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Part One








Chapter One

The Diamond Earring

The girl climbs carefully down the chute, the flats of her palms pressed against the shiny metal. She knows from experience that she must hold her muscles taut, that she cannot give in to the ache along her shoulders. She is confident that the laundry has not yet been emptied, but still, she shimmies down a foot or two more, before drawing in her hands and knees, and she plummets.

In that moment of weightlessness, as her body plunges down, thoughts flash through her mind. How far is the drop? How hard the ground?

And then she lands with a soft thud, her body enveloped in dirty laundry. The tang of illness rises up from the sheets and blankets. She can smell the iron smack of blood, the saccharine sweetness of days-old perfume. Something sharp is pressing against her palm, and she looks down to see a golden glimmer, half hidden in the sheets. With nimble fingers, she picks it up, and pushes open the hatch. A spear of light filters into the chute.

It is a diamond earring. It glitters like treasure, and the girl pockets it.

She puts her ear to the crack, listening hard. She can hear the thrum of the boiler and far off, the chugging ventilation fan. But that is all. There is no one here now. They are all fast asleep.

Climbing out of the chute, she plants her bare feet silently on the cold, tiled floor, her skin beneath the nightdress twitching with excitement. The whole of the house lies ahead, expectant like a held breath, as if it has been waiting just for her.






Chapter Two

Agnes peered through the steam engine’s smoke, narrowing her eyes against the sting of smuts as she searched the skyline. The land around them had been flat and dull for some time, with only occasional glimpses of the sea to their right. But now she could see the beginnings of a hill rising gently on their left, and an unknown feeling began to stir inside her.

There! Between the trees like a magician’s illusion, the flash of a house, the gleam of a lake. And then it was gone.

The steady rhythm of the train began to ease, and as she drew her head in through the window, a tick of excitement careered through her body. They were nearly there.

She sat back down in the carriage, her stomach roiling with nerves. Would the place be as she had imagined? Would he be as she remembered?

As if she sensed her thoughts, her mother leant towards her, wiping a smut from Agnes’s cheek, her hand lingering on her face briefly. Mother hadn’t said a word since the ship had departed Calais and seasickness had ravaged through her illness-weakened body. This silence worried Agnes. Through the window, she glimpsed the flat, grey line of the sea again, like a thin, unsmiling mouth, so dissimilar to the dazzling blue ocean they had so recently left behind in the South of France. She shivered, struggling to adjust to the change in temperature. She had forgotten how much cooler England was in the summer.

As the locomotive came to a stop in a cloud of hissing steam, Agnes took a handkerchief from her carpet bag and dabbed it across her mother’s forehead. Outside, they could hear doors opening and people calling.

‘Come on, Mother. It looks like we’ve arrived.’

Her mother’s eyelids fluttered like butterfly wings.

‘It’s all right,’ Agnes said, taking her hand. ‘I’m nervous too.’

On the platform, a chauffeur greeted them with a doff of his cap. She was surprised to see a white mask covering his mouth and tied behind his ears.

‘Mrs Fairhaven?’ he said.

It took her a moment to realise he was talking to her. She had only been Mrs Fairhaven for a matter of weeks, and as yet, no one had addressed her as such. Another thing she was going to have to get used to. She was a wife now, with a husband. Agnes tasted the word. It was so new on her tongue that it almost stung, a painful pleasure that hinted unnervingly of things to come.

As she bent to lift their cases, the man shooed her away. He hefted them up, propping her faithful old carpet bag on top, and led the women with a brisk step out of the station. She felt her mother’s fragile arm link through hers, and they followed at a more hesitant pace through the gate and towards a huge motor car, a mass of chrome and curves and gleaming green paint.

‘That’s not for us, surely?’ Agnes said.

‘I can assure you it is, madam,’ the chauffeur replied, his voice muffled by the cotton over his mouth, stowing the suitcases and opening the door for them.

Agnes helped her mother fold her thin frame into the car, and slid in next to her. The interior was shaded and airy. She leant back against the plush grey leather, cool against the cotton of her blouse. The car smelled expensive, like a perfumier’s shop she’d once visited in France. The subtle scent of leather laced with fresh air, and something sweet-smelling that she couldn’t put her finger on. She looked around for its source, and spied a small vase suspended from the car’s ceiling containing a single white lily. All of a sudden, she felt far too soiled and unfashionable to be in such an extravagant, sumptuous vehicle.

Was this to be her life now? Being driven by chauffeur and referred to as ‘madam’? Back in France, Christian had shown her a photograph of Hedoné House, nestled high on a lone hill set back from the Norfolk coast. It was a beautiful building, the intricate structure of balconies and verandas strung across it like a necklace. There was a lake at the front, she recalled, mirror-still, the house and the grounds encased in a circle of pine woodland like a glamorous fur stole.

But however elegant Hedoné House was, at its heart, it was still a place for those with tuberculosis to recuperate. Agnes glanced at her mother now. Her skin was very pale, and she had that high blush of colour on the sharp bones of her cheeks that indicated a fever. Christian had insisted on paying for their first-class travel, but even with this considerable luxury, the long journey of train to ship to train had worn her mother out. Not for the first time, Agnes felt relief that soon she would have some answers, and her stomach jolted at the thought that she would at last see her husband again.

She turned nervously to look at her reflection in the window, to ascertain whether the smut her mother had dabbed at on her cheek was completely gone, but the window had been wound right down. She looked for a handle to wind it back up, but there didn’t appear to be one. Instead, where she supposed it ought to have been, there was a gold roundel with a crest on it, a leaping hare, its ears poised and pointed. This was the emblem of Hedoné House, she remembered. Christian had told her that hares signified abundance, prosperity and good fortune – the perfect symbol for such a magnificent place.

How odd this all was! Like something out of a dream. She looked down at her lap, feeling rather overwhelmed at the wealth and luxury that surrounded her, and her eyes settled in embarrassment on the cheap cut of her blouse, the outdated fit of her ancient wool skirt. She put her finger to a neatly darned hole near her knee, remembering how proud she had been when she mended it. Now, it merely looked shabby and travelworn, just like her.

On the leather seat by her leg, there was a faint speckling of pink dots, like freckles. There were more of them on the padded bolster between them. Mother had noticed them, too. Little spots of palest pink, one or two a shade darker, almost red. Her mother put an experimental fingertip to one, her eyebrows drawing together, and then she whipped her hand away with a jolt. Her eyes found Agnes’s, her breath coming in small puffs.

‘He’s the best, Mother,’ Agnes said, gripping her hand. ‘He’ll take very good care of you.’

The car took them along a quiet lane, the line of pines Agnes had seen from the train growing closer. The road became increasingly narrow until the car was skimming the high grass verge on each side. Lord help them if another motor car should come careening round the corner. But then, this thing was built like a tank.

They began to rise steeply now, and out of the corner of her eye she saw her mother clutch at the edge of the seat, her fingernails digging into the soft leather. The chauffeur turned a tight corner, and the wind blew a sudden, vicious gust of air into the compartment. Agnes grabbed at her hat. Leaning forward, she went to pull down the screen that divided the driver’s compartment from theirs, but it wouldn’t budge.

‘I say,’ she said, tapping hard on the glass. The chauffeur’s head moved slightly in acknowledgement. ‘Could you close the windows? It’s awfully blustery back here.’

He shook his head in response. ‘Infection regulations,’ he mumbled through the mask, and she sank back onto the padded seat, holding her hat in place. It didn’t seem very fair: his windows were firmly shut after all.

The chauffeur turned up yet another small lane, this one studded with clumps of grass in a line at its centre, and then almost immediately turned again, coming to a smooth stop in front of a tall wrought iron gate, that same leaping-hare design twisted into the metal.

This must be it: the entrance to their new home. Agnes had a sudden urge to get out of the car, to pause for a moment and take stock before her new life began.

Was this really what she wanted? Back in France, with the constant warmth and dazzling sunshine, the idea had seemed so perfect, romantic almost. But now, with the cold wind surging in off the North Sea, the masks and the isolation, it all felt decidedly unsettling. In a fit of panic, she put her hand to the door to open it.

But where the handle would normally be, there was another gold roundel with a hare, leaping as if trying to escape, too. In frustration, she considered contorting herself through the window’s gap, but then the gate in front of them began to swing open of its own accord, and the chauffeur pressed the car forwards like a horse exiting a stable.

Agnes glanced at her mother to see if she shared her panic. She was clutching the edge of the open window, looking with trepidation at the long, smooth road ahead. She seemed so diminutive in the vast, padded seat of the car. More unwell than ever.

Mother had not always been like this. There was a time when she was filled with so much energy, so much light and joy that it had spilled over and infected Agnes, too. But the constant gnawing of this illness on body and mind meant that there was precious little energy left for happiness for either of them. Mother was Agnes’s whole life, the instigating factor in this whole plan. They needed this place, she reminded herself. Feeling her heart rate calm, she sat back against the plush seat, steeling herself for what was ahead.

The road was straight and immaculate, rising in a gentle incline, the pine trees that had drawn her eyes earlier lining each side like sentries. She searched through them, trying to see how deep they went, but they disappeared into blackness. Agnes leant forward to look out of the windscreen, searching for the house that she had glimpsed from the train. The trees broke smartly away, and a wide, gleaming vista opened up. Hedoné House stretched out in front of them in all its palatial majesty.

Her first thought was that it couldn’t possibly be a sanatorium. It looked like a luxurious hotel. Indeed, it might have been plucked straight from a Swiss mountainside. It was sprawling, set high on the crest of the hill and surrounded by pine trees. The front was decorated with wooden verandas; pretty balconies dotted with what looked like deckchairs and sun loungers. And behind these were huge windows and doors, all wide open.

To their left, the lake that she had spotted from the train appeared. She could see a perfect reflection of the house in its smooth surface. Between the lake and the sanatorium, on a gentle grass slope, stood lots of small wooden chalets on wheels. Agnes turned in her seat to study them. Were they bathing machines? Beach huts? Scattered amongst them were colourful deckchairs, each with a little table next to it, a parasol above. One or two of these were in use, and Agnes caught the amber sparkle of a champagne flute, a flutter of a newspaper rippling in the breeze. Far off, she could see a glittering swimming pool, the marble tiles surrounding it so bright in the sun that it glowed.

As they drew closer to the house, a group of people playing croquet on a flat stretch of grass came into view. These couldn’t be the patients, surely? None of them looked particularly ill at all. She glanced over to her mother again, taking in the handkerchief, clutched tightly in her trembling hand, and a quiver of hope traced over her skin.






Chapter Three

The car pulled up smartly in front of the house, and the chauffeur got out and began unloading their cases.

‘Do we just wait?’ Agnes whispered, not expecting a reply.

But her mother, until now so silent, whispered next to her, her voice as tiny as a mouse’s, ‘We have no choice: we’re locked in.’

Agnes looked at those little gold emblems in place of handles. She tapped her foot on the floor impatiently, wondering if Christian knew they had arrived, and her stomach began again to swoop with nerves. In a flurry of panic, she pulled open her handbag and took from it a silver case. Its polish was dull from so much handling, but she could see an approximation of her face reflected in the surface, small and pinched, her hair pinned under her hat, the wave she had tried so desperately to coax into it lost forever somewhere over the English Channel. Clicking the case open, she turned instead to the pair of photographs inside.

They had been taken a few days before the wedding, on the day they had announced their engagement. She ran her eyes over her own face, the expression serious, her dark brown hair turned to monochrome in the black-and-white image. Her green eyes looked pale, too, but a tinge of shading touched her cheeks, accentuating her cheekbones and betraying her nerves.

She remembered how Christian had unpinned her hair for the photograph, his fingers lifting the tresses and laying them artfully across her shoulders, arranging it just so. It had been one of the first times he had touched her, the edge of his little finger glancing her neck. As she drank in the photograph, the memory of it sang under her skin, loaded as it was with the possibility of a new life opening up before her.

She turned to his photograph, comforted by the familiarity of the face looking out at her, steady and handsome and kind.

They had met quite by chance on the beach one day. Agnes had rented deckchairs in the hope that the proximity to the invigorating sea air would help Mother’s chest. She remembered the first time she’d seen him. An enticing waft of coffee had drifted towards her from a group of people farther down the beach, and she’d glanced over. They were a flamboyant, bohemian-looking set, stretched out supinely on bathing towels under palm trees, passing cigarettes among themselves as if they didn’t have a care in the world. Agnes had looked on enviously. Oh, to be so free.

Christian had been sitting among them, holding court. Even then, he had stood out, so classically, unflappably English in his well-cut pale linen suit.

‘He’s a doctor,’ Mother had whispered in Agnes’s ear, her deckchair creaking as she leant over. ‘He’s travelling across the Continent, looking for patients to treat at his sanatorium back in England.’

Agnes had pushed herself up in her deckchair, suddenly alert. He seemed so at home with those clever, exotic people, getting into friendly arguments with them, slipping fluidly from English to French to German. They were writers and artists mostly, she found out. A smattering of photographers and journalists among them too, and she had looked on a little jealously, watching them sip beer straight from bottles and feast on soft, ripe fruits and cheeses they’d picked from the local market. Once or twice, she thought she’d heard that telling cough amongst them, so very like her mother’s, and any jealousy she’d felt was wiped away as pity rose up instead.

Once, the doctor had glanced at her, his startling blue eyes holding her gaze, and Agnes had looked away, embarrassed, aware she’d been caught staring.

On the third day, the coastal breeze intensified, the sand glittering in gritty clouds that stung at her bare arms. Unknown to Agnes then, this one serendipitous moment would go on to change the direction of her life forever. As she battled to unfold the deckchairs, the canvas flapping against the wind, a strong gust plucked the handkerchief from her mother’s hand, sending it billowing across the beach.

As if he had been waiting for just such a moment, the doctor jumped to his feet and chased after it, running as a cricketer might between wickets. Snatching it up, he had returned it gallantly to Agnes’s mother with a small bow.

‘Beautiful day,’ he’d said in perfect English, tipping his hat to Agnes with a smile, and she’d returned it, thanking him profusely.

‘Please,’ she’d said, surprising herself with her own daring as he began to walk away. ‘Let me buy you coffee to show my gratitude.’

Over tiny cups of espresso, she had learnt that his family traced their roots back to France at the end of the Roman Empire. And indeed, however English he professed to be, there was still something rather Gaulish about him. He was tall and fair skinned with piercing blue eyes. In those fast, heady days of courtship, French words stained his lips like the blood from the rare steaks that he loved to eat.

A shout of glee pulled her back to the present, the thwack of a mallet on a ball echoing across the grounds as the croquet game came to an end. Agnes tucked the photographs away. The players had turned their attention to the car. She could hear their voices drifting over on the breeze. Her gaze flitted over each person, searching for her husband, but he was not among them. They all looked extremely glamorous. How on earth did Christian expect her to befriend people like that?

A young woman caught her eye, a little younger than herself, perhaps twenty-three or thereabouts. She was wearing a lemon-yellow sundress and huge, dark sunglasses like a film star, her gleaming honey-brown hair loose about her shoulders, the waves rippling in the wind. She was standing, like the rest, studying the car with interest. She looked vaguely familiar. Agnes averted her eyes, feeling like an exhibit in a freak show. She wondered if they knew who she was. Had they been told? Were they expecting the doctor’s new wife?

There was another woman at the edge of the group, conspicuous by the darkness of her skin, and Agnes thought she saw her smile tentatively in her direction. She was wearing a cloche hat similar to Agnes’s own, tipped at a jaunty angle, a single lock of gleaming black hair curled like a fern on her forehead. Agnes discreetly adjusted her own hat to match. The woman made a sudden move to walk towards the motor car, but the glamorous girl in the sundress put out her arm, stopping her.

Mother was peering up at the house, her hand still on the car’s open window frame, and Agnes followed her gaze. It was a beautiful building, simple yet imposing. A decorative band of knapped Norfolk flint was wrapped around it like a ribbon on a birthday present. Slices of sunlight poured in through the open doors and windows, revealing tantalising glimpses of the interior. Agnes could see an opulent dining room, crisp white linen on the tables, the gleam of silver cutlery catching the light. Further along was a room encased in pale marble. Glittering chandeliers hung from the ceiling, and below them, plush sofas were dotted about. On the verandas, sumptuous sun loungers were lined up next to one another, ermine throws and padded cushions scattered here and there.

She pulled her eyes from all the luxury to see a woman descending the steps that led from the grand front door. She was dressed in a dark blue nurse’s uniform and she too had a cotton mask covering her mouth. Her nose, poking over the top, was large and business-like, as if it were leading her towards them like a hound on the scent.

‘Here we go,’ Agnes whispered, half to her mother, half to herself, as the chauffeur opened the motor car’s door, and she stepped out into the bright sunlight.






Chapter Four

The nurse had come to a stop at the bottom of the steps, her wiry arms folded across her flat chest. She wore a navy-blue dress cinched at the waist with a wide gold belt, a heavy set of keys dangling from one side. A white collar and short white veil finished the outfit, giving her the air of a nun, not a medic. Agnes couldn’t tell if she were smiling underneath the mask, but conceded that if she was, it certainly didn’t reach her eyes.

‘Welcome to Hedoné House,’ the woman said. ‘You may call me Matron. Let me show you to your rooms.’

She clicked her fingers, and a handsome young man dressed in livery appeared from one of the open doors with a wheeled chair. He, too, was wearing a mask over his mouth. Was this how she would tell the staff from the patients, this badge of cloth half hiding their faces? He steered the chair down a slope next to the steps, and moved swiftly to collect their suitcases, and Agnes thought she saw his eyes widen in badly contained surprise at the state of her carpet bag. She felt Mother’s trembling arm link with her own as she helped her into the chair, a padded winged affair upholstered in a design of blue peacock feathers, more suited to an armchair than a medical aid.

The nurse took hold of the chair’s mahogany handles and began to push Mother up the slope and into a grand hallway lined with potted ferns.

‘Excuse me … Matron?’ Agnes said, trotting to keep up, the word feeling foreign on her tongue.

The thin woman came to an abrupt stop and swung round, eyebrows raised.

‘Will Christian be joining us?’

‘Doctor is very busy at present. He sends his apologies. He asked me to assure you that he will be along as soon as his duties allow.’ She spun back around and began pushing the chair again, faster than before. ‘The convalescing rooms are up on the first floor,’ she called over her shoulder. ‘We have a strict policy of six weeks’ bed rest on arrival, during which we perform tests to assess the guest’s health. I believe Doctor has already personally assessed you, Mrs Fairhaven, whilst on the Continent.’ She said the last word as if the thought of somewhere other than England offended her greatly.

‘Yes, that’s right. He seemed quite sure that I was free of tuberculosis.’ It had been a wonderful moment of relief for Agnes. All those years caring for her unwell parents, to find that her own body was still miraculously free of the disease.

‘I’m glad to hear you seem very well. In any case, there will be more tests, and after that, if Doctor decides the time is right, a guest may be moved into the downstairs accommodation.’

Was the nurse talking about herself or Mother? Surely Agnes was not to live with the patients?

They came to a stop in front of a marble-framed lift with a gold metal gate. The matron took a key from a chain at her waist and slipped it into a keyhole, turning it once. She pressed the top button, and somewhere deep in the bowels of the house, the lift sighed into life.

Agnes looked around her. Two corridors led off the hall, one on each side, stretching into the distance, like a spine in the long building. When the lift arrived, Matron slid open the gate and ushered them inside. It was a large space, large enough for a bed to fit in, and covered from floor to ceiling in mirrored gold. The lift began to rise, coming almost immediately to a smooth stop. Matron pulled open the gate with her stringy arms, and they began to walk down a light and airy corridor lined with doors. It reminded Agnes again of a hotel. Sumptuous vases of lilies stood on marble planters between each door, a gentle breeze playing with their petals.

The rooms all had names. Agnes read them as they walked, noting Austen and then Keats.

‘Who is the literary enthusiast?’ she asked as they went past Brontë.

‘Why, your husband of course,’ Matron answered without turning, and Agnes sent daggers at the back of her sharp little head.

‘The upstairs accommodation is named after all those great literary talents who sadly contracted TB,’ the nurse continued. ‘Doctor believes there is a link between the illness and a person’s creativity.’

Agnes knew this already. Christian was extremely selective about who he would admit to Hedoné House. Alongside his paying guests, he offered a scholarship to gifted individuals: artists and musicians and writers who were afflicted with the disease.

She had asked him once, ‘Why the creative industries, Christian? Why not people of high intellect, or those in desperate need?’

‘Other sanatoria cater for the poor, Agnes. And although I value intellect, I have always loved music and art and literature above all else, as I think you do, too, which is why you are such a good fit. Call me a romantic, but I’m fascinated by the notion that tuberculosis is a creative disease. It affects so many artistic souls, and I believe there is something in the fragility of the illness that inspires a seam of creativity in people. I vowed to search the world to find the right patients, to bring them together here, to create an idyll. My hope is to cultivate a rich melting pot of discussion and debate. The patients at my sanatorium might be unwell, Agnes, but their minds still need stimulation, creativity. Hope.’

Agnes smiled at the memory. They had come to a stop outside the last door at the end of the hall, this one named Mansfield Suite.

‘This is to be yours and your mother’s accommodation,’ Matron said, opening the door and stepping back to allow her to enter.

Agnes went at once to the huge window. It was wide open, with a marvellous view of the lake, and beyond it in the distance a glimpse of the sea. The clouds had cleared now, and the sparkling water looked just as blue as the Mediterranean. The croquet players had given up their game, mallets abandoned without thought on the lawn.

‘I shall need to check your pulse and temperature.’ Behind her, the matron’s voice was sharp as she spoke to Mother. ‘And then I will leave you to freshen up. Doctor will be around a little later. If you require tea, just press the bell.’ She indicated a gold button on the wall by the bed, that same hare design that Agnes had seen in the motor car.

Mother was already sitting on the bed, her legs stretched out in front of her. She ran a hand over the soft sheet, a look of wonder on her pale face as Matron took her wrist, looking down at the watch pinned to her chest.

It might have been a beautiful room, Agnes thought, but for the large oxygen canister in one corner, and the ugliness of the hospital bed at its centre. On a table near the window was yet another vase of lilies, and she approached them in delight. Her wedding bouquet had consisted of lilies just like these. She bent to sniff one, the distinctive smell transporting her back to the day in question.

The flowers had been Christian’s choice. She remembered feeling a little disappointed when she’d first seen them, for she had always thought of the lily as a funeral flower. But their creamy, textured petals had set off the expensive silk of her wedding suit perfectly, and, knowing how much they would have cost him, Agnes had forgiven him immediately.

She bent to sniff the lilies in the room, the cloying scent so strong that she wondered if they had been chosen to mask another smell. She breathed in through her nose, finding something more medical in the air, antiseptic traced with a scent she couldn’t name.

‘Christian gave me to understand I would need to quarantine, too,’ she said.

Matron looked up from reading the thermometer. She shook it with a sharp flick of her wrist, then pointed to a door, presumably to another bedroom.

‘Doctor thought you might like to be with your mother while she convalesces. He knows how close you two are.’ Again, the matron’s eyes lingered on Agnes, the nostrils in that large nose flaring, and she wondered if underneath the cloth mask, the woman might be sneering.

‘When will I see him … Doctor Fairhaven … my husband?’ she asked tentatively, stumbling over the different titles.

‘Doctor is a busy man. But he knows you’re here. I imagine he’ll see you on his rounds if he cannot get to you before.’

All this time, the man who had brought their cases had been standing so silently by the door that Agnes had almost forgotten he was there.

‘James,’ the matron said, and he stiffened a little. ‘Please give Mrs Fairhaven a menu. It’s room service only for the first six weeks,’ she said to Agnes as he handed her a thick piece of card, stretching his arm out as far as he could reach so as not to get too close, and stepping back as soon as she had taken it.

‘Surely I’m not to quarantine for six weeks?’ Agnes said with a start. Christian had never mentioned such a lengthy period.

‘No, of course not. But your mother will need to.’

‘How long will I be in here for?’

Matron was doling out pills into two silver cups ‘That will be up to Doctor. Now, your meal choices.’ She nodded at the card in Agnes’s hand. ‘When you’ve chosen, simply ring for a member of staff, and they will come and take your order.’ She indicated the gold button by the bed again. ‘Dinner is served at six o’clock. Open up, dear,’ she added to Agnes’s mother, tipping the jewelled array of tablets into her waiting mouth. Mother swallowed obediently, taking a sip of the water that Matron pressed to her lips.

‘Now your turn, Mrs Fairhaven,’ she said.

Agnes looked up, alarmed. ‘But I’m not unwell.’

‘No. But you are in quarantine. And for that to end we need you in tiptop condition.’ She passed the silver cup to Agnes.

‘What are they?’

‘Cod liver oil, magnesium, calcium, omega three. Those little gilded ones are thiamine. We cover them in gold to take the bitter taste away.’

‘Not real gold, surely?’

Matron met her gaze. ‘Yes, real gold. Taken together, these tablets will make your hair shine and your nails grow strong. Doctor likes us all to be at our best.’

‘Does he take these, too?’

‘I couldn’t say, madam.’

Agnes looked down at the tablets. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and then, girding herself for a fight, ‘I’ll take them later.’

Matron’s eyes locked briefly onto hers, but she only opened a leather book and began to make notes.

‘Let’s take you to the bathroom, Mother,’ Agnes said, going to help her up.

‘No need, Mrs Fairhaven,’ Matron said. ‘Mother really shouldn’t be getting out of bed.’

‘But Mother might need the toilet.’

Matron produced a bedpan. ‘We shall help her from now on,’ she said sweetly.

Agnes was about to protest, but Matron was already pulling back the bedcovers, and she turned to the window to give her mother a modicum of privacy. It was a bright summer’s evening, the birds singing joyfully outside. With a stir of air, Matron bustled past her and began closing the windows one by one.

‘I thought the windows were meant to stay permanently open,’ Agnes said. ‘To air the lungs?’

‘Indeed, but only during the day,’ she said, locking them with a little gold key. ‘My charges on the quarantine floor require a good night’s sleep. We have lots of owls round here. They can be quite vocal. And the deer in rutting season are awfully loud.’

‘I’m sure Christian said—’ Agnes started, but her words were drowned out by a screech as Matron dragged the curtains across the windows, her stringy arms tight with cords of muscle. The room became all at once very dark.

‘Agnes?’ Mother’s voice drifted out of the dark. ‘What’s happening?’

‘It’s all right, Mrs Templeton,’ Matron said loudly, as if Agnes’s mother were deaf.

There was a click, and the light of a bedside lamp filled the room. Matron’s severe face was softened by the glow. The gold belt at her waist glinted in the light, and Agnes saw for the first time that the design upon it was the golden hare, the emblem of the sanatorium, its beady eye staring straight at her.

‘At night, the chill can have a debilitating effect on the guests,’ Matron explained. ‘Especially on those who are extremely ill.’ She looked pointedly at Mother, before turning back to the curtains, fussing over the folds to ensure they were straight.

Was Mother extremely ill? Fear trickled over Agnes, and the fight that had reared in her drained away. She was exhausted. She realised that arguing with the nurse in her current state was only going to end one way. Better to rest and recuperate, and speak to Christian in the morning. He had obviously employed this woman for a reason. Better not rock the boat yet.

‘I will see you both bright and early,’ Matron said, going to the door and unlocking it. ‘Goodnight, Mrs Fairhaven, Mrs Templeton.’

Agnes turned. Now was the time to make a good impression, to demonstrate what an asset she could be. ‘Matron?’ she called. The matron raised her eyebrows. ‘Thank you, for all you’ve done. Mother and I are so happy to be here.’

The woman stood stiffly for a moment, a touch of crimson colouring her cheeks. Clearly, she wasn’t used to being thanked. She gave a perfunctory nod, before disappearing through the door, and Agnes let out a breath of relief.

Looking over at her mother, Agnes saw she had fallen asleep, her head lolling awkwardly on the plump pillow.






Chapter Five

In her own bedroom, Agnes unpinned her hat and placed it on her bed, relieved to see that it wasn’t a hospital bed, but a luxuriously large divan. She found the bathroom behind a door back in her mother’s room, and splashed her face, washing away the hours of train travel.

‘You’re here,’ she whispered, grinning at her reflection in the mirror.

She knew that there would be plenty more testing situations to come, that this was only the start, but she was ready for the challenge. Slotting into a perfectly oiled machine such as Hedoné was bound to ruffle some feathers, Matron’s included. But Agnes was not stupid. She knew how to tread lightly, how to ingratiate herself to people. She had no plan other than to fit in, to survive this strange new life until it wasn’t strange anymore. Mother was her priority, as she had always been, and this place was their salvation, however out of her depth she felt right now.

Too pent up to sit still, she went to the door that led to the balcony, but found it locked. She leant out of the open window, looking to her left and right. It appeared that each room had a private balcony, but nobody was out there. Perhaps all the doors were locked.

It was very quiet out in the grounds, too. Where was everyone? Quickly, Agnes checked on her mother, and seeing that she was sleeping peacefully, she went to the door they had come in through, itching to explore. Perhaps she might even bump into Christian, she thought with a jolt of nerves. A fleeting memory came to her, of her husband’s fingers, slipping beneath the beaded cuff of her wedding jacket, sliding back the fragile silk until her bare wrist was exposed. The flash in his eyes as he raised it to his mouth, dabbing at the vulnerable skin with the coral tip of his tongue.

The feeling it had elicited came back to Agnes now, like a chord, pulled taut in her body, the string of a harp, plucked and released, plucked and released, and she felt her face grow warm at the memory. It had been their first moment alone as husband and wife, a dark corner of the hotel, the warm, balmy night smelling of roses and sunset.

She looked down at her wrist now, feeling the echo of her dormant pulse just beneath her fingers, as if her body was waiting for him. She pressed the pad of her thumb insistently into the flesh. Soon, soon.

With renewed excitement, she went to open the door, but when she tried to turn the handle, she found that this door, too, was locked. A tingling sense of alarm rose in her, and she hurried to her own room, searching for another way out, to no avail. Agnes sat on the edge of her bed and picked up the menu she’d dropped there. Perhaps she should eat something, fortify herself for what was to come. Christian might come by at any moment, and it would be good to be as refreshed as possible.

There was no gold button by her own bed, so she went back to Mother’s room, noting with relief that the earlier tinge in her cheeks was a little less pronounced now. The gold circle made a satisfying click when she pressed it, and somewhere far away she thought she heard a bell ring. Agnes bunched her hands together, waiting. She wondered how many staff Christian had here.

Less than a minute later there was a knock on the door, followed by a click as it was unlocked. It opened straight away.

A maid stood in the hallway.

‘Good afternoon, ma’am,’ she said. Her voice was soft, muffled by the mask over her mouth. She had a much kinder nose than Matron’s, and Agnes stepped forward, thrusting out her hand.

‘Good afternoon, I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Agnes. Agnes Fairhaven … Doctor Fairhaven’s new wife.’

The maid took a step back, leaving Agnes’s hand hanging in the air. In embarrassment she let it drop back into place.

‘I’m afraid we don’t make physical contact with the guests,’ the maid said politely. ‘Infection control. Matron likes us to maintain a distance where possible. What may I get for you?’ she said, lifting a notebook and pen.

Flustered, Agnes looked down at the menu. ‘Let’s see, I’d like to order lamb cutlets with braised red cabbage for dinner tonight, and smoked haddock chowder for my mother. And could I have a pot of tea sent directly, please?’

The girl wrote this down. ‘And wine with your dinner, madam? May I recommend a bottle of the Sancerre?’

‘Oh.’ Agnes was not used to wine, but she supposed it would go nicely with the lamb. And perhaps her husband might be here by then, and they could share a glass on the balcony. ‘That would be lovely, thank you.’

The girl nodded, then turned to go.

‘Actually,’ Agnes rushed forward, ‘I need to come out, too, I need to find my husband—’

The girl put a hand across the doorway, barring the way. She looked troubled. ‘I’m sorry, madam, but no one is allowed out during the convalescing period. It is a time for relaxation and recuperation. Guests mustn’t overexert themselves.’

‘But I’m not convalescing, and I’m not a guest. Least, not in that sense of the word. I’m here with my mother, as I’m sure you know.’

The girl looked uncomfortable. ‘This is a quarantine area, madam,’ she whispered. ‘I cannot let you out, it would be more than my life’s worth. You might be carrying illnesses that could endanger the guests.’

‘Oh.’ Of course. ‘Not even on the landing? Out there?’ She pointed to the crack in the door.

The girl shook her pretty head so that it drooped like a snowdrop. ‘I’m afraid not. They’re the doctor’s orders. I’m very sorry.’ Without waiting for an answer, she quickly pulled the door closed before Agnes could reach it.

‘Damn it!’ Agnes hissed in frustration. Behind her, her mother stirred at the sound, but she only mumbled something in her sleep and rolled over with a sigh.

Agnes went to the window, her pulse flickering beneath her skin. Surely Christian didn’t mean for her to be locked away like this? It must be a simple misunderstanding. Carefully, she put one leg over the window frame, then the other, dropping down onto the balcony on the other side. The breeze was strong here, ruffling the beautiful furs that were strewn across a wooden sun lounger. She went to the edge of the balcony, searching for a fire escape, but there was none. The drop to the ground felt perilously far.

‘Damn it,’ she said again, louder this time. Somewhere far below, she thought she heard someone chuckle, only for it to be cut off by a rumbling cough.

The swimming pool she had glimpsed earlier glowed a perfect azure blue. From up here, she could see it was in the shape of a leaping hare, the water lit from beneath by hundreds of underwater bulbs so that it shone, bright and inviting. A white diving board stretched out from the hare’s tail, over its flank and belly.

With a start, Agnes saw that the grounds were no longer deserted. While she’d been inside, a group of people had congregated down by the lake. One man had a saxophone. He lifted it to his lips, playing a volley of discordantly beautiful notes. The woman she remembered with the cloche hat was there, too, her willowy body seated on the edge of the jetty, her feet in the water. Her hands were tapping the planks of the wood either side of her as if they were the keys of a piano. A red-headed man sat a little way from the others, hunched over a sketchpad on his lap, his hand moving fluidly across the page.

She could not see the glamorous young woman in the lemon dress. Agnes scoured her mind to think where she had seen her before, to no avail. The little group seemed so at ease with themselves, lost in their own little bubble, the women sharing the men’s cigarettes and batting them playfully on the arms. They reminded her of that group on the beach in France when she’d met Christian. A sudden sting of jealousy pierced Agnes as she watched them from her elevated viewpoint, a familiar sensation creeping over her, of always being the one on the outside looking in.

How many of these patients were Christian’s specially selected scholars? What were the talents that had earned them a free place here, allowing them to embrace their creativity and benefit from the world-class scientific treatments on offer? Or perhaps they were all paying guests, able to afford the substantial price tag of Hedoné themselves. One or two might be lords or ladies; they’d even had a princess stay here briefly last year, Christian had told her.

Agnes shook her head in amazement. She had known that the lifestyle would be incredibly luxurious. In France, her husband had talked of the excessive manner in which the guests were accustomed to live: the champagne, the rich, exotic food, the legendary parties that sometimes went on through the night. Privately, she had wondered just how healthy all of it could be on already strained bodies, but when she’d broached it with Christian, he had only patted her hand.

‘I don’t expect you to understand,’ he’d said, and perhaps he was right. What did she know of excess, after all?

Christian’s ethos was that these people deserved the best. He explained that many of them soon got bored with the constant supply of luxuries, and their thoughts turned to finding healthier pursuits, of which there were many on offer at Hedoné. And for those who were too unwell to ever leave, why should they abstain from the one thing that gave them pleasure?

But whether rich or talented, all of these people were from a world Agnes had never known. It struck her again how healthy they looked.

She had expected to see wheelchairs, oxygen canisters, sickness and illness at every turn, but these people looked normal. Better than normal; they looked wonderful.

Her husband had boasted, of course, about how healthy his patients were. She thought back to one particular day in France, remembering the tiny restaurant he had taken her to for a late lunch in a secluded cove close to Juan-les-Pins.

The walk there had felt treacherous atop a cliff, winding down to a secluded beach. Palm trees and tall, windswept pines shaded their table as Christian ordered rascasse farci for them both. The wine he had chosen had made her head swim pleasantly, so that she could barely focus on the conversation, until one word drew her back.

‘… I am delighted to say he’s now cured.’

‘Cured?’ she said, louder than she’d intended. She thought of Mother, the racking cough, the thin, fragile bones. ‘But, I thought that was impossible.’

‘Nothing is impossible,’ he said. ‘Except, it seems, finding the right sort of person to share my successes with.’ He held her gaze as he said this, and Agnes felt lost for a moment in those startling blue eyes, not quite daring to believe the insinuation.

‘You see, I was married once before, but she passed away, leaving me and my young daughter, Isobel, alone. Meredith, my late wife, died from tuberculosis. It was she who spurred me on to open Hedoné.’

‘Christian, I’m so sorry.’

He shook his head. ‘For years I couldn’t think of marrying again, but when at last I felt able, I realised that finding a suitable wife would be … difficult. Not everybody is suited to a life in a sanatorium, however luxurious the lifestyle. You know yourself how horrific this disease can be, Agnes. Most people prefer the sick to stay out of sight and out of mind. I’ve wondered sometimes if I’m destined to be a bachelor forever because of the vocation I felt I had to pursue. That is, until I met you.’

Agnes stilled.

‘You are kind-hearted, and you have this incredible inner strength, demonstrated by the excellent care of your mother. You would not be shocked by the illness you see at Hedoné, I’m sure.’ He cleared his throat. ‘My daughter is eight years old now, and she needs a mother to nurture her. And I need a wife,’ he added, meeting Agnes’s eyes. ‘A partner to share in all my success. Your mother will be taken care of. She will have access to all the latest modern treatments.’

‘And the cure?’ Agnes asked hopefully.

‘The cure is still in its infancy, but I cannot see why she could not benefit, if the tests show she’s suitable. She would need to rest first of course, to promote recovery. My treatments comprise—Ah, scorpionfish!’ he exclaimed, snatching up his napkin as the food arrived.

Agnes waited for him to continue, but the sight of the fish had made him quite forget his train of thought.

He helped her remove the bright orange head of her own fish, its eyes staring milkily up at her, and she thought on the proposition he had just made, if proposition it was. She was under no illusion that he was in love with her. The kindly platitudes were merely a way of demonstrating his belief in her suitability for the role. Offering up that first tender mouthful of fish, he fed it to her from his fork, and it was that moment, on that balmy, sun-kissed afternoon on the French Riviera, that she had first glimpsed a future charged with hope.

The glamorous crowd at the lake got to their feet and made their way to the house, and Agnes melted back into the shadows of the balcony, suddenly shy. Would some of these people eventually be cured? Could her mother be too? This had been her hope, in those hot, yearning days in France. But still it had felt just out of reach, a dream not yet realised. But now she and Mother were here, and their future was spread before them.

On the lawn close to the house, Agnes saw that a lone deckchair was still occupied. A large, tasselled parasol hid the face of whoever was sitting in it, and as she watched, a slim arm stretched out, lifting a cocktail glass from a side table. The bright yellow liquid winked in the sun, and she caught a glimpse of the person in the chair, a pair of long legs unfolding to one side.

It was the glamorous girl with the sunglasses. She stood up, stretching as if she had recently awoken. The cocktail in her hand perfectly matched her lemon-yellow dress, and Agnes wondered if she had chosen the drink for that reason. She reminded Agnes of a model, everything about her perfectly proportioned, her movements calculated, as if she was used to being looked at. There was a chill in the air now, and the girl slipped a cashmere shawl over her shoulders and began to make her way to the house. Halfway across the lawn, she spied Agnes up on the balcony and changed direction.

‘Mrs Fairhaven,’ she called up from the path below, removing her sunglasses. Her eyes were big and brown, her lips a perfect smiling bow.

‘Yes!’ Agnes said, surprised. This woman knew who she was. She stepped forward, resting her hands on the railing.

‘What a treat to be able to chat with you, the other guests will be wild with envy,’ the woman said. ‘It’s awfully awkward talking in this fashion, isn’t it?’ she called up. ‘But of course, we’ll have plenty of time to get cosy soon enough. Doctor says it won’t be long before you’re afforded more privileges. You’ll be one of us before you know it. We can’t wait to meet you properly, I’m very much looking forward to taking you under my wing.’ She smiled that Hollywood smile again.

‘Thank you
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