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Chapter 1


Saturday, 2nd October


Where the hell are they?


I cross the tiled hall, weaving between packing boxes and several dining chairs and stop at the bottom of the stairs.


‘Sophie?’


The landing is gloomy to the point of near darkness. High in the ceiling, at the top of the flight, hangs a filthy glass shade, its light feeble and yellow.


‘Tom?’


‘Lost them already?’ The removal men manoeuvre the sofa up the steep front steps and into the hall.


‘You haven’t seen them, have you?’


‘Place this size, you’ll have a job on your hands just keeping track of them.’ The older man puffs as he speaks, tries to hoist the sofa higher, spots the two mugs I hold.


‘I’ll leave the coffee here for you.’


I jolt the mugs onto a packing case, liquid slops out. Where the hell are the kids?


‘Sofa going in the kitchen, you say?’


I nod. This man talks for England, I don’t have the time.


I peer at the landing. ‘Tom?’


Somewhere a door slams. Mark’s told the twins off already for chasing from one empty room to another, slamming doors, kicking up dust. I head upstairs.


‘Tom! Sophie! Where are you? I’ve loads to get sorted today and could really do with a bit of help.’


I reach the landing. On my right is the room to be our bedroom, and the office at the far end of the corridor. The doors are open, no sign of the children. Left is the room we found the twins the day we first came here, hiding beneath a high metal bed and covered in dust. The door is shut. The light bulb flickers, a useless thing. It’s only half a dozen steps to the door, stupid to be nervous of shadows and dark corners. I suck in a breath and hurry towards the door, grab and turn the tiny brass knob. Locked.


I rap on the door. ‘Kids, open up! I don’t have time for games right now.’


No response, not a sound. I try the door again and to my surprise the knob turns easily, the door swinging away from me. Old houses. We’d better get used to this sort of thing in a hurry.


The enormous bed is gone, but the gruesome pink carpet and lingering rank odour remains. I snatch dust sheets off a dressing table and chaise longue. Nowhere for the twins to hide. I step across to the French windows, which open outwards onto a narrow Juliet balcony. An empty lawn sweeps down to a clutch of willows dripping naked branches into the black water of a pond. A perfect spot, the estate agent claimed, beside the church, fishing in the river just beyond. A shiver runs across my shoulders. Click. I spin around. The door’s shut. No one here. I’m not good on my own, not yet.


‘Tom! Sophie!’


Don’t get weird. Just be rational, breathe. A draught, most likely. The smell, stale cigarettes and something sour makes the room claustrophobic. It must be the carpet. What are the hideous brown stains beside the hearth? I put my hand across my mouth and nose and head for the door. I try the handle, stuck again. It won’t turn at all.


‘Shit!’


Just keep calm. The mechanism’s so ancient it’s clearly temperamental. Please don’t be broken.


‘Mark!’


I grab the handle with both hands and shake it, try to turn it, but it’s solid. I let go and step backwards, tears sting the back of my eyes. I take a breath and scrunch my eyes tight, count in my head, one, two, three. It’s just a closed door, Kate.


I open my eyes and reach out, hold the cold brass doorknob.


Breathe.


It turns, opens. I dash onto the landing. Thank God no one saw any of that. The bulb flickers spilling grimy shadows across the ceiling and walls, it hisses, glows brighter. Pop. An electrician is the first thing we need. Are the electrics a fire hazard? I guess Mark had them checked out along with all the usual survey stuff.


The remaining rooms are empty, the twins must be with Mark, wherever he is. More family time, we said, but that depends on us being in the same room at the same time. I take a slow, deep breath and jog downstairs. I’m much better now at keeping the panic at bay.


The removal men are in the hall, sitting on Mum’s sofa, drinking coffee. They think it’s odd, a sofa in the kitchen, they said so earlier. I’d never thought about it until they mentioned it. In Mum’s small flat it marked the space where the kitchen and lounge met.


‘You haven’t seen the children about, have you?’


Both men smile up at me as I stop at the bottom of the stairs.


‘Boo!’


My son leaps from behind a packing case, a huge grin on his face, uneven half-grown front teeth already too big for his features.


‘For God’s sake, Tom!’


He sees he’s startled me, his grin widens. ‘This place is so cool for hide and seek.’


Sophie emerges from behind a neighbouring box. ‘We’ve been waiting ages, but we got you, didn’t we?’


I take a breath and bite my tongue. It’s not the twins’ fault my stomach’s turning summersaults. Things improved over the summer holidays. Having the twins at home kept me busy and occupied, but total normality is still a little way off. Even the breathing techniques have their limits.


I muster a smile. ‘You did, but now’s not the time or the place. How do I know you’ve not got lost or fallen in the pond?’


Tom glances at the removal men as they shuffle the sofa towards the kitchen, both men still smiling. I suspect they knew exactly what the twins had planned.


‘You told us: don’t go near the pond, don’t go out into the back lane,’ says Tom. ‘You’ve told us twice already.’


‘And you said we can’t have a dog,’ adds Sophie in a whiney tone.


‘Yet,’ Tom says.


A crash from upstairs, the sound sharp and clear in the empty house. We all look towards the landing. The bedroom door slamming, I should’ve closed it.


‘Not you this time, kids,’ says the older removal man with a wink.


‘It wasn’t last time. Dad just doesn’t believe us,’ says Sophie. ‘He blames us for everything!’


‘That’s a bit of an exaggeration, Sophie. Dad’s worried it’ll damage something. Just be careful, that’s all he’s saying.’


A bit of cracked paint and plaster are minor concerns with so much to do, but a united front is essential when dealing with the twins.


‘Once we get the big stuff in, we’ll close the front door,’ the older removal man says. ‘Causing a bit of a draught, I expect.’


‘Where’s Daddy?’ I ask.


‘In the garage having a smoke,’ says the younger man. He’s got far more idea of what’s going on around here than I have. ‘Interesting old car you’ve got there. Needs a ton of work.’


Mark mentioned the Armstrong Siddeley more than once over the summer. He seems to think Mrs Havers’ rusting, immovable wreck, abandoned in the only garage is a positive. I suspect it’s going to be an added expense when it eventually gets hauled off to the scrapyard.


‘Let’s take coffee to Dad then, shall we, kids?’


‘Come on, Tom. We’ll ask about getting a dog,’ says Sophie.


The twins head down the front steps and run off around the side of the house. I feel bad they’ve been shouted at so much today. Four months is a lifetime when you’re only nine, bottled up excitement has to come out some way.


By the time I get to the garage, Tom is sitting behind the wheel of the old cream and navy car. It makes me think of black and white gangster movies, with its elegant front wheel arches sweeping down to narrow running boards. Sophie’s in the passenger seat beside Tom. No sign of my husband.


‘Mark?’


I squeeze between the car and the junk piled inside the garage. The tailgate is open, Mark peers around it, sees I have a coffee mug in each hand. ‘I’m on my way back to the house,’ he says, crushing a cigarette butt beneath the heel of his deck shoe.


‘Looks like it.’ I pass him a mug, raise my eyebrows and smile. ‘A grand car once.’


‘It needs quite a lot of work – it’s a long-term project.’


‘Once the house is under some sort of control, maybe? We’ve only today and tomorrow to get sorted before you’re back to London for the week.’


He grins. ‘It might be worth a bit once it’s restored.’


Sophie slaps the flat of her hand on the inside of the passenger window and yanks the door handle, her lips moving and voice muffled. What she’s yelling about?


‘Stop that, Sophie!’ Mark shouts. I jolt coffee over the rim of my mug.


‘Mark, let her out! She can’t get out!’


Panic surges through my voice as my chest tightens. Mark jabs his finger towards the car. ‘Get out Tom’s side. Don’t damage anything, either of you.’


Tom’s out of the car in an instant. ‘We weren’t doing anything,’ he says, glancing at his sister as she stands beside him.


‘It’s disgusting,’ she says, her skinny arms tense and straight. ‘It stinks in there!’


Mark’s looking at me, the crinkle between his dark eyebrows deepening. I overreacted. The panic comes so fast.


‘Have you sorted out who’s having which bedroom?’ I ask before Mark has a chance to say anything. My voice is steady, but my cheeks burn. Mark won’t miss a thing.


‘Mine’s next to the bathroom,’ says Tom, looking again at Sophie who nods. At least that potential drama isn’t happening.


‘Go and ask the removal men, politely, if they’ve unloaded the vacuum cleaner. I’ll clean the rooms so you can bring your stuff in from the car.’


The twins head back towards the house. I try to keep my breathing steady.


‘Can you check out the landing light bulb? It blew just now. It needs something a lot more powerful. Someone’ll be head-over-heels down the stairs in the dark otherwise.’


‘Have we found the essentials box? It’s got a light bulb or two in it.’


‘It’s in the boot of the Audi where you put it so we wouldn’t lose it amongst all the other essential stuff,’ I say, smiling. I’ve been so good lately, almost back to normal most days.


‘Cut the kids a bit of slack, Kate. They’re so excited to finally move in.’ Mark’s hazel eyes are on my face as he drinks his coffee.


‘I just worry about them, you know? If something should happen . . .’ I say.


Mark steps towards me, he hears the wobble in my voice. ‘Nothing’s going to happen, Kate. No-one said this was going to be easy.’


‘And what about you?’ I say, making my tone light, teasing. ‘I thought you’d given up?’


He knows I hate him smoking, particularly around the kids.


‘That young removal guy dobbed you in,’ I say and scrunch my face into a mock frown, but he knows I mean it.


‘Last one in the packet. I’m out of gum too, so starting from now.’ He grins, the cheeky one Tom so often pulls on.


‘It’s just so bad for you. I worry, you know?’


‘Now we’re finally here, life will settle down, so will the stress levels.’


After the last few months, it’s no wonder Mark returned to the nicotine sticks.


‘You’ll fall in love with this place, Kate, just give it a little time.’


He said this when we first looked around, then both times we visited over the summer, his heart set on the old house. Maybe he thinks, if he says it enough, it will become true? But I’d no option but to agree to move here, to this creepy old place that makes my skin crawl.


The lie rolls off my tongue, silky smooth, I hope it’s convincing: ‘I already am.’









Chapter 2


‘Let’s hope it doesn’t go out too often.’ Mark straightens up, regards the kitchen stove. ‘You’ll need to be able to light it in case it happens again while I’m away.’


‘Show me tomorrow. Come and relax while we can. I bet we haven’t heard the last from the twins tonight.’


I tuck my feet beneath me on Mum’s sofa, my sketch pad on my knees. It seems more like a week than a few hours since we left London. Everyone’s tired, tempers frayed.


‘Bring the bottle of wine with you. I’ve sketched out a few ideas for a kitchen refurb.’


The shriek is sharp and primeval, we both start and turn to the black window, nothing but darkness. I need to fix up blinds as soon as possible.


‘What the hell was that? A fox?’ Mark asks as he crosses the kitchen and slumps onto the sofa beside me. ‘They’re a hell of a lot louder out here than in the city. It’s why people in the sticks have dogs.’ Mark’s smile is flat as he tops up our wine glasses.


‘We’ve enough on our plates right now without adding a dog into the mix,’ I say.


Again, I wonder why he was so determined to come here. Every other place we’d looked at was in London. Urban and familiar. Why the complete change of plan? I’d wickedly wondered if he wanted a bit of space between him and his mother. Jennifer’s been about a lot since his father died.


‘Any luck?’ Mark asks, peering into the battered old shoebox on the floor. I’d discovered it under the kitchen sink, full of odds and sods of old coins, washers and keys.


‘I’ll try these ones when we go up to bed,’ I reply, nodding to a couple of keys I’d put to one side on the arm of the sofa. ‘See if they fit.’


I want the bedroom with the smelly pink carpet locked. The catch is so worn the slightest draught cutting along the landing reopens it. Quite what happened earlier, when I’d got stuck in there, I don’t know. Stupid it alarmed me. In the long term, I’ll redecorate it for Mark and me, fix the catch. It’s by far the largest, brightest bedroom. Until then, I’ll feel more comfortable if we lock it.


Mark looks at the keys and pulls a face. ‘They don’t look too promising, but worth a try. You’re picking up the attic keys from Lovett and Lyle’s on Monday, aren’t you?’


Mark was furious when we arrived to find a note from Mr Whittle, the estate agent, on the stove top saying the attic key was at the solicitor’s office for collection. Closed at weekends, it was either wait until Monday or break the attic door down.


‘Mrs Havers has a bloody nerve keeping the key after completion, as if it wasn’t bad enough with the attic off limits when we were buying the place. The surveyor reckons there’s nothing but junk up there anyway.’


‘It’ll be an icebreaker at my interview, if nothing else,’ I say, trying to steer Mark away from the topic that’s irritated him all summer.


‘Lovett and Lyle’s might be just what you need, Kate.’


I resigned my London post months ago, shortly after I was ill. I’ve not regretted the decision for a second. When Mr Lovett said his firm needed a part-time solicitor working from the Weldon office, it seemed too good to pass up.


‘I’ll take a look and see what I think.’


I miss my financial independence, it sticks in my throat each time I’ve asked for money, although Mark’s never once questioned or refused. A job would give me a routine, show I really am on the mend.


‘I’ll get on with other things to keep busy: find an electrician, order a skip, contact local builders to sort out quotes for the essential work.’


‘Leave it for now. I’ll sort it out next weekend with you,’ Mark says.


I can’t help but feel irritated. When we renovated our London home we’d worked on it jointly every free moment we had, but I’d been the one to book tradesmen, source and order materials, project-manage. Haverscroft is on a different scale, but I’m not an invalid. Something Mark keeps forgetting.


‘Take a breath, Kate. Don’t go charging in and knock yourself back again.’ He’s looking at my sketch pad, doodles of what we might do to the kitchen.


‘I won’t,’ I say, hearing my voice rise a notch. ‘It’s pointless decorating until the basics are done.’


‘Let the money settle down. We’ve only just completed. I need to clear the bills, sort things out.’


Mark sips his wine, stares straight ahead at the stove. He’s not wanting a discussion on any of this right now. I shift across the sofa towards him.


‘You know me, I have to be doing something.’


‘My little control freak returns,’ he says, putting an arm around my shoulders.


We’re easier together again, a cuddle on the sofa isn’t awkward as it once was. If we put the last few months behind us I could even perhaps grow to like this strange old house.


‘Mummy!’


Running footsteps, the twins on the landing.


‘Mum!’


Mark groans. ‘Bloody kids! Will they ever settle down?’ He hauls himself from the sofa.


‘What did we really expect the first night here?’ I say.


Mark takes my hand, yanks me to my feet. We head into the hall and find the twins at the top of the stairs. Sophie clutches her blanket to her face, only her wide eyes visible above it. Tom clings to her arm with one hand, Blue Duck in the other.


‘It’s scary here,’ Tom says as Mark reaches the top of the flight.


‘Don’t be daft, Tom. What’s there to be scared of?’ Mark says.


‘The locked door,’ says Sophie. ‘Something’s knocking in there. What if it gets out?’


I get the twins’ unease about the attic. In this big old place shadows bounce off walls, floorboards creak and the heating pipes gurgle and ping. Every weird sound spells aliens to Tom and spooks to Sophie.


‘It’s locked, Sophie. Nothing’s in there and nothing’s coming out,’ says Mark. He’s tired and his patience is running thin, exasperation clear in his voice.


‘Jump into our bed, Dad’ll check around. We’ll soon get used to it here. I’ll lock up and come and give you a cuddle.’


 


‘Tom’s wheezy,’ I say, climbing into bed beside our son. The twins fill the centre of our bed, Mark lies on the far side next to Sophie.


‘There’s enough dust to make anyone wheezy. If I told them once I told them a dozen times to stop chasing around, slamming doors.’


‘I think he’ll be okay.’ I recall seeing his inhaler beside his bed.


‘Those old keys you sorted, nothing fits the office, but one locked the spare bedroom. It should help keep the draughts down if you keep it locked, Kate. I can’t find where that knocking’s coming from, but it’s probably in the attic. A window left open, rattling in the wind maybe. Nothing to worry about, I’ll sort it next weekend.’


I haven’t heard the noises stressing Mark and the twins, only the spare room concerns me. If it’s locked it’s one less thing to worry about.


‘Now they’re finally asleep, how about we sneak off to Tom’s room?’ I say.


Mark lies with his eyes closed looking just like our daughter tucked in close beside him. Both have semi-circles of curling dark eyelashes resting on cheeks flushed pink with the heat of us pressed close together. For a moment, as he doesn’t respond, I wonder if he’s already asleep.


‘You go off if you want, Kate. It’s been a long day.’









Chapter 3


Monday, 4th October


The taxi waits, headlights streaming in the early morning mist. Mark snaps his case shut and picks up his laptop, phone and keys from the glass bowl on the hall table.


‘I’ll try and call tonight once I’ve got myself settled at Charles’s place so that I can speak to the twins before they get to bed.’


His lips brush my cheek, he buttons his coat. ‘Are you going back to bed?’


I nod. What else would I do a 5:45am? I’m silently willing him to go, my feet so cold on the grimy Victorian tiles they hurt. Frigid damp air flows over the threshold, across the floor and encircles my ankles and knees. I tug my robe tighter about my waist and wrap my arms across my chest. I’d been determined to get up and make Mark some tea before he heads off.


‘Re-set the alarm so you don’t sleep in.’


I nod, smile. ‘I’m sure I can manage to get the twins to school. It’s not rocket science.’


We stand close together. He’s taller than me by almost six inches and for a moment I focus on the weave of his white cotton shirt, the stripes in his dark blue tie, breath in the familiar citrus cologne. I don’t know how to say goodbye. It’s not something we’ve really ever had to do. Seeing Mark off to London with no hint he’s planning to move to something more local isn’t something I want. Will he enjoy the freedom of Charles’s flat? No constraints, no twins or wife to make demands on his time, free to come and go as he pleases? Charles is a good person. I’ve known him for more than a decade, but he’s Mark’s old university buddy, not mine.


‘Don’t get stressed about the interview, okay?’ He kisses the top of my head and I look up into tired and strained hazel eyes. ‘And make sure you take the meds, keep things on an even keel, yeah?’


Don’t let everything get a bit crazy’s what he means. Not a great time to mention I’ve dropped the medication. See how you go, our London GP had said. I’ve taken an occasional sleeping tablet lately, only if I really need it, nothing more.


‘I won’t. I need something to do now my brain’s back or I’ll lose it.’


Mark thinks I’ll never be sharp enough for legal work again, always a little slower, duller than before. Months ago I was terrified he might be right, now I’m determined to prove him wrong. I trace my thumb along the dark channel beneath his eye. ‘Get some rest when you can, you look so tired.’


‘That bloody knocking drove me nuts last night. It’s loud at times. I could’ve done with a couple of your sleeping pills to knock me out if I’m honest. We’re full on with this fraud case; Blackstone’s not going to cut me any slack just because I’m knackered.’


I stand on tiptoe, pull on the lapels of his jacket, we kiss briefly as the taxi engine revs. His mobile buzzes, the shrill sound wavers, the signal weak. We move apart as he gropes in his pocket for the phone.


‘Pick up the attic keys, but don’t go up there on your own. We’ll take a look next weekend.’


‘As if I would!’


I laugh and shake my head. I’m shivering, can’t stop. It’s just too cold.


He grabs his case. ‘I have to get this, the signal’s better outside,’ he says, waving the phone between us and heads toward the taxi. Who the hell calls him at this time in the morning?


‘Don’t forget to chase up the position at the local chambers,’ I call at his back.


He raises his hand. ‘I will, Kate, don’t worry.’


He stopped speaking about moving chambers weeks ago. Once we exchanged contracts and were certain of moving here he’s made no effort to get the ball rolling. Why hasn’t he? Am I over analysing everything, in too much of a hurry, too much at once? Probably.


‘Go in, Kate, don’t freeze on the doorstep,’ he calls back over his shoulder as he jogs down the front steps. ‘I’ll see you at the weekend. Good luck with the interview.’ His tone is distracted, his attention no longer here, moved on already, back to the life I understand.


 


I’m somewhere between awake and sleep. That soft, fuzzy phase before life butts in. In the distance, a sharp, persistent sound. I can’t quite grasp it. I slip away. Sink back into the haze.


‘Mummy! Mrs Cooper is here. She wants to know should she do the cleaning.’


Sophie’s voice is loud, close to my ear.


‘Mummy? What should I tell her?’


My daughter’s bony fingers press into my shoulder as she shakes me, her voice ringing with anxiety, thin nails like razors against my skin.


‘Mummy!’


Sunlight illuminates the still-closed curtains surrounding my daughter in a halo of soft blue light. I screw my eyes to look into her face. She kneels beside the bed, her face so close to mine I smell chocolate breath, another pre-breakfast raid on the kitchen cupboard top shelf.


‘She made me come up here to ask you.’


‘Mrs Cooper?’


‘She’s that cleaning lady.’


We’d met Mrs Cooper when we looked around the house during the summer. I’d forgotten we’d agreed she would do a Monday morning for us. She came in three days a week she’d said for Mrs Havers.


‘She wouldn’t come with me, neither would Tom. He’s too chicken, but I don’t like the scary noises either. It’s not fair.’


The room begins to come into focus: the hulking dark wardrobe, packing boxes, my clothes heaped over the back of one of the chairs we brought here from London.


‘What have you heard this time?’ I say.


‘The knocking noises, just now, when I came upstairs. She’s in the kitchen and wants to know about the cleaning. Her fifteen pounds isn’t under the kettle she says, so do you want her?’


I prop myself up on an elbow. Had I heard the sounds when I was dozing? I run a hand through my hair and remember . . .


The interview.


‘Bugger!’


I throw back the duvet and sit up on the edge of the bed.


‘Mummy!’


‘Sorry, Sophie, but what’s the time?’


‘I don’t know. Late, cos I’m starving.’


I fumble for my mobile on the bedside table as Sophie opens the curtains.


9:25am.


‘You should’ve been at school half an hour ago! Quickly, go and get dressed. Tell Tom as well and we do need Mrs Cooper to clean.’


‘Tom’s watching telly. So was I until Mrs Cooper turned up.’


‘Both of you get dressed, now! I’ll phone the school and say you’ll be late.’


‘I don’t want to go downstairs on my own!’


“It’s fine, Sophie. I don’t hear anything, do you?’ I put an arm around my daughter’s shoulders. We walk to the bedroom door.


‘It’s going to take us a little while to get used to living here. Once we know the house it won’t seem so strange.’


Sophie and I peep around my bedroom door jamb like a couple of thieves. The doors at either end of the landing, to the office and spare room, are shut.


‘There, all quiet, no weird sounds. I’ll watch you run down the downstairs,’ I say, hugging my daughter close.


Sophie dashes off along the landing, glancing back at me as she grabs the mahogany handrail at the top of the flight. The ends of her long brown hair fly as she hurtles down to the hall. I head for the bathroom. The twins’ rooms are a mess already. The tiny door to the attic, locked. The bathroom door stands open, nothing lurks in the bath or hides in the shower.


I look in the heavy-framed mirror and wonder for the umpteenth time: who is this woman? On the outside she looks pretty normal, someone to pass on the street without a second glance. My light brown bed-head hair is a tousled mess, a disturbed night despite the sleeping pill, and I’m giving Mark a run for his money as far as eye bags are concerned. The haunted look, the blank stare that clouded my blue eyes for weeks is gone, much more my normal self. On the inside though, someone different, different from before. China clatters downstairs and I remember the half-loaded dishwasher, the kitchen table covered in silver foil food cartons and plates of half-eaten Chinese.


‘Shit!’ Not a great first impression.


I wash and apply make-up for the first time since the Chambers summer drinks do back in July. Socialising isn’t something I’ve done much lately. I straighten my hair into the shiny jaw-length bob I’ve always worn to the office. The transformation is startling. I instantly look like a woman worth listening to. How looks can be deceiving.


My navy suit hangs next to two of Mark’s on the picture rail in our bedroom. I dig in my underwear drawer until I find a snag-free pair of tights. I’ve worn casual stuff, jeans, tee-shirts and sweatpants since the breakdown. The suit feels alien, the skirt, boxy jacket and heels, as though I’m wearing someone else’s clothes. Mark’s stuck a forest of Post-it notes on the mirrors of the old dressing table. He left fewer messages through August and September due to his confidence in my ability to cope with the day-to-day again. I hope we’re not going backwards.


I snatch one up. Cleaner coming 9am.


Then another: DON’T go in the attic alone. Weekend is soon enough.


The rest are about minor things: what’s in the freezer, where my car keys are, one about the torch needing batteries is handy. Anger and frustration mingle as I stare into the foxed mirror. Why is he doing this again now, after weeks of trusting me with routine stuff? Panic starts to curl in my stomach, a fist slowly tightening. Stop it.


Breathe.


I can do this now.


Breathe.


Even if Mark can’t see it.


Breathe.


Keep breathing, take my time.


I count shuddering, deep breaths; count silently in my head, one, two, three . . .


Not bad. Eight is a massive improvement, it took over thirty to escape the ladies’ loo in Tesco three weeks ago. I could take a diazepam with me just in case. What was worse? A brain numbed by pills, or running out of the interview sweating like a pig and jabbering nonsense as panic engulfs me? I don’t want to go backwards. I won’t go back to them now.


The landing is gloomy, the house silent as if it also holds its breath. The icy draught whips along the corridor, even with the doors closed. It sneaks under floorboards, between the gap under doors making showering a total misery, duvets freezing and clothes damp and heavy. Tom’s asthma cough returned over the weekend, a result of the damp chill and constantly invading dust.


Our torch, Mark’s box of essentials, an empty light bulb box and several blackened spent ones lie on the grimy green runner at the top of the stairs. The last one from the box hangs black from the ceiling. I’d washed the fluted shade when Mark changed a blown bulb, it glistened briefly before the replacement bulb burnt out.


I head downstairs, an enticing smell of buttered toast drifts toward me. Book bags, black school shoes and Sophie’s violin case line up beside the front door. A taster day went well at the end of last term. I was supposed to drop them off this morning just after nine when the other pupils had settled. Now we’re late. Another not-so-good first impression. I reach the hall and glance back up the stairs. A movement, so fleeting, in the corner of my eye, sunlight and shadows. How long before this old house begins to feel familiar?


The kitchen is already under Mrs Cooper’s control. All signs of Chinese swept away, children dressed and eating scrambled eggs on toast to the churn of the dishwasher.


‘Morning! Cuppa in the pot if you fancy one, dear.’


Mrs Cooper has what Mum called a comfortable figure. Her large and rather angular backside being its most notable feature, although her bosom is hard to ignore. Her brown hair is threaded with grey and looped in a scrunchy at the back of her head. It must be quite long when loose; I can’t imagine her with her hair down. Her yellow sweater has a long thin paisley-patterned scarf in various shades of blue tied at the neck. She smiles, waves a J-cloth towards the teapot, jangling a mass of thin silver bangles on her wrist.


‘I called the school and spoke with the secretary. I said the children would be along as soon as they’d eaten. Full stomachs are better than grumbling ones, especially on a first day.’ Her eyes flick over my attire, she looks surprised. She’d not expected the suit. ‘I can walk them over to the school when they’re done if you like?’


The twins look up from their eggs, Sophie pulls a face which I ignore. How dare she phone the school!


‘I’ll take them,’ I say.


A bunch of my drawings are scattered on the table top along with Mark’s file for his father’s estate. I scoop them into a pile. The rough sketch for a new kitchen has a Post-it stuck to it: Looks good, discuss at w/end. I drop the pile of papers onto the sofa, head toward the teapot and put milk into a mug. The tea is dark, almost orange, as I pour it.


‘I brought some tea leaves with me, dear. Hope you don’t mind none. I can’t abide that wishy-washy stuff.’ She means the breakfast blend. ‘I need a gallon of tea when I’m cleaning. Gives me a right old thirst, and I like to look at my leaves and see what’s in store. This morning they reckoned a storm’s brewing.’


The liquid is thick, coating my tongue as I sip it. Mrs Cooper wipes the counter with a vigour I have to admire and I wonder from her tone if she means well. I’m just edgy, the twins’ first day at school, the interview less than an hour away. I’m not sure I’ll get myself to it. My leaves, perhaps, would tell our cleaner if I’ll make it.


‘You alright, love?’


Mrs Cooper holds the J-cloth in one hand as she peers at me. I stare at her for a second. I’ve missed a bit. The zoning out hasn’t happened in a while. Stress of the interview. Mustn’t let it get to me.


‘That tea,’ the J-cloth waves, bangles rattle, ‘will be stone cold if you don’t drink it now.’


I glance at the kitchen wall clock. ‘Actually, we’d better go, kids,’ I say, standing the mug on the kitchen worktop.









Chapter 4


The twins don’t cast a backwards glance as they head off with their new class teacher, but I’m still more than ten minutes late for the interview with Mr Lyle of Lovett and Lyle Solicitors. I tear down the long, wide bend of the village main street, past traditional family businesses tucked into buildings packed cheek by jowl, roofs higgledy-piggledy jostling for light and space. The post office window is plastered with small ads and faded posters for National Savings, a cafe has a Wi-Fi sticker curling off the glass. Several people openly stare at me, my heels clickety-clack on the narrow pavement. I’ve no idea where the solicitor’s office is, my eyes search both sides of the narrow street, a prickle of sweat starts beneath my fitted blouse.


‘Mrs Keeling, good morning!’


The booming voice makes me jump, but I recognise it before the tweed suit comes into view. A puffing Mr Whittle smiles and waves a rolled-up sheaf of sales particulars to catch my attention as he jogs down steep steps outside an adjacent building. I stop and wait for him to reach me.


‘How have you settled into Haverscroft?’


‘Just fine, thanks. Packing boxes everywhere, but we’re getting there, I think.’


‘No problems at all?’ He peers closely at me, lowers the glasses perched on the front of his bald head and studies my face.


‘Problems? None we didn’t expect from the ancient heating and electrics. They’re all a bit temperamental, as you know.’


‘Good, good!’ He stands back and shoves the glasses back to his forehead. ‘It takes a while to get the feel of a big old place. How’s Mrs Cooper? I mean, is she coming in for you? She did for old Mrs Havers and a little bit here and there when the place was empty, you know.’


He taps the roll of particulars on the palm of his hand and seems a little nervous stepping from one foot to the other. Perhaps it’s me. Colour rushes to my cheeks at the recollection of the first day we met: me, mute on Haverscroft’s weed-strewn drive; Mr Whittle gazing down from the top step, the front door wide open at his back. Mark coaxed me inside, but I’d barely managed to string two words together all afternoon. He’s dealt with Mark ever since.


‘She’s at the house today, as a matter of fact. I don’t want to be rude, but I’m terribly late for an appointment.’


‘Of course! Your meeting with Oliver Lyle’s this morning, is it?’


The surprise he knows must show on my face. He catches my expression and smiles, extends his hand towards the building he just came from. Lovett and Lyle Solicitors has a gleaming brass knob, knocker and plate fixed to a glossy black door.


‘I’ve known Oliver for years. He’s been needing help with wills ever since Miss Dyer retired. Must be over a year ago now.’


He dashes to the door and holds it open for me.


‘Let me know what old Mrs Havers has stashed away in those attic rooms, won’t you now!’ His eyes shine with mischief as he beams at me. ‘Poor old girl. Alzheimer’s, you know. She really didn’t want to sell up, but with the cost of care-home fees these days.’ He shakes his head. ‘Be warned, Oliver can be a crotchety old bugger at times. I’ll wish you good luck!’


 


‘Come in, Mrs Keeling, come in! It is Mrs Keeling?’


‘Yes,’ I say, unsure how to respond to the man opening an enormous pile of post at reception. A woman sits at the desk answering incoming calls. He stops slitting envelopes long enough to extend his hand. I shake it, cool and bony, fingernails digging into my skin.


‘Oliver Lyle.’


The whole of him is pencil-thin and angular, grey suit hanging with excess fabric about shoulders and knees. The top of his domed head is balding, dark grey eyes sharp beneath greying bushy eyebrows. A thin man grown thinner, shrunken in on himself as the years advanced.


‘How are you finding Haverscroft?’


Today’s hot topic of conversation.


‘Fine, thank you. Still unpacking.’


I try to place a relaxed smile on my face, but it feels stiff, like cold plastic, I doubt very much it fools the solicitor into thinking I feel calm and confident. I had no time to collect myself after Mr Whittle ushered me in. The solicitor stares at me. Does he expect me to speak? I swallow, try to squash the panic down.


‘I’ve called Haverscroft several times this morning. I must have missed you.’


‘Oh?’


‘There’s been a bit of a mix-up. Lovett, my partner, misunderstood what I’m needing in terms of help here. I’m sorry, but we’re wasting your time today.’


I hardly know what to say. I have no qualifications or experience with wills, probate or trusts, but assumed I’d learn on the job. My CV makes it clear how my career has run so far.


‘With your background, I’m sure you’ll be better placed in Ipswich, Colchester, or Cambridge perhaps.’ He smiles, the expression as cold as his skin.


‘But we do have these ready for you.’ He reaches across to a shelf behind the young woman and picks up a thick brown envelope. ‘Pre-registration deeds for Haverscroft. I’m not sure what good they are to you, but Whittle tells me you require them.’


‘Thank you,’ I say, taking the envelope. It’s quite heavy with thick black writing across the front: For Collection.


‘I’m intending to research the history of the house: who built it, who’s lived there and when.’


Again, the man stares. The woman is off the phone, I feel her eyes on my face. My face that has grown hot, and is getting hotter.


‘I should’ve made more progress before we moved. We’ve no internet at present, so I can’t do much, not without the internet . . .’


Nervous gabbling, he isn’t interested in hearing this. I stop. Shut up.


‘Will you visit her, Mrs Havers, I mean?’


‘Should I?’ This conversation is going places I don’t understand. Why would I visit a woman I’ve never met just because we bought her house?


‘We wondered if you’d keep that part of the bargain. An odd term and quite unenforceable, as you’ll be aware. I’d caution you against visiting if you’re considering it. She’s unwell and has been for some time; she’s not in her right mind. Whittle’s had a torrid time dealing with her, as I’m sure he’ll confirm. I understand you have agreed to keep on her domestic and gardener though.’


He scrutinises my features as he speaks, his grey eyes dart about my face. I can’t think with him looking at me all the time. My mouth is dry, my chest tightening. These must be things Mark’s dealt with. More stuff he’s held back so as not to worry me.


‘There’s a second letter in there, I’m afraid, along with the attic keys.’ He’s looking at the envelope I’m holding. No wonder it has some weight to it.


‘Second letter?’


‘In addition to the one Mrs Havers sent you and your husband during the summer. Rather prolific, her correspondence, I’m afraid. We’re merely obliged to pass these things on, you understand; nothing to do with this firm.’


‘I don’t know about any letter.’


I need to get out of here, get some air. I don’t remember any letter from Mrs Havers.


‘I hope it didn’t trouble you? She sent letters to all prospective buyers. Some of them were quite nasty, so Lovett tells me.’


‘I’m sorry, Mr Lyle, I’ve never received any letters from Mrs Havers.’


‘I really wouldn’t trouble yourself about it. Whatever nonsense she was peddling is hardly relevant, not now you’ve moved into the house.’









Chapter 5


I pick my way along Haverscroft’s weed-choked driveway, court shoes pinching my toes. The red-brick house hunches into a hollow, brooding under a black canopy of beech and yew. Ivy clambers up the side of the building, claims a chimney stack, smothers a dormer window. Pustules of green moss scatter the roof, a slipped grey slate here and there. A tall man, slightly stooping, is deep in conversation at the foot of the front steps with Mrs Cooper.


She leans on a bicycle, glances my way as I near them. A hurried exchange, furtive glances in my direction. A conversation about the new inhabitants of Haverscroft House.


‘Back already, love? You’ve met Richard Denning?’


The man holds an axe in one hand, raises his other to his flat woven cap and touches its brim. A hazy recollection of him deadheading roses, the dark red climber on the back terrace, his check shirt sleeves rolled to his elbows on a stifling hot day in June when we looked over the house.


‘Hello,’ I say, aware Mrs Cooper misses nothing, her eyes scanning the heavy brown envelope I’m holding.


‘Richard’s wanting to know if you’ll be needing logs. Mrs Havers always did, didn’t she now?’ The man nods. Mrs Cooper runs on, ‘Said I couldn’t think why you wouldn’t, for the stove and the other rooms.’


Something in me wants to say she’s wrong. We won’t want any such thing.


‘That would be great, thank you.’


Richard Denning touches his cap again and heads away towards the rear of the house.


‘Don’t mind Richard, none, love. Never has too much to say, but he’ll see you’re alright if you have any problems. I left you a note on the kitchen table. The new reverend called, he said he’d try to catch you at home another day. You can’t miss him, he comes over on that great motorbike of his. Terrible racket it makes.’


‘I bumped into Mr Whittle on the high street. He was asking after you.’


She doesn’t respond, continues to look steadily at me. Friendly conversation seems a good idea after our rather bumpy start this morning. I’m hoping I haven’t offended her. I try again, ‘I said you were in today. He’s the estate agent who dealt with the Haverscroft sale.’


‘I know Mr Whittle.’


Her tone is flat. Not her easy-rolling chatter. She pulls her bike onto the drive.


‘Did you get the children off alright?’


‘A bit late, but it didn’t seem to bother them.’


‘Such lovely children, aren’t they. So excited about getting a little dog.’


She mounts the bike, sets the peddle ready to head off.


‘Same time then, next week?’


‘That would be great, thanks. We’ll be a bit more organised for you by then. Would you do the bedrooms? I’ll start decorating downstairs this week.’


‘I don’t go upstairs, love, didn’t you know? Mrs Havers suffered terribly with her knees. She kept herself to the kitchen and morning room, so she did.’


She pushes off before I can respond, I step back to let her pass. ‘Don’t worry waiting in for me, I’ve still got the keys Mrs Havers gave me. See you next week!’


I watch her peddle up the drive and wonder who else has keys I know nothing about.


 


The deeds spread across the kitchen table, my mug of coffee stone cold at my elbow. Oliver Lyle is right, these give me little information other than a few old Havers family names and rough dates when they lived here. They owned quite a bit of land, running from the back lane down to the river. All sold off over the years. Somewhere to start, at least. And I feel calmer now. The interview had shaken me. So stupid. The solicitor made up his mind before he met me. Did he know something about me? Has he spoken with Mark? Perhaps Mr Whittle told him how I was in the summer, odd, vacant, strung out on stress and pills. Or was I over-analysing things, making something out of nothing? Mark would say I am.


The small, black attic key is beside Mrs Havers’ letter. Was I really not going up there until the weekend? I pick up the letter, read it again for the umpteenth time.
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