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PART ONE


‘The hope I dreamed of was a dream,


Was but a dream; and now I wake,


Exceeding comfortless, and worn, and old,


For a dream’s sake.’


Christina Rossetti


 


It does not take much to remain unseen in a house like this. A soft tread, a downcast eye, knowledge of the creaking stairs and loose floorboards that betray my presence. And the inhabitants, of course, so busy with their own lives – their troubles – their desires – so busy with themselves they do not notice the ones like me bearing witness from the shadows.


But I see them. I see it all. The things I am supposed to see – and the things that I am not. I see the flare of a cigarette lighter in a dark room, and the lipstick marks on a glass. I see the indentations on a pillow, the bloodstains on the sheets. I see furtive looks – trembling hands – clenched fists – tear-stained handkerchiefs.


It’s all there – the secrets of their lives – if you will only look.


Because a house like this has eyes.


I am the eyes of the house … and I am always watching.




CHAPTER 1
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She wakes a little after midnight, too hot and with the sheets tangled round her legs. Something insistent has pulled her from her dreams, tugged her from a fitful sleep. Lying in bed, the house stretching vast and silent around her, she tries to think what it could be. Rustlings. Whisperings.


She waits for it to come to her: the room. It is the room of trees. The sound of the wind moving through their branches, the trembling of the leaves. The trees are calling to her, singing their night song.


Ignoring the protestations of her old joints, she slides out of bed and retrieves the ornate brass key from its secret place, heading barefoot into the dark corridor, following the curved staircase down into the entrance hall, her feet feeling carefully for each step, her fingers trailing the dusty banisters.


A draught blows under the front door, its cool breath moving over her too-hot skin, sending a stray brown leaf scuttling across the tiles. She drags the heavy tapestry to one side and unlocks the door behind, following the winding corridor until she stands outside the room that has called her. She steadies herself against the doorframe, before stepping over the threshold.


She isn’t entirely sure if she is awake or asleep as she walks ghost-like in her white nightdress among the trees, the musky scent of the place wrapping itself around her, her hands running over smooth, grey bark, her fingers tracing knots and whorls as familiar to her now as old friends. Overhead, the canopy hangs dense and rich. In the darkness she imagines she can see its opulent flashes of blue and green and gold. And the eyes – those ever-present eyes – watching her as she goes.


Tiredness comes, as it does so frequently these days. She sits, allowing it to claim her. It is so easy to drift away. It is so tempting to leave the present and wander through chambers of the past – to return to familiar faces, cherished moments and memories. She meanders the corridors of her mind, only jerking awake at a piercing scream – high-pitched, like the shriek of a peacock, or a woman in pain.


Real or remembered she isn’t sure, but the darkness looms all around her, thick and cloying. An acrid scent hangs heavy in the air. Her nightdress clings to her sweat-soaked body. She does not feel like herself. She does not feel well. It’s not real, she thinks. None of it is real. But gone are the trees, the shimmering leaves, the watchful eyes. All lost in a thick cloud of soot and smoke. She presses a hand to her forehead. She is so hot – burning up – and the smoke – the black, smothering smoke – rolls ever closer.


She drops to the floor, afraid and disorientated, crawling on her hands and knees. Is it real or imagined, the voice she can hear calling to her through darkness? ‘Lillian. Lillian, can you hear me?’


Her mouth opens to answer but no sound comes. Instead, smoke rushes in, filling her lungs, stealing her voice and her breath. The trees crackle and hiss. Orange embers rain down. ‘I’m here,’ she says. ‘I can hear you.’ But the words are lost and so is she, cast into suffocating darkness.




CHAPTER 2
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It’s 3 a.m. when Maggie stumbles out of the nightclub with two girls and a tall man with a snake tattoo curling up his forearm. The comparative quietness of the street outside and the cool air on her skin are a welcome shock after the heat and noise of the pounding drum and bass inside the warehouse. Maggie adjusts the fabric bag on her shoulder and turns to her newfound friends. ‘How about a little adventure?’


‘What exactly did you have in mind?’ asks the man. Tim. Jim. She doesn’t remember exactly.


‘Follow me.’ She leads him up the alley towards the glittering lights of Oxford Street, the girls tripping and laughing, arm in arm, as they trail behind. They pass a late-night kebab shop and a window display of Barbie-pink mannequins dressed in fetish gear. Outside a Seven-Eleven a homeless man sits with his head bowed, a ripped cardboard sign on the pavement in front of him and a brown Kelpie curled at his feet. Maggie spots the yellow light of a taxi drifting towards the city centre and sticks out her hand. She clambers into the back with the man, the girls jostling for the front seat. ‘Clovelly beach, please,’ she says and the driver, catching her eye in the mirror, nods and pulls a U-turn, heading out of the city towards the Eastern suburbs.


‘The beach?’ the man beside her asks, his warm hand sliding up her inner thigh. ‘We could just go back to mine?’


He smiles, dimples forming in his cheeks, but she shakes her head. ‘I want to see the ocean.’


‘Is that someone’s mobile?’ asks the girl beside them.


Maggie listens. From the depths of her bag she hears a faint beeping – a phone that hasn’t rung in such a long time she’s almost forgotten what it sounds like. She lets it ring out, concentrating instead on the yellow lights of Bondi Junction sliding past the car window and the insistent pressure of the man’s hand on her leg.


The taxi drops them in the car park beyond the surf club. Maggie slips off her shoes and leads them onto the rocky headland jutting out into the Pacific, the flat stone cold beneath her bare feet, the taste of salt in the air. She can feel the man following close at her heels but the girls are a short distance away, stumbling and laughing in the darkness. The sound of the waves below is a roar in her ears. She trips once but her companion catches her easily and holds her steady. His hands are rough and thick-fingered – a workman’s hands. ‘Where are you from?’ he asks, sparking up a cigarette, passing it to her as they navigate the uneven platform.


She takes a drag before passing it back. ‘England.’


‘I guessed that much from your accent. Where in England?’


‘You won’t have heard of it.’


‘Try me.’


‘It’s just a village. A speck on a map.’


‘Called …?’


‘Cloud Green.’


He shakes his head. ‘Nah. Never heard of it.’


‘You’re a long way from home,’ says one of the girls, catching them up.


‘As far as I can get.’


She finds a spot, as good as any, drops her bag then moves out across the ledge until she is at the very edge, looking down at the black water. It surges below her, just a hint of white foam glinting in the darkness.


‘Is she all right?’ she hears one of them ask.


She holds her arms wide and allows the air to hold her in place.


‘Come back,’ says the man with a nervous laugh; but she closes her eyes and trusts herself to the wind, the ocean rushing below. She feels like a bird – a gull – hovering on the breeze. She remains there until, scoured by the salty air, she turns and picks her way back across the rock to the group.


They sit and share a spliff, and Maggie, shivering a little now, wraps her arms around her knees. The man slings his arm over her shoulder, a cigarette dangling loosely from his hand. The girls get bored and peel away, back towards the lights of the car park, but Maggie stays put, staring out at the dark, roiling sea.


‘So, what are we doing here?’ he asks.


Maggie shrugs. ‘I like the sea. It helps me forget myself. Besides, I wasn’t ready to go back to the hostel. One of my roommates snores like a pig.’


‘Fair enough … it’s getting cold, though.’ He grinds out his cigarette butt on the rocks then leans in to kiss her, the taste of tobacco and beer on his breath. ‘I’d better warm you up.’ His hands pull at the straps of her top, pulling them down over her shoulders, exposing her skin to the cool air. She leans back, his mouth on hers, his hands pulling at the zip on her skirt. She turns her head to the ocean, where the faintest glimmer of light sits on the horizon. She’s not ready to face the morning. Instead, she closes her eyes and tries to forget everything but the sound of the waves crashing onto the rocks below and the sensation of this stranger moving on top of her, pinning her to the rock. With her eyes shut tight, and the sound of the water moving below, it could almost feel as though she’s drowning.


When she wakes he is gone – it’s just her and a couple of curious seagulls standing a few feet away, eyeing her with suspicion. Her shoulders are stiff and there are grains of sand stuck to the side of her cheek where she has slept with her face pressed against the rock. A procession of runners has begun to stream along the coastal path, the slap of their trainers a steady drum beat. In the car park behind her, two women in brightly coloured activewear stretch and chat. Their laughter pierces the morning. The sight of Sydneysiders going about their early-morning exercise makes her feel grubby and unwholesome. Maggie reaches for her bag, thankful her new friends didn’t think to relieve her of her stuff. If she hurries, she might have time for a shower at the hostel before her shift at the cafe.


Walking back towards the car park, the faint ringing of her mobile rises up again from the depths of her bag. She pulls the phone out and studies the screen: WITHHELD NUMBER. It’s tempting to let it ring off again, but at the very last moment curiosity gets the better of her. ‘Hello,’ she says, her voice a dry rasp.


‘Is that—Oberon?’ The line crackles. The woman’s voice sounds very English and very far away. ‘Hello … Maggie Oberon?’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘That’s me.’ Maggie swallows. Her tongue is dry and heavy in her mouth and the first trace of her hangover is beginning to beat in her temples.


‘Oh, thank goodness. My name is Kath—Davies. I’m calling from—hospital in Buckinghamshire—I’ve been try–’ The line crackles again with static. Maggie closes her eyes. Somewhere out over the water a seagull shrieks. ‘—track you down. Maggie, are you there?’


‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I’m here. Sorry, the connection is terrible.’


‘I’m calling about Lillian. Lillian Oberon.’


Maggie keeps her eyes squeezed shut. ‘Is she – is she …’


‘—Are you her next—’


‘… OK?’


‘—of kin?’


Their voices criss-cross confusingly over each other.


‘I’m her granddaughter. Is she OK?’


‘Can you hear me, Maggie? This is a dreadful line.’


‘I can hear you. Tell me,’ she urges, even as her words bounce back at her from twelve thousand miles away. ‘Tell me … what’s happened to Lillian?’


Heathrow is a grubby wash of people, luggage, diesel fumes, crying babies, tears and exclamations. In the early-morning crush of the international arrivals hall faces peer expectantly, pressed up against the railings. It’s hard not to feel self-conscious – on show – as she walks through the waiting crowds. Two little girls wave a hand-painted WELCOME HOME DADDY banner, while their mother dances from one foot to the other impatiently behind them. A woman in a black burka embraces a tall, weeping man. An elderly lady sits slumped in her wheelchair as her family converse animatedly over her head. There is no one waiting for Maggie.


She didn’t sleep at all on the long flight from Sydney to London, but something about the juddering motion of the Heathrow Express soon has Maggie dozing in her seat, her head slumped chin-to-chest, and so unaware of the world around her that it’s a shock when a station guard shakes her shoulder and tells her that she’s arrived in Paddington. Bleary-eyed, she navigates the Underground to Marylebone, buys a bunch of red tulips from a flower stall in the station concourse, then collapses into the corner of yet another train carriage. It creeps its way out of London’s grey urban sprawl until it hits the open countryside and begins to gather pace.


After the heat and light of the past few months, it’s strangely comforting to be back in this landscape of muted browns and greys and greens. She’d found much to like about Australia: the endless blue of the sky, the red dirt, the pale, peeling gum trees with their shimmering green leaves. She’d grown to relish the early-morning shrieks of the lorikeets outside the hostel windows, the cicadas singing to a noisy crescendo in the hottest part of the day, the small glasses of ice-cold beer served in the pubs, the scent of coffee wafting out of cafes, the sting of sun and saltwater on her shoulders. She’d embraced each difference as physical proof of the distance she’d put between herself and her home – between her and the site of her wrongs. But for all the miles she has travelled, all the experiences she’s weathered and all the people she’s met, deep down she’s not sure she’s any different from the person she was when she first left England almost a year ago.


The general medical ward is relatively easy to find amid the labyrinthine corridors of the hospital, although the unmistakable scent of boiled vegetables and bleach makes her jetlagged head spin. She takes shallow breaths all the way to the nurses’ station, then gives her name to the matron and asks if she can leave her rucksack with them.


‘Here we are,’ says the nurse, leading her to the very last bed on the ward. ‘It looks as though Mrs Oberon’s having a little rest, but you’re welcome to sit with her. The medication makes her very drowsy.’


Maggie regards her grandmother from the foot of her bed, shocked at her appearance. Her face is pale and slack-jawed in sleep, a trace of blue veins just visible below the surface of her skin, her lips dry and flaking, a white bandage on her right temple and a cannula taped to the back of her hand. Her thin white hair, usually pinned neatly in place, falls limply around her shoulders.


‘Would you like me to put those in a vase for you?’ the nurse asks, nodding at the tulips in her arms.


‘Thank you.’ She pulls up a plastic chair, settling herself onto its creaking frame beside the bed. Lillian frowns and murmurs in her sleep. Watching her, Maggie feels a deep ache rise up.


‘Gran, it’s me, it’s Maggie.’ She reaches for her hand as Lillian’s eyes flutter open and fix momentarily on her face. ‘It’s Maggie,’ she says again. Her grandmother stares a moment longer before her gaze slides away towards the window. ‘How are you feeling? Can I get you anything?’ Still Lillian doesn’t answer. ‘Would you like a drink?’ She’s not sure if the slight movement of her grandmother’s head is acquiescence, but needing to feel helpful, she pours water from the plastic jug, finds a button to raise the bed slightly then brings the cup to her grandmother’s lips. Lillian takes a couple of obliging sips before resting her head back on the pillows. ‘I came as soon as I heard.’


Maggie leans back in the chair, perplexed by Lillian’s silence. Earlier, on the train, she’d imagined how it might be, sitting there at her grandmother’s bedside holding her hand and offering words of comfort, but this isn’t the woman she left nearly twelve months ago and Maggie feels scared at how diminished she looks. The scent of bleach and the sounds of the ward stir a memory in Maggie’s mind; the sour taste of unripe cherries on her tongue, the snap of a rotten tree branch, the sharp ache of a broken arm. Back then, it had been Lillian who had scooped her up from the orchard and driven her to this very hospital. Lillian who had sat at her bedside on the children’s ward and coaxed her through the procedure as she’d had her arm set in plaster. It was Lillian who had told her how brave she was and who had been offered the first signature on the clean, white cast. Always Lillian. Always there.


Staring at her grandmother’s frighteningly pale face, Maggie can’t help but feel shame that this is how she has repaid her – living a hedonistic life on the other side of the world in Lillian’s own moment of need. And now that she’s here, she sits useless at her bedside, uncertain what to do or how to help. She owes this woman so much more.


A couple arrive on the ward with a large fruit basket for the grey-haired lady in the bed opposite. They smile at Maggie before pulling the curtain around the other bed; Maggie hears their low murmurs of greeting followed by laughter. She glances back to Lillian, whose gaze remains fixed steadfastly on the ceiling.


‘She told me I was being watched.’


Startled at the sound of Lillian’s voice, she leans in a little closer. ‘What was that, Gran?’


‘She warned me. I didn’t believe her … but he was watching, all the time.’


Maggie stares in confusion, unsure if she’s misheard. ‘Sorry, Gran, who was watching you?’


‘There are eyes in that house.’


Lillian isn’t looking at her but staring instead at the foot of her bed. Maggie follows her grandmother’s gaze but there is no one there. Her skin prickles.


Lillian’s head turns slowly back to Maggie and her gaze refocuses.


‘I got all your letters,’ tries Maggie. ‘I loved reading them. Sorry I wasn’t the greatest pen pal.’


Lillian reaches out and grips Maggie’s hand with her own, her skin surprisingly cool and soft. ‘Take me home,’ she says, her voice low and urgent. ‘Promise me you’ll take me home.’


Maggie squeezes her grandmother’s hand. ‘I promise, Gran. As soon as you’re feeling better.’


‘Nowhere but Cloudesley. Do you understand?’


Maggie nods.


‘Promise me.’


‘Yes, I promise. As soon as you’re well enough.’


Lillian nods and lies back against her pillows, closing her eyes.


Maggie stays a while longer. Outside the window another identical hospital wing looms across the car park. Maggie wonders what stories are unfolding in that building: babies being born, loved ones being lost; lives shifting on their axes. Down on the asphalt she sees two cars vie for the same parking space. Maggie watches as one driver gets out of her car and storms across to the other, gesticulating angrily. Emotions run high in a place like this, where everything boils down to life and death. I promise I’ll take you home, she thinks. She’s stuffed up so many things in the past twelve months, but this, surely, is one thing she can get right.


The taxi drops her at the house at dusk, the violet sky darkening like a bruise as it turns through the open wrought-iron gates. Stone peacocks, speckled with lichen and perched like sentries atop the gateposts, glower at her as she passes. Tall beech trees crowd the twisting drive on either side, their leafy boughs blocking out the sky. The effect, in the failing light, is of a forbidding tunnel curving away into darkness.


She’d held the anxiety of her return in check, like a small, coiled spring buried somewhere deep in her gut as the taxi had navigated the country lanes of the Chiltern Hills, winding up through villages of brick-and-flint cottages, past hedgerows rustling with life and rippling fields of young wheat. Her driver had been blessedly mute, just the low hum of the radio to break the silence. Every so often a ‘Stop HS2’ protest poster had appeared stuck to a house window or nailed to a fence. At the sign for the village of Cloud Green, she’d sunk a little lower in her seat, averting her gaze as she’d passed the Old Swan pub on the village green, keen to keep news of her return under wraps for as long as possible. Less than a mile on, past the old Saxon church with its tilted gravestones littering the churchyard like rotting teeth, and they’d turned through the familiar metal gates.


Potholes are scattered at intervals along the drive. The taxi judders and bumps past bristling banks of nettles and cow parsley. A magpie flutters from a low tree branch, gliding ahead of the car before soaring up into the dark canopy above. They carry on until the trees eventually begin to thin and the dusky purple sky reappears, stretching over an unkempt lawn spotted with clover and daisies until finally, there in the distance, stands Cloudesley, an old manor house of brick and flint, with its arched stone entrance, grand, gabled roofline, and chimneys twisting skywards.


The taxi driver lets out a long, low whistle. ‘Home?’ he asks.


She nods. Home.


‘Not a bad place to grow up.’


She nods again. ‘Yeah, not a bad place.’


She had never thought to ask how the house had got its name, presuming, as a child, that it had something to do with its position, perched atop a hill like the crowning decoration on a huge cake, or grazing the sky like a large cloud. To her, it had always just been Cloudesley.


There was no denying it had been a solitary sort of childhood, tucked away in the heart of rural Buckinghamshire, living with her grandparents in the old house, with its twisting corridors and draughty rooms; but her points of reference mostly had been the characters she sought from the dusty books in the library, and when compared to some of her companions – Mary Lennox, David Copperfield, Jane Eyre – it hadn’t seemed so very strange. It was only as she grew older, when she’d returned from boarding school, or later, hanging out with the Mortimer boys, that she’d come to see the house through others’ eyes, and begun to realise how unusual an upbringing it had been.


She asks the taxi driver to drop her at the rear of the house. As her car door slams, a flock of rooks take flight from the branches of a tall beech tree, their raucous cries fading into the sky. She stands for a moment, gazing up at the towering facade with its blackened windows and creeper scrambling unchecked across the exterior. The house looks shuttered – no visible signs of life – and Maggie can’t help the slight shiver that runs down her spine. Strange, she thinks, how you often have to leave a place, before you can truly see it. The driver hefts her rucksack out of the boot of the car and she watches as his tail lights disappear up the drive.


Inside the back entrance, a long flag-stoned corridor stretches away before her. To her right is the scullery, a small utility room that would have once been a flower room, and a door leading down into the cellar; to her left is the kitchen. Ahead looms a wood-panelled staircase, a steep set of steps winding into the upper reaches of the house, once used by the staff. The scent that assaults her is achingly familiar: a heady mix of damp stone, lilac, polished wood and a fragrance reminiscent of the cold, white ash left in an old grate. ‘Hello?’ she calls out, making for the only light spilling from the open kitchen door.


Radio 4 plays softly on the Roberts radio in the corner of the kitchen. Jane Barrett hasn’t heard her and Maggie takes the moment to observe the reassuring familiarity of the scene in front of her. The scrubbed oak table and the pots of herbs and geraniums growing on the windowsill, the old willow-pattern china standing on the dresser, a jug filled with peonies spilling petals onto the floor.


Maggie clears her throat and watches as Jane spins around, her face transforming from surprise to delight. ‘Maggie! I didn’t hear you arrive.’


Jane dries her hands on her apron and meets Maggie in the centre of the room. ‘Oh, my dear,’ she says, drawing back to hold her at arm’s length, ‘not even that tan can hide the fact you’re all skin and bone. Let’s get you some tea. I’ll put the kettle on.’


She doesn’t give her a chance to answer, but bustles around, filling the kettle, pulling out cups and saucers and a tin of loose-leaf tea. ‘Can I help?’ Maggie feels redundant in the face of Jane’s activity. ‘Let me do something.’


‘No, no, sit down.’


Maggie relents, exhaustion settling over her as she seats herself at the oak table in the centre of the room, watching as Jane lays a tea tray.


‘I waited specially,’ says Jane, retrieving the milk from the fridge. ‘Didn’t want to leave before I’d seen you. You went straight to the hospital? How was she?’


Maggie thinks of Lillian lying pinned beneath the white hospital sheet and her desperate plea: take me home. ‘She seems very tired and confused. But the doctor I spoke to said she is doing well. The kidney infection is under control and she’s responding to the new medication.’


Jane shakes her head. ‘She gave me quite a fright, finding her lying in the hall like that in her nightdress. I dread to think how long she had been there.’


Maggie nods. ‘I’m glad it was one of your mornings.’


‘I’ve been making it my business to pop in a little more frequently in recent months.’


Not for the first time does Maggie silently thank her lucky stars that she had the good sense to hire Jane, a local woman from the village, to check on Lillian a few times each week. For a year now, Jane has been helping Lillian with a little shopping and cooking. She’s a cheery, uncomplicated sort, the kind of no-nonsense person you’d want at your side in a crisis.


Jane pulls out a chair and sits opposite Maggie, pushing a plate of biscuits toward her pointedly. ‘I hope you don’t feel I’m speaking out of turn, but I’ve been worried about your granny. This house … it’s too much for her on her own. How she copes with all those stairs I don’t know. But she won’t hear a word about it. Stubborn as a mule.’


‘She certainly is.’


‘Sometimes I arrive in the morning and find things have been moved. Vases and the like, disappearing. Dirty footprints trodden through the house. I suspect that wasn’t the first night she’s spent wandering about, though Lord only knows why.’


‘How odd.’


‘That’s not all. The other day she asked me when Charles would be returning from London. I think she had really forgotten.’ Jane gives Maggie a meaningful look over her mug of tea. ‘Then she asked me to get Albie’s room ready for a visit, though I’m certain he hasn’t phoned in months. She keeps losing things, too. Her spectacles … a pair of slippers … last week it was a key. She seemed quite beside herself about it, though when I pressed her a few minutes later, she’d gone blank. She’s been increasingly confused these past weeks. Agitated. Repetitive.’ Jane pauses.


‘I had no idea.’ Maggie thinks of the correspondence she has exchanged with her grandmother, brief but cheerful letters Lillian had written to her with news from the village and repetitive questions about life in Australia, questions Maggie had never seemed to have the right answers for. She’d replied as best she could, waxing lyrical about the weather and the beaches, while editing out the gorier details of the grimy hostels she had stayed in, the disappointing cafe where she’d found waitressing work, and the random men she’d found momentary distraction with. It seems, perhaps, that she isn’t the only one who has been hiding truths; maybe they had both been masking the reality of their solitary lives. A wave of guilt washes over her. She should have guessed all was not well. No, more than that; she never should have left in the first place. She owed Lillian so much more.


‘If it’s any comfort,’ Maggie offers, clutching at a straw, ‘the doctor I spoke to seemed very upbeat. He thought they might release her at the end of the week.’


Jane tuts. ‘Release her? Back here?’


‘Yes.’ Maggie thinks for a moment of her promise to her grandmother. ‘I suppose they might consider transitioning her to a care home, but the doctor implied that if she had people around her here then there was no reason she shouldn’t come home.’


Jane rolls her eyes. ‘Well, that might be fine for some patients; but I’ll bet most of them aren’t eighty-six years old and living in a house like this. If you ask me, they just want the bed back. All these cuts …’ She shakes her head.


‘Yes. Perhaps. Though with me here now, and you helping out, and Mr Blackmore of course …’


‘Oh no, dear. Didn’t you know?’ Jane leans forward in her chair. ‘Mr Blackmore retired at the end of last year. It all got a bit too much for him.’


Another omission from Lillian’s correspondence; well that explains a few things, thinks Maggie, remembering the state of the lawn and the vines scaling the house.


‘Your grandmother did hire a new groundsman to help about the place – a little gardening and some general handyman jobs, you know …’ Jane trails off, suddenly looking uncomfortable.


‘That’s good, isn’t it?


‘Yes. It is,’ says Jane firmly. ‘I thought she might have told you. I have to say, I wasn’t entirely sure what you’d think.’


‘As long as they don’t mind a little hard work and can put up with Gran’s demands, it can only be a good thing.’


Jane looks as if she might say something else, then seems to change her mind. ‘Yes,’ she says firmly. ‘That’s exactly what I thought.’


Maggie reaches for Jane’s hand and gives it a squeeze, her resolve growing. ‘I don’t want you to worry. You’ve been such a great help, but I’m back now. I’ll do whatever it takes to help Lillian and bring her home.’


‘Well, it will certainly be a weight off my mind to know you’re here with her.’


Maggie shrugs. ‘I’d put money on the fact that you and Lillian will be the only people pleased to see me back in Cloud Green.’


‘Now, now, we’ll have no self-pity in this kitchen,’ says Jane, reaching for the tray and gathering the cups and saucers. ‘I’m sure you’ll find any fuss died down a while ago. You know what village life is like: a hotbed of gossip for five minutes, but the flames that fan rumours soon burn themselves out.’


Maggie eyes her doubtfully as the woman continues.


‘We’ve seen upsets in Cloud Green before and I’m sure we’ll see them again. You mark my words. Most people will have far better things to talk about than what happened, you’ll see. Besides, it’s really none of anyone’s business, is it?’


Maggie nods but she isn’t convinced; for all her talk, Jane isn’t quite able to meet her eye. They both know exactly what life in a small English village can be like.


Maggie’s feelings of unease only grow as the sound of Jane’s car fades away down the drive. The house stands eerily silent. Wanting to reacquaint herself with the old place, she moves through the ground floor, following the twisting, wood-panelled corridors, opening doors and switching on lights, gazing upon each room in turn before plunging it back into darkness.


In the dining room, the draught created by opening the door makes the dusty chandelier jangle overhead but the rest of the room has an abandoned air. The shutters are closed and the walnut chairs, the long, polished table and sideboard stand draped in ghostly sheets. Her grandfather’s eclectic tapestries and painted African masks still hang upon the panelled walls beside a collection of mounted horns and antlers, while the porcelain dinner service and crystal wine glasses stand redundant in a huge glass cabinet.


It’s a similar scene in the library: the bookshelves jammed to the rafters with leather-bound volumes, the tall ladder still resting against them, but the armchairs are now covered in white sheets and the Persian rugs have been rolled up and left propped against a wall. Over on the hearth Maggie notices a once-prized collection of carved ivories covered in a thick layer of dust. Two of the window-panes are cracked and tendrils of ivy creep into the room between the rotting window-frame and the wall. The air smells musty and dank, fetid like a greenhouse.


On into the morning room and it’s an even worse story: shuttered windows, faded Chinese wallpaper, and abandoned clutter and ornaments. Several buckets stand dotted at ominous intervals beneath the ceiling rose, most of them half-filled with grey water, stains spreading around them on the carpet. When she looks up, she sees the watermarks leaking across the ceiling and a large zigzag crack scarring one wall.


Her grandfather’s study is intact, its walls lined with Charles’s entomological collections – beetles and butterflies pinned to boards in box frames – but so dusty and the air so still it feels like a vault that hasn’t been opened in decades.


With each new room, Maggie’s spirits sink a little lower. In the year she has been away, the house seems to have fallen in on itself; wandering its rooms and corridors feels a little like venturing through a museum only to find many of its exhibits damaged or closed for restoration.


Other than the kitchen, the only room that maintains any semblance of order and activity is the drawing room, still in regular use as evidenced by the presence of her grandmother’s favourite shawl, a pair of reading glasses and a crossword lying beside her armchair. On the wall opposite, Maggie sees the painting she gave Lillian for her eightieth birthday, a crude, colourful abstract she’d completed during a more experimental phase at art college. Looking around, it makes Maggie sad to realise what a small and intimate radius Lillian’s life has shrunk to in this huge, echoing house.


Sick of the cloying stillness, Maggie moves across to the window and unlocks the catch, throwing it open to the night air. A welcome gust blows into the room, lifting a pile of papers off the writing desk and sending them tumbling to the floor.


Maggie retrieves the one nearest her feet: an outstanding electricity bill, FINAL DEMAND printed in red across the top. She drops to her hands and knees and gathers the rest of the papers. They are all bills, dozens of them – gas, water, roofing work, the unpaid invoice of a plumber, several of Jane’s own invoices – all of them overdue. Maggie stares at them in dismay. She gathers up the papers and takes them with her. It’s becoming all too clear that it’s not just Lillian’s health that is a concern, but also the state of the vast, decaying house.


Eventually, she comes to the grand entrance hall. She flicks a light switch and hears an ominous fizzing sound overhead. The French chandelier flickers then shorts with a loud bang. She turns on one of the beaded lamps on the console instead, brushing off the cobwebs hanging from its shade, looking around as the dim light throws eerie shadows up into the gallery where rows of gilt-framed paintings hang upon the wall, their occupants gazing down at her with blank eyes. She can see loose tiles lifting here and there across the gritty chequered floor, another bucket waiting for the next downpour, mouse droppings strewn in the corners and a carpet winding up the grand curved staircase so worn and full of holes it could only be deemed a safety hazard. Hardly a home fit for an elderly patient recuperating from a serious illness. For the first time she wonders about her rash promise to Lillian: she has given her word that she will bring her home, but is this really the right place for her to recover?


She runs a hand over the huge, faded tapestry hanging across the wall – then turns to climb the curved staircase to her own room. Halfway up she stops and listens. There is no scrabble of dog paws on the tiled floor, no shuffle of newspaper pages from the library, no distant murmur from her grandmother’s radio. There is nothing; not even the glug of water moving through old pipes. This house, that has witnessed so much throughout the years – dinner parties and laughter, conversation and arguments, dancing and music – a house that has seen so much life, had so many people pass through its doors, stands utterly silent. It is unnerving to be its only occupant. What echoes would she hear – what stirrings from the past – if she only knew what to listen for?


Her eyes fall upon the grandfather clock in the hall and she turns and heads back down the stairs, blowing dust from its wooden case before opening the cabinet to wind it the way Lillian once showed her. She watches with a certain satisfaction as the pendulum begins to sway, a steady tick rising up out of the old clock like a resuscitated heart beating in a chest. One small thing corrected.


She doesn’t want to think yet of all the other wrongs she still needs to set right.




CHAPTER 3


[image: image]


Lillian sits at the dressing table in her bedroom, counting the chimes of the grandfather clock as they echo through the house. Half an hour before their guests will begin to arrive. A crystal tumbler of whisky and ice sits on the table in front of her, bleeding a white ring onto the polished wood. Lillian takes a sip and squints at her reflection in the mirror, studying for lines at the corners of her eyes, lifting her chin, tilting it first this way then that, smoothing her fingers gently across her throat. Mrs Charles Oberon, she says quietly. She barely recognises herself. Twenty-six years old and she feels ancient and exhausted. Tonight will require a little extra effort.


She brushes her fair hair and pins it up into a neat twist. The ice cubes clink and slide in the tumbler as she drinks. Outside, a blackbird perched on the wisteria beyond her open window lifts its voice in full-throated song, as if to accompany the instruments being tuned by the jazz band down on the terrace below. All around her, Cloudesley seems to hum with activity. There is the scrape of a ladder moving across the terrace as a man hangs the last of the Chinese lanterns. A trolley rattles across flagstones, glassware and bottles clinking. She hears the muffled giggles of two maids passing her bedroom door, extra staff drafted in for the occasion. There has been no shortage of work in the run up to the evening. The chandeliers have been cleaned, flowers cut and arranged, the furniture dusted, rugs rolled back, cutlery polished and counted, the champagne chilled and the extravagant ice sculptures Charles has insisted upon delivered and set in pride of place in the dining room. Even the peacocks seem to understand the importance of the evening, patrolling the lawns like jewelled sentries. The house is all bustle and action; only she, it seems, is a fixed point, redundant amid the maelstrom.


Ignoring the shaking of her hand, she brushes blusher onto her cheeks and paints her lips scarlet before pursing them in the mirror. The colour helps to disguise her pallor. She lifts her glass once more and discovers it is empty.


Her dress is laid out on the bed, a long but simple halter-neck gown in jade green silk. She steps into it, the fabric moving like water around her legs. It’s only as she turns back to the mirror that she notices Charles standing silently at the door. ‘Oh!’ she says. ‘You startled me.’


He smiles at her reflection. ‘Can’t I watch my beautiful wife getting dressed?’


Lillian gives him a faint smile, holding the dress to her chest. He looks handsome in his black tuxedo, his thick russet-coloured hair slick with pomade, the sheen almost masking the distinct shock of white at his parting. ‘Glad to see you’re putting your best foot forward, dear. Well done.’ His eyes drop to the empty tumbler on the table in front of her. ‘Feeling better?’


She nods, fumbling with the fabric ties.


‘Allow me,’ he says, moving to tie the halter at the nape of her neck, his fingers fastening the line of covered buttons running down her spine before taking a step back to admire her. ‘Perfect …’ he says, ‘. . . almost.’


Charles pulls a black velvet box from his jacket and snaps it open to reveal an impressive pearl choker, four strands deep, fastened by a glittering diamond and emerald clasp. He holds it out to her. ‘Should do the job,’ he says, glancing at her throat.


The necklace is, of course, exactly what’s needed. ‘It’s beautiful,’ she says.


She allows him to fasten the choker, the cold pearls pulling taut against the hollow of her neck, before his hands come to rest on her shoulders and his face leans in to hers – so close she can smell the lingering traces of Pears soap and sandalwood on his skin. She forces herself to meet his gaze in the mirror. ‘There,’ he says, ‘now you’re perfect.’


‘Thank you.’ Her heart beats like a drum in her chest, their eyes locked until Charles steps away, adjusting the cufflinks at his wrists. ‘It’s turning into a beautiful evening.’


She releases the breath she has been holding and reaches for an earring, raising it to her lobe before discarding it. ‘Yes. Clever you for picking tonight.’


Charles rubs his hands together briskly. ‘Well, on with the show.’ He is almost at the door when he turns back to her, narrowing his eyes a little. ‘Just do your best, my dear. It’s not too much to ask, is it?’


As soon as he’s gone, she lifts a hand to the pearls around her throat. They press cold and tight against her skin but there is no question of her not wearing them. She pushes her shoulders back, lifts her chin and regards herself for a long moment in the mirror. Before she even knows what she is doing, she reaches for the empty glass tumbler on her dressing table and sends it sailing across the room. It shatters against the wall, splintering into a hundred deadly shards, the small act of destruction releasing a little of the pent-up emotion caught in her throat. On with the show, she thinks, adjusting the necklace one final time before leaving the room.


She is on her third glass of champagne when she finds herself cornered in the dining room by a man talking too loudly at her, his wife standing silently at his side. Lillian can’t take her eyes off the canapé crumbs jostling in the bristles of his moustache.


‘I’ve been coming to Charles’s May Day Ball for as long as I can remember,’ he announces with distinct pride, ‘but I don’t think I’ve ever seen Cloudesley look quite as lovely as it does tonight. Wouldn’t you agree, Barbara?’ He nudges the dark-haired woman beside him and she murmurs her assent.


Lillian knows he is someone important; one of Charles’s business associates, though his name escapes her. Hugh Somebody-or-other. Charles’s friends all look the same to her – a parade of stout, greying men – even more so tonight in their uniform black tie. ‘Thank you,’ she says, knowing it is her role to take the credit, though she has had little to do with the evening’s preparations, other than instructing the staff and ensuring Charles’s requests were followed to the letter.


‘Of course, you Oberons know how to throw a party,’ he continues. ‘Do you recall the year Charles brought out that contortionist? My word! The poses she got into up on the bar made the mind boggle.’ He nudges Lillian. ‘Do you remember, my dear?’


She doesn’t know the particular party the man is referring to – presumably it took place before her time, when the first Mrs Oberon helped to arrange Charles’s soirées – but she smiles politely.


‘I’ve always loved coming here,’ the man continues. ‘Everywhere you look there’s something wonderful to admire. That husband of yours does have extraordinary taste.’


‘Yes,’ murmurs Lillian, glancing around at the huge pedestal arrangements of roses and peonies, the flickering silver candelabra and the peacock ice sculptures now melting slowly in the unusually warm May air. ‘He does.’


‘We heard you hadn’t been well. Are you feeling better, dear?’ It’s the wife, peering beady-eyed at her over a champagne glass.


‘Yes, thank you.’


‘There has been a nasty influenza going around. You can’t be too careful. I’m sure Charles is very … cautious … after poor Evelyn. He must want to keep you wrapped up in cotton wool.’


‘Oh yes,’ says Lillian with a small laugh, ‘he is very careful.’ She can’t help her quick glance at the portrait of the late Mrs Oberon, hanging over the fireplace, her narrow shoulders swathed in pink satin, her pale, round face and hazel eyes gazing out over the proceedings with a look of serene acceptance.


Feeling a tug at her dress, Lillian looks down and sees Albie standing at her side. ‘Hello.’ The boy’s face is white with tiredness, his amber eyes wide like saucers.


‘I’m bored,’ he whispers.


She bends down and puts her mouth to his ear. ‘I’ll tell you a secret. Me too.’


‘Will you play with me?’


She smiles at him. ‘I wish I could. Tell you what … go and find me something beautiful … a feather … a flower.’


He smiles and nods in understanding. It is their little game, a treasure hunt, where the only rule is that whatever he finds must be from the natural world. Nothing artificial or man-made. He darts through the open doors onto the terrace and is gone.


‘Such a shame,’ says Barbara in an affected tone. ‘He must miss his mother terribly.’


A waiter materialises with a tray of devils-on-horseback and the couple fall upon them with gusto. Lillian watches the shiny, pink meat disappearing into the man’s gaping mouth. She has no appetite and only half-listens as the conversation moves on around her, her eyes drifting back to the portrait of Evelyn Oberon. Was this how it was for her, she wonders? Did she relish these evenings of Charles’s? Was she the life and soul of the party, or did she bear them, like her, with stoic resolve?


Ignoring the bluster of the man still ranting at her side, her ears attune to the rising babble coming from the terrace. She hears the jazz music, the popping of champagne corks, the exclamations of old friends greeting each other and exchanging news and jokes and innuendo. Judging by the crescendo, they are reaching that point in the evening when inhibitions fade with the setting sun. A laughing woman clutching a bottle of champagne balances precariously on the edge of the oriental fountain, the train of her evening dress trailing through the water as her companions encourage her on her perilous circle around the wall. Couples dance beneath the Chinese lanterns like moths drawn to the light. All is movement and dizzying colour.


Beads of sweat prickle on her back. She puts a hand to her temple and feels her pulse beating beneath her fingers. ‘Will you excuse me?’ she says to no one in particular. ‘I think I need a little air.’


She leaves through the open French doors and makes for a spot at the far end of the terrace, where the balustrade is cast almost in darkness. It is a relief to escape to the shadows and lean against the cool stone, gazing out into the torch-lit gardens. The black silhouette of a peacock flutters up into a tree, retreating to its nest for the night. High above her head the stars seem to fizz and dance in the sky. She attempts to run a finger beneath the pearl choker round her neck and wishes she could take the damn thing off.


‘Are you feeling all right, Madam?’


She turns to find Bentham standing behind her, hands clasped at his back, his solemn, unblinking gaze fixed, as usual, just a fraction from her face; looking but not looking. ‘Yes, I’m fine, thank you.’


‘Mr Oberon thought you might need—’


‘I’m fine,’ she says again, more firmly, and the butler gives a stiff nod.


‘Of course.’


Lillian softens slightly. ‘Aren’t you ever off duty, Bentham? You should relax a little.’ She waves her glass at him.


Bentham shakes his head, his eyes still not quite meeting hers. ‘It’s an important night for Mister Oberon. All hands to the pump.’


‘Yes, quite. Silly me.’ She turns and looks out over the gardens. ‘We must all do our duty,’ she adds with a sigh.


He nods and Lillian listens to him walk away, that distinct, stiff-legged gait as he moves across the terrace. Grateful to be alone again, she turns and leans over the balustrade, gazing out across the lawn to where a group of guests cavort in the shadows, the men’s white dress shirts and their drunken whoops giving them away in the darkness. They’re either playing croquet or chasing the last of the peacocks up into the trees. Perhaps both.


Lillian presses her hips against the cool stone and closes her eyes. Is any of this real, she wonders? Could she open her eyes and find herself back in Lucinda’s draughty house, rearranging the books in her library? Or sitting with her sister, Helena, on the stone bench overlooking her steep, winding garden? Or waking as a child in her bed in their old family home in Pimlico, to the sound of her parents moving in the house below? Could all of this be some surreal dream? She feels so lightly tethered to the world.


‘It’s a little early to be falling asleep,’ says a voice, soft and low, at her side.


Startled, she spins to face the man who seems to have materialised from nowhere.


‘By all accounts,’ he adds, ‘there are still hours of this to get through.’


She doesn’t recognise him. In the near-darkness his face is smooth like sculpted marble and his eyes shine almost black; his expression is hard to read – playful, perhaps – but it’s his choice of words that intrigues her most. ‘You’re not enjoying yourself?’ she asks.


The man shrugs and pulls a cigarette case from his tuxedo pocket. She accepts with a small nod of thanks and leans in to the flame he offers from his silver lighter. ‘I’m not much of a one for parties,’ he says simply and without apology. ‘All the small talk, the social grandstanding. I’m not very good at it.’


‘Then if you don’t mind me asking, why are you here?’


‘Turn down an invitation from Charles Oberon? I didn’t know such a thing was possible.’ The man smiles, his teeth glinting white in the shadows. ‘Besides, it arrived with the most intriguing note.’ He clamps his own cigarette between his lips as he reaches into his jacket pocket again and pulls out a stiff cream card, offering it to Lillian. In the dim light of the lanterns swaying overhead she reads the words scrawled in a corner of the invitation in her husband’s looping handwriting.


Do hope you’ll come. Bring a chum, if you like.


I have a proposition for you. We’ll discuss.


C. O.


It is so like Charles, she thinks. The assertive ‘we’ll discuss’, as though the matter of the man’s attendance had already been settled. ‘Did you?’ she asks, handing the invitation back.


‘Did I what?’


‘Bring a chum?’


‘No.’


Lillian studies the man, thinking she has the measure of him. With looks like that he’s bound to be a playboy. A ladies’ man. She exhales smoke out over the lawns, watching it fade into the darkness.


‘I heard there will be fireworks later. I thought I’d slope away after.’


‘Oh yes, the fireworks. Of course.’ She sighs. ‘Chinese lanterns, champagne fountains, peacocks, ice sculptures …’


‘… And a perfect full moon,’ he finishes for her.


Lillian glances up at the night sky.


‘Do you think he ordered it specially?’ he asks.


‘I have no doubt,’ she says drily, tapping ash from her cigarette onto the terrace floor. ‘So what do you think this “proposition” could be?’ she asks.


‘No idea. I’m still waiting for a moment with our gracious host.’ Something in his wry smile offsets the intensity in his eyes. Really, he is very handsome. ‘And in the meantime,’ he adds, with a sideways glance, ‘I have you.’


He is flirting with her; very gently, but definitely flirting and it’s at that moment that Lillian realises he must have no more idea of her identity than she has of his.


A loud cheer erupts out on the lawn. The man beside her turns his back on the antics in the gardens and gazes up at the house instead, the lights blazing from the windows illuminating the side of his face.


‘So, you’re telling me you know nobody here?’ she asks.


‘Not a soul.’


‘Perhaps I can help put that to rights.’ She spins back to face the terrace. ‘Let’s see … The lady there – the one performing the energetic can-can across the dance floor – is Mabel Grey, the West End actress. Have you heard of her?’


The man at her side shakes his head again.


‘Her friend, the blonde in the pink silk, is a celebrated fashion model – just back after a rather scandalous divorce from her American banker husband. She came out of it rather well, they say, which should please her new toy-boy lover. Over there, monopolising the cocktail shaker is Charles, of course, with his entourage. Men in high places,’ she says, exhaling a long stream of cigarette smoke. ‘Police. Politicians. Lawyers. High Court judges. Apparently, Anthony Eden himself might make an appearance later.’


‘Goodness! The Oberons are connected. Hardly a night for bad behaviour then,’ says the man at her side.


‘Oh, you’d be surprised,’ she says, glancing at him sideways before looking away, exhaling another stream of smoke out into the garden.


She really doesn’t know what has come over her. She’s had too much to drink. Or perhaps it’s the fact that he has no idea who she is that she finds appealing. Whatever the reason, she tells herself a little light flirtation with a handsome stranger is hardly the worst thing in the world. Charles is busy with his friends and having looked about the terrace, she can see far worse behaviour taking place. Far worse.


‘He seems to have the right idea,’ says the man, nodding to where a young boy in a dark suit lingers near a table of drinks, reaching out to surreptitiously swipe a half-empty glass of champagne before skulking away into the garden.


‘Oh dear,’ she sighs.


‘Charles Oberon’s son?’


‘Yes. That’s Albie.’


‘He looks like a little scamp. And where is Mrs Oberon? I haven’t met her yet either.’


Lillian hesitates. Her silly subterfuge has gone on long enough.


‘By all accounts,’ the man continues, lowering his voice, ‘she’s a timid thing. Rather sickly … forever taking to her bed. They say Charles Oberon was still grieving the death of his first wife when he married her.’


Lillian blushes furiously, grateful for the cover of darkness. ‘Well if that’s what they’re saying I suppose it must be true.’ She clears her throat. ‘So what is it that you do, Mister …?’ she asks, hastily changing the subject, suddenly horrified at the thought of revealing herself.


‘Fincher,’ he says. ‘Jack Fincher. I’m an artist,’ he adds, a hint of apology in his voice.


‘An artist?’ Lillian has not expected this reply. ‘Are you any good?’


The man gives a wry smile. ‘If I say “yes”, you will think me horribly conceited. And if I say “no”, you’ll probably vanish at the earliest possible opportunity and find someone far more interesting to talk to.’


‘You wouldn’t want me to vanish?’ she asks, once more surprised at her daring.


‘No,’ he says, holding her gaze. ‘I wouldn’t want you to vanish.’


There is a loud splashing sound from somewhere behind them. Raucous whoops rise up into the air, the fountain claiming its first victim of the night; but Lillian doesn’t turn around. She can’t seem to pull her gaze from the man standing before her. ‘So are you?’ she asks again, after a long moment. ‘Any good?’


He shrugs. ‘I’ve enjoyed a little success.’


‘Congratulations.’ Lillian toasts him with her champagne glass.


The man leans in, lowering his voice. ‘My suspicion is that Charles Oberon has invited me here to undertake a family portrait. Something for the wife’s birthday, perhaps?’


Lillian swallows. ‘Should I assume from your tone that you don’t like painting portraits?’


‘There aren’t many working artists who can afford to turn down a commission from a rich patron; but I prefer to paint what I feel – what inspires me. Painting portraits for the rich and privileged, so that they might hang another vanity object upon their walls … well, that sort of art doesn’t interest me much.’


Lillian is still staring at him, surprised at the man’s honesty, when a figure appears beside them. ‘Aha!’ says Charles, making them both start with his booming voice. ‘So this is where you’ve been hiding,’ he says, addressing Lillian. ‘I see you’ve met Mr Fincher?’


Lillian takes a step towards her husband, her heart fluttering at Charles’s sudden interruption. ‘Not formally,’ she says, wishing she could avoid the awkward revelation that she knows is imminent.


‘In that case allow me.’ He gestures at the artist. ‘Meet Jack Fincher, touted by The Times as one of the most exciting young artists working in Britain today.’


Jack shakes Charles’s outstretched hand, frowning. ‘You’re very kind.’


‘Oh come now, there’s no need for modesty. “A bold virtuoso of the new order”, isn’t that what the critics are calling you?’ Charles doesn’t seem to require an answer and carries on with the introductions. ‘Mr Fincher, allow me to introduce my wife, Lillian Oberon.’


If Jack Fincher is alarmed to learn Lillian’s identity he hides it well; the only sign of surprise is the high arch of one eyebrow as he takes her hand in his and says, ‘Mrs Oberon. It’s a pleasure.’


A smile plays on the artist’s lips. He holds her hand firmly, his fingers warm against her cool skin. At his touch, she feels the current of something pass between them and tries but fails to hold his gaze. She drops her hand.


‘I’m so glad you could join us this evening,’ continues Charles, his attention fixed on Fincher. ‘I’m a great admirer of your work. I’m already the proud owner of one of your earlier paintings. It hangs in pride of place in my study here.’ He turns to Lillian. ‘Somerset Glory. You know the one, don’t you, darling?’


Lillian nods, although truthfully she has no idea which painting he is referring to. Charles is forever bringing home some new object or curiosity to display around the house and his study is not a room she frequents often.


‘You trained at the Slade,’ continues Charles, keen to impress his knowledge upon them both, ‘then worked as a war artist.’


Jack Fincher nods, seemingly both flattered and a little embarrassed that his host should appear to know so much about him.


‘I served myself,’ says Charles. ‘Royal Artillery.’ He pauses for a moment then seems to gather himself. ‘I enjoy your work, Mr Fincher. There’s a playfulness to it … those glorious rural scenes with their hidden motifs … the dreamlike quality of your paintings. The trompe l’oeil. Very clever.’ Charles puffs contentedly on his cigar. ‘Yes, I enjoy it very much.’


Lillian stands silently at her husband’s side, feeling like a spare part. She wonders if she should slip away and leave them to their conversation, but as if sensing her discomfort, Charles reaches out and takes her hand, fixing her there.


The artist clears his throat. ‘Thank you. I haven’t been in your charming home long but I can see you’re quite a collector. Not just paintings but some … interesting antiques too?’


‘Yes, indeed,’ laughs Charles. ‘Porcelain, birds, furs, insects, furniture …’ he lets go of Lillian’s hand and slings his arm around her waist, pulling her closer, ‘… women. I can’t seem to help myself. I’m a fool for beauty. A family weakness. Would you believe,’ continues Charles, warming to his subject, ‘that my father started Oberon & Son with just two thousand pounds, leasing one small shop front on Bond Street? Others laughed at his ambition to create a fanciful “bazaar” right there in the capital, but he soon proved them wrong. I can still remember the day he sat me on his knee and told me, “Charles, my boy, in this life you have to set the fashions, not follow them.” He filled the shop with the weird and the wonderful – ornaments and fabrics, clothes and furnishings – and London couldn’t get enough of it. My father was a self-made man, and aren’t we all glad of it?’ he says, looking around with obvious satisfaction at the party unfolding around them.


Lillian tunes out of Charles’s soliloquy. She has heard his potted history of the late Max Oberon’s business success many times before. Instead, she watches the artist as he listens to her husband. In the dim light of the swaying Chinese lanterns, it’s hard to read his expression but once, as Charles’s gaze drifts out across the lawn, she sees his dark eyes slide across to her and wonders if she imagines the slightest twitch of a smile pulling at the corners of his mouth.


‘… Of course we now occupy premises five times the size. My father bought this house as his country retreat – a playground, he liked to call it.’ He twirls his moustache thoughtfully between his fingers. ‘We’ve been through some difficult times; the wars hit us hard, and my father’s passing was a terrible blow. But business is bouncing back. There’s an undeniable feeling of optimism, wouldn’t you say? The end of rationing … the rebuilding of the city … a young queen and a new prime minister. Here we are, 1955, and finally it feels as though we’re a country on the up again.’


‘I only have to look around at the evening you have so generously laid on to know that you’re right,’ says the artist.


Charles smiles, pleased by the compliment. ‘I’m glad you came, Mr Fincher,’ he continues, rubbing his hands together briskly, suddenly business-like. ‘You see, I’ve had a rather good idea and I think you might be just the man to help me with it.’


‘I’m intrigued,’ says Jack, turning to Lillian, as if to draw her back into the conversation; but Lillian remains silent. She has no idea what Charles is planning. This is her husband’s stage.


A waiter appears with champagne. Charles thrusts fresh glasses into their hands. Lillian can see the excitement building in his face – a little boy with a secret to spill. This, she knows, is her husband at his most appealing: Charles throwing his ideas out onto the breeze like paper planes, confident they will take flight.


‘My father had always intended for Cloudesley to be a home where we might store and enjoy our own private treasures,’ he continues. ‘And of course, what every great collection needs is the right space for display. I need a room dedicated to my most valuable artefacts, a place to show them off to their full advantage – perhaps even to the public.’


Jack is nodding politely, although Lillian can see he is confused. ‘It’s a good idea,’ he says, ‘though I’m not sure how I …’


‘The more I thought about it,’ says Charles, interrupting, ‘the more I realised just how wonderful the opportunity was. I want this collection room at Cloudesley to be as beautiful as the objects themselves. And,’ says Charles, pausing for dramatic effect, ‘I think you’re just the artist to create it for me.’ Charles leans back against the stone balustrade, looking pleased with himself.
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