
[image: Image Missing]


Contents

Title Page

Copyright

Dedication

Prologue: February 2008

September: 1964

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Chapter Thirty-Eight

Chapter Thirty-Nine

Chapter Forty

Chapter Forty-One

Chapter Forty-Two

Chapter Forty-Three

Chapter Forty-Four

Chapter Forty-Five

Chapter Forty-Six

Epilogue: April 2008

Acknowledgements


[image: Image Missing]

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]

www.johnmurray.co.uk


First published in Great Britain in 2016 by John Murray (Publishers)

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Susan Beale 2016

The right of Susan Beale to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead is purely coincidental.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 47363 035 2

John Murray (Publishers)

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.johnmurray.co.uk


For Austen, Mitchell, Elliot and Samuel


Prologue

February 2008


 

Snowflakes swirled in front of the windshield. She had the wipers and defroster cranked up to the max and was leaning forward in her seat, peering intently at the road ahead, just like the little old lady drivers she used to mock. A 4×4 whizzed past in the left lane, sending up a spray of gritty grey slush that temporarily blinded her.

‘Asshole,’ she muttered, though the real source of irritation was herself. After sixty-three New England winters, she ought to know better than to set out for the coast in the middle of a February snow squall. What really galled, of course, was that she did know better. She knew, even as she scooped up her car keys off the kitchen counter, that the only place to be today was at home in front of the fire, with a cup of tea, her knitting and Larry who, though he hadn’t expressly asked her not to go – as a rule, her husband avoided comment on anything remotely related to her relationship with her mother on the grounds that ‘a man invites trouble when he meddles in things he does not understand’ – had made clear he thought her a fool for doing so. And she was a fool, throwing caution, not to mention her better judgement, to the wind all because Mother sounded unsettled on the phone this morning.

She took the exit to her home town slowly so as to avoid touching the brake. Plough tracks lay half buried in fresh snowfall. Main Street was deserted. The landscape was full of mystery mounds that might be cars, or bushes or wood piles. Take your pick. Her mother would give her an earful when she saw her.

‘You are such a worry wart,’ she’d scold, like always.

‘Well, someone has to be,’ she’d reply, like always.

Lord knows it wasn’t going to be Mother, even after last week’s tumble, which had left a multicoloured bruise the size of Rhode Island on her hip. The doctor had said she was lucky she hadn’t broken it. Mother took her good health for granted. At eighty-five, she’d had a remarkable run, but it had to end at some point. Every minor incident made Penny wonder whether the inevitable decline was at hand. There were only two ways it could go: a disease of the body or one of the mind, and while neither had much appeal, the latter was by far the more frightening prospect, and that, finally, is what had got her out the door today. The unease in Mother’s voice was so out of character. And anxiety was one of the early symptoms.

The car’s headlights flashed on her childhood home as she pulled into the driveway. Barbara, the woman she paid to keep an eye on Mother (while pretending not to), met her at the door.

‘Mrs Burgess,’ she exclaimed, ‘what are you doing out in this weather?’

‘My mother called,’ she started to explain, but then Mother appeared, shuffling toward her, sideways on account of the injured hip. ‘Um, about some mail that arrived for me?’

Mother had, in fact, mentioned a letter this morning. It was a thin excuse to drive thirty-five miles in a blizzard. Barbara nodded.

Penny turned toward her mother. ‘Shouldn’t you be using your walker?’

‘Damn thing’s a nuisance.’

‘What if you fall again?’

‘Barbara is here. She’ll catch me.’

‘The doctor said—’

‘Never mind that.’

Mother grabbed hold of her arm with both hands. The pressure was so light Penny imagined bones that were hollow, like a bird’s. Nonetheless, the grip was surprisingly strong. She looked up at her with watery eyes.

‘I’m glad you’ve come,’ she said.

Penny’s heart sank. This was not like her mother at all.

‘Make us a pot of tea, will you, dear?’ Mother called over her shoulder to Barbara as she steered Penny toward the parlour. ‘And slice a few pieces of that angel food cake, too, while you’re at it. Use the nice plates. We’ll have ourselves a little tea party. Something to cheer us in this miserable weather.’

They headed for the table in front of the picture window, Mother’s favourite place to play cards, and keep an eye on birds and her neighbours’ comings and goings.

‘That’ll keep her busy a while,’ Mother said, as though in confidence but at a volume that easily reached Barbara’s ears. Mother refused to wear her hearing aid. She heard perfectly well, she claimed, provided people articulated.

Penny looked to Barbara, who smiled back – no offence taken.

‘Just wait till you see what came,’ Mother said.

Penny couldn’t imagine the letter was legit. It had been nearly fifty years since she lived at this address. ‘It’s not from a Nigerian banker, is it?’ she asked. ‘Or someone from unclaimed properties? Because you know those are scams.’

Mother waved her hands dismissively. From the kitchen came the sounds of cabinets opening and shutting, of the good silver clattering against dishes and the low hiss of the kettle set on the stove to boil.

‘And they prey on senior citizens.’

‘No, no. This is personal, from a Jennifer somebody. Jennifer …’

She slid a manila envelope out from beneath a pile of papers, smiling with a schoolgirl’s sly delight at having thought to hide it in plain sight. She held it up close to her face. ‘Lewis,’ she announced. ‘Jennifer Lewis.’

She began handing the envelope over and then stopped and pulled it back. ‘Are you quite well, dear?’

‘Fine, Mother.’

‘Not nervous or anxious? Because you look a bit on edge. I don’t want to give this to you if it’s going to upset you.’

‘If I sound anxious it’s because you’re making me so,’ Penny snapped. She put her hand out and kept it there until the envelope was delivered into her open palm. The back flap was wrinkled and puckered.

‘You steamed this open, didn’t you?’ she asked.

Mother looked away, pretending she hadn’t heard. Too clever by half, Penny thought, irritated and yet also relieved. Nothing quite proved Mother’s continued sound mind than this act of snooping and the ham-handed attempt to cover it up.

‘Remember, dear,’ Mother said. ‘You don’t have to do anything.’

Penny responded with an eye roll that would have made her fifteen-year-old granddaughter proud, and then she read the first sentence and felt as if she’d been hit by a sneaker wave. She had to go back and read it again. Twice. In confusion, she looked up from the page and saw that her mother was crying. How amazing that ink marks on paper can contain such power, she thought, and instantly remembered having had this very thought decades before. She stared at the handwriting, searching for clues about its writer – was she friendly, creative, a liar?

‘She doesn’t hate me,’ Penny murmured.

In the kitchen, the kettle screamed.


September

1964


Chapter One

Ted McDougall stared into the bedroom mirror, smoking a cigarette and practising a smile that said, ‘Why, sure, I entertain clients all the time.’

He sprayed Right Guard under his arms and put on a freshly laundered shirt. Sweaty salesmen are suspicious, Ted’s boss Curtis Hale said, and, frankly, when the pressure was on, when getting things right really mattered, Ted was something of a sweater. The unseasonable warmth of the late September evening concerned him; temperatures had been declining steadily for weeks until today – out of the blue – they spiked over eighty degrees, so hot that Abigail had to bring the fans down out of the attic. His dark wool dress pants clung irritatingly to his legs and he’d only had them on five minutes. Spying the seersucker suit hanging in his closet, he wondered whether it was worse to be a sweaty salesman or an oaf who wears a summer suit three weeks after Labor Day. It was silly social convention and he would happily buck it if not for the fear that his dinner companion, Ken Schmidt of the Bedford Trucking Company, might fail to see the wilfulness in his gesture and, God forbid, mistake it for ignorance. A glance at his watch settled it. He would stick with the dark.

Perspiration bloomed at his hairline. This heat really was something, way beyond the norm, even for an Indian summer. That it should be so, and on today of all days, seemed somehow more than mere coincidence – a test of his mettle, perhaps, or a check on his ambitions; he’d know by evening’s end which it was. He breathed deeply, rolled his shoulders and shook out his arms like a boxer preparing for a bout. His head churned with the main points of the deal he’d soon be pitching to the bulldog-faced Ken. It was important to stay focused, to keep his mind from drifting to how his life would be transformed if he closed the deal. Bedford Trucking bought fifteen thousand tyres a year. With a commission on an account like that he could pay the mortgage off early, fill baby Mindy’s college fund, take Abigail on vacation to Europe. All of it could be his; would be his. At twenty-three.

So long as he didn’t blow it.

He picked up the can of Right Guard and sprayed on a second coat.

The soft scuff of slippers on linoleum alerted him to his wife’s approach and he watched, warily, as she appeared in the mirror, her pale blue housecoat billowing like a spinnaker as she passed an oscillating table fan. The quiet economy of her movements made the hairs on the back of his neck prickle.

‘It’s wonderful news,’ she said, knitting her fingers together, ‘wonderful. I’m just a little surprised, that’s all.’ She lowered her head and her face disappeared beneath a red paisley kerchief. ‘I wish I’d known earlier.’ She sat on the corner of the bed and seemed to deflate.

He buttoned his shirt. ‘I tried to call this morning, soon as Curtis signed off on it,’ he said. ‘Nobody picked up.’

‘Today is the third Thursday of the month,’ she said to her lap before lifting her eyes to him.

‘And tomorrow will be the third Friday,’ he replied with a jaunty smile because he couldn’t think what else to say and, clearly, she expected him to say something. But it was the wrong thing. The air in the room shifted in a way he had come to associate with her crying jags. He called them crying jags, but they weren’t. Not really. His wife was not the dramatic sort. Though her translucent skin and tendrils of auburn hair gave her the appearance of a romantic heroine – a Pre-Raphaelite stunner in the words of Mr Holder, the English teacher cum drama teacher cum elocution teacher cum soccer coach at their tiny high school in New Hampshire – Abigail McDougall (née Hatch) was as solid as granite, a pillar of Yankee practicality and common sense. He had always admired her clarity and sense of purpose, the way she seemed to know not only where she was going but also the shortest, most efficient route to take her there. That’s what made these episodes unsettling: seeing such a formidable girl utterly vanquished. And by what? She couldn’t, or wouldn’t, say. The stillness of her grief unnerved him. The way sadness seeped out of her suggested despair beyond anything he could fathom, let alone fix. Even when not preparing to strike life-changing business deals, he couldn’t bear to see his wife so diminished. He held his breath, watching through the mirror for a telltale tremble of the lip.

‘I made pot roast,’ she said finally.

Relief swept over him and he exhaled in a great rush. It was only her New Englander’s horror of waste.

‘Put it in the fridge,’ he said, giving her a wink. ‘We’ll have it tomorrow.’ He lifted his arms and detected a worrisome tightness in the shirt.

‘Of course,’ she replied, nodding. ‘Yes.’

‘Honestly, honey, there is nothing I’d rather do tonight than enjoy pot roast with you. This is business. We’ve all got to make sacrifices.’ He crossed and uncrossed his arms, certain, now, of a pinch through the shoulders. ‘This deal could be life-changing.’

She clucked her tongue. ‘You’re selling tyres,’ she said, ‘it’s not the lunar mission.’

The comment stung. He had been trying to be nice to her. Okay, tyre sales wasn’t NASA, wasn’t keeping the world safe for democracy, or even the Law that her daddy practised, but it put food on the table and a roof over their heads. Didn’t she understand how nervous he was, how scared of messing up? He removed the shirt and pulled another from the closet.

Her eyes widened.

‘It feels tight,’ he explained.

‘Did I ruin it?’

He knew that he ought to reassure her, but was too miffed to give more than an indifferent shrug. She flinched.

From the hall there came a thump, swish, thump, swish, as ten-month-old Mindy scooted toward them on her diaper-padded bottom. The sight of his daughter, with her pumpkin-stained face and wispy curls sticking to her skin in the heat, made him smile. He could not quite believe that she was his, that responsibility for her name, let alone her care and education, was entrusted to a clown like him. 

‘Ba-do,’ she cried, scooting through the bedroom doorway, a half-eaten teething biscuit aloft in her fist like Lady Liberty’s torch. She moved like a sculler rowing in reverse, thrusting her chest forward until her bottom lifted off the ground and then sliding swiftly to her heels, straightening her legs and then pitching her chest forward again. ‘Ba-do.’

It was her favourite thing to say. What she meant by it was a mystery, although neither Ted nor Abigail doubted that it had meaning. Often it made her giggle, sometimes shriek with joy. God, she was cute, he thought, as she reached forward and grabbed a fistful of his trousers.

‘Help, Abigail,’ he cried. ‘She’ll get crumbs all over me.’

Abigail stooped to pick the baby up with a slowness that made it hard to recall that only a few winters ago she was skiing down mountains at breakneck speed. Really, his grandmother was more nimble these days. He brushed vigorously at a darkened spot left by the tiny clammy hand.

‘When are you going to crawl, Mindy McDee?’ Abigail said pleadingly.

‘Why crawl when you can scoot?’ said Ted, slicking back the sides of his hair, giving his tie a final straighten.

‘Because crawling is normal.’

It was a point of dispute between them. Ted saw Mindy’s unique mode of locomotion as a sign of uncommon intelligence. She had honed her technique to its most efficient form and moved effortlessly throughout the house, head erect, hands free to explore. Abigail worried that it was a sign of a deranged mind.

‘She’s normal.’ Ted slid a finger across his upper lip, checking for moisture. ‘She’s perfect. Look at those curls, those dimples.’

‘Ba-do,’ said Mindy.

‘Ba-do,’ Ted replied. 

‘Today Frannie Gill told me she has a cousin who scooted. He dropped out of school and is now a trash collector.’

‘He’s a trash collector because he dropped out of school, not because he scooted.’

‘It’s driving me crazy, Ted.’

He bent down to kiss his daughter’s cheek. ‘Your mother is afraid you’re going to be a blockhead like your old man, instead of smart like she is.’

Mindy smiled, revealing four small white teeth and an abundance of biscuit crumbs sluicing on drool. Such bright and curious eyes, kid’s got to be a genius, he thought, snapping his head back just in time to dodge the slimy zwieback she pushed toward his mouth.

‘Well,’ Abigail said. ‘I guess you’d better be off. Don’t want to be late.’

He tucked his thumb under her chin and felt the tautness of her clenched jaw. Behind those pale green eyes was a mind churning with ideas. That was Abigail’s problem: she thought too much. ‘Take it easy tonight, hon,’ he said. ‘Put your feet up. Watch TV. Read a book.’

She swallowed. Her eyes began to fill. Don’t cry. Please, don’t cry, he thought. He didn’t have time for tears right now. Later, when he got home, hopefully with the deal in hand, he would hold her and comfort her and tell her she was beautiful, but if he didn’t get out soon he would be late for dinner and then he would lose the sale because, as Curtis said, ‘Punctuality is the soul of business.’ And if he lost the sale how long would he have to wait before Curtis gave him another shot at one? A low voice in his head whispered, How could she do this to him? And then, as he saw his big opportunity slipping inexorably out of his reach, Mindy shoved the soggy end of the teething biscuit into Abigail’s mouth with a hearty, ‘Ba-do!’

‘Oh, Mindy,’ Abigail cried with a small laugh and while she was busy wiping her mouth, Ted made a dash for his old DeSoto. Placing his feet gingerly around the rust spots in the floorboards, he began the delicate operation of starting the engine. The key had to be turned at just the right speed, a precise amount of pressure applied to the gas pedal. It was, he liked to joke, the perfect anti-theft device. Abigail came to the screen door and stood holding Mindy, who was still determined to feed the biscuit to her mother. Abigail gently batted it away each time and yet Mindy kept coming back. She was relentless. Ted watched with tenderness swelling in his heart. They depended on him and he took care of them. Now he was going off on his first business dinner, out to slay a contract for fifteen thousand tyres.

‘Shouldn’t be too late, honey,’ he called as he backed out of the drive.

Abigail smiled and Ted was struck, suddenly, by how much she looked like Raggedy Ann. The housecoat, the kerchief, even the pigtails: how was it that he had never noticed? The thought bemused him as he steered – slowly, because children might be playing – along the gently undulating roads of Elm Grove, the tract housing development in which he lived, passing brightly coloured, slab-foundation ranches with cheerful names like Charmer, Monterey, Enchantress and El Dorado, owned by people just like Ted and Abigail: young families, husbands on the early rungs of their career ladders, wives at home with small children. They traded decorating and gardening ideas, borrowed tools; they gathered at cocktail and dinner parties. It was real life and yet it retained an aura of play. The props were bigger and sturdier, and nobody got called home for dinner, but otherwise Elm Grove wasn’t much different from playing house in the lean-tos they used to build from fallen branches out in the woods behind the ball park in Wilsonville, back when he was a kid.

Out on Americana Boulevard (all the streets in Elm Grove were named after a variety of elm) Paul Jenks was tending to his fledgling rose bushes; Ted lifted his right hand in mock salute. Paul’s shock at seeing Ted, in a suit no less, driving out just before the dinner hour, was priceless. Tomorrow Jean would drop by for coffee or to borrow a cup of sugar and ask Abigail where he’d been headed.

‘A business dinner, at a steakhouse in Boston,’ she would reply. ‘A really big deal.’

That would give Paul something to chew on, old Paul, who thought living in an El Dorado made him lord of Elm Grove.

Yes, indeed, Ted thought, turning the car east on Route 9, toward the city centre and its promise of steak and martinis, deal-making and manly conversation. Light from the setting sun flooded through the car’s rear window, so bright it was impossible to see where he’d just been. 
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