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CHAPTER 1

Surrey, England, 1938

The bombshell was dropped over breakfast, normally a time of silence apart
from the rustling of the Times, a complaint about the timing of the boiled
egg or an occasional outburst when Mr Endicott read something with which
he did not agree.

“That pumped-up little popinjay Mussolini has marched into Abyssinia,
of all places. What on earth for? No natural resources that I’ve heard of. No
good will come of it, you mark my words.”

At the other end of the long mahogany table, Mrs Endicott spread
honey on a thin slice of toast. She always found it hard to eat until her
husband had departed to catch the eight fifteen to London. But on this
particular morning Mr Endicott put down his newspaper with a defiant
grunt and stared straight at her.

“What’s wrong, Lionel?” she asked. “Did I not cook the egg to your
satisfaction? I’m sure I gave it three and a half minutes exactly.”

“Ellie, we must talk,” he said. “I’ve been trying to find the right time to
say this, but there never seems to be a right time.” He gave that little cough
in his throat, something he did before making a pronouncement. “Well, here
goes, then. Ellie, I want a divorce.”

Ellie Endicott stared at him, her mouth open. The request was so
unexpected that she could find no words. In fact, she wondered if she had
heard right.

“Well, say something,” he said impatiently.
Ellie stared at him, trying to take in what he had just said. “I don’t know

what to say.” She fought to sound calm. “I’m speechless, Lionel. I had no
idea you were unhappy. Have I not been a good wife to you? I have certainly



tried to make your life run smoothly. I boil your eggs for exactly the correct
amount of time. I’ve made sure your blasted shirts come back from the
laundry starched just enough so you don’t get a rash on your neck. I’ve
entertained all your boring business associates . . .”

Lionel Endicott held up his hand. “Please do not blame yourself for this,
Ellie my dear,” he said hastily. “Nobody could fault the way you have taken
care of this house. It runs like clockwork. No, this has nothing to do with
you. In fact . . . you see . . . the point is that I’ve met someone else. Someone I
want to marry.”

“You want to marry someone else?” She stared incredulously at his
round face, his sagging jowls, his thinning hair that he attempted to comb
over. Who would want Lionel? The thought passed swiftly through her head.

Lionel had gone very red. “I do. Her name is Michelle.”
“French? But you hate the French.”
“No, she’s as English as you or I. Just a fanciful name. And a beautiful

girl. Smart, pleasant . . .”
“‘Girl,’ you said?” Ellie was attempting to outstare him now. “You’re

going to marry a girl? Lionel, may I remind you that you are fifty-five years
old.”

His face was still red. “Well, not exactly a girl. Late twenties. Well
educated. Went to a university, you know. Works in our overseas banking
division.”

When his wife said nothing, he shifted nervously. “Come on, old thing.
You can’t say that our life has been one of high romance, can you? We’ve
grown comfortable with each other. You’re like an old stuffed armchair . . .”

“I most certainly am not,” she replied. “I work hard to keep myself trim
and fit. I walk into the village every day to do the shopping.”

“I meant figuratively. Something I’ve grown accustomed to.
Comforting.”

“But not exciting.”
“No,” he said. “Not exciting.”
Behind them the clock chimed the hour.



“You’d better go,” she said. “You’ll miss your train.”
“I’m not taking the train today. I’m meeting with my solicitor after

work. Get the ball rolling. I’ll take the Bentley. You don’t need it, I take it?”
“Would it matter if I did?” she demanded, anger overtaking her shock.

“Your needs have always come first.”
His expression softened. “Look here, old thing. I don’t want to make

this hard on you. I know it’s a bit of a shock, but all good things must come
to an end, as they say. I’ll make it as smooth as possible for you. No
unpleasantness. I’ll admit to being the guilty party, of course. I’ll make sure
you’re given a good allowance. You won’t have to worry about money.”

“You’re just going to leave me and move out?” She toyed with the
words, as if trying to digest them.

“What?” He looked startled at this. “Oh no, dear. I’ll stay put. This is a
large house, far too big for one person. And I’d still need to entertain, for my
business, of course.”

“And where am I supposed to go?”
He cleared his throat, then went on, as if he had prepared the speech. “I

thought you might want to move up to London. My portfolio contains a nice
little flat in Knightsbridge—not too far from Harrods. It’s only one bedroom,
but you won’t be entertaining or anything, will you? It should suit you nicely
—easy to walk to the shops.”

He attempted an encouraging smile. She continued a cold stare.
“I hate London,” she said.
“Then we’ll find you a nice little cottage down here. So that you can

keep up your activities with the church. I think I saw one for sale in that row
near the station.”

Ellie stared at him incredulously. “You want me to move to a
workman’s cottage? In a row near the station? And you carry on here as if
nothing has happened? You must think very little of me, Lionel.” She took a
deep breath. “If we’re going to divorce, I want the house.”

“What?” The word shot out like an explosion, then he collected himself.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Ellie. Why would you want a great big house to


