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Readers love Harriet Evans


‘A master at creating characters you feel like you know inside out, and wish you could meet in real life’ Heat


‘Heart-stopping and wonderful’ Sophie Kinsella


‘Perfect for fans of Jojo Moyes and Maeve Binchy’ Best


‘A delightfully engrossing read’ Red


‘Perfect . . . Reminiscent of Santa Montefiore with the emotional heart of Jojo Moyes. You’ll frequently find yourself uttering the words: just one more page’ Culture Fly


‘This brilliantly written portrait of a fascinating family in crisis is an emotionally intelligent, thoughtful and engaging read’ Daily Mail 


‘A really superior modern saga, with utterly true to life characters’ Sunday Mirror 


‘Fabulously gripping story’ Prima 


‘She’s as good as the great Rosamunde Pilcher’ Saga 


Harriet Evans. She brings you home.




About the Book


Nightingale House, 1919. Liddy Horner discovers her husband, the world-famous artist Sir Edward Horner, burning his best-known painting The Garden of Lost and Found days before his sudden death. 


Nightingale House was the Horner family's beloved home – a gem of design created to inspire happiness – and it was here Ned painted The Garden of Lost and Found, capturing his children on a perfect day, playing in the rambling Eden he and Liddy made for them.


One magical moment. Before it all came tumbling down . . .


When Ned and Liddy's great-granddaughter Juliet is sent the key to Nightingale House, she opens the door onto a forgotten world. The house holds its mysteries close but she is in search of answers. For who would choose to destroy what they love most? Whether Ned's masterpiece – or, in Juliet's case, her own children's happiness.


Something shattered this corner of paradise. But what?




By Harriet Evans


Going Home


A Hopeless Romantic


The Love of Her Life


I Remember You


Love Always


Happily Ever After


Not Without You


A Place for Us


The Butterfly Summer


The Wildflowers


A Winterfold Christmas (e-short)


Rules for Dating a Romantic Hero (Quick Read)


   

For my Martha




‘The future is yet unwritten; the past is burnt and gone’


Inscription on the plaque of The Garden of Lost and Found


Sir Edward Horner, 1900




The children who played in the garden:


Helena & Charlotte Myrtle 


Helena’s daughter Lydia Dysart Horner 


Her children Eliza, John & Stella Horner 


Stella’s son Michael Horner 


His daughter Juliet Horner


Her children Beatrice, Isla & Sandro Taylor




Prologue




I


June 1918


For the rest of her life, after it happened, she would wonder if she could have stopped it. If she’d checked on Ned earlier – he had been so peculiar since their return from London – if she had understood what her husband really intended to do when he spent every last penny they had buying back The Garden of Lost and Found, if she’d not been sitting at her desk staring into space, remembering, if she’d noticed more, could she have stopped it? But by the time Lydia Dysart Horner reached her husband’s studio, it was too late to save perhaps the most famous – certainly the most beloved – painting in the world from the flames.


It was June. Liddy had been in the drawing room, the french windows open to the garden which was then at its most lovely, the perfume of jasmine, rose and lavender hanging faint in the air. Periodically, as she sifted listlessly through the ever-present pile of unpaid bills, she would inhale deeply, trying to catch the scent of the flowers over the smell of musty books and carpets, gas lamps and Zipporah’s cooking: a leg of mutton, studded with rosemary. Liddy had cut the rosemary that morning, and she had also dug up the new potatoes herself, smooth gold nuggets in the black soil. She had picked the flowers for the table: heavy roses, lilac, geums, in shades of violet, dusky-pink, dark red, all from her garden. 


They had come to this house twenty-four years ago almost to the day, one bright hopeful June afternoon when the willow wept in the stream beyond and the thrusting young green oak, which now towered over the house, was still a sapling. The countryside was at the height of its glory and they were weary and sick with travel. Ned had handed his young wife – they were both so young, no more than children really – out of the cart, and then carried her down the drive. She had sprained her ankle back at their old cottage – the dear Gate House, how long since she had thought of it! – and it was never quite right afterwards, not even now. Liddy could recall still how, as she was borne by Ned towards the threshold, she could feel the uneasy sensation of wanting to attend to her hair – the great coil falling down about her shoulders after the jolting of the cart on the uneven road – but his hands gripped her tight, his face shiny with exertion and with the furious conviction which drove him in everything, which killed him in the end. 


‘Liddy – listen! There are nightingales in the trees, I’ve heard them at night. I’ve heard the songs they sing.’


The tall, strange house welcomed you in but would not really ever be owned by people, merely inhabited by them. It had been built in lichen-flecked golden Cotswold stone that stayed cool in summer and trapped the sunshine in winter. A Virginia creeper smothered the south side, lime-green in spring, raspberry-pink in autumn. Lacy white hydrangeas flourished beneath the study and dining room windows. There were owls around the door, squirrels above and, perched proudly atop the house, four stone nightingale finials on the roof.


They were on her doll’s house too, and that is how she recognised where he had brought her.


The memories, you see. They caught in her throat, that time, all those times. 


John’s first steps, unsteady, determined, so tiny, so world-destroying, down the curved steps into the Wilderness, to find his sister singing her specially adapted song from Mother Goose that she used to sing him.


‘John John, the painter’s son, Stole a cake and away he rund.’


The frosted Christmas morning when Eliza crept out early and returned carrying trails of ivy and stiff sharp holly into the house, her face red with the cold.


The first time Mary came to stay, her sweet dark face at the door, tears in her eyes, and her honeyed low voice: ‘I can feel Mama here, Liddy – she’s here, isn’t she?’ But it had been eighteen years now and she did not even know if Mary was alive or dead.


The time of the painting – that golden summer when she sat for hours. The children – fairies, dancing in the garden, as the light faded, wearing their bird wings and Ned mad to catch it all, trapping the memories and the love and setting it down on canvas . . . 


The trundle of the bicycle that iron-cold morning bringing the telegram, the birds frozen dead on the branches. All dead. She had tipped the telegram boy. Quite calmly. 


Liddy had dreams in which another woman sat at the desk, this desk, her hair piled up like Liddy’s, and looked out down at the garden. This woman was not her, but she could never see her face. 


It was hard to concentrate, that afternoon. The spring had been dreadfully cold and the sudden glory of summer that afternoon was especially welcome. Letting a butcher’s bill fall from her fingers, Liddy sat in near-content, drowsily listening out for the nightingales, the sound of a droning bumblebee at the glass only adding to her soporific state. 


Then she caught the smell. Faint at first, sweetly spiced, the smell of winter.


But the fires were never lit in the house after Whitsun, at her direction. Nor was the smell in the garden. Darling, the gardener knew better than to light a fire when the birds might be nesting. And some instinct, some past muscle memory of disaster, made her rise and push past the desk out on to the terrace, where the smell of roses mingled more strongly now with the other.


It was the smell of burning. A fire.


Liddy ran towards the Dovecote, the ancient banqueting house on the edge of the grounds that was Ned’s studio. Already she could hear the crackle and spit of burning wood, then a splintering sound, and an unearthly, almost inhuman cry. She picked up her pace, the heels of her small silk shoes sinking into the soft earth, the heavy dusky-pink silk of her dress slick against her legs like water, and as she reached the small building and paused in the doorway she cried out, hands raised above her head. 


Ned was standing in front of a leaping, greedy, orange fire. White sparks flew from the flames and he grabbed at them with his hands, clutching, waving, feet stamping on the ground.


‘Gone!’ he was shrieking, fingers manically plucking at the dazzling flashes of fire. ‘Gone! Gone! Gone!’ His voice, like a bird, high-pitched, screaming. ‘Gone!’


‘Ned!’ Liddy cried, trying to make him hear her over the roar of the fire. ‘Darling! Ned!’ As she reached him, she grabbed his shoulders to turn him away from the flames but he pushed her roughly aside, with the strength of a madman. 


‘I’m going to do it,’ he said, and he didn’t look at her, but through her. As though she wasn’t there. The apples in his cheeks shone red. ‘I’ve made it vanish. A magic trick! It won’t haunt us any more, Liddy! It can’t hurt us!’ 


The heat made her face ache, but she stared, mouth agape. She knew what she would see even before she looked over. 


The Garden of Lost and Found had been on an easel in his studio since Ned had bought it back, eight months ago. He kept it wrapped in brown paper fastened with string. This, she could see, had been undone, the seal broken, the paper roughly tied up again. She could see too the edges of the painting’s gold frame peeking out. And as she watched, Ned picked the package up and hurled it on to the fire. 


Liddy screamed, as though in pain – the frame caught alight instantly. She lunged for the fire, eyes fixed on the paper, the gold frame melting, buckling away into nothing, disappearing before her very eyes, but he pushed her back.


Her children, their dear curved backs, the exquisite concentration, the wings that glowed golden in the setting sun – he had caught them, caught them perfectly and now they were burning. She could see no trace of them at all, only the plaque: ‘The Garden of Lost and Found: Sir Edward Horner, R.A. 1900’ and the inscription underneath, licked by the greedy, hateful flames. 


The noise! How could she have known a fire could roar, and scream, like this?


She strained against him. ‘Ned,’ she sobbed. ‘Darling, how could you?’ She managed to drag him back a few steps, pressing her hand to his clammy forehead. He was icy, his eyes glassy. ‘Oh dear God – why?’


‘He won’t come back again. I’ve burned him. He’s gone away. She’s gone away. The little birds have all gone away,’ was all he would say. 


Liddy drew his shaking body towards her. He was trembling, hardly aware of where he was. Fear plucked at her stomach, her throat. 


‘Darling, come into the house,’ she said. ‘You’re not well.’


But he shoved her back. ‘I am well. I am well.’ He clasped her hands, as a thick, feathering black plume of smoke caused her to cough and her eyes to stream. ‘Now we won’t have to look at them again,’ he said, quite clearly, one side of his face in shade, the other orange-pink, licked by the light of the fire. ‘The fire has cleansed us. Now, Liddy, this too.’ 


He pushed her away, and reached for the little oil sketch of The Garden of Lost and Found that had always hung in the corner of the studio. With all her strength Liddy yanked it from him and turning, she pushed him out into the garden, setting the sketch down, then turned back to the fire. She grabbed all the clothes and rags she could, realising with increasing terror that the turpentine in them would send the studio up in seconds. Everything else in it would be gone, too. There was a carpet rolled up on the floor: she hauled it over the flames, its weight pulling her hands on to the fire and she felt the searing, white-hot pain of melting flesh, smelled the sizzling of her own skin and looked down in surprise to see her own hands, burning. With more presence of mind than she had ever known, and some act of preservation for a future she could not see, with one hand Lydia held her silk skirt away, with the other lifted one leg and stamped, heavily, down on the carpet, on the fire, as hard as she could.


Up at the house they had realised what was happening. She could hear the cries, echoing down to them. ‘Fire at the Dovecote! Water! Bring water!’


She staggered out of the little building, eyes streaming. Blinking, she peered at her own hands, red and raw, and could not feel any pain. Zipporah and little Nora appeared from the kitchen, racing towards her. Nora’s apron fluttered out in the breeze from the fire as Zipporah threw a basin of water on to the flames licking at the edge of the carpet. Darling materialised from the tangled garden, pushing a wheelbarrow with a metal bath in it, spilling over with water, his ancient bow-legged frame steadying the wheelbarrow’s progress. 


‘Mrs Horner! Madam!’ Nora was pointing in horror at the ground behind Liddy. Ned had collapsed to the floor, quite white. He half opened his eyes and there was some reason in them then. He beckoned her, and as she crouched down beside him, he said, quietly, in his old voice: 


‘Liddy,’ he said. ‘I don’t feel well, my bird. I don’t feel well.’ 


He had been in the studio all that previous day, then out for a long walk most of the afternoon, not returning till evening, when they had dined with Lord and Lady Coote. He had barely said a word then, nor afterwards. He had been distracted, volatile: last night, he had come to her bed and taken her, the first time he had claimed her in many months, though she thought he barely knew who she was. That morning as she considered the passion of his late-night visit, how he cried as he reached his crisis, her heart ached for him, even though after all these years so much had happened to separate them. She knew he was at his lowest ebb, since John had been lost. 


He had not been as close to John as Liddy, but it had seemed to affect him more than her. He was utterly diminished, these last few months. Sir Edward Horner was out of fashion; it was years now since the Royal Academy had hired guards and put up cordons to control the crowds around his paintings. He was popular but had grown staid, producing patriotic works of Empire. He was not the same Ned Horner who had set the art world alight, nearly thirty years ago now. And this business with buying the painting back . . .


She knew he had grown to hate what The Garden of Lost and Found had come to mean, how it was mocked by so many now as a symbol of late-Victorian sentimentality. There had even been a Punch cartoon about it. ‘Edna! Edna! I insist you come away from that painting. We can’t afford to launder any more handkerchiefs, do you hear?’ It ate away at him. Not at Liddy. Liddy could not be hurt any more. 


Now she put his head on her lap. He murmured something.


‘He’s gone now,’ he said. ‘It was right, wasn’t it?’


‘What?’


But his eyes were fixed, unseeing. I wish you’d tell me, she whispered in his ear. I love you. I will always love you. Don’t leave me alone here. Tell me why you did it. 


But she was never to know. Ned never regained consciousness. He slipped away a week later, one of millions to die from the influenza which would ravage the country, the continent, the world. It killed more people than had died in the Great War. It killed ten in the village, dear Zipporah, Farmer Tolley, their neighbour at Walbrook Farm, Lady Coote and Lady Charlotte Coote, leaving old Lord Coote alone, his two sons having already fallen in the war. It killed Nurse Bryant, she was to discover, and so finally Liddy was free. But she was all alone. 


The day after Ned died Liddy, her burnt hands wrapped tightly in gauze, had swept the stone floor of the Dovecote. The fire had left a dark grey-red stain upon the golden-grey flagstones. She did wonder whether to keep the ashes as some kind of memorial but instead she brushed them into a sheet and, standing on the steps that led down to the Wilderness she shook them out into the garden. They fell, showering the sloping tangle of colour far and wide, like black and grey snow in June, as Liddy stood and watched, turning the small brass plaque in her bandaged hand. 


By some miracle the plaque had remained intact, all that survived of the most famous painting of the age. In the year after its first rapturous reception at the Summer Exhibition it had gone on tour: Paris, St Petersburg, Adelaide, Philadelphia. Millions around the world had queued up to see it, to stare hungrily at the sight of that beautiful English country garden in the late afternoon, the two children, one with those curious birds’ wings, crouched at the top of the lichen-and-daisy-speckled steps, peering into the house, watching their mother writing.


The children were long gone. The painter was gone and the painting. Only the sketch, and Lydia herself, remained – and Nightingale House, nestled in a fold of the ancient English wold, fringed by trees where birds sang all day and owls at night. 


When she was a child, always afraid, she had dreamed of her own home, hidden away where no one could find her. Where she could be safe. Then Ned had brought her here and for a few years everything had been perfect. Utterly perfect. As summer soared into the garden and then faded away again, the silken light of golden September giving itself to the mist and damp of autumn and the darkness of winter, the question that had haunted Liddy kept coming back to her. Do you pay for happiness like that? Perhaps, yes, perhaps you do. 




II


Ham, Richmond, June 1893


Dalbeattie – my dear fellow –


Will you come and see Nightingale House with me? I have found the perfect home for us – a rectory – built c. 1800 and lived in by Liddy’s mother as a child, there’s a thing – now sorely dilapidated, no stairs, no windows, no cupboards and doors, a shell – but it is a fine place with large rooms & full of light – in the garden there is a banqueting house, a relic of the old original manor built in Elizabeth’s time for the partaking of ices and sweetmeats after a stroll across the lawn (the lawn is now a wilderness) – such a curious thing, but I shall use it as my studio. Will you remodel the rest of the house as you wish, to make a home for us? For you understand what we need –


Somewhere I might work in peace without disturbance and the noise of town – the jabbers, the agents, the critics


A home for our child and children yet to come, a place with clean fresh air so little Liza’s cough vanishes 


A place for my sister-in-law – sweet Mary must be cared for, for the situation in Paris has become intolerable and she cannot continue to live with Pertwee – Our old friend is lost to himself and others, the drink holds him utterly in its grip, my dear fellow – Mary must be welcome to live with us, for as long as she wants. 


‘Build for yourself a house in Jerusalem and live there, and do not go out from there to any place’ –


My dear late father was as you know not a great one for the Good Book – but he liked an aphorism, as do you, and this is apt . . . for finally it must be a place my Liddy can be free – she must escape London, she must leave the ghosts behind! They continue to persecute her most cruelly. What those three children have suffered, at the hands of those who should have cared for them most of all! Daily I work to expunge the horror of what they did, though I begin to understand I shall never fully succeed. My poor darling bird. She loved her mother – to come here would do her so much good. Finally 


– A home for our family that endures until the final nightingale is gone from the trees behind the house – oh it is a beautiful spot, most strange, mystical one might say – in the heart of forgotten countryside – I know not yet whether it is Oxfordshire or Gloucestershire or Worcestershire or another county entirely new! There is something in the air and the trees, something of seclusion, of magic – but I am running on. Do come soon Dalbeattie – we must see you, all of us – do build us the house, there’s a good fellow – let us begin a new story, a glorious one!


Yours in chestnuts and chicken – 


Horner




III




Lost masterpiece rediscovered: sketch of ‘World’s Favourite Painting’ goes on sale


An extremely rare sketch of The Garden of Lost and Found, the masterpiece destroyed by its creator, the Edwardian painter Edward Horner, comes up for auction today. The painting is a preparatory work in oils of the artist’s two children, Eliza and John, in the garden of the family’s —shire home, peeking into the house where a mysterious figure – generally believed to be the artist’s wife Lydia Dysart Horner – sits writing at a table. 


There are no other versions of the painting beyond a handful of contemporary photographs, all of poor quality. The Garden of Lost and Found has, therefore, acquired an almost mythic status due to the fate of the artist’s children and the painting itself. It was a sensation at the time of its unveiling, a work which the great art critic Thaddeus La Touche called ‘perhaps the most moving respresentation of childhood and lost innocence yet committed to canvas’. It toured the Commonwealth and Americas, at the end of which it was said that it had been viewed by up to eight million people. 


It later fell out of favour when, along with his later more jingoistic works, such as The Lilac Hours and We Built Nineveh, the once seemingly infallible Horner was rejected by the critics and public. Horner himself famously grew to loathe his most famous picture and bought it back from the art dealer Galveston at 5000 guineas, thus bankrupting himself. He died shortly afterwards in the first wave of the Spanish Flu epidemic. 


By the time the painting was destroyed by its creator days before his death, its reputation had been somewhat restored, and over the years the mystery of The Garden of Lost and Found has grown until it is regarded as one of the great lost works of art. The sketch for the painting is in oils, on commercially primed canvas, and shows signs of pen and ink underneath the paint. It has been rapidly executed, crammed with detail and notes to be used on the final canvas, and is dazzling in its assured technique and use of Impressionism, as well as the language of classical structure for which Horner was so admired. One unexplained detail in the upper left hand corner is the addition of a gold streak, thought to be a shooting star, which is not shown in photographs of the original painting or the sketch. Experts cannot explain its presence, though Jan de Hooerts, ex-director of Tate Britain, has poured scorn upon the upcoming auction saying it had obviously been tampered with. ‘Horner did not “do” streaks of gold. This is not his addition. The sketch has been compromised, rendering the circumstances of the whole sale murky.’


The work, measuring only 32cm x 25cm, is being sold by an anonymous collector who acquired it from the artist’s late daughter, Stella Horner (born after her father’s death). It is estimated to fetch between £400,000 and £500,000 at auction today. Juliet Horner, great-granddaughter of the artist, who is also the Victorian and Edwardian Painting expert at Dawnay’s, said: ‘For years The Garden of Lost and Found was the most famous painting in the world. Millions queued up to see it wherever it was shown. Its loss is a tragedy and to this day we have no idea why Horner destroyed his greatest work. So to have discovered this astonishing preparatory sketch has been a lovely surprise for us all.’


The Guardian, 17 May 2014
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Chapter One


 


May


May was Mum’s favourite time of year! Because she said it was when the garden wasn’t quite at full glory but had it all to come. The luxury of anticipated pleasure, she called it. She was wonderful like that. She died in May, Juliet, did you know? And on her gravestone I made them inscribe: May is the fairest month for it is when the nightingales sing. That is what she always told me. They fly to Africa for winter – do you remember me telling you all this? I went to Morocco once, before the war, and saw tens of them singing away on minarets and flat roofs. So incongruous to me, in February, there among the palm trees, golden desert shimmering in the distance. They are such plain birds, but for their song.


They come back to England in May. Only the male birds sing, though. The female chooses her mate based on the beauty of his song, did you know? 


Early May is also when you should plant the final summer bulbs and the rhizomes. Plant dahlias, plant hundreds of ’em. The irises will be almost coming out now, please feed them. Prepare the soil. Pick out any dead things. When May comes, I am in the garden from early morning till dusk. My body aches and I can never quite get rid of the earth under my fingernails. But I am more alive then than at any other time.


One more thing, Juliet: this month the bluebells are in flower in the wood below the stream. Enjoy them, but never step into a circle of bluebells should you see one. It is bad luck. You will be visited by an evil fairy, who will curse you. That is what Mum said happened to the little one.


Remember: May is the fairest month.


 


 


London, May 2014


‘I don’t want muesli. I want toast.’


‘There isn’t any toast, Isla, darling. Have some muesli. Oh sh— blimey, it’s nearly eight! Hurry up, everyone.’


‘But, Mum, I hate muesli. The dried-up fruit! Muesli makes me feel like I will vomit. You can’t make me have it. I will vomit.’


‘OK, have Weetabix then. Sandy, darling, don’t do that. Don’t chuck it on the floor. Matt, can you stop him chucking it on the – oh.’


‘I hate Weetabix. Weetabix makes me—’


‘Then have a banana. Bea, can you eat something, please?’


‘Well, Mum, Miss Roberts says we shouldn’t have fruit first thing, she says it’s bad for our stomachs.’


‘Miss Roberts is wrong. Matt! Can you stop him chucking the cereal on the floor, please.’


‘Jesus, Juliet! I heard you. Don’t shout at me.’


Juliet realised her shoulders were somewhere around her jawline. She took a deep breath, and stepped away from the table. ‘I’m not shouting.’ Her foot landed on a small toy bus, but she sidestepped it before it acted as a roller-skate, swivelling neatly and using both hands to clutch on to the back of her eldest daughter’s chair. ‘Jesu— Goodness!’ she said. ‘Good save! Did you see that?!’


No one answered but Isla, her younger daughter, looked up at her plaintively, holding out her empty IKEA plastic bowl. ‘Please, mother, please I hate muesli and I hate Weetabix please don’t make me have them.’


‘Oh, give her some toast, for god’s sake,’ Matt said, irritably. He leaned back in his chair and flicked the radio over. ‘Let’s have some music. I hate Radio 4 in the mornings. Don’t we, kids? It’s like inviting awful old people with bad breath to sit right next to you and shout at you while you’re eating breakfast.’


The children giggled, even Bea. Juliet took a deep breath. ‘There isn’t any toast.’


Matt looked up from his phone. ‘Why not?’


‘We ran out.’


‘We should get some more today.’ He shook an empty carton at her. ‘And orange juice.’


‘My need juice,’ came Sandy’s small voice in the corner. ‘Juice, please. My need juice.’


We should book a summer holiday. We should organise a playdate with Olivia. We should call your mother in Rome. We shouldn’t sleep with other people. We should do all those things. 


‘You could go to the shops, Matt. They actually sell food there, I’ve heard.’


‘I’ve told you about ten times I’ve got a team-building day. Thanks for remembering.’ 


‘Oh. I’ll go food shopping in my lunch hour, if there’s time after the auction . . .’ Juliet turned the radio station over again.


‘And now it’s time for “Thought for the Day” with the Reverend . . .’


Matt looked up at her and she saw anger shoot across his face. ‘Jesus, Juliet.’


She used to dread that look on his face, it had made her insides twist with anxious pain. Lately, she’d got used to it.


‘My need juice,’ Sandy said, slightly louder than before.


‘I just want to keep it on in case they do the bit on the auction. Henry said he’d be on before eight o’clock.’ Juliet leaned over him to stop Sandy throwing cereal at Bea, still slumped at the head of the table. ‘Bea, darling, eat some cereal.’


Bea raised her sleek head and stared at her mother. Shadows, like purple thumbprints, were imprinted under her dark eyes. 


‘I’m not hungry, thanks,’ she said simply, and looked back down at her phone again, her thin fingers tapping on the screen, which glowed in the gloom of the kitchen. 


Juliet hated that phone. She still remembered this same sleek-haired little person swinging her legs so that they banged against the chairs, chattering about the chicks they were hatching in class, what they’d done in Woodwork Club, the latest on Molly’s new puppy. ‘Oh What a Beautiful Morning!’ she’d sing, every morning, every evening. ‘Oh! What a beautiful Mummy! I’ve got a beautiful Daddy! I’ve got a beautiful sister! Everything’s going my way!’


Once, she alone had owned the key that unlocked her eldest child’s mind, her heart, her mouth. Now, she wasn’t even sure if there was a key. You are only as happy as your unhappiest child. Bea was unhappy, and therefore so was Juliet. 


‘Here, have a few bites, sweet girl.’ She stroked her daughter’s shining black hair, and felt her tense at her mother’s touch. ‘Just something to line your stomach, Bea. You’ve got PE today remember and—’ She glanced down. ‘Jesus. Who’s Fin? Why’s he texting you pictures of some girl in a bra?’


‘Oh shut up, Mum. Just leave me the hell alone.’ Bea got up suddenly, and pushed the chair away, knocking Juliet with the back of the wooden frame, and stalked out of the kitchen, glancing awkwardly at her mother, as if to make sure she hadn’t really hurt her. That look was the part that actually hurt Juliet. 


Isla looked down at her bowl and began eating her muesli. 


‘Well somebody’s rather grumpy,’ she said, sotto voce, but she kept looking sadly towards the door, the corners of her mouth comically turned down. Sandy, beside her, banged his cup on the table.


‘My need juice.’


‘You shouldn’t go on at her like that,’ said Matt, still looking at his phone.


‘But she’s – there’s something wrong.’


‘Boy trouble. It always is, with her.’ Matt sipped his cappuccino.


‘Oh,’ said Juliet, feeling even more inadequate. ‘Really?’


‘Someone called Fin. I’ve seen her texting him.’


‘When?’


He stood up. ‘I have to go. I’m late back tonight by the way—’ Juliet put her hand on his arm. ‘Listen. Don’t start that again. It’s the team-building thing, OK? I wish it –’ 


‘No. Sshhhh a second. This is it.’


‘Today in central London a sketch is being sold,’ John Humphrys began in his best avuncular, this-is-a-fun-item-now-and-beneath-me voice. ‘A sketch no more than the size of a laptop is up for auction at midday. And it is expected to fetch a quarter of a million pounds. Yes, you heard that right, a sketch.’


‘Stop saying “sketch”,’ Matt muttered, and Juliet put her finger to her lips, urgently. She stood stock still, one hand on her chest. She wished she knew why any talk of it made her feel like she was hurtling down a rollercoaster ride. It was silly.


‘This sketch isn’t any ordinary sketch though; it’s for a painting that was once probably the most famous in the world. I’m joined now by Henry Cudlip, of Dawnay’s auction house, who are handling the sale.’


‘Which is handling,’ Juliet muttered automatically.


‘Is that your boss? The posh boy?’ said Matt, momentarily interested. He swung Sandy out of his chair and gave him a kiss. ‘Hey, little man,’ he said, ruffling his fluffy golden hair, as the stentorian tones of Henry Cudlip boomed out, accompanied by a crackling static as though radio waves alone were not enough to contain him. 


‘Juice!’ Sandy began to cry. ‘Juice, mama, juice, juice!’


‘. . . No one knows why he destroyed The Garden of Lost and Found. He wasn’t in his right mind, that’s all. He was ill. Funny fellow.’


‘But why was it such a popular painting?’


‘John, I couldn’t tell you.’


‘Experts,’ Matt said. ‘Save us from experts.’ Juliet smiled. She stood, arms folded, as close to the radio as she could.


‘. . . undoubtedly struck a chord with the British public when it was painted . . . It was supposed to be the most moving painting in the world, that was its USP. Grown men would stand and weep in front of it. The artist’s children, caught in a moment of innocence in his garden, like magical sprites . . . as you’ll probably know, they both—’


‘Mum, what happens if you put a marble up your bum?’ Isla bellowed, from just opposite her. 


‘That’s great, darling – shh a moment . . .’


‘. . . dead years later,’ Henry Cudlip was saying. ‘It’s really a meditation on childhood—’


‘Who was dead?’ said Isla, instantly. ‘Shut up, Sandy!’


‘No one. Someone a long time ago. Nothing for you to worry about,’ said Juliet, automatically, and she reached around to pat Sandy, who was lying on the floor, screaming ‘JUICE!’ and banging his IKEA plastic cup on the ground.


‘Why did they die?’


‘How awful. And I suppose what everyone will want to know is –’


‘Because their bodies wore out and they’d lived a good long life. Eat up, faster, darling—’


‘– are there any other sketches or images left of the original?’


‘Alas no!’ Henry Cudlip sounded almost pleased. ‘We have nothing else, which is why the discovery of this piece is so important.’


‘Now we’re also joined by Sam Hamilton, unveiled last week as the new director of the Fentiman Museum in Oxford, which has one of the most important collections of Victorian and Edwardian art in the country. Sam Hamilton, thank you—’


‘Oh no way,’ Juliet hissed. ‘God. God! Bloody Sam Hamilton? Classic man swanning in to – ow! Shit! Shit!’ Her fingers were resting against the boiling hot kettle: she swore, sucking them and wincing, but did not move from her place beside the radio.


‘The Fentiman going to bid for this today then?’


‘Hi, John, thanks for having me. No – it’s a little out of our price range, I’m afraid, but we’d love to borrow it from whomever does acquire it. It’s—’


‘Why do you hate that man?’


‘I was at university with him,’ said Juliet, forgetting to censure herself. ‘He was Canadian. Jesus, that guy. Classic. He was a total social-climbing know-it-all. He only ever wore two T-shirts, one of Justine Frischmann, one of Pulp, and socks with Birkenstock sandals. And he dumped my friend.’


‘I don’t understand what any of that means, Mum.’


‘Never mind. It’s that he was really patronising and he dressed like a – but anyway! It’s not nice to be mean, is it? I’m sure he’s perfectly nice now . . .’


‘What’s dumped? Like what Adam did to Darcy in Hollyoaks?’


‘Why are you watching Hollyoaks?’


‘I’ve never heard you mention him,’ said Matt.


‘I haven’t seen him for twenty years. He’s a – well, he would be director of a museum and vying with Henry Cudlip to be on Radio 4. He’s –’ She shook her head. ‘Sam Hamilton. Typical.’


‘Any lover of Victorian art would want to own it. Ned Horner is greatly underrated today because of the success and then loss of The Garden of Lost and Found and the accusations he sold out in later years . . . he was very bitter about it and so was his widow, Liddy Horner, the artist’s wife. They were a remarkable couple, they met very young, in extraordinary circumstances—’


Henry Cudlip interrupted. ‘In fact, his great-granddaughter works at—’


‘Mum!’ Bea called from upstairs. 


‘One minute, just one minute – Oh Sandy, do shh, darling.’


‘Juliet Horner, she’s one of our experts on Victorian art.’


‘One of his descendants works for you?’


‘At the moment, yes. We were always asking her if she had any other paintings in the attic she could bring out, haha.’


‘That’s me!’ Juliet said, trying to sound excited, but Sandy was playing with half an onion that had somehow ended up on the floor and Matt apparently wasn’t listening. Only Isla looked up, and said sweetly,


‘Of course, Mummy!’


‘But, no, this sketch was a total surprise to her – to all of us, when it was brought in by our anonymous seller.’


‘Fascinating. Well, good luck today with it, Henry Cudlip, of Dawnay’s auctioneers, selling that sketch . . . Now, it’s two minutes to eight on Tuesday, May the seventeenth, and over to—’


‘What did he mean about you working there “at the moment”?’ Matt said. 


‘What?’ Juliet started clearing up the breakfast things, the brown flecks of processed cereals already stuck fast to the different bowls. 


‘That guy, your boss. It was like you don’t work there any more.’


Juliet shook her head. ‘I don’t think so.’ But her heart was thumping so loudly in her chest she thought they must all be able to hear it. 


‘Can you get Sandy’s shoes on, and Isla’s teeth cleaned—’ She was backing out of the cluttered kitchen, towards the stairs. 


‘I have to go, Juliet. You know that.’


Just this once! Could you just this once clean Isla’s teeth for her, you lazy –


At the top of the narrow stairs Juliet took another deep breath, feeling rather light-headed, and knocked on Bea’s bedroom door.


‘Darling, you wanted me? I’m afraid it’s time to go to school.’


Bea was on the floor next to the doll’s house, sucking her thumb, curled up like a comma. She had covered herself in a thick woollen blanket. It had been on the sofa at Nightingale House, the very one Juliet used to wrap herself in when she was tired, or sad. 


‘I don’t want to go.’


‘I know you don’t but it’s the second-to-last day before half-term. Then we’ll do fun things.’


‘Fun things. Bullshit.’


‘Don’t swear.’ She stroked her daughter’s soft, smooth forehead, the baby hair around the temples, before Bea pushed her hand away. ‘Bea, darling, could you just maybe tell me a little bit about what’s wrong and then I can—’


‘Nothing. Nothing’s wrong.’ Bea sat up and opened the front of the doll’s house, and it swung open on the huge hinge that was made around the great chimney. Her nimble little fingers gathered up the figures inside. Carefully, she stood each one in the hallway: two children, their smooth wooden limbs still pliant after a hundred years, one in a tiny smocked dress and wings, worn silver fabric wrapped around rusting wire, the other in a billowing linen shirt and teal-coloured velvet knickerbockers that swamped his tiny figure. 


The doll’s house had been a gift to Juliet’s great-grandmother Lydia Horner’s mother, Helena. A local craftsman had been commissioned to build it for the vicar’s children after they moved into the new manse, so the family story went. Thus it was at least a hundred and seventy-five years old and Grandi never had to tell Juliet to be careful whilst she was playing with it: Juliet understood. There had been other dolls; grown-ups, perhaps. She remembered some from when she was a child, but along with favourite teddies and hats and books, they had been lost. 


Grandi had kept the doll’s house in the Dovecote, where she rarely went. She hadn’t ever liked playing with it as a child, she said. It was Juliet and her best friend Ev who wasted hours with it, dragging it out on to the grass, making up worlds around it, having their characters survive extraordinary events: plague, fire, bankruptcy, betrayal – penny-novelette rubbish, Grandi used to call it as she tidied away the pieces, closing the great hinge of the chimney shut, chivvying them out of the Dovecote to wash their hands, eat their tea, or whatever tiresome activity grown-ups insisted upon at regular intervals . . . 


Absent-mindedly, Juliet stroked the fish-scale pattern of the roof. She had gone up on the roof of the real Nightingale House when her grandmother was still alive – When? The terracotta-coral tiles periodically required replacing and when they did two specialist roofers were summoned at great expense from Tewkesbury. The first stage was that they’d spend several days erecting the scaffolding. It was a precarious affair, terrifyingly rickety. One of the roofers, Laurence, had been doing this since he was sixteen; his father, as a boy, had known the men who’d tiled the roof in Dalbeattie’s own original pattern, layering the glazed tiles so that they seemed to shimmer in the sun. ‘Weren’t no roof left, whole place were a shell. He’d make ’em do her and redo her till it were right.’ 


One day they’d come back from lunch at the pub and asked Juliet if she wanted to come up on the roof with them. She wasn’t afraid of anything then. It was the best house in the world – why wouldn’t she want to see the roof? 


She remembered climbing the shaking scaffolding, how it felt like clambering up a skeleton. Then she was standing up on the apex of the roof, staring out at the whole of the house and its land – at the two long beds they called the Wilderness that were in fact a cleverly planted riot of flowers with the thin path between them that led down to the apple and quince and mulberry trees, and thence to the little river that was the boundary of their land. To the left was the Dovecote, with the glass roof Ned had put in himself obscured by the spreading fig tree above it. And the roof of the house itself, moving and spreading underneath her like a creature, a broad-backed salamander. Below and to the right was her grandmother, working in the vegetable garden, blue-overall-clad back curved like a hoop. Mum and Dad, at some remove on the lawn to the right of the Wilderness, sitting reading on the rusting, striped deckchairs. The call of some woodpigeon in the trees behind her that divided the house from the church. Which summer was it? And she remembered then. 1981, the summer of the Royal Wedding. This had taken place the day before. She had watched the wedding with Ev. 


And the door to memory, once opened, led her further down those paths – Juliet shivered suddenly. The old man who’d arrived, the shouting . . . Juliet remembered showing him the doll’s house, there in the Dovecote. 


She hadn’t thought of it for years. The Royal Wedding, blasting from the TV and every radio in the house. Grandi absolutely furious, ordering the old man away, yelling at Mum and Dad. She and Ev hiding like little birds in the garden. The next day everything changed, and she and her parents left Nightingale House right after breakfast. Juliet had cried all the way home. She had thought, for the first time, then, that she should have lived with Grandi, and not with Mum and Dad. That she belonged to her, not them . . . She remembered breathing on the window and writing ‘Nightingales’ in the condensation, as she wept, the plastic seats of the rickety Renault sticking to her thighs. They’d done Paradise in R.E. the previous term at school: Juliet, sacrilegiously, always imagined Paradise being like the garden of Nightingale House.


But her children had never seen it, and she had not been there since Grandi died. What a funny day today was going to be. Juliet blinked, aware Bea was still methodically moving the figures in the house around. She put her hand on her daughter’s, bringing herself back to the present. 


‘Is it Amy again? Do you want me to have a word with someone?’


‘No. No, please don’t. Don’t say anything.’ Bea shut the doll’s house with a slam, and there came the sound of the figures inside clattering to the ground. She pressed her fingertips into her eye sockets. ‘Don’t, Mum, please don’t.’


‘I won’t – darling, I won’t. But if someone’s being nasty to you—’


‘She’s not. I mean, sometimes . . .’ She swallowed again. ‘Promise me.’


‘What about that boy Fin? Daddy said Fin was your friend too—’


One of the texts from Amy that she had managed to read the other day before Bea caught her had said:


Tell them about Fin, Baby Girl or I will! Tell them what you’ve been up to with Fin! Lool


‘No. Oh God. Just – please, Mum, I know you’re trying to help but please just leave me alone. Please. I can sort it out by myself. I don’t need you.’ Bea stood up, and stalked out of the room.


Feeling sick, Juliet made her daughter’s bed and put away her pyjamas, folding them up under the pillow and putting Bea’s beloved old Mog toy carefully at the centre of the duvet. She kissed the worn old cat, whose fur was grey and bobbly, hoping some of the love she kissed into the toy would magically disperse out. You are loved, so much, I don’t know how to make it all better. Though she was late, she could not stop herself from opening up the front of the doll’s house again and propping the figures upright, so they were leaning against the shelves. Then, shutting the door and leaning on the sturdy chimney pots, she stood up and followed her daughter downstairs.


Matt, with a great show, said he didn’t mind taking Sandy to nursery as it was on his way. Bea insisted on travelling to school by herself these days so it was just Isla whom Juliet dropped at the primary school along the road. Since Isla only partly trod in the dog mess that was always freshly plopped outside their door, and since Juliet managed to put her hands in her coat pocket before she heard the familiar sound of the stolen moped engine that presaged the youth with a line of spots exactly following his jawline about to swipe your phone from your grasp, and since they weren’t the last to arrive as usual, she chalked the morning up now as a raging success.


‘Perhaps today we will learn about Egyptians,’ said Isla hopefully as they approached Cheddar Class. ‘Where did Cleopatra put the snake that bit her, Mummy? Where did she actually put it?’


‘I heard your name on the radio this morning, Juliet!’ called Katty, a nice newish mum Juliet mentally categorised as Boden Tribe, outside the classroom. ‘How exciting, today’s the day, is it?’


‘What’s today?’ demanded another mum, deftly tucking some stray hair under her headscarf. ‘Oh, of course, your sale. I hope it makes millions. Remember I’ve always been a good friend to you. Always. Even when you went through that dungarees phase.’


‘What makes millions?’ said Isla, jumping up towards her mother. ‘Have I got an apple in my book bag?’


‘My sale that was on the radio this morning. No, I don’t get anything, and, Zeina, you know that perfectly well, so it’s immaterial to me whether it goes for a fiver or five million.’


‘It won’t go for five million, I assure you,’ said one of the fathers, a heavy-set man in the City. 


‘Oh right,’ said Juliet. 


Zeina shook her head, mock outraged. ‘I’m still here if you need a lawyer to say you’re entitled to a cut of the proceeds as sole descendant. Whoever it is, selling it and coining it all in. Justice for Juliet!’ 


The other mums laughed. The City dad walked away, shaking his head, as if they were all a gaggle of silly women, not variously a lawyer, an expert in Victorian art, a doctor. Juliet saw his wife, a small, dark-eyed woman named Tess, bend down and kiss their daughter goodbye, and the look she gave him, rolling her eyes at her retreating husband’s back. 


Juliet kissed Isla’s cheek. ‘Bye, darling.’


Isla paused in the class doorway and turned. Her eyes shining in outrage, cheeks flushing, she said dramatically, ‘It doesn’t matter about my apple, Mummy, or that you forgot to answer me as ever or that you ignore me and only listen to Bea. I am a person too. Goodbye.’


‘Oh – darling – it’s just that Bea –’ Juliet said, starting forward, but Andrea, the teaching assistant, said firmly:


‘Thanks Mum! Don’t worry!’ 


‘What’s the drama today, Juliet?’ Tess said, in her low, clear voice.


‘Oh, nothing,’ said Juliet, uneasily. ‘The sale was on the radio, and it’s . . . you know! Just one of those mornings.’ 


Though to be honest it was one of those mornings every day. 


Tess smoothed her hair back. ‘Robert thinks it’s a sham, the whole auction. Says the sketch isn’t real.’


Juliet, not sure how to respond to this – your husband voluntarily wears pinstripes two inches apart and once told me the Candy brothers were pretty decent people when you got to know them – instead did the face she reserved for retired men in red trousers who turned up at Dawnay’s with a murky landscape they’d researched extensively and were positive was a Constable: a serious nod and noncommittal ‘Mmmm. Right. Mmm.’


‘It’s so romantic, isn’t it?’ said Katty, smiling at Juliet. ‘I was reading about it in the paper. Do you remember it?’


‘No. He burned it—’


‘I mean the sketch. Your grandmother lived in that house, didn’t she, do you remember the house? Was she one of the children in the picture? Oh, it’s like Manderley, or something!’


Katty’s eyes bulged slightly too much with excitement and Juliet wondered if she’d categorised her wrongly, and whether she should be moved from Boden Tribe to Hidden Weirdnesses Tribe, to which, distressingly, new members were added with alarming frequency. 


‘I remember the house very well, yes. The sketch was in her study when I was little. I don’t remember what happened to it, you don’t pay attention when you’re little, do you? It must have been sold when she died.’


‘Oh! Oh right! Do you have to do anything today?’


Juliet frowned. ‘My boss wants me to have my photo taken with the sketch for the press. Because of the family connection. I’ve said no.’


‘Why not, babe?’ cried Dana (Jobless Through Choice Yogic Tribe). ‘Oh, that’s so sad if you won’t.’


‘I don’t know.’ Juliet shrugged. She could hear Henry Cudlip’s voice in her head. 


‘One of his descendants works for you?’


‘At the moment, yes.’ 


‘It makes me feel a bit strange.’ She added. She didn’t say her office was on the ground floor and several times a day she would, almost involuntarily, creep out to stare at the picture, hung in Dawnay’s opulent lobby, stare so hungrily at it her eyes were paper-dry afterwards. Trying to drink in details – of the golden house, the curved roof upon which her own feet had been planted, the children . . .


The little girl, Eliza was her name, with the silvery wings glinting in the sun. The way she was beginning to turn back to the viewer as if she knew she was being watched – did she know what would happen? Was that her expression in the final picture? And the glimpse inside the house, the octagonal study lined with books, the woman writing there, the centre of the home, her face obscured, loosened hair tumbling down her back – was that Liddy herself? The paper on the floor, the knocked-over candle – what did they mean, or was it simply the breeze from the open french windows? And the golden bolt shooting overhead in the sky, like a star, showering sparks on to the ground beside the house – no photograph showed this was in the final picture. Why hadn’t he painted it in? Was it a comet, bringing bad luck? Was it simply an accident, some paint knocked on to the sketch and cunningly disguised – she knew he’d done it before, with The First Year, when Eliza, then a baby who had just learned to crawl, had plonked a hand covered in chrome yellow on to the corner of the almost-finished canvas. It is much improved by her addition. I think she will be a painter, he had written to Dalbeattie. 


‘Who lives there now?’ Gemma (Lawyer/Runner Tribe) asked. Juliet blinked. The mums were all watching her intently. 


‘Oh, an old couple bought it after Grandi died. I haven’t been back for years.’


Fourteen years. Bea had been a tiny baby. Juliet rubbed her eyes again, looking round, and then glanced at her watch. ‘Right. I’d better go.’


She, Zeina, Katty, Dana and a few others murmured goodbyes and smiled. Zeina patted Juliet’s arm and gave her a strange look. ‘Listen, lovey, I hope it goes well today. Call me later, afterwards, OK?’


Juliet watched her friend hurry off, the brisk familiar motion as she swivelled her leather shoulder-bag-cum-briefcase behind her. She turned and walked down the fume-clogged road where the smell of freshly mown spring grass mingled with the constant smell of drains that plagued the corner of the road by the Heath. 


As she headed for the Tube, her mind tiredly sifted through the morning thus far – Henry on the radio, the fact that today was the last day she’d be able to pop out and look at that little sketch whenever she wanted, Bea’s face when she asked if Amy was still bullying her, the memory of her feet up on the roof, of the Royal Wedding, Isla’s heartbreaking smile and cool, firm little hand in hers, Matt’s fetid contempt for her, oozing out of him like a fecal smell, like the drains, that was what it was like, and last of all the steady warmth of Zeina’s friendship that sometimes meant Juliet just wanted to lay her head on her shoulder and weep, and stay like that. But you didn’t, you couldn’t. Ridiculous to think like that. As Grandi used to say, you simply kept on going.




Chapter Two


 


Juliet loved auctions, always had. Grandi had a great weakness for bric-a-brac and unusual items, and once made Juliet, aged nine, carry a large glass case with a pair of stuffed ferrets in it back to Nightingale House while she forced her best friend, Frederic, to wrestle with a huge astrakhan coat in the broiling heat which had allegedly belonged to an officer in the Russian Imperial Army. This coat had fleas and afterwards Frederic (himself an antiques dealer in the village) refused to go with her to another sale. 


As Juliet pushed open the doors into the auction room, she caught sight of Henry Cudlip, talking to Emma, his terrified assistant, who was hopping from one leg to another, like a gazelle in need of a pee. Identical posh and immaculate girls buzzed around them, positioning the chairs, the cups and jugs of water on the stand next to the auctioneer’s block, the bid slips, the catalogues with precise efficiency. On the far side of the room was the bank of chairs, phones and headsets for those dealing with telephone bids: the all-important overseas buyers, that was where the money was these days. 


There was a huge screen behind the auction block on to which was beamed


Dawnay’s


17th May 2014


Sale of Victorian, Pre-Raphaelite & Edwardian Art


which was a vain attempt to pretend the other paintings, even now being hung on flocked screens on wheels by jovial porters, mattered in the slightest. Everyone knew there was only one painting on sale today. There, at the front of the great hall, bathed in clear spring sunshine from the cupola lightwell high above, so tiny, so unsuited to its ornate thick gold frame, hung the sketch of The Garden of Lost and Found. This different setting gave it, to Juliet, a new energy. The strokes were sure and true, the tension in the children’s small bodies apparent. The different brushes – the stiff hog’s-head which suggested the lichen on the wall, the softer sable brushes for the sky, the little details which you could see had been scratched in by the thumbnail Ned kept long for just such a purpose, and the delicacy of the different glazes and scumbling, adding depth to the steps and the house with its sitting room where the figure sat writing. Today, the gold star shooting from the sky in a graceful arc seemed to shimmer. Oh, what would the finished painting have been like, when this sketch was so close to perfection itself!


I’ll miss you, little thing. I wish you were mine. Juliet frowned. She had recommended it be sold without its Rococo-esque frame, which had been taken from another painting of the exact dimensions and put on to this, another rather desperate ploy by Henry Cudlip and Dawnay’s to drum up interest and market this sale of a sketch – a vibrant, technically dazzling work but a sketch nonetheless – into a four-ringed circus, as though this were the original on sale. 


She suddenly wished she had brought her children in to the auction house to see it. Why hadn’t it occurred to her to do so? It was their history, Ned Horner was their great-great-grandfather, and who knew where the painting would end up after today? In the study of an American billionaire with a fetish for Victorian and Edwardian children’s paintings? In the new Louvre in Riyadh, visited only by rich people in haute couture? Or in a vault in Switzerland? For both Victorian and Edwardian art historians and collectors Ned Horner was divisive, she knew: either you liked his bolder, energetic, realistic earlier work or you liked his later ‘sellout period’, the ramped-up patriotism and sentimental soldiers, but the myth of The Garden of Lost and Found seemed to straddle both. 


Looking around it was apparent what a big deal this sale had become: TV cameras, the journalists standing at the side, the anxious Dawnay’s grandees huddled in the doorway of the boardroom, scrutinising the unfolding scene, and, of course, the busy young women. She had been one of them – never as glossy but still placed front and centre on a day like this, when she was thin, and had time to blow-dry her hair every day, and wore wrap dresses and proper suede slingbacks, instead of long Titian hair hastily pulled into a bun from which it kept escaping, a too-long fringe that tickled her eyelashes, a long flared silk skirt covered in a pattern of curling peacock feathers which she’d found in a charity shop and decided to rebrand as a vintage find, much to Zeina’s amusement (‘It’s from the Sue Ryder shop down the road,’ she took great pleasure in informing everyone every time Juliet answered mysteriously at drop-off, ‘This? Oh, it’s vintage’) . . . She didn’t care about her appearance, not now. She just wished it wasn’t so obvious that at Dawnay’s, at least, her appearance mattered, that she didn’t go with the interiors. 


Henry Cudlip was adjusting his cufflinks and smoothing back his hair. The heavy tweed jacket he always wore was too warm for this bright May day, its sea-green velvet collar soaked at the edge with perspiration. Juliet could hear him giving instructions in his loud, almost bubbling voice. As if he felt her eyes on her Henry looked up and, with a jerk of his head, beckoned her over.


‘Well, this is your last chance, Juliet,’ he said, rubbing his hands in what seemed to be a jovial manner. ‘Are you sure?’


As Juliet nodded, smiling coolly at him, she realised she hadn’t had time to brush her teeth that morning. She hesitated, running her tongue around her mouth in what she hoped was a surreptitious manner, then said:


‘I’m sorry. I’ll happily talk about the painting, but I won’t stand next to it and pose for pictures.’


Henry kept rubbing his palms together, fingers pointed towards her, like he was imitating a shark. ‘Lord Dawnay has asked me to convey to you just how much it would mean to the company if you did.’


‘I’m the expert, Henry.’ She could feel her temper unfurling like a dormant beast. ‘You know I am. I should be conducting this auction. I should be talking about the paintings. Not because I’m Ned Horner’s great-granddaughter but because it’s my job. The clients know me, and I know the work –’


‘All we ask for is a nice photo of you next to the sketch, Juliet,’ he said, teeth bared in a wide smile, and she knew now he was furious. His pale round blue eyes fixed on hers. ‘You must see it adds a note of personal interest to the story.’ And he reached up. ‘Here, like that,’ he said, tugging her rose-gold hair out of its coil and down over one shoulder. The extraordinary thing was no one seemed to notice. ‘There. Come on, Juliet—’


Though this wasn’t the first time something like this had happened, Juliet was so astonished she didn’t know what to say, both at the act and at the physical contact itself – no one, apart from Isla and Sandy, if they fell over or when she was wishing them goodnight, touched her any more. She said, ‘Oh!’ and took a step back into a lectern placed next to the painting in readiness for the auction. It wobbled. She watched it, as if in slow motion, fall against the grey baize of the stand upon which the painting was placed, sharply hitting the gold frame.


With a low scream Henry lunged forward, as the lectern’s edge sliced away a curlicue of burnished wood, managing to push it to the side before the sharp corner landed on the thick paint itself, on the little figures in their tangled reverie. The painting was pushed up, off its hook, and clattered loudly to the floor. 


An elderly elegant lady by the door turned, sharply. Juliet bent down to pick the painting up, thrilling to its touch, as Henry crouched over the frame, muttering in a low voice, ‘Shit. Oh shit, shit. What the hell have you done, you bloody . . . Oh shit . . .’


The veneer of bohomie that coated him was gone, and he was exposed, wild-eyed, red-faced, foolish. Juliet set the lectern right again and moved it out of danger. She glanced around the room – one journalist, and a man with closely cropped grey hair in the third row looked up, but the journalist was half diverted by her phone and didn’t seem to have fully appreciated what had happened. The man, however, gave her a small, rather strange smile, his green eyes moving from her to the painting. Juliet returned his gaze then followed it, staring at this small perfect thing in her hands. 


‘This is your fault.’ Henry picked up the piece of gold frame. 


‘I’m—’ Juliet began, and then she stopped before she apologised. ‘No, it’s not my fault, Henry,’ she said, surprising herself again. ‘You touched me. You shouldn’t have.’


Henry laughed. ‘What the hell do you mean?’ he said, as the tiny figure of Lady Dawnay materialised beside them.


‘Dear God. What on arth is going on,’ she said, in appalled tones. 


‘Nothing, Lady Dawnay—’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ she snapped, clenching and opening her hands, old garnets and amethysts glinting as her bony fingers flexed. ‘Good Lord, Henry, have you dimigid the painting?’


‘No, no . . .’ Henry smoothed back his hair. ‘No, it’s fine, absolutely fine – dear Lady Dawnay—’


‘Den’t call me “Dear”. The frame is cricked. What on earth do you have to say for yourself, Hen?’


‘I – I—’ Henry sputtered, and hung his head.


‘The frame isn’t original,’ Juliet said, quietly. Lady Dawnay turned slowly towards her, beadily appraising her. ‘For what it’s worth, I don’t like it at all. It’s wrong for the sketch.’


‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Juliet Horner. Victorian and Edwardian specialist, Lady Dawnay.’


‘In that case,’ said Lady Dawnay, ‘may I ask you why on arth has it been used to frame this painting?’


‘Well,’ said Juliet, ‘it was felt by some that the sketch required a traditional gold-leafed oak frame to best display it. But I disagreed. It’s from Goldschmidt’s gallery, it used to be on a small oil painting of Rome by Frederick Fortt with the same dimensions. The sketch of The Garden of Lost and Found wasn’t ever framed. It was painted on to a stretcher. If you remove the stretcher, you can see the notes he was making, trying different colours and so on.’ Very carefully, she gestured, with the bent knuckle of her little finger. ‘The detail of the tangled bushes, the daisies on the steps – he’s tested them all out in this corner, where the fabric is folded up. It’s a valuable resource for decoding the final painting itself. If it was up to me it would be unframed, as it always used to be.’


‘If it was up to you,’ Henry said, ‘there’d have been no frame on it to protect it and it’s highly likely the picture would have been ruined beyond repair.’


‘As you know quite well, Henry, that wasn’t down to me,’ said Juliet in a low voice. She stared at him, suddenly not caring. 


She had been scared of him when he’d joined three years ago and told her he hated working mothers: ‘Just joking, my dear, but their mind’s not on the job.’ She’d been scared of him when she’d told him she was pregnant and wanted to come back four days a week and to leave at four every day and he’d said he’d employ her for three days but she’d have to work four. And she’d been scared of him when he’d kissed her at the Christmas party six months earlier, a ‘festive kiss’ where he’d slid his fat, wet tongue into her mouth and said she had to shape up because since coming back from maternity leave with Sandro her breasts were fantastic but otherwise she was well below her game. She was scared, because he’d stare at her sometimes – and her hair in particular – and that fat tongue would dart between his plump lips. He treated her like a wounded animal, wobbly, pale, tired, confused, he the lithe younger male stalking her, tripping her up all the time. Even though she knew more than him, was better qualified than him and with far more experience, and he was only there because he was Lord Dawnay’s godson and had gone to the right school.


Had Juliet known what life as a working mother would be like, watching as she and her friends were slowly, gently, suffocated in socks and bath toys covered in black crud and unanswered party invitations and plastic Peppa Pig magazine toys, would she have thought again? No, of course not, because life without the children was unthinkable, because of the mere fact of their existence. Before children she wouldn’t have understood this new, dreary sexism that beset you when you became a mother, which had dragged her into a pit out of which she couldn’t ever seem to climb, but she did know one thing, fourteen years on: she was tired of it all. Tired of it being her fault, of bringing up girls, of dealing with phones, and friendships, and the children’s Italian granny buying Sandy T-shirts that said: ‘Uomo di Casa’ – ‘The Man of the House’. Tired of broken glass and spilled drinks and endless, non-stop fear. Of men who swore at you when the buggy blocked their way, of women who gave you side-eye when your child screamed without stopping in the supermarket check-out queue. She’d tried discussing this with her own mother once, but Elvie Horner had almost backed out of the room as her parents tended to when uncomfortable emotion was in play. And though every newspaper or website tried to persuade you otherwise, she knew one thing: it was nothing to do with how much she loved her children, but everything to do with being a mother. 


Juliet pressed her thumb hard against the bridge of her nose, as Lady Dawnay looked at Henry Cudlip. ‘Is she right about the frame? Does it metter? She’s the expert, isn’t she?’


‘Yes,’ said Henry, after a moment’s pause, glancing down at the chip of gold-painted wood in his hand. ‘We can remove the frame.’


‘I would,’ said Lady Dawnay. ‘You’ll have to work out how to explain this to the sale room but, as they say, that is very much your problem, not mine.’ And she turned on her brown court heel and left.


‘It’s – it’s really time to get started,’ said Emma anxiously. ‘Shall I open the main doors?’


Henry Cudlip twisted his signet ring round and round. ‘Wait five minutes. Here. Take this.’ He wrenched the picture from Juliet’s hands. ‘Graham can remove the frame. Now. Now!’ he snapped, as Emma, eyes huge, grabbed the little painting and skittered away with it, as though she were carrying the Ark of the Covenant and running for the bus. ‘Oh, Juliet,’ added Henry. ‘I’ll want to see you afterwards. My office. Thank you.’ And he turned his back on her. 


Juliet realised then she couldn’t bear to stay and see the painting being sold and so turned to look at it one more time as it was borne out of the room by the restorer. ‘Goodbye,’ she said to it under her breath, eyes fixed on the disappearing figure through the french windows, her straight back, her delicate profile. 


So instead Juliet watched the sale on the internal live feed in her office and saw the little sketch go for £1.25 million to an unnamed bidder after a frenzied, ping-pong few minutes, Henry’s eyes practically popping out of his head as he tried to keep up with each bid and counter-bid. Juliet knew from the pre-sale briefing that the buyer was probably Julius Irons, the Australian oil billionaire who collected late-nineteenth-century art – she had sold him pieces before. He was as close-fisted and dry as a bone, no apparent passion for any of the Millaises or Leightons or Alma-Tademas he’d snap up whenever they came on the market. Though it wasn’t the most expensive piece of art of this type one could buy, this sketch was the great prize. Would he put it in his sitting room above the fire and gaze at it on cold winter nights, or donate it to the Tate, where it could sit alongside Ophelia and April Love and the other great works of the era? She doubted it. It would go into a vault. If it was the finished painting, it’d never be allowed to leave the country: an export ban would be slapped on it – but it was a sketch. Just a little sketch. 


Juliet chewed her pencil. For the umpteenth time she wondered who was selling it. A small-time dealer from a small market town had brought it into the gallery, acting on behalf of an ‘anonymous client’. The client was fanatical about not wanting to be identified and Juliet knew what that meant. Of course, the painting was kosher – it had been verified by three separate experts, Juliet not included: the characteristics of Horner’s later work were all there. The fresh white paint background he used for extra brilliance, even on sketches, the freeform, dazzlingly confident brushwork, the ingenious structure that showed so much and yet left you wondering, and the figures – no one since Hogarth was as good at capturing personality and character, even here – you could tell the little girl was the leader of the two, her brother a willing accomplice. 


Where had the sketch been all these years since Grandi’s death? Dad had inherited two paintings from his mother, Juliet knew that much; he and Mum had retired to France on the proceeds. But the sketch wasn’t one of them. When Grandi had died, Dad had come back from France, and he and her friend Frederic had cleared out the house. She wished she understood what had happened, now, but she had only recently returned to work, Bea had been ill, a viral infection and croup, nothing really serious but still terrifying, involving a midnight dash to hospital, all of that. By the time she’d resurfaced, two months later, Dad was back in France, the house had been sorted out and someone else was living there. 


Juliet was left the doll’s house. She didn’t expect any more; she and her grandmother had fallen out a year before her death, and she had left, saying she’d never return, sobbing helplessly on Matt’s shoulder in the lane above the house. 


She remembered the delivery man who worked for Frederic arriving at the house himself one chilly autumnal evening not long after she and Matt had moved into Dulcie Street. He’d helped Juliet to carefully move it into baby Bea’s room as she slept. The driver had cooed over her, and still she hadn’t woken.


‘That’s a nice present for her when she wakes up,’ he’d said, and he’d gone, though she’d tried to persuade him to have a cup of tea. ‘No, I’m to get back to Godstow tonight, Mr Frederic wants me early tomorrow morning’, and the thought of him, driving back along the M40, back towards Nightingale House, filled her with a desperate jealousy that took her by surprise. ‘He says to tell you you’re to stay in touch, my dear. Says to tell you you’re to come and visit him.’ 


But she hadn’t, of course; life got in the way and what was there now to take her back there? She thought of her life as a series of expanding ripples in a pond – feeding, clothing and supervising three children on a daily basis was at the centre, Frederic a rippling circle just too far out, vanishing into the calm of the outer edges. One day, she’d get in touch with him, drive down for lunch. Perhaps she and Matt, on their anniversary in a couple of months. If she made more of an effort. One day –


The door opened, suddenly, making Juliet jump. She glanced at the live feed and saw the screen was blank, then at the doorway and saw Henry Cudlip, hands pressed together, rubbing, pointing, shark-like again. 


‘So, Juliet.’ He kicked the door shut behind him, leaned against it, then pushed himself away from it, slightly too hard. She stood up, as if to mirror him, then cursed herself for doing so. She should have sat still, arms folded, smirking as he reverberated from the door frame into the bookcase, rubbing his arm. She should have pointed out the sweat stains which had now reached the breast of his pink shirt. She should have – 


‘Listen, I need to talk to you.’


‘Right.’


‘This is serious, I’m afraid. I’ve spoken to Lord and Lady Dawnay to clear up the misunderstanding about this morning.’


All Juliet’s bravado vanished, like air escaping a balloon. She couldn’t bear to meet his eyes.


‘There’s been some reorganisation in the department. Now, it will probably come as no great surprise that unfortunately you and I have to have a little chat about the future, my dear. You’d better sit down.’


‘Yes,’ said Juliet, sinking back into her chair. ‘I had, hadn’t I.’




Chapter Three


 


Juliet kicked the dry leaves gathered at the steps of the church. Why were there still dead leaves in May? She quickened her pace, though her shoes hurt. Her throat was dry. She wanted to get home, out of sight. Her uncleaned teeth felt furry. She would clean them when she got home, clean them till her gums bled. 


‘A parting of the ways,’ Henry had called it, as if it was a mutual decision. ‘We’ve outgrown one another, haven’t we? Very sad.’


‘You’re not sad,’ she’d said, furiously. ‘You’re snookering me to get this past HR. You say you’re restructuring the department and making my position redundant and then you offer me a terrible job at a vastly reduced pay grade and position so I can’t possibly accept it—’


‘You could, my dear. I wish you would.’ Henry had looked at his nails. ‘I’ve worked with the HR team for weeks to try to create an enticing package for you—’


‘You know it’s not enticing, Henry. It’s insulting. You want me to take a pay cut and reduce my hours and report in to some new bod who’s getting what’s effectively my job only renamed. It’s bollocks.’ She had chuckled at Gemma, a mum at school, who had ranted for ages after exactly this had happened to her last year. ‘Don’t you think you’re being a bit paranoid, G?’ she’d asked her. 


Remembering this now, walking through the empty park, Juliet glowed with shame. 


‘So you decline the offer?’ Henry had asked her in a flat voice, his jowly cheeks rendering emotion hard to read. 


Juliet had laughed, and raised her hands in outrage; she could feel anger, rising up inside her again. 


‘I’m not saying that. I’m saying this isn’t fair. If I hadn’t come to the rescue about that crack on that awful bloody frame it’d have been your job on the line.’


‘This is my point, my dear.’ Henry had leaned against the wall. ‘You seem to be forgetting your job is appraising and selling Victorian and Edwardian art. Not commenting on framing choices, or buyers’ choices.’


‘What about The Garden of Lost and Found?’ Juliet said suddenly. ‘It is Irons who’s bought it, isn’t it?’ Henry’s eyes narrowed. ‘He’ll just put it in a vault in Geneva and let it appreciate. Doesn’t that bother you, Henry? That the sketch for the greatest lost painting in British art will just gather metaphorical dust in some metal-lined basement for the rest of time?’


‘It’s. Their. Money.’ Henry shook his head, smiling. ‘You’re late every day, you’re disorganised, you rush at things full pelt, and you argue with me constantly. And I wouldn’t mind, if you were good at your job. But clients don’t like being told that they’re not the right owners for a painting.’ Juliet began to say something and he raised his hand, as though he were in an auction. ‘You know what I’m referring to.’


‘I only said that to the guy who wanted to put the Leighton in his bathroom because the humidity would have ruined it,’ said Juliet, clenching her jaw tightly. 


‘That painting was worth fifteen million pounds. Sheikh Majid al-Qasimi was willing to pay twenty,’ said Henry. ‘Do you know how much commission that is? If he wants to he can use that Leighton to wipe his racehorses’ arses—’


‘It’s a work of art!’ Juliet had shouted. ‘Don’t you care?’


‘I care about my salary.’ Henry Cudlip was laughing. ‘If he buys it, it becomes his, and it’s up to him what he does with it. You cost us a vast amount of money that day. And many other days – Look. Maybe you need a reboot my dear. Work for a museum, or something. The Walker Art Gallery’s hiring, did you know?’


‘It’s for an Education Demonstrator, Henry. It’s getting groups of thirty six-year-olds to sit quietly while you tell them about a painting.’


‘Oh well, if you don’t want that, what about the Fentiman? I keep hearing Sam Hamilton’s quite the young Turk. Looking at things differently. Maybe a new younger dynamic would be helpful –’


Juliet couldn’t stand any more of this. ‘Sam Hamilton’s my age. I was at college with him.’


‘Oh, really?’ Henry looked surprised. ‘Anyway, think about the offer, my – think about it.’


‘My lawyer will be in touch after I’ve looked it over,’ said Juliet and once again she thanked whoever it was she should thank that, many years ago now, Zeina had qualified in employment law. She had acted for her before, when Dawnay’s had tried to move her pension over from final salary to some lesser scheme because due to her two maternity leaves they said she hadn’t been in the office for long enough to qualify as continuous employment. Two letters from Zeina had done the trick.


Now she wondered what difference even Zeina could make. Dawnay’s had closed ranks. The rich would carry on buying their works of art, and perhaps there was nothing to do but accept the laughable redundancy package they were offering and clear out. She didn’t say that to Henry, of course. She simply smiled at him and stalked out, closing the door firmly behind her, striding out of the building and down the steps into the May sunshine.


An hour of aimless wandering later Juliet had reached St Marylebone Church. She stopped, looking up at the vast classical portico, traffic rushing past her. Ned and Liddy had married in that church. She had had a sketch Ned Horner had drawn of it, framed above her bed. 


How funny, to walk past it today of all days. She’d never walked home before. She was never free in the middle of the day to go for walks. Lunchtime was for child admin, for chasing down the plumber, buying birthday presents or tights, doing Ocado orders. These young lounging people, sunning themselves in Regent’s Park: she’d been like that, once, hadn’t she? She’d caught sight of herself in a shop window once, when Isla was three or so and Sandy a tiny baby, and didn’t recognise her reflection. Then with horror, she saw herself as she really was: cross, hot, large, ranty, weighed down with bags for life and nappy bags and scooters . . .


The scent of late-spring flowers was everywhere. Juliet slowed her pace. She tried not to think too much: it was like a sore tooth – if she bit down on it, she knew the pain would be immense. She told herself this was all for the best, even as fear swirled around inside her, making her feel sick. She had been unhappy at work for a while. Probably for years now, but it would never have occurred to her to leave: she didn’t have the luxury of choice. Matt had set up his own marketing consultancy business three years ago, while she was pregnant with Sandy. It would eventually do well, but it was still small and everything was precarious. He worked much harder than she did, she did all the childcare, but she was still the main earner. 


I have to be positive about this. Juliet turned her face towards the sun and closed her eyes. She would set up on her own, be a freelance appraiser, or expert, do some consulting for the V&A if they needed her, or the Tate . . . her friend Darryl did it now for the London College of Fashion and loads of other places, she’d find . . . something. 


But no one’s got money for freelancers. How do I convince them to use me? How will I explain I’ve been made redundant? She thought of the children, with a prickle of shame and sadness. How proud she’d always been of her job. And telling Matt: Juliet stumbled slightly. He would be so angry . . . then she stopped. He wouldn’t be angry, he’d be pleased. And suddenly she was sitting on a bench by the entrance to the Open Air Theatre, tears streaming down her face for the truth was she knew why. Somehow, in some way, things had got so toxic between them that Juliet knew he’d be glad at her failure. Her husband.


So stupid to cry. Juliet pressed the heel of her palms into her eyes. Her grandmother was a big believer in ‘one foot in front of the other’. When she’d been scared or worried about something Grandi would always say: keep on going. Just keep putting one foot in front of the other. But Juliet found she couldn’t now: tears poured down her face. She sank on to a bench. Oh, please stop it, she implored herself. But it was like pleading with a child mid-tantrum: entirely to her alarm she found she couldn’t stop it. For the first time in years, decades even, she didn’t seem to be able to control herself at all. 


Eventually, she could cry no more and, besides, she was aware of attracting odd looks. An old man even came up to her and asked her if she was all right. After a few minutes, Juliet stood up, feeling wrung dry and rather dampeningly puffy, numb, as one always does after a long crying session, but a little more cheerful. She had six months’ salary. The sun was shining. She didn’t have to go to work tomorrow. The children needed her, and she’d be there for them. They’d make cupcakes together. She’d sort Bea out. She’d make sure Isla always had an apple in her bag.


She passed out of the park through Camden Market, up Kentish Town Road, walking steadily, as the afternoon shadows lengthened.


Nearly home. It was funny, she’d never wanted to live in that part of the world – she’d grown up in North London and she wanted a change. But Matt had got the job and he supported Arsenal and wanted to be near the Heath, and she was pregnant and his flat wasn’t big enough for three let alone the doll’s house – so they’d ended up in the terrace on Dulcie Street. Life was like that. You didn’t choose it in the way you thought you’d be able to, when you were younger. You just sort of ended up in places, with people, in lives you didn’t recognise as your own . . . She disliked the last bit of the Kentish Town Road, where the traffic was permanently jammed, but at last she was turning into her road, weary feet slapping on the gum-grey cracked paving stones. 


Dulcie Street was in shadow – the sun had passed over it already. There was no one around and the only sound above the gentle hum of traffic was faint birdsong. Then Juliet saw a car facing her, outside her house, engine on. The driver had her head down, but Juliet could see the light from her phone screen. She clicked her tongue. Idling was one of her bugbears, especially on a narrow street like theirs, where the stench of diesel seemed to linger in the air no matter the time of year. Zeina, opposite her, had no such compunction, regularly knocking on the windscreen of an offending car outside her house and saying, ‘You know idling’s illegal?’ And if they argued, she could quote the bylaw itself – Zeina knew stuff like that. She knew everything –


While the car was still a good ten metres away Juliet was musing whether she’d be brave enough to do this herself, when the front door of her own house opened and Matt walked down their front path, holding something, and the woman in the idling car looked up. 


It was Tess. She leaned forward, and opened the passenger door. 


Matt went around the front of the car, and got in. He kissed Tess, on the lips, then, almost an afterthought, grabbed her jaw and cheek with his hands and kissed her again. Her hair was swept back from her face, in its usual artless ash-blonde windswept style. It didn’t move as they carried on kissing. 


Matt pulled away from the embrace first, clicking his seatbelt in. Tess said something, then put her phone down on the dashboard, and passed one hand over her hair. Matt smiled at her, then looked at himself in the rear-view mirror. Tess pulled away, and the car drove off at speed, past Juliet, standing behind a van, peering out at them, like a Peeping Tom. There was another roar as it reached the end of the road and turned, then there was silence. 


Juliet unlocked the door, stepping over the post. Of course Matt hadn’t picked it up. Then it struck her as funny that this was what she was thinking about – he never picked the post up if he was first home, as if it was for someone else to do. Bills, circulars, council newsletters, a flyer for a concert and, at the top, a letter, addressed to her, in neat looping handwriting. On the top left-hand corner was written: ‘By Hand’.


She went into the kitchen, dropping most of the post in the recycling. ‘I’ve done the post,’ Isla used to say when she was trying to be a helpful grown-up, and she’d pick up the envelopes and flyers from the mat and throw them straight into the recycling. ‘It’s all done.’ 
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