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    Epigraph




    What’s past is prologue.




    WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, The Tempest


  




  

    Prologue




    London, 1960




    Everyone at the party had a Sidecar in their hand, and Lillie Tempest was determined not to feel left out. So what if she’d promised she wouldn’t drink alcohol while she was in London? She was twenty years old, it was the start of a brand new decade, and life was just about to get exciting. She’d been one of the last debutantes to be presented, but Lillie was starting to think that the feudal class system her family lived by was old-fashioned. Hadn’t the Prime Minister made a speech about a ‘wind of change’ at the start of the year? Lillie didn’t pay much attention to politics, but she liked the sound of that, regardless of what Macmillan had actually been talking about. It was time for things to change and for her life to really start. She was determined to have some fun.




    ‘Make me one of those drinks, won’t you?’ she asked a passing boy, while she smoothed down the satin of her milky-white cocktail dress. She’d bought it in Derry & Toms earlier that day, and at the time she’d thought it the height of elegance – but then she’d turned up to the party and found that all the other girls were in more casual dresses, or even trousers. She wished she’d worn something less formal, but she told herself that standing out was a good thing. After all, she was a Tempest – which meant that people noticed her anyway – and this was the first time she’d been allowed to London without an escort. She wanted to make an impact. She told herself that her dress wasn’t a fashion faux pas but a deliberate statement, and as she took a sip of her cocktail – which she didn’t like, but never mind – she almost believed it herself.




    Lillie looked around the party and allowed herself a tiny smile. She’d only recently met Petra and her rather fast set of friends, and she’d certainly never been inside a flat like this before. Unlike her own family home, or the sedate houses of the Tempests’ friends, Petra’s flat in Chelsea was modern and fun. Young people sprawled on low-slung sofas, a sparse buffet of cheese and crackers sat on top of a modern G Plan dining table, and people were dancing to the latest records. Everyone seemed incredibly happy and alive and bright. Petra’s racy London life was so different to Lillie’s staid, antiquated existence that she was quite overcome with envy. She wanted this for herself. Who wouldn’t?




    Just then the front door swung open and a group of young men walked in. Lillie watched them from under her eyelashes: all were attractive and sharp, with shiny duck’s arse haircuts and slim-fitting suits. She knew that Petra was having a casual dalliance with one of them – was his name Marty? Ronnie? Something like that – but she hadn’t met any of the others before, and she definitely hadn’t ever seen the man emerging from the shadows. Lillie’s eyes widened in surprise – he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen.




    ‘We’ve made a new friend and we thought it would be rather fun to bring him along,’ one of the men said with a smirk. Lillie turned to Petra to see her reaction, to see what she’d say about their gatecrasher. She hoped Petra wouldn’t want him for herself.




    Petra grinned. ‘You always did know how to make a party memorable, Ronnie. Make sure your new friend gets a drink, and introduce him to Lillie here.’




    Lillie took a deep breath and decided she wasn’t going to wait for the stranger to be introduced to her. She was a modern girl, and that meant she could introduce herself. She knew that if her sisters were here they’d drag her away, would tell her to see sense, but Lillie didn’t care for her sisters’ approval. If anything, behaving badly spurred her on.




    ‘I’m Lillie Tempest,’ she said in a confident, practised tone. All around them people were dancing to ‘Poor Me’ by Adam Faith, but the moment Lillie locked eyes with the man it was as if everyone and everything disappeared. It was just him and her, and nobody else.




    ‘Bertie Boyle,’ the man replied in an accent straight out of the movies. Lillie realised she’d been gazing into his intense blue eyes for longer than was polite, but when she tried to pull away, tried not to look so keen, she found she couldn’t. In that instant, she knew that meeting Bertie Boyle would change her life.




    Was this love at first sight? If such a thing existed outside of romance novels, then yes, it was. Lillie smiled and stepped closer to Bertie, and as he put his hand on her waist she allowed herself to be blown away on her dazzling wind of change. Her life was changed forever.


  




  

    Chapter One




    London, recently




    On a quiet road in Mayfair, half hidden by the shadow of a yet-to-blossom cherry tree, sat a tiny bookshop. The tea-green paintwork on the ornate window frames had started to peel, and the once-glittering gold lettering of the signage had faded to a brittle yellow. A considerable number of people walked past Heritage Books every day (tourists mainly, clutching at maps as they tried to find the former homes of Hendrix and Handel), but if you asked any of them if they’d noticed the bookshop, they’d have looked at you blankly. Most visitors to Heritage Books came by appointment; few stepped in because they genuinely wanted to buy a rare first edition for a loved one.




    Inside the bookshop, and almost concealed by several wobbly towers of antique books in various shades and states, a young woman sat on a stool and allowed the sun to toast her face. Dust motes danced in the weak, muted sunshine that somehow managed to find its way through the dirty windows, and as Cassandra Alberta Cooke enjoyed the first warmth of spring on her skin, she closed her eyes. In the comforting cosiness and hush of the bookshop, Cassie felt cocooned; her chin dropped, her shoulders relaxed, and she was about to drift off to sleep when her phone vibrated across the wooden counter in a brittle hum. She snapped open her eyes and checked the caller display: it was Safia, her best friend. She pushed her long hair behind her ears and tried to answer as jauntily as she could, but her words came out as a croak.




    ‘You’ve been napping at work again, haven’t you? You can’t fool me, Cassie Cooke.’ Safia’s voice was little more than a whisper – she was at work too, at her desk, and clearly making a personal call when she absolutely shouldn’t be – but Cassie could hear amusement in it.




    ‘Only a little bit,’ she admitted. ‘It’s just so snug and quiet in here. I’ve done all my work and Mr Heritage is away at an estate sale near Manchester. Not that he’d mind if I had a kip in between customers.’




    Cassie thought of her boss and smiled to herself. Mr Heritage was in his seventies, with a shock of silken silver hair, and he carried himself with a posture that suggested that everything he did was done properly. Heritage Books had been on this street in London for as long as anybody could remember, but few could recall ever having a full conversation with the man who nipped into the shop every few weeks to deliver his latest vintage finds. He was an enigma. Cassie had worked at Heritage Books for over four years, but despite being entrusted with a set of heavy keys for the door and a smaller set for the safe, she still didn’t know Mr Heritage’s first name, and that suited her – she liked the formality of their relationship. She couldn’t imagine ever having a job like Safia had; Saf regularly got drunk with her colleagues in Soho and often ended up mopping up her boss’s drunken tears. It sounded like Cassie’s version of hell.




    ‘Anyway, what are you up to tonight?’ Safia said. ‘There’s a party going on in Dalston, and apparently there will be loads of fit guys there. We’ll be able to have our pick.’




    Cassie trailed her finger across the cover of the book closest to her. It was from 1863 and was embossed with a gold-leaf emblem that shone in the sunlight.




    ‘Would you mind if I didn’t?’ Cassie went out occasionally, but she never really enjoyed herself. London seemed full to the brim of drunk, leering men who acted as if she should be grateful that they’d spoken to her.




    ‘Hiding yourself away in your bedroom is no way to meet a man.’ Safia’s voice was kind, but Cassie knew that her friend was mildly exasperated with her.




    She gazed at the books surrounding her. Inside so many of the novels were the greatest romances ever to be read, but they offered little comfort. Characters in novels always found their one true love at the end of their journey, but Cassie didn’t even know where she was going, or if she’d ever meet anyone who would be right for her: men like Mr Darcy, or Benedick from Much Ado About Nothing didn’t seem to exist. She’d had a few relationships, but they’d all trailed away and the men had vanished in what felt like a puff of smoke, never to be seen again.




    ‘I know,’ she said quietly. ‘But a party in some super-cool part of London just isn’t my thing. I mean, come on – I wear normal clothes and I like normal things and I’m just not hipster enough. I’ll be miserable.’




    Cassie didn’t believe she had the right sort of personality or looks to fit into the bars that Safia went to – and even if she did, she knew it wouldn’t be enough. She wasn’t pushy, and nor did she have the hard, glittering edge that so many girls in London seemed to be able to muster at the drop of a hat. On the rare occasion that she spoke to an attractive man, she found it hard to look him in the eye and ended up mumbling her words. She wanted to be able to turn on the charm, to be an extrovert, but she found she wasn’t able to. She was too quiet and gentle for the City men who were looking for instant fun and gratification.




    ‘So you’re really just going to go home after work?’ Safia asked.




    Cassie confirmed she was. For despite loving her best friend dearly, all she wanted to do was to get the bus home, say hello to her family, and then hide herself away in her bedroom with a good book.




    ‘Do you mind?’ she asked, but she knew Safia didn’t, not really. Saf accepted Cassie for who she was, and that was one of the reasons they were such good friends.




    ‘Have fun with your books,’ Safia replied. ‘But remember, a book won’t keep you warm at night.’




    Cassie smiled as she ended the call, but she didn’t spend any time wondering if Safia was right: when you found the right book, it could warm you in a way that love sometimes could not.




    




    ‘Hello? I’m back!’ Cassie closed the cherry-red front door behind her and stood in the hallway of the tall, spindly London town house that she’d lived in for most of her life with her parents and younger twin brother and sister. After university she’d shared a flat in south London for a few years, but she’d found the rent extortionate and had never felt quite comfortable with communal living with strangers. In the end she’d realised she’d do better if she moved back home to save her money, and that was what she’d done. She’d never regretted her decision, however loud her siblings could be.




    Today, however, the house felt unusually quiet and still; the air was motionless and there was no noise, no chatter, no laughter. It felt as though it had not been lived in for a long time – which was ridiculous, as she’d seen the rest of her family at breakfast just that morning – and Cassie felt a shiver run through her body. This was how it would feel to be in Beaufont Hall, she thought, then pushed the image of the dilapidated mansion from her mind. She would not think of Beaufont. Not now.




    ‘Is anyone home? Hello?’




    ‘Cassie? Is that you? We’re up here! Come and join us.’ Alice’s voice drifted down the stairs, sounding tiny, as though it were very far away. Cassie dropped her scuffed leather bag on the floor, pulled off her coat, and began to walk up the narrow Victorian staircase. From years of living in the house she knew which steps creaked when even the smallest of feet were placed on them, and it was these that she deliberately trod on as she climbed the height of the house. The squeaking floorboards accompanied the sound of her laboured breathing until she reached the very top, and it was then that she saw that the ladder to the attic had been pulled down.




    ‘What are you doing up there?’ Cassie called. For as long as she could remember, none of the Cookes ever went into the attic; it was used as a storage area for items that the family quickly forgot about.




    ‘We’re looking for clothes,’ Alice replied. Her voice was muffled.




    Cassie’s eyebrows knotted into a frown; she tentatively mounted the ladder and stuck her head up into the attic. It had never been properly converted – the family wasn’t well off enough to spend thousands on rooms they barely used – and it was under a single, bare light bulb that she saw Alice and her twin Henry rummaging through dusty trunks of clothing. Their cracked leather lids had been thrown open and the old Tempest family crest was hidden, but Cassie knew at once that the trunks had belonged to their grandmother Violet. Her heart sank as she saw puddles of delicate silk and vintage lace strewn across the dirty attic floor.




    ‘Are Mum and Dad back yet?’ Alice continued. She was blithely unaware of the stricken expression on her sister’s face. ‘They said they were popping out to get a takeaway for dinner – Mum said she’s too tired to make anything and that she fancies a treat.’




    Henry turned to look at Cassie and misread the expression on her face. He grinned. ‘Don’t worry,’ he remarked cheerfully. ‘We won’t get told off for being up here – it was Mum’s idea.’




    ‘It’s not that,’ Cassie said. ‘I just don’t understand what you’re looking for. Are you searching for something specific?’




    Henry shook his head. ‘We need to make outfits for the school play and Mum said there might be something in here that we can customise.’




    Cassie blinked at him. ‘You’re going to wear one of Granny’s dresses for a school play?’




    Henry rolled his eyes at her. ‘We’re going to use some of the material. I’m playing Oberon in A Midsummer Night’s Dream.’




    ‘And I’m going to be Hermia,’ added Alice.




    Cassie looked from the pleased expressions on the twins’ faces back to the piles of dresses, skirts and blouses on the floor. She’d never met her grandmother Violet, who’d passed away before she was born, but she felt quite strongly that the twins shouldn’t rummage through her clothes so nonchalantly and with such little respect – and that whatever they discovered shouldn’t be cut up for something as trivial as a school play.




    ‘“Lord, what fools these mortals be!”’ Cassie muttered, but she didn’t say it quite quietly enough and Henry put his hands on his hips.




    ‘Puck says that, not Oberon or Hermia, and you might say well done! It was quite hard for us to get the parts.’




    ‘Congratulations,’ Cassie murmured.




    ‘Thanks,’ Alice said as she continued to dig in the trunk. She pulled out a champagne-coloured cocktail dress decorated with lace appliqué and threw it on to one of the piles without so much as a second glance. ‘It turns out that having to listen to Shakespeare plays as bedtime stories had some use after all – I reckon we got the parts because we knew the characters better than everyone else.’




    Cassie frowned and walked over to the dress that Alice had so swiftly discarded. It was beautiful. She lifted it to the light to examine it more carefully but was distracted by the sight of Henry tossing aside a crushed-velvet cape with a sparkling crystal clasp.




    ‘Be careful with that!’ she exclaimed sharply. ‘You don’t want to get it dirty.’




    Henry glanced at his older sister and raised his eyebrows in amusement. He may have been ten years younger than Cassie, but both he and his twin had an outward confidence that she could never quite match.




    ‘But everything is dusty anyway,’ he said. ‘Besides, all this stuff is really old. I don’t know why Mum bothers to keep it.’




    ‘Because it was Granny’s, and because everything up here belonged to our family.’




    ‘Oh not this again,’ Henry muttered, and Cassie felt a familiar crossness tighten in her chest.




    ‘Look, I know that being part of the Tempest family doesn’t mean that much to you, but it does to me. We should show a bit of respect to Granny’s things.’




    ‘But she’s dead,’ Alice said in a neutral, matter-of-fact voice. ‘She wouldn’t mind nor care – and more importantly, Mum doesn’t. And Violet was her mother, after all. Not yours.’




    ‘That’s not the point,’ Cassie replied. ‘When you’re older, you’ll understand. Our family heritage is everything and Granny’s dresses are a part of that. We may be Cookes, but our mother was a Tempest and therefore so are we, regardless of our surname.’




    Alice caught her sister’s eye. ‘The Tempest family no longer exists,’ she said carefully and somewhat considerately for a teenager. ‘Not how it used to, anyway.’




    Cassie hugged Violet Tempest’s cocktail dress closer to her.




    ‘And that’s why I think we should preserve the memory of it, even if nobody else is bothered,’ she replied quietly, but either her siblings didn’t hear her or they chose to ignore her, for at that moment her parents came home and called them all for supper and the twins raced to scramble down the ladder.




    




    After a dinner of lukewarm Chinese noodles, the twins returned to the attic. Despite their invitation, Cassie opted not to join them. Instead she wandered into the living room with a book tucked under her arm and tried not to think about the activity at the top of the house. She hated that Alice and Henry had been given permission to shred up Violet Tempest’s clothing, and she hoped the copy of In Cold Blood she’d borrowed from the shop would distract her from it.




    Other than her bedroom, the living room was her favourite room in the house. It was the centrepiece of the home: a comfortable space that was furnished with happy family memories and crammed with photographs of all three of the children. The Cookes might not have had much money, but Rebecca had always made sure that the kids had the best of childhoods, and as Cassie looked at the pictures of her and the twins grinning broadly in the hot English summers that they no longer seemed to have, she couldn’t help but smile back. Alice and Henry had been adorable babies, complete with curly blond hair and innocent wide eyes. In that respect, they took after her parents: all four were pale, with hair that shimmered with honey, caramel and vanilla tones. In comparison, Cassie was tall and dark like Violet Tempest had been, although she had the same wide blue eyes as her mother and siblings.




    The more Cassie thought about her grandmother, the more she yearned to look through photographs of her extended family. She already kept a collection of photos in her bedroom, photos that her mother hadn’t included in the albums, but she wanted to look at the ‘official’ family pictures. She put her book to one side, opened up a cupboard, and pulled out the albums full of sepia-toned photographs that she’d looked at so many times she’d practically committed the images to memory. In the photos, the older generations of Tempests were unspeakably elegant; they were always smiling, always fashionable, always well groomed. In particular, Violet and her sister Aster were beautiful: their long dark hair tumbled to their shoulders in waves and they were effortlessly glamorous. Cassie might not have the sophistication her grandmother had clearly possessed, but she hoped she had a fraction of her looks.




    Almost all the photographs that Cassie cherished had been taken at the family home: Beaufont Hall. The mansion – for it was large enough to be a mansion, albeit a small one – was hidden away in the depths of the Buckinghamshire countryside, but nobody lived there any more. After Violet had died, the house had been passed down to her daughter, Rebecca, but the Cookes had never lived there, and instead Rebecca had let her cousin Lloyd stay – albeit in relative poverty. It had only been a few months previously that he’d had a drunken fall on some ice and had passed away. Since then the house had stood empty.




    Cassie had only been to Beaufont a few times in her life, but those visits had captivated her. To her mind, it was not just a house; it was part of the family. Yet the remaining Tempests – Rebecca and her three children – no longer went there. They’d just left it alone to slowly decay. Cassie couldn’t understand why.




    She continued to turn the crackling pages of the albums. There were photographs of her grandmother Violet and her grandfather Nicholas, of her great-aunt Aster and her children Rose and Lloyd, and of long-ago family friends whose names Cassie didn’t know. There was even a faded photograph of her great-grandparents, Philip and Mary Tempest, standing proudly in front of Beaufont Hall with several Labradors at their feet. Cassie had stared at this photograph so many times that she felt as though she’d known both them and the house.




    ‘You were mesmerised by that photo even as a toddler,’ Rebecca remarked as she walked into the living room.




    Cassie jumped – she’d not heard her mother enter the room – but then turned to her and smiled.




    ‘I like the history in it,’ she admitted. ‘You can tell that Mary and Philip were happy, can’t you? And Beaufont looks so majestic, like it could be the backdrop to a period drama or something.’




    ‘It certainly would have been true then, but it’s rather ramshackle now,’ Rebecca replied.




    Cassie tried to keep her expression neutral, for whenever her mother spoke about Beaufont – or of her life before she’d married Cassie’s father – she sounded so uncomfortable and tense that Cassie had learned not to bring it up.




    ‘Is that why we’ve never lived there? Or even visit it?’ she asked quietly. ‘It’s such a shame that a wonderful house has been left alone.’




    Rebecca picked up an out-of-date Telegraph from the coffee table and looked at the front page for a long moment. Cassie wondered if she was going to end the conversation without another word, but eventually she spoke.




    ‘It is a shame in a way. But Beaufont is basically uninhabitable.’




    ‘But Lloyd lived there.’




    ‘Only because he didn’t have any choice,’ Rebecca said lightly. ‘When he came back from jaunting around Africa, he had nothing and nowhere else to go. I offered him a room here, but he was too independent and proud to live with us, so I let him stay at Beaufont for peanuts instead. But he wouldn’t have lived there if he could have gone anywhere else – really, I don’t think it could have been particularly pleasant.’




    ‘Is Beaufont really falling to bits?’ Cassie asked.




    ‘It is – but even if it wasn’t, I doubt we could afford to ever live there. A house that size wouldn’t be practical to look after; the upkeep would be eye-watering.’




    Cassie put the photograph back in the album and let her eyes trail over the rest of the photos. However casual her mother sounded, Cassie could sense the edge in her voice. What was it about Beaufont and the Tempests that Rebecca so hated to think about? To talk about?




    ‘I know that you idolise Beaufont and the family history,’ Rebecca continued, ‘but since Lloyd’s passing, we really need to think about what we’re going to do with the house. Your father and I have talked about it, and we’ve agreed we need to put it on the market.’




    ‘You’re going to sell it?’ Cassie said slowly. She swallowed loudly.




    ‘Times are hard – you of all people know that,’ Rebecca replied. ‘We may not be able to find a nice family who’d like to buy it, but we might be able to sell the place to a developer who could turn it into luxury flats.’




    ‘But what if a developer wanted to knock it down?’




    Rebecca paused. ‘Darling, we can’t afford to keep Beaufont for much longer. When Lloyd was there, we felt like we couldn’t sell it, but now he’s gone …’




    Cassie felt sadness grip her. Since she’d been small she’d had a fantasy that one day she’d return the family to Beaufont; that it would be at Beaufont that she’d raise her own children.




    ‘Isn’t there any way we could keep it? We could clean it up and rent it out, perhaps?’ She hated the thought of another family living in their home, but it was better than having to say goodbye to Beaufont for good.




    Rebecca shook her head. ‘Your father and I have done the sums – we don’t have any option but to sell it.’




    ‘Then I’d like to go there to say goodbye properly,’ Cassie replied firmly. The last time she’d asked her mother if she could visit Beaufont, Rebecca had refused. This time she wasn’t going to take no for an answer.




    To her surprise, Rebecca smiled at her. ‘You always were a romantic,’ she said fondly. ‘But if you do go, it could also be for a more practical reason. The Winters have told me the house is a mess. I’m going to ask them to organise a local cleaning company to sort through Lloyd’s old belongings and to get it in some sort of order. But I hate to ask them to do more than they already do, perhaps you could oversee the cleaning?’




    The Winters were an old Beaufont village family who’d worked as staff in the house when Philip and Mary had lived there. When the Tempest family fortune began to dwindle away in the 1970s, so too did the staff, until the only person left was Mrs Winter, who’d remained as housekeeper until Violet Tempest had passed away. Several of the new generations of Winters had made names for themselves – one as an actor on a prime-time TV crime show, another in the City – but many had chosen to stay in the village. Rebecca kept in touch with Mrs Winter’s son, who – despite his arthritis – remained a part-time handyman and groundskeeper. He’d done the best he could at patching the house up on the little the Cookes could spare.




    ‘You mean I can actually visit Beaufont?’ Cassie asked slowly.




    Rebecca nodded. ‘I didn’t think it was appropriate for you to go when Lloyd lived there – he hated to be disturbed, as you know – but now he’s passed away I don’t see why you shouldn’t, especially as we have to let the house go.’




    ‘I can definitely oversee the cleaning company,’ Cassie replied quickly. ‘And actually, if it’s not too big a job, maybe I could even do it myself at weekends. I’d like to help – especially if it means I can say goodbye to Beaufont properly.’




    Rebecca looked at her daughter carefully. ‘You don’t have to, you know. We can afford to pay some cleaners, although lord knows how much it will come to.’




    ‘But I want to do it,’ Cassie said.




    Rebecca laughed, but Cassie could sense her mother’s hesitancy behind her smile. ‘The keys are in the desk drawer in the study – why don’t you see what sort of condition the house is in before you offer to clean it up?’




    Cassie nodded, but she barely heard her mother or the warning in her voice; her eyes were trained on the photograph of her grandparents standing outside their family home. She was finally going to Beaufont.


  




  

    Chapter Two




    Buckinghamshire and London,


    recently




    Cassie drove her rusting Renault Clio along Beaufont’s private driveway, but she struggled to keep her eyes on the road. Through the gaps in the thicket of trees she could see the mansion, and the closer she came to it, the faster her heart raced. When it properly came into view, she felt slightly emotional. Here it was! This was the home that had sheltered generations of her family for over a hundred years; the house that had played a part in the making of the Tempests’ legacy.




    Yet as much as she romanticised Beaufont Hall and its historic inhabitants, Cassie knew that it wasn’t the prettiest of buildings. Ramblers who stood on the threshold of the grounds often remarked that they thought Beaufont was too forbidding, too dark and too gloomy to be attractive. Cassie could see that it was functional-looking rather than handsome, but she liked the contrast of the stern, intimidating house against the gentle rolling Buckinghamshire valleys. Beaufont Hall was a solid mansion, and regardless of how it looked she could never dislike it, or disregard it. It was important to her and her family history.




    She decided to park some distance from the house so she could approach Beaufont on foot, and as she pulled up the handbrake and turned off the engine, she couldn’t stop beaming. For years she’d longed to visit Beaufont Hall, but her mother had never been keen. Instead, Cassie had driven up here several times without her family knowing, but there had been little point in getting close to the house – to do so without being able to go in would have been like teasing herself. Today was the day that everything would change: she had the keys to the front door in her hand, as well as a valid reason to be here.




    As she walked up the path, she felt as though this was some sort of homecoming. She quickened her pace and drank in the splendour of the dark grey double-fronted exterior. The sun peeped out from behind a cloud, and as Cassie looked up at the house she could see its reflection glinting against some of the windows, but she also noticed that many of them had been boarded up, and that years of water damage had curled the stained MDF. As she got even closer, her good mood began to falter, and by the time she neared the front door and the step on which her great-grandparents had stood to have their photograph taken, her smile had completely vanished.




    The Beaufont Hall that Cassie had imagined for so many years no longer existed; in its place stood a soulless shell, a house with rotting window frames, crumbling bricks, overgrown gardens and a sense of long-ago abandonment.




    ‘It’s not as bad as it looks,’ a male voice said, and Cassie whipped her head around.




    Walking towards her was a man, but it wasn’t the man she’d been expecting – Mr Winter. This man was tall rather than stooped, he had auburn hair rather than dull silver, and his eyes glinted a perfect moss green behind his glasses. He was in his thirties rather than his sixties, and he was attractive; he was more than attractive.




    ‘You must be Cassandra Cooke,’ he said when he reached her, and stuck out his hand. ‘Edward Winter – Ed. My father normally looks after the house, but his aches and pains have been playing up so I’ve been doing it on his behalf.’




    Cassie shifted the keys from her right hand to her left and shook his hand. She’d been expecting an elderly man to show her around a mansion that – in her mind at least – looked quite different. She felt thrown.




    ‘My grandmother was the housekeeper here in your grandmother’s day,’ Ed continued. ‘And my father practically grew up here, although he’s a fair bit older than your mother.’




    ‘Yes,’ Cassie managed to say. ‘My mother told me about the family connection.’




    She gazed up at the windows again and tried to focus on what needed to be done so she’d not be awkward about her shyness, but the more she looked at the house, the more dismayed she felt. She’d known that Beaufont wouldn’t be in the condition it once was – of course it wouldn’t be; they’d not had the money to look after it for over a quarter of a century – but she hadn’t expected this. It looked so forlorn.




    ‘Shall we go inside?’ Ed asked her, and Cassie looked at the front door. Now she was here – and now that she’d seen the reality of what Beaufont Hall looked like – she wasn’t sure she wanted to spoil her fantasies any further. The house looked run-down, heartless, cold. Had she been naive in thinking it would feel welcoming or special to her because she was a Tempest? Possibly. But she hadn’t considered that it would be like this. It was as though it had no soul.




    ‘I suppose we should,’ she said quietly. She noticed that Ed had a set of keys in his hands too, and she gestured for him to open the door.




    ‘Are you sure?’ he replied. ‘It’s quite stiff, but I’m happy for you to do the honours.’




    Cassie shook her head and silently watched Ed turn the keys in the heavy, rusting locks. He pushed at the rotten front door with his shoulder, and when it gave, he stumbled slightly. Cassie looked past him and inside the house, but all she could see was darkness.




    Ed turned to her and raised an eyebrow, but Cassie found that the last thing she wanted to do was to step over the threshold and into Beaufont Hall. She wanted it to remain a fantasy, the image of a majestic mansion where her family had grown up and laughed and loved. She wasn’t sure she could bear to see it looking so lost.




    ‘After you,’ she said eventually, and as she watched Ed’s figure retreat into the gloom of the house, she forced her feet to follow.




    




    The air inside Beaufont Hall felt heavy with dust, and as Cassie allowed her eyes to adjust to the shadows, she found she was holding her breath. Whereas the outside of the house was ugly and brutal, the inside was fragile with lost beauty. Thick furry cobwebs hung from every corner of the ceiling and the smell of old dust stung Cassie’s nose. The grubby rug underfoot was coated in grime and the walls were greasy with dirt, yet the floorboards were clearly a beautiful oak, the rug was antique and oriental, and the wallpaper was sea green and had an intricate pattern made up of unopened flower buds and overripe fruit.




    ‘It’s stunning,’ Cassie whispered to herself, and Ed looked over at her and grinned.




    ‘Most people would only see the dirt and the expense of restoration,’ he said.




    ‘But I’m not most people,’ Cassie replied. She pulled her eyes away from the Victorian cornicing of voluptuous bunches of grapes on twisting vines, and glanced at Ed. ‘And I’ve wanted to come here for ever.’




    Ed glanced at his smart-looking watch. The gold face glinted in the dimness. ‘I’ve got a bit of time before I have to get back for a call – shall I give you the tour?’




    Cassie wanted to explore Beaufont Hall alone, but she knew she was thinking with her heart rather than her head. She couldn’t predict the state of each room, and if they’d be safe to enter or not, whereas Ed clearly knew the house and how dilapidated it was. She’d wanted to see Beaufont for so long that anything was better than nothing.




    ‘Please.’




    As Ed showed her around her family’s old home, she was struck by how beautiful Beaufont Hall must have been – and how tragic the state of it was now. In the depths of the gloom he led her through several anonymous rooms. They were all empty, and could barely be seen because of the boarded-up windows, so she couldn’t work out what each had been used for. Rebecca had had the electricity turned off after Lloyd’s passing to try to save money, but Cassie needed light to really understand what she was peering at.




    ‘I don’t understand how the house can be in such a bad condition,’ she remarked. ‘I’d already assumed Lloyd wasn’t house-proud, but surely this level of dirt and decay is older than that. There was some flat in Paris that was abandoned during the Second World War and was recently discovered. That was dusty, but it wasn’t … like this.’




    Ed cleared his throat. ‘I think Lloyd only used a few rooms. I’ll show you them in a bit.’




    ‘And where is the furniture? Do you know where it could be?’ Cassie asked.




    Ed looked down at her. ‘As far as I’m aware, Rebecca sold most of the furniture Lloyd wasn’t using – which was the majority of it – and gave him the money to live on,’ he said. ‘There are a few bits and pieces dotted about, but nothing of any value – a wooden chair, a cracked mirror, things like that. The rooms Lloyd lived in are fully furnished, in a way, but …’




    ‘Can we see where he lived?’ she asked.




    Ed led her down several corridors until they were standing outside a closed door. He looked at her.




    ‘What you need to understand,’ he began gently, ‘is that Lloyd wasn’t very well – either physically or mentally. My family kept an eye on him at your mother’s request, but, well, we never interfered, because it wasn’t our place – and we certainly never invaded his privacy by entering the house or his rooms.’




    Cassie looked at him. ‘I’m not sure I know what you’re trying to say.’




    Ed looked stricken. ‘I suppose what I’m trying to say is that we didn’t realise that Lloyd lived like this until after he passed away.’




    Cassie pushed the door open and gasped. Unlike the rest of the house, the windows in here hadn’t been covered with MDF, and in the spring daylight the room appeared chaotic. The plasterwork of the ceiling was water-stained an ugly weak-tea yellow, and in the middle of it was a hole where there had obviously been a leak. Through it Cassie could see wooden beams and the darkness of the underside of whatever room was above. But her overwhelming first impression was the smell: a deep, dank, musty smell of rotting floorboards and raw, flourishing mould.




    ‘I don’t understand,’ she whispered as she tried not to blanch at the stench.




    ‘There was a flood,’ Ed admitted. ‘There was a hole in the roof but we don’t know how long it had been there – water seeped through every floor into this room.’




    ‘Did my mother know about it? Did Lloyd tell her?’




    ‘He didn’t. It was only after my father glanced in these rooms after Lloyd’s death that he realised. He and I tried to fix it up the best we could, but …’ Ed stopped talking when he realised that Cassie wasn’t really listening to him.




    ‘A hole in the roof doesn’t explain the rest of this, though,’ she said quietly. A small single mattress lay in the middle of the floor, and surrounding it were piles and piles of rubbish. Empty, faded crisp packets were stacked in colour order, towers made from discarded Coke cans leant perilously against the peeling wallpaper, and there were countless supermarket bags dotted around. She peered inside one and saw pages of newspapers from several years earlier. Another held metres and metres of dirty brown string. Around these were old cardboard boxes full of more rubbish: junk food containers, grease-stained pizza boxes, hollowed branches from fallen trees, and scraps of meaningless paper. There was very little floor space for Cassie and Ed to tread.




    ‘I don’t know what to say,’ Ed said. ‘We always knew that Lloyd wasn’t quite … right, but nobody knew he lived like this. Did you ever meet him?’




    Cassie shook her head. She could vaguely remember once meeting a jolly, red-nosed man when she’d been small, but she hadn’t known her mother’s cousin. Not really.




    She suddenly felt guilty. If they’d known how Lloyd had been living, they’d have tried to help him.




    ‘It’s so sad,’ she said. ‘Are his other rooms like this too?’




    Ed nodded. ‘He used this as a bedroom, but the other room – his living room – is full of empty wine bottles and beer cans. It doesn’t seem as though he ever threw anything away.’




    Cassie pushed at a carrier bag with her foot. Underneath it was a beautiful leather-bound book. Realisation dawned on her.




    ‘This room used to be a library, didn’t it?’ she said with a start. She’d been so busy breathing through her mouth to avoid the smell, so busy taking in the piles and piles of rubbish that Lloyd had hoarded, that she’d failed to see the beautiful mahogany shelves – or the old books that remained upon them. She pushed her way through the debris on the floor and ran her hands over the spines of the books closest to her. Many had been water-damaged, but others seemed to be in perfect condition. She suddenly wondered if any of them could be valuable.




    ‘You know, when I was driving over, I had fantasies of being able to spend proper time here. I knew that cleaning the house and getting it in order to sell it would take some time and effort, but I’d hoped that it would be in some sort of habitable condition. I’d even hoped I might be able to stay the night one time. Silly, really – it would be like squatting in a derelict house.’




    Ed smiled at her. ‘We can get the electricity turned back on – you’ll need light so you can see what you’re doing if you’re serious about cleaning the house by yourself. And if you like, I don’t mind mucking in. Getting rid of all this rubbish will be hard work.’




    Cassie walked to one of the windows and stared at the gardens beyond. All she could see was an overgrown, unmanageable knot of weeds and thorns that looked like a fortress but didn’t protect the house from either the weather or the outside world.




    ‘You’re being very kind,’ she said in a small voice, ‘but you really don’t have to offer to help. I’m happy to do this by myself.’




    Ed shrugged. ‘I used to work in the City, but I’m taking a couple of years out to “find myself”.’ He gave a sharp laugh and shook his head at the thought. ‘Helping you would give me something to do … And besides, I’ve nearly watched everything there is to watch on Netflix.’




    Cassie smiled at him. ‘Thank you, but Beaufont is my family home and my family’s problem.’




    ‘In a way it was my family home too,’ Ed replied. ‘Look, I really would like to help. I need something productive to do; something to stop myself from wallowing in self-pity.’




    Cassie looked at him for a moment, but she didn’t ask him to elaborate on why he’d left his job. Instead she thought about the magnetic pull Beaufont Hall had on her, and she knew that Ed could feel it too.




    




    Cassie stretched her arms high above her head and glanced at the clock: it was getting late. She’d taken some of the books from Beaufont back to London with her, and while she didn’t think any of them would be particularly valuable, there was no harm in checking – not when the family could do with the money. She put aside one book and picked up the next one – The Good Fairy, by F. J. Harvey Darton. It was a first edition, published in London in 1922, and considering its age, it was in fairly good condition. The original red wrappers were a little rubbed and nicked, and the pages were tanned with age, but it didn’t detract from the overall appearance. Cassie wasn’t an expert, but she guessed she could sell it for about £100 – possibly more.




    She gently placed the book back in one of Lloyd’s old cardboard boxes and moved it to a corner of her bedroom. She wanted to keep looking through the books, but she also wanted to talk to Rebecca. As far as she was aware, her mother hadn’t been back to Beaufont since Lloyd had moved in, and she wasn’t sure she fully understood the true condition of the house. She was just getting to her feet when there was a knock on her door: Rebecca.




    ‘I was just coming to find you.’ Cassie smiled, and gratefully accepted the cup of tea her mother offered. ‘I brought some books home from Beaufont, and I think we could get something for them. We haven’t got a first-edition A. A. Milne or Daphne Du Maurier, but I think one of them could be worth at least a hundred pounds.’




    Rebecca perched on the edge of Cassie’s bed and gazed at the cardboard box.




    ‘A hundred pounds is a lot of money for a book,’ she began, ‘but I don’t think there will be anything much left in the library. After my mother passed away, we removed everything we thought was valuable.’




    As she spoke, Cassie looked at her carefully. She seemed tired and drawn.




    ‘Tell me about the house,’ Rebecca continued. ‘What sort of state was it in?’




    Cassie tried to describe Beaufont Hall as best she could, but when she came to telling her mother how Lloyd had lived, she found her voice wavering.




    Rebecca looked horrified. ‘That poor man,’ she said, taking a sip of her tea to steady herself. ‘I knew he wasn’t well – he’d been an alcoholic for years and he’d spent all his money on his travels – but I had no idea it was that bad. How awful.’




    Cassie didn’t know what to say. She knew her mother would blame herself for not being aware of how Lloyd’s life had unravelled in his later years, and she also knew that she shouldn’t: Rebecca had been raising a family in London and couldn’t be held responsible for her reckless, reclusive cousin in Buckinghamshire. She changed the subject back to Beaufont.




    ‘The good news is that the rest of the house seems okay, but it was hard to see it properly in the dark, especially because lots of the windows are boarded up. Could we get the electricity turned back on?’




    ‘Of course,’ Rebecca said, but Cassie knew her mother was still thinking of Lloyd.




    She reached out and placed a hand on her arm and took a deep breath. ‘Mum, please – I’d really like to know more about what it was like to grow up at Beaufont Hall. It would help me see past the sadness of how Lloyd lived there.’




    Rebecca fixed her gaze on her daughter and considered her words before she spoke. ‘It was wonderful, in a way. Idyllic. As you know, my father passed away when I was a teenager – not long after my grandparents died – but when the grieving got easier it was actually quite fun. For so long it was just my mother and me, yet the house was rarely empty: my aunt Aster and Rose and Lloyd were there practically every day when I was younger, as well as my friends from school. My mother was a stickler for tradition, so we used to dress for dinner every night – only Rose and I wore outrageous ballgowns, which enraged Mummy. She knew we were mocking her but she could never prove it. And Lloyd obviously looked incredibly handsome in his suits. When we eat supper as a family now, I sometimes remember it – it seems so ridiculous in hindsight.’




    Cassie could picture her mother sitting at a long table in the dining room, dressed up to the nines. She’d have looked beautiful, despite her outlandish outfits.




    ‘And what was Beaufont like? Was it glorious?’




    ‘It was,’ Rebecca said simply. Cassie saw sadness in her eyes, and she knew it wasn’t just because she was remembering Rose, who’d passed away from breast cancer when Cassie was small, or Lloyd, whose life had ended up so insular. ‘My mother was the eldest daughter, so she’d always known the house would be passed down to her, but by the time she claimed it as her own, the money had started to run out. In a way that didn’t matter – we were a small family and we didn’t need much in the way of staff. Mrs Winter looked after the house and us, and her husband looked after the grounds. So long as we kept up appearances to the rest of the world, my mother was happy. Obviously I didn’t care too much about that.’




    ‘Did you use the whole house?’




    Rebecca considered this. ‘Not really,’ she said. ‘We didn’t do so intentionally, but some doors remained closed for years – purely because we didn’t go into those rooms. We used the drawing room and dining room for entertaining, but we mainly kept to the smaller rooms, which were warmer. There was a small den with forget-me-not wallpaper on the ground floor that we spent lots of time gossiping in …’ Rebecca’s voice trailed away, and Cassie noticed that her mother had paled; that her shoulders had tensed.




    ‘What is it?’ she asked, but Rebecca shook her head.




    ‘It’s nothing,’ she said, and she stood and gathered the empty teacups. When she noticed that her daughter didn’t look convinced, she offered her a smile. ‘Really, it’s nothing. It’s just that sometimes it’s painful to recall memories – even if they’re good ones.’




    Cassie looked puzzled. ‘But why?’




    Rebecca sighed and stood in the doorway. ‘I suppose it’s because it hurts to think one will never experience those tiny moments of pure joy again,’ she concluded.




    As she walked out of the bedroom, Cassie wondered what it was about Beaufont Hall – or the people who’d once lived there – that so haunted her mother.


  




  

    Chapter Three




    Buckinghamshire, recently




    Cassie picked her way through the maze of corridors at Beaufont Hall, trying to retrace the steps she’d taken with Ed to find the rooms in which Lloyd had lived. In one hand was a roll of black bin bags and a bucket and mop; in the other was a holdall filled with several wind-up lanterns, a thermos and a lunchbox of sandwiches. Under her arm was a wooden broom, and in her heart there was a steely resolve to clean the former library as thoroughly as she could. Her arms ached as she lugged everything with her, but she knew it would be worth it. She wanted to spend a decent amount of time working through everything Lloyd had hoarded in his time at the house, and she needed to be prepared if she was to do it properly.
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