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            Chapter One
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         Elver House had been funny on Saturday night when we met for dinner. A mystical, inscrutable sort of name nestled deep in a county neither of us had been to. The map showed few roads and large swathes of seafoam green; a place where net curtains twitched and newcomers were noted from post office to pub. A place I’d tell you about next month, painting the picture of myself as a city interloper confused by the lack of tubes and buses, thick sandwiches and smoke. We’d laugh about the village in the way Londoners, even adoptive ones, do.

         It felt less amusing now I was here. The rain gathered itself as though for a tantrum, hurling great squalls on the windowpane. Everything had been so familiar between Kings Cross and York, a journey I’d made back and forth countless times. It was the change that threw me: crossing the platform to board the connection and settling down in the cold as the engine chugged and spluttered and we snaked our way north-east. The light was fading as we approached Newcastle and the Angel of the North: I craned my neck to spot the steel skeleton, wings flung out wide, a patinated anchor funnelling the wind to its foundations. We paused, the doors opened and other passengers disembarked in a hiss of damp air. Then we were off again, along the coast with its marram grass and lapping wavelets and white horses galloping onto the shore. An hour passed. I closed my eyes.

         When the train shuddered to a stop in the station, I was the only passenger on the platform, hauling my suitcase along as a fine mist spread out, hovering centimetres over the ground. 2

         The car park was empty, the sun just setting over the horizon, yew trees great towering sentries across the single-lane road. You remember how I packed the waterproof inside my case, and how you’d said it’d be better in the rucksack? Well, you were right.

         Water ran down the neck of my shirt. It was the last week of October. Just a month ago we were on the shingle beach, eating melting lollies and slapping on Factor 50. I looked around, past the peeling paint of a shut-up café and the deserted bus stop. Laura had booked a cab, but there was no sign of anyone either side of the concourse and I strained my ears for the sound of a rumbling engine. Nothing.

         This, I suppose, was how it began. Not on the train and not in London, when I was asked to come, but here, in the thickening sulk of an autumn evening. The curved paths of our orbits syncing, one mass dragged to the other, momentum gathering as maples released oxblood leaves onto the tracks.

         The agency had given me the address, but it wasn’t much use. Walking was out of the question. That much I knew – the drive alone would take half an hour. A guard stood against the railings, looking out into the night, smoking contentedly. He frowned when I mentioned Miss Carey’s house and my heart sank. To come all this way, separated from everyone, hours from home, was one thing if it was going to be comfortable, pleasant. The way he grimaced suggested that it wasn’t.

         I had not met Miss Carey, nor even spoken to her on the phone. Not so unusual, especially for a woman her age. The fact she hadn’t hassled me was reassuring: she had my number, after all. The agency fixed the time and place, the hours.

         She said she’d feel more comfortable if you’d agree to stay in the house, my editor said, apologetically. I can find you a hotel if you prefer. I suspect she’s just lonely. It’s five days – what do you think?

         Would you do it, Laura? I asked.

         I wish, she said. Laura had three children under six; two had chicken pox. Let me know anyway. We agreed the start date a month 3ago and Richard was meant to do it, but he’s pulled out. I don’t want to let her down, she sounds sweet.

         Tell her yes, I said. It’ll be good to get out of the city for a few days.

         That’s my girl, said Laura, and hung up.

         
            [image: ]

         

         The project details were brief: an autobiography, start to finish, 20 hours of interviews. I’d get all the information I needed and then, home in the city and over the course of the next few months, I’d write her memoirs.

         I had no word from Miss Carey herself on what she wanted to discuss. I knew nothing about her: if and when she’d worked, whether she was married or single or widowed, had children or did not. Unusual, yes, but not unheard of. I’d travelled to meet clients in all sorts of places.

         It’s important to note early on that I was looking forward to the assignment. I remembered every client I’d ever worked for; not the detailed specifics of their stories, but the way they spoke, the hesitancy or brashness of their voices, the pomposity or humility, the way they glossed over life-defining events or wept as they recounted them. It’s no easy thing having a stranger rock up one day, asking questions and writing it all down. I tried, always, to keep that in mind.

         Whether I liked them personally or not was immaterial, though the majority were gracious and welcoming enough, interesting and interested. Often their children had commissioned the book, keen for a memento, a legacy, a physical reflection to echo the years. Those were the toughest nuts to crack: the ones who hadn’t sought our services themselves. Usually, though, we got there in the end.

         I checked the time. No wonder the taxi wasn’t here; I saw with some surprise that the train had been early. Glancing behind me I saw it now, quietly waiting on the platform, as empty as it had been for an hour before we’d arrived. Passengers had streamed away 4steadily at every stop until I was the only one left. The lights were still on in the station, and I wondered who might soon be arriving to catch the service on to its next destination. I’d never heard of any of the places listed on the departure board, small villages with names so quintessentially British they could have been plucked straight from a Miss Marple novel. Fisherman’s Dock. Idlecombe. King’s Lock. Hollydale. Hamber.

         Outside the concourse the road was silent: no glare of headlights or screech of tyres, no sirens, no buses exhaling as they paused to set commuters down or pick them up. It was close to six and the night was settling, bedding in: these, I’d read, were the country’s darkest skies. Perhaps the place would be livelier in the glow of morning, when the weather was better. Then I remembered Laura’s email and sighed. Heavy rain forecast tomorrow and Sat. Hopefully it’ll clear by Sunday. Don’t imagine she’ll want to be outside much … Shall I send wellies?

         I ducked into the waiting room. It was immaculately clean, the plastic benches attached to the wall the only splash of colour. In the corner, beside the exit, was a noticeboard behind clear Perspex. Leaflets and posters were arranged neatly, tacked up so as not to obscure one other. There was an advertisement for a village fête, some six weeks ago now, a garden sale of household furniture, melodeon lessons in the pub and the numbers of three local handymen. Prominent among them was a notice about bird-watching tours led by someone called Amanda, and another asking members of the Conger Brook Historical Society to contact Jim about the winter timetable.

         I smiled, feeling my shoulders relax as I scanned these portraits of village life; snapshots of comings and goings, events, ways to make weekends and evenings brighter. Atop several notices an identical crest hovered, the town’s emblem I supposed. Inside an elongated circle ran a stretch of water cut through with tiny pencil-drawn waves, the water writhing within its own current. I peered closer, frowning. Perhaps not waves after all: the illustrated lines were 5thicker than that. They were swimming in a school. Swordfish maybe, or snakes.

         I shivered, feeling the damp of my sleeves and my arms goose-bumping. I turned away from the board as a pair of headlamps lit up the road from afar, like the eyes of a startled animal in the gloom.
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         The car rounded countless bends of a long road, but eventually it rolled into the station forecourt. I waved at the driver, sticking my head out of the waiting-room door as he wound down his window.

         “You Ellen?” he called. I nodded. “Lady who made the booking said you looked like Wednesday Addams.”

         I laughed. Thanks, Laura. I’d tried to throw a bit of colour onto my cheeks that morning, but she was right. There was a marked contrast between my hair, black as compost, and the bloodless skin beneath it.

         “I’d have said Snow White,” he said kindly through the window, as he pulled the handbrake up with a jerk, jumped out and slammed the car door shut before coming over to meet me. “I’m Steve,” he said. “What a bloody night.” He was smiling. “Let me take that, pet.”

         He lifted the case over a large puddle and clicked a button on his key. The boot sprang open. He beckoned at me to climb in and I pulled open the back passenger door. We were mostly communicating through hand signals against the wind. He was saying something.

         “What?” I cupped a hand over my ear as he ran round to the driver’s side.

         “Jump in the front.”

         I did as he’d asked, placing my soaked rucksack between my feet. The car was warm, throwing out great waves of heat from the dashboard vents. I sighed as it washed over me.

         “Sorry,” he said, closing his own door. “You sit where you like. I only ask because most people get sick in the back. All these twisty 7roads. I didn’t want you feeling ill the whole way there too polite to say owt.”

         Steve tapped something on his phone and the screen sprang to life. I could see the black line indicating the route, and all around us ribbons of avocado green, a straggling course of blue, a single cross over a lone building indicating a pharmacy.

         “When you say, ‘the whole way there’,” I began, and he chuckled.

         “Yep. It’s not exactly far as the crow flies, nothing is round here.” He turned the key in the ignition and the engine rumbled beneath us. “Just takes a while through the lanes, you know?” I nodded, knowing. “And some of the roads aren’t really, like, roads at all. Just rocks and gravel. Gotta go slow. I got stuck in the mud last year, had to ask a farmer to pull me out with his tractor. Right faff.”

         My phone buzzed, finally. Some signal, at last. Not a lot, but it would do.

         All ok?

         In the taxi, thanks for booking. Should be there soon.

         She was decent like that, Laura – always had been. We weren’t a big team of freelancers, but she’d hired us individually after three separate interviews: she took care to make sure we were alright, especially when the assignment was a little more involved.

         You’re with Steve? The cabbie. I spoke to him earlier today. 

         Yep, I tapped back. On our way. Will message once I’m there. 

         Steve hummed a little as he rounded the bends. I could see nothing from the windows now – barely a distinction between tarmac and hedgerow. We were still on the main road.

         “First time in Conger?” he asked, popping a Polo into his mouth and offering me the packet.

         “Yes,” I said. “I’m here for work.”

         Over the years I’d found it was better to keep things vague. The idea of a ghost-writer arriving to compose a person’s memoirs usually aroused all sorts of curiosity, and anyway, most clients preferred not to broadcast the fact they’d not written it themselves. Fair enough.

         Steve nodded. “And you?” I asked. “Do you live in the village?” 8

         “Always have done,” he said. “There’s not much work round here anymore, but we do fine. There’s always customers need collecting at the Lindisfarne causeway, tourists come to see the hillforts, castles and stone circles, that sort of thing. Conger’s quiet, but it’s a nice little place.” He fiddled with the radio and tuned to a station playing soft jazz. “Will you get to explore much?”

         “I doubt it, to be honest. I’m only here a few days.”

         “I suppose you’ll be busy. But if you do get the chance for a bit of downtime, we’re in the pub most evenings. You should come and say hello. We’re normal, I promise.” He chuckled. “None of your May Day dances or Rose Queens or whatever. We won’t be propping up the bar in deer masks and antlers or burning you in a wicker man or whatever.”

         “That’s a relief.” After the silence of the train station and the creeping fog, I was glad of this, the amiable chitchat. “I’ll see what I can do. But yeah, I’ll probably be quite busy.”

         Steve nodded. “I bet. You’re a solicitor, I take it?”

         I looked at him, happily nodding in profile to the music. The radio had started stuttering as we took a left off the main road, but he didn’t appear to mind. “No, actually,” I said. “What makes you ask?”

         “Just Miss Carey, is all,” said Steve. “It was always way too much for her, the estate.” He twiddled the dial on the dashboard and the jazz came through a little more clearly. “She was going to hire someone, last I heard, go through some paperwork. Tie up loose ends. I imagined you were here to help with all that.”

         I pondered this for a moment. From what Laura had said, I was aware my new client was retired, but she could have been a sprightly 70-year-old for all I knew. Perhaps she was in the process of selling up. But Steve seemed to be suggesting something else – a vulnerability.

         “You said it was too much for her …” I began, as we turned off yet again. Now I could see what he meant about the roads. The suspension protested as we bumped over a raised hillock. Ahead 9of us, the car’s beams provided spotlights for the driving rain. “I didn’t get the impression it was that big.”

         “What, Elver House?”

         “Yeah. I thought it was … well, I’m not sure. A cottage.”

         Steve laughed, though there wasn’t much mirth in his voice now. “They just called it that to make it sound quaint, like, way back when. Nah, Elver’s no cottage,” he said.

         And he left it at that.
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         When we were apart as children, I missed you with a kind of physicality I’d not known before and haven’t known since. At home, perched on the edge of the sofa watching the same films we always watched, I saw Bill Murray dashing through the Natural History Museum, Chief Brody staring through his binoculars for any sign of a shadow under the ocean’s surface. I looked, constantly, out of the window, expecting to see you coming up the path, bursting through the front door like Marilyn Monroe from a birthday cake. We’d grown up surrounded by each other as cubs do; I knew every like and dislike, every swing and roundabout of your personality. You were a key hidden under a plant pot and only I knew it was there.

         You were a member of the swimming squad, butterfly and crawl, and the second netball team, an average Wing Attack. You were hopeless at English, which was odd because you read a lot. It was your maths that won you the place at our school. You pressed flowers from your parents’ overgrown garden and drank orange juice from its glass bottle in the fridge, which infuriated your mother. You spent stolen pound coins on hair grips that were quickly lost, and had an irritating habit of crunching cans of Coke between your hands when you were finished.

         In the summer, you’d drag an inflatable beach toy from the shed onto the slate slabs under your window. It took you an hour to puff enough air into the bulbous grey shark, its dorsal fin rising and falling with each outbreath, your dad calling to you to stop it before you gave yourself an aneurysm. 11

         You ate cereal for breakfast and slurped the milk from the bottom of the bowl, white slops of muesli laced with sugar. You licked the whisks, covered in icing, which your brothers dumped in the sink after baking. You loved baths filled with snowy bubbles. You slept with a retainer, and could not turn off the light without at least half a glass of water beside your bed. You were frightened of small dogs but loved animals. By the time your tenth birthday came, you had learnt how to raise your right eyebrow, and were enjoying the new facial expressions that could be conjured using this trick.

         I awoke with a start, my forehead damp with condensation from the window. We’d stopped. Turning bleary-eyed to look around, I saw Steve switching off the sat-nav and opening the glove compartment. He smiled bashfully.

         “Haven’t been down here in a long while,” he said. “Signal cut out. Just give me a mo.”

         I nodded sleepily and pulled out my phone. Nothing. It was almost seven now. I stared uneasily at the absent bars on the screen, the total lack of connection. Steve traced a finger over a line in the map, nodding, and glancing about – though what he was looking for was beyond me. Though I squinted I could see nothing through the sheets of water.

         After a couple of minutes he put the car into reverse, backed up the lane to a crossroads and swung round to the right.

         “This should do it,” he said. The radio was nothing but static, and he snapped it off. His hands drummed on the steering wheel as he peered ahead. “The next one,” he muttered to himself. We crept slowly along, dipping into potholes which splashed up around us. “Should be any moment now.”

         A larger car would not have fitted, I realised, let alone a truck or lorry. The lane was just big enough to let us pass along, and even then Steve wound down his window and tucked in the wing mirror. I wrapped my scarf a little tighter, a noose of blended wool and polyester. Steve’s affable conversation had all but vanished now. I thought about you, at home, the candles arranged haphazardly around the fireplace making filigree silhouettes on the walls, a chaos 12of clothes and books, small bowls and plates on the table. You’d have the radio on, Viking, North Utsire, Forties, Cromarty, Forth, Tyne, and in the background the washing machine would hum its soothing spin. I wished you were here, wished you wanted to be. Dogger, Fisher, German Bight, Humber.

         I knew it must be difficult, driving in this weather, especially along lanes that looked as though they saw little if any traffic. But as the minutes ticked on I noticed Steve’s hands, the way they gripped the wheel, and the set of his shoulders as he hunched before it. Several minutes passed as we edged along the track. There was no jollity to his tone as he stopped, finally, looked over my shoulder and said flatly, “Righto. Here we are.”

         I looked out onto the side of the road, where a wooden board stood at an angle, hammered into the earth. A single word was hand-painted onto the white background. Elver. There was nothing beyond it but a sombre, narrow path set between thickets of gorse and nettles.

         “Can’t get the car up there, pet,” said Steve, not meeting my eye. “Sorry. I’ll help you with the case. It’s just a tad further though, you can’t miss it.”

         “No problem,” I said, and paid him, gazing outside as he scribbled a receipt. “I’ll manage. Thanks so much.”

         He hopped out of the car and retrieved my case from the boot. “Straight up,” he said, pointing. “Can’t miss it, like I said. It’s a muckle of a thing.” He paused. “Hope the work goes alright.”

         I rearranged my hood and thanked him again. He stopped as he prepared to climb back into the car, then reached down into the recess of the door and pulled out a card. “My number,” he said, gruffly. “In case you need a lift to the station, once you’re finished. Or just, you know, for anything.”

         For a wild moment I thought he was asking me out in a strange, awkward sort of way. And then I met his eyes and I knew that wasn’t it.
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         My case wasn’t big but it took some navigating over the bumps and dips in the path. I’d gone just a few steps when I heard the gentle rumble of the engine; Steve was reversing, heading back up to the crossroads to turn around. The beams flicked twice and he waved from the window – a pale hand barely illuminated by the amber glow of the dashboard. I waved back, trying to appear cheerful, and extracted my phone, flicking the torch on and straining to gauge the distance.

         I began to walk, eventually picking up the suitcase by its handle and carrying it, my shoes squelching through the mud, leaving deep prints in their wake. The torch beam swung in time to my steps. It couldn’t be much further.

         Five minutes passed before I saw the trees up ahead, great pines reaching towards the sky. The path led directly through them and I sighed, checking the signal; there was none.

         Not only was this much more remote than I’d been expecting, but the struggle wouldn’t end here and I knew it. Many of our clients felt unsure about the process, at least to begin with. They revealed little about their motivations, still less so about themselves. I’d encountered people with such a deep-seated suspicion of strangers it was incredible they’d contacted one of their own free will. And it wasn’t as though I was there to value a property, fix the boiler or tend to the garden. Memoir-writing, by necessity, required a deep dive – a lengthy process of revelation. There was no use being coy about it.

         I’d been feeling tired and hungry and a little daunted by the prospect of settling into Miss Carey’s home. Now unease replaced it 14all, and my scalp prickled at the sight of the tapering path. I turned, hoping to see an alternative – a junction, perhaps, another signpost directing visitors any way but through what appeared to be not just a copse or a brief row of trees, but a forest.

         It is also, I think, important to note here that I wasn’t a frightened, skittish sort of person – not then. If anything, I went into most situations feet-first, fearless to the point of stupidity at times. I took risks and, usually, no harm came of them. I’d learnt to trust my gut, to know when to stop. It hadn’t always been like this, but I enjoyed the feeling of solidity that being in my mid-thirties provided: a sense that the ground would keep shifting, but that the major quakes might, at last, be behind. And I loved the variety of the job, the fact I didn’t know from one week to the next what I might be doing or where I might be going. The idea of booking tickets to a far-flung train station, devoid of graffiti and discarded cigarette ends, packing a small bag for the days I’d spend here and leaving my flat behind – I liked it. I had nothing to tether me, no anchor weighing me down. I liked the free-floating nature of the days, the ability to come and go and do as I pleased. It was self-sufficient, rudderless, lacking in any kind of restriction.

         I wished I’d asked Laura for more information. The years spent moving from client to client and confidently navigating my way round towns and cities had all but removed any sense of caution, any need for clarification. That confidence had always stood me in good stead until now. There was nothing but hedgerows ahead, and it was beyond foolish to walk through here, at night and on my own, without any real knowledge of what was waiting on the other side.

         The path was a little smoother now, at least, covered over by pine needles protruding like stubble. The case rolled easily enough as I placed it down. Holding the torch straight in front of me, I counted my steps as a distraction, reminding myself that this wasn’t an urban alleyway but the middle of nowhere. Any company I had was limited to mice and badgers, owls, woodpeckers nestled in drilled nooks of their own excavation. 15

         A hundred steps became two hundred. I avoided looking either side of the path, worried that if I did so I might panic. I willed the house to appear, praying for a glimmer of light. My ears strained for the sounds of a snapping twig, a rustle of leaves.

         I forced myself to think of something else, to notice the beauty of the place. Here, just a few hours by train from London, was a swatch of land unspoiled by machines, by tall buildings or redevelopments. Nature had been allowed to do its thing, to run riot. The shrubbery was waist-high in places bordering the path. Here there were fallen trunks at either side, toppled by age or lightning or bent double by the rolling wind. Instead of being cleared quickly away, tidied up, they lay where they’d lie for weeks, months or years more, a home for insects, a playground for snaffling mammals. And above it all, the deep coal of the night sky was speckled with impassive stars. They held themselves aloft with indefinable self-gravity, spread in joyful abandon like a midnight feast on a picnic rug.

         The trees started to thin and the torch reflected off something to my right. I peered closer and saw a square tin on a stick, the sort of post box found on driveways in America, with Carey written in curling script on the side. Beside it a stray patch of foxgloves stood in upright formation, their tubular bells flamingo-pink despite the onset of autumn. Years ago now, a botanist client had explained the meaning of the name, how foxes were said to silence their steps with the petals, how they slipped them over their paws to hunt. And by ringing the bells of the flowers, they can also warn their comrades of danger, she’d said. Of course, foxgloves are horrifically toxic: a form of self-protection, and a warning to unwanted visitors.

         The post box was half-open; inside was a bundle of letters and postcards, their edges sodden from exposure to the elements. I shone the torch ahead and my hand stilled as it scanned the horizon.

         There, up ahead at last, was Elver House.

         I had expected a squat little thing, perhaps covered over with disciplined ivy. Original windows, a garden brimming with dahlias, nasturtium, a farmhouse-style door. This couldn’t have been further 16from such cosy images, and I stared for a full minute at the black mass before me, too preoccupied with its incongruity here, in the middle of the woods, to notice for a moment that none of the lights were on.

         Elver was taller than it was wide; it had at least three floors, perhaps four. Creeping vines corkscrewed up its facade, almost obscuring the brickwork on the right-hand side. Circular porthole windows pitted the uppermost level and above them, the domed roof rose with peaks like tiny church spires, turreted and jagged as incisors. Steve had been right. If Elver was a cottage, Balmoral was a camper van.

         Fumbling for my case I pressed ahead, pushing the wrought-iron gate, which squealed in protest, and walked slowly through the choked weeds of the forecourt. A ruined fountain, its curled lip long since run dry, forced me to swing round to the edge of the gravelled path, holding my torch high, waiting for any sign of movement behind the glaring windows up ahead. If she’d been waiting, half-asleep, perhaps she’d heard the sound of the gate.

         The ground was uneven, rough, and trenched through with puddles. As I came closer to the house I paused a moment, watchful, every sense on high alert. There was water somewhere over to my left. Its cascade was continuous, though its path was broken by rocks. Although I couldn’t see them, I knew these would be sprinkled with moss, springy and clumped like doormats across the stones. We’d spent our childhood, you and I, crossing the stream at the end of your garden, picking off the drenched tufts and throwing them at one another. As the wind cut across the forecourt the smell of mulch, decaying plants and fallen leaves combined with the mineral, earthy scent of the water.

         The grass soaked through my trouser legs. I ran the torch up from the uneven front of the building to the roof, where several cracked, broken tiles lay precariously in a coquettish balancing act, caught between wanting to fall and staying put. In some places the coverings had been blown off completely, exposing the sable beams of thick trunks; the bones of the house laid bare. 17

         Everything about the situation, I realised, felt wrong. I was a practical sort of person – organised, adaptable, able to blend when I needed to. I could barely remember a time where a job had troubled me, when this long-hidden, primitive boom of self-preservation had so viciously kicked in. I thought of the road trip we’d taken in the dead of night, and the sick knowledge of danger when the car’s wheezing terminated our journey on a quiet road, dimly lit. I’d known then, and I knew now, that some arcane part of the reptile brain was broadcasting red flags, stop signs.

         But then, I realised, as I walked slowly forward and peered through a set of ground-floor windows, it was natural to feel afraid. There appeared to be no one here. It was late and my usual channels of communication were cut. It would be stranger not to panic, to feel relaxed, at ease. Through the glass of a small pair of doors, the torch revealed a series of bookcases, an old wooden ladder tipped against the uppermost volumes. I steadied myself against the handle, hovering over beige paving. It too was old and cracked, heavy and seemingly impenetrable but for the chickweed and yarrow that bent the slabs at drunken angles; like me, nature was determined to find a way inside.

         I wrenched my foot from the mud and pressed on, pausing before the front door, steeling myself and knocking.

         No one answered. I rapped my knuckles again, moving to the side to peer through the next set of windows. These were streaked with dust and muck, and I wondered – briefly – how an old woman could live out here, so far as I knew alone, in this crumbling wreck of a house.

         After the third knock I tried the handle and found, to my surprise, that the door swung inwards.

         By this stage, with hindsight, I was too wired, too tired, too scared to fully appreciate how truly bizarre it all was; so high on adrenaline after the quiet of the woods, and the shock of the house itself, that nothing felt surprising. It was a video game, where all I had to do was reach the next level. First the country lanes and the 18swamped path, then the rain and the stuffed post box, the ruined exterior of Elver House.

         Perhaps at this point nothing could have shaken me. It had all been so bewildering, so other to the way I normally worked, and this reception – if you could call it that – so in keeping, really, with everything else that I almost laughed as the heavy oak of the door thunked against the back wall and I found myself on the threshold of Miss Carey’s home.
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         “Hello?”

         No response. I flicked the torch off for a moment to let my eyes adjust. With a thrill, I realised the signal had crept to a bar, just one, and I dropped my case and rucksack to the ground, pressed a key on the home screen, scrolled down. There was Wi-Fi, too, accessible without a password: relief. I called Laura.

         “Ellen? You there?” Her voice crackled down the line. In the background, music faded to the low tone of a newsreader.

         My delight at hearing these snatches of familiarity lasted seconds. “I’ve just arrived,” I said. “Laura, there’s no one here.”

         “What?”

         “There’s no one here. I knocked but nobody answered. I’m standing in the hallway. It’s pitch dark and I had to walk through an actual forest to get here and –”

         “Ellen, you’re cutting in and out, but did you say you went inside?”

         “Yes. The lights are all off. I knocked and called out to her. The door was open.”

         “Right.” I could hear the cogs turning as she took this in. “Err. Look, Ellen, d’you think you could try the bell again?”

         “There isn’t a bell.”

         “Wait outside until she comes down? I’m not sure how it’ll look, you just letting yourself in.”

         “Laura, it’s chucking it down, I’m soaked through and covered in mud. I did knock. The wind’s pretty strong, though. She might not have heard.” 20

         “Alright. I get it. You’re knackered. Look, at least you’re there now.” Laura sounded mildly concerned, but I could hear her bemusement. “She might be asleep. No one locks their doors round there, I bet. And she might have gone to bed.”

         “Why would she go to bed? It’s barely eight. And she was expecting me.”

         I cast once more around the hallway. Two doors led off one side and another opposite; all of them closed. Their brass knobs looked dull, polished by the hundreds of hands that had passed over them.

         “We definitely said today,” said Laura. “Ok. Better idea. You wait there, where you are. I’ll ring the house phone. If she’s asleep and hasn’t heard you, I’ll explain what’s happened. That way you don’t need to go creeping around and we won’t risk frightening an old woman half to death.”

         I nodded.

         “Ellen?”

         “Sorry, yes,” I whispered, suddenly aware this was, as Laura said, the most likely scenario. Miss Carey was asleep. “Yes, do that.”

         “I’ll speak to you in a minute. Keep your phone with you.”

         Like there was any chance I wouldn’t. I ended the call, flicked the torch on and decided, on an impulse, to close the door. Whatever happened, I wasn’t going outside to wait. If Miss Carey wasn’t here – if we’d somehow got the dates wrong or she was ill, gone to stay with a friend, or anything else – we’d deal with that. I’d just have to change my clothes, find somewhere halfway warm and call Steve for a lift to the station.

         The shrill of a telephone sounded from a small table along the hallway. I could hear it above me too, up the stairs somewhere in the distance. It rang once, twice, five times, and then cut out. My own home screen lit up as Laura phoned back.

         “Ellen?” Bemusement vanished now. “You’re still there?”

         “Yes,” I said. “No one answered?” My teeth began to chatter.

         “No,” said Laura slowly. “No answering machine either. Look, I’m so, so sorry about this. Are you ok?” 21

         “I’m fine,” I said, and I realised as I said it that it was true. Somehow, the confirmation that no one was home was better. Whatever had led to this misunderstanding was immaterial: Miss Carey wasn’t here. The idea of climbing that steep flight of stairs to find her, possibly waking her to the sight of a stranger, was almost worse than the walk through the woods. Knowing I was unlikely to have to do that was curiously calming.

         “There must have been a mistake, I guess,” I said. “But look, Laura, I’m here now … I’ll stay put for a bit in case she’s popped out.” I couldn’t imagine a less likely scenario. The house looked, at least from the outside, totally unoccupied. “I’m hardly breaking and entering, she invited me after all.”

         “I’d much sooner get you a cab back,” said Laura. “Give me a sec …” I heard tapping sounds and then a sigh. More tapping. Seconds became minutes. “Yeah. I thought as much. There’s a couple of later trains tonight, but you’d be waiting for a connection until 6am anyway. I could send a car and get them to take you to a hotel. Let me see …”

         “No,” I said suddenly. “No, Laura. Cars can’t get up the driveway here.” I’d have to walk through the forest again; I’d done it once and wasn’t about to do it again – not tonight. “Let’s wait until tomorrow.”

         “What?”

         “Let’s wait. She’s not here, but she might come back. And you wouldn’t believe the weather, seriously.”

         “So, what, you just stay there? In the house?”

         “I guess so. It’s very tucked away. No neighbours, no one close by. I can’t really emphasise how remote this place is … And look, I’m cold, my feet hurt and I need to eat something.” I didn’t want to tell her about the woods again, worried how I might sound.

         “You cut out for a moment there.”

         “I’ll stay put and head back tomorrow. Don’t worry about booking a car, I got the number of the guy you sent before. Steve. I’ll text him, ask him to come and get me first thing. That way I can warm up a bit, get some sleep and return to the city tomorrow.” 22

         Laura sounded dubious, despite the crackling of the line. “I don’t know, Ellen,” she paused and sighed, mulling it all over. “Ok, look. Keep your phone nearby. Write a note and pop it on the front door explaining that you’re inside, will you? Just in case she does come back. I’ll try Miss Carey again on the landline in an hour … Maybe she is upstairs.”

         As she spoke I swallowed, following the carpet runner to the first floor. I hoped she wasn’t there. Through the banister I could see the sweep of a handrail turning in on itself, rising higher. There must be at least ten rooms waiting in the dark.

         “I’ll explain the situation when I get hold of her,” Laura continued. “But if she doesn’t arrive, you go back to town and we’ll sort out another way of doing this … ”

         There was more tapping, the sound of mouse-clicks. “I’ve no email for her either. Don’t suppose she has one. Just the house-phone number: I can see the notes confirming the dates and times we spoke … For heaven’s sake, El. I’m sorry. It’s bloody strange. This has literally never happened before.”

         I nodded again, though of course Laura couldn’t see that. “I’ll speak to you tomorrow, then.”

         “Absolutely, before you know it. Charge your phone, warm up a bit and have a rest. Text Steve and you’ll be out of there nice and early. And any problems give me a call immediately, my phone’s under my pillow. Share your location with me, too.”

         “Will do,” I said weakly. We hung up.

      

   


   
      
         
23
            Chapter Six

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         I began to move along the wall, fingers groping for a light. In the milliseconds before the hallway was illuminated I tensed madly, vision caught on the thick-set silhouette on the right side of the corridor. Three pendant lamps sprang into a warm glow and I exhaled. A grandfather clock, ticking patiently.

         The wind was barely audible now through the thick wood of the door, and though I could hear the rain lashing the glass, it felt cosier now that I was out of it and it sounded, almost, like home. Downpours on weekends in a house about a fortieth the size of Elver; anoraks and wellies for treks up Scafell Pike, trudging against the flow of traffic on the way from shivering swims in Windermere. Outdoors, soaking, covered in algae and slime and huddling together like penguins on the backseat of an old Ford Mondeo. The scrape of butter across crumpets when we got back, the four of us ravenous, no prisoners taken. Shared bathwater and fires and an adult – a parent, an aunt, a granddad, a second cousin, they were interchangeable – reading aloud from a book, any book, until the two sets of bunkbeds fell silent.

         If something had come up, and Miss Carey was no longer available for our interviews, so be it. I’d hole up here tonight. Laura would deal with the fallout. By this point I was so tired I barely cared. The adrenaline began to leech out of me, leaving only a longing for tea, a shower and bed. It felt so wrong walking through someone’s house when they weren’t there, but there wasn’t much I could do about it.

         Turning the knob of the door immediately to my right, I paused on the threshold before stepping inside. The room was large, its 24high ceilings a soft buttery yellow. The hallway light spilled inside to reveal an ornate fireplace, the old-fashioned kind three people could lie down inside. The walls bore tasteful, impersonal paintings of country scenes: a harvest, a hunt, a pair of fishermen on a boat. Others had hung there once, judging by the faint silhouettes that remained. On first glance it was as clean and comfortable as any hotel, though the overall effect told me little about Miss Carey.

         And yet as I stepped into the room, my foot crunched over something and I jumped back, startled. A scattering of trinkets and ceramic figurines lay sprawled across the carpet, some already shattered, one newly decapitated by my foot. I stared at them, frowning, then looked to the window, wondering if the wind had forced its way inside and toppled them. I bent down and collected as many of the fragments as I could, cupping them in both hands and placing them on the mahogany coffee table.

         The thick, plush pile of the carpet bounced slightly under my feet. Two deep L-shaped sofas created a square around the fireplace. I peered closer, noticing a boot-print on the upholstery. It was muddy and had clearly been there some time. I passed a finger over the print and a dusting of dirt flaked off.

         Despite these anomalies the room was in good order – I was reassured by the plumpness of the cushions, the well-stocked coal scuttle, the hoard of neatly stacked firewood. In a way, it was almost better that Miss Carey wasn’t here, that I didn’t need to make small talk. I’d done my best to accommodate her project but the mistake, once this had all been cleared up, was entirely hers.

         I felt stupid now for my panic at the forest, the silent path, the terrible weather. What had happened was unexpected, inasmuch as I’d anticipated that my client would be here, of course. But now that I was out of the rain, off the path and the marsh grass and cracked slabs of stone, the house was less like a hulk staining the invisible horizon and had become almost snug. I relaxed. Yes, it was odd to be spending the night here, but Laura was aware. I had Steve’s 25number, and whatever happened, I’d be out of Conger Brook by the morning.

         Closing the door, I crossed to the other side of the entrance hall to find a library; the embossed spines winked in the smoulder of light. The ladder I’d seen earlier rested against the shelves in the far corner. My entrance caused a cloud of dust to leap into the air, tumbling and spinning to rest on the ground. There was a low coffee table placed in the centre of the room, and a thick-set wooden desk by the windows, which doubled as a set of doors leading out into the grounds. It must be beautiful in the summer. Newspapers and magazines lay beside a set of coasters – all neatly arranged, their circular discs positioned on top of one another with precision.

         The final door, towards the rear of the hallway, revealed a kitchen, large and clean, with multiple worktops and pans of varying sizes hanging from hooks on the walls. A polished table took up much of the space, eight chairs tucked beneath it. There was no sign of life, no teaspoon in the sink, no bowl of fruit, no dishcloth slung over the handle of the cooker. It was well-equipped but empty. Beside the fridge, a calendar hung limply from a small pin. It was open and peppered with handwritten notes, reminders. October was illustrated with a photograph of a squirrel, almost camouflaged as it hopped among auburn leaves, its eyes gazing beads of jet.

         I backed out and realised the time had come. If I was to stay here, really, actually sleep in this woman’s house, I needed to buckle up and find a room to do it in. I couldn’t put it off much longer. The boards, with their smart runner on the staircase were thick and well-trodden in the middle. I’d no desire to go poking around and wanted only to find a guest room, but placing one foot in front of the other took an inordinately long time.

         Upstairs the layout was much the same as below. The hallway gave off onto three rooms either side of the corridor, with a bathroom at the end containing a claw-footed tub. A stopped clock on the wall opposite mendaciously read half past one.

         I knocked at the door on my right and turned the knob slowly. 26Despite everything that had happened, there was still, evidently, the chance that Miss Carey might have slept through my arrival, through the phone ringing, through the muted noise of my ascent.

         “Hello?” I called, as I pushed open the door, “Miss Carey?”

         Whatever I’d been expecting, it wasn’t this.

         The room was ransacked – there was no other word for it. It was clearly a study, or had been: a high-backed chair was tipped over, one of its legs broken off. An Anglepoise lamp lay shattered on the wooden boards, and the drawers of the desk had been pulled out completely. Only the books on their shelves remained untouched.

         I stared for a moment and then, on autopilot, I pulled out my phone. My hands were freezing, and they shook as I dialled Laura again. I spun around quickly, checking behind the door as the call connected. I backed slowly from the room, scanning the corridor.

         “Alright, Ellen?” Her voice was reassuringly calm. “How’re you doing?”

         “Something’s happened here.”

         “Go on,” she said. I could hear her exhaling. I imagined her happily ensconced on the porch, kids safely in bed and vape in hand.

         “I’m upstairs and there’s stuff everywhere. It looks like a break-in.” I described it to her and paced the hallway. “Furniture broken, glass on the floor. It’s a mess. But she’s not here.”

         “Shit,” she muttered. “Shit. Could this get any weirder … I’m sorry, Ellen, really I am … You must be completely freaked out.”

         “A little,” I lied. I was seconds from losing it completely. “I just want to get out of here, to be honest.”

         I turned to the trashed study again and paused, staring. The footprints silhouetted against the threadbare carpet were my own, fresh imprints in the dust. As I stared ahead, I saw too that the upended chair was covered in sooty powder, the shards of the lamp thickly coated.

         “It’s strange,” I said, “but I don’t think it happened recently.”

         Laura said something and the line began to break up. 27

         “Sorry, love, what did you say?”

         “Whatever happened in here didn’t happen tonight, I don’t think.”

         “Did you hear anything when you came in?” Laura asked.

         “No, nothing.”

         “Ok. Can you go into another room for me?”

         I went to the bathroom at the end of the hallway, treading carefully. Towels were hung over a rail. A mug on the basin contained a tube of Colgate and a single toothbrush.

         “It looks fine,” I told Laura.

         “That’s good. And another?”

         I turned again, making my way back along the corridor, my ears straining to catch a sound, the creak of a board or a rustle of clothing. The next door opened onto a bedroom, all thick eiderdown and plump cushions. A dresser stood against the back wall. An empty vase, its glass dirty and smudged, was positioned on the mantlepiece above the fireplace. Dirty water clouded its bottom. It was clearly a spare bedroom; there were no personal items anywhere.

         “It’s fine,” I said into the phone, whispering again, though I’d no idea why. “Nothing’s broken. It’s fine.”

         Relief was making me giddy. Laura exhaled.

         “Right, here’s what we’re going to do. From what you’ve said, there’s no immediate danger, right? No one’s in there with you.”

         “No,” I said slowly. “I don’t think so.”

         “So what I’ll do now is ring around and see if there’s a taxi company who can come and collect you tonight. Bugger the connecting train and the waiting around – better than being there, at this point. I’ll get someone to take you all the way home, ok?”
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