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For my husband, Michael Brothwood, whom I will love until the 

moon falls from the sky and the stars no longer glitter.
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Prologue

The parties always started the same way.

When the nights deepened, swallowing daylight by the hour. When winter whispered its frozen song across the land. When the promise of snow could be tasted in the air.

Then, and only then, would the grand doors to the manor house on the cliff be flung open to the night.

The invitations bore no address. No notice was given in the nearby sleepy town. The date changed each year. And yet the glamorous and rich and curious would wander through those doors.

It began with a murmur of delicious excitement, a champagne-fizz of anticipation, a tickle of imagination. It took mere hours to spread to the city, ensnaring all who heard the rumours of a night like none other with a compulsion to witness it for themselves. It ended with dawn staining the sky like wine, leaving the revellers stunned at the realm of decadence into which they had stumbled.

And the very next day? Not a minute eclipsed between the last reveller dragging their feet through the doors before they shut, locking out the world once more.

The parties were a thing of legend. An extravagance borne out of lavish dreams and wondrous delight.

And sometimes, an obsession.








Part One

1922

‘The moment you doubt whether you can fly, you cease for ever to be able to do it.’

—J. M. BARRIE, Peter Pan








Chapter One

It was a late November night when the wind was blowing like Father Frost and the Thames was near frozen solid that Forster wondered if he had been cursed.

He had begun the day sitting in his kitchen sink. His sketchpad propped awkwardly upon one knee, he’d been attempting to capture the mellow sunshine seeping down into their basement window and setting the whisky glasses from last night aglow. Like melted butter. Only, halfway through committing ink to paper, the light had shifted, leading Forster to abandon his efforts. He’d started and grown bored of another five sketches until the late afternoon ushered in a deep darkness that suited his sense of ennui. Not long after, the little mantel clock had chimed six, reminding him of his longstanding evening walk with his flatmate, and he had hurried out into the bracing temperature.

November had whirled into London like a storm, frosting the spires and domes, and leaving Forster with a childlike longing for snow. This was heightened by the scent of roasted chestnuts drifting along the Embankment. He set off in search of the cart and parted with a few coins for a bag. The paper warmed his hands as he made his way to a bench overlooking the river. Beside him, the light from a solitary streetlamp puddled on the cobblestones as he stared out at the boats drifting past like his thoughts. They set the river aglow with their cosy lanternlight and he wished one would anchor. Perhaps he ought to learn how to sail? Then he could purchase a small boat that was in some disarray and spend time learning how to fix it, polishing it until it gleamed on the water like a pearl, and sleeping out on deck, watching the stars spattered over the roof of the world. But – what of his decision to dedicate his life to art? He’d spent the better part of this year attempting to search out a lone spark of inspiration, but the muses had turned their faces from him and his sketchbooks were filled with half-formed pictures. Perhaps he had been cursed by some hidden malevolence, leaving him destined never to finish them. Sometimes they became flesh and slipped into his nightmares. A woman that had no face, a city never finished, and a man that was not whole. These nightmares had intensified now he had entered the final year of his twenties last month. Twenty-nine. Another decade near completed without him making his mark on the world.

‘If you think any harder, your brain will catch fire,’ came a familiar voice.

Forster was lifted from his musings to find his flatmate, Marvin, standing beside him. ‘Do you ever feel dissatisfied with your life?’ Forster asked.

Marvin regarded him through murky blue eyes, the tip of his long nose turning a delicate pink as he exhaled a plume of frozen air. ‘What is it now? Penning the next great novel? Becoming a chef? Or—’ Marvin pinched a roast chestnut from the paper, twirling it in his fingers as if searching for inspiration. His gaze alighted on the river with a lick of mischief. ‘Or running away on a boat?’

‘Nothing of the sort,’ Forster lied, filling his mouth with another butter-soft chestnut that tasted like Christmas. He ignored the sudden whisper of temptation that echoed Marvin’s words, picturing himself painting with ingredients and writing recipes like poems. ‘I just seem to be suffering from a lack of inspiration lately, that’s all.’

Marvin’s sigh was deep, filled with the same bone-ache of tiredness Forster felt. ‘You and me both, old chap. Arthur dismissed every idea I proposed to him today. I need something brilliant to cover, something that will make him wish he hadn’t overlooked me. But every idea that comes to me, someone else has already thought of, written it better, had a closer source. I’m tired of chasing after scraps.’

Forster commiserated with him. The two men had first made each other’s acquaintance when Forster had relocated to London from his native Northampton and was in search of decent rooms with a flatmate that might stretch his stipend enough to live comfortably while he decided what he wished to do with his life. When he was younger, his dreams had been stuffed with a hundred possibilities, from wearing freshly starched uniforms with polished boots and marching into war fearlessly, to living amongst bohemians in Paris, painting scenes that would hang in gallery walls, to buying a grand manor and filling it with family who would smile each time he walked into a room. Now he had reached the final years of his twenties with a fresh sense of horror of what war truly entailed, though he had not been permitted to fight, and dozens of abandoned pastimes. With Forster being estranged from his flesh and blood relatives, Marvin was the closest thing to family he had. An old friend from Forster’s schooldays had made the necessary introductions between the pair last January. Almost two years ago, now. Marvin shared Forster’s deep-seated desire to make a name for himself and it hadn’t taken long for the would-be reporter and aspiring artist to strike up a firm friendship.

Now, as per their evening custom, the pair wandered down Embankment together. A thick fog had descended along the river and was slithering through the streets, winding around streetlamps and blotting out their flicker.

‘How frightfully gothic.’ Marvin pulled his thick woollen collar up, shivering under his pork pie hat that he fancied made him look like Buster Keaton, a regular man about town.

The Houses of Parliament loomed before them, imposing in their perpendicular Gothic style and decaying stonework. The pair were careful to maintain a little distance, lest another large stone crashed down from its walls, like one had a couple of years earlier from Victoria Tower. When Forster glanced up at the illuminated clock face, something white whispered past his ear. Too small and soft and light to be stone, he exclaimed, ‘Why, it’s snowing.’

Yet, like so many other times this year, Forster was wrong.

He took his hat off and squinted through the fog. Hundreds of paper twists were twirling through the air. Each one elegant as a swan. ‘They’re scrolls,’ he realised aloud. ‘Tied with ribbon.’

‘Well, don’t just stand there staring at them…catch one.’ Marvin held onto his hat and attempted to jump and take one but they fluttered away into the night, much to his frustration.

Forster laughed, reaching up and grasping one with very little effort. Marvin scowled, and gestured impatiently for him to read the contents. But Forster enjoyed curating little pockets of contentment within his days. He took his time untying the black ribbon, noting the softness of the velvet, before unrolling the parchment. The paper was thick, luxurious, his interest piqued. He read its contents aloud:

Second star to the right and straight on ’til morning.

‘How curious,’ he murmured to himself. ‘I wonder if they all bear the same quote.’ He began hunting down scrolls and untying them faster, ceasing when he’d read another four. They were all of a likeness. ‘What can this mean?’ he asked, turning to his flatmate. ‘Is it an advertisement for the play? Or novel? It’s been some time since I read Peter Pan…’ he trailed off.

Marvin was staring at a scroll, deep in thought and uncharacteristically silent. ‘Oh, I know exactly what this means.’






Chapter Two

‘I told you this would be good, old chap,’ Marvin crowed like the Lost Boy he was costumed as. Passing through the doors of the manor house, they were at once swept along in the tidal path of the crowd.

Forster craned his neck to take in the vaulted ceilings, where aerial artists glittered and dazzled in five-pointed star costumes, dancing high above. Now and then, one swung across a trapeze like a shooting star. ‘I still don’t understand how you found this. The scrolls didn’t have an address nor any other clue on them.’

Marvin leant closer. ‘Two years ago, I heard rumours of a party in a mysterious manor on a cliff. That the invitations had been painted onto shells that were discovered floating in all the fountains in London. They simply said, “Come to the Sea Queen’s Ball” but those were accompanied by an address. To this very manor.’

Forster was fascinated. ‘And people came?’

‘There were so many in attendance that last November, when the clue was stamped onto paper bags filled with gingerbread, given out from carts on Regent Street, there was no accompanying address. That was the first party I attended. Now, everybody who’s anybody will be seen here tonight.’ Marvin paused as a waiter painted in olive-green with a crocodile mask protruding from his face offered them a tray of cocktails. Marvin took two with a nod of thanks, presenting Forster with one of them. He accepted it, frowning. ‘Where was I when you came last year then?’

Marvin hesitated, and in a low whisper explained. ‘It was during all that business with your family.’

‘Ah.’ That familiar pain and regret surged up Forster’s throat, a visceral reaction he suffered each time that particular memory resurfaced. Diverting himself, Forster sipped from his glass. A palm leaf was secured around it with gold thread and a scrap of parchment dangling from the stem proclaimed that the golden confection was ‘fairy dust’. ‘But we only found the clue earlier this evening. How did everyone here learn this event is taking place tonight?’ As he raked his gaze through the crowds, he saw few faces he recognised despite Marvin having dragged him along to as many of the fashionable restaurants and clubs in London as he could wrangle an invitation to in the name of his career. The City Star was an up-and-coming tabloid that hungered to make a name for itself. As did half of London, it seemed. The war was over and fortunes were to be made. And celebrations wanted to dazzle. Perhaps if they shone bright enough, hard enough, they’d drown the shadowed trenches of their collective memory in light.

‘Whoever stumbles upon one of the clues ensures that the relevant people are told. Word spreads fast.’

‘Indeed,’ Forster commented, the crowds pressing tighter against them as people grew impatient to gain entry. ‘And who is responsible for these parties?’

One of Marvin’s shoulders rose in a half-hearted shrug, his attention already wandering onto a cluster of fairies nearby, their wings shimmering as an arctic breeze rippled through the hall. ‘Nobody knows. I heard that the first few parties were smaller gatherings that started sometime during the war but you know what it’s like, half the people claim one thing, others spin another story altogether. The whole affair is bound up in too much rumour to unravel. Anyhow, it’s high time you lose that serious countenance you’ve been sporting lately. Lighten up. Drink, dance, live. Tonight’s a night in a million, Forster.’ Marvin held his arms up high, spreading them with a battle cry as they entered the ballroom.

The crowds parted and Forster set eyes on the beating heart of the party. A large recreation of the Jolly Roger pirate ship sat in a champagne lagoon, drums beat wildly, jungle ferns clustered around the edges of the ballroom, hiding little huts where people congregated, and more stars swung across the ceiling. The sight rendered him speechless for a moment. In the space of a single, solitary night, Forster had been plucked from unrelenting boredom and dropped into a world that fizzed with magic. His heart beat harder, sending electricity coursing through his veins. He had been sleepwalking through his own life, a life that was a canvas devoid of colour, and at last, he had awoken to a dazzling reality.

‘A night in a million!’ Marvin downed the rest of his fairy dust and reached out for a fresh glass in one swoop, passing Forster a second glass, too.

Forster pushed up his glasses and drank deeply. Tonight, he would be one of the Lost Boys. His patched, ragged clothes and mud-green face paint would not be a costume but a reflection of his inner wildness. The cocktail was velvet-smooth with a hint of sweetness and some tropical fruit he could not identify, and the party roared louder after his glass was emptied. The air was humid inside, as if a patch of tropical rainforest had been smuggled into the manor. Tiny lights flitted through palm trees and, for a moment, Forster wondered if they were fairies, sprinkling their magic dust over the party and dissolving his worries, his fears. Setting him free. He exchanged a grin with Marvin.

Nothing captured the senses like this. Forster might have worried that he was dreaming had he never felt this alive before. Something buried deep within him was rousing itself, cracking an eye open after a deep slumber.

A Captain Hook shouted with laughter as a group of Lost Girls bound him in a net-trap dangling from a nearby palm and stole his hook. Ramshackle wooden rafts glided across the champagne lagoon towards the pirate ship, the deck of which formed the dance floor. And women and men in shimmering pixie wings darted by. Faint snatches of their conversation trailed after them:

‘Have you seen the host?’

‘No, where is he?’

‘I heard it was an obscenely rich heiress—’

‘Really? Someone informed me that it was a foreign prince—’

Outside, snow was falling. It had not been snowing in London but here, a mere hour’s drive away into the countryside, the world was held firmly in winter’s grasp. A thick blanket of white was now coating the grounds. Here, he was forever young. Peter Pan in the flesh.

Forster continued to wander through the party, pausing to watch a fire-eater write with flames – never grow up. I won’t, he thought to himself, seizing another cocktail. I shall live in this moment for an eternity, until the world ceases to bleed time and—

A pixie with wings dipped in moonlight thrust a parchment into his hands. ‘Good luck,’ she said, and winked at him.

It was a tea-stained pirate map with rugged edges. And x marked the spot. Forster let out a delighted laugh and began to follow it. He was soon joined in his quest by a fellow Lost Girl, whose warm brown face and honeyed eyes disguised a fierce competitive streak. They chased one another through the debauchery as the hour grew later and the fairy dust cocktails worked their magic, until Forster took a stumbling running jump onto one of the wooden rafts. It bobbed on the champagne lagoon, threatening to throw him off but he clung tight. The revellers on the neighbouring rafts cheered, dipping their emptied glasses into the fizzing lagoon to replenish them.

‘That was terribly ungallant of you.’ The Lost Girl laughed from the lagoon shore.

When Forster leant forward on his knees, he noticed a square at the centre of the raft was outlined. It was a trapdoor. With an exclamation, he opened it. ‘I do apologise,’ he called back, reaching into the little cubby hole. ‘But it seems that I was struck by gold fever.’ He held up the golden ingots he’d found.

The Lost Girl leapt into the champagne lagoon and waded over. Further investigations revealed that the ingots concealed thick dark chocolate beneath their golden trappings. A group of pixies abandoned another raft to swim in the lagoon, and, with a sound like an errant cannon firing, a firework shot up. It was joined by a second, then a third, until the ballroom turned incandescent and for a heartbeat, Forster quite believed he had fallen inside a magic potion.

As a grandfather clock chimed ever later, Forster drank and danced and danced and drank into the early hours. Spinning down from the ceiling in a costume that glittered brighter than the sun he glimpsed a fallen star, landing on the helm of the Jolly Roger as fireworks exploded behind her.

That was the last thing he remembered from the evening’s revelries.

[image: ]






Champagne flowed in lagoons, Peter Pans and Wendy Darlings clattered across the deck of the Jolly Roger, and Lost Girls in fur-lined capes brushed up against the secrets of the night. My manor was haunted with memories of youth and stolen kisses, a heart-shattering dream of an affair. For one brief spell of a night, the world lay before our feet, enchanting and hope-bright, sparkling with possibility.

And who was I?

I was a woman strung together with glitter and wishes. A midnight apparition, cast in the coldest winters. I would not be here tomorrow. But tonight I would drink champagne until my veins ran in golden, bubbling streams. I would dance until the ice in my heart melted. Kiss until my lips bruised. And I would live until it hurt.






Chapter Three

Four weeks later and Christmas had settled over London like a festive cape. The streets sparkled with strings of electric lights and each pocket of the city hummed with cheer. Wagons of evergreen trees were trundled into Covent Garden for sale, great sacks of Christmas mail arrived at Paddington station, and parents queued outside Gamages Department Store in Holborn for its Christmas Bazaar, to purchase toys and games that their little ones had wished for.

‘Where are we heading again?’ Forster rubbed a hand over his neck, easing the corkscrew of muscles that had tightened as he’d spent another day confronting a blank page, dreaming of fallen stars and a face that had shimmered in and out of his dreams like a mirage.

Marvin lit a Turkish cigarette. Its pack had been scented with Habanita, sweet and smoky with a bite of earthiness, as if they were standing in a souk in Morocco, admiring leather slippers and sunset-spices instead of strolling downstairs, into the underbelly of the city. Here, the air was hot and stale and alive with the rumbles of distant trains, hurtling through their warren of tunnels. With a start, Forster realised Marvin had been speaking for some time. ‘You saw the hold that party had on people last month,’ Marvin was saying. ‘People are drawn to excitement like that—’ he pointed with his cigarette ‘—and do you know why?’

‘Why?’ Forster wondered.

‘Because they’re as much interested in who might be attending as the event itself. Think about it, everyone’s shedding their inhibitions, spilling their souls over cocktails. All those dark little secrets coming out to play. It’s becoming more and more apparent that people are hungering for details of these events…no, for the details of the people that attend these events. I suppose it’s only natural; after all, that’s why the boxes in theatres face the audience rather than the stage.’

‘I suppose they’re like the gods of modern society.’ Forster considered if that could be a potent painting before dismissing the notion. ‘So, what are you suggesting? Becoming a well-placed confidant to the rich and famous? That’s bold, even for you, and would evaporate the instant you wrote about them in the paper. Besides, I thought you were more interested in covering politics? Why this sudden sidestep?’

A train screeched to a halt and they boarded, leaning closer together to continue their conversation.

Marvin’s tone turned to exasperation. ‘The paper seems to be moving away from its political roots. The way it’s headed, I’d be better served becoming a society columnist while I establish my name. I’ll garner morsels of gossip from well-placed sources and attend fashionable society events to write them up. It’ll be a mutually beneficial arrangement, I’ll choose those that crave the spotlight, until I can work my way up enough to write what I truly care about.’

Forster nodded. ‘That sounds like an agreeable solution to me.’ Although he was glad Marvin had a clear path, he couldn’t help but be envious of his sense of purpose and certainty. The party had stirred something deep within Forster and he had hoped it would mark a shift in direction for him. Inspiration. The first page of a new story. Alas, he had been naive. Since leaving the party, his life had been reduced to its monochrome palette and not a single of his canvasses bore a streak of the wild, bright colour he longed to saturate his life with. ‘Then tonight’s mission has a purpose to serve?’

‘Mary Pickford and Douglas Fairbanks almost caused a riot amongst their fans when they were spotted in the city last week,’ Marvin whispered excitedly. ‘I happen to have it on good authority that the couple plans to make an appearance at Rector’s Club tonight.’

They disembarked at Tottenham Court Road, where Rose was leaning against a lamppost, awaiting them. The pair had first made the acquaintance of the self-proclaimed society beauty at a charity fundraiser in Claridge’s ballroom that the paper had sent Marvin to cover last year. Rose Wright was charmingly fun and always keen for a night out. She surveyed them both with wide amber eyes, her chocolate-coloured hair fashionably pinned up. Marvin’s gaze dipped to take in her robe de style dress in a shade of sultry indigo that Forster longed to bottle.

Rose gave them a pretty smile. ‘I’m glad you like it,’ she said as she spun around, giving the ballgown skirt of her dress enough shape that a strong gust might have lifted her into the air and up above the rooftops of London. ‘I cabled for it from Paris and it arrived today, can you believe; such perfect timing.’ Her smile widened and she held out both of her arms. Forster and Marvin took one arm each and escorted her inside the nightclub.

They claimed a little table with a starched white tablecloth, tucked into a corner at the back. The band was raucous and brassy – jazz, Forster suddenly realised. It had recently arrived in London’s nightclubs from the sultry American South, by way of the speakeasies of New York and Chicago. He craned his neck to watch them play but their table was at a disadvantaged position. ‘All the better to observe,’ Marvin informed them with a sly twinkle. ‘People always look forwards; they never suppose that someone might be watching them from behind.’

‘How positively thrilling, darling, it’s like we’re secret agents.’ Rose giggled and adjusted her hair. ‘Shall we order some drinks?’

Marvin lurched to his feet. ‘I’ll fetch them. What would you like?’

Forster hid a smile. Marvin’s admiring glances at Rose were becoming more transparent this winter and he could not decide if Rose was simply oblivious to them or playing coy.

Two rounds of gin cobblers later and they were out of their seats and dancing. But for Forster, it held none of the crackle of electricity that the night of the party had brought him. He returned to their table, sinking deeper into melancholia. Soon it would be Christmas. Another one to spend in Marvin’s company since matters with his own family had come to a head the previous year. Estranged. The process in which your closest kin became a stranger to you. And then there were the other, worse thoughts. The ones that once dwelled on, filled him with pain until he near suffocated.

He was lost in his own life.

His maudlin thoughts were interrupted by Marvin pushing another cocktail into his hand. ‘Forget them—’ he leant closer over the table, speaking over the swelling jazz ‘—you’re worth a hundred of them and if they can’t see you for who you are, then more fool them. You deserve better.’

Forster’s throat filled. ‘Thank you.’ He took a long drink then gestured with his glass at the dance floor, where Rose was tossing her hair and shimmying. ‘Have you set eyes on the famous couple yet?’

‘No. It seems my source was incorrect. Or maybe they had a change of plans. But it’s of no consequence; sooner or later I’ll dig up something to write about.’

Forster nodded, his eyes glazing over. Perhaps he should have stayed home, painting festive scenes of London he could sell on the streets. Of cosy Georgian houses with wreaths on their red-painted doors, windows beaming light onto passers-by. Of children pressing their hands and noses against toyshops to better see inside, and chubby robins perched in frosted trees. Yet deep down, in that dark place where the only sound was the beating of his heart, Forster knew he would have done nothing of the sort. No, he would have stayed home and hurried to sleep so that he might dream of that night again. Of glittering stars and champagne lagoons and the wild beat of the drums. Of a night where it did not matter that he was a Lost Boy, where his directionless amblings were celebrated and occasionally rewarded with a treasure map to follow. Of a night touched with magic that had lingered on, seeping into his waking thoughts until he was haunted.

For perhaps in one of those dreams, he would remember her face.






Part Two

1923–1924

‘But magic must hurry on, and the lovers remain…’

—F. SCOTT FITZGERALD, The Beautiful and Damned








Chapter Four

Rose tapped her cigarette holder out of the window at the same time as she wrenched the wheel to one side, veering around a thin, curved lane.

‘Steady on, woman.’ Marvin held onto his fedora as he was flung across the backseat. Forster, sitting beside Rose at the front, laughed.

Rose winked at Marvin in the mirror. ‘Sorry, fellows, I drive like I drink.’

Forster was glad to escape London. Autumn had arrived, gilding the world overnight. Here, in the countryside, the trees bloomed in gold and the air tasted like wild berries. Forster gulped down deep breaths of it, closing his eyes as the breeze streamed through his smoothed-back curls. It was perhaps too chilly to drive with the top of Rose’s Model T down but the glorious crisp apple of a day had proved too irresistible not to. A steamer trunk of necessities for Forster’s upcoming birthday celebrations was strapped to the back of the motor. Alongside a picnic basket from Fortnum & Mason that Rose had forbidden them to peek inside. Marvin had sat beside it on the pretence of guarding it but now and then the scent of a French boulangerie crept out, and Forster harboured suspicions that Marvin was sneaking a bite.

A line of trees appeared. A thick wall of forest that Rose slowed to enter. Painted with autumn’s fiery palette, the leaves were agleam in burnt orange, saffron yellow, and russet red. The air turned thicker, mossier. Time seemed to slow and if it wasn’t for the motor chuntering along the dirt road, seeking to enter the forest’s secret beating heart, Forster would have sworn they had slipped through some crack in time. Fallen into an ancient world. The canopy grew thicker, ferns brushing against the wheels, the day darkening. The breeze showed its teeth and Forster shivered, pulling his woollen jacket tighter around himself to ward off its nips. ‘Where are we again?’ he asked. Rose beamed at him and he winced as she looked away from the road. ‘Watch out for that fallen trunk,’ he added in a hurry.

Rose was unaffected as ever and swerved violently. ‘Dreadfully macabre, isn’t it? Just wait until you see it for the first time. We should be there any minute now— Ah. There it is.’

At the end of a sweeping driveway stood the old hunting lodge that belonged to the Wright family.

Marvin leant forwards from the back, slinging an arm over the top of Forster’s seat as both men took in the estate. Eighteenth-century redbrick with three ogee gables that rose from the surrounding trees like turrets from a fairy-tale castle. The forest had crept closer over the centuries and now seemed on the verge of gobbling up the lodge altogether; thick roots wandered over the cracked courtyard and branches tapped against windowpanes.

‘It’s the perfect spot for our celebratory weekend,’ Rose declared. ‘We shall have the entire place to ourselves and it’s as deliciously melancholy as our own dear Forster.’ She blew him a kiss and Marvin snorted.

‘Let’s take a look inside.’ Forster jumped out, heaving down the steamer trunk, leaving Marvin to tug the roof back over the Ford and carry the picnic hamper.

Inside, the lodge was smaller than Forster had been expecting, and colder, as if a spirit was lurking within the crumbling stone walls. Rose set about lighting candles as Forster wandered about, admiring the dark-green painted walls and old-fashioned framed pictures. ‘It’s filled with character,’ he told Rose, wondering if he ought to have brought his sketchbook. He had so seldom finished a piece this year that his sketchbook was becoming a relic, haunting him from his bedside table with its untouched pages as Forster frittered the days away until he had suddenly realised the year was near over. And tomorrow morning, when he awoke, he would be thirty. ‘Thirty, with nothing to show for it,’ he had complained to Marvin only last week. That had been the catalyst for his and Rose’s scheming. Forster had let them whisper their plans together, hoping that he’d at least get a bottle of decent champagne out of it. He hadn’t expected the hunting lodge and ensuing excitement from the pair of them, and for the first time this year, his interest stirred. Good friends were like starlight on the blackest nights, filling his heart with gratitude.

‘You haven’t seen the best part yet,’ Rose announced when Marvin joined them. She flitted away, her crimson ribbon sash trailing along a dim corridor and up several winding staircases, their steps worn smooth with age. Up to the highest point, where the lodge fell away to ruins and suddenly Forster was standing at the top of the forest, the sky above him molten fire. A glorious autumnal sunset. ‘Surprise!’ Rose clapped her hands together. ‘We shall dine up here and toast the last night of your twenties.’

In a flight of fancy, they dressed in warm pyjamas and top hats before sitting down on a carpet to eat thick slices of bread with equally thick slices of salted butter, sharp aged cheddar and creamy Somerset brie, tomatoes with herbed stuffing followed by a large golden apple tart with lashings of clotted cream. They washed it all down with bottles of vintage champagne until the sky was black. Forster lay back, nursing his glass as he traced the constellations, each star jewel-bright from their perch in the treetops.

‘I wish I could dance among the stars.’ Rose’s sigh was affected; she often took pains to represent herself as romantic, frivolous yet wise, and Forster adored her for it. Her personality was as cultivated as the aesthetics of his unfinished pieces but beneath it all beat the kindest, truest heart he’d ever encountered.

Marvin offered a hand but she flapped it away. ‘Oh no, darling, I’ve eaten far too much to prance about a rooftop. What if I fell to my death?’

‘Then you will have to haunt me forever lest I miss you too much.’ Marvin spread his arms dramatically as Rose’s eyes widened with delight and Forster almost choked on his champagne.

‘Do you believe in those kinds of preternatural phenomena?’ Forster asked. ‘Spirits, I mean.’ An image of his father’s war grave rose, unbidden, before he banished it. He wondered if his mother had remembered it was his birthday tomorrow. If he would be in her thoughts. If he still held a place in her heart. He drank deeper into his glass, hoping the bubbles would erode the lump in his throat as he pictured her face, twisted with cruelty and grief as she had turned against him all those months ago. It had been a slow hardening, culminating in a cruel blow he still had not recovered from. Perhaps he never would. Her words had injured the deepest, softest parts of himself, her betrayal seeping into his very soul. He set his glass down with a trembling hand, forcing himself to push those memories to the back of his mind and focus on what Rose was saying.

‘My dear friend Letitia visited a medium last month and she was positively convinced she heard her late brother’s voice speaking from the medium’s mouth.’ Rose sat up and poured herself another glass.

‘Charlatans, the lot of them.’ Marvin swept the champagne away from Rose to refill his own glass and top up Forster’s.

Rose sipped thoughtfully. ‘I’m not so certain, Marvin. She hadn’t told this woman one jot of information about poor David; how would the medium have known to start speaking in a west country accent?’

‘Perhaps she heard Letitia speak and hazarded a guess,’ Marvin said wryly.

Forster looked back to the stars. ‘Sometimes I feel like there has to be more.’ He was tired of waiting for something to happen, of not being where he’d always assumed he would be by this point.

‘Feeling morose about the big birthday, old chap?’ Marvin nudged him. ‘It’s not as bad as you think, just look at me, thirty-two and as handsome as ever!’

Rose laughed and Forster smiled. Marvin and Rose were the family he had chosen, the family that had insisted on celebrating this milestone and supported him fiercely, no matter which way the wind blew his thoughts.

On the turn of midnight, Rose produced a lavish cake. Chocolate cream with three candles that flickered like tiny fireworks. When Forster blew them out, she and Marvin cheered. ‘Now make a wish, darling,’ she instructed.

Forster watched the smoke curl into the velvet night. The champagne was fizzing through his veins, making him float through the night as if he were on the back of one of the moths that flitted by, with feather-light wings and not a care in the world. It was October and he’d spent nearly an entire year dreaming of a face he couldn’t quite remember, from a single night that had happened eleven months ago that he couldn’t let go of. And he did not know why.

Deep in a forest, under a star-swollen witching hour, Forster turned thirty, wondering if he’d been bespelled. He closed his eyes and thought of the wish he’d just made – to see that face again.






Chapter Five

November was a strange month. As the anniversary of the party grew near then passed, Forster became increasingly restless. Each day, at the point when the afternoon yawned and tipped into evening and the streetlamps were lit, he ventured out into the streets of London for a walk. To begin with, Marvin had found it a fine game, keen to find the first invitation of the year, to be the ones who would spread the word, who would arrive first. As the third week of November drizzled by, then the fourth, he soon begged off their customary walk as the Society calendar of events began to request his attendance more often.

But Forster continued to wander the canals and fountains, the streets and parks. Repeating the stories he’d heard of previous invitations like an old legend. One that, if he only repeated enough, would come true. Shells floating along fountains, paper bags sold from gingerbread carts, and the scrolls falling from Big Ben which they had stumbled across themselves. Perhaps there were even earlier clues, for smaller affairs that he had not yet heard of. Each evening he did not give up his pursuit until the darkness grew so thick you could cut it with a knife and it was evident no invitation would appear. Then, he would hurry home, often around the same time as Marvin had returned from some party or club opening, to see Marvin’s shake of his head. No. No news tonight.

‘So, it’s not an annual event then,’ Forster had said on the final day of the month. ‘It doesn’t mark November in any way.’

‘No,’ Marvin had replied, frowning at their calendar. ‘It doesn’t seem that way.’

November exited much as it had arrived; with rain that trickled down their windowpanes, the sky an unending sea of grey.

But on the first of December, the world froze over.

Frost crunched underfoot like sugar, painting beautiful patterns on leaves and grass, and feathering everyone’s breath. It was a cut-glass day. Sharp and clear. And though it was a Saturday, both Rose and Marvin were free to accompany Forster on his daily wandering that eve. They were ambling around St James’s Park Lake, searching for clues and members of the resident colony of pelicans as it grew dark. The trees, which had been looking rather bare and spindly of late, were iced in white, and the old royal park seemed to be holding its breath, awaiting the first snowfall.

‘If we walk any further, I’m going to need sustenance,’ Rose was complaining when Forster noticed a little kiosk selling pink champagne, tucked beneath a fig tree.

‘Allow me.’ Marvin jogged over to buy one for Rose as she and Forster continued their slow stroll along the perimeter of the lake.

‘Are you ever going to put him out of his misery?’ Forster’s glance at Rose was replete with meaning.

Rose plucked at the fur cuffs on her coat. Sapphire-blue, it was the latest fashion with a side wrap and dropped, belted waist. Falling to her calves, it revealed her laced boots and was altogether fetching with her peach complexion and amber eyes. It had not escaped Forster’s notice that Marvin’s gaze had lingered on her several times this evening already.

Rose turned coy. ‘Whatever are you referring to?’

‘Don’t play games, Rose, not with him.’ Forster turned to her, lowering his voice. ‘He’s in serious danger of losing his heart to you.’

She softened. ‘I know.’

Forster looked at her, at her pinkened cheeks, her gaze that evaded his, her fidgeting fingers, and could not tell in which direction her feelings lay. Before their confidence might deepen, it began to snow.

‘Oh,’ Rose said softly as she and Forster looked to the skies. As they had walked, it had clouded over, and endless flurries of snow were descending upon them. Forster grinned at Rose, something about snow always made him feel like he was seven years old again, waking up on Christmas morning and rushing to peer out the window.

Marvin returned with three saucers. ‘They were giving them out for free.’ He shrugged, handing one to Rose.

Rose’s answering smile was tender, sweet, and Marvin’s grin widened to see it. Forster’s black leather gloves squeaked against the glass as he drank his, granting the pair a little privacy by turning and leaning against a lamppost to watch the water darken like wet silk. Night fell earlier day by day as they plummeted towards the winter solstice.

‘Oh.’ Rose suddenly soured. ‘I think this is the temperance movement at work again.’ She showed the men the bottom of her glass. There was a tiny masquerade mask there and on it, a single word was engraved. Damned.

Marvin launched into a diatribe against the movement but Forster didn’t hear a word of it. Something was tickling his heart, his soul flaring alive with hope and he just knew. Tossing his champagne into the lake, he looked for the mask at the bottom of his glass. And just like he knew it would be, there it was. His was inscribed with: Beautiful. Forster laughed and laughed and the other two stared at him with not a little concern. ‘I shall go on shining as a brilliantly meaningless figure in a meaningless world,’ he quoted, watching the knowledge dawn on Rose’s face.

‘The Beautiful and Damned,’ she gasped with realisation.

Marvin squinted at his own glass. ‘Whatever did they put in these?’

Rose laughed too then. ‘You silly fool, we’ve happened upon this year’s clue! Don’t you ever read?’ she teased.

Marvin swatted at her but she paid him no attention, absorbed in re-examining her glass. ‘The mask must be a clue, too. I believe we’re to conceal our identities. A masquerade party, what fun.’

But Forster was now gazing at the frosted night. At the first snowfall of the season. ‘Marvin, it was snowing in Wuthercliffe when we found those scrolls falling from Big Ben last year.’

Marvin frowned in thought. ‘Yes—’

‘We were wrong!’ Forster exclaimed. ‘The parties were never at the same time each year, that’s why it wasn’t in November again. The invitations appear when the snow falls. The party marks the start of winter.’ Now that he’d been struck by the realisation, Forster didn’t know how he hadn’t seen it before. Of course such a bewitching event would not follow the calendar but be beholden to the turn of the seasons and the wild magic of the first snowfall.

‘How curious,’ Marvin began. ‘Perhaps they’re intended as a diversion from the cold, dark nights setting in.’

‘Let’s not deliberate on all that now, we need to get ready,’ Rose said, her patience melting away. She started marching back along the path they’d come from. ‘This is going to be positively decadent and I’ll be damned if we don’t dress the part.’






Chapter Six

Just as he had wished for, Forster entered the doors of the manor house once more. Tonight, it was dripping with strings of electric lights and filled with jazz, the night rich with the promise of a bustling dance floor and brassy music.

Masks spilled out of tall vases set along the sides of the hall, a couturier’s delight in silks and satins, glittering with sequins and bursting with colour. A thousand tales yet to be told. Thanks to Rose, their trio had arrived already masked. Beside him, Marvin’s murky blue eyes peered out of his russet fox mask, his whiskered mouth twitching as he plucked a saucer of champagne from a passing waiter’s tray. It gleamed and bubbled, as golden as the waiter’s mask. Rose had favoured her namesake, her face blooming in delicate pink petals. Forster waved off her offer of champagne in favour of retaining a clear head this year. Not only did he wish to sketch some of the finer details before they eluded him in the morning – the moon-shine of pearls gracing a slender neck, snow whispering past the leaded windows, lights that twinkled like a thousand stars – he wanted to find her. The face that had been resigned to his dreams. Forster frowned beneath his midnight satin mask. He adjusted its fit around his round, black-rimmed glasses to disguise the worry he wore on his face. Everyone was masked. It dawned on him that he might not remember her face if it was hidden from view. His heart matched the erratic beat of the jazz as all of his wishing and wondering fell away. Leaving only the truth: she might not be here tonight.

‘Are you feeling quite well, darling?’ Rose laid a concerned hand on his arm.

Forster nodded, forcing a smile as they were granted access to the ballroom. Here, the masquerade ball was in full swing. Jesters danced the foxtrot with cats, a trio of butterflies flitted by in turquoise and violet chiffon beaded dresses, their arms bare, silk shawls slipping down their shoulders as they moved to the rhythm of that sultry jazz. One would never have known that outside, snow painted the world white.

‘Oh, how marvellous. Look.’ Rose’s hand tightened on Forster’s arm as she glanced up. Tonight, the vaulted ceiling played host to a beautiful garden. Manicured hedges, flowering bushes, and ornamental trees flourished above them. Performers in angel wings perched on branches, pouring down champagne as people flocked to catch the sparkling drops in their glasses and mouths below.

With a theatrical flourish, an angel suddenly plummeted from his branch. Rose gasped and Forster’s heart stuttered. Before the angel hit the marble, he spread his wings, revealing the wires that slowed his fall until he was standing in the ballroom. Those same wires ripped the wings from his back as the angel smiled wickedly at the guests congregating around him, slipped on a pair of horns, and started to dance. Forster snorted with amusement.

‘I say let’s join him.’ Marvin downed his champagne in one and backed into a gaggle of dancing girls, their ostrich feather headdresses prancing in tune to the music. ‘Come, Rose, let’s dance.’

Rose’s laugh fluttered out of her. She followed him, blowing a kiss to Forster. ‘Don’t forget to have some fun,’ she called out as Marvin ushered her into the fray. They were swept from sight by a melee of feathers belonging to masked revellers and towers of champagne saucers that flowed like fountains.

Before Forster could remove himself from the scene, silken-gloved fingers ensnared his arm. ‘Dance with me.’ The golden-haired flapper standing before him lifted a perfectly plucked eyebrow above her mask. A challenge.

Forster ruminated on the sketchpad tucked in his jacket pocket. Both he and Marvin had attended this party with the sole purpose of stealing its secrets. While Marvin was determined to hunt down a juicy scoop, Forster craved something deeper, truer. He longed to capture its essence, distil the night’s magic into graphite. This night could be the key to unlocking his imagination. But the flapper took his silence as acquiescence, leading him to the centre of the crowd, where dancers moved as one to the jazz flooding their veins like honey. His feet moved before his mind, caught up in the foxtrot. The golden-haired flapper grinned at him as they danced, her filigreed lace mask wound around hazel eyes, her mouth a bright slash of scarlet. She wore a pair of gossamer wings in dusky lavender that fluttered like petals. As he bent to ask her name, he caught a glimpse of Marvin’s russet-brown mask, his crude gesture of approval. It twisted something inside his stomach, spiked his thoughts with guilt. For deep within Forster’s chest beat the heart of a romantic. ‘Do excuse me,’ he demurred, taking his leave. He filtered across the ballroom, silently searching for her. Tonight he would allow nothing to distract him from his quest.

Past the women dancing inside oversized champagne saucers, past a fountain of melted chocolate that people were dipping hothouse strawberries into and feeding each other, he heard the whispers:

‘I hear she’s the lost Russian Grand Duchess.’ One flapper sighed.

‘No, she’s an heiress that was set to marry one winter before her love tragically perished,’ another said, running her fingers dreamily through her pearls.

‘You’re both wrong,’ a third, dressed in a ripple of emerald silk, announced. ‘Someone informed me that she was merely hired to perform a role, that the entire event is a charade.’

Forster ignored them and kept walking. Yet still, the gossip wound through the party, a ribbon that kept unravelling.

‘Well, I heard that the previous owners of this manor died, leaving it to be inherited by their second cousin, who never visits though they pay for a custodian – perhaps that’s who your mysterious ballerina is,’ a woman with
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