
Lost and Found  

             A house recalled to life  

   

                     by  Chloë Rayban  

  

To hold something and turn it round in your hand, knowing that someone 

else, long ago, has run their fingers along these same curves and edges. It 

makes you wonder who they were, what their lives were like and what 

became of them. When Julia found objects lost or hidden or buried in her 

French manoir, they set her on a quest to learn their stories. The facts she 

uncovered changed her own life in a way she could hardly have 

envisaged.  

  



 

Chapter One  

Julia 2009  

I’d spotted the tower from the road, catching tantalising glimpses of its 

roof, a gleaming pyramid of slate, through the trees. Coming to the crest 

of a rise, I slowed down to get my first decent sighting of the place. It 

was vast, much bigger than the photos had suggested. Not just one but 

several buildings. It looked more like a village than a house. The mad 

man. Typical of Dad to leave us in a mess like this. God how I missed 

him.  

Another bend revealed a better view. The whole roof, a wide sweep of 

mossy slate with the tower beyond. Straining my eyes through the trees I 

nearly missed the turning and took it wide, skidding on the gravel.  

‘La Mulatière’ - a scrawled hand-painted sign leaned against a plinthe of 

weathered stone. There was an avenue of sorts, the trees overgrown with 

something thorned and spiky that reached half way up their trunks. Now 

nosing my way between them I got a view of the house full on. I caught 

my breath. The ‘chateau’ they’d called it in the village. And it was 

certainly built on a grand scale. Dad had been vague when quizzed about 

its size. Now I could see why.  

I drew to a halt, climbed out and stretched. My legs were stiff from 

driving so long. The slam of the car door echoed with a hollow sound 

through the building. I stared assessingly at the façade.  

The house had a blind abandoned look with all its shutters closed like 

that. And they’d stay closed by the look of it - a thick tangle of wisteria 

had grown up over them, caging them in. The roof wasn’t in bad nick. 

Some of the zinc needed renewing, it had rusted to holes and come loose 

in places. And there was an ugly stain where a gutter had been 

overflowing for god knows how long. At that height it would be 

expensive to repair.  

‘Mad totally mad,’ I thought. The sooner we got shot of the place the 

better.  

I glanced at my watch. It was seven already. The agent had been vague 

about the lighting situation. I wanted to get settled inside before sunset. I 

tried the heavy iron doorknob, it turned but the door didn’t give, 

evidently locked from the inside.  



The agent had said that the ‘femme de menage’ would leave the key for 

me in something called the ‘chateau d’eau’ which was to be found at the 

rear of the building. I left the car where it was and started to force a path 

through the lush tangle of weeds along the side of the house. Plants sticky 

with burrs clung to my ankles and I felt the angry prickle of nettle-rash 

spread up my shins.  
 

There was a courtyard behind, enclosed by two wings. These were not so 

grand, looked more like old farm buildings than the rest of the manoir. 

The courtyard was bordered on the fourth side by a sagging oak- beamed 

barn. I recognised the ‘chateau d’eau’ from the agent’s description. It had 

another pyramidal tower but this time roofed in rosy terracotta tiles. I’d 

thought this must be a ‘pigeonniere’ in Dad’s photos. The little building 

had a neglected charm, its crumbling coating of lime revealing creamy 

stonework around the doorway and window, its conical roof of faded tiles 

tipped up at the edges in a way I’d noticed on buildings en route - 

peculiar to the region.  

The door was secured by a heavy hand-forged hook. As I forced it open 

there was a scuffle inside and a cat shot out of the darkness and came 

mewing towards me. It tried to rub its body against my legs. I shooed it 

off. It was one-eyed, looked feral, flea-ridden at any rate. The house was 

probably infested with heaven knows what.  

As my eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, I spotted the key left as 

promised, hanging in a thicket of spider webs. It was a monster of a thing, 

a stage jailor’s key of blistered iron.  

I turned back to the house. The late evening sun was reflecting back off 

warm stone. The tower loomed above, hard-edged against a forget-me- 

not sky. This courtyard was a sun trap in the evening. Cleared of weeds 

and brambles and with a few chairs out - it would be a place to sip an 

evening drink or two and watch the sun dip down, as it was doing now 

behind the chateau d’eau. I wondered if Dad had sat out here. I could 

picture him now, glass in hand, head tipped at an angle over some book 

or other. And it would have been more than a couple of drinks I thought 

wryly. I pulled myself up at this. No need to get maudlin. I’d better get on 

with finding a way inside.  

  



  

The mammoth key turned easily in the back door lock. My first 

impression was the overpowering smell. Of what? Goat’s cheese 

perhaps? Once inside I was dwarfed by the dimensions of the room. A 

massive chimney-piece dominated one side, rough-plastered and rimmed 

round with a garishly yellow painted shelf. Underneath stood an old farm 

sink of scratched stone with a single tap. The tiles around the sink were of 

the turkish style popular in the 50’s and that inevitable cream and brown.  

But the room was warm. I tracked the warmth down to the old range. A 

heavy iron casserole had been left simmering on the hob. As promised, 

the femme de menage had provided my supper. I lifted the lid. Some kind 

of stew. It smelt OK, I just prayed it wasn’t rabbit.  

Another door led to a further room. A welcoming wood fire burned in the 

hearth and the table was set with a plate, knife and fork and a single wine 

glass. A fresh baguette was wrapped in a napkin and a bottle of St 

Pourçain was open beside it. Under a tea towel there was a further bowl 

filled with salad topped with chopped parsley, a jug of vinaigrette. Some 

salad servers were placed next to the bowl ready to toss it. Nice of her.  

I tore off a knob of bread. I hadn’t wanted to stop on the drive down from 

Calais, afraid I might not arrive before nightfall. It would’ve been a 

nightmare trying to locate the house in the dark. I slopped some wine into 

the glass. If I wanted to see the rest of the house in daylight, I’d better get 

a move on. Taking my glass, I started on a tour of inspection.  

Beyond the doorway a further room was in darkness. My groping hand 

located the light switch. A single bulb illuminated a high room, empty 

except for a dilapidated piano. The room had massive beams, whitened, 

limed perhaps. The walls were covered in some hideous orange fabric, 

torn in places revealing the rough chalk and stones beneath. But the 

thickness of them! I could see by the depth of the windows - the walls 

were a good metre thick. Whoever had built this house had built it to last. 

I lifted the lid of the piano and it yielded a discordant strum of broken 

bass notes that echoed eerily in the emptiness.  

Two sets of double doors led into a further room. This was in darkness. I 

tried the light switch - nothing. Locating my torch at the bottom of my 

bag, I swung an arc of light around the room. A broken candelabra hung 

in a Miss Havishamesque fashion, skeined in spider webs. My footsteps 

made a hollow sound in the empty space. In turning, my eye caught a 

chilling vision in the torch beam, a wraithlike figure standing staring at 



me. My gasp turned to a laugh as I recognised my own reflection 

distorted in the fly-spotted overmantel mirror. I pulled myself together. 

Running my torch over the room I noted that although the paintwork was 

peeling, the panelling was still intact. Highlighting details, I marvelled at 

the decorative woodwork, lovingly fashioned, somehow feminine. The 

floors were in parquet, now dulled by time but only in need of a good 

waxing. This room ran the full depth of the house front to back and there 

were four sets of tall French windows. Shuttered, as it was now, the room 

was in deep gloom but once they were opened it must be like a winter 

garden - bathed in light. My heart was beating hard in my chest now. My 

initial nerves had gone, eclipsed by another emotion. This house was a 

gem.  

‘You old devil,’ I whispered to Dad. ‘You clever old devil.’  

Another set of double doors led into the entry hall. This was a great barn 

of a place, lined in faux stonework with an armoire of massive 

proportions standing against one wall. A giant curve of oak stairs led the 

eye up to a beamed ceiling far above. I climbed the staircase with 

mounting excitement. My torch was failing. Why hadn’t I thought to 

bring spare batteries?  

At the top of the stairs I took the first doorway. This room was pitch 

black and the light switch didn’t work. I felt my way to the window and 

swung open the catch. With a tug the window came open and I turned my 

attention to the shutters. These were harder to shift and when they 

actually gave, it was with a suddenness that caught me off balance.  

The low evening sunlight flooded in, lighting up a room which had been 

lined with wood panelling ceiling to floor, carved eccentrically in the Art 

Nouveau style. The bed was framed in its sinuous curves and hung with 

faded silk.  

‘I think you’ll like it,’ Dad’s voice echoed in my head. It was from that 

last phone call he’d made, from the bar in the village. ‘There’s one room 

in particular. Chap said it’s panelled in lemon wood. Art Nouveau, or 

trying to be. Bit O.T.T. if you ask me.’  

A bit O.T.T!  

The bed had been made up for me with big soft pillows leaning on a 

bolster. The coarse white linen smelt faintly of lavendar. In the half light 

the lemon wood gleamed dully, carved into forms that were sensuous... 

satiny... This house was sheer magic.  



Suddenly, I had to see everything while the light lasted. Doorways gave 

on room after room, bedrooms hung with spider webs and carpetted in 

dead flies but all high and beautifully proportioned, each with its 

fireplace and overmantel mirror. The rooms were en enfilade, leading one 

into another. No corridors. Confusing actually. A couple of times I 

doubled back and found myself in a room I’d been in before. There was 

one with three canvases painted with flowers above the doorways - by 

whom I wondered? I peered into the gloom. The were 19th Century in 

style, but unsentimentally executed.  

Once I’d exhausted the first floor. At a first count, eight bedrooms in all 

and a single bathroom with a gargantuan roll top bath on lion’s feet, I 

traced my way back to the stairway. Hang on. There was a door I hadn’t 

noticed on my way up, leading from a half-landing midway down the 

staircase. A small oak door, elaborately panelled, fastened by two ornate 

bolts. These gave under pressure and I caught my breath - on the other 

side - a spiral of creamy stone steps led upwards - a castle staircase, 

hardly worn. I climbed, tense with anticipation. It must lead to the attic. 

Dad had said this was a showpiece.  

It was. A cathedral space. Built of beams thick as ship’s timbers, hewn 

and rivetted together with great wooden bolts, high as a church and 

somehow similarly awe-inspiring.  

There were three shuttered dormers. I chose the central one and after a 

couple of tugs managed to wrench the shutters open. Unglazed and open 

to the elements this gave a staggering view of the countryside. The shape 

of the oval ‘lawn’ as Dad had described it, was still discernible. To the 

left was the decaying rim of an ancient fish pond. Beyond that, a maple 

tree flamed russet in the sunset. At the far end of the garden, dominating 

it all, was a vast tree - some kind of conifer, its dark foliage set in high 

relief against the smudgy contours of the countryside beyond. A Sequoia 

– its name cameback to me now. Dad had said it was a good two hundred 

and fifty years old, that it had been planted to commemorate the founding 

of the house. There was not a building in sight, nothing but rolling fields, 

close cropped by slow white cattle or ploughed in rutted terracotta, 

leading the eye away to a soft ridge of mauve-blue hills on the horizon. 

The whole lot of it right now was turning a persuasive peachy golden in 

the hazy lowlight.  

Not a breath of wind disturbed the trees, not a car moved in the lanes. 

After the bustle of London, the traffic, the rumble and screech of the 

Tube, the taxis, car horns, police sirens, voices, phones, the endless 

phones ringing - the absence of noise was somehow unnerving. I leaned 



out. There was a shrill cry as some bird rose and flew across the lawn. 

Phones...that reminded me, I’d promised to ring Jane as soon as I got 

here. She wanted the lowdown. How much we could ask for the place? 

How soon could we put it on the market? ‘As soon as’, she said. ‘We 

need the money for the loft extension. The twins and Miranda can’t stay 

crammed in that one bedroom any longer.’  

But still I lingered, resting on the lintel sipping my wine. The sunset was 

putting on a show, turning the maple to a ball of flame. A pair of 

swallows swept into the garden. Accustomed to having the place to 

themselves, they were dipping and swinging in arcs almost within my 

reach, their whistling cries sharp-tuned in the stillness. I leaned against 

the warm stone. It had stored the heat of the day and now it radiated it 

back - body temperature. The air was soft on my skin. It smelt of animals 

and leaf mould, wholesome and earthy. Pure heaven.  

It was a conspiracy. Everything had conspired to bring me to this 

moment. That spell in hospital. Losing Dad. And then walking out on 

work like that. I breathed in a long draught of the freshness. This is what I 

needed. A break.  

 


