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One holds the knife as one holds the bow of a cello or a tulip—by the stem. Not palmed nor gripped nor grasped, but lightly, with the tips of the fingers. The knife is not for pressing. It is for drawing across the field of skin. Like a slender fish, it waits, at the ready, then, go! It darts, followed by a fine wake of red. The flesh parts, falling away to yellow globules of fat. Even now, after so many times, I still marvel at its power—cold, gleaming, silent.


RICHARD SELZER, 
Mortal Lessons: Notes on the Art of Surgery, 1974












 


 




REGULATIONS FOR THE OPERATING THEATRE


Spectators are only permitted by invitation of the surgeon. Only the surgeon, dressers, and surgeon’s assistant may stand close to the table. Visitors must remain silent throughout.


CHARLES KELLER, 1848
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Liam


I lean over the steering wheel, my chin almost touching it, trying to make out what lies beyond the immediate shaft of light. It’s dark, way darker than it ever is in the city. There’s a sense of space, or rather emptiness, on either side beyond the hedgerow, and the air is sweet through the open window. I reach down, lift the paper cup from between my thighs, swallow a mouthful of coffee. It’s two hours since we stopped at the services, ate over-priced pasties and pored over the route on Google Maps. The coffee is decidedly cold and everyone else is asleep: Jessica next to me in the passenger seat, Summer and Xanthe wedged between carrier bags in the back.


I pinch my forehead in an attempt to stay awake, buzz the window lower.


The house is amazing. Huge. A place to get lost in. You won’t be disappointed.


The words from Callum’s email circle my mind as I stare across at my sleeping wife, resisting the urge to reach out and touch her. She looks so perfect like that, her skin porcelain, her natural ringlets disappearing into the darkness. This year’s been tough – the move and Jess’s new job, Summer’s new school, all the stuff that happened with Xanthe and that girl, Mia Williams, in our old town. Jess deserves a decent holiday, more so than she realises. I hope the house is going to be everything Callum promised and more.


At the thought of Callum, I peer into the rearview mirror, but there’s not a car or person in sight. No headlights, no fleeting shadows. I breathe more easily, reminding myself it’s just a holiday. A space to relax. Despite my reservations, Callum’s doing us a favour.


I turn my attention back to the road ahead, weave the car around a bend, the headlights picking out a vast block of white, making me start. But the thing ahead of me is just a church in white stone, probably the church with the same name as the house: St Cross. I laugh at myself, wiping spilled coffee from my shorts. I’m nervous, that’s all, and it’s not surprising. I’ve never been to Suffolk before, and this is the holiday where I’m going to tell Jess everything. No more secrets. No more lies.


I wedge the paper cup back between my thighs.


The road darkens, deepens. Trees again. The sense of things closing in around me. I reach for my phone and jab in my password, illuminating Callum’s instructions. After the church, there should be a gate. I concentrate hard through the windscreen, turning up the heater fan to clear the condensation. The atmosphere’s changed, the heatwave that’s plagued us for weeks has finally broken and we’ve driven through a couple of showers to get here. Typical for the weather to turn, just when we’re getting away.


Another tight bend. I grip the steering wheel harder, thrusting the gears into second. A tall metal gate with elaborate ironwork leers back at me in the headlights, huge metal snakes weaving lifelike around the pickets.


I park in the middle of the road and get out. An immediate whip of sea wind throws me backwards, wrestling hair from my forehead, rippling my T-shirt. I grab the gate to steady myself; grab hold of one of the snakes. It’s bloody cold. The snake. The wind. Goosebumps rise along my arms. It’s like the depths of winter out here. I push against the gate, panicking that it’s locked, that we’ll have to spend the night huddled in the car. Looking behind me, I see how precarious the car is on the bend of the road. The lane is so narrow, there’s no room to manoeuvre around it. I’m so stupid, parking like that; someone could easily come whizzing around the corner. I push harder, desperate, my mind running through worst-case scenarios: headlights, screeching tyres, the smell of burning rubber. The gate groans. It’s stiff, that’s all, requiring all my strength to ram it open, to slide each half against the tangles of ivy.


Back inside the car, I wipe my hands down my face as Jess straightens up and peers through the windscreen. ‘Are we there?’


‘Uh-huh.’


I nudge the car down the driveway. A rabbit bolts from the undergrowth, disorientated, zigzagging down the track. I follow it, enjoying the pursuit, the driveway bending one way and then the other, finally opening up into a larger area with a central turning circle and an austere stone fountain. But there’s something in our path, blocking the way. The engine stalls as I focus. A silver snake like the ones on the gate, only this one’s alive, twisting on the gravel. Not twisting, I think, watching it flicking itself up and down, but writhing. I’m about to point it out, ask Jess if she knows what the hell it is, when it disappears. I blink. There’s nothing there. Just the empty drive and the fountain and the house: St Cross. The place Callum described as a quintessential English manor house. Picture perfect. Only it’s not that at all. From what I can see in the headlights, it’s a monster of grey stone, the chimneys and the domed roof stark against the moonlit sky.


‘Here we are,’ I say, trying my best to sound upbeat. But really, I’m still thinking about that snake.


I open the car door and wrap my arms around myself for warmth. Jess follows, and I can feel her hunched at my shoulder, taking it all in, silently passing judgement.


In front of us is a stone porch. An unlit metal lantern swings in the wind, creaking back and forth. I find myself whistling as I walk beneath it to the front door, a crisscross of iron rivets. Whistling to prove I’m brave. That this is all as expected. I lift the knocker – another snake – and send it clattering down on the old wood, knowing no one’s going to answer. It’s a stupid thing to do, because I’ve got the keys in my pocket.


Jess looks at me quizzically as if so say, What did you do that for?, and I shrug. I can’t explain it. I’ve been told there’s no one here, that we’ll have the place to ourselves, but I can’t shake the feeling someone’s waiting for us inside.







Invitation card, dated 27 July 1840:


St Cross Infirmary, Grand Opening


Built to honour the twenty-first birthday of the son of Lord and Lady Massingham of Blythe Manor, and to support the care of the sick poor, St Cross Infirmary will open formally on the third day of August 1840 for public inspection. The building has been built to a modern design, mimicking those institutions of a penitentiary nature, the purpose being to optimise care and surveillance of those most in need. At his lordship’s invitation, visitors are welcome to take a tour of the house followed by tea in the garden.
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It takes a moment to remember where I am, stretching beneath the stiff bedsheets and the faded patchwork quilt: not home but St Cross, the building that was only a shadowy outline of chimneys and windows last night in the dark. The bedroom is lit by slanting sunlight – Mum doesn’t believe in closing curtains unless it’s winter – dappled by the fingers of ivy that brush the window in the breeze. I breathe in the smell of the room, dust and old linen, a smell I should have got used to over the course of the night but which irritates me still.


I reach beneath my pillow, pull out my phone, groan at the practically non-existent signal. There’s no way I can survive without Wi-Fi out here. Throwing off the quilt, I search for the slippers I dragged from our case last night. On the opposite side of the room, Xanthe sighs in her sleep, tossing in the cot bed that’s way too small for a kid of seven.


Last year had been different. A million worlds away from this. Dad had written a bestseller and we’d spent the summer holidays in the south of France, hanging out at the pool, Mum and Dad in the bar, Xanthe on the sun lounger. And then there was the boy from the chalet next door, the boy I’d got friendly with. Harry. Two years older than me, doing his A levels, light-brown freckles, a fringe that flopped over his eyes, a grin that made me melt inside. While Mum and Dad were at the bar, we’d made the most of our freedom, inventing cocktails from his parents’ minibar and walking hand in hand on the beach. Afterwards, we’d kept in touch, swapping text messages, making plans to hang out in the holidays again, the same block of chalets, the same pool, the same lethal drinks.


But, this year, Dad hasn’t managed to sell anything more than a couple of short stories, and Mum’s always moaning about the rent. So we’re here, in the Suffolk countryside rather than the French Riviera, house-sitting some old lady’s mansion whilst she visits her son in Scotland.


Country pile, Dad had tried to sell it to us, but judging from what I’ve already seen, more like a pile of shit. For a start, the place is caked in dust, which means Mum will spend the whole holiday cleaning, flexing her OCD muscles to the full.


Slippers on, I tiptoe towards the door, trying to guess where the creaky floorboards lie and the best route to avoid them. No point waking Xanthe, she’ll only be grumpy. Worse still, she’ll insist I climb into the cot and play vets. Too late. The floorboard wheezes beneath me and Xanthe shifts. Shifts but, thank God, doesn’t wake. There are plenty of bedrooms Xanthe could have chosen, bedrooms with proper beds. Instead, she’d decided to squeeze herself into the ridiculously small cot.


‘Why?’ I’d asked her last night, too tired to argue properly.


Xanthe had shrugged. ‘This place is really creepy.’


I’d given her a hug. Fair point. The house is creepy, not the place Dad had painted at all. When we’d arrived, I’d sensed the house before I’d seen it, like a stranger watching me in the dark. Immediately, I’d not wanted to go in. Even in the moonlight, the building was ugly. Openings, I’d thought without knowing why, hating the way the word had crept inside me. Openings.


I open the bedroom door as quietly as I can and make my way on to the gallery landing. From here the entire house seems to be visible. I see the hall where we entered last night, the piles of magazines on the table, the dust, the cobwebs. The whole place reeks of cat shit, reminding me of the other job Dad had tried to impress on us as a perk: looking after the old lady’s three house cats. The entrance hall reaches all the way to the domed roof, capped by a circular window that casts a dappled, uneven light. What looks like a couple of seagulls pad about on top, distorting the light through the dirty panes. Just below the roof, to the right of where I’m standing, there’s a window on the inside wall that’s been blocked up. A blotch in the plaster, the outline of the window still visible. It must be an attic room.


I lower my gaze. On the ground and first floors, doors lead off in every direction. No corridors, just the massive hallway with its earth-coloured tiles. The thought strikes me that there’s nowhere to hide. Or rather, there are plenty of places to hide, but no way to really escape. There are no corridors, only the space I’m looking at now and the doors. The only way out, unless I’m mistaken, is through the entrance hall. The landing is like some weird surveillance platform. But I’m being silly. Why would I need to escape? It might not be France, but it’s hardly Alcatraz either. There must be a back door somewhere. Openings.


I creep downstairs, past the room directly over the porch – the room Mum and Dad have claimed as theirs – then down the staircase with its deep red runner, into the hall. The staircase is freestanding and sweeps to the right as it descends. The banisters are worn oak and the posts at the end are crowned by a pair of dusty statutes.


I try a door on the left, looking for the router – a study that smells of old books; then a door on my right – a lounge with gross, flower-patterned furniture and an ancient TV. No luck. Next, I try the door directly opposite the front one, and find myself in a large, old-fashioned kitchen, painted in peeling brown and cream, the walls divided into two by a waist-high panel. There’s a wooden table which presumably we’re meant to sit around to eat but is jammed with papers and crockery and empty jars. My eyes are drawn to the servant bells near the ceiling, supported by coiled loops of metal swathed in cobwebs; the sort of bells you see in the stately homes Mum likes to take us to. Only some of the labels on the bell board are legible.


FRONT DOOR || DINING ROOM || PARLOUR


The rest are too faded with age to read. I wonder briefly if they still work, if they’re still rigged up. Then I carry on my search for the router, desperate now, scanning the workstations, hefty wooden units that look like they’ve stood here for ever, moving stuff aside: empty jam jars, pill packets, newspapers, cookery books, bags of cereal. There’s an ancient first-aid kit that spills when I lift it, the lid coming away freely. A roll of yellowing bandage runs away from me across the floor. Rusty safety pins scatter at my feet. There’s a smell of antiseptic and the sharpness of old metal. I bend down, bundle the whole lot back inside the box, set it on the worksurface, then sift through the rest of the junk on the table.


Something shrieks at me from the side.


I press a hand to my chest, God, and drop what I’m holding – an open bag of Alpen, the contents spilling all over the tiles – my gaze landing on the back door, partly hidden behind a floor-length curtain. So there is another opening after all. A matted ball of black fluff is scratching through it to get out. One of Mrs Clarence’s cats.


‘Hey, little one.’ Ignoring the mess, I bend down and nervously reach out a hand, expecting at any moment to be attacked. ‘You’re meant to be a house cat.’


The cat stops its scratching and purrs loudly, rubbing its back against my outstretched hand. Its fur is stuck out at angles, flecked with loose skin, a cobweb tangled over one ear.


‘Poor thing.’ I try unsticking the cobweb but it’s welded to its fur. The cat presses harder against my hand. ‘You’re hungry, right?’


I look around for food. There are three feeding bowls on the floor beside the range stuck with dirt, a bowl of water, a litter tray that stinks and doesn’t seem to have been changed in ages. Mum’s going to have her work cut out. Eventually, I locate a half-bag of kibble and some tins of sardines in one of the cupboards, but the cat’s scratching again through the curtain, desperate to get out.


‘Okay,’ I relent. ‘As long as you promise to come back or else I’m in deep trouble.’ I draw the curtain back fully, then turn the key in the lock. ‘Promise me, you’ll come back, little cat?’ I hunt for a name but there’s no collar. ‘I’ll call you Alpen, okay?’ I say, glancing at the split bag of Alpen as I lower the handle and open the door.


The key slides from the lock, landing with a tinkle on the tiles. I bend to retrieve it, and the door swings wide, letting in a breeze. Straightening up again, I let out a small scream. A woman is standing on the terrace, staring right at me.


‘The doctor’s here,’ the woman says.


I blink, trying to unscramble my thoughts.


‘The doctor’s here,’ she says again as if I haven’t quite heard her. ‘I saw him from the path.’ She’s wearing a dressing gown patterned with tiny blue flowers. Her cheeks and forehead are lined with wrinkles. Her greasy white hair is scraped back from her face into a low ponytail, pinned with a crisscross of kirby grips.


‘I’m sorry?’ I say, my mind still racing. Is this the owner, Mrs Clarence, not gone to visit her son after all, but checking up on us? Checking how well we’re looking after her mangy cats? Instinctively, I survey the garden, looking for Alpen. To my relief, I spot him on the stone wall that divides the upper garden from the lower one, arching his back in a stretch. He seems to be having a stand-off with a Jack Russell who’s growling up at him from the foot of the wall.


‘Angel and I saw him from the path,’ the woman repeats, turning in the direction of the wall, at the path that leads through a gap to the side of it, and the wood beyond. ‘And I thought you should know.’


‘Mrs Clarence? You are Mrs Clarence, right?’


‘Marianne Clarence is away. She’s gone to Scotland.’


I nod. Right. I don’t know what to do, whether to invite the woman in, whether to ask what she’s doing on Mrs Clarence’s property. If she isn’t Mrs Clarence, who the hell is she?


The woman reaches out and rests a hand on the door frame. ‘We saw him in the dining room, Angel and I.’ She points along the length of the back wall to an out-of-sight window.


‘I don’t think I get you,’ I say, still trying to get a grasp on the situation. ‘There isn’t a doctor here.’


‘And I’m telling you, there is.’


I force a smile. ‘Okay. I’ll look out for him. Is there anything else?’


The woman hesitates as if to say something more, as if there’s something playing on her mind, then she flashes a thin smile. ‘Take care, that’s all.’ She turns away without saying goodbye, calling the dog to follow her. I wait until they’ve vanished into the wood, then scan the lawn for Alpen, my gaze flitting to the wall, the garden shed, the remains of what looks like an old greenhouse. But the only movement is the wind in the trees, and the ripple of pink and purple flowers. Alpen’s disappeared from sight.
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Liam


I awake with a start, my heart pounding, my forehead covered in a fine film of sweat. Sitting upright, I run my hands through my hair. My scalp is clammy and my back is cool against the iron headboard. There was something in my dream, something deeply disturbing, something that makes my stomach twist even now. But it darts away from me before I have a chance to catch it. The only thing I can remember is light through a window and the sound of tapping.


Tap . . . tap . . . tap . . .


I swing my head, wondering if I’m still dreaming, but the sound immediately disappears. I smooth my fringe from my eyes, pressing my back harder against the bedstead. I need a shower, a shave, a complete freshen up.


The night before comes back to me, the long drive, the iron gates, the snake, the swinging lantern. St Cross – the place I’d told Jess and the girls I’d found on the internet. House-sitting for the summer. A country mansion in Suffolk. The lap of luxury. God.


I run my hands down my face, ashamed of my lies, then reach along the cool width of the bed, searching for Jess. She’s not there. First day of our holiday and she’s probably organising the house or fixing breakfast. Problem with having a near-perfect wife is I feel constantly inadequate. I turn my gaze towards the ceiling, the black mould spores spreading through the cream, permeating the air. Fleetingly, I wonder if it’s safe, breathing it in. I remember the peeling paintwork in the hallway, the general mustiness, the cracked linoleum in the bathroom where I cut my foot last night.


I turn in the opposite direction, towards the window. In the summer, Jess always sleeps with the curtains open, insisting she likes to wake up with the dawn. But the window unsettles me. A sash window like the window in my dream, crowned with a glass arch. I have the uncanny impression I’ve been staring at it all night.


I close my eyes, listening to the pulse in my ear pressed against the pillow, but the window’s still there in my mind, and another fragment of my dream comes back to me. I was lying in an almost-bare room, staring at the window, watching the snow fall outside, rigid with fear. Fear. That’s the part that doesn’t make any sense. Why on earth was I fearful? I have a boyish delight in snow; I prefer winter to summer, cosy evenings in, watching films with the girls while the weather rages outside.


I hurl myself out of bed and instinctively look out through the window – the real window this time. The driveway is empty except for our car. There’s no sign of anyone else about. No cars. No people. We’re safe here, I remind myself. Flecking sleep from my eyes, I make a fuller inspection of the room we only glanced at last night: the antique chest of drawers, the wardrobe set in the wall with ornate brass doorknobs, the red Turkish carpet and the green chaise longue. If you don’t look too closely, if you ignore the moth holes in the rug and the ripped silk on the chaise longue and the bedsheets that are so old they’re practically translucent, it’s almost passable. I yank open the chest of drawers beneath the window. There’s a pile of folded lace-edged handkerchiefs and old-fashioned knickers, brushes with ebony handles, a handheld mirror. Shoving it closed again, shutting out the smell of mothballs, I wonder whose bedroom this is. Or was. The instructions Callum gave me are clear: Mrs Clarence’s bedroom is locked, but the rest of the house is ours for the duration; we can use whatever we want, there are no other inhabitants, and yet this room . . . This room is clearly lived in.


I open the wardrobe door nearest to the window, the smell of old clothes making me gag. A deep fusty scent of wool and stale body odour. One hand over my mouth, I run the other over rough tweed coats. A sandy-coloured stole, draped over what seems to be an opera coat, looks convincingly like real fur, and when I pull it out, I see the glassy eyes of a fox’s head. On closer investigation, it’s not just the fox. There’s a weasel and another, lighter-furred animal, both turned into hats.


I push the whole lot back into the wardrobe and close the door, then drag the chest of drawers away from the window so it’s rammed against it. It would freak Jess out if she found all this, and a freaked-out wife is the last thing I need. I need this holiday to work. I need Jess to relax.


The door swings open and Xanthe screeches into the room, throwing me backwards on to the bed.


‘Hello, Little Bear,’ I say as Xanthe clambers on top of me.


‘Hello, Daddy.’


‘What do you think about the house?’


She rolls away from me and sits upright. ‘I’ve drawn a picture of our room.’ She shows me the diary in her hand, then unlocks the little padlock, and turns to today’s date. The room she’s drawn is depicted through the bars of the cot. She’d insisted last night she didn’t want to sleep anywhere else and for reasons I couldn’t fathom – I still can’t fathom – it had made me uneasy. The drawing shows the wooden bars, the old-fashioned teddy sat at the end of it, Summer’s bed on the other side of the room, Summer fast asleep, one arm trailing down, brushing the floor, the sleeve of a frilly nightdress.


‘It’s brilliant,’ I say, searching for something constructive to say. We’ve been told Xanthe’s artwork is exceptional for her age. ‘You’ve captured the light, and the furniture, and Mrs Clarence’s old clutter. But you should have drawn pyjamas. Summer was wearing pyjamas last night.’


Xanthe frowns. ‘No, she wasn’t. I drew her this morning, when I woke up. It was exactly what she was wearing.’


I laugh and ruffle her hair. ‘You know best, Little Bear. After all, you’re the one who’s going to be a famous artist one day. We’ll have to call you Leonardo.’


Xanthe jumps off the bed. ‘I prefer Picasso. Come on, let’s find Mum and Summer. I think I smell croissants.’


I laugh again at her wishful thinking and follow her out the door to the landing. But while Xanthe happily patters downstairs, I find myself strangely immobile. It’s the space that strikes me, the cupola, the view down to the ground floor, the doors barring the view of the rooms around the entrance hall. The hall is lined with shadowy paintings, variations on the same religious theme. The fact I’m not remotely religious makes them all the more sinister; it’s like they’re passing judgement, scowling at the nonbeliever. As I stare, I’ve a weird impression the doors in the hallway are gently opening and closing, as if waiting for something to happen. Something to escape. But nothing else moves. Not even one of the mythical cats. Only specks of silver dust, hovering in the murky light from the roof, and Xanthe running into the kitchen.


‘Hurry up, Daddy,’ she calls over her shoulder.


I’m suddenly aware of my vulnerability, standing there in my boxers and T-shirt. I know it’s stupid. Normally, at home, I’d think nothing of padding downstairs in my underwear, helping myself to whatever cereal the girls haven’t eaten, drifting through the morning with a cup of coffee and my phone, then getting dressed fully about eleven. But somehow, here, I feel naked. Really naked.


I turn back into the bedroom to throw on a pair of shorts, catching sight of my phone beside the bed, blinking into life. I pick it up. There are a couple of WhatsApp messages and a notification from my broker. I scan the messages quickly before switching the whole lot to mute, then I grab my shorts from the chaise longue, inadvertently ripping the green silk with my fingernails. I stare at the ripped silk in silent horror, another detail from my dream spiralling through my mind.


The room was green. The room I was lying in, watching the snow fall, was plastered in light-green wallpaper.
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Jess


The kitchen is already causing me a headache. The jars, the newspapers, the dirty floor. How can anyone live like this? I step around what looks like spilled cereal, heading in the direction of my eldest daughter. She’s standing at the window, engrossed in her phone, and jumps when I touch her. I hold my hands up. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you. Have you seen the cats?’ I glance at the empty basket on the floor. ‘I’ve seen the white one and the tabby, but there should be three. I’ve looked everywhere.’


Summer shakes her head. ‘Is there any coffee around here?’ She opens a cupboard and grimaces.


I rub my forehead. I know exactly what Summer thinks about this holiday without even asking. This year’s been difficult in more ways than one. I also know there was a boy at the chalets last year in France, Summer’s first love, a boy she was hoping to meet again this year. I lean over her shoulder, examining the rows of Kilner jars: dried beans, dried lentils, brown rice. No labels, so it’s impossible to know how old this stuff is, whether there’s anything actually edible. According to Liam, we can help ourselves to anything in the house, but the crusted jar tops don’t fill me with confidence.


‘I brought coffee with us,’ I say. ‘It’s in one of the bags.’ I rummage through the plastic carriers on the workstation, find the jar and hand it over. Then I make a decision: I’m going for a walk. Before I tidy this place up, I need some fresh air.


Leaving Summer to her coffee, I step outside. The mustiness of the kitchen is immediately replaced by a tingling sea breeze. The sea is two miles away, and I’m determined to make my way there. It’s exactly what I need after a stressful year, losing my job, finding a new one, trying to make ends meet. I tell myself St Cross might not be perfect by a long stretch, but at least it’s a break, a chance to spend time together as a family. A chance to relax. A chance to spend quality time with Liam. I windmill my arms, then reach behind and massage my shoulders.


From what I’ve seen on the internet, googling in my lunch breaks, the Suffolk coastline is amazing. Maybe Liam will be inspired here? Maybe he’ll let me read his new book? The last one, a fantasy, had sold in the thousands, made the Sunday Times bestseller list, and we’d celebrated with champagne before treating ourselves to a fortnight in France. But since then, there’s been nothing of note – Liam still hasn’t delivered his second manuscript – and in hindsight, last summer seems decidedly reckless.


I breathe deeply, filling my lungs with fresh air, still smoothing the knots in my shoulders. The garden is huge but simple: a two-tiered lawn with a wall dividing the levels, a terrace and a couple of flowerbeds. I decide I’ll spend time out here rather than in the house. There must be deckchairs somewhere, I’ll go rooting for them later.


I walk along the terrace to the left edge of the garden until I locate a broken part of the hedge. I straddle it easily, then walk along the side of a rough-grassed field to a dirt track that follows the perimeter of the wood. Eventually, the dirt track meets the road and a small, red-bricked cottage. It takes me by surprise. I’d not anticipated any other residence for miles. Last night, the place had seemed desolate. I admire the neat red brick, the tidy flowerbeds, the path lined with plastic windmills that fly around merrily in the breeze. There’s a homeliness to the house that is missing from St Cross and, not for the first time in the last twelve hours, it makes me wish we’d found somewhere else to spend the summer. A cottage within easy walking distance of the beach. A static caravan. A tent in a field.


It takes me a moment to realise I’m being watched, stared at by a teenager standing beneath the porch.


‘Hi,’ I say, feeling embarrassed. ‘Do you live here?’


He rolls his eyes at my question and lifts a vape to his lips.


I cough awkwardly into my fist. ‘Do you know how I can get to the beach?’


‘Yes.’


I wait for instructions before realising I’m not going to get any. He’s answered my question literally. ‘Down that road, then. Right?’


‘Right.’ He turns indoors.


I push aside my irritation and continue along the road, passing another cottage, this one smaller and single storey, reminiscent of the gatehouses I’ve seen at stately homes. I wonder if it was once connected to St Cross. Perhaps the original driveway ran through the wood? But the styles are different. The cottage is rectangular and plain, whereas the house is all arches and decorative stonework. Compared to the other cottage, the gatehouse is unkempt. The net curtains at the windows are stained yellow, the garden is a tangle of long grass and weeds, the washing line is spotted with rust. But there are signs of life: pillow cases billow on the line, and a dog yaps as I pass, jumping at the gate, then following my progress along the road until it reaches the far edge of the garden. I can still hear it yapping as I leave it behind, stretching my legs along the tarmac, feeling the fresh breeze against my skin, my eyes watering. The weather’s changed. A week ago, it was too hot to exercise other than first thing in the morning, but today the wind is cutting.


The road bends to the left as I near the sea. I take the waymarked footpath through the field ahead, keeping a straight line towards my destination. I hear the waves before I see them, smashing against the rocks below, the smell of salt and seaweed drawing me down. But reaching the coastal path, I realise there’s no direct way down to the beach from here.


Reluctantly, I turn back the way I’ve come, retracing my steps past the gatehouse and the cottage. This time, I take a direct path through the wood to the house. The wood is deeper than I’d thought, and I’m careful to stick to the wider path, ignoring the myriad smaller openings on my right.


Soon, I’m back in the garden, taking the ascent towards the house. There’s a man in the middle of the upper lawn, fiddling with the starter string on his mower. He tips his cap at me as I near. ‘Morning.’


‘Morning,’ I say, slowing to a halt. ‘I’m Jess. We’re staying here. I’m sorry, we weren’t expecting anyone . . .’


‘Harrison,’ he says, wiping an oil-smudged hand down his overalls. ‘Peter Harrison. I keep the gardens for Marianne Clarence.’


‘Nice to meet you.’


‘Nice to meet you too.’ He shakes my hand. ‘I’m here most days. How are you getting on in the infirmary?’


‘The infirmary?’ A breeze whispers against my neck, lifting my ponytail. I look up at the dark house, the place that until now, I’d presumed was the local stately home.


Peter Harrison follows my gaze. ‘St Cross.’


‘We only arrived last night. We’re still getting used to it. Why did you call it the infirmary?’


He rests his arms on the handle of the mower. ‘That’s what it used to be in the old days.’


‘I thought it was the local manor.’


He shakes his head. ‘The manor house was pulled down yonks ago. It was back there in the fields. There’s only a gatehouse standing now. It was the lord of the manor who had the infirmary built.’


I glance back the way I’ve come, remembering the little house and the yapping dog, but I can’t see the road from here. ‘I’m afraid I don’t know anything about the history of the place. My husband found the house advertised on the internet. We’re looking after the cats while Mrs Clarence is in Scotland.’


Peter smiles sadly. ‘It’ll be the last long trip she makes.’


‘The last trip?’


He picks a callus on his thumb. ‘She had a stroke last year. My wife, Susan, found her on the terrace. We were surprised when Marianne said she was going to Scotland. She’s very unsteady on her feet, poor thing. There’s only so much time before she’s housebound. But she’s proud. Stubborn. She doesn’t want any help, not from the services, not from anyone.’


‘I see. I’m sorry. That must be hard on her son.’


He snorts and chews the callus. ‘Money-thieving bastard. Probably can’t wait to see her pop her clogs. The only time we’ve seen him around here is when he wants something. Is that one of yours?’ He nods again at the house, and I turn to see Xanthe on the terrace, holding her diary.


‘My youngest. Xanthe.’


‘You have more?’


‘We’ve two. Summer is sixteen.’


Peter digs in his overalls, pulls out a packet of cigarettes and lights one. ‘I’m surprised.’


‘Surprised?


‘Marianne isn’t one for children. Never seen children at the house before.’


I look back at the terrace, waving at Xanthe before she disappears inside. ‘What about her son?’


‘Stepson by her second marriage. He was an adult by the time she married Mr Clarence.’


‘And this was originally Mr Clarence’s house?’


‘No.’ He takes a drag on his cigarette and blows out smoke. ‘Marianne inherited the property when her first husband, Mr Laurence, died. Now she’s there all alone.’


I remember the feeling I’d had last night when Liam had flicked on the light switches, the slow blink of electricity illuminating the gloomy paintings in the hall. I can’t imagine why anyone would want to live in a place like that on their own, but then I remember the cats. Mrs Clarence isn’t alone, is she? I mention this to Peter and he scowls.


‘You don’t like cats?’ I say.


‘I’m allergic.’


‘So that’s why she advertised for someone else to look after the place.’


He snorts again. ‘I don’t know anything about that. That’ll be that meddling stepson of hers. Mr Clarence died twenty years ago. She should have cut ties with her stepson there and then. Should have sold St Cross and bought something more manageable. But she’s something of an eccentric. A fact you’ve probably gathered from the state of the house.’ He grinds his barely smoked cigarette into the lawn, straightens the rim of his cap. ‘Well, it’s been nice meeting you. Look after your daughters. If you want anything, we’re down at the cottage.’


‘The cottage? I think I met someone there earlier. A boy—’


‘Our grandson. He’s a handful. Staying with us for the summer.’ He chuckles to himself. ‘Think they know everything at that age, don’t they?’


I smile politely, thinking about the monosyllabic youth, then say my goodbyes before running up the final slope of the lawn. I open the back door to a flurry of activity. The tabby cat skitters across the floor, chasing a tennis ball, followed by Xanthe. Summer is sitting on top of the workstation, scrolling through her phone. Water boils fiercely in a pan on the old range, billowing steam. Liam has cleared a space on the table and is using a knife to prise open a plastic wrap of fish. There’s a smell of cats and coffee and decay.


‘Morning,’ he beams, the knife flashing. ‘I found kippers in the freezer. I’m microwaving them for breakfast and poaching eggs.’


I raise my eyebrows. Liam’s cooking is infamous. ‘I think I’ll have porridge.’


I search through the plastic carrier bags we brought with us from home, find a box of oats, then look for a saucepan, my eyes drawn momentarily to the servant bells.


FRONT DOOR || DINING ROOM || PARLOUR


I take a step forwards, reading another label in the altered light:


WOMEN’S WARD


‘Did you know this place used to be a hospital?’ I say then immediately regret it. Liam hates hospitals. He’s got a phobia, something to do with a botched-up appendix operation as a kid. It’s a white snake of memory on his lower abdomen and one he never talks about. I haven’t pressed him either – it’s the one subject that’s out of bounds. As a result, I’m in charge of all things medical. Whenever the kids get ill, it’s my job to oversee doctor’s appointments, or buy painkillers and cough syrups from the pharmacy. It’s exhausting carrying the weight of it all, but I know I have to. Someone has to.


Liam pierces the knife through the wrap of kippers, stabbing the table. ‘Shit.’


I look at him pointedly and mouth the word ‘language’. From the workstation, Summer rolls her eyes.


‘It hasn’t been a hospital for years,’ I say, trying to play down what I’ve just said. ‘Not according to the gardener. I met him in the garden.’


‘Right.’ Liam sounds relieved but he doesn’t look it, still stabbing the fish through the plastic wrap.


*


I unpack the suitcases, starting in the girls’ room, finding a space in the wardrobe among the heaps of yellowed linen. I make the bed, smooth the blanket in the cot, plump dust from the old-fashioned teddy bear. Marianne isn’t one for children. I wonder who the cot belonged to. It’s an old style, white wood, a painted Mickey Mouse at the head end, a lumpy mattress. I’ll try persuading Xanthe into one of the other rooms, though she’d seemed determined last night; she wanted to sleep near Summer.


I retrace my steps to the room next door, the bedroom overlooking the porch. Despite sleeping here all night, it’s the first time I’ve really looked at it: the huge iron bedstead, the tatty furniture. The wardrobe is much smaller than the one in the girls’ room, and the chest of drawers is rammed against the doors at the far end. I lay our clothes in piles on the chaise longue, counting the clothes in threes – one, two, three; one, two, three – an old habit, but one which makes me instantly calm. As I’m counting, something catches my eye beneath the window. I walk towards it and bend down. It’s a slim notebook wedged behind the exposed pipework, in the space – judging by the marks on the floor – where the chest of drawers had once stood. Intrigued, I pull it out, wipe away the film of dust and cobwebs. I open the faded red cover and realise it’s old. Very old. The pages are water damaged and scrawled with spidery brown ink that’s almost illegible. I turn to the front of the book, and trace the lettering on the inner page, larger than the rest and easier to read: Charles Keller 1847.


There’s something about the writing that pulls me in, that invites me to read further, or rather, spend hours deciphering what’s written there. It’s written, I think, with passion. But not now. Not until I’ve finished tidying. So I put the notebook on the chest of drawers for looking at later.


In the bathroom, I arrange our toothbrushes in a pot and make a mental note to scrub the huge freestanding bath before I take a dip. There’s no shower, and the linoleum floor is so cracked and dirty, I’m afraid for the girls walking on it in bare feet. I leave the door open to allow the air to circulate and explore the other rooms on the first floor: four more rooms filled with junk. Beds are heaped with boxes of books, knickknacks, damp-smelling linen, old scraps of lace, ancient electrical items – radios, cassette players, vacuum cleaners, toasters. Despite my earlier enthusiasm, I decide there’s no point even starting on these rooms; unless Xanthe really wants a bedroom of her own, I’ll leave them as they are. Mrs Clarence is obviously a hoarder and the air is stale; a fusty, rotten smell. I open the windows in each room, just a crack, as far as they’ll go, then close the doors.


There’s only one other room to explore, on the other side of the girls’ room, but it’s locked. Mrs Clarence’s bedroom. I pause outside the door, almost as if I expect to hear someone moving about inside. The smell is stronger here. The foetid smell of the house I’d put down to the cats last night. But, now that I think about it, how can three cats make a building of this size smell so bad? Besides, it’s not just the smell of a festering litter tray. It’s worse than that. It’s rotten and sweet; a smell that creeps beneath my skin. I bend down and press my eye against the keyhole. I can’t see much, but what I do see confuses me. Bare floorboards, a simple chair, a window like the one in the room Liam and I have taken, only narrower and without curtains. There must be a bed, but it’s hidden from sight, and it doesn’t seem exactly homely. There are none of the trinkets adorning the other rooms. None of the soft furnishings as far as I can see.


I look again, pressing my eye harder against the keyhole, but immediately, the space inside turns black as if someone’s thrown a cloth over the doorknob, or someone’s standing right behind the door, purposely blocking my view.


Cold tingles down my spine. ‘Summer? Xanthe? You know you’re not supposed to be in there.’ But even as I say it, I know the girls are downstairs.


I stand upright, testing the doorknob one last time, feeling something brush my legs. I look down startled: the tabby cat is circling my feet. The room is firmly locked and, as far as I’m aware, there’s no other way in. My mind whirls. It’s probably just a cover for the keyhole on the other side, swinging free with the pressure of my hands. But, still I can’t shake the sense there’s someone in there. Someone who doesn’t want me prying.


I’m impressed by a sudden feeling it’s not just the room. I’m being watched from somewhere else in the house. Somewhere along the landing. I spin around just as a scream cuts the air, followed by a deathly silence. The tabby cat slinks away, reaching the top of the stairs and then descending. Do cats scream like that? I must have stood on its tail by mistake.


I watch it make its way down the stairs, into the entrance hall, settling in one of the chairs by the front door. The light through the glass roof changes as a cloud passes the sun. The cat flicks its tail up and down as if it senses something. And I sense it too, or rather, I see it: the doors on the ground floor gently, ever so gently, swaying.







ST CROSS INFIRMARY RULES FOR PATIENTS


• Upon admittance to the infirmary, all patients must bathe immediately.


• Not more than two visitors will be permitted for each patient and only with express prior permission of the matron.


• Patients must keep their beds neat and tidy and, where able, assist in the general tidiness of the house, keeping their person scrupulously clean.


• Indecent language or conduct will not be tolerated. Any such misconduct will, if not immediately corrected, result in dismissal.


• No male patient must enter the ward of the female patients. No female patient must enter the ward of the male patients. No patients must enter the children’s ward without express prior permission.


• Where admitted together, mothers must obtain permission from the matron before visiting their child to avoid unnecessary circulation of miasma.


• Loud talking is forbidden. Only minimal noise is permitted in the wards, landing and hallway.


• Windows must be kept open two inches to aid healing and to freshen the air. Patients must not force the windows beyond this measure to prevent draughts.


• Patients must at all times adhere to the Christian ethos of the house, understanding that disease is in nature both physical and spiritual.
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Liam


I stare at my reflection in the art deco glass above the bathroom sink. It’s cracked at the corners, splitting from the rusty nails that hold it in place. I give myself the usual appraisal: skin far too pale, cheekbones too sharp, hair too grey. I pull down my lower eyelids, inspect the whites of my eyes and the size of my pupils, count the tiny blood vessels. Then I work methodically downwards, measuring my pulse, inspecting my arms and chest for unusual marks or lumps, fingering the white scar from my appendix operation, pulling down my boxers, checking my balls. A routine so familiar, I don’t even question it. I feel a wash of relief when I don’t find anything untoward. It takes the edge off my anxiety, though it never goes away. It’s always there, at the back of my mind. Even now, I can’t shake the haunting whisper: There’s something wrong with me.
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