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To Fergus
For showing me the unquiet houses





PART ONE


2013 – The Arrival





CHAPTER ONE


It was five months after the death of her parents that Emma Dean first saw the house, so in an odd way it had become attached to them in her mind, though as far as she knew they’d never seen it. It was someone else’s passing that had brought her here, one that hadn’t touched her so deeply, and it was strange to think that it had affected the direction of her life just as much.


Mire House. It wasn’t a prepossessing name; it wasn’t a prepossessing start. She couldn’t find it, for one thing. It was supposed to be a little beyond the road that ran through a village called West Fulford – she hadn’t seen a North, South or East Fulford on any map – so she’d followed it through the village and past a country park and over a little bridge, and then she’d turned off into a narrow lane which led nowhere in particular. It wound between farm buildings and broken-down barns and out again until she reached a junction unmarked by any sign. There she turned around and retraced her route. This time she took it slowly, pulling tight over to the hawthorn hedge so that she could look to left and right without finding herself stuck in the middle of the road if anything rushed around the next bend. There was nothing, only a dip with muddy verges and the damp dirty shine of puddles in the road.


It was if it had never existed, and that, at this moment, seemed a more cogent explanation than that she was lost. She had never seen the house; she had never met Clarence Mitchell, the distant relation whose death at the age of eighty-two had made it hers. She didn’t know why he’d left it to her; he had a grandson, after all. She had considered finding the boy and asking why, curious to know what had happened within the family to make this happen to her, but the thought only summoned the image of her own father’s face: his eyes watery, his skin sallow and a little loose, no longer the strong man who’d once hefted her on his shoulders and made her laugh.


Now the house was hers. Hers. And she couldn’t even find it.


She let the car roll onwards into the bottom of the lane and glanced to the side. There was nothing but a field that rose away from her, tufted and rough and silvered by the breeze, and then she saw a small interruption to its curve and she squinted. What she was looking at was a chimney. There was a building set into the lower ground on the other side of the hill.


She accelerated towards the end of the lane, driving with purpose now. She was the owner. She had property. She should try to look as if she knew what on earth she was going to do with it. She turned right and went onward, spotting the turning at the very last moment, and she pulled into a lane even narrower than the last.


*


The house was set in a dip in the land where the humid air seemed to hang in place. It had been so near all along, and yet now she was looking at it, it looked like it was sitting in its own world, tucked away from everything and everyone. Emma loved it at once. It was hewn from blocks of stone which were deep grey in the damp air. It was tall and grand, and looked much older than she’d imagined; the style was of an earlier era than its age implied. The door was nestled into a porch and footed by three wide steps. There was little decoration, though the upper windows each had a small gable topped with a simple stone globe. Another globe was set over the porch and Emma thought there was writing carved into it, something she couldn’t read from where she was sitting in the car. She stared up at the house, and all she could think was: He didn’t even live here.


Mire House was beautiful, and imposing, and alone. She had a sudden image of herself coming down to breakfast in a silken gown, trying not to splash it with milk as she poured it onto her cornflakes, and she let out a brief giggle, a sound too high and too loud for the quiet interior of her car. It hung there, echoing in her own ears. No. She was an owner now. An adult.


Alone was the word her mind was trying to add, but she pushed it away. Independent was the word she substituted, already knowing it wasn’t the right one, not quite.


Her parents would surely have loved this place. Had they even known about it? It had been described as a second home in the will and she had thought it must have been meant for holidays, but judging from the blankness of the windows and the air of quiet, it hadn’t been used for anything in a long time.


She didn’t get out of the car. She wanted to gaze at the house a little longer. Behind it were only the low-rising hills which were sliced by the narrow lines of drystone walls. It looked cut off from anywhere and anything, but as she looked around, she realised it wasn’t quite alone, that there was another building close by after all. It was only a short distance away down the lane but it was masked by a stand of trees. She could make out part of a wall and, lower down, the lines of a fence. She returned her gaze to Mire House – her house. It had octagonal gateposts clutched by stems of ivy and it only occurred to her now that she could have driven through them. She wasn’t a guest.


Instead, she stepped out of the car and walked through the gateposts. The drive was a mixture of gravel, scabbed earth and weeds, but she could still imagine ladies dressed in finery being driven up to the door and servants rushing towards them with umbrellas as they exclaimed in lady-like fashion about the dampness of the day.


The day was damp. She sniffed at the air and as she did so a squadron of midges descended. She batted at them and they divided around her before settling again. They moved with her as she walked towards the door and her hairline started to itch. The scent in the air was sour and metallic, with the more musky under-note of rot. There was a river close by, wasn’t there? Perhaps the smell was coming from there. Yes, definitely the river. It couldn’t possibly be the house.


She tilted her head back and looked up at the windows, seeing only the heavy grey sky reflected in them. The house was hers. Hers. She smiled. It was odd that she already felt so proprietorial as she pulled the keys from her pocket. As she went to open the door, she wondered that she could feel so close to belonging to a place she had never seen and had no intention of doing anything with other than selling, as quickly and effortlessly as she could.





CHAPTER TWO


Emma could see at once that the house had not been used as a holiday home, or anything else. It didn’t look as if anyone had been there in a long time. Cobwebs laden with dust darkened the corners. The staircase wrapped around the square hall, which was floored with black and white tiles half-covered with grime. She found herself tiptoeing, her steps sounding like an intrusion. She peered into the first room on her left. It was a bright, spacious drawing room with large windows looking onto the front and side of the house, but it was dulled by the drab walls and heavily patterned carpet. It had a cornice like the frills on a wedding cake and a yellowed-looking chandelier. Hairline cracks spidered across the ceiling. There was a smell in here too: musty and unaired.


Emma walked to the side window, noting the cracks in the frames, the blackened wood beneath. The view was of thorny twigs jutting from a flowerbed, the colourless remnants of dead leaves, with a narrow strip of unkempt lawn beyond, and through the trees she’d seen earlier, more of the neighbouring property; it looked broader than she’d first assumed, and taller. It might even have a tower.


She stood there for a moment, sensing the weight and breadth of the house above her. It had six bedrooms. Six. A ridiculous number. She smiled, thinking of how her dad would have fussed around it, noting all the things that needed doing, and then she remembered and her smile faded. She still hadn’t decided what to do with her parents’ place. She was living in a small rented flat in Leeds. While her mother’s illness had dragged on and on she’d imagined that after it took its course, her dad would live there alone and that she would visit more often. It hadn’t worked out that way. The heart attack had taken him within weeks of her mother passing and now their house too lay empty. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to sell it. The very idea of cutting those ties had brought on bad dreams in which she simply disappeared, leaving no one to even remember her name. They were dreams from which she’d woken in a cold sweat. Now there was Mire House.


She looked around the room once more. Oddly, she knew the exact shade she would paint it if she were to live here: a soft sage green, traditional yet fresh. It would fit; it would belong.


*


Emma looked across the front lawn and the wall and into the road beyond, the bright metal of her car incongruous outside it all, like a visitor from a different era. The window was clouded with dirt and the carpet was greasy, but even so, she knew that if she were to stay here, this room, on the first floor in the centre of the building, would be hers. It was painted a shade of blue that was a little too dark, but it had a pretty little fireplace that was edged with flowered tiles and it felt like a place in which she could stay. Of course she wasn’t staying, but it was nice to imagine waking here to the distant sound of birdsong through the glass, the soft hum of farm traffic somewhere along the road.


She turned to leave and blinked. Her first thought was that that she was seeing things, that the door in front of her had doubled somehow, but then she saw that one of them was a little narrower than the other. She hadn’t noticed the second door, which was set into the same wall as the entrance. She didn’t remember seeing it from the landing on the other side and for a fleeting moment she thought of the stories she’d read when she was young, tales of impossible doors leading to strange and magical lands. She shook her head in amusement. The landing had narrowed in that place, hadn’t it? She stepped forward and opened the door. It swung outwards, revealing only a cupboard. One side was lined with shelves and the other held a single high clothes rail. Something was hanging from it. She leaned in and made out the shape of a man’s three-piece suit, the shoulders of the jacket misshapen against the curve of the hanger. There was a sour, unwashed smell. She thought of Clarence Mitchell. Was it his, saved for some special occasion, perhaps? She had a sudden image of a funeral – the suit was black, after all – and she grimaced.


He didn’t even live here, she reminded herself, and she closed the door and went to explore the rest of the rooms.


It wasn’t until she entered the master bedroom – the largest one, next to the blue room she was already thinking of as hers – that she saw through the tops of the trees that marked the edge of the garden. When she did, she realised her neighbours were not as she’d expected. She had assumed there would be a house, a farmhouse perhaps, like the one she could now glimpse a little further along the lane, but instead she saw a stone structure with a neat grey-tiled spire. The property next door was not a farm or any such thing: it was a church, and she realised she could see into the graveyard too, the crooked stones ranked across the rising hillside.


*


She could never have imagined owning anywhere like this. The house was too big for her. It had too many rooms. She would disappear within it. If she was to speak her voice would echo from the empty walls, too loud and too flat, and she knew she wouldn’t like to hear it. But then, she hadn’t spoken. There was no one to speak to. It crossed her mind that perhaps it was only that the house echoed her own emptiness, her aloneness, and she shook the thought away.


And yet, the house was beautiful. It was run down and drab and unkempt and unclean, but even so, something in it called to her. She could easily imagine this place filled with life, with parties, the distant laughter of children. Another brief image: herself smiling, calling down the stairs to her own children as they kicked off muddy boots in the hallway, a man behind them, his face a blur. She smiled at herself. She wasn’t even seeing anyone, not just now. But still, it was a shame – wrong, even – that somewhere so lovely should be locked up and abandoned. And one day perhaps that could be her. For a second she pressed a hand to her belly, smoothing down her top. This place would need a fortune spending on it, a fortune she didn’t have. Unless she sold her parents’ house. The thought slotted neatly into her mind as if it was something she’d been planning for years, as if it was natural. But it wasn’t natural. It wasn’t anything she’d been able to do. She wasn’t ready.


Emma let out a breath she hadn’t realised she’d been holding and a mist rose in front of her face. The heating probably hadn’t been on for a long time; it might not even work. It had been ridiculous to think of staying here, even for a moment. People her age didn’t have houses like this. It was too much. Her flat was what she needed: somewhere she could never really be alone, in the heart of a city. In a city things were never as silent as this; a silence so deep it would only leave her at the mercy of her own imaginings.


She gathered herself to leave and as she did, she heard the long slow creak of a door. She turned to see that it had swung wide open. The place was draughty, too, then: perfect. She half smiled as she headed outside. It was as if the house itself was showing her out.


*


The grass was so soft and giving that Emma sank into it as she walked. It was thick with moss and moisture seeped around her feet with each step. When she looked back she found she had left a trail of perfect footprints, each one still bearing the pattern of the soles of her shoes.


Midges and mire, she thought as she approached the boundary. This side ended with a wall and when she looked over it she saw a narrow path. It was choked with nettles and there was a hedgerow with dead stunted trees. Insects hung thickly in the air, soundless and weightless, as if this were their source. The scent of stale water was stronger here. So perhaps there was a marsh somewhere close by. She wondered if that was how the house had come by its name.


The trees at the opposite end of the garden were still clinging to their leaves, though most had already turned. Branches clacked as they swayed in the breeze. When she walked under them she could see the church, nestled so deeply into the earth it seemed almost sunken, speared into it by the weight of its spire. The grounds sloped upward from the boundary wall and she glanced at the hillside covered in gravestones. She pushed away the memories that rose at the sight of them; another graveyard, pulling up in a slow heavy car, the cloying scent of flowers—


She took a deep breath. What did it matter if it was so nearby? It wasn’t as if she was going to stay here. She turned her back on the place and made her way to the car, wiping her feet on the verge before getting in. It was no good, the damp earth ingrained in her shoes was already smearing the mat. She started the engine and looked back at the house. It was still beautiful. It still answered something within her, as if it was responding to some question she’d never thought to ask. It was also too big, too expensive, too irrational. She shook her head, trying not to look back once more as she drove away, but she couldn’t help herself. The house was quiet and its windows were dark.





CHAPTER THREE


The city was stirring. Emma could hear the murmur of tyres on the road outside, the louder choking of a bus passing at the top of the street. She opened her eyes. Her room was a smooth white box. She’d been woken late by Jackie and Liam, the Irish couple upstairs. Their voices through the ceiling had been fast and raised, like something mechanical gaining speed and slipping into high gear. Their argument had gone on and on.


She pushed herself up, slotting her legs into the narrow gap between the bed and the wall. The flat was in a narrow red-brick terraced house which had never been meant to be subdivided. Her kitchen had once been a corridor and she shared a landing with Jackie and Liam. She had chosen it because it was close to work and because it had been new – the oven had still been coated in plastic film. The flat had no history, none of the accumulated grime of other people’s lives.


But the past was always there, waiting to make its presence felt. Emma glanced at the table where she’d placed the letter. It had been sent after Clarence Mitchell’s death by his solicitor. She tried to remember if her father had ever told her one single thing about the man. She thought there might have been something, the hint of some estrangement, but when she tried to recall the details they slipped away from her.


It struck her now that the letter smelled a little like Mire House, like stale, uncirculated air. It was a single sheet of paper, thin and brittle, folded once. He hadn’t used her first name or even ‘Dear’. Miss Dean was how he’d addressed her, terse and formal, as if she were some spinster in a Jane Austen novel:




Miss Dean,


I dare say, if you’re reading this, that everything has gone according to plan. I thought long and hard about what to do, had plenty of opportunity. Some people never see it coming, and all that.


I don’t really know you. I suppose that gets that out of the way. But I know my grandson, and I don’t believe he would get the most out of the old place. Don’t feel bad. It just isn’t him, not really, and you – well, you’re a mystery. But at least you have a chance to make something of it, a chance that I don’t see in Charles’ future. He’s not meant for it, that’s all: I can’t express it better than that.


I suppose that’s all that needs to be said. You’ll find her a fine old bird, that’s for certain. I wish you joy of her. Ah, but we can’t know what the future holds, can we? Not for other people. We simply do our best. I never imagined my own future like this, but then we never do, do we? Time is short, and when we begin to see its end, doubly so.


Enjoy her.
Mr Clarence W. Mitchell.





Emma had stared at it, perplexed. It purported to be an explanation and yet it explained nothing; it only raised more questions. I wish you joy of her? She wasn’t sure she liked how that sounded. She scanned it again, though she really needed to shower, dress, get to work. She still couldn’t penetrate its meaning.


It occurred to her now to wonder if the mysterious Charles had come to her father’s funeral. Weddings, funerals, christenings – the triumvirate that reunited families. She couldn’t remember him – but then, she didn’t remember much, only black suits and veils and brief glimpses of friends and neighbours with pale faces and dark clothes, sitting in pews, their hands resting on unfamiliar hymn books worn out from the press of hundreds of hands before them. She shook her head. There was no way of remembering and she didn’t want to; a new day was beginning, something to fill with routine tasks and cups of tea and minor pleasantries, and then it would be behind her and she would forget all over again.


She put down the letter and went to the window, pulling back the curtains so hard that the plastic rings rattled against the rail. The fabric was a tasteful grey, the wall white, the view outside drab red brick. In her mind, though, was another window, wide and generous, its curtains dull and fraying from years of use, the view one of silent trees and the merest glimpse of gravestones; a place that was much more quiet and more permanent than this.





CHAPTER FOUR


It wouldn’t take long, the woman had said, and it felt good to have finally done it. Emma had passed over the keys to her parents’ house and she’d signed a form. The estate agent would take care of everything. It was all right, it was going to happen; the woman had reassured her of that in tones so breezy they would admit of nothing else.


She had started to pack. She hadn’t mentioned it to anyone at work, didn’t really need to. She could reach the office from the house in a little over an hour. They wouldn’t even notice she’d gone until she updated her records for the payroll.


It didn’t take long before the flat looked as empty and sterile as when she’d moved in. She could hear shouting in the street outside and the rattle of shutters from the corner shop. The television was on low, a soft burble, and as she listened, a tirade began in the flat above: Jackie’s voice, berating or blaming, going on and on.


She found herself longing for quiet rooms, for grand spaces, for air. And then she remembered what Mire House was actually like: the musty smell, the emptiness, nothing around it except the graveyard, nothing for her at all. And the cold.


She shook her head. Go now, she thought. Go now, before it’s too late.


If she stopped to think or to ask anyone’s advice it would all become too much. She already knew what her workmates would say: You’d have to be mad. I wouldn’t take that on. A lass like you …? They’d have her live somewhere she was expected to live, to be the person they expected her to be. Now she’d had a glimpse of something different.


Mire House wasn’t a choice, not really, not any more. It didn’t make sense but she felt as if she was already living within its walls, inhabiting those spacious rooms. In a little place inside of her, a place that was a little like love, she was there, not as a property owner or a developer, but a custodian. Even in so brief a time it felt that in some way she and Mire House were already connected.





CHAPTER FIVE


The boxes stacked around the walls didn’t even begin to make the room look full. It was hard to believe it had taken so long to bring them inside. Emma knew that once her furniture arrived from the flat it too would be dwarfed. It didn’t matter. She could choose new things later, once she knew what kind of furniture the house wanted. She’d already brought paintbrushes, rollers, cleaning things, white emulsion and sage green paint.


Before she began, she went to see her room. As soon as she walked in she knew that she’d made the right choice. She stood there for a moment, just listening to the sound of birdsong outside the window, and then she remembered what was in the cupboard and she frowned. The suit was still hanging inside, in her wardrobe. She stepped towards it but hesitated, remembering who had owned the house and what Clarence Mitchell had done for her. The suit was his, wasn’t it? Perhaps she was being ungrateful, clearing it away. Still, she couldn’t keep it forever, clinging to the memory of someone she hadn’t even known. The house would be the memory, not those things. Perhaps if he’d seen what she was going to do with the place he would have been glad.


She pushed open the door, remembering the hunched shoulders, the dark fabric, the way the trousers had rubbed shiny where the dead man’s knees would have fitted. It wasn’t there. The rail was empty; there was nothing but an old pipe sitting on the shelf behind it, half full of whitened tobacco.


She looked down, then smiled at herself. The suit had simply fallen off the hanger and was lying on the dingy carpet, the sleeves folded across the body as if trying to cover itself. That was why she could see the shelf behind it; the pipe must have been there all the time. She reached for it and at once had an image of wrinkled hands closing over the thing, stroking its smooth barrel. The pipe was as polished as a prized antique, smooth as silk. It had been well-used. She could still detect the scent of sweet tobacco, the harsher tang of burning.


She picked up the suit, the fabric grimy under her fingertips, and as she did a knock rang out. It must be the furniture: perfect timing. She headed for the stairs. This meant she was really staying. It would be her first night in her new home, the beginning of something new at last.


*


The young man at the door wasn’t in uniform, clutching a delivery note or a tracking device. He was tall and good-looking and his hair was dark blond and slightly curled and a little too long over his ears. At first he didn’t say anything and then he held out his hand to shake. She looked at it.


‘You must be Emma,’ he said.


She frowned, realising it was too late to cover her surprise, then she put out her hand, already wondering: sales ploy? No doubt he’d go from first-name terms to some rehearsed patter designed to have her sign up for something she didn’t need – but no, he looked almost shy now, sheepish even.


‘I hope you don’t mind me coming round. I know it might seem a bit – well, off – but …’ His voice tailed away.


‘I’m sorry, but have we met?’


‘Oh – lord, yes, we have – well, not for a long time, though; I don’t expect you to recognise me. I’m Charlie.’


Emma frowned. She was quite sure she’d never seen him before in her life.


‘Charles. Clarence Mitchell’s grandson.’


Her mouth fell open. She had no words; there was only a rush of shock and guilt.


‘Pleased to meet you,’ he added, and he grinned at her expression.


Emma shook her head. He seemed to be enjoying her surprise, though not in any malicious way; he was amused, that was all – and who wouldn’t be? She hadn’t yet spent a single night in her house – in his grandfather’s house – and here he was, on her doorstep. Her cheeks flushed. Why had he come? He had every right to be angry. He would want the place back. She swallowed hard, her throat suddenly blocked. He might contest the will; he might even win.


He shook his head, still smiling at her. ‘I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to disturb you, or make you think— Well, you know. I don’t want anything. I just – after the funeral and all, I started wondering about family. It makes you think, doesn’t it? I’d barely remembered I’d got another relative – another strand, so to speak. I was meaning to come down anyway to see some friends, so … well, I thought I’d call in. I can go, if you’re busy.’


‘Lord, no,’ said Emma, ‘it’s me who should apologise. You took me by surprise, that’s all. Come in, please. I was about to dig out the kettle anyway. I’m in the drawing room – through there.’ She gestured, then let her hand fall. What was she doing? He must have been here plenty of times. Many more than her.


If he was offended, he didn’t show it. He thanked her, leading the way into the house, and Emma saw only his straight back and broad shoulders as she followed after him.


The first thing she saw on entering the room was the old black suit, lying crumpled on top of a bin bag, where she’d thrown it on the floor. Charlie was looking at it too, his eyes a little out of focus, as if he was remembering. She bent and picked up the suit, brushing it down, as if it wasn’t obvious she’d been in the process of throwing it away.


When she met his eyes, he looked quizzical. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I imagine this must have been your grandfather’s.’


He shrugged. ‘Not likely. More Savile Row, the old man. That looks like a charity shop reject.’ His head tilted as he took in the shiny material, the patina of age. ‘I’d chuck it, if I were you.’


She started to nod, then took in his words. If I were you. She threw the suit aside without looking and the bin bag rustled under it, coughing out dust.


He pulled a face. ‘I know this might seem a bit odd, me calling in like this – but really, I’ve no claim over the place. I wanted to say that up front. Grandfather always did as he wanted and – Well, I didn’t expect anything. I didn’t come here because I wanted to check the place out – I hope you believe that.’ His eyes were clear, his expression earnest.


Emma took a deep breath. ‘Well, I had no right to expect anything at all – at least you knew him, had something to do with him. I’m afraid I’d rather lost track of that side of the family. And I was still—’ She paused, then finished, ‘I was sorting things out. It took me by surprise.’


He stepped forward and his hand twitched towards her, then he let it fall. ‘I heard about your parents,’ he said. ‘I’m really sorry. I would have come for the funeral, but Grandfather was ill and my dad was so busy – he was ill for a long time, you know, not like—’


Emma couldn’t help it; her eyes filled with tears and she stepped away from him. She had thought about her family, of course she had, but no one had spoken to her about them in months. It had fallen into the past for everyone but her, and she had buried it deep. Now it was here, a living, breathing thing.


‘God, look at me – I only wanted to call in and say hi, get acquainted maybe. Look what I’ve done. Sorry.’


She blinked back the tears but she felt the blood gathering in her cheeks and her face growing hot. She shook her head. ‘It’s not your fault. It took me by surprise.’ She couldn’t look at him.


‘For the second time today, eh?’ His tone was light and she tried to smile, and then both of them jumped when someone banged on the door.


‘Oh, God – the furniture.’


Now he did put out a hand, lightly touched her shoulder. ‘Why don’t you stay here? I’ll see to it.’ And he was gone.


She heard the sound of the door opening and voices buzzing in the hall, a chirpy, ‘Be right back!’, and Emma stood there staring at the boxes and the paint and wondering how on earth she had come to be here. The way she’d reacted, when he spoke of family – she hadn’t known it could still hit her like that. It made her realise how numb she had been. I didn’t know, she thought. I didn’t know I could still feel this way.


*


In the end Charlie had them put the sofa in the middle of the carpet like a piece from a dolls’ house and told them to carry the bed upstairs. She followed them up and opened her mouth to direct them, but Charlie went straight to it, the room she had chosen for herself, waiting only for her nod of confirmation before he held open the door for them. The delivery men were ready to leave and she signed their form and tipped them. Then Charlie reappeared with two steaming mugs in his hand, passed one to her and put his own down on the floor. He perched on the edge of the sofa and she saw again how inadequate it looked. Whatever must he think?


He looked around. ‘God, this room is amazing.’ His eyes shone with enthusiasm. ‘Look at that cornicing. It’s so – how old is this place, anyway? It’ll be really dramatic in here when you’re done, I’ll bet.’


‘I know,’ she said. ‘It was built in the thirties, I think, but it looks much older.’ Grander, she thought. It was a time when people did that – made their homes look mock-Tudor or mock-Victorian or mock-Georgian, as if they were trying to escape into the past; making everything look like something else.


He picked up his coffee and Emma breathed in the scent of her own as the steam dampened her cheeks. She glanced at the tins of paint in the corner. At least it looked as if she was doing something, as if someone cared about the place at last. He followed her gaze. ‘Ah, that’s perfect,’ he said. ‘That’s for in here, isn’t it, that green? Tell me it is.’


She smiled her answer as she listened to him talk, drinking her coffee, letting it warm her as she thought of that odd flash of feeling when they’d spoken of her parents. She didn’t know if she was trying to remember or trying to forget but in some way, in the last few minutes, it felt like it was all right for her to do both.





CHAPTER SIX


It didn’t occur to Emma until later that the house had come as a surprise to Charlie too. They were still sitting in the drawing room, Emma on the sofa, him now cross-legged on the floor, as if he didn’t want to impose on her by getting too close.


She blurted out the question, ‘Had you ever seen this place before?’


‘Never been here, sadly. My dad was going to bring us once, but it fell through. Grandfather paid for us to go to the States that year instead – not sure why. He was never that generous.’ He paused. ‘Well, not often. He was a driven man, you know. He was self-made and he believed others should be the same. But looking at this place, I can see why he didn’t want us to come. It’s a bit of a mess, isn’t it.’ He gave a rueful smile, then added, ‘Actually, I don’t think he’d been here in a long time. My dad had no idea why the old man hung onto it – he said Grandfather did some of his growing up around here and he liked this part of Yorkshire, but then it was like he changed his mind: he bought it, then just abandoned it, let it rot – I’m not sure why he didn’t just sell up, but I didn’t see much of him over the last few years. We used to see him every other weekend, but he could be difficult, you know, and then we moved further away, and – well, not so much after that. I do wonder if that’s why – I mean—’


‘Why he left the place to me,’ Emma finished for him.


‘Well, yes. Not meaning anything by it. But I did see him towards the end and there didn’t seem to be any hard feelings.’ He frowned. ‘He wrote me a letter.’


Emma started. ‘Me too.’


‘I don’t think anyone’s written a proper letter to me in years.’ He smiled. ‘It was a bit of an odd one, actually. He said that sometimes things are for the best, and there were reasons that weren’t for me to know. It was all very strange. But then he said I wasn’t to think badly of him and – I don’t, you know. I really hadn’t expected anything, like I said. I didn’t think he had a lot to do with your side of the family, but it’s okay – it was his place. He did all right, Grandfather Clarence, and it was his choice, after all.’


Emma stared down at her coffee. It was going cold. She glanced at the window and saw the sky was turning a deeper grey. It would be dark soon and Charlie would leave and the house would be silent again. Now that he was here, filling the room with the sound of his voice, she found herself wanting to delay that moment.


‘Do you want something to eat?’ she asked. ‘I brought a few things with me. Nothing spectacular, but—’


He smiled, revealing a dimple in his right cheek. ‘Love to,’ he said. ‘If I’m honest, I’m starving. Actually, since you’re being so hospitable, I can sing for my supper if you like.’ He gestured towards the paint tins in the corner. ‘Make myself useful.’ He snapped out a mock salute. ‘Will work for pizza.’


Emma pushed herself up. ‘You’ve got yourself a deal.’


*


Later, while they ate, Charlie told her about the old man.


‘He wasn’t what you’d call a traditional grandfather,’ he said. ‘There were no trips to the seaside or packets of toffee hidden in his pockets. He didn’t spend his time pottering about the garden. He’d dress in his best suits every day. He walked with a cane with a silver top, and he always looked at me as if he knew every thought going through my scrawny little head. That’s how I think of him anyway, as if I was still ten and he was tall and strange and a little bit frightening.


‘If you’d known him, you’d understand why I didn’t expect anything from him. He was – independent, I suppose that’s the word for it. When my dad was still with us, he always said if the old man set his mind on anything, he’d damned well get it, and watch out if you got in his way. And he had what he called his standards. He was of a different generation, I guess. I don’t think I was ever smart enough or educated enough or distinguished enough for him – especially now, when I’m between jobs. I was something of a disappointment, I suppose.’


She would have liked to say, No, of course you weren’t, but how could she? Judging by the meagre impression she had gained from old man’s letter, the picture Charlie painted was pretty true to life.


You’re a mystery. That was the best he could say about her, and perhaps that was for the best in itself. If he’d known her, she might have been a disappointment too, and he might have decided against leaving her the house. But of course, her gain was Charlie’s loss. She swallowed down her reply as she remembered he’d said, When my dad was still with us.


‘So your dad—’


‘He died five years ago.’


‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know.’


‘No reason why you should. I only really thought about your branch of the family after Grandfather died, and I suppose I only wanted to look you up because there’s no one left, if I’m honest. I’m kind of it, and – well, family’s family, even if we are only distant relatives.’ He paused. ‘The weird thing was, I didn’t know Clarence had thought about your side of the family either. I think I heard someone mention your dad once – Junior, they called him, and I think it was him they meant—’


‘He was called Arthur, after his father, my granddad, and yes, sometimes people did call him that, even when he was older.’


‘I thought so. Anyway, when the subject came up – Clarence’s face – well, it was like he didn’t think much of him, or didn’t approve or something. Sorry, but it’s true, though I never – shit, hang on—’


He shuffled about and as he reached into his pocket Emma became aware of a low buzzing. It grew louder when he withdrew a mobile phone. ‘Rick, hiya. I’m on my way soon. Just— why, what’s up?’


He went quiet and a different kind of buzzing replaced the first, that of someone speaking. ‘Shit. All right, mate, sit tight. I can come tomorrow. Yeah, don’t worry. Don’t even think about it. Take care, all right?’ And he rang off, staring at the phone as if it might throw light on the brief burst of conversation.


‘Is everything okay?’


‘Yeah, it will be. My mate Rick – the one I came down to see – he had to cancel. Something about his girlfriend being ill. Never mind. I can— I’ll sort it.’


‘Sort it?’


‘It’s nothing. I’ll head back home tonight, that’s all. It’s not that late. I was going to sleep on his floor, you see. Bit of a lad’s break while Karen goes off with the girls to Huddersfield, but she’s at home with flu or something, so …’ His voice tailed off and he bit into his pizza, chewing quickly, as if he was suddenly in a hurry to leave.


‘Shame.’ Emma fell quiet. She felt all the weight of the house above her, the long corridors, the silent and dark rooms, waiting for nothing and no one. There were six bedrooms. Six.


She took a deep breath. How did she even know he was for real? Charlie – a potential heir to the property – had showed up on the very day she’d chosen to move in. And now this, a friend who’d let him down on that very same day. Wasn’t that something of a coincidence? She shook the thought away. She had believed him when he’d said he had no thought of inheriting the house. And something else had stayed with her – the thing he’d said about being the only one left. It had made her think of her own parents, a whole line dwindling into nothing but her, her alone, and she found herself saying, ‘You can stay here.’


His head swivelled around. ‘Seriously? But you don’t even know me.’


‘I do now. It’s fine, honestly. There’s plenty of room.’ And then she remembered. ‘Oh, but no spare bed – no bedding, anything like that.’


He straightened. ‘Neither has Rick. I’ve a sleeping bag in the boot and it’s pretty comfy. At least if I’m tired enough.’ He grinned. ‘I could manage with that no problem, if it’s really all right. It’s a long way to get back and it’d be good to get some sleep before I head off. Thanks. I mean, really – thanks.’


‘No problem. Pick a room.’


‘Could be tricky.’


She smiled.


‘One condition though,’ Charlie said. When she looked over she realised how the light was fading; neither of them had switched on the lights and he was becoming an outline, only his eyes still gleaming. ‘If you’re being good enough to help me out, I could do some more on the house. I’d like to. Least I can do.’


Emma nodded, wondering why her heartbeat had quickened. ‘Fine,’ she said, and she smiled, though she could no longer make out the expression on his face.


*


Charlie followed her upstairs, carrying the large rucksack he’d fetched from his car. They paused on the landing, surrounded by doors, and he didn’t wait to be asked – he pushed open the one next to her own, the one that let onto the master bedroom. Then he stopped and backed out again. ‘God no,’ he said, ‘I’d rattle around in that one. And it’s freezing.’


She stared at him in dismay. He was right, it was cold. She was no longer sure how he would fare, sleeping on the floor, but he’d never fit on the sofa either. He gestured towards the smaller bedrooms at the back of the house – the ones furthest from hers. ‘I’ll grab one of those, if that’s all right. I’ll be no bother, I promise.’


‘You’re no bother.’


‘Thanks.’ He smiled. ‘It’s kind of nice being here actually. It’s been good catching up with family.’


She nodded. He was right, it was.


But he was looking all around, up at the ceiling. ‘The heating doesn’t seem to work – it’ll be like ice in winter. Still, I’m sure you’ll fix it up.’


She thought of trying to heat the whole place with those little fireplaces and the very idea made her shiver. There was a definite draught here; it must be colder outside than she’d thought.


He turned away, saying, ‘Well, I’ll get myself sorted. Thanks again, Emma. Good night.’


She replied automatically, and walked into her room. It was properly dark now and the tall window was a blackened slab save where the reflection of her own face shone, a pale oval in the bottom pane. She went over and looked out. The moon was bright and she could see further than she’d expected. Their two cars were parked close together in the driveway. The lawn was pocked with ink-dark blots that looked a little like footprints. The road was a strip of brighter grey, just visible over the top of the wall. She could see the shapes of the trees that bounded the house and beyond, the dark spaces of the fields. She turned to peer out to the other side, towards the churchyard, but a sound startled her and she turned. There was only the outline of her bed; then she saw the door of the cupboard where she’d found the old man’s suit. It was open.


I’d chuck it, if I were you.


Now it sounded as if there were mice in there, a soft shuffling against the walls. She could suddenly feel her heart beating, some fluttering, trapped thing. She took a deep breath. She was being silly. She wasn’t scared, not really; only startled. All the same, what rose to her mind was the image of an old man, his figure bent, creeping about, patting at the shelves in turn, thinking, Where is it?


Grow up, she thought, and strode across the room and looked inside. The cupboard was empty; the suit was gone and so were the memories it carried. The noise was probably just the building settling, one of those sounds that meant nothing at all. She closed her eyes. She had a sudden vivid memory of her mother’s face, smiling at her. Emma had been crying over a fairy tale, the fate of some princess who didn’t win the handsome prince, didn’t live happily ever after. What was it she had said? It’s all right, Emma. You’re just being fanciful.


She found herself smiling. Yes, she was being fanciful. She closed the cupboard door and went to find some pyjamas. At least she was being rational now. A good thing too: tomorrow Charlie would be gone and she would be here alone. It was best that she should get used to it.





CHAPTER SEVEN


Emma didn’t know when the house had changed. She had been sleeping, but when she awoke she had a sense that she had been listening to it all along, or if not listening, sensing it with her body, finding its rhythm, attuning herself to its ways.


She pushed the covers away, feeling too hot under them, but outside, the air was bitter. There was a sharp barrier between the two and once she’d crossed it, it was too late; the chill delved inside, embracing her skin, furrowing along her body, finding her spine, her legs, her feet. The room was dark, everything grainy and silver. The ceiling looked a long way off and the corners were dark, as if a child had sketched the room in stark black lines. She sat up and realised that the cupboard door was hanging open once more. How ridiculous, she thought. Monsters in the cupboard, like in a story. And then she saw the man standing quietly next to it.


He was half-dressed. He had hunched shoulders and a stocky body and slightly bowed legs, and she opened her mouth but the only sound she could make was a dry gasp. He didn’t move but she knew that he was watching her. She couldn’t see his eyes but she could just make out his rumpled vest and then she knew: the suit was his – he had come looking for it but he wouldn’t find it because she had thrown it away. Now he’d come to see where it was and instead, he had found her.


Her hands flexed. She could feel the tainted material on her skin, that shiny-musty fabric. She could see again the way she’d thrown it down in disgust, just as if it wasn’t wanted, wasn’t needed any longer.


You’re being fanciful, Emma.


She took a deep breath. She was in a strange house and there was nothing there, only an unfamiliar room full of shadows. But he was there. He didn’t move but continued to stand there, and she could feel his gaze on her, though she still couldn’t see his eyes. She could sense the hostility in his look. She became conscious of the cold on her own face, a bone-deep cold. She was alone, and for a moment that was the worst thing of all. She didn’t know why she had come here, but then she remembered Charlie, sleeping at the other end of the house. He would banish this thing. He’d grin at her and laugh, his very presence denying the possibility of its existence.


Panic took her and she pushed herself to her feet and ran, hoping – hoping – that the man wouldn’t stretch out his arm and grasp her shoulder as she passed. Then she was in the corridor and heading for Charlie’s room. The worn carpet was no protection from the hard boards beneath and her steps rang out loudly. She banged on the door, and the moment she did, she felt ridiculous. If she was so scared, why didn’t she just go in? There were no locks on the doors, nothing to stop her. And if she wasn’t, why was she at his door?


He opened it, his face full of concern. She reached for his arm and started to cry. She wanted to be held and yet a part of her didn’t want to touch him, this stranger in a strange house – in her house. Then he opened the door wider and put a hand on her arm and brought her out of the corridor, drawing her inside.


Charlie didn’t switch on the light but a slanting glow lit the room anyway and she realised his room didn’t have any curtains. There was nothing to shut out the moon which shone down, silvering the ancient carpet and the mound of his makeshift bed. She hugged herself. What must he think of her?


But he didn’t touch her. He took a step back and waited. She no longer knew what she was going to say. She was no longer sure she’d seen anything at all.
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