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			2006

		

	
		
			

			Prologue

			Even here, even now, she couldn’t escape the house.

			Raising her eyes from the heap of earth at her feet, Caroline could see its upper windows, as dark and empty as the hole in front of her, staring down blankly as if they too could not believe that Frances was dead. The undertakers were ready, their leather-gloved hands folded like bats; the long canvas straps lay under the coffin, and Caroline, ever practical, couldn’t help wondering how they’d be retrieved afterwards. The vicar, a middle-aged black woman with a kindly face and beautiful voice, was saying something, but Caroline wasn’t listening. All she could think was that none of this seemed remotely relevant to Frances, to who and what she had been. 

			She wished she’d worn boots and thicker tights; the spring earth was cold and damp under her feet, an unwelcoming bed for her grandmother’s rest. Shifting uncomfortably, she glanced across the grave to see how her mother was doing, but Betty’s head was bowed, hidden by the brim of what should have been a ridiculous hat but somehow wasn’t. She’d paired it with a long cream wool coat that she’d painted with hundreds of tiny black roses, which made her look rich and exotic. The folds of the coat hung to her ankles; she wasn’t particularly tall, but then again, she had the kind of poise that gave the illusion of height, so she could carry it off. Caroline looked from her mother to the tiny coffin thinking, not for the first time, that wherever Betty had sprung from, it wasn’t from the delicate bones that were now being lowered into the darkness. 

			

			The vicar bowed her head. Caroline muttered a belated amen, a split second behind everyone else, and realised that it was over. The little group shifted and stirred and began to move away, leaving Frances to the earth and the silence. 

			It was only a few hundred yards back through the churchyard and up the hill to the house. Caroline went slowly, grateful that after a swift understanding glance her friend Ruth went ahead with the others, picking their way through the scattered memorials, under the lychgate and up the lane. A car went past, and Caroline looked enviously at the couple inside, going anywhere that wasn’t Wickham Grange.

			She slowed down as the road curved, partly to catch her breath, but partly because this was the moment she always dreaded. The first sight of the gates.

			God knows when they’d last been shut. Somehow they’d been missed during the two world wars they’d seen, and Maud had joked they’d been made of melted-down Spitfires, but they were older than that, solidly Victorian along with the rest of the house. Once, Caroline supposed, they’d been locked every evening by a gardener or someone, but now they were welded open, fixed to the wall with ivy and laurels and other damp and creeping things. 

			And behind them was the house. It stood some way behind the gates, a riot of gables and chimneys at the top of a gravel sweep, as sturdy and confident as the Victorians who had built it. Once, it must have been almost rural, until West Wickham had begun its creep up the hill, so now only the neighbouring churchyard stood between it and the 1930s villas of the suburb below. Halfway up the lane, neither town nor country, Wickham Grange had been left to stand aloof and isolated, an oddly formal relic of a dead age.

			‘Why don’t you sell up?’ Caroline had asked once. It must have been in the 1980s, when Frances had announced that she was retiring and converting the Grange into flats. ‘You’d be able to buy something smaller and much easier to manage.’

			Frances had shaken her head. She did not look up from her desk, but even in profile Caroline could see the sudden tension on her face. ‘I’ve got to stay here,’ she’d said. ‘I can’t leave.’

			

			Caroline had not stopped, then, to wonder. ‘Of course you can,’ she’d said. Oh, how arrogant she must have sounded, though at the time it had felt like confidence. ‘Maud wouldn’t have minded, surely. And the market’s improving, I know there’s Mr Harris but we can—’

			‘No.’ The word had rapped out and Caroline had been startled by the force with which Frances said it. ‘I can’t leave. Don’t ask again, Caro. I mean it.’ She had taken a deep breath, and it would have been then that Caroline first realised that her grandmother had grown old. ‘Trust me,’ she had said. ‘I know what’s right. What has to be done.’ And then, quietly, as if to herself, she’d added, ‘There’s really no choice.’

			And so builders had quoted and architects had planned, and the old house was carved into flats, new bathrooms and doors and kitchens going where once there had been narrow beds and despair.

			But throughout it all the gates had remained fixed, unyielding, just as Frances had done. 

			‘For God’s sake get a caterer.’ Betty had been adamant when Caroline rang about the funeral. ‘It’ll be bad enough without having to faff around with vol-au-vents.’ She had paused, the empty air between them heavy with things waiting in vain to be said. ‘I take it you’re not staying at the house?’

			God, no. Caroline had shuddered then and she shivered now as she went through the heavy oak front door. If you knew where to look you could see traces of the old rooms, faint lines on the walls showing where things had been moved and bricked and plastered. Across the hall, the door to what had once been the drawing room, and then Frances’s flat, was open, and she could see a couple of women in black polyester blouses handing round plates and glasses. Mr Harris was hunched over a teacup like a vulture shielding prey, talking to Betty who was gesturing vaguely over her shoulder; Caroline could not help but think they were talking about her, what she was going to do. It was more than she could face, so she shrugged off her coat and hung it on the newel, smoothing it more carefully than she usually would just to give herself a few precious seconds. The dark wood of the staircase curved up like an ampersand into the gloomy reaches of the upper floor, its heavy carpet held in place by brass rods. Overhead, the big hanging lantern had been switched on, but even that seemed dim, as if it too were in mourning, and the hall itself felt empty and echoing, despite the murmur coming from the gathered guests. It was a wide space, wood panelled, and it could once have been welcoming but today was cold and formal, like a waiting room at some once-fashionable private clinic. On the landing, she knew, doors led into other, smaller rooms and Caroline couldn’t help wanting to run upstairs and hide herself. 

			

			‘Want a drink?’

			She turned, warm with relief. Ruth was coming across the hall’s tiled floor, carrying two glasses of what turned out to be fairly respectable white wine. She tilted one in toast.

			‘To Frances.’

			‘To Frances.’ Caroline took a sip, then looked back up the staircase. ‘Is it me, or does it feel like any minute now she’s going to come out and tell us to go outside and play?’

			‘Or make ourselves useful and take the dogs out or take someone down to the shop to buy sweets.’ Ruth sat on the bottom stair and Caroline – mindful that she herself had none of Frances’ delicacy – took the one above. There was a low, almost embarrassed laugh from the group around the table, Betty’s rising high and clear above the others. Beside her, a thin, elderly woman – God, what was her name? – looked faintly disapproving. Caroline sighed. A few more minutes and then she’d have to go and join them. But not yet.

			Ruth’s clever, dark eyes were sympathetic. ‘You okay?’ she said, and of everyone who’d asked that question since Frances died Caroline felt she actually meant it. 

			

			‘I think so. It just feels – weird. It was the same when Maud died, but at least then Granny was still here to carry everything on. Now it’s like everything could collapse any minute.’

			‘I know what you mean,’ Ruth said. ‘Wickham Grange without Frances. It’s not natural.’ She glanced into the drawing room. ‘Your mum seems to be doing all right, though. Doesn’t she mind about the place coming to you?’

			Caroline shrugged. ‘She says not.’

			‘I hope it’s okay. You know what they say, where there’s a will there’s a relative.’ Ruth swirled her glass thoughtfully. ‘Though surely it’s good for you? I mean, you can sell up, set up on your own now.’ She looked suddenly guilty. ‘God, sorry, it’s Frances’ funeral and here I am being an insensitive cow.’

			‘You, insensitive? When I had to call a cab to get us home when we went to see Ghost because you’d cried so much you couldn’t see?’

			‘You can talk. You can read the end of The Railway Children without crying.’

			‘They should never have been allowed on that track without adult supervision.’

			They grinned at each other, and Caroline felt a sudden rush of warmth. Whatever else had happened in this house, it had brought her a best friend and that was something, surely, to be glad of, even on a day like this.

			She finished the wine. ‘I’d better go in. You coming?’

			‘Sure.’ Ruth got up, held out a hand so Caroline didn’t have to heave herself to her feet. ‘Chin up. It’s nearly over.’

			But it wasn’t. It hadn’t even really started. 

			She got up and followed Ruth across the hall and into Frances’ – her – flat. Caroline looked at the cracked Art Deco clock and was startled to find they’d only been been back for half an hour; it felt like she’d never left. She shook her head at a tray of canapés, knowing she’d regret it later and would end up wolfing down a tepid burger on room service. 

			

			Betty beckoned her over. She was sitting on one of the sofas that flanked the fireplace, next to Mr Harris and the thin woman. They looked up warily as Caroline approached. 

			‘There you are, sweetie,’ her mother said. She was wearing black eyeliner and had managed to get a perfect flick on both eyes. ‘Mr Harris here was just asking if you’ve got any plans for the house.’ 

			‘Mum—’

			‘I think they’ve got a right to know, darling.’ Betty patted an empty space beside her. The two old people moved further apart, as if to make clear that they were not together in any sense other than being here at the same time.

			‘I haven’t really given it much thought.’

			‘Do you have any plans to sell?’ The woman’s voice was clipped, no nonsense, straight to the point. Caroline felt a stab of annoyance. 

			‘There’s a lot to consider,’ she said. ‘Tax, for a start.’ Well, that was true enough, in a way, though the complicated calculations she’d had to plough through were something she’d rather not have to think about.

			The old man said sharply, ‘We’re protected. Your gran sorted it all out when she gave us the flats. Protected. She said.’

			‘We have all the paperwork.’ The woman – Caroline still couldn’t remember her bloody name – was sitting very erect. ‘I can assure you it’s all in order.’

			‘I’m sure it is.’ Caroline put her glass down. The room was suddenly very hot. ‘We can talk about it once probate’s all sorted out. It’s not appropriate now, surely you can see that.’ From across the room she could see Ruth looking sympathetic and it was too much, she could feel her voice crack and she was buggered, absolutely buggered, if she was going to cry here, in this room, this house, which had already seen so many tears. ‘Look, Mum, I’m going to head back to the hotel. D’you want to share a cab? I’ll be outside.’ 

			Without waiting for an answer she turned and went out, picking up her coat and dragging the front door open, not really hearing the so-familiar squeal as its corner caught the floor tiles. It had got colder, the chill making her fingers fumble as she called the cab company, her breath misting as she paced the gravel for the promised ten minutes it would take the car to arrive. It would only be a fifteen-minute drive back into the centre of Croydon, so within the hour she could be alone, something she suddenly desperately craved. She resolutely kept her back to the house, as if for fear that if she turned she would see Frances and Maud and her mother and Connie and everyone, everyone else, watching her and waiting for her and wanting her to do – what?

			

			The car arrived. Betty had not appeared. Caroline climbed in, leaned back against the seat and closed her eyes, not opening them until they turned out of those damned gates, heading back to lights and a minibar and bland, corporate rooms. She opened her bag, checked her phone, read messages from work that were for once welcome and affirming. 

			But at the bend in the lane she could not help it. She twisted her head, knowing what she would see: Wickham Grange, stark and implacable, waiting for her to return. 

		

	
		
			

			1

			Caroline

			The distant mewl of a siren came whining up the hill, carried on a sharp-toothed wind. For a moment Caroline thought it was the sound of children playing; but, like her, the children that had once lived here were long gone.

			In front of her, the old house was watchful and silent, its familiar huddle of gables and chimneys streaked with rain and its windows dully reflecting the clouds that sulked overhead. It was late September, and from somewhere came the tang of one of the first bonfires of autumn, its smoke mingling uneasily with the heavy smell of damp, dead leaves. The car engine ticked quietly as it cooled. 

			She lifted her case out of the car and hauled it across the drive, swearing as the wheels snagged and jolted on the gravel. A row of plastic doorbells sprouted like fungi beside the front door, typed labels announcing that flats 2 and 3 were home to Harris (caretaker, in neat brackets) and Fairfax. Ah, that was the old woman’s name! Caroline had distant memories of Mr Harris, an unsmiling man always ready to chase a child away from the greenhouse and shed. There was no name beside number 4, and she guessed that the last tenant had been evicted by death or dementia. 

			Alleyn, Miss F, was at the top of the list. Flat 1.

			Caroline fumbled for the key, a mundane Yale on a plastic keyring rather than the chain and iron hoop that her grandmother had carried. Dead leaves blew in behind her, and one, still with its stalk, went skittering ahead, looking for all the world like a mouse running across the floor. Caroline stepped on it, more firmly than she had meant to, crumbling it into a hundred tiny ghosts that drifted away out of sight.

			

			She stood for a moment, oddly reluctant to go further. The house felt chilly and neglected. One or two letters had been left on the hall table, and a garish pizza menu sat some distance from them, as if it were being shunned for its lurid colours. Dusty sepia photographs on the wall showed the house when it was surrounded by newly planted trees, its walls and gates unencumbered by ivy, the lane just an earth track instead of the tarmacked road it had become. Even the trees in the churchyard looked young and gawky, not the shaggy yews they were today. From somewhere above came a familiar tune: the Radio Two traffic news jingle. Despite the quiet, she was not alone.

			The door to her grandmother’s flat opened silently, like a well-trained servant. Tall French windows let in what was left of the afternoon’s light as Caroline dumped the case beside the refectory table that ran down one side of the room, and pulled a sheet off one of the chairs so she could sit down. Once the Grange’s drawing room, it had become a living room when Frances carved out a home for herself. She had only been gone for a summer, but even now the place felt empty and lost without its guardian. 

			Her mother, as was to be expected, had not listened to the suggestion that she come to help. Good lord no, darling, I’m sure you’ll manage and I’ve got such a lot to do here… just sort out her stuff, will you? Get rid of anything you don’t want, see if Ruthie wants any little memento. Got to dash, darling, I know you’ll do it all splendidly. 

			And why should Betty have thought any differently? After all, until half an hour ago Caroline herself had been expecting nothing other than the chore of sorting old clothes and getting the house ready for sale. But now there was a piece of paper and a last message, and she couldn’t shake the sense that everything was about to change.

			

			She’d headed up the motorway from Oxford and into West Wickham expecting everything to be utterly straightforward. The will had been clear, although Frances’s decision to leave her the house had been startling, to say the least. And so, safe in the knowledge that probate was almost done, she had sat in the lawyer’s office with a calm expectancy that the firm would be as briskly efficient as her own. The solicitor, a small, plump man with a stripe of grey in his beard and wearing an immaculate three-piece suit with an actual watch-chain stretching across his waistcoat, had offered coffee, made a few professional pleasantries, lawyer to lawyer, mixed in with the usual polite enquiries about weather and traffic. Yes, your grandmother was a formidable lady. My condolences. If you could just sign here? Then that’s probate all complete.

			Nothing at all to warn her of what was coming.

			‘Thank you, Mr Akbar.’

			‘Please. Call me Geoffrey.’ He must have seen the flicker on her face, and smiled. ‘My father adored cricket. Hoped I’d end up playing for the county.’ He patted his tummy comfortably. ‘Alas, athleticism and I had little to say to each other.’

			Caroline smiled briefly, shifting in her chair, finding it disconcerting to be on this side of the desk. ‘I hate to seem rude, but I’ve had a long drive up from Oxford. If I could have the keys?’

			Mr Akbar nodded. ‘Of course. Of course. Here you are.’ He slid the ring across the desk. Then he hesitated slightly, tilting his head to one side, and said, ‘May I ask if you have any plans for the property?’

			Caroline shrugged. ‘I intend to sell – it’s far too big for me, and I want to use the capital.’ She looked around the neat, plain little office, the family photo on his desk, the dark wood bookshelves. It was orderly and welcoming, and she felt a sudden pang of jealousy. ‘I hope to set up in practice on my own,’ she said, with a faint smile. ‘But it’s not cheap.’

			

			‘As I know only too well.’ Geoffrey folded his hands on the desk. He paused, as if trying to decide what to say. 

			‘Is there some problem?’

			‘Well…’ He took a deep breath. 

			A thought struck her. ‘Has my mother complained about anything?’

			‘What? Oh no. No, nothing like that.’ He looked momentarily alarmed. ‘Do you think that’s a possibility?’

			‘No.’ Of course Betty wouldn’t do any such thing. It would be too much work, for one thing, and besides, she’d been quite clear that she had no interest in the house. They’d met the solicitor just after Frances’ death, when he’d told them about the legacy. He’d been embarrassed, clearing his throat when he got to the tricky bit. Shares, jewellery, an insurance policy to Betty; the house to Caroline. ‘I hope that’s not a shock,’ he’d said apologetically. ‘Do you have any questions?’

			Yes, Caroline had wanted to shout, what the bloody hell was Granny thinking? But instead she’d looked at Betty, who had just shrugged. ‘God, no, darling, why would I want that old pile?’ she’d said. ‘I always told your gran I didn’t want it. Gloomy old dump, I couldn’t get out of there fast enough.’ 

			That was certainly true. Caroline frowned, partly at the memory and partly at what the solicitor was saying. ‘So there’s some other difficulty?’

			Mr Akbar opened a drawer and took out an envelope. Caroline immediately recognised her own name, in Frances’ precise copperplate, neatly central. Another line that she couldn’t make out. 

			‘It may not be problematic,’ the solicitor said. ‘And I did not think it was appropriate to mention it until probate was complete and the house was formally your own. But your grandmother was quite clear. In the event of you inheriting the house, and deciding to sell, I was to give you this.’ 

			Caroline took the envelope from him. It was light, as if it only contained a few sheets of paper. Frances had signed across the flap, which was sealed with yellowing sticky tape. 

			

			‘Do you know what it is?’

			Mr Akbar shook his head. ‘I’m afraid not. Miss Alleyn – Miss Frances Alleyn, that is – she just brought it with her and asked me to keep it with her papers. It was only to be given to you in the event that you decide to sell the house.’ He leaned forward, earnest and kind. ‘Would you like to read it now?’

			Caroline glanced at her watch. ‘No. No, thank you. I want to get to the Grange as soon as possible. I’ll have a look tonight and then if there are any queries I’ll come back to you.’

			‘Of course, of course.’

			And with a handshake and further expressions of sympathy he had shown her courteously to the door. 

			So now she was here, sitting back in this room, back in this house. She lay the envelope on the table, sliding it gently back and forward on the polished wood. Frances’ writing was clear and stark, bold capitals stating that it was to be read by the addressee only.

			Caroline Alleyn.

			And below that, slightly paler, as if the ink had been about to run out:

			Caro, I beg you, ask them to forgive me.

		

	
		
			

			2

			The shout was a sharp bark that made her bang her elbow on the corner of the car door. The contents of the box she held jangled in protest. 

			‘What are you doing here?’

			Two old women and an equally old man stood at the front door. She recognised Mr Harris and Miss Fairfax, the elderly woman she’d met at the funeral, who were staring at her with identical expressions of suspicion and hostility. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ she said, trying to sound pleasant. ‘I didn’t mean to disturb anyone. I’ve come to sort out Frances – Miss Alleyn’s flat.’ 

			‘Nobody told us you were coming today.’ This was Miss Fairfax, wearing a neat jumper and a pair of what she would certainly have called slacks. At her side, a small indeterminate dog stared hungrily at Caroline’s ankles. 

			‘I’m sorry,’ Caroline said again, trying to damp down a spark of annoyance. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’ 

			‘It would have been courteous to let us know.’ Miss Fairfax spoke again. The smallest of the trio seemed to be hanging back a little, as if she had been detailed to leap for the panic button should Caroline make any sudden moves.

			‘I was only able to finalise the dates last week,’ she said. She took another look. ‘Mr Harris, isn’t it?’

			‘Ain’t seen you here for a while,’ the man said. ‘Not since your gran’s burying back in the spring.’ 

			Instinctive mitigation, born of guilt, made her say: ‘I saw her as often as I could. But I – well. I’m here now.’ She held out her hand, determined to get the encounter back under control. ‘It’s nice to meet you—?’

			

			The other woman was introduced, briskly and quickly, making it clear it was none of Caroline’s business: ‘Miss Tanner, who is staying here in the spare flat for a while. She’s been ill, I hope you won’t be disturbing her.’ When Caroline took their hands it was like handling kittens, they were so soft and fragile, but still with the threat of sharp little teeth should the grip be too firm. Afterwards the three of them regrouped, standing shoulder to shoulder and resuming their scrutiny. Caroline had the feeling they were all waiting for her to go so they could wipe their palms. 

			‘I’m going to pop down to the shops tomorrow,’ she said, feeling the silence begin to itch. ‘Can I bring you anything back?’ 

			‘No,’ they said in a short unison. ‘Sainsbury’s deliver,’ Mr Harris added. His tie peeped over a hand-knitted pullover. ‘We ain’t ready for meals on wheels just yet.’

			‘Well, just let me know if you ever need anything,’ Caroline said. ‘I’ll see you later. I’m sure we’ll have things to discuss.’ 

			She picked up the box again, giving an ungainly little stumble as the gravel turned under her boot. She nodded briskly to the stony-faced trio, then slammed the car door unnecessarily hard, as if she were putting a forceful full stop to the encounter. She took her time to put away bath oil and shampoo, and when she came out again for the next box she was relieved to find that her interrogators had gone. 

			By the time she had finished unpacking the day had, in the sudden way of early autumn, become quite dark. Caroline switched on the standard lamp and drew the curtains, realising as she did so that the service station sandwich she had eaten halfway through her journey from Oxford had dissolved long ago. Her stomach suddenly growling, she went back out into the hall and picked up the pizza leaflet. From somewhere upstairs the dog gave a sharp yap, and she could hear the low back and forth of voices, but couldn’t be sure if they were the tenants or a television. Either way, they snapped into sudden silence as her footsteps clicked across the tiles. 

			

			There was a brief and undignified interlude, during which Caroline had to spell out the name Wickham Grange three times and the postcode twice, but by the time the moped sputtered away down the lane she had turned on the heating and opened a bottle of wine. She took the pizza and sat down at the table, where the letter lay like a flare on the mahogany. When she’d opened it, little furry wisps of old manila had scattered across the table like ash, and she brushed them aside with the side of her hand. She wished she could brush away what the letter had said with the same ease.

			She had just picked up the first drooping slice of pizza – olives? She hadn’t ordered any damn olives – when her phone chimed. Ruth’s voice sounded bright and modern, a very welcome intrusion.

			‘Hey, you, how’s it going? Is the place still standing?’

			‘Like we’d never been gone. I’ve taken off all the dust sheets and it feels like Gran’s still here, just popped into the garden or something.’

			‘Dust sheets? Who has dust sheets these days? But you’re okay, that’s the main thing? I’ve been worrying about you.’

			‘Yes,’ Caroline lied, pulling a string of mozzarella off her lip. ‘I’m okay.’

			‘How are the old dears?’

			‘Spiky. Acted like I was already sending in the bailiffs. There’s a new one, too, some little old lady I’ve never heard of. Mum must have let her have the keys to the empty flat, though she never said anything about a new tenancy. I’ll have to check her paperwork, if there is any. Something else to sort out.’

			‘Grim. Have you made a start on your gran’s things?’

			‘I’m planning to do that tomorrow. Shouldn’t take too long.’ So there would be enough time for the rest of it, she thought. She’d only read her grandmother’s letter once, but already she was thinking of how to deal with it, get it over and done with, be rid of it.

			

			‘Hmm.’ Ruth didn’t sound convinced. ‘Well, you know you’re welcome here if it all gets too much.’ 

			‘Don’t think I’m not tempted. But I need to get things sorted and I can’t do that if I’m just lolling around with you.’ Caroline looked around the room, its shapes and corners so well known to her that she almost didn’t see it at all. 

			Ruth blew out a breath. ‘I always loved going to the Grange,’ she said. ‘It’s nice here, but Dad was always so busy, or in hospital, and when Eddie was at school… anyway, Mum used to say we came to see you for a break. The most peaceful house she knew, she called it.’

			‘Seriously? Even back then? There must have been, what, eight or nine kids at any one time.’ Caroline remembered those summer days; the memories as delicate as the daisy chains she and Ruth had made, sprawled out on the lawn with whatever other children were around at the time, squealing with delight as they tried to stop the dogs stealing a lick of homemade orange squash ice lollies.

			‘Yes, but that’s what made it fun, wasn’t it? All those tree-houses and dens. Creeping over the wall into the graveyard, shitting ourselves in case we got caught.’

			‘I don’t think I’d be able to get over it these days.’

			Ruth laughed. ‘Me neither. Though it seemed back then it was about ten feet high.’ 

			‘Everything feels huge when you’re a kid.’ Caroline looked at the letter, lying white and stiff on the table in front of her, and thought about telling Ruth what it said. But before she could speak— 

			‘What? Oh for God’s sake.’ There was a muffled exchange and then Ruth’s cut-glass vowels came back. ‘I’ve got to go. Eddie has just informed me that four guests have become vegans since they booked and neglected to tell us. Why do people do that?’

			‘Who’ve you got in tonight?’

			‘Christ knows. It’s either some bricklaying awards or a creative writing retreat. Anyway, just call if you need anything. I mean it.’ 

			‘I will. Hope you’ve got plenty of lentils.’

			

			‘God help the plumbing. Nineteen-twenties pipes weren’t built for all that fibre.’ 

			Caroline smiled, knowing how much Ruth loved the rambling Shenstone Hall, set in its Wiltshire downland. 

			‘Let me know how you get on, okay? And I’m always here. You know that.’

			Caroline did. It was the most comforting thought she’d had all day.

			Later, her head too full for sleep, Caroline stood at the French windows, watching a fox contemptuously spitting out the olives as it licked at the pizza crusts she’d thrown onto the lawn. Her childhood bedroom was long gone but even so, when she eventually turned out the light, she did not need the faint glimmer from the street lamp in the lane to show the path to the bedroom; she could have found her way just through the feel of carpet, tiles, and coir matting underfoot, the subtle shift of scent, the texture of the wallpaper. The bedding she had brought with her smelled new and artificial, and for a moment she missed the striped Bri-Nylon sheets and cellular blankets of her childhood. 

			Wrapping her dressing gown around her, she went over to draw the curtains. The grass and flowerbeds were mottled with yellow light from the upper floors. It was a view which would have been familiar to Maud Shenstone herself, and to Frances on that unimaginably distant day when she had arrived here, never to leave.

			Something moved. For a moment Caroline thought it was another fox – maybe even that rarest of urban creatures, a hedgehog? She looked again. It was a shadow cast from above, from one of the upper windows. There was the faint sound of restless, pattering footsteps but she couldn’t tell where they were – in the hall? In the room above?

			The shadow moved. Someone else was looking out. Someone else was awake. Were they watching her? Waiting for her to go to bed, to be alone in the dark?

			She shivered suddenly. The thermostat must have turned everything off. She got back into bed, pulled the duvet around her, turned off the lamp, looked at her phone. Gone midnight. She’d arrived here yesterday already. 

			

			The footsteps above paused.

			And the light from that upstairs bedroom winked out too. 
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			The next day the weather turned sharply to the east. Caroline was woken by the wind bumping and booming in the chimneys, while rain threw itself against the windows and beat the last remaining leaves into a defeated pulp. A good day, then, to put off the charity shop run and tackle the office instead. Maybe start getting a few valuations.

			And to decide what to do about her other, unforeseen challenge.

			She went out of the flat and across the hall, which was chill and shadowy. Mr Harris was coming down the stairs, a shopping bag in his hand, but only grunted in reply to her greeting as he shrugged himself into a mackintosh and a flat cap and hauled open the door. A sluggish waft of damp air crawled into the house, winding around her ankles like a wet dog.

			It was with a faint sense of trespass that she unlocked the office door and let herself in. It was a small room, situated off the main entrance hall, separate to the flats now but once intended as a sanctum where the ladies of the house could check laundry lists or scribe dutiful letters to distant relatives. Oak shelves lined the walls, and a roll-top desk stood below the window, its surface dull with dust. Every inch of space was covered in papers, files, folders… Caroline opened the nearest one, the carbon paper dented with type. Something about – she squinted, then turned on the light – oh, a reference for a landlord. Dolly Collins has always been an exemplary tenant… highly recommend… Granny’s signature. P.p. The Hon. Maud Shenstone. March 1973.

			

			Not long before the old girl died. Caroline had liked Maud, a fat, inquisitive figure always in baggy tweeds that were covered in dog hair. She had smelled of mints and cigarettes, and her hands had been surprisingly deft, ideal for helping a little girl whose mummy was too busy – if she was there at all – to put her hair in bunches ready for school. It had been Caroline who found Maud one evening, sitting on a bench in the garden, her eyes staring blankly at the churchyard. One of her beloved hounds had been lying beside her in silent vigil, its head motionless under her cold stiff fingers. Caroline had looked for a long moment, then gone in and fetched Granny; that had been the first and only time she had entered this room without knocking. 

			Until today.

			Now she sat at the desk and checked through its pigeonholes and drawers. A box of cards and letters was in one, but the others bore witness to Frances’ flair for organisation: bills in one file, bank statements in another, a third for documents dealing with household insurance and maintenance. A practised glance at these showed that on the surface at least everything was pretty much in order, and Caroline carried them into the flat to read later. She had something else to do first. 

			The letter was in her pocket. She’d read it so many times by now that she could have recited it, but she took it out nevertheless, enjoying the smooth thickness of the paper and the steady flow of the copperplate. Her grandmother’s words were as crisp and practical as if she were sitting at the desk beside her. 

			My dear Caroline,

			I am in my eighties now and in the natural course of things I must expect some increasing frailty. Audrey recently referred me for some tests, but to be frank the outcome was far from positive and so I need to put my affairs in order. I have put it off too long, not wanting to face up to the situation I have created. Please do not think me a coward.

			

			You are the only one I can trust to do what is necessary. Everyone else is too old, too closely involved, too vulnerable. I do not even know if some of them are still alive, so, Caro, it has to be you. Forgive me.

			Firstly, I know it will have surprised you to learn that I have left the house to you and not to your mother. I did not do this to slight Betty; on the contrary, I have always admired her determination to live her own life in her own way. I wonder, sometimes, how things would have turned out had I had some of her courage. 

			But I have to face the fact that she would not be the right person for this task, and it is too important for me to risk failure now. And besides, it is too late to undo the past, something of which I become more painfully aware the older I become. 

			You will have already seen the other document that I will place in this envelope. I do not know how you will react; with irritation, I suspect, that there will be an obstacle to the sale of the house. Believe me, my dear, I wish things could be otherwise, but this is the only way I can think of to ensure that innocent people are protected. 

			I believe the correct term is a restriction – no doubt if I have misunderstood you will know the proper terminology – but I am assured that the effect will be that the sale may not go forward without the permission of the people named on the form. You will not know them. They are women whose lives were blighted here many, many years ago. It was because of me, and decisions I took then, that they have had to live in fear for so long. This is my last chance to look after them before it is too late, which is why I need your help.

			Caroline, you will need to speak to them – to Grace, Harriet, Vera, Jane and Maggie. They will not want to hear the name Wickham Grange but you must tell them that I am dead and that they can prevent the house from being sold. That they can protect themselves if they wish. They will know what that means. 

			Above all, tell them that I am sorry. It was my decision to bring Lizzie to the Grange that sparked everything; I failed her when I lost her, and that is a terrible grief to me. And although she was innocent, her presence here was the catalyst for so much. Some of it, to be truthful, has brought great joy, but to my shame it meant these women have lived under a shadow that could still darken their last years. I want to prevent that, I want them to die in peace, so I need you to give them this chance to keep things hidden, as they have been for nearly seventy years.

			

			If they do consent, then so be it. I have tried. If they do not, well, they too are old now, and nature will one day take its course. I can only ask you, in that event, to be patient.

			I always tried to do my best for the women we helped, but I have one appalling failure, one soul that I let down, and she haunts me as I write. If anyone should have been safe here, it was that poor child Lizzie Sixpence, but I failed her when I lost her, and that is a terrible grief to me.

			I know that above all you will do what you think is right. You have always had such a burning sense of justice; although we do not share blood, I hope that in some small way it is something I have passed on to you. 

			Thank you, Caroline. I am more proud of you than I can say.

			My fondest love,

			Your grandmother, Frances

		

	
		
			

			4

			Caroline stared at the letter for a long time. Dated the previous year… she remembered making a promise to visit, and had honestly meant to come, but the case she had been working on, and its awkward barrister, had taken up her every moment. On the day it concluded, Frances had had the first of several strokes, and although Caroline rushed to see her, her grandmother could never tell anyone anything ever again. 

			Betty had only just made it over from Spain before Frances died. As they sat in the hospital Betty’s face had been taut and white with shock, and Caroline remembered wondering if her own features had the same stricken look. To see Frances – tough, indomitable, utterly practical Frances – reduced to this crumpled heap of a being was an insult, an affront to the order of things. 

			When they’d finally left, ushered out by nurses promising to call if there was any change, they had stood at the front of the hospital, suddenly rootless and uncertain. Traffic grumbled and whined and from somewhere came the sharp stink of cannabis. As if answering a challenge, Betty had lit up her own cigarette, ignoring the NHS prohibition on the wall.

			‘I’ve booked us into a hotel,’ Caroline had said. ‘It’s not far—’

			‘As long as there’s a bar,’ Betty said. She shivered, wrapping her thin Mediterranean cardigan around her. ‘Where do we get a cab around here?’

			They found the rank, and sat in silence for the ten-minute journey. Around them, Croydon unfurled in a blur of lights and shouts, like a down-at-heel fairground. The hotel seemed eerily quiet and orderly in contrast, the receptionist barely glancing up as she tapped her screen and handed over key cards. Caroline checked her phone. Nothing.

			

			She followed Betty into the bar, finding a couple of velour bucket chairs that were shaded by huge ferns in pots, so artificially glossy that it took her a moment to realise they were actually real. Betty ordered them each a large glass of Pinot Grigio.

			‘Are you all right?’ Caroline had asked cautiously. 

			Betty raised an eyebrow.

			‘I suppose so. How are you supposed to feel when this sort of thing happens?’

			Caroline didn’t know. ‘It doesn’t feel real,’ she said.

			‘Mmm.’ Betty had taken a cautious sip of wine, then on finding it reasonable, a larger mouthful. ‘Daniel not coming?’

			Caroline kept her voice even. ‘We broke up. Six months ago. I did tell you.’

			Betty shook her head. ‘Another one bites the dust,’ she said. ‘You’ve got to be careful, sweetie. A career and a business are all very well, but they won’t keep you warm at night when you’re old and alone.’

			‘You were hardly a role model for happy families, Mum.’

			‘I’ve not done so badly. At least I’ve got Mateo.’ Another tilt of the glass. ‘You’ll have to come over and meet him. When – when all this is over.’

			Caroline had made a non-committal noise. ‘Maybe. I’ve got some big cases coming up—’ 

			‘Of course you have,’ Betty had said drily. But then Caroline’s phone had buzzed: the hospital, telling her that they were sorry to say that everything was indeed over. 

			That had been in the spring, what she had always thought of as the saddest time to die. Now the death of the year had brought her back to the Grange. 

			Thinking of her mother… she tapped out a text. Hi, mum, here safely. The tenants nearly called the police, thought you said you’d tell them I was coming?

			

			No response.

			She remembered the piercing guilt she had felt when the old man had questioned why she hadn’t been a regular visitor. It had been a painful reminder, like a stone in a shoe or a wrinkle in a mattress, that she had not come as often as she could – should – have done. There were too many reasons she’d rehearsed too many times: work, the journey, the weather – and, of course, her own complicated feelings about the house and the childhood she had spent there. She’d seen too much, too young, and it had left its scars.

			Whatever. She’d dismissed enough psychiatric reports to know that the workings of the mind cannot be pinned down and dissected. All she knew was that she would have to do as Frances had asked. She would make the calls and ask the question. If it meant she could break free…

			Remember the house you fled to? Can I sell it please? 

			She picked up the photocopied Land Registry form that had been in the envelope with the letter. Five names, in Frances’s orderly print. No addresses, but Frances had written neatly in the margin: Addresses in the cabinet. The key is in the top drawer of my desk. 

			Harriet Barker was first. Caroline unlocked the filing cabinet, setting the paper cradles rocking. Abbott, Ali, Anderson, Baker, Barker.

			The thin file was held together with a fraying treasury tag. The cover bore just Harriet’s name, and dates which Caroline assumed referred to her stay at the Grange: 8th November 1946 – 26th March 1947. Inside was a single sheet, bearing the briefest of contact details – updated over the years, by the looks of things, as there were three addresses, all in the North West, two struck through in pencil. A phone number was only shown beside the last one. 

			‘Okay, Harriet,’ Caroline said out loud. ‘Let’s get you ticked off.’ She paused. Harriet had left here in 1947… so the chances of her still being alive were not great, and it was still less likely she’d want to talk to someone phoning out of the blue. Hi, I’m calling from Wickham Grange, do you remember when you were hiding here after your husband/father (and once or twice, wife) had tried to kill you? Great, let’s relive old times! 

			

			Only one way to find out. She got out her laptop, thankful that she’d persuaded Frances to have broadband installed – no wonder the old trouts were able to get their shopping delivered – and checked the code for Barrow-in-Furness. A long way to go, she thought; how bad must things have been to send someone to the other end of the country at a time like that? Wasn’t 1947 the worst winter ever? She was almost sure she’d seen a documentary. Frozen seas and no coal, that sort of thing. Hand-knitted balaclavas.

			Her mobile rang. A breathless, husky voice, born of cigarettes and raucous laughter.

			‘Darling? Just saw your message, you should have called. How are you?’

			‘I wasn’t sure if you’d be awake.’

			‘Oh, sweetie, not even I’m in bed at – what is it, half eleven? I’ve been up for at least an hour.’ There was the rumble of traffic in the background, and the sound of church bells. ‘Anyway, you say you’ve seen the old dears?’

			‘Yesterday. They weren’t happy that you hadn’t told them I was coming. And you didn’t mention that there’s a new tenant.’ 

			‘Is there? I thought the solicitor was sorting everything out. It all totally slipped my mind, darling. Sorry. I’m sure you put it all right, though. It must be nice, seeing the old place again.’

			Caroline could hear the clicking of a lighter. ‘Oh come on, Mum. It’s not like it was a happy family home, is it?’ She broke off, not wanting to go there. 

			‘But you saw that lawyer chap? You can start to get it all sorted out?’

			‘Yes.’ No need for details. ‘I’m going to get the estate agent in, and I’ll need to get a survey done—’

			

			Her mother sighed. ‘Oh God, it all sounds terribly boring. Well, sweetie, see what you can do and then maybe you could come out here and have a break? Wouldn’t that be lovely? It’s still warm, the pool will be gorgeous.’ 

			Caroline gritted her teeth. ‘I’d love to, Mum, but I’ve got to get back to work when I’m finished here. I can’t just go on holiday straight away. I’m going into West Wickham later, I can get the estate agent to come round later this week.’

			‘Darling, don’t you think that’s a bit too soon?’

			‘Mum, it’s my responsibility, I can’t just ignore it. If nothing else I’ll have to sort out the tenants, surely?’

			‘Maybe. Look, I have to go—’ Of course you do, thought Caroline grimly – ‘I’ve got a show tonight, and the gallery’s nowhere near ready. You’ll be fine, darling.’

			It was the best she was going to get. ‘Okay. Oh, and, Mum?’

			‘Yes, darling?’ One thing you could say for Betty, her good nature was unshakeable. 

			‘I don’t suppose you remember anyone called Lizzie Sixpence, do you?’

			‘Lizzie who? Sixpence? What an adorable name. A friend of yours?’

			Most people’s mothers know the names of their daughter’s friends. Then again, most people’s mothers know the name of their daughter’s father. ‘No. I came across the name in some of Granny’s papers, that’s all.’

			‘Doesn’t ring any bells.’

			‘Look, if you do remember, can you drop me an email?’

			‘Of course. Anyway, must dash. Adios, sweetheart.’ 

			The line went dead. Caroline laid the phone down and rubbed her eyes, as if she too were in the bright sunlight of Barcelona, the latest stop on her mother’s artistic meanderings. At least Betty actually could paint, Caroline thought, otherwise she’d be a walking stereotype, the girl who ran away to follow a dream and ended up breaking her neck. Instead she’d fallen on her feet every time, even getting an interview on The South Bank Show. People had asked Caroline if she was proud. 

			

			She hauled herself back to autumn in West Wickham. Dialled. The line buzzed three, four times. 

			‘Hello?’

			An elderly voice. Caroline tried to sound gentle and friendly. ‘Hello, is that Harriet Barker?’

			A long pause. Then: ‘May I ask who is calling?’ Definitely wary. The clipped consonants of a generation who had a ‘telephone voice’. 

			‘My name is Caroline Alleyn. I’m calling on behalf of my late grandmother, Frances Alleyn. I believe you knew her?’ There was silence, broken only by what sounded like a gasp. ‘Frances left instructions asking me to contact a few people and let them know that she has passed away.’

			The silence stretched. If it had not been for the wavering sound of breathing, Caroline could have sworn that the old lady had hung up.

			‘Miss Barker, are you all right? I’m sorry if this is a shock. Only my grandmother was quite specific that she wanted me to tell you that she had died and that she was sorry. Does that make sense? Miss Barker?’ 

			‘Thank you.’ It was said with effort. There was an awkward pause. ‘Ay’m most grateful.’

			‘Anyway, there was one other thing, then I won’t hold you up any longer. I’ve inherited the house and I’d like to sell, only Granny left instructions that the house can’t be sold without your permission. You and some other ladies.’

			Caroline couldn’t be sure, but she thought she heard a whispered, ‘Oh God.’ 

			‘Please don’t worry,’ she said kindly. ‘It shouldn’t be very difficult – I wonder if I could send you the paperwork?’

			‘Sold?’ Harriet sounded dazed, as if she had just heard terrible news.

			Caroline tried to sound sympathetic. ‘I’m afraid the house is much too big for me. If I can just get your consent it can all go through quite smoothly.’ 

			

			There was another silence, deeper and heavier. Then the old lady’s voice, when it came, was raw and naked, stripped to its marrow. ‘No. You can’t. You mustn’t.’ 

			‘It’s quite straightforward – all I need you to do is—’

			‘I said no!’ 

			Caroline clenched her fingers around the handset. ‘Miss Barker, please, it’s not anything difficult. I appreciate it must be a surprise, and I know a lot of people find legal issues alarming, but I promise you it’s quite straightforward. I would happily fund any advice you might want to take—’

			‘Shut up.’ The old woman spoke with a force that made Caroline blink. ‘I said no and I mean no. That damned house has to stay as it is. Do you understand?’ Her voice was rising, the words becoming sharper until Harriet was almost spitting. ‘It must be left alone!’

			‘Please, Miss Barker—’

			But the old lady was shouting furiously and did not hear. ‘You leave me alone!’ she screamed. ‘Leave me alone and leave that place alone!’

			The phone slammed down with such force that Caroline jumped, dropping her own handset and having to fumble for it on the floor. When it rang in her hand, it startled her so much she almost dropped it again. 

			‘Hello?’

			‘Did you just phone my grandmother?’ A man’s voice, rough and angry.

			‘Yes. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to—’

			The man’s voice faded for a moment. ‘It’s all right, Nan, I’m telling her.’ Then he was loud in her ear again. ‘You don’t call here again, you understand? Do you hear me? She’s an old lady and I won’t have her scared.’

			‘As I say, I’m really sorry. I’m just calling from Wickham Grange—’ 

			‘You what?’

			‘Wickham Grange. Your grandmother knew my grandmother.’

			

			‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. But you just listen to me.’ He had pulled the receiver closer to his mouth so his words were muffled and rasping. ‘If you call here again, if you make the slightest effort to contact my nan again, then I’ll bloody well make you regret it. I’ll be watching out for you, you hear me? Now fuck off and leave us alone.’ 

			The phone was slammed down. Caroline put her own phone back in its cradle, realising as she did that she was shaking. The fury in the old lady’s voice, and the hostility of her grandson, had been as violent and unexpected as a punch. She felt a little sick, the shock leaving a taste as rancid as sour milk in her mouth. 

			As she always did, she sought order and control, and clicked to start a spreadsheet. Name? Harriet Barker. She carefully typed in the phone number. Address. Outcome? None. She toyed with heading a final column ‘Told to fuck off, Y/N’ but decided against. She was annoyed with herself for feeling as disconcerted as she did; she had somehow imagined that Harriet would just agree, not react with such horror. But she was only one of five, and maybe she would change her mind if the others agreed. It had to be worth a try. Pull yourself together, she thought, get it over with. Five old ladies, it’s hardly taking down the bloody Krays. 

			Grace Brown was next on the list. Caroline lifted out her file, as thin and uninformative as Harriet’s, her dates too printed neatly on the cardboard. 18th January–26th March 1947. Odd. Caroline frowned. Unusual. From what she remembered – but probably just a coincidence. Surely. Maybe they’d travelled together, gone on to – she flipped open the cover – hang on. Harriet had gone to Barrow, Grace to Coventry. So roughly the same direction.

			There were four or five other addresses for Grace, the last one in London. That went onto the spreadsheet, and Caroline decided to get the rest of the files out to get them listed all at once, save time, get it over with sooner. Lee, Mortimer, Norman. Nothing under S for Sixpence. So Lizzie, whoever she was, hadn’t stayed here. Was that what Frances had meant when she mourned Lizzie’s loss?

			

			But these folders… each one held just a single sheet of addresses. None of the usual detail that Frances, usually so meticulous, had kept as a matter of course. No letters, no cards, no nothing. Caroline couldn’t shake the sense that this was strange, odd, out of place, that there was something about these five women that marked them out as different to the others who had been swallowed up by this house over the years.

			Vera, Jane, Maggie, Grace, Harriet. All left on the same day, 26th March 1947, and as Caroline sat at her grandmother’s desk she realised that that was what was itching. She’d seen countless families come and go, felt their rootlessness and fear as they picked up whatever it was they’d been able to salvage and walk out of those gates, but however much she thought back, she could not remember a single time when more than one or two people had gone on the same day. For five of them to leave at once was surely… 

			Coincidence. Again. She thought about the documentary. Twenty-sixth of March would have been at the end of the bad weather. They’d been snowed in. They’d taken the chance and gone at the first thaw. Surely? 

			But there was something else, something closer, something too close. Her mother had been born in this house, taking her first breath upstairs in one of the vanished rooms. Caroline had been vaguely surprised when she’d dug out Betty’s birth certificate for the probate forms, and saw the neat typescript naming her place of birth as the Grange. For some reason she’d always assumed that Betty had been brought here by some desperate woman who had left her behind a few weeks later. 

			Abandoned her baby.

			An act that had haunted her ever since she had been old enough to understand. Frances had been matter of fact, Betty hard and brittle, but each in her own way had said the same thing.

			Your real granny isn’t here any more. She couldn’t stay here, she had to leave.

			My bloody mother just cleared off. She couldn’t be bothered.

			

			Of course, in the end Betty had done pretty much the same. She just took longer.

			Caroline went to rub her eyes, then stopped, as if for fear that the grief and despair of these meagre pages could somehow leach into her own mind. Thoughts jostled in her head, shrieking for her attention. One of them slithered to the front, seeping into her mind like venom.

			Her real grandmother.

			Was that vanished being one of these vanished women? Was that why Frances had made this last desperate attempt to find them and keep them connected to the house? Twenty-sixth of March… she clicked open the calendar on her laptop and counted. Betty had been born on the 12th. A tiny baby, just a newborn, left behind and seemingly forgotten until Frances had for some unimaginable reason taken her for her own.

			My bloody mother just cleared off. 

			Caroline had given up, years ago, wondering about where she came from. It had become, not exactly irrelevant, but unimportant, something she couldn’t solve and therefore wouldn’t waste her time on. The truth, that Frances was not a blood relation, that she had taken on the role of mother and then grandmother, had been introduced to her slowly and carefully, as if it were some dangerous secret a child could not be trusted with. But now, with the loss of Frances and the appearance of these five women, the question started to flicker in her head, nebulous and fragile, a frail flame she could feel herself being drawn towards. 

			And a hard, pragmatic part of her that she was rather ashamed of couldn’t help thinking, If one of them is my grandmother then maybe she’ll let me sell… maybe she’ll help persuade the others…

			She put the files back into the cabinet, careful to place them correctly as Frances would have done. The last one snagged on something, and she pulled the drawer further out so she could free it. An envelope had fallen to the bottom, rucked up from years of being dragged backwards and forwards by the cardboard cradles. It must have fallen out of someone’s file, and Caroline felt she could make up for her earlier shame by putting it back in the right place. 

			

			The envelope was unmarked, so she opened it in the hope that she’d find a name. Instead she saw it contained a single yellowing newspaper clipping, dated from, she guessed, some time in the 1950s, a black and white blurry image of a fat man and the headline London gangster trial collapse. Kenny Clapton, who’d been facing a ten-year stretch for armed robbery, kidnap and extortion, was waving to someone on the steps outside a court building. The article hinted at corruption and jury nobbling.

			Nothing under C for Clapton in the files.

			Caroline sighed. Just another puzzle in a day that was starting to feel like some kind of fairground ride, the house of mirrors or ghost train, full of twists and distortions. She clearly needed coffee.

			She went back across the hall and into the flat, switching on the machine and savouring the smell as the drink brewed. The rain had stopped, but the wind still bounced around the trees, like a dog that wants to continue playing. The house was utterly silent, as if it were listening carefully to discover what she would do next. 

			She looked at the heavy marble mantel clock. Half eleven. 

			Grace Brown lived in Hackney.

			She could be there by one.
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