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A fire broke out at Merry Hall on Saturday afternoon. Home of artist Jared Raine, it was built in 1840 by showman and entrepreneur Abel Wenham. Local farmer Tom Russell noticed flames coming from the property. ‘It was pretty scary,’ Russell said, ‘but I called the fire brigade and they came within minutes. The guys did a fantastic job even if they couldn’t save the building.’ The cause of the fire is unknown and, although damage is extensive, police have confirmed that no one was hurt. Human remains were discovered on the site and a survey is now underway.
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DOLLY

November 2024

An intense stillness hangs over Merry Hall. It is so thick that it touches everything. The birds do not sing here, the bordering trees dare not whisper, woodland animals find other places to forage.

There is just dust and silence. Collecting, mouldering, waiting.

Until now.

Now, the stillness breaks.

A man walks down the mulchy drive towards the house, hands deep in the pockets of an oilskin jacket, hair ruffled, cheeks reddened by the winds that have relentlessly torn through November. I watch him from inside the building and press my hand against a dirty windowpane.

He stops for a moment and I think perhaps he has seen me. But he is just riffling through his pocket, locating the key, drawing it out and fitting it in the keyhole.

I move from the window as the lock snaps back. The door is stiff with age, swollen after the tireless rain. The man leans his whole weight against it, shouldering it open so that at last it shudders across the tiles. He enters, stamping his boots, ignoring the dead leaves that swirl in ahead of him and scatter over the chequered floor. His boots are caked with mud, and he leaves dark footprints as he circles the hall, touching the walls, brushing the layers of dust and probing the pitted wainscot.

He pauses as a snatch of light hits the floor, cutting the room in two. A weary sun has emerged from behind a cloud. It is gone almost immediately, and he is left in the gloom. He coughs and it echoes around the empty space. His gaze swings upwards and takes in the peeling wallpaper, the cracks, the blossoming damp.

The place will need some work, he knows that. I see his thoughts clearly. They are like erratic bursts of colour. He will hire some people, get the place in order. Then, duty fulfilled, he will sell, wash his hands of it, buy a new property as far away as possible. He hates to admit it, but the house unsettles him. It reminds him of the sense he gets when he stares at portraits in galleries and the eyes seemingly follow his movements, combing his thoughts, making him edgy. He is afraid, he realises, although he stamps on the thought at once. Irrational fear is not a part of who he is. He likes to think he is no coward.

The man scans the drab hall.

My hand has left a print on the windowpane. Distinct and delicate, like an ice flower. He sees it and frowns, but then he is taking measurements, each room in turn, scribbling numbers in a notebook. His fingers are pinched with cold and he stops writing to blow on them. The warmth of his breath catches my cheek and I desperately savour the living energy before it dissipates.

I follow him. I need to know everything about him.

What he will do next.

What it might mean for me.

I need to know whether I can use him.

Because I recognise him.

I know exactly who he is.
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NELL

January 2025

I sat on the edge of the single bed nursing a mug of weak tea, curtains open just enough to see the glow from the streetlights. There was no moon. A strip of murky orange streaked the room, highlighting the floral wallpaper, the threadbare carpet and the jumble of Fern’s clothes strewn across the floor. Somewhere down the street I heard the early rubbish lorry rumbling, the bins rolling and slamming, the hiss of brakes. Workers called to one another. Stark headlights beamed. As the lorry passed by the house the condensation on the inside of the window sparkled like a hundred fireflies, and I watched as the water dribbled and pooled on the windowsill.

Hunching into a musty-smelling blanket, I tried to breathe. Low and deep, like my yoga instructor back in London had insisted. I was trying to find my centre before the day began. But it was no good. Even as the central heating clunked to life, I was far too cold and tense to concentrate.

It was early January and bitter. Moving here just before Christmas had been difficult enough, but in the minus temperatures, traipsing upstairs with our belongings, cramming our lives into someone else’s spare room because it was all I could afford, then trying to make the place feel like home had been impossible. Adam had offered to help, of course, beyond maintenance for Fern. But I wasn’t going to take his money. Not after he’d replaced me with her. And Fern was so furious with her dad that she hadn’t even suggested I ask for more. In fact, fury was Fern’s default state these days; fury with her dad, with me, with the entire universe. I glanced at her. She was curled, foetal-position, in her narrow bed, muttering in her sleep, moaning occasionally. I sighed, hugging my tea to my chest as I turned back to the window. I guessed she just wanted her old life back and was lashing out at anything and everything because she felt so helpless, and it was all she had.

Outside, the night sky gave way to the deepest blue and the stars retreated. A car door slammed. A dog barked.

‘Mum!’

I wheeled around, sloshing tea on my pyjamas.

Fern was sitting up in bed, her long dyed hair falling in tangles around her face. ‘Mum, I had the dream again. About the man. About the pale sad girl crying.’

My stomach clenched. How long was this going to continue? How much more could we both take? I’d hoped we’d left all that behind. The dreams that had begun at the tail end of last year when things really started to fall apart with Adam.

‘It’s okay, sweetheart,’ I tried, desperate to keep the fear and exhaustion out of my voice. I laid my tea on the windowsill and slipped across to Fern’s bed. The ridiculously soft mattress dipped as I sat. I reached out and swept the hair from her face. Beads of sweat ran down her cheeks and her skin was icy cold. When she had the dream, Fern always needed me. ‘It’s fine, love. You’re safe here. Nothing’s going to happen to you. I promise.’

Fern gave a trembling sigh and leant across to the bedside table to switch on the lamp. The room immediately felt warmer. I smoothed the duvet cover. ‘Shall I make you a coffee?’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Fern propped the pillows behind her back and let her head rest against the wall. She was wearing an oversized hoodie in bed because it was so cold, and the sleeves were pulled over her hands so that only the tips of her chewed nails showed. The hoodie belonged to her ex-boyfriend back in London; occasionally I’d still catch the whiff of Lynx and weed in the soft material. But Fern wouldn’t let me wash it – she was still smarting from the decision she and her boyfriend had made to split when we’d moved. The hoodie was a relic. Maybe just as well. We were only allowed to use the washing machine twice a week. A dark wash and a light wash. Because of the energy bills. Our landlady, Carol, was quite firm on that point.

‘Back in a mo.’ I slipped out of the bedroom and onto the dark landing. The place reeked of dog wee and disinfectant. I crept down the stairs, eager not to disturb Carol, wincing as the boards creaked beneath my feet.

Pushing open the kitchen door, I startled Pickles, Carol’s dog. I immediately made a frantic hushing noise. Pickles, a straggly, over-enthusiastic terrier, liked to tear around people in circles with a nippy yap, leaving frequent puddles on the floor. He raced towards me with a joyous bark, tangling himself between my legs and snapping at my ankles. I tried my best to quieten him, sure he’d wake Carol. But all remained silent.

I flicked a switch and the stark strip light spluttered overhead. Then I turned on the kettle and grabbed two mismatched mugs from the cupboard.

While the kettle boiled, I moved about to keep warm. Even with the heating on, the house – an end Victorian terrace, poorly insulated with virtually no money spent on it – remained stubbornly cold. Carol didn’t seem to notice, but after our well-heated London house we shuddered our way through the mornings and evenings, making endless hot drinks to try and get comfortable.

As I spooned out cheap coffee granules, there were footsteps from behind and I turned to see Fern standing in the doorway, shivering and barefooted. The hoodie reached almost to her knees. Immediately, Pickles sped towards her, jumping up at her legs and barking. Fern scowled and pushed him away.

‘I thought I’d get up and have breakfast,’ she said.

‘Big day today. New school.’ I smiled.

Fern said nothing. She was deathly white, and grey moons hung beneath her eyes. Ignoring Pickles’ demand for attention, she headed towards the ancient fridge and yanked open the door. A pungent aroma escaped – overripe cheese and garlic. The light inside flickered.

‘It’s off.’ Fern brandished a milk bottle at me accusingly. She wrinkled her nose. ‘Smells rank.’

I felt the familiar sense of failure grip me. But then I reasoned: it was only a bottle of milk. The fridge barely worked. The milk had gone off. No big problem.

But apparently it was. Fern’s defences were back up.

‘What am I supposed to have for breakfast?’ Fern tipped cottage-cheese textured lumps into the sink. ‘This place is such a dump.’

I muttered something about toast or the box of cereal bars on the sideboard. I swung open one of the cupboard doors. ‘Or there’s this UHT goat’s milk. I’m sure Carol wouldn’t mind.’

Fern pulled a face. ‘Gross. Goat’s milk tastes of goat.’

I sighed. ‘Look, why don’t you get ready and I’ll sort breakfast?’

Minutes later, I was heading back upstairs with a tray. Two mugs of black coffee and a plate of toast spread with supermarket budget-range jam. I carried my newly washed blouse from Carol’s pulley airer under my arm, stepping carefully over Pickles, who was now chewing at a rag rug on the landing.

In our room, Fern had pulled her inky hair into a messy bun and was sitting stiff in her new uniform, the neat creases from where it had been folded in the packets still evident.

‘So, we’ll leave plenty of time,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what the traffic will be like.’ I mentally traced the network of roads that criss-crossed town. ‘I’ll drop you at school, then head to the interview.’

Interview.

My breath came in snatches. First interview in years, a pretence at enthusiasm, a pretence that I could hold it all together and do the job. I had to get it. I just had to get something and make all this work. I didn’t want to have to crawl back to Adam and admit that we – that I – couldn’t do this on my own.

Fern said nothing. She swallowed the last bit of toast and brushed the crumbs from her skirt.

‘It’s going to be okay, you know,’ I said. ‘You’re going to be okay. There’s nothing wrong with you.’ I stared at my daughter meaningfully, trying to catch her eye.

But Fern wouldn’t look at me. ‘It was just a stupid dream,’ she said at last. She slumped, her chest caving. ‘Can we forget about it? It doesn’t mean anything.’

I wanted to reach out and touch her, bring her close, like I used to when she was little. But, at sixteen, Fern’s reactions were unpredictable. So, instead of the physical assurance I longed to give, I settled for a quiet nod and silence.

While she hogged the tiny mirror in the bedroom, painting thick black lines across her eyelids and piling on far too much foundation, I rushed around, trying to get my documents together for the interview. Reaching for my blouse, slung across the armchair where I’d abandoned it, I tripped over Fern’s school bag and sent a spray of coffee into the air. Blooms of dark brown spread over the blouse.

Shit. I snatched the blouse and dashed to the tiny sink in the corner of the room. I ran the cranky tap and held the stained patch under the stuttering water. It was the one smart blouse I’d brought with me. My London wardrobe consisted mainly of designer gym kit, figure-hugging evening wear and posh tweed. None of it was me. I needed to go shopping. Buy some—

‘It won’t work. Dad says you should soak tea and coffee stains in vinegar. You’ll make it worse rubbing it like that.’ Fern watched critically. ‘Dad says you—’

‘I don’t care!’ I scrubbed at the blouse fiercely. ‘Dad isn’t here, in case you hadn’t noticed.’ I sounded like a teenager. I sounded like Fern. And the water was making the mark worse. So, Adam was right. Always bloody right. I’d have to wear the stupid thing tucked in, hide the dirty stain somehow.

Fern came up close. She smelt of her vanilla body spray and peach lip gloss. ‘Mum, why don’t you—’

‘Fern, stop it! Just stop it. I’ve got this, okay?’

She backed away, hands held out defensively. ‘Yeah, looks like it. Everything completely in control, as always. I was only trying to help, you know.’

I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat. Why was I reacting like this? Why? When Fern was already so fragile. ‘I’m sorry,’ I breathed. ‘Look, I—’

‘Forget it.’ Fern was cramming a book into her bag. It was an old rucksack, one strap tied to the body with string. I cursed myself. Why hadn’t I thought to at least buy a new school bag?

‘Do you have a pen?’ said Fern. ‘I need something to write with.’

I gazed helplessly around the room, sopping blouse tail dripping onto the carpet. There was a make-up bag overflowing with crusty foundation and lumpy mascara, a pile of magazines that had been there when we’d arrived, half a bottle of red, Fern’s brush caught with bluey-black hairs. But no pen. Not even a pencil.

‘We’ll stop at a shop,’ I said, reaching for a skirt from the wonky clothes rail. ‘There’s a petrol station on our way into town. They’ll sell biros. I’m sure of it.’
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DOLLY

March 1847

I fell in love. Not in a gentle way but in a violent rush, like the river when it swells in winter and floods the meadows. It was love so hopelessly out of control that it surged into every part of my being, just as the waters swallow the grassland and spill into the streets of Bodwick.

Back then, though, I was in London – the East End. Whitechapel. A greengrocer’s shed transformed to a temporary theatre – a gaff – where people paid their one penny to see an illegal performance. And me, the star of the show, in a gaudy petticoat and cheap jewellery, performing unfailingly, one act after another, while the crowds spat their lewd comments at my feet.

It was my third performance of the evening, and the place was rammed. The weather was deplorable, and many had come indoors for a penny to shelter from the mud and driving rain. Wet bodies pressed close together, some sitting, some standing, all eager to be entertained with flash songs and screaming farces. There were children of all ages too who had, most likely, robbed their parents of a penny to attend, and the energy of the place was sparking. But I was weary of the coloured lamps that lit the unsavoury pit, of the dirt, of the coarse cries of astonishment and delight when the audience first lit upon my bone-white form.

That’s why I noticed him.

He was standing in the gallery amongst the riff-raff – not the usual sort to be seen in such a vile den. And while those around him were lost in the foul smoke of their shag tobacco and clouds of raucous laughter, he remained silent, hand on the linked rope that kept the audience from falling. Aloof. A tall figure in black. A sombre hat, stiff collar, a woollen coat with great arms like crow’s wings. The seats rose to either side of him, jammed with youths who yelled and bickered and threw their apple cores at the thinly clad, loose-haired girls in the pit below. Yet he remained unaffected, his gaze seeking me out, his head twitching slightly as I flew across the proscenium in my silky stockings and ruffled skirts. It was as if he was contained within a sheer silence of his own.

Our eyes met.

Fleetingly.

Once. Twice. A third time.

I was dancing, singing my way through the night as I always did. ‘Rule, Britannia!’ and ‘God Save the Queen’ to the insistent banging of a tinny piano and the scratch of a single violin. Feathers billowed, the lamps flickered and my voice soared to the rafters where it caught in the vulgar smog, in the thick funk of lust and the unwashed bodies of the costermongers. They loved it. They loved me. The jingoistic fervour that these songs inspired had the crowd roaring and bellowing, thumping their feet and calling out to me by name.

I was good. Too good. I knew that. Better than the other acts, and the proprietor’s favourite. Some of the other showgirls despised me for it. Called me names in their round, uncouth voices, words as hard as boiled sweets, their laughter filling the space as they dropped their insults. But I rose above it for I knew – somehow, I knew – that one day I would be great. It was a secret knowledge that I buried deep within me.

And that evening was the beginning of my greatness.

I came to the end of my act and looked for the man. But he had gone. An empty space soon closed by the throng. I felt a twitch of disappointment, but it was a fleeting sense as I bowed and curtsied and sang one final ditty to keep the crowds hanging there until the last.

My performance had been a success once more. The audience howled with delirium, waved their tattered hats and threw their tributes: an apple, a button, even a copper coin. I was swept up in the sordid fever of it as I made my way from the stage, gifts bundled in my arms. Preparing myself to endure the jealous sneers of the other performers, I opened the door to the low-lit back room. But the place was strangely silent, the back door that led out to the street ajar and admitting a thin breeze. There was noise coming from outside – not unusual in that area of London and not, I thought, cause for concern.

I looked about the room.

The cats were the only thing to be found. Seven of them from the act before mine – the Crafty Cats, as they were known. Their owner was unusually absent.

I surveyed the room with growing unease, catching then a movement in my peripheral vision.

I froze.

Cold clutched my scalp as a man stepped from the shadows.

Then I saw that it was same man I had seen in the gallery moments before. The silent man. My shoulders loosened. I let out a breath.

‘Gather together your personal effects, Miss Dolly Dove,’ he said. His voice was dark, like midnight, and ran through my veins like wine. His lips were red, as if rouged, and they looked so soft and full I wanted to touch them to see whether my finger would sink into the cushion they presented. ‘We’re leaving.’

‘Sir?’ My legs trembled but I tried to show no fear.

‘Someone,’ and he gave a curious smile, ‘someone has reported the gaff to the police, complaining that it is a nuisance. They are raiding the area as we speak. Why, can you not hear them?’

I turned my attention to the noise from beyond. Shouting and beating from out on the street, the indications of a brawl.

‘They have dogs and cudgels, and have already arrested several of your fellow artists from this very room, not to mention some troublemakers from the audience who were leaving by the front way.’

I took a keen breath. My palms were clammy and I dropped an apple. It fell to the floor with a dead thump, whereupon it rolled and came to rest under a table.

‘And they will arrest you too – the star of the show – if you do not leave immediately.’

‘But—’

‘You will be fined or sent to the House of Correction.’

‘But I cannot leave. Working here is my main means of earning. I must stay, sir. True, I have a brother who works, but he earns not nearly enough for the two of us, and since our mother died—’

‘Then face the court, Miss Dove, and let them decide your fate.’ He pulled himself tall, making to leave.

I hesitated.

‘Or come with me. I am a most distinguished showman, and I will make your fortune. I came to this hovel hoping to catch you performing tonight and was not, I am glad to say, disappointed by what I saw.’ He drew a hand through the air. ‘I have a vision… I see it now, most clearly. Oh, Miss Dove, I will make you great – the greatest!’ He let his hand fall. ‘And as for your brother, it will be no bother to fetch him at a later date. When you are safe and away from here.’ He leaned closer, lowering his voice. ‘What do you say, now?’

‘Sir, I—’

The man had a cane with a silver knob, and with it he banged the floor. I jumped.

‘I must have you,’ he said with a violent urgency. He leant forwards and I caught the rich smell of port on his breath. Long, black lashes brushed his face and his dark eyes gleamed in the candlelight. He was beautiful, in a way that men usually were not. ‘Your talent is quite extraordinary and wasted here in this abominable gaff. Your spectacular looks, your spirit.’ He laid a hand on my arm, soft as velvet. ‘I will make you great,’ he said.

He flashed a look at the window and from the front of the shed there came a great crash, a hollering, then pounding footsteps. ‘But quickly now, gather your things. Before the police find you. Hear them now. They are coming. They are in the theatre and will find you within minutes.’

‘I have no things, sir,’ I said quickly. Jewels of cold sweat strung my forehead. ‘Unless you are counting an apple and a button.’ The coin I had secreted in my pocket.

‘I’ll take the cats too,’ he said, his gaze circling the room. ‘They are amusing, and my house is plagued by rats. Their basket? Where is it?’

I pointed to a large hessian carrier. ‘But their owner. He—’

‘The owner has been arrested already. He’s outside now with the other performers, still in his costume. And there are many spectators out there enjoying the commotion.’ He twisted the cane, its silver end squeaking in his grip. ‘I cannot say how the police stumbled across the gaff this evening.’ And he smiled again the secret smile which later I came to know.

‘There is good food waiting in my carriage,’ he continued, snatching at the cats, ignoring their cries and scratches as he darted about the room capturing them. ‘Plum cake and veal pie.’ He flung Lion, the large tabby, into the box and fastened the leather straps tight. ‘Ripe cheese, hazelnuts.’

My stomach, hollow and aching, responded. I looked around the untidy room: the bare floorboards sticky with spilled beer, the tatty curtains, the piles of unwashed plates, the empty gin bottles, the whitewashed walls. This could be my future. Or…

I turned to face the man and his smile now was broad, his eyes lit with something I felt I had always known. Could I really go with him? Leave just like that? Move away from the city that had birthed me and where my brother, Cornelius, still lived and worked in the textile mill?

‘What of my brother?’ I said again. For that was my greatest concern.

‘I will fetch him, upon my word. And I will make him great too.’

A curious thrill assaulted me. Outside, there came a grating cry, a slamming of a carriage door. I imagined my fellow performers handcuffed and bound for the court.

‘Well?’ he said. The cats mewed, plaintively. The long pull of a bow on strings.

I lifted the feather headdress from my curls and laid it next to a crumpled petticoat, cast aside after the filthiest, most grotesque act of the show. If Cornelius was to be a part of this adventure, then all would be well.

Another crash from the theatre. A shout. The police would be upon us within seconds.

I lifted my chin. ‘I am ready, sir.’
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NELL

January 2025

[image: img]You look different,’ Fern said, as we finally left the house. Not nice. Different. Me in office clothes, dressed for a potential job. I did my best to shuffle to the car in the tiny penguin steps my pencil skirt allowed. My heels wobbled on the tarmac, a sleek brown handbag knocked against my side, bulging with the crisps and fruit I’d shoved inside. I recalled what the lady, Tracie, had said in the email inviting me to interview; how she had enjoyed reading my application and was looking forward to our meeting. It had given me a surge of optimism. I was trying to be different, it was true. I was trying to discover what it was like to be me. To find the person buried deep inside. But my flush of optimism faded as I reached the car and found I’d left my car keys up in the room. As I traipsed back to fetch them, I realised the problem was I didn’t know who the real me was. Though I was pretty sure it wasn’t this person living in a spare room and dressed for an interview in shoes that hurt and a damp blouse that was already sticking to my back in the cold. I grabbed the car keys and waddled back towards the car. Until I figured things out, got a job, until I found us somewhere more permanent to live…

‘Mum, we’re going to be late.’ Fern was yanking at the car door handle even before I’d had a chance to unlock. The sky was almost light, etched with liquid red streaks. I glanced at my watch. We were pushing it for time, but I kept the thought to myself, sliding silently into the driver’s seat and jamming the key into the ignition.

The car was thick with tension as I ran the heating to defrost the windscreen, then manoeuvred it from the space. Fern switched radio stations and turned the volume up full, cancelling the grounding melody of Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto. The thump, thump, thump of her music built like an inflating balloon in my head, and I bit back a flare of annoyance as I edged out on to the street. The window was steaming up. The car juddered over a pothole and a cat shot across the road in front of us. I jammed on the brakes.

‘Mum!’ Fern lurched forwards a bit too dramatically. ‘It’s only a cat.’

I pushed a hand through my hair. It needed washing. But there hadn’t been time. Not after the blouse incident. Not after I’d used Fern’s concealer to try and hide the bags under my eyes and located the navy kitten heels that pinched at the sides and would give me blisters by the end of the day. I took a deep breath and steered the car out onto the main road, pointing out the bus stop where Fern could hop on a bus if she wanted to take herself into town. She said nothing and only buried herself deeper in her phone.

The main road took us to the centre of town. A hulking church with two towers rose from the centre, with all the other buildings pressed in close like limpets. I pictured cobbled streets, coffee shops and little boutiques full of classy clothes and expensive shoes. Maybe I’d go exploring after the interview; the office I had to go to was close to the centre. But the school, Bodwick High, was right on the other side of town. It didn’t have a great rating but it was the only school that had a place and so it had to do. As we hit the outskirts, we saw groups of kids trailing down the pavement, wearing the same black-and-yellow uniform as Fern. I saw her pretend not to look as she shrank further into her seat, her thumbs working furiously at her screen.

Fern didn’t want to be taken into the school itself which, given the time, was useful, but I worried about what the headteacher would think. What kind of parent doesn’t even deliver their child to the reception desk on the first day in a new school? But Fern was insistent. I’m fine, she said, every time I tried to protest. Stop being so controlling. So, the subject was dropped.

‘Here we are.’ I swung the car into a space behind a school bus spewing out hordes of pupils. They looked like bees. The black and yellow, the buzz of excited, familiar chatter. Nerves swirled in my stomach. This was it. The true beginning of our new life. Suddenly, it all felt very real. I yanked on the handbrake but left the engine running.

‘Mum, you can’t drop me here. It’s a bus stop.’ Fern looked out of the window, her eyes wide, watching the swarm of pupils making their way towards the front gates. ‘Can you drive on a bit?’

Of course. Embarrassed to be dropped off by her mother on her first day. New girl. New image. Of course.

Without a word, I pulled out of the space and found a little residential road close by. Time was ticking on. I pictured traffic crawling back into the town centre. And was there parking near to the office? I fumbled with my phone, trying to pull up Google Maps.

Fern grabbed the broken rucksack and pushed open the car door, letting in a rush of peppermint-fresh air.

‘It’ll all work out,’ I said, wondering whether, really, I was talking to myself. ‘Have a great day, sweet pea.’ I was about to add, love you, but Fern had already slammed the car door and was heading off down the pavement without even a backwards glance.

As I turned the key in the ignition, I realised I’d forgotten to stop at the petrol station to buy her a biro.

*   *   *

The interview went badly. Really badly. I knew I’d failed from the moment I stepped into the office and realised I’d left all the documents I was supposed to bring with me in the car. I can go and fetch them, I’d said to Tracie, the manager. But Tracie, sharp and efficient in her clipping heels and designer glasses, said she’d only need to see them if they offered me the post. The word if took on the weight of everything.

I was led into a small glass office and grilled about my IT competencies, my experience and aspirations. I felt myself slip slowly down a spiral of self-deprecation until I was racing to the foot, stuttering and blanking and unable to dredge up anything relevant. All the while, Tracie pursed her lips and scribbled away in a notepad without looking up. I’ll call you before the end of the day was all she said as she reached the end of her questions and showed me to the door.

After the ordeal, I sloped off into town to kill time until Fern finished school. Going back to the spare room for the afternoon was too depressing a prospect to contemplate. So, I ate my crisps and apple shivering on a bench outside the church. It was getting colder. All the weather reports were predicting snow and the temperature was steadily dropping. I gazed into the slate-grey sky. Chinks of icicle light pierced the clouds, which grew heavier by the minute, and a wind as thin as pencil lead drove through the churchyard. It was too cold to linger.

I pulled my scarf tighter, gathered up the remains of my lunch and made my way from the bench towards the knotted tangle of cobbled streets.

I browsed a few of the shops, situated in Tudor buildings with low ceilings and sloped wooden floorboards, and on impulse, bought a pair of trousers from the sale rack in a tiny shop just off the town square. Patchwork, wide-legged, elasticated waist. And as I wandered absent-mindedly around the local museum clutching the good-quality paper carrier, I tried to convince myself that this, after all, might be the beginning of something. Of discovering who I was, of managing my life without Adam. Caught in this strange sort of limbo, I stared at the display cases crammed with bits of pottery, old shoes and buckles, read the information boards without really taking anything in, then treated myself to a coffee in the museum café. Strange that the simple purchase of a pair of trousers could make me feel this way. That it could lift my mood and permit me to dream.

As I left the museum, my phone buzzed with a message. It was Fern. She was going into town after school to get a hot chocolate. She’d catch a bus back. I smiled. It was going to be okay. Of course it was. See, Fern had already made friends. She was already carving out a life here. I pottered from shop to shop, still delaying my return to the spare room, and as I wandered, I allowed myself to delve into an imagined world of what my own new life would look like. I’d get a decent job, earn my own money, then buy a house somewhere once I’d filed for divorce and the settlement had come through. Somewhere out in the countryside around Bodwick. Somewhere different to London. Fern would be happy too. I just needed to get through this little period of uncertainty, and it would all be fine. I suddenly wished I’d thought to buy Fern something, instead of the trousers for myself. Something nice to make up for the prickly start we’d had to the day. I glanced at my watch. If I was quick, I’d catch the little stationers’ still open. The bay window was full of overpriced pens and notebooks, novelty pencil cases and giant packs of Sharpies. I would kit Fern out for her new school. Make amends for failing to provide a simple biro.

I spent a good fifteen minutes in the shop, puzzling over highlighters and scented rubbers, figuring out what was suitable teenage stationery and fighting the pang of nostalgia for the little Fern as I fingered a frog-shaped pencil case with googly eyes. The younger Fern would have loved that. At one time, frogs had been everything.

I headed out of the shop as the church bell struck the hour and, no sooner had I stepped on to the pavement, the shop assistant firmly flipped over the sign on the door to CLOSED. Fair enough. She probably wanted to knock off for the day and head home.

Home.

The word snagged. I thought about what was waiting for me: more pasta and sauce from a jar, half a bar of milk chocolate, the rest of the wine. Carol probing me with questions which I did my best to evade. Then scuttling up to our cramped room and reading on the lumpy armchair, Fern’s inevitable mood clogging the space.

No. I couldn’t go home. Not yet.
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DOLLY

March 1847

I followed the man as he left the gaff and slipped into the alleyway. The rain had turned to mizzle, and the damp enlivened the stink of the streets and magnified the clamour of ongoing disquiet. The slap of feet in the wet, excited voices ringing in the dank air, the shrill cut of a police whistle. The carrier containing the Crafty Cats was cumbersome. It knocked against the man’s leg as he hurried, causing a terrific mewing and scratching from within. I tagged close behind. The night was black and the glow from the streetlamp grazed the far end of the alley. There, a suffocating fog hung, obscuring my view of the main street. The hideous disturbance was coming from that direction and getting worse: more hollering and cursing, more hard boots clattering on the stone setts, cudgels clashing.

I stammered to a halt.

The cats yowled and scuffled within the basket. Louder than ever.

‘We must go the other way,’ said the man calmly, as if the occurrence were a trifling inconvenience. ‘If we are to avoid the police and those ruffians, which it is best to do. Come on now.’ He lifted a stiff, woollen-clad arm, a giant protective wing, blocking out all available light. ‘I will keep you out of harm’s way, Miss Dove. We will meet my carriage by a longer route. I have hired a clarence for the journey so we will travel in comfort.’

He took me through a network of narrow passageways and, although I knew Whitechapel, I was not familiar with the path he took. It was too dark, the air sharp, and in my light costume and flimsy shoes, the cold occupied my attention and I had to run, both to stay warm and to keep up with his long strides. He urged me to quicken my pace and I did the best I could, my petticoat flapping and tangling around my legs, my feet soaking in the dung and mire that was impossible to avoid.

At last, we reached his carriage, and there he bundled me inside the rear quarter where I collapsed hard against the leather seat. The light from the streetlamps cast a peculiar glow over the interior and, for a moment, I wondered at what I had done in leaving the greengrocer’s shed, and where I was bound with this stranger. I twisted my fingers hard in a slippery sweat. But then, the man smiled with such warmth that my heart leapt with a sure knowledge I had taken the correct path. Oh, to be rid of the gaff and to leave a place where I had few friends and where good fortune did not care to fashion my destiny. While I loved my brother Cornelius, I could not bear to bring more disaster upon him by involvement with the law. It would only add to the malaise that had hung over him since our mother’s death.

I was already a trial to him. My brother had not wanted me to work in the gaff from the very beginning, but with my appearance, it was the easiest way for me to earn a living. And after Mother’s death, the wages she earned from rag sorting ceased, so I had to find some way of supplementing our poor income. Otherwise, we would starve. The solution to me was obvious – people were captivated by me wherever I went, and it seemed to me that, if I could make money from the way God had designed me, then I should.

Secretly, so as not to divulge the scheme to my brother, I practised a routine, singing and dancing whenever he was away from home. Then, when I was ready, I made for the greengrocer’s shed clutching a shiny penny I had found in the gutter. I watched the show. It was disappointingly poor, the acts vulgar and badly rehearsed, but I found that by the end of the performances, I was engaged. The proprietor had been struck immediately by my looks. My ability to dance and sing far better than any of the other performers only added to the bargain. But I soon found it was a hard life, Cornelius disapproved strongly and at times I felt barely human, a mere object to cause delight to others. The illegality of the gaff also meant that my work hung precariously, like a thread that might snap at any moment, and with great consequence. But that secret knowledge kept my soul alive – that knowledge I was destined for something better.

And surely, this was it.

I shuffled in my seat, pushed my milk-white hair over my shoulders, turned my head away from the window.

No, Cornelius would be better off without me for the present and, once I had secured our future, I would return and carry us both away from London, just as the man had promised. For I had no desire to return to the crowded slums where we lived, surrounded by noxious vermin and grime. The wage Cornelius earned from the mill meant that we had no other choice but to live on the very edges of society, in the poorest of places, a space on the fourth floor of an overcrowded tenement. Mr Brockley, the proprietor of the mill, was a good man; fair and kind, and that was something, but it did not help our living arrangements, in which we were firmly trapped. In time, though, I was sure I would free us from this dismal state.

I sat back while the man struck the rounded end of his cane against the carriage roof.

We began our journey at once, bumping over the setts, the horse snorting and whinnying, the sound of hooves echoing as we went on our way. My head banged against the wall of the coach and I stifled a cry. I had never before travelled quite so fast nor quite so violently, and across from me, the man watched, his gaze fixed on my face, a hint of amusement spreading across his own.

‘Where are we bound, sir?’ I asked when at last I caught my breath. I looked out of the carriage window at the streets of London as they flashed past.

‘Merry Hall,’ said he. ‘My house in Bodwick.’

‘Bodwick?’ The word filled my mouth and, when I swallowed, it occluded my throat.

‘Just so. When I am not on tour, Merry Hall is my main residence. You will find it comfortable there. It is in the countryside for one thing, away from this London fog.’ He waved a hand at the window, at the fingers of swirling mist that found their way into the carriage. ‘We will take lodgings overnight, then travel all day tomorrow, arriving at Merry Hall by nightfall.’

I said nothing.

‘There is a whole world out there, Miss Dove,’ said the man. ‘And you are to be a great part of it. You will see terrific things, travel to far-off countries, find fame and riches… and perhaps love.’ He coughed. ‘But first, we will go to Merry Hall to rest and then to perfect your act. And after that, of course, we will fetch your brother.’

As he spoke, a warmth trickled through my blood and my insides fizzed with a spring-like excitement. I hugged myself tightly. The man gave me food as he had promised, but my stomach was so tense with nerves that, though hungry, I found I could eat little. Then my head bowed in sleepiness, before jolting as we ran over a rut. My thoughts scampered. Bodwick. Merry Hall. The promise of a future. Cornelius by my side. To be great – no, the greatest – as the talented showman had foreseen.

Gradually, the buildings thinned. The tendrils of fog released us, the soot and smoke gave way, and the black countryside swallowed us whole.

*   *   *

‘Wake up! Miss Dove, do wake up.’

There was a clatter as the carriage slowed to a halt and I swung forwards in my seat. My confusion cleared rapidly as the man’s face drew close, his velvet eyes seeking out mine, long eyelashes quivering. He smiled.

‘Have we arrived at Merry Hall, sir?’ I swung my head in the direction of the window, but the night was so dense it was impossible to make out any sign of a dwelling. We had been travelling all day after an uncomfortable night in a meagre coaching inn. I was stiff to the bone and aching with tiredness.

‘Not quite. We are in Bodwick, at the Black Bear. It is late and we are in need of refreshment. My own driver will meet us here in the Brougham carriage. Here we will—’

‘But, sir—’

‘Surely you have a hunger and thirst about you?’

I thought of the smoke-filled public houses back in London in which I had sometimes danced and sung for money, where the men pointed and jeered at me, their loud voices slurred by drink and their coarse actions dragged up from some darker under-place. Aside from the penny gaff, the pubs were the worst places I could think of.

The man seemed to read me, for he placed a hand upon my arm. ‘I will not make you perform this time, if that is your concern, Miss Dove.’ His eyes shone, jewel-bright in the black. ‘Although the landlord is quite amenable when it comes to my bringing an act here.’ He rubbed a thumb against his fingers. ‘Increases his takings, you see. But not tonight, Miss Dove. Not tonight. We will simply have some supper and the driver will take us hence. Besides, Merry Hall will be quiet at this time and there will be no one to attend to us. You see, I have no servants.’

I raised an eyebrow.

‘I have no need of them. The other performers serve me well enough.’

‘Other performers?’

He did not answer but instead opened the door and, after speaking to the driver, lifted both the cats and me down to the street. In front of us was the Black Bear, a sizeable red-brick building glowing with oil lamps, the windows yellow and hazy with smoke. Noise was coming from within: singing and bellowing, the sharp yap of a dog cutting through the confusion. I took a long breath. The air was warm with the smell of pies, and after eating so little at the beginning of the journey, and hardly anything during the day, I found that my stomach was hollow.

‘Pie and ale,’ said the man, echoing my thoughts. Lifting the basket of cats, he pushed at the squat door of the Black Bear and, bending to cross the threshold, abandoned the animals once we were inside, just as if he had been carrying a coat or an umbrella. I followed him into the thick smoky room, crammed with men shouting and raising their vessels, or huddled over tables, deep in conversation. Some were seated on old barrels, others on long benches. Many were standing upon the sand-dusted floor, shoulder to shoulder, beer held close.

At once, I felt all eyes trained upon me. People nudged one another, whispered in excited tones, pointed. I did my best to ignore them, trying not to let their scrutiny trouble me. Besides, it had always been the way of things for me. Even as a small child, when I had danced through the mud-laden streets of Whitechapel pretending to be a snow fairy, my playmates had clapped and whistled with delight, while the older boys had teased me and thrown stones. Cornelius had always protected me, and this had made me stronger than I might otherwise have felt. He had given me the gift of taking pride in my looks, of believing in myself, or, at least, he had helped to harden me against the derision and provocation of others.

So, the company of the Black Bear would find me unaffected, I decided, as I pushed aside memories of the London pubs and their drunken ogres. I saw instead my brother’s kindly face and heard his words of encouragement.

Dolly, be good and true to you.

I stamped the city dirt from my feet and looked about me. It was a dark place, panelled in mahogany, the bar area tiled in dirty green and surrounded by frosted glass, the whole space lit only by a scattering of lamps and candles. Several mirrors were suspended from the walls, giving the illusion that the customers were at least double in number and to one side of the room was a large hearth in which a splendid fire flourished, fronted by a large iron grate. On the mantelpiece above, a portrait of the Queen took centre place, flanked by two enormous porcelain and copper dogs. I coughed as the warm stuffy air pulled at my lungs and the thick tobacco smoke stung my eyes and nostrils.

‘Wenham!’ A large man in old-fashioned breeches elbowed his way through the crowd, jostling his fellow drinkers, who swore as their ale sloshed and spilled. He slapped my companion on the back before regarding me with interest. He stared with fish-like eyes, his jowls criss-crossed with spidery veins, his lips flaccid like oysters. ‘And who, my good man, is this?’ he said, directing his question at Mr Wenham. ‘Another of your curios? I have one of yours already waiting for you. He has entertained some of the fellows while he’s been waiting. For a penny a time, of course.’

‘That’s my driver tonight,’ said Mr Wenham with a wink. ‘He’s a sly one.’ He ran a hand across my shoulders. ‘This, my friend, is Miss Dolly Dove. Her name suits her well, do you not think? Dolly for her waxen looks and Dove for her delicate, bird-like demeanour.’ He waved from my head to my foot as if to demonstrate. ‘As you can see, she is the most graceful sylph and set to become the greatest novelty act the world has ever seen. Greater than anything you could ever conceive.’

I swelled with pride and vowed at that moment to become that very person. A novelty act, indeed.

But the man, whom I took to be the landlord, laughed, running his gaze up and down my form. ‘A rather bold claim,’ he concluded, snorting and rubbing his chin. ‘What of your man over there? He can tie himself in knots and bounce like a ball.’ He pointed to a dark corner of the public house where a tall man sat picking at a pie crust. The man’s chin glistened with grease, his clothes were dirty and scruffy, and his blackbird gaze darted hither and thither, before resting on me with mistrust. I quickly looked away and turned my attention back to the landlord. He gave me a meaty smile. ‘Now then, is it pie and ale for the both of you?’ he asked, clasping Mr Wenham’s arm. ‘Or perhaps gin for this girl of yours.’

But I was not to be so dismissed in this disagreeable place. Cornelius’s image swelled in my mind and, by impulse, I began to dance a step I knew well, my feet scuffing through the sand that gritted the floor. My hair, which reached right past my waist, spun around me like white lace and my sun-bleached arms flew towards the ceiling as if I really might fly.

Dolly, be good and true to you.

The people around me stopped their conversations and watched, feeding on my grace and lightness as I turned and skipped, faster and faster, forgetting my surroundings, forgetting myself. Someone began to sing a sailor’s hornpipe and another banged on the table, until all were singing and thumping, a few even getting up and attempting to join my dance. The landlord stared in surprise while, in the corner, the tall man’s expression grew darker, his frown deep and set.

‘Good God,’ exclaimed the landlord. ‘A sylph, indeed. She might be made of silver for all she glows. Wenham, your fortune is made, my man.’

So different was it to the London public houses that I let myself float in the cramped space, not concerning myself with anything or anyone. When I was done, there was a rush of silence. The singing and dancing and banging ceased as everyone regarded me with awe.

Mr Wenham clapped. Alone at first before the others joined him. The applause filled the smoky pub, confirming what I already knew I was destined to be.

A novelty act. The greatest.

Only the tall man – the driver – remained silent.

But I could not care.

Luck and fortune collided that night and I readily took each by the hand.
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NELL

January 2025

Clutching my purchases from the stationery shop, I wandered for a while along the twisted streets, peering in at shop windows, marvelling over a blue glass jar in one and an antique bowl in another. The last of the sun had leached away and already the pavements were twinkling with frost. I enjoyed watching couples and families sitting inside steam-filled cafés and restaurants. They clutched mugs of hot chocolate or glasses of wine, gathered around wooden boards of pizza and bowls of risotto, all happy and laughing, time suspended in some other blissful reality. I wanted to feel something of it and desperately scanned the area. On the corner of the square I spotted a neat red-brick pub, windows still decorated with Christmas lights that glowed brightly against the polished glass. The Black Bear. It looked homely despite a pub sign that alarmingly depicted a bear on its hind legs chained to a post. A relic from some dark past, I decided as I wandered across. I hovered by the door for a moment, trying to peek through the window to see what sort of a place it was. But it was too dim inside and I couldn’t make anything out, apart from two ornamental dogs on the windowsill and a small notice propped against the glass: WE’RE HIRING! BAR STAFF. JOIN OUR FRIENDLY TEAM.

I backed away, thinking about the bar work I’d done in the past.

Not now.

Now was time to move on.

I didn’t even want to consider it.

The pub sign creaked in the wind and my stomach plummeted as I had a sudden flashback to my earlier interview: Tracie’s critical stare, my sweaty palms, my nerves stretched tight.

I pulled my shoulders high. Who knows? I might still get the job. A miracle might happen. The new me, I reminded myself. Making my own way. And on impulse I pushed at the pub door and took a step inside.

Immediately I regretted it. The place was dark and claustrophobic thanks to the heavy wooden panelling, the low-beamed ceiling and the sombre green tiles at the bar. Not directly unpleasant, but there was something about the place that made me self-conscious, as if I was being watched. I looked around at the solemn pictures, drab with age; at a grotesque wooden hunting mask with empty eye sockets and a deformed mouth; at the head of some poor stag mounted on a plaque, glass eyes staring at nothing. Light jazz played as a backdrop to the scene, seemingly incongruous with the mood that lay heavy over the room. I drew myself tight, and as I crossed the heavily patterned carpet towards the bar the two orange-coloured porcelain dogs seemed to leer at me from the windowsill.

The girl serving was young, beautiful and looked at me as though she felt I had no right to be there. I eyed the exit. No, too obvious. And besides, I needed to learn to do things on my own. Be my own self. I tugged at my blouse and, cradling my purchases, tried to appear confident. There was a man sitting by a crackling fire close to the bar, obviously watching me while he sipped a glass of white wine. On the wall behind him was a dark oil painting of a serious-looking, old-fashioned gentleman whose gaze seemed to travel with me as I moved.

Eyes everywhere, I thought with a shiver.

‘What can I get you?’ The bar girl had a septum piercing and it glinted in the low mood lighting above the bar. She stared at me, like she was putting me to the test, daring me to make the right choice. Hardly demonstrating the ‘friendly team’, I thought with a sting of annoyance.

I glanced at the board behind the girl’s head. It seemed I’d walked into some sort of expensive gastropub that took its food and drink seriously. I swallowed, scanning the menu for the house wine. The jazz music rambled.

‘This is nice. If you like white,’ said the man. I turned to look at him. He was good-looking in an odd sort of way. Angular jaw, a trace of stubble, dark eyes with long black lashes, brown hair peppered with grey. But there was a strange lack of symmetry to his face, which made me look twice. It was a face I felt I needed to work out.

He held his glass to the light.

I faltered. I’d prefer red right now, a plummy glass of red on a winter’s evening, but negotiating the board was more than I could cope with. ‘A small glass of that white, please,’ I said, my voice rising like I was asking a question. Inwardly, I cursed myself for not even being able to order a drink on my own.

The bar girl raised an eyebrow. ‘We only sell it by the bottle.’

Heat rose to my cheeks. ‘Well, something else, then. I’m driving.’

Behind me, the man cleared his throat. I turned again. ‘Allow me,’ he said. He gestured to the bottle in front of him, a quarter already gone.

I shook my head, embarrassment and that intrusive sense of failure making me want to run back out into the street. But the man was already asking the bar girl for another glass, telling me he shouldn’t drink the whole bottle anyway and that, really, it was no bother. It was his pleasure.

Was he trying to hit on me? I wasn’t sure. But I felt awkward. It was obvious now that I had to sit with this stranger, that I was beholden to him. Worse, that I had to make small-talk and pretend to be someone interesting.

I took the chair opposite him, shoving my shopping underneath while he poured me a glass in a slow, easy movement. I sat and crossed my legs, hating the way my skirt was so constricting. Next to the fire, it was stifling. A trickle of sweat ran between my breasts and I noticed, with horror, a ladder running the length of my tights. The bar girl watched closely. I shuffled in my seat, my fingers so damp and slippery that I didn’t dare pick up the glass the man slid towards me.

‘So, I’m Jared,’ he said.

‘Nell.’

‘I saw you earlier. Going into Bea’s.’

I frowned, then remembered the bag beneath my feet. The name, BOHO BEA’S printed in flamboyant, swirling letters.

‘Very hippy,’ he said, with a laugh.

I shrugged.

Jared fingered the stem of his glass as silence spun between us. He looked up. ‘I live close by and was in town on an errand.’

Instinctively, I shot a glance over my shoulder at the row of townhouses. Soft light from the streetlamps seeped through the pub windows and there was laughter from out in the square. ‘Nice area to live,’ I said. Of course, living in the square was reserved for men like Jared; men who bought wine you could only buy in bottles.

He laughed. ‘I live a little way out, actually. A few miles out of Bodwick in fact,’ he said. ‘And how about you? Are you on a winter break, or—’

‘I’ve – we’ve – just moved here. My mum…’ I shook my head. Now was no time for memories. Instead, I found myself staring at the portrait above Jared’s head: the serious man with black eyes and sharp features. It was something to focus on – Abel Wenham, Bodwick, 1847. I twisted my hands in my lap. ‘But where we’re staying now is only temporary. Until we’ve found somewhere proper to live.’ I didn’t want to tell him about the guilt I felt and about how unsuitable and makeshift everything in my life was.

‘And who’s we?’

He was trying to find out whether I had a partner. And then I immediately felt stupid. Of course he wasn’t. He was just making desperate conversation because I wasn’t. He was probably wishing he hadn’t got himself into this situation and couldn’t wait till I’d finished my wine. I’d already caught him sneak a look at his watch.

‘Well?’ He drained his glass and immediately poured another. I wondered whether he was planning to drive.

I took a sip of my own wine. It warmed my belly and, after a couple more sips, I found myself telling him about Fern, about how we’d moved from London and how Fern had started at the school down the road. I didn’t mention the spare room, sensing that such a living arrangement was not, and would never be, a part of his world. ‘We just need somewhere bigger,’ I explained, as though it wasn’t the desperate situation it was. I steadied the waver in my voice. ‘We had to move, you see, and there wasn’t much around.’ I pictured the kitchen in the London house, Adam telling me coolly, distractedly, that he was seeing someone, that they wanted to move in together, that there was no place for me in his life anymore. After sixteen years. Sixteen bloody years. We fought, tried to negotiate and, after that, I lived out my sentence until we’d sorted a school for Fern, moving around the marital home like shadows, counting down the days to freedom. That was when the dreams had begun.

‘Well, I’m looking for a tenant, of sorts.’

I was jolted back to the present. Glasses clinked to one side of us. The bar girl was bringing in a load from the dishwasher, hanging wine glasses on an overhead rack where they swung and glistened in the soft lighting.

‘Excuse me?’ I sat tall.

‘Well, it’s more of a position, actually. You see, I need a house sitter for a few months, someone to make the place looked lived in. Minimal rent to pay – just a grand a month, including bills. It would be doing me a favour really.’

I leant forwards, fingering the stem of my glass. Abel Wenham looked down on me. Daring me. I noticed then that there was another figure, in the background of the picture. The ghost of a girl looking on at the man. As if from another dimension. The image made me uneasy and I withdrew my gaze, focusing back on Jared.

‘I haven’t been in the house long,’ he continued. ‘And I’ll admit the place is in a bit of a state. It belonged to my grandmother. She passed away last year and left it to me in her will. I don’t think she’d done much with it for years and it really shows. But you’d have it all to yourself.’

‘So, why—’

‘I’m an artist.’ Jared sighed. ‘I have a commission at Blackwater Tarn up in the Lake District and trying to sort things at short notice is tricky to say the least. That’s what I was out doing today – putting adverts for a house sitter up in shops, hoping to attract someone… I had a funny feeling I might strike lucky. Call it intuition or something.’ He shook his head. ‘God, that sounds weird. I mean…’ He took a large swig from his glass.
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