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About the Book

Geoffrey Staddon turned his back on the best things in his life. He turned his back on the beautiful house Clouds Frome, his finest achievement as an architect. He turned his back on the woman he loved, Consuela Caswell, and who loved him in return. Twelve years later, amidst the tatters of his career and marriage, he is forced to contemplate the remorse and shame of his betrayal.

But when he reads that Consuela has been charged with murder, he knows instinctively that she cannot be guilty. And when she sends her own daughter to him, pleading for help, Geoffrey cannot ignore the dangerous lure of the past any longer. He must return to Clouds Frome, and face the dark secret it holds.
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Legal Note

Since the period in which this book is set, the laws of England and Wales relating to capital punishment, criminal appeals, intestacy, inheritance and the revocation of wills have all been revised. In particular, significant reforms have arisen from the Administration of Estates Act 1925, the Law of Property Act 1925, the Inheritance (Family Provision) Act 1938 and the Murder (Abolition of Death Penalty) Act 1965.


Prologue

It snowed in the night. I sat where now I stand, watching the wind scatter the flakes in the haloes of the street-lamps, listening as its high, moaning voice strained among the chimneypots. All night, and all last evening from the earliest tinge of dusk, I sat where now I stand – and waited.

And now the waiting is nearly over. The sun is up, low in a clear, cold sky and, thrown up from the snow-covered pavement, a strange, reflected half-light creeps across the ceiling of the room. An hour, it signals, to the moment I have long known this day would hold. An hour – or less – to the sombre end of my flight from self.

What is she thinking, across the city in her crowded, brick-bound solitude? What farewell is she bidding, what leave is she taking, of that meagre portion of this world? When the hour is up, when the time is come, what will I seem to her? What will I seem to myself?

A taxi-cab has turned in at the end of the mews. It has come to collect me, come to bear me away in answer to a summons I once believed I could evade for ever. Once, but no longer. Not since that day last autumn when I heard her name again after twelve years’ silence and knew – for all my efforts to stifle the knowledge – that an old deceit was about to claim its due. Not since that day, which now, as the cab glides to a halt, black and burnished against the bare white carpet of snow, I relive in my memory. That day, and all the days since.


Chapter One

‘THE CASWELLS OF Hereford. Weren’t they clients of yours, Geoffrey?’

I may have flushed at Angela’s words, or started. More likely my practised features betrayed no reaction whatsoever, eagerly though she would have scanned them for sign of one. Between my wife and me there existed then, as there had for some years past, a curiously unjustified hostility, a mutual disappointment forever in search of trivial slights that could elevate it to the status of a major grievance. Assuming therefore that she was, as usual, trying to catch me out, I merely raised my eyebrows, as if I had not heard her distinctly.

‘The Caswells of Hereford, Geoffrey. More precisely, Victor Caswell and his wife, Consuela. Didn’t you design a house for them?’

I frowned and set down my cup carefully in its saucer, with only the faintest of clinks. I made to brush a toast-crumb from my sleeve and gazed past Angela towards the window. Tuesday 25 September 1923, according to the very newspaper she had folded open before her. A quarter past eight, by the unreliable clock on the mantelpiece – a gift from one of her aunts. Weather forecast: rainy with bright intervals, one such interval being currently responsible for a flood of sunlight that sparkled on the surface of the marmalade and cast a dazzling aura round my wife’s barely inclined head. It restored the gold to her hair – but could not drain the acid from her voice.

‘Clouds Frome, near Hereford. Surely I’ve heard you speak of it. Wasn’t it your first big commission?’

Clouds Frome. Yes, she was right. First and therefore dearest, first and also bleakest, through no fault of its design or construction, for the fault lay elsewhere. I had not seen its walls – whose every stone and crevice had once been as familiar as the lines of my own palm – for twelve years. I had not even looked at its photograph in that back copy of The Builder whose place in my study I knew so well. I had not wanted so much as to glimpse it. I had not dared to. Because of the name my wife had just dredged from a drowned but unforgotten past. The Caswells of Hereford. Victor and Consuela. Especially Consuela.

I cleared my throat and looked at Angela and found, as expected, her blue-green eyes trained upon me, her plucked eyebrows raised, one more than the other in a gesture of doubt, her mouth compressed, sharp lines forming – as surely they once did not – about the junction of chin and cheek.

‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I built Clouds Frome for the Caswells. A long time ago. Before we met. What of it?’

‘You didn’t read this article, then?’ She tapped the folded newspaper with the glazed nail of her forefinger as the sunlight vanished from the room and a sudden chill succeeded it.

‘No. I hardly glanced at the paper this morning.’

I could almost have suspected Angela was about to smile. There was a tremor at the edges of her lips, a glint of something in her eyes. Then that false, blank, unrevealing openness which had become the face she most often turned upon me. ‘It’s as well I spotted this, then. Otherwise you might not have known.’

‘Known what, my dear?’

‘Which could have been embarrassing,’ she disingenuously proceeded, ‘if somebody had asked you whether you thought she was capable of such a thing.’

‘Capable of what?’

Angela looked down at the newspaper, intent, it seemed, on infuriating me, and devoted several seconds to a brow-furrowed pretence of re-reading. Then she retrieved her cigarette from the china ashtray beside her plate, drew deeply on it, and blandly announced: ‘Murder.’ A plume of exhaled smoke climbed towards the ceiling-rose. ‘There doesn’t seem much room for doubt.’

It is hard now to recall the emotions with which I read that terse, unyielding paragraph, harder still to recall with what few words I dismissed the subject before claiming that I had quite forgotten the time, had an early appointment at the office and must, yes really must, be on my way at once. I do not for a moment suppose that Angela was deceived by my performance. She would have seen – as she had hoped to see – that I was not merely surprised by what I read, but troubled in the depth of my soul. She would have known that leaving the newspaper discarded on the table meant nothing, that five minutes away, out of sight of the house, I could and would buy another copy from a street-vendor and lean for support against some railings whilst I read again those brief, charged, tolling sentences.

HEREFORD POISONING CASE

There was a sensational development yesterday in police investigations of the murder of Rosemary Caswell, niece of wealthy Herefordshire businessman Victor Caswell. Consuela Caswell, Mr Caswell’s Brazilian-born wife, appeared before Hereford magistrates charged with the murder of Miss Caswell, and the attempted murder of Mr Caswell, by the administration of poison at the family home, Clouds Frome, near Hereford, on Sunday the ninth of September. She was arrested on Friday, following a police search of Clouds Frome, during which a quantity of arsenic and several incriminating letters were found and removed. Mrs Caswell pleaded not guilty to the charges and was remanded in custody for a week.

The Underground that morning was even more crowded than usual, but I was grateful for the press of strap-hangers round my seat, grateful for the privacy they unintentionally gave me in which to re-read incessantly and tease for meaning one small, obscure block of print. HEREFORD POISONING CASE, wedged without ceremony amidst the sweepings of a dozen courts. Drunken brawls. Domestic incidents. Break-ins. Burglaries. And murder. In Hereford. In a family I knew and a house I built. By a woman I … How could this be?

‘I beg your pardon?’ The man in the seat to my left was peering at me through pebble-lensed glasses. His face wore an irritated frown. Evidently I had spoken my thoughts aloud and, equally evidently, he was fearful lest his completion of the Daily Telegraph crossword was to be interrupted by a fellow-traveller of dubious sanity. Already I could seem to hear his petulant voice complaining to a long-suffering wife in Ruislip that such incidents were becoming distressingly common.

‘Nothing.’ I tried to smile. ‘Nothing at all. I’m sorry.’

‘Quite all right.’ He slapped the newspaper against his knee and began to ink in a clue.

Quite all right? No, it was not that. All was wrong, if the truth be told. All was very wrong.

I had once loved Consuela Caswell. I had once loved her and she had once loved me. There had seemed for a brief space nothing that could mean more to me than what we felt for each other. But that was twelve years in the past, that was all forgotten, if not forgiven, and so there was no reason – no reason founded on logic or good sense – why this turn of events should have moved me as it did. And yet, and yet … Life grows sadder as we grow older, peppered with wrong-turnings and regrets, weighed down by a creeping awareness of our own worthlessness. When ambition is thwarted and hope blunted, what is there left but to mourn our mistakes? And in Consuela’s case, worse than a mistake: a betrayal.

My precipitate departure from Suffolk Terrace had left me with time to spare, which was time I badly needed. Accordingly, I broke my journey at Charing Cross and went the rest of the way on foot, along the Embankment as far as Blackfriars Bridge, then through a maze of narrow streets to St Paul’s, there to pause and gaze in wonderment, as I so often have, at Wren’s majestic dome. Thirty-four years in the building and Wren already older than I am now when he began. Where did he find the energy, where the inspiration, where the courage to embark upon such a project? Twelve years ago it was a comfort to me to know that such things were possible, for still then, in my imagination, I could aspire to such achievements myself. But no longer. Daring had failed where originality had faltered. A country house I no longer visited. The ashes of a burnt-out hotel. A rag-bag of mock Tudor villas and utilitarian office-blocks. A failed marriage and a debased profession: all there was to show for a decade of trimming before the wind.

The crowds swept along Cheapside, jostling and shouting to be heard above the traffic. Car horns and squealing brakes, the news-vendors’ cries and rain beginning to fall. I moved as in a dream, a dream of what might have been if my nerve had been stronger, my resolution greater, my love for Consuela proof against the snares of self-interest. Why did I betray her? It is swiftly explained. For my career. For the sake of prosperity and respectability. Which amounted, it seemed to me that morning, to little more than the grey weeping blankness above my head.

5A Frederick’s Place has been the hub of my professional life since Imry and I set up there together in 1907. Whenever I climb its rickety stairs, whenever I smell again its aroma of old paper and older wood, I think of Imry and me as we were then: short of work and scarcely able to summon the rent, but young, energetic, richer than now in every way save one, determined to make a show in the world, intent upon building well and being known for what we built. Such are the painful ephemera of youth, for Imry will never bound up those stairs again, nor will I sketch grand designs on discarded envelopes. Life is what we make it and middle age the time when what we have made can no longer be ignored. That morning last September, I eyed the brass plate – Renshaw & Staddon, A.R.I.B.A. – with a curious distaste and ascended the stairs preparing stratagems in my mind to cope with the hours that lay ahead.

‘Morning, Mr Staddon,’ said Reg Vimpany, when he saw me enter.

‘Good morning, Reg. Where is everybody?’

‘Doris will be late. Her teeth, you remember?’

‘Oh yes,’ I lied.

‘Kevin’s gone for some milk.’

‘Aha.’

‘And Mr Newsom,’ he added with heavy emphasis, ‘is not yet with us.’

‘Never mind. Remind me. What’s on?’

‘Well, I need to go through the Mannerdown tenders with you. You’ve Pargeter to see this afternoon. And you told Mr Harrison you’d slip out to the Amberglade site at some point.’

‘Ah yes. Mr Harrison may have to wait. As for the tenders, shall we say eleven o’clock?’

‘Very well, sir.’

‘Thanks, Reg.’

I retreated to my office, well aware that poor Reg would be shaking his head in disapproval of my slackness. He was fifteen years older than me and the only chief assistant we had ever had: dependable, unflappable and content, it seemed, to preserve a certain level of efficiency in our affairs however scant our gratitude.

Once I had closed my office door, a sense of refuge closed about me. There was time and peace in which to think, an opportunity to apply reason to what little I knew. Consuela had been charged with Rosemary Caswell’s murder. And Rosemary Caswell was her husband’s niece. I could not even remember the girl. There was a nephew, certainly, an unpleasant little boy of eight or nine who must be twenty-odd by now. But a niece? The boy’s sister, presumably. What was she to Consuela? And why the additional charge of attempted murder? Flinging my coat and hat onto their hooks and gazing through the window at the red-bricked flank of Dauntsey House, I realized how much worse than a terrible truth was the hint of half a story.

‘Watch’er, Mr Staddon!’ With a theatrical rattle of the door handle, Kevin Loader, our irrepressibly disrespectful office boy, had entered the room. Sometimes I welcomed his jaunty, cocksure breath of vitality, but this was not such a time. He made a spring-heeled progress to my desk, deposited a bundle of mail in the in-tray and treated me to a lop-sided grin. ‘One o’ yer ’ouses in the news, I see, Mr Staddon.’

‘What?’

‘Clahds Frome. Read abaht it in me Sketch on the bus this very mornin’. Murder most foul, seemingly. Ain’t you ’eard?’

‘Oh, yes. I believe I did … read something.’

‘What’s the truth of it, then?’

‘I’ve really no idea, Kevin.’

‘Come on. You must know the family.’

‘It was a long time ago. Before the war. I hardly remember.’

He moved closer, the grin still plastered to his gossip-hungry face. ‘This Conshuler. Bit of a looker, is she?’ I shook my head, hoping he would desist. ‘They always are, aren’t they?’

‘Who are?’

‘Murderesses,’ he hissed gleefully. ‘Specially the poisonin’ kind.’

After throwing Kevin out, I sat down and forced myself to smoke a calming cigarette. As matters stood, I was under no obligation to intervene in whatever had befallen the Caswells. No obligation, that is, that the world would recognize. Far less did I have any right to interfere. Such rights as I might have had I had forfeited, long ago. Yet I had to know more. That much was certain. To pretend nothing had happened, to keep a weather eye open for a further report of court proceedings but otherwise remain sublimely indifferent, was beyond me. So, remembering the name of the local newspaper from my many visits to Hereford all those years ago, I telephoned their offices and prevailed upon them to send me copies of their last two weekly editions. I did not tell them why I wanted them and they did not ask. Only my guilty conscience suggested they might guess.

Where do the lines begin to be traced that lead two people together in this life? How far back lies the origin of their convergent destinies? Some time between disposing of the Mannerdown tenders and tolerating a peroration by the tireless Pargeter on a new range of emulsion paints, I dug out my earliest office diaries and computed, as I had never before, the date and time of my first meeting with Consuela Caswell. It was on my second visit to Hereford, in November 1908, after the commission for Clouds Frome had been settled and the site selected. Tuesday 17 November, as I now learned, around four o’clock in the afternoon. That, at all events, was when I had recorded that I was expected to take tea with Mr and Mrs Caswell, wealthy client and wife. But such precision did not for an instant deceive me. Our meeting was not the rushed contrivance of a diary jotting, but the inevitable product of the innumerable conjunctions and connections that govern all our lives.

It would be possible, for instance, to settle the responsibility on Ernest Gillow, the charming and tolerant man to whose architectural practice of music halls and taverns I was articled upon leaving Oxford in 1903. Gillow was himself a Cambridge man and took me on as a favour to my father, whose stockbroking services he had often employed. It was to transpire that a contemporary of his at King’s, Cambridge, was none other than Mortimer Caswell, eldest son of the founder of G. P. Caswell & Co., cider-makers of Hereford. When, in due course of time, Mortimer Caswell’s younger brother, Victor, returned from ten or more years in South America with a fortune in rubber behind him and a Brazilian wife on his arm, it was only to be expected that he would deem the construction of an impressive country residence an appropriate mark of his success. Mortimer suggested Gillow as the obvious man to recommend a young and enthusiastic architect, and it was only a year since I had left his practice, so Gillow no doubt thought he was doing me a considerable favour by putting my name forward. As indeed he was, in every sense that he could be expected to understand.

It was on 21 October 1908 – so my diary records – that I travelled to Hereford to view the site of Clouds Frome with my prospective client. London was fog-bound, but in the west all was sun-bathed contentment. As the train neared Hereford in the early afternoon, I gazed through the window with growing enchantment at the golden woods, the busy orchards, the deep green pastures and rolling hills of a landscape I hardly knew. My hopes rose as high as the clear blue sky, for this, surely, was the opportunity any young architect dreams of, the chance to match style and place in a form for which he will always be remembered.

I had by this time exchanged several letters with Victor Caswell and had spoken to him once by telephone. There was therefore no doubt in my mind that he was one of the two tall, slim, well-dressed figures waiting near the ticket-barrier at Hereford station, but which one was not clear. Facially there was little to tell them apart. Both were lean-faced and moustachioed, one adorned in morning suit and top hat, the other in flecked green tweed and a rakish cloth cap. It was the latter, in fact, who identified himself as Victor.

‘My brother Mortimer,’ he explained over handshakes. ‘He’s come along to give us the benefit of his opinion.’

There was much fraternal good humour on Victor’s part but little sign of reciprocation by Mortimer. Their close physical similarity seemed designed to compensate, in fact, for otherwise contrasting character. Victor was eager to set off, and even a brief detour to my hotel frustrated him. He owned a gleaming green and gold Mercedes tourer, quite the most splendid motor-car I had ever travelled in, and attracted many admiring glances as he drove through Hereford, where horse-drawn traffic was still the norm. Out along the dusty by-roads west of the city, he worked up what seemed a furious pace whilst shooting questions back at me over his shoulder about architects I respected, styles I liked and materials I favoured. His face and voice were animated by something midway between pride and pleasure, an impatient, consuming urge to celebrate all that he had achieved.

As for Mortimer, who sat beside me in the rear, hunched down amidst the polished leather and clasping the brim of his hat, he seemed all that his brother was not: glum, silent and deeply pessimistic. When I ventured a platitudinous enquiry about the cider trade, he countered with the humourless observation: ‘It’s just a business, young man, like any other.’

We crossed a river which I took to be the Wye (and later learned was the Lugg), then began to climb into wooded hill country, acre upon acre of somnolent Herefordshire stretching away behind us. Before long, Victor pulled off the road by a field gate and there we left the car, striking out across sloping pasture-land fringed by wood till we reached a hedgerow stile and halted to admire the gentle fall of the land west towards the flood plain of the Lugg and Hereford beyond.

‘That’s the site below us,’ Victor announced, as soon as Mortimer and I had caught up with him. ‘These three fields, the orchard further down and the farm between. You can see the farmhouse roof there.’ His arm pointed towards a distant wedge of thatch half-hidden in a fold of the land. It was the first I had heard of an existing building and, anticipating the questions I might ask, he added: ‘The tenant has notice to quit next Lady Day, Staddon, so have no fear on that score. I shall have a demolition gang in the yard the very next day.’

‘The Doaks,’ said Mortimer in a matter-of-fact tone, ‘have farmed Clouds Frome for six generations.’

‘Time for a change, then,’ said Victor with a grin. ‘Except for the name. Clouds Frome. Yes, I like it. What do you think, Staddon?’

‘Perfect, I should have thought.’

‘And the site, the prospect, the lie of the land. What do you make of them?’

‘They’re all perfect.’ And I was not lying. I was not even exaggerating. What I saw before me, taking shape amidst the autumnal fields, was a house to crown Victor’s success and launch mine. ‘I can build you a fine home here, Mr Caswell.’

‘I don’t want an artless pile, Staddon. I don’t want a mausoleum.’ He slapped the stile with his gloves for emphasis. ‘I want a house to breathe in, a house to glory in. I want the best.’

‘Then you shall have it, Mr Caswell.’ Suddenly, his greed was mine too, my ambition as boundless as his.

‘You’re paying Paston over the odds for this land, aren’t you?’ put in Mortimer, but already I sensed that nothing could restrain his brother’s enthusiasm.

‘What if I am?’ Victor countered with another grin. ‘I can afford to.’

‘It’s no way to do business.’

‘I daresay not, but this isn’t a question of business. It’s a question of vision.’

And that, it seemed, settled the matter. Mortimer fell silent, Victor lit a cigar and I climbed up onto the stile to gain a wider view. Clouds Frome Farm stood in a hollow, open to the south and west but backed to the north and east by the hill we had climbed. There was a stream audible in the hanger of trees to our right, descending towards the farm, and a breathtaking panorama beyond it of rolling pastures, with the Black Mountains forming a distant western horizon. A grand house, reached by a winding drive from the high road below, with water nearby and a sheltered yet open setting: it was scarcely possible to imagine anything better. My brain raced to embrace the opportunity.

‘Well, Staddon?’ said Victor when I had climbed down.
‘I’d be proud to build a house for you here, sir.’ It was the simple truth and all, for the moment, that I could think of to say.

‘And would it be a house I could be proud of as well?’

‘Oh yes.’ I glanced back at the view. ‘I’m sure of it.’

‘Then set to work.’ He shook my hand firmly. ‘Set to work with a will.’

I meant what I said that day when I stood with the Caswell brothers on the breezy heights above Clouds Frome in the thin October sunlight. That house became and still remains the best I was capable of and the best, I believe, any architect, whatever his fee, could have achieved in the circumstances. I returned to London the following day with most of the outline already formed in my head and half of it sketched out on a sheaf of hotel notepaper. Something elegant yet rural, restrained yet wholly original. That was my intention and that, as the plans took shape, was what seemed to lie within my grasp. A happy blend of manorial and domestic, rooted in the landscape and formed of local materials, serving the practical needs of its occupants yet assuring, by deft touches, its own self-confident novelty.

Victor Caswell was not, I already knew, a man to quibble over money. Once my drafts of what he might have had commended themselves to him, he was prepared to pay whatever it cost to implement them. With five months at our disposal before the tenant quit Clouds Frome Farm, there was moreover time in which to tailor every detail to his satisfaction. It was with this in mind that he invited me down to Hereford a few weeks later, mentioning in his letter that he wished me to meet his wife in order to explain my ideas to her and to take note of any decorative preferences she might wish to express. So it was that on 17 November I travelled to Hereford once more, bubbling over with enthusiasm for what I proposed and little knowing that I would encounter there something very different from anything I could imagine. For I was to encounter Consuela.

I had asked the Hereford Times to send their back copies to Frederick’s Place rather than Suffolk Terrace, having no wish to remind Angela of a subject which she seemed to have forgotten by the evening of the same day. They arrived on Thursday, anonymously parcelled, and I immediately found an excuse for immuring myself in my office in order to study them.

The story they told was disjointed and unsatisfactory. The names of people and places I knew came to me as from a realm of dreams, with no fixed point to guide my thoughts. The issue of 13 September reported with neither prominence nor embellishment the death three days before, following a sudden illness, of Miss Rosemary Caswell, eighteen-year-old daughter of Mortimer Caswell, respected proprietor of the local cider-making firm. An inquest had been opened and adjourned pending a post mortem. By 20 September, however, sensational developments had intruded. Sir Bernard Spilsbury, the celebrated Home Office forensic expert, had conducted the post mortem and had concluded that death was due to poisoning by arsenic. At the re-convened inquest it was revealed that Miss Caswell’s mother and her uncle, Victor, had both been ill with symptoms similar to though less acute than Rosemary’s following a tea attended by all three at Clouds Frome on Sunday 9 September. A verdict of wilful murder by unknown persons had been returned by the inquest jury and a police investigation set in motion. Officers from Scotland Yard were believed to be assisting the local constabulary and an early arrest was confidently anticipated.

As I already knew, an arrest had indeed followed. But why Consuela? What were the incriminating letters referred to in the report of her court appearance? And what, if any, was the evidence against her? As to that, I still had no clue. Yet one inconsistency at least had emerged for my thoughts to chafe on. If both Victor and his sister-in-law had been ill at the same time as Rosemary, why did the charge of attempted murder refer only to Victor? I cast my mind back to the day of my first meeting with Consuela, scanning all that I recalled of it in the frail hope that her guilt or innocence might even then have been apparent.

Between their return from South America and the completion of Clouds Frome, Victor and Consuela lived with Mortimer and his family in a large, gloomy Victorian house called Fern Lodge, a stuccoed pile of few architectural merits set amidst an excess of fir trees on a windy summit towards the northern edge of the city. It was there, on a day of raw greyness contrasting sharply with my previous visit to Hereford, that I made my way for tea at the appointed time, clutching a valiseful of perspective views and floor plans for the new house. I was pitifully eager to please, painfully proud of my proposals and horribly nervous lest any aspect of them should fail to win approval.

So much has changed since 1908 in the mood and fashion of society that my introduction to the Caswell family seems now to date from a far more distant era than fifteen years ago. Perhaps fifty would be nearer the metaphorical mark, so remote does the atmosphere seem that enveloped me in the drawing-room of Fern Lodge that Tuesday afternoon. Victor was the only person present whom I had met before; Mortimer, it was explained, was attending to his business. Awaiting me meanwhile in a semi-circle of brocaded armchairs heavily shaded by thick curtains and large-leafed pot plants was a quartet of Caswell womenfolk: Mrs Susan Caswell, mother of Mortimer and Victor and widow of the founder of Caswell & Co. – frail and fussy in voluminous grey; Mrs Marjorie Caswell, wife of Mortimer – sharp-faced and clearly the mistress of the occasion in severe but expensive purple; Miss Hermione Caswell, elder sister of Mortimer and Victor – less rigidly inclined than the others to judge by her mischievous expression and carelessly flounced dress; and Mrs Peto, wife of Marjorie’s brother, who now in my memory is no more than a cipher in washed-out turquoise.

Victor, whose heavy-lidded look suggested that afternoon tea with his female relatives was not a favourite pastime, explained that his wife would join us shortly. Then he perched himself glumly on a hard-backed chair and abandoned me to my fate, which was to unfold more plans than was wise amidst the teacups and cake-stands and to attempt the impossible feat of answering all the ladies’ questions accurately and politely. Old Mrs Caswell had the decency to smile more than she spoke, but Marjorie and Hermione were unrestrained in their competing curiosity and led me a merry dance through what they knew or thought they knew of aspect and proportion. I made the elementary mistake of treating their observations seriously, not realizing that they were actually more interested in putting each other down than interrogating me. What with this and the slice of seed cake I had foolishly embarked upon, I was in a fine state of confusion when the door opened and Consuela entered.

I heard the rustle of her dress from behind me and saw Victor rise. I rose too and turned towards the door, which clicked shut as I did so. Then she was before me. Consuela Evelina Manchaca de Pombalho, for so she was born, abundantly more than any Caswell could ever be. Clad in a clinging, shimmering tea-gown of maroon and gold satin, trimmed with lace and gauze, she wore the most delicate of flowered hats far back on her head, a single long string of pearls, a lozenge-shaped brooch by her left breast and a plain gold wedding-ring. Otherwise there was no adornment, no distraction from her perfect figure, her slender neck and her finely featured face. In all of this she might have been no more than an unusually beautiful Englishwoman, but her complexion was darker than any Englishwoman’s, her hair thicker, her lips fuller, her eyes more intense.

‘My wife, Staddon,’ said Victor, standing to one side as she approached. As he spoke, I thought I caught an unnecessary emphasis on the word my and, as I stooped to kiss her hand and drew back to look at her again, I could understand why. He had found this wild and troubling creature, he had tamed and married her, and now he had brought her home to parade on a satin chain.

I had muttered something about being her servant. Consuela looked at me directly for the first time and said, ‘My husband tells me you are to build a home for us, Mr Staddon.’ There was no more than the faintest hint of an accent in her voice. Her English was perfect, though more slowly spoken than a native’s, lightly pitched and reserved in stark contrast to the gabbling of her in-laws.

‘Yes, Mrs Caswell, I am. It will be my honour.’

‘An honour too for us, I feel sure.’

‘As to that …’

‘Come and see Mr Staddon’s plans, Consuela,’ put in Marjorie from behind me.

‘Yes, do,’ said Hermione. ‘They’re really most promising, aren’t they, Victor?’

‘It’s shaping well, certainly.’ But Victor sounded positively indifferent. It was a baffling change from the enthusiasm he had displayed during our visit to the site and only the first of many such changes of mood I was to grow used to during our association. He wanted a grand house to live in, a beautiful wife to live with and the respect of all who knew him, but sometimes I suspected that they were all only commodities to him, symbols of a success whose substance remained elusive.

Consuela sat down, accepted some tea and paid close attention to my explanations. Interruptions from Marjorie and Hermione were as frequent and banal as before, but Consuela’s presence had an unexpectedly calming effect on me. She seemed instinctively to understand what I proposed and displayed more insight by her few searching questions than did all of the others’ enquiries put together.

Hermione, when not competing with Marjorie for the conversational helm, revealed enough to suggest that a perceptive mind was being carefully veiled. During one of the brief liftings of that veil, she engaged me across the plan-strewn table and said, ‘As you can see, Mr Staddon, Consuela has more of an eye for artistry than the rest of us.’

Marjorie looked affronted, Mrs Peto giggled, old Mrs Caswell grinned and Consuela lowered her gaze, but the point was well made. More palpably than any words could render it, I detected a sympathy towards me in this cautious, perceptive young woman. At the time, I attributed it to nothing more than a highly developed artistic sensibility and, for the moment, that was enough.

‘Of course,’ I stumbled, ‘all of this can much more readily be appreciated when inspecting the site.’

‘Victor has not yet taken me to Clouds Frome,’ said Consuela.

‘Time enough for that,’ he put in, ‘when we have vacant possession.’

‘When you do,’ I said, ‘I’d be delighted to act as your guide, Mrs Caswell.’

‘That’s most kind, Mr Staddon. You must make a point of it.’

‘I will. Most certainly I will.’

Then, for the first time since joining us, Consuela smiled. And with that smile my heart took flight.

It was near the end of the first week following Consuela’s arrest when Giles Newsom, our senior assistant and aspiring partner, revealed that Kevin was not the only member of staff to have noticed the name of Clouds Frome in the papers. A good-looking young man noted for his elegance of dress and popularity with the fairer sex, Newsom was also a talented architect in the making. Imry had advocated taking him on when it became apparent that he would never be able to resume a full-time share of the business and, though there had always been something too damnably self-assured about the fellow for my liking, he had justified Imry’s confidence in the four years since.

Laziness, not incapacity, was Newsom’s besetting fault and it was in such a mood that I found him, alone in the office, when I returned there late on Friday afternoon, feet on desk, cigarette in mouth, a copy of The Architect’s Journal open before him. At other times I might have ventured a mild rebuke, but I felt too despondent on this occasion to make the effort.

‘Still here, Giles?’

‘Catching up with some reading, Mr Staddon.’ He smiled and lowered his feet to the floor, but seemed otherwise unabashed. ‘It always pays to keep abreast of developments, don’t you find? New styles. New designs. New ideas.’

‘I’m sure you’re right.’

‘Not that we can’t learn as much from old ideas at times.’

‘No?’ I was beginning to suspect there was some purpose to his remarks that might make me regret this conversation.

‘Definitely not. As a matter of fact, I was admiring one of your earliest designs only the other day.’

‘Really? Which one?’ As if I needed to ask.

‘Clouds Frome. Reg showed me the article in that old copy of The Builder. It was the first time I’d ever seen it. I didn’t even know we had it on file.’

‘What of it?’

‘What of it?’ He looked at me in amused puzzlement. ‘Why, it’s just so good, of course. So simple, yet so effective. Function and style. For once, perfectly combined. I never knew—’

‘I was capable of it?’

‘Of course not.’ He laughed. ‘I’m trying to pay you a compliment, for goodness’ sake. The blending of baronial hall and drawing-room really does come off. The pentagonal bay reinforcing the four gables at the rear. And that flagstoned causeway reaching out across the orchard. What did they call it? “A pier in a sea of blossom”? It’s brilliant. Honestly, it is.’

‘Kind of you to say so.’

‘It’s nothing less than the truth. It’s just a pity …’

‘Yes?’

‘A pity commissions like that are so thin on the ground. I suppose before the war there were more clients to be found at the higher end of the market.’

‘Perhaps.’ I thought of Victor Caswell and reflected that clients like him had never been plentiful, which was probably just as well. ‘But you only need one.’

‘Do you mind if I ask you something about Clouds Frome, Mr Staddon?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Without wishing to cast aspersions on your other work, do you think it was the best building you ever designed?’

I sighed. ‘Yes, Giles. I rather think it was.’

I decided, the day after taking tea with the Caswells at Fern Lodge, to delay my return to London until the evening, so that I might inspect the Clouds Frome site without my client for company. Accordingly, straight after breakfast, I engaged a fly at my hotel and had it take me to the high road side of the farm, intending to walk the few miles back to Hereford after satisfying my curiosity on a number of points.

It was a brighter day than Tuesday and I found the keen edge to the wind invigorating as I started up across a sloping field towards the orchard Victor had pointed out to me from above. Already, I had begun to refine my ideas to appeal to Consuela’s sensitivity, to speculate how her comfort and convenience might at all stages be served. Already, I suppose, her approval had come to seem more important than the approval of any client’s wife really should.

There was a narrow wicket-gate leading through the hedge into the orchard, which looked to be quite empty now the harvest was over. Beyond it, I knew, lay the farm, but for the moment the trees screened the buildings from my view.

As I unlooped the string that held the gate shut and stepped through, I was startled by the sudden appearance of a figure only a few yards away, materializing, it seemed, from amidst the trees. A short, wiry man of middle years dressed in threadbare tweeds and a flat cap, cradling over his left arm a broken shot-gun, he must, I suppose, have been obscured by one of the trunks until we were very nearly face to face.

I was too surprised at first to speak. He was unshaven, with narrow, suspicious eyes set in a gaunt, prominently boned face. He had been chewing something and spat it out now without ceremony, then said, ‘Who might you be?’ His tone suggested that, whatever my answer, I would not be welcome.

‘My name’s … Staddon. I’m an architect.’

‘An architec’?’ He stared at me in silence, as if assessing the merits of the breed. ‘An’ who might you be an architec’ for, Mr Staddon?’

There seemed no point in prevarication. ‘Mr Victor Caswell,’ I said boldly.

‘Ar. I reckoned as much.’

‘I was just taking a look. I hope you don’t mind.’

‘Be all the same if I did, wouldn’t it?’

‘Well, no. Strictly speaking, I do need your permission, Mr … Mr, ah, Doak, is it?’

‘’E told you me name, did ’e?’

‘Mr Caswell mentioned it, yes.’

‘Surprised ’e remembered.’

‘Do you have any objection to my … looking around?’

‘Objection?’ He spat again. ‘Come over ’ere aways, boy.’

I followed him across the orchard and caught my first sight of the farm. It was a low-roofed house of cob and thatch with a walled yard and tumble-down barns to one side. About it and the orchard hung an air of neglect, a suggestion of prolonged struggle recently abandoned. ‘Do you live here alone, Mr Doak?’

He nodded. ‘Since me wife died two year ago.’

‘No children?’

‘We ’ad a son, but ’e died afore ’is mother, so alone is what I am now. Mebbe that makes this business rest easier on your conscience. Or mebbe you don’t ’ave a conscience. Your employer don’t ’ave one, so why should you?’

‘Well, I—’

‘Will you keep any of it?’

‘Any of what?’

‘The farm, boy, the farm.’ He pointed towards the house through the trees. The barns needed re-thatching, I could clearly see, the yard gate re-hanging. There was a broken window on the upper floor of the house and another window, further along, sagging from its hinges.

‘No. I don’t think so. Except …’

‘’Cep’ what?’ He glared round at me.

‘The name. Mr Caswell likes the name. It’ll still be called Clouds Frome.’

‘Will it now?’

We had come to the farther edge of the orchard. Doak stopped and leaned against the wicket-fence. He pulled a drinking flask from his pocket, took a swig from it and offered it to me. I shook my head.

‘Caswell’s got ’is brother to take me on at the cider works in ’Ereford come next Lady Day. Did ’e tell you?’

‘No.’

‘It’s only for the sake o’ that I didn’ run you out of ’ere on a pole. For the sake of a job labourin’ for a family who’d ’ve laboured for us once. For the sake of—’ He spat over the fence. ‘Me family owned this land once. All of it.’

‘What happened?’

‘’Ard times, boy, ’ard times.’ He snorted. ‘’Cep’ for the Caswells o’ this world.’

‘It’ll be a wrench to leave, I imagine.’

He looked at me scornfully, as if I could not begin to understand what leaving Clouds Frome would mean to him. ‘Doaks owned and farmed this land when Caswells were scrabblin’ in the mud for pig-apples. So ’ow d’you think that makes me feel when one of ’em buys it from under me?’

I could give no answer, no answer that would not seem either trite or impertinent. I looked away in my embarrassment.

‘I can’t stop Caswell buyin’ Clouds Frome,’ Doak went on. ‘’E ’as the money an’ ’e thinks ’e ’as the right. But this I’ll tell you, boy, this I’ll tell you for nought. ’E can own this place, but ’e can’t be ’appy ’ere. ’E can live ’ere, but ’e can’t prosper ’ere. The time’ll come when Victor Caswell will rue the day he ever thought of buildin’ an ’ouse for ’imself ’ere – at Clouds Frome.’

I thought little enough of Doak’s remarks at the time. I dismissed them as the empty product of envy and disappointment. And so they probably were, though, strangely, none could subsequently have denied that Ivor Doak had been proved correct. Abundantly correct.


Chapter Two

KNOWING ANGELA’S CURIOSITY would be revived as soon as Consuela’s next court appearance was reported in the press, I took care to ensure that I had to leave the house uncommonly early the following Tuesday. I had secured a ten o’clock appointment in Whitstable with the secretary of a golf club aspiring to grander accommodation, so was obliged to set off for Victoria station whilst Angela was still in bed.

I had slept poorly since first hearing of Consuela’s plight, unable to rid my mind of the contrast between all that I remembered of her and the privations of a police cell in Hereford. Greater knowledge of the charges against her seemed likely to afford some kind of relief, so it was with eager haste that I bought a copy of The Times in Kensington High Street and sat on a bench to study the legal page.

A full hearing, it transpired, had now commenced in Hereford magistrates’ court. It was reported in detail and with a prominence which suggested that public interest in the case was heightening. Prosecuting counsel had addressed the bench at length, setting out the basis of the charge. It would be shown, he had said, by reference to certain letters found in the accused’s possession, that she had reason to harbour malice against her husband. It would be further shown that a quantity of arsenious oxide had been found in her possession along with the letters. On Sunday 9 September she had been due to take tea as usual with her husband and their daughter—

I broke off. They had a child. I had never supposed, never guessed, that they might have. It was an unremarkable discovery, yet a devastating one. It seemed suddenly to make everything far worse. Consuela and Victor had a child, whereas Angela and I … I forced my attention back to the newspaper.

Consuela, Victor and their daughter (whom the report did not name) had been about to commence tea in the drawing-room at Clouds Frome when unexpected visitors had arrived: Marjorie and her daughter Rosemary, who had called by on a whim whilst returning from a luncheon engagement with Marjorie’s brother and his family in Ross-on-Wye. The tea party had lasted about an hour, then Marjorie and Rosemary had pressed on home to Hereford. Several hours later, both Marjorie and Rosemary had been taken ill at Fern Lodge with symptoms of acute food poisoning, whilst Victor had fallen ill with identical symptoms at Clouds Frome. Rosemary’s was much the most serious case of the three, vomiting and diarrhoea giving place to paralysis, unconsciousness and death late the following evening.

The Crown’s contention was that the accused had placed sufficient arsenic in the sugar-bowl to kill her husband, who, unlike his wife and daughter, regularly took sugar in tea, but that Marjorie and Rosemary, who also took sugar, had inadvertently shared the dose and that Rosemary had somehow consumed the major part.

The prosecution’s first witness was Dr Stringfellow, who had attended all three patients. No impurity or tainting of food or drink could have accounted, in his judgement, for the severity of Rosemary Caswell’s illness. He had therefore felt obliged to withhold a death certificate until a specialist in the detection of poisons could carry out a post mortem. He had also taken specimens of the other two patients’ urine for the specialist’s examination. The subsequent discovery of arsenic in these samples and in the body of the deceased had not surprised him; he had feared from the start that it would be so.

With Dr Stringfellow’s testimony the first day of the hearing had ended.

Poison has always seemed to me the most sinister of threats to life, lurking unsuspected in food or drink, masked by other tastes, then striking hours later when the meal is half-forgotten. Perhaps that is what Ivor Doak meant about Victor’s acquisition of Clouds Frome: that something in the land and place was bound to resist him and, in the end, do its best to destroy him.

Yet was it possible to see Consuela as the agent of that destruction? Surely not. She was no poisoner. The cold, scheming intelligence required for such a crime was alien to her nature. Clearly, however, the police believed otherwise and had evidence to support them in that belief. And what did I have? Nothing, except my distant memories of Consuela to stumble after in vain.

It was a few days after Easter, 1909, when I welcomed Consuela on her first visit to Clouds Frome. The builders had only been on the site for a fortnight and there was consequently little to see but mud and trench work. The last load of rubble from the farm had, however, been removed and I, at least, could begin to envisage the splendour of the finished house. The question was whether I could persuade others to do so, though even this can hardly explain the anxiety I felt about Consuela’s reaction.

She arrived in mid-afternoon, accompanied by her sister-in-law Hermione, in Mortimer Caswell’s chauffeur-driven motor-car, a high-roofed limousine with closed seats at the rear lacking the joie de vivre of Victor’s Mercedes. I had been talking to the foreman, George Smith, when I heard the sound of it approaching up the rutted track from the road and suddenly felt conscious of my shabby, mud-spattered appearance as I hurried down to meet them.

It was a perfect spring day and Consuela, as she stepped lightly down from the car, was in every sense its perfect complement. The simplicity of her dress was remarkable in that era of opulence: cream skirt and coat with the faintest of stripes, pale yellow blouse fastened by a brooch, straw hat delicately trimmed with feathers, white gloves and fringed parasol; but no boa, no veil, no conspicuous jewellery or unnecessary ornament. She smiled as if it was a genuine pleasure to see me and I could not help hoping it was.

‘Good afternoon, Mr Staddon.’

‘Good afternoon, Mrs Caswell.’ I held her hand briefly in mine. ‘I can’t tell you how delighted I am that you came.’

She looked at me intently for a moment and said softly, ‘I promised I would.’

At that instant Hermione completed her descent from the car. She was costumed in tweed, with a scarf fastened round hat and throat, taking no risks, it seemed, with fickle April warmth. She tolerated my courtesies with good-humoured impatience, then demanded to know when the tour would begin.

The tour comprised my attempts to explain where and to what effect the different rooms of the house would be located and how the gardens would be laid out. I had planned the house to face north, with the drive curving up past the orchard to reach the front. To the rear were to be ponds and ornamental gardens, with a pergola of wisteria or clematis leading out along a flagstoned causeway into the orchard, which fell away below with the slope of the land. Wilder, wooded gardens would lie north of the house on climbing ground, walled kitchen garden, glasshouses and gardener’s cottage to the sheltered east. The house itself was to be a compressed H, with two gables to the front and four to the rear supplemented by a pentagonal bay, kitchens, stables and garage adjoining to one side. By loading corridor space to the front, I ensured that all the principal rooms and most of the bedrooms had good southern views. The bay, moreover, gave light and grandeur to the drawing-room as well as the master bedroom. The materials were to be local sandstone and slate, the overall effect one of solidity and grace.

How much of this was apparent to Hermione I could not tell. She evidently preferred the method of things to their meaning. To my surprise, she found a soul-mate in Smith and was content to ply him with questions whilst I escorted Consuela up to the fringes of the wood north of the site, from where the best panorama was to be obtained. We stopped beneath the spreading branches of a horse chestnut and looked back down at the strew of cart-tracks and boardwalks, at the builders’ muddy gougings and the sea of apple blossom beyond – Doak’s last crop, which he would never harvest.

‘I thought,’ I ventured cautiously, ‘that a summer-house on this spot might—’

‘It would be perfect,’ she interrupted, glancing round at me. Sunlight and shade were dappled across her face, blurring her expression. But of her beauty there could be no blurring.

‘I’m glad you like the idea.’

‘It seems to me, Mr Staddon, that I like all your ideas. Victor was very lucky to find such a talented architect.’

‘You’re too generous. I’m only doing the best I can.’

‘I should like roses in the gardens,’ she said, her mood seeming to change suddenly. And, equally suddenly, I felt that nothing could be allowed to stand in the way of any request she might choose to make.

‘An arbour, perhaps,’ I said, thinking rapidly. ‘Or a rose-seat.’

‘They would remind me of home.’ Her voice was wistful and nostalgic. ‘Of the warmth and sweetness of the Brazilian sun.’

‘Where was your home, Mrs Caswell?’

‘A Casa das Rosas.’ She smiled. ‘The House of Roses. Rua São Clemente, Rio de Janeiro. The house where I was born. The house my father built when he had made his fortune.’

‘Is it as delightful as it sounds?’

She made no reply and I sensed that the subject of her distant home was one best not preyed upon. Yet I could not let the opportunity to learn more about her slip from my grasp. I felt a sudden need to trespass upon her secret thoughts.

‘Do you miss it very much?’

She looked away and her gloved fingers tightened round the handle of the parasol. ‘How long will it take to build this house, Mr Staddon?’ she asked in a murmur.

‘Two years will see you and Mr Caswell in residence.’

‘Two years?’

‘No doubt that seems a long time, but I can assure you—’

She raised her hand to silence me. ‘It does not seem a long time.’ Her gaze drifted up into the woods behind us. ‘In some ways …’ She stopped and I knew she would not continue. In that instant there seemed more sadnesses and longings locked within her than one person could bear, far less one as beautiful as she.

‘Your sister-in-law is waving to us, Mrs Caswell. Perhaps we should rejoin her.’

Consuela flashed a glance at me that seemed to convey an immense impatience with the proprieties she was expected to observe. Then, as quickly, it was gone, replaced by lowered eyes and the faintest of smiles. ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Of course we should.’ And with that she set off down the slope.

One of Angela’s most infuriating characteristics is her facility for unexpected changes of mood and tactic. She can summon anger from placidity at a moment’s notice and revert just as quickly. When one confidently anticipates a terrier-like pursuit of an unwelcome topic, she displays only a consuming indifference. So it was with the newspaper reports of Consuela’s hearing. For all Angela said about them one might have supposed she had not even noticed them. Though, somehow, I did not believe that was the case.

The second day of the hearing had been devoted to the testimony of the two people who had survived the alleged poisoning: Marjorie and Victor. Marjorie described returning from Ross-on-Wye with her daughter on the afternoon in question. They had decided to call at Clouds Frome on their way. Victor – not Consuela, she stressed – had invited them to stay for tea. Marjorie had noticed nothing unusual in anything that was said or done. Consuela was subdued, but not abnormally so. Marjorie had consumed two cups of tea with milk and sugar and a slice of fruit cake. Rosemary had consumed about the same. Tea had already been laid when they arrived and Consuela had waited upon them. She had poured the tea and sliced the cake, leaving her guests to help themselves to milk, lemon or sugar. Rosemary had, to the best of Marjorie’s recollection, been the first to spoon sugar from the bowl. They had left after about an hour. Later that evening, they had both begun to feel unwell. Neither had eaten any dinner. By ten o’clock Rosemary was being violently and repeatedly sick, Marjorie scarcely less so. Dr Stringfellow had been summoned. He had expressed concern about Rosemary’s condition in particular and had spoken of food poisoning as the likeliest explanation. A telephone call to Clouds Frome had established that Victor was also ill, but neither Consuela nor Jacinta—

So Jacinta was their daughter’s name. It sounded as beautiful as I might have expected. It also sounded more Portuguese than English, which surprised me. I would have expected Victor to insist upon an English name for any child of his.

Neither Consuela nor Jacinta had been ill. That was the point which prosecuting counsel had been at pains to stress. And, what was more, Consuela had summoned no assistance for her sick husband until Dr Stringfellow had volunteered to proceed to Clouds Frome straight from Fern Lodge.

Marjorie’s testimony had concluded with a harrowing account of Rosemary’s last hours and a tribute to ‘the sweetest and most loyal of daughters a mother could ask for’, by which, evidently, the court had been much moved. Whether I would have been as well I could not tell. It was doubly odd to read the statements of people I knew and yet not to know how they appeared as they made them, what expression they wore, what tone they adopted. Marjorie Caswell had always seemed stiff-necked and unyielding to me, but that was no justification for denying her the sentiments natural to a grieving mother. The fact that I did not want to believe Consuela capable of murder was no reason to think all her accusers were liars.

Nevertheless, Victor’s testimony would have struck a false note with me whether or not I had a personal interest in the case. Encouraged by the prosecuting counsel, he had emphasized that he would have preferred not to give evidence against his wife. (The right of spouses not to bear witness against each other evidently did not apply where one of them was accused of violence against the other. This, I began to suspect, was what lay behind the additional charge of attempted murder. Without it, Victor would not have been able to parade his misgivings on the point.)

Victor had confirmed the essentials of Marjorie’s account. As to events prior to her arrival at Clouds Frome, he said tea had already been laid when he joined his wife in the drawing-room. Shortly afterwards, Jacinta had been brought down by her governess. And shortly after that Marjorie and Rosemary had presented themselves at the door. He saw no significance in the fact that he rather than Consuela had invited them to stay, but he did agree that, if they had not arrived, he alone would have taken sugar from the bowl because his wife and daughter habitually took nothing but lemon with tea.

At the tail-end of the proceedings, a vital issue had been touched upon by prosecuting counsel.

‘We will hear later that the police found certain letters in your wife’s possession – anonymous letters, that is, of the poison-pen variety – which could have caused her to suspect you of infidelity. Was there, in fact, any justification for such suggestions being made to her?’

‘None whatever.’

‘You are and have always been a faithful husband?’

‘Yes.’

‘And have thought of your marriage as a happy one?’

‘I have.’

His protestations had doubtless created a good impression on the court, as they were intended to. And who was there, after all, to contradict him – beyond Consuela, silent in the dock, and I? For I knew he was lying. Not about the letters, not yet at any rate. But about his marriage. Faithful? No. Happy? A thousand times no. About recent events at Clouds Frome I was as ignorant as any other newspaper-reader. But about the marriage of Victor and Consuela Caswell I knew as much as they did themselves.

During the months following Consuela’s first visit to Clouds Frome, my conscious mind devoted itself to the solution of practical problems. Grand conceptions and artful designs are ever at the mercy of wind, weather and human error. Success as an architect, I learned then and never forgot, involves scurrying between quarries and woodyards, clambering up scaffolding and stabbling through mud, usually at ungodly hours, and always in the pursuit of an elusive excellence. I was never again as meticulous, never as tireless, as I was when Clouds Frome began to rise, and my dreams with it, from its peerless site between the woods and river on the hills above Hereford.

It must have been a year or more before I was aware of how inextricably my ambitions for the house had become wound up with my emotions concerning those who were to live in it. If anything, I saw more of Consuela than of Victor. She would visit the site every couple of weeks in the company of Hermione, Marjorie or Victor himself, or on rare occasions with Mortimer. Invariably, it was with Consuela rather than her companion that I found myself discussing progress and, also invariably, other subjects would rapidly intrude: why I had become an architect, what she thought of England and the English. She told me once that she was more forthcoming with me than with any of Victor’s family, that it was refreshing to be able to spend time with somebody whose horizons extended beyond Hereford and the economics of cider-making.

I had supposed Victor would share such a broader view. After all, he had made his mark in another continent, had seen and experienced more of the world than any of his relatives. Strangely, however, Consuela implied that this was not the case and I too noted the grudging, secretive side to his nature. He was, in many ways, the perfect client – prompt to pay and slow to interfere – but he was also the most forbidding of men: unpredictable and uncommunicative, with no warmth of character, no humanity of spirit. The more I knew him, the less I understood him. The more time I spent with him, the less I wanted to. Superficially, or at a distance, he might seem the most handsome and accommodating of men. But beneath the veneer, apparent at close quarters, there was a personality in which scorn and malice churned away to some purpose of its own. According to Hermione, the gossip of the family, he had been sent to South America by his father to prove himself after failing to make the grade in the cider trade, initially to work in the Brazilian branch of a London bank. Quite how he had moved so successfully into the rubber business she seemed not to know, but certain it was that he had returned to England with the air – and the money – of a man who had proved a point and did not intend to let anyone forget it, a point which included being able to acquire and to keep a wife like Consuela.

My feelings for Consuela passed through several stages. They began with an undeniable attraction. Then, as she revealed more of herself to me, I came to pity her for the dull and empty life Victor obliged her to lead. Next, my disapproval of his treatment of her turned into an active resentment. There was envy there too, of course, and frustrated desire, but it was his dominion over her personality rather than her body that truly sickened me. By the spring of 1910, I had begun to suspect that the house I was building was to be little more than a decorative prison in which he could confine and control her more effectively than ever.

I recall a particular occasion from that time which brought to the surface many strands of the dislike I felt for Victor Caswell. The slaters had just begun work on the roof and Victor had warned me that he would be bringing a friend to see the progress they had made. It was the sort of interruption I was well used to, but the sort I found easy to bear only when Consuela was its cause. As it was, when the Mercedes growled up the track and I went down to meet it, all I felt was a vast unwillingness to be as pleasant and informative as I knew I should.

Victor’s friend was introduced to
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