manners, who lived there for more than a decade, died six months ago, so it is currently unoccupied.

And then a series of rather involved directions – a road beside the church in Nutcombe . . . park on a bend, halfway up the hill . . . a path through trees. And two keys, a Yale and a smaller key, enfolded in a square of paper.

She was thirsty; she went downstairs to the kitchen and ran herself a tumbler of water. She knew little about her great-grandparents, Edith’s parents. Edward Lawless had been an architect, who had died in a plane crash along with his wife – that was about it. Now she had discovered that they had built themselves a house, the Gull’s Wing, but had never lived in it. Perhaps her grandmother had never spoken of the Sussex house because it had been too intimately bound up with the tragedy of her parents’ death.

You put a lot of yourself into a house. She and Robert had bought their home, a four-bedroom Edwardian end-of-terrace, five years ago. They had fallen in love with the high-ceilinged rooms and the way the sunlight poured through the windows on to the wooden floors. There were dusty plaster mouldings and tiled fireplaces and a long, thin garden in which rose, honeysuckle and bramble made intricate knots. After they had moved in, they had replaced the pre-war decor and fittings, teaching themselves to plumb, rewire, paper and paint. They had celebrated the project’s completion with a bottle of champagne on the terrace. The garden was still a tangle; neither of them was a gardener.

Though she didn’t miss the mess or the exhaustion, Rose found herself recalling their shared absorption in the renovation, and their closeness. If they had moved into the house now, they would have had builders in. Robert’s businesses – two garages, several small engineering concerns and his most recent acquisition, an air-freight company – had flourished in the last couple of years, and he would not, these days, have been able to spare the time.

She had been twenty-one years old, a couple of months out of university, when she and Robert had first met. She had been trying to decide whether to take a further degree, weighing up a yearning to be out in the world against the practical advantages of being Rose Cabourne, M.Sc. She had taken a summer job with an engineering firm to earn money and gain experience while she made up her mind.

When the director’s secretary went on holiday, Rose was asked to fill in for her. Robert was visiting, that day. She greeted him at reception. On the stairs to the upper floor, he found out her name; in the corridor between the stairs and the office, he asked her out to dinner. She must have seen something in him more durable than his obvious handsomeness, presence and charm, because she said yes.

Robert was the sort of man you couldn’t help but notice: tall and broad shouldered, outgoing and confident, darkly good-looking. He had a look in his eyes which told her that her answer was important to him, and an air of drive and determination. Over dinner, she discovered that he was smart, funny and generous as well.

Six months later, they married. Katherine was born the following year. Her second name, Louisa, was for Rose’s mother, who had died of breast cancer three years before that. Eve Mary Rose – the Mary after Robert’s mother, who, hale and hearty, lived with her husband in the Martineau family home in Oxfordshire – was born two years later.

Rose put away some dishes that were draining beside the sink. The mild boredom she had felt since Eve had started school in mid-April, her flatness and lack of focus, and her dissatisfaction, which she tried to suppress, with the domestic tasks and social obligations that filled her days, settled round her like a scratchy wool garment. Once, she had had ambitions. Once, she had pictured her life as purposeful, even extraordinary, and yet somehow, without her ever quite choosing it, she had become a housewife like her mother, who had never worked outside the home. Rose had assumed she would be different, but here she was, holding dinner parties for Robert’s business associates and picking up his socks. There had been a time, before Katherine was born, when she had let Robert’s laundry accumulate on the bedroom floor to make a point. Now, she couldn’t be bothered and picked things up.

Sometimes she felt as if she were thinning, shrinking, becoming less than she had thought herself to be. The balance between her and Robert had shifted. His working hours were long and irregular, and he often took clients out to dinner in the evenings. Sometimes she accompanied him; at other times he brushed her offer away, telling her she would be bored.

Perhaps she should look for a part-time job – though, with a rusty physics degree, little used, and hours that must be fitted round her daughters’ schooling, it was hard to feel optimistic about her chances. But it troubled her that the crossword was the greatest intellectual challenge of her day, and she knew that she sometimes blurred with a drink the long, quiet evenings after the girls had gone to bed.

Mentally, she scolded herself. It was becoming a habit, this chewing over of discontent, this searching for a way out of . . . what? A comfortable, affluent life. She had her own car, regular holidays and a cleaner. She had two beautiful, healthy daughters and a husband who loved her.

And yet she missed Eve, her baby, her chatter and her hot little hand in hers as they walked to the shops. She disliked the silence that settled in the empty rooms and the lack of shape to her days when the girls were at school, and found it hard to accept that the tumbling emotional intensity of early motherhood was over for ever. Perhaps they should try for another baby. She was only twenty-nine, plenty of time.

It occurred to her that her grandmother’s unexpected bequest meant that suddenly she had plenty to do. A flat to sort out, a mysterious house in Sussex to visit. The prospect cheered her. She took the glass of water upstairs, slipped into bed beside Robert and fell asleep.

The Weybridge flat was crammed with dark, heavy furniture and souvenirs of Edith Fuller’s years as a colonial wife – prints of Old Delhi, a black wooden figurine and, in front of the fireplace, the flat, faded skin of some unfortunate beast.

Rose tackled the wardrobe first. Clothes were so personal, so imbued with memories of the wearer. A wine-coloured coat with a fur collar conjured up an autumn outing to Bushy Park, her daughters running in and out of the trees and the distant deer little more than shadows in the mist, while her grandmother spoke of safaris in Kenya. A Liberty silk scarf impregnated with Arpège, her grandmother’s scent, made tears spring to her eyes.

She had come to know her grandmother well only comparatively recently. During Rose’s childhood, Edith and her husband Cyril had lived abroad – first in India and then, after independence, in Kenya. Airmail letters had arrived regularly, twice a month; when her grandparents visited, they stayed at the family home in Weybridge, where Rose’s father still lived. And then, after a month, they flew home, back to Africa, and Rose would not see them again for another three years. When Cyril died, Edith had sold up her house in Nairobi and moved back to England. Rose’s mother, Edith’s daughter, Louisa, had been ill by then, and Rose and her grandmother had given each other what comfort they could. Though Edith had neither sought nor encouraged emotional closeness, they had loved and respected each other.

In a drawer, Rose found treasures: an evening gown of peppermint-green satin, cut on the cross, a pair of pale grey glacé kid gloves and a tiny, beaded handbag, which she put aside to take home with her. The Dennis Wheatley and Eric Ambler paperbacks, authors that her grandmother had favoured, she would take to a second-hand bookshop. She set aside half a dozen volumes of Indian military history that her father-in-law might enjoy.

But what should she do with the ivory bird cage and the spectacularly ugly elephant clock that her grandmother had treasured? Or the cream-coloured Wedgwood dinner service and Midwinter teapot, which, though beautiful and intimately connected with her grandmother, she would worry about every time Katherine or Eve came near them? Rose wondered whether the house in Sussex – the Egg – was as stuffed with furniture and knick-knacks as the flat. She hoped not. A rental property, it was more likely to contain tired rugs and sofas and ill-assorted plates and mugs, sourced from jumble sales. What should she do with it, this unexpected inheritance? Robert assumed she would sell both properties as soon as probate was granted. Rose hadn’t made up her mind yet.

She decided to tackle the padouk cabinet next. This was a large and cumbersome piece of furniture, topped with scrollwork covered in gold leaf; there were cupboards and drawers above and below, its central section a writing desk.

Opening the desk, Rose peered inside and examined the contents of the pigeonholes: a green Osmiroid fountain pen, a bottle of Quink and half a dozen pencils; a pair of scissors and a roll of Sellotape; bills and receipts, bound together with elastic bands.

A tiny ivory handle that one might easily overlook revealed a shallow drawer beneath the pigeonholes. Inside it, she found a foolscap-sized folder, covered in orange paper printed with yellow and gold birds. When she opened it, letters and a handful of photographs spilled out: a man wearing a sola topi, riding on the back of an elephant; a baby, its tiny crumpled face peeping out from a froth of lace.

On the front of a plain white postcard, someone had drawn a pen-and-ink cartoon of a woman wearing a drop-waisted, calf-length coat with a fur collar and a cloche hat. The hat was pulled down low over the wearer’s eyes and she was teetering along the pavement on high heels. Rose turned the postcard over. On the back of it was written, Don’t I look just le dernier cri, darling? If only I could see where I was going! It was signed with an initial, S.

Rose made herself a cup of Nescafé, her grandmother’s preferred hot drink. Lunches in this flat had meant instant coffee from a Minton pot while they shared the box of Meltis Newberry Fruits, another of her grandmother’s favourites, which Rose always brought as a gift. Edith would regale her granddaughter with stories of India and Africa while Rose tried to stop Eve picking up precious and fragile objects. Edith Fuller’s voice had been clear and imperious. She had cultivated that tone, Rose assumed, when addressing dhobi wallahs, house boys and maids – the accoutrements of a different and vanished life.

She put the coffee cup on a spindly side-table and sat down on the sofa with the writing case. A photograph slipped to the floor and she picked it up. The black-and-white snapshot was of two young women. Both were wearing shapeless, calf-length coats and complicated hats of some heavy fabric, perhaps velvet. Though the photo must have been taken fifty or sixty years ago, Rose recognised her grandmother instantly. At eighty years of age, Edith had been tall and raw boned, her beaky nose jutting from a long, narrow, high-cheekboned face. And so it was in the picture, though here the angles of nose and jaw were softened by youth, and Edith’s hair was dark, not silvered.

The young girl standing beside her was shorter and slighter. Her features were symmetrical and attractive, her smile open and friendly. A large tassel hung jauntily from the brim of her hat and rested on one shoulder, and she had raised a hand to push a strand of fairish, windblown hair from her eyes.

Rose turned the print over and read the two names written in faded ink on the back. Edith confirmed what she had already worked out: that the taller of the two women was her grandmother. The other was called Sadie. It occurred to Rose that this Sadie might be the ‘S’ who had drawn the sketch on the postcard. 

She took a few mouthfuls of coffee and examined the letters in the writing case. Unfolding one, she felt a mixture of curiosity and a reluctance to invade her grandmother’s privacy. The letter was from someone called Margery Burton, and although purporting to be a friendly note, it was in fact begging for money. There was also a large bundle of letters from Cyril, her grandfather. Perhaps they were love letters. She put them aside. Another collection, tied up with a pink ribbon, were from Louisa, her mother. Rose had letters from her mother at home, which had been sent to her when she was at school and university. Since her mother had died, she had not been able to read them. She wondered whether she would ever be able to read them again.

She thought she had taken all the letters out of the case, but then a narrow compartment revealed a bundle tucked inside it. Opening an envelope of heavy cream paper, she glanced at the name at the foot of the page.

Sadie. So this letter had been written by the pretty, fair-haired Sadie of the photograph. The handwriting, though old-fashioned in style, had an elegant clarity.

Rose began to read: I can’t possibly see Philip Sprott every fortnight, Edith. It would be far too expensive, what with his fees and the train fare to London. And, anyway, I feel perfectly well now. You mustn’t worry about me, honestly. Exasperation seeped through the phrases.

In another letter, picked at random, Sadie wrote, I shall be coming up to Town from the 5th to the 9th. Will it be convenient for me to call? It seems ages since I saw Louisa. Is she home from school yet? And, further down the page, The Egg is perfectly delightful at this time of year, the primroses are out and the birds singing merrily. I do hope you will come and stay with me soon.

That was interesting. So Sadie had been living in the Egg. The letter heading confirmed this: The Egg, Paley High Wood, Nutcombe, Sussex. Perhaps Sadie had been a tenant of Edith’s – but, no, the tenor of the letters indicated a closer relationship. Perhaps Edith had let her friend stay in her house for a while.

Rose checked her watch. It was almost quarter past three; she must shortly drive to Walton-on-Thames to collect Katherine and Eve from their school. She began to shuffle the correspondence back into an orderly pile.

A name inscribed on the back of a flimsy blue envelope caught her eye: Sadie Lawless.

Rose frowned. Her grandmother’s maiden name had been Lawless. Had Sadie Lawless been a cousin of Edith’s, perhaps? She skimmed through the short letter. And then had to read it a second time to make sure she had understood it properly.

Sadie’s letter told her two things. The first was that the Egg hadn’t always belonged to Edith. In the early 1930s, it had been owned by Sadie. And yet – she glanced at the date – in October 1934, Sadie had given the house to Edith.

The Egg is now yours, Edith, Sadie had written. I have posted the papers to Mr Copeland. I don’t want to live here any more; it frightens me, and besides, it was wrong of Father to give it to me – I see that now.

The second revelation was even more startling. Sadie Lawless hadn’t been Edith’s cousin. She had been her sister.

Rose had thought she had known her grandmother, but she had hardly known her at all. Edith had had a sister. Sadie Lawless had been her grandmother’s sister. Whatever the differences between us, Edith, Sadie Lawless had written at the end of her letter, you are my sister.

Coming home in the early hours of the morning, Robert slipped into bed beside her, smelling of cigarettes and alcohol. ‘A client,’ he murmured when she asked him where he had been. ‘Tommy Henderson. You know, owns Riley’s in Gateshead. Tedious man.’ He drew her to him, his palm settling on her breast, and then fell instantly and noisily asleep.

The next morning, returning to the house after taking Katherine and Eve to school, Rose found herself slipping her hand into the pockets of his raincoat, which was hanging on the stand in the hall. What was she looking for? Secrets. Everyone had secrets. Her grandmother had had plenty of secrets. Robert’s might be betrayed by a note or a receipt or a lipstick-stained handkerchief. A couple of years ago, he had had a flirtation – he had sworn to her it was only a flirtation – with the wife of a friend. Rose was thinking about that now. The late nights, his air of distraction . . . There was something he wasn’t telling her, she was sure of it.

His pockets were empty. She pushed the thoughts away, ashamed of herself. What was a marriage without trust? Robert had problems with the business. He would sort it out; he always did. She should have faith in him.

She ground some coffee beans and put on the Cona, then settled down at the table with the orange-and-gold writing case. Sometime during the night, it had become clear to her that her grandmother had meant her to find Sadie’s letters. Edith had been trying to tell her something. Or perhaps she had been asking her to do something. Something to do with the house, and Sadie, her sister.

The Cona bubbled away as Rose took out the letters and put them on the table. There were twenty-five in all, some written on the expensive-seeming heavy, cream paper, others on flimsier blue or white. Sadie had dated the heading of each letter. It took a while, arranging them in chronological order, breaking off to bring the Cona jug and a mug to the table and pour herself a coffee.

All the letters had been written in the first half of the 1930s. The earliest, dated October 1930, was the short, tetchy note Rose had glanced at in her grandmother’s flat the previous day. Edith had been living in London, then. The date on Sadie’s last letter, which had been posted to Edith’s bungalow in Delhi, was 15 October 1934. There were no more letters after that. Why not? Why had Sadie stopped writing to her sister then? What had happened?

Rose reread the earliest letter. She noticed that it bore a Cambridge address. I can’t possibly see Philip Sprott every fortnight, Edith. It would be far too expensive, what with his fees and the train fare to London. And, anyway, I feel perfectly well now.

Philip Sprott must have been a doctor. Sadie had been suffering from an illness and had consulted Dr Sprott, who, in those pre-NHS days, she would have had to pay. Rose read on. The Meyricks have been so wonderfully kind. Toby gave up his study for me to sleep in and Constance hasn’t let me do a thing. My health is much improved now. I take a walk round Midsummer Common every afternoon, no matter the weather. Then a few lines about novels read, a musical afternoon attended. Later on in the text:

Mabel, Horace and Rosalind are the most delightful children, naturally, but they leave one hardly capable of completing a thought. Not that many of my thoughts have been worth completing recently, I admit, but I know I shall feel fully recovered when I am able to work again. You mustn’t think I’ll hide away. I’m planning a timetable of improving activities that will give me no chance to brood. New surroundings and a new way of living will distract me from my memories.

Rose thought it likely that the memories Sadie had hoped to distract herself from were those of the death of her parents in the plane crash, only the previous year. Losing her own mother at the age of twenty had been a body blow, a wound that ached and which she suspected would never completely heal over. In the photograph, Sadie appeared to have been the younger of the two sisters. A rapid mental calculation – Edith had been eighty years of age at the time of her death – told her that Sadie’s mother too might have died when Sadie was in her twenties. She had lost her father in the same terrible air accident.

Rose read the next letter, which was dated a week after the first.

So I’m here at last. The Egg is all furnished and looks perfectly charming. You should have seen the poor men carrying my etching press along that awful muddy path through the trees. They complained awfully, so I gave them cups of tea and enormous pieces of cake and they were much jollier after that. Mrs Thomsett, in the shop in Nutcombe, has been very helpful and directed me to Boxell’s Garage, where Mr Boxell himself promised to find me a second-hand bicycle. Do you remember how entrancing the woods are in autumn, Edith? You must come and visit me very soon.

The phone rang and Rose went to answer it. It was Robert, asking her whether she would mind if he brought home some dinner guests that evening. Her assent was automatic and she was aware of a sense of relief that he had chosen not to have another late night out. He was busy, that was all. Everything was fine.

She left the house. As she parked her Mini in the town centre, she ran through menus in her head. Melon for a starter, crêpes suzette for pudding. No, not crêpes; too much fussing around at the last minute. Lemon meringue pie then, which she could prepare in advance. The main course . . . not boeuf bourguignon; she hadn’t time. Moussaka? No, too messy-looking. She settled on chicken à la king.

After she had whizzed round the shops, buying ingredients, Rose went to the public library. She looked up Sadie Lawless’s name in the various London phone directories, and then, finding no trace of her, she looked up Philip Sprott. She had a hunch that he might have been a smart London doctor, with a practice in Harley Street, perhaps.

Her fingertip paused, running down the columns of the directory that included the Harley Street area. No Philip Sprott. When she widened her search, the name Dr P. Sprott sprang out at her. Not Harley Street, but Handel Street, in Bloomsbury. Rose noted down the number on a scrap of paper. As she left the library, it started to rain.

Back at the house, she made the pastry and put it in the fridge to rest before going to Robert’s study and dialling the Handel Street number.

A woman’s voice answered. ‘Handel Street consulting rooms. Good afternoon.’

Rose asked to speak to Dr Philip Sprott. He was with a patient, the receptionist explained. Might she take a message?

She felt awkward, explaining her request. It sounded odd, even to her. The woman on the other end of the phone seemed to think so too.

‘Nineteen thirty? That’s forty years ago. We don’t keep records going back that far.’

‘I was hoping Dr Sprott might remember her.’

‘I really don’t think . . .’

‘If you would just ask him, I’d be most grateful,’ said Rose firmly. ‘My great-aunt’s name was Sadie Lawless.’ She repeated her own name and phone number before thanking the receptionist.

After she had settled the girls in bed, Rose changed into a black maxi-dress made of silk-lined chiffon with trumpet sleeves and beading round the deep V neckline. She brushed her long, dark-brown hair, so that it lay flat and straight over her shoulders, and touched up her eye make-up.

Where was Robert? She glanced at her watch. Half past seven. Their guests were due at eight. She looked out of the bay window to the street, but saw only the cars rushing through the rain, litter washing along the gutters.

The phone rang and she hurried downstairs. She answered it, expecting it to be Robert, but the voice on the other end of the line was unfamiliar.

‘Is that Mrs Martineau?’

‘Yes; who is it, please?’

‘My name’s Philip Sprott. You left a message with my receptionist, asking about Sadie Lawless.’

Rose sat down in Robert’s leather chair. ‘Thank you for calling back, Dr Sprott. I appreciate it. I phoned you because Sadie Lawless was a patient of yours. I wondered whether you remembered her.’

‘Yes, I do. When Carol gave me your message, it all came flooding back. May I ask why you’re interested in her?’

‘She’s my great-aunt. I didn’t know she existed until a few days ago, after my grandmother died and I found letters from her. I’m trying to trace her – apart from anything else, if Sadie’s still alive, I should let her know that her sister has died. Your name was mentioned in one of the letters.’

‘I’m afraid I’m not going to be able to help you very much.’ Philip Sprott’s voice was deep and sonorous. ‘It must be decades since we had any contact. But some patients stand out, and, yes, I remember Sadie. She was vibrant, intelligent and charming. But bruised by loss.’

Through the study window, Rose saw the rain dancing on the paving stones. ‘Because of her parents’ death?’

A pause, and then Philip Sprott said, ‘Mrs Martineau, are you aware that I’m a psychiatrist?’

A psychiatrist. ‘No, I assumed . . .’

‘I practise part-time now. Sadie was one of my first patients, when I was young and green. It was a long time ago, but I don’t know that there’s any limit on confidentiality.’

‘I understand that, Dr Sprott.’

‘You said your grandmother had died recently?’

‘Yes.’

‘Please accept my condolences for your loss. What can I tell you . . .? I recall that the relationship between Sadie and her sister was difficult. There was a big age gap – ten years, I think.’

‘And Sadie was the younger sister.’

‘Yes, she was. She came to me after suffering a breakdown. She’d been jilted by her fiancé. The broken engagement, coming so soon after the loss of her parents . . . well, the human mind can only cope with so much.’ Another silence, then Philip Sprott said, ‘I can’t remember the fiancé’s name. I do recall thinking that he sounded an utter cad. He was an antique dealer, not that that’s relevant. Sadie herself was a teacher.’

‘And an artist.’ Rose thought of the second letter. You should have seen the poor men carrying my etching press along that awful muddy path through the trees.

‘Yes.’ Amusement in his voice. ‘Sadie used to draw during our appointments. She said it relaxed her. The fireplace . . . or the plane trees, through the window. Sometimes she drew me. She gave me a sketch. I probably still have it somewhere. I saw her for about a year, maybe eighteen months. She used to send me the occasional postcard after that, but then she stopped. She’d moved on, I assumed. I’m sorry I can’t be more help, Mrs Martineau.’

Rose heard the front door slam. She thanked Dr Sprott and ended the call.

Robert was standing in the hallway, taking off his mackintosh. Moisture beaded his khaki shoulders.

‘Where were you?’ Rose said as she hurried out to him. ‘They’ll be here in five minutes.’

‘I’m aware of that.’ He sounded angry. His tone altered. ‘Sorry. Sorry, darling. It’s been a bit . . . Work – you know how it is. We lost the Gibson contract.’

‘Robert, I’m so sorry.’ She kissed him. ‘How disappointing.’

‘Plenty more fish in the sea.’

But his light words were at odds with the expression that washed across his face. Fear and anguish – and then it was gone, so quickly that she might have thought she had imagined it.

‘What is it?’ she said gently. ‘Tell me, love. Tell me what’s wrong.’

‘Nothing’s wrong. I’m tired, that’s all.’ A smile that was no more than a stretching of the lips. ‘Could do with a drink. Give me a couple of minutes; I’ll go and get changed.’

The doorbell chimed. Rose checked her face in the hall mirror, put on a smile and opened the door.

‘Hugh . . . Vivienne . . . How marvellous to see you. Do come in.’

OEBPS/Images/author.jpg
s o e e amt o | Socrmmy . e ot . il






OEBPS/Images/backad.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
H LENNQX

den Lides

Alsurprise
linheritance leads
| toa stunning |

revelation . . . \
| 1

. i | |





OEBPS/Images/lg2.jpg





OEBPS/Images/lg1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/logo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
JUDITH
LENNOX

Hidden I.ives





