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PART ONE









Beth


JULY 1988


The house sat on a gentle rise in the otherwise flat landscape, as if it considered itself a castle in this kingdom of marshy scrubland and water channels and rustling green fields. Pale grey walls, broad steps rising from neat gravel to the front door, row upon row of gleaming square windows, and—


‘Is that a turret?’ I craned my neck through the passenger window. ‘Is this whole place really just for three people?’


‘Four, if you behave yourself.’ Caroline jerked the steering wheel to swing us on to the driveway, bumping me back into my seat. ‘Remember your manners, Beth. Stop gawping.’


The driveway was longer than the road I used to live on when my parents were still alive, but someone in the house must have been watching for us, because already the front door was swinging open. Three figures emerged, and they waited, side by side on the top step, like a proper welcoming committee. Even from this distance, I recognised Leonora’s golden curls and Markus’ thick, straw-coloured hair.


I’d met Leonora and Markus only once before, a week earlier, when they introduced themselves to me at the end of my summer concert. Markus had congratulated me on my performance, while Leonora studied me with an intense, sympathetic gaze. Then, somehow, Leonora had coaxed more details out of me about my life at the children’s home than I’d ever shared with anyone.


Standing between them now, on the top step, was a slender teenage girl, and I knew this must be their daughter, Nina. Nina was the important one. She was the reason I’d been invited here. I wasn’t close enough yet to read her expression, but I crossed my fingers and tried to do the same with my toes inside my too-tight jelly shoes. I hope she likes me.


The car came to a crunching halt on the sun-baked gravel and, for a long moment, nobody moved. Leonora, Markus and Nina squinted down at us from the top step. Caroline, for once, offered no spiky words of advice. I squeezed the door handle with clammy fingers, holding my breath, gazing back at Nina. She wasn’t smiling. Did she hate this idea of her parents? Would Caroline end up driving me – her jaw tight, her knuckles a furious white on the steering wheel – straight back to the children’s home before today was over?


A disdainful squawk made us all glance up as a goose flapped overhead, and the tension was broken. I scrambled from the car, and Leonora’s gazed locked on to mine. Then she started down the steps, her arms outstretched.


‘Beth! Caroline. We’re so glad to see you. Welcome to Raven Hall.’


I leant into Leonora’s hug. Her perfume was powdery rose petals, soft and comforting. When she released me, Markus shook my hand heartily, and then he glanced over his shoulder to where his daughter still hovered on the top step.


‘Nina, come down and say hello.’


All I knew about Nina was her age. When I’d asked Caroline for more information in the car, she’d snapped at me to let her concentrate on driving. So I’d turned my gaze to the blurry fields and tried to recall the conversation I’d had with Leonora and Markus – I’d been entirely oblivious to its significance at the time. Leonora had mentioned that their daughter had recently turned fourteen, but that was it – that’s all I remembered. It meant we’d be in the same school year, since I was only a few months older, and of course, we might have all sorts of other things in common . . . But as I watched Nina skip down the steps and land lightly on the gravel, I felt a lurch of doubt.


Not only was she shorter than me, she was also much skinnier and younger-looking. Her pixie-like face wore an expression of detached amusement, and I tugged at my T-shirt self-consciously, not knowing what to say. No one had explained what was expected of me here; I didn’t even know how long the arrangement might be for. All Caroline had said was: ‘You can go and be a companion for their daughter for a while, until I’m ready for you to move in with me.’


Nina and I studied each other. The adults watched us in silence, as if we were specimens being introduced in a zoo. The conviction that she was going to reject me swelled in my chest until it was physically painful. Then she gave me an unexpectedly shy smile.


‘Hi,’ she said. ‘I’m Nina. I really hope you’re going to like it here.’


Relief rushed into my lungs.


‘Me too,’ I said. ‘I mean, thanks.’ I gestured awkwardly at the imposing grey house behind her. ‘I’m sure I will.’


Leonora stepped between us then, and she placed one hand on the back of my head – she was barely taller than me herself – and the other on Nina’s dark hair.


‘Look at you two,’ she murmured. ‘Like chalk and cheese.’


I stiffened. Nina seemed happy enough to meet me; surely Leonora hadn’t changed her mind? But Leonora sounded wistful rather than disappointed, and Nina sidestepped away from her and gave me an apologetic grimace.


‘Can I show Beth up to her room, Mum?’


Leonora blinked, as if dragging her thoughts back from somewhere else.


‘What? Oh yes, of course.’ She turned to Caroline. ‘Will you come in for a cup of tea? Or you’re welcome to stay for dinner . . .’


But Caroline was already reaching into her car boot and setting my bags and violin case down on the gravel. ‘No, no, I’ve got to get back. Long flight tomorrow, you know.’ She slammed the boot shut, walked around to the driver’s door and fixed me with her sharp stare. ‘Be good, Beth.’


I ground my teeth. When had I ever not been good? I’d never complained about Caroline putting her work before me, even though we were the only family each other had left. Each time she’d promised vaguely that I’d be able to move in with her soon, I’d smiled as if I believed her. Even this morning, when she confessed – out of earshot of the children’s home staff – that she wasn’t quite ready to take me in herself, but that she’d found me a private foster placement, I’d merely nodded politely.


Now, she raised her eyebrows at me, waiting.


I gave her a tight smile. ‘I will, Aunt Caroline. Thank you for driving me here.’


I stood between Leonora and Nina as Caroline’s car accelerated away down the drive, and I knew this was my last chance to change my mind. If I ran now – if I sprinted after her car, waving my arms – Caroline would see me in her mirror, and she’d stop for me; she’d take me away from these people – these strangers. She’d take me back to the children’s home, before flying out to Istanbul or Sydney or wherever her work was taking her tomorrow. I glanced left and right at Leonora and Nina. But why would I want to leave, when these people seemed so welcoming and this house so entrancing?


‘Not even a cup of tea,’ Leonora muttered, staring after the car, but I knew her disapproval was for Caroline and not for me, so I didn’t mind.


Nina swivelled to face me. ‘Come on. Let’s take your things upstairs, then I’ll show you round.’


‘One more thing, Beth,’ Leonora said, also turning her back on the receding car: ‘make yourself at home.’ She searched my gaze and nodded, as though she approved of what she saw there. ‘I mean it. We want you to feel like you’re part of our family here.’


It took me a moment to find my voice. ‘Thank you.’


Leonora’s gaze slid over my shoulder to the house, and her voice took on that distant tone again. ‘It can get lonely at Raven Hall for an only child. It’ll be lovely for Nina to have someone to play with . . .’


I scrunched my toes in my jelly shoes and tried not to let my smile slip. We were fourteen – a little old to play, I thought. But I didn’t want her to think I was ungrateful.


‘Mum,’ Nina said impatiently, shielding her face from the sun’s glare with her hand as she squinted up at Leonora.


Leonora gave her head a little shake and blinked back at us. ‘Okay, run along now, girls. I’ve got things to do. Dinner at seven. Stay out of trouble till then.’









Sadie


JANUARY 2019


Sadie shoves the front door repeatedly to dislodge the pile of junk mail and newspapers wedged behind it. The narrow hallway feels even colder than the street outside, and there’s a damp patch on the carpet where the doormat used to lie. Her mother always kept the thermostat turned up high in the winter; Sadie used to peel off layers and complain it was like an oven in here, and her mother would grumble it was what her cold bones needed. But the central heating hasn’t been on for weeks now, and the air has acquired a musty, abandoned smell that makes Sadie miss her mother more than ever.


She scoops up the post and adds it to the considerable amount already collected in a cardboard box in the corner. With a bit of luck, this will be the last trip she needs to make here – the whole process has taken longer than she’d expected. Most of her mother’s possessions have been cleared out, and only one more vanload of furniture remains to be picked up by the charity shop.


The new tenants are due to move in next week – a young couple with a baby, apparently. Sadie hopes the landlord will warm the house up for them before they arrive; and, more pressingly, she hopes he’ll return her mother’s deposit promptly once she’s handed the keys back. Sadie has lost two part-time jobs in the last twelve months, and the income from her acting is erratic. She desperately needs that deposit money.


If her mother was still here, she’d be snatching up the local newspapers as they fell through the letterbox, circling job adverts for Sadie with her black marker pen, pressing them into Sadie’s hands as soon as she stepped through the front door . . .


Sadie sighs and wanders through to the living room, where an old sideboard and two faded armchairs are the only pieces of furniture left. A half-empty bag of her mother’s favourite toffees still sits on the mantelpiece, and she scoops it up and stuffs it into her coat pocket before checking around the room for anything else she might have missed. Her gaze is drawn back to the sideboard.


It’s scratched in places, but it’s solid wood; an object so familiar from her childhood, she’s never properly examined it before. She runs her gloved fingers over it, searching for other damage, and her heart thuds guiltily; her mother was adamant that all her furniture should go to a particular homeless charity, but what might this fetch on eBay? Enough to cover the shortfall in her rent next month? Her phone buzzes under the toffees in her pocket, and she snatches her hand from the sideboard as if she’s been scorched.


Her agent’s name glows on the screen, and she jabs to accept the call.


‘Wendy, what did they say?’ Sadie presses the phone to her ear. ‘Have I got it? Did they like me?’


She knows it’s a no from the delicate sigh at the other end.


‘Sadie, I’m so sorry. They loved you, but they want someone with a bit more . . .’


Disappointment churns in Sadie’s stomach. Will she really have to tell the charity collectors they can’t take the sideboard after all? And what about next month? Will she have to give in and sell her one piece of good jewellery – the charm bracelet her mum gave her on her sixteenth birthday?


‘Someone with a bit more what?’ she says dully.


‘A bit more gravity, they said. But, listen—’


‘Gravity?’ Sadie spits out the word. ‘For a mermaid in a toy commercial?’


‘Toys are serious business.’ Wendy’s voice is surprisingly upbeat. ‘But listen, I’ve got much better news – a fabulous job offer for you. It’s a murder mystery company, just starting up, and they want to act out a trial run of the game so they can take photos for their website – glamorous costumes at a posh dinner party, that sort of thing. It’s out in a big old mansion in the Fens – gorgeous-looking place, full of dark history . . .’


Sadie straightens, the mermaid commercial already forgotten. ‘Sounds interesting. When’s the audition?’


‘That’s the best bit, Sadie. There’s no audition. The job’s yours if you want it, and the money is excellent.’


Sadie’s eyes widen, but her attention is caught by movement outside the window. The van from the homeless charity has arrived and it’s blocking the road, its hazard lights flashing while the driver looks for somewhere to park. Directly opposite the house, a dark-coloured Audi eases away from the kerb, and Sadie peers into it; she’s seen it parked around here several times recently. But the driver shields her face with her hand as she passes, and Sadie glimpses only a white sports watch, a matching white hairband around the bun on the back of her head. Immediately, the charity van manoeuvres itself into the vacated space.


‘Hold on, Wendy,’ Sadie says. ‘I’m at Mum’s. The people are here to collect the last bits of furniture.’


‘Oh, sorry,’ Wendy says. ‘I can wait.’


Sadie greets the senior charity volunteer at the front door with an apologetic wave of her phone. ‘Sorry, just on a call, are you okay to . . . ?’ She gestures towards the living room.


‘You carry on, my dear.’ The woman gives her a sympathetic pat on the arm, and she and her assistant tug on their thick work gloves as they make a beeline for the sideboard.


Sadie speaks into her phone again. ‘So, how much, then?’ She listens to Wendy’s reply and laughs. ‘Seriously? For one weekend? Of course I’ll do it.’ She hurries up the stairs, embarrassed to be overheard sounding so desperate for money, but relieved she’ll be able to pay next month’s rent now, and the month after, without a problem. ‘So, tell me everything. What does it involve?’


‘Well, I’ve got the actual invitation card right here.’ Wendy sounds a little breathless. ‘I’ll forward it on to you, you’ll love it – it’s all embossed and everything. It says on the front: You are cordially invited to play a game at Raven Hall . . . ’


Downstairs, the charity workers load the last of Sadie’s mother’s furniture on to their van, and they close the front door softly behind them.





She shouldn’t be here. But, oh, how she’s missed her beloved Raven Hall.


She hurries up the driveway, on full alert, prepared to be challenged at any moment. She used to feel so proud of this long, open approach – the way it shows off the grand beauty of the house to any visitor from a quarter of a mile away. But now, the lack of cover feels like a hostile security measure. No matter how tightly she wraps her arms around herself, or how low she shrinks inside her jacket, the new owner could glance from a window at any moment and spot her approaching.


And what would they do, if they knew who she was?


As soon as she’s crossed the last drainage ditch, she veers off into the scrubby grass towards the side of the house, heading for the high wall that borders the back garden. She quickly passes out of sight of the front windows. Only someone peering down from the turret bedroom would be able to see her now.


When she reaches the garden wall, she places her palms against its sun-warmed, wind-softened surface, and it doesn’t feel like stone at all, it feels almost like a living thing. Home, she thinks. Have you missed me?


But she can’t waste time being sentimental.


She hurries alongside the wall and around its corner, and she smiles with relief to spot her beloved old treehouse peeping out from among the leaves at the back of the garden. A little further along is the familiar curving branch that used to give her a route out into the fields to go looking for hedgehogs and badgers. Now she climbs up and over, dropping into the laurel bush on the inside of the garden wall. She wiggles through, scratching her face and hands, until she can see the lawn, and then the garden chairs, and then the back of the house itself. Her gaze skitters from window to window, and back down to the veranda, but the only living creature in sight is a small, white, fluffy dog, apparently asleep, just outside the open French doors.


Slowly, cautiously, she creeps along the garden’s border, ducking behind bushes, parting branches, keeping her gaze fixed on the back doors. The little dog lifts its head and scratches itself behind the ear, then settles down again, and she releases a shuddery breath. She finds a dry spot behind a red robin bush and checks the view across to the back of the house, then she settles in to wait.









Beth


JULY 1988


Nina picked up one of my bags, and I grabbed the other and trotted up the broad stone steps after her, through the front door, and into a huge, wood-panelled hallway. I slowed my pace as I gazed around. The ceilings were twice as high as in a normal house, and old-fashioned portraits decorated the walls at regular intervals. The air felt cool after the July sunshine outside, and the house smelt of wood polish and lavender and safety. I peered left and right, but there were too many half-open doors and ornately carved side tables for me to work out what each of the many rooms could possibly be used for.


‘Come on,’ Nina said, already halfway up the wide central staircase. ‘This way.’


My bedroom was up one floor, at the front of the house, and I dropped my bag by the elaborately made-up double bed and hurried straight to the window. Caroline’s car was long gone. The driveway was empty. And there wasn’t another house to be seen, just fields and water channels and—


‘Is that your lake?’ I asked. On the far side of the parking area, the grass sloped gently down to a band of feathery-headed reeds. Beyond this, an expanse of water sparkled hypnotically in the afternoon sunlight, silver on blue.


Nina joined me at the window. ‘Yes. Avermere, it’s called. After my family, you know – the Averells.’


I gave her a sideways look. ‘I thought your parents were Mr and Mrs Meyer.’


‘No, they’re Markus Meyer and Leonora Averell, actually. Mum says they always meant to get married, they just never got round to it.’ Nina swivelled on her heel and studied me. ‘Were your parents married?’


I blinked in surprise. ‘Yes.’ I pushed away from the windowsill and retrieved both my bags, lifting them on to the bed and unzipping them noisily.


‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t mean to be nosy. I just . . . I wondered, you know, what happened to them, but Mum said I shouldn’t—’


‘A car accident.’ I pulled my hairbrush from the first bag. ‘They were rushing my brother to hospital, he was having trouble breathing. It happened sometimes. They went through a red light, in front of a lorry.’


‘Oh, Beth.’ Suddenly she was beside me, tugging my wrists to make me sit on the bed. ‘I’m so sorry. That must have been awful.’ She gave me a moment to compose myself. ‘So you had to go into the orphanage?’


‘The children’s home. Yes.’


‘Your Aunt Caroline didn’t . . . ?’


I shook my head sharply. ‘She travels for her job all the time. She’s hardly at home at all, some months.’


Nina put on a disapproving voice. ‘Wouldn’t even come in for a cup of tea.’ She sounded so much like Leonora, I felt my mouth twitch despite myself.


‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘Your parents inviting me here is like Caroline’s dream come true – she can stop coming up with excuses now; she’ll be driving home with a clear conscience.’


‘No more niece locked up in an orphanage.’ Nina tilted her head. ‘Is it really that bad there? What’s it like?’


I searched her expression. Did she really want to know?


‘They try to make it nice.’ I sighed. ‘Some of the adults are lovely. But you can never relax for long, there’s always someone doing something . . .’


Nina shifted on the bed. ‘Like what?’


‘Like . . .’ I shook my head. ‘Like there’s this boy who gets to visit his mum once a week – she’s like a drug addict or something. And when he comes back, he’s always really angry, yelling at us for tiny things. And we try to be understanding, you know, because it’s not his fault, but then he takes it too far. He smashes something, or last week he shoved his wheelie chair out of his room and it went down the stairs and hurt another kid. So they called the police, and he spent the night in a cell, and he’s younger than me . . .’


‘Oh, Beth.’ Nina squeezed my hand. ‘Don’t cry. I’m sorry.’


I swiped at my eyes. ‘Bet you wish you hadn’t asked now, hey?’


But Nina looked stern. ‘No, not at all. You can tell me anything. We’re going to be best friends, aren’t we?’


I blinked at her. ‘Really?’


‘Really.’ A second later, she was back on her feet again. ‘Come on. I know what’ll cheer you up. Follow me.’


She was at the door before my mind had caught up. I glanced at my bags – shouldn’t I unpack first? But Nina had said we were going to be best friends, and I wanted to hold on to that promise. I scrambled up and followed her.


There was no sign of Leonora or Markus on our way out of the house, and I supposed that wasn’t surprising considering how vast a mansion it was. I hurried to keep up with Nina, trotting across the gravel and down the grassy slope, until we reached a wooden dock and a little boathouse half-hidden amongst the reeds. Nina sprang down into a small blue-painted rowing boat, and it rocked alarmingly on the otherwise placid water. She looked up to where I stood, hesitating, on the dock, and she gave me an encouraging smile.


‘It’s perfectly safe,’ she said. ‘Here, you sit this end, and I’ll row first.’


I glanced back at the house – were we allowed to do this without adult supervision?


‘Come on, Beth.’ There was a crack of impatience in her voice.


I did as she instructed, and within seconds she was unhooking us and pulling on the oars, and we were leaving the reeds behind us, carving our way through the glassy water. At the centre of the lake was a small island, dense with brambles and stunted-looking trees. Halfway across to it, Nina made me swap seats, and she showed me how to dip the oars into the water, and how to synchronise my arms to keep us moving steadily towards the island’s stony shore.


‘You see?’ she said. ‘You’re getting the hang of it already.’


By the time we scrambled out into the island’s shallows, I was ready for a rest. We sprawled in the shade with our feet pointing at the water, and I gazed up at the cloudless blue between the branches and remembered that this was the first day of the summer holidays. Would I still be here on the last day, in six weeks’ time? I had no idea whether the adults had a specific time period in mind for my stay at Raven Hall, but I knew I’d rather be here than tiptoeing around Caroline’s apartment or stuck back at the children’s home.


I turned my head and squinted at Nina. Her arm was draped over her face, but she chose that moment to lift it off and look straight back at me.


‘What are you thinking?’ she asked.


I was hot and sweaty, and had no energy left to skirt around the truth. ‘I was wondering why your parents picked me.’


She said nothing, just watched me, waiting for more.


‘And,’ I said, ‘I was wondering why you need a companion, anyway. What about your school friends? What about the kids in the village?’ I’d spotted a group of teenagers messing around in the park in the last village we drove through before reaching Raven Hall. It could only have been a couple of miles away; not far to cycle.


‘I don’t go to school.’ Nina allowed that to sink in, and then she added, ‘Not at the moment, anyway. I used to. And I might try it again, one day.’


‘Are you sick?’


She grinned. ‘No. I just didn’t like the school much, so I talked Mum into letting me learn stuff from books at home instead. She treats me like I’m sick half the time, so it didn’t take much persuasion.’ Her face became serious. ‘I’m sorry, that was tactless. You said your brother was ill?’


‘Yeah, Ricky. He had cystic fibrosis.’ I turned my head away. I didn’t want to talk about my family. ‘So, what about friends in the village?’


Nina took her time replying. ‘I do know one boy, but he’s always busy in term time. He’ll come over this week, though, now he’s off school – you’ll see. Why are you frowning? Are you wishing you hadn’t come here?’


‘No!’ I gave her an earnest look. ‘Honest, I’m not. I’m just . . . it was so nice of your parents to ask me, I guess I just wasn’t expecting it. Caroline says they were looking for a companion for you, and she’s going to sort out me going to live with her in the longer term, but—’ I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat. ‘The thing is, I don’t think Caroline’ll ever be ready to take me on permanently. So . . .’


‘Then you can stay here as long as you like.’


‘But you don’t even know me yet.’


Nina pulled a face, considering. ‘I know. But I’ve got a good feeling about you, Beth. Do you know what?’


I shook my head mutely.


Nina grinned. ‘We should swim.’


And just like that, the conversation was over. She sprang up, slipped out of her shorts, and splashed into the shallows. The bottom of the lake fell away steeply, and within seconds she was swimming, heading away from me before curving around and calling out my name. I hauled myself up and hovered at the very edge of the water, flinching as it lapped over my toes, sending goosebumps up my limbs.


‘It’s so cold!’ I shouted.


‘Only at the start,’ she called back. ‘Oh, come on, Beth. It’s amazing once you’re in.’


And again, in response to that note of impatience, I gave in. I copied her by discarding my shorts, and then I waded into the weedy water, only just suppressing a shriek as the biting chill crept up my legs. And I discovered Nina was right. Despite the shock of the cold, it was invigorating to wash the sticky sweat from my skin – to hurl myself forwards and feel the tingle of lake water on my shoulders, my face, my scalp, tugging at my hair, snatching my breath away.


Gradually, my muscles warmed as we raced each other out into deeper water and back to the shallows. It was nothing like the chlorine-fumed swimming pool my dad used to take me to on Saturday mornings; this was slimy underfoot and smelt of swampy wildness. It was exhilarating.


We stayed in until our fingertips wrinkled, and the cold of the lake seeped into our bones. Then we pulled on our shorts and rowed back to the dock. The sun was already drying our hair and our T-shirts, and by the time we’d strolled back to the house, we’d warmed up again. When we reached the front door, Nina caught hold of my wrist.


‘Probably best not to talk about swimming at dinner.’


I was surprised. ‘Why not?’


‘Oh, Mum’s a bit over-protective – she worries about me getting ill, you know? It’s ridiculous.’


I pressed my hand over my stomach, remembering the mouthful of chilly water I’d accidentally swallowed. ‘Is the lake water dangerous?’


Nina laughed. ‘No, it’s fine. Honest. It’s just . . . it’s easier not to mention it. Come on, I want to show you my bedroom. Best room in the house.’


Again, there was no sight or sound of Leonora and Markus as we jogged upstairs, and I hoped the faint damp patches we left on the hall floor would dry quickly. This time, Nina turned the other way on the landing, and she led me to a door at the very end of the corridor that opened on to another staircase. This rose in a spiral, and I realised we were inside the turret. At the top, she pushed open a heavy wooden door and we stepped into a bright, circular room.


A high double bed with a curved headboard nestled against the opposite wall, its sheets and blankets rumpled, scattered with ornately embroidered cushions. Clothing was strewn over furniture and books were piled everywhere, but something in my peripheral vision made me turn slowly, and I found myself gazing at row upon row of eerie faces, all staring unblinkingly back at me.


They were like dolls, but animals. Furry heads with coloured glass eyes, their necks disappearing into the collars of waistcoats and ball gowns. A fox, a leopard, a badger, a walrus – there must have been two dozen of them at least, and every single one set the hairs on my arms rising. How did Nina sleep with all these unearthly creatures watching her?


‘My dad brings them back for me,’ Nina said casually, ‘when he goes travelling. He goes diving sometimes, or climbing mountains. When I’m older, I’m going to go with him.’


I turned my back on the nightmarish faces. ‘What about your mum?’ I wasn’t sure myself whether I meant – does she go on her own travels, or does she go with him?


Nina shrugged. ‘She’d rather stay here. She says it’s a precious gift, this house. She doesn’t like to go away even for one night.’


‘Huh.’ I strolled from one of the four tall, arched windows to the next, pretending to admire the views of fields and drainage channels and the walled back garden. Really, I was buying time, puzzling through my feelings about this strange house and the intriguing, lonely-seeming girl behind me. No school friends, an over-protective mother, a sometimes-absent father – I could see why she might want a companion.


‘Beth?’


I swung around. ‘Yes?’


‘Do you believe in Fate?’


I frowned, thinking of my parents and my brother; thinking of the lorry that just happened to be crossing the junction when they shot through the red light.


‘No,’ I said shortly.


But Nina scrambled up from her bed and came to stand directly in front of me, and she caught hold of one of my hands.


‘I do. Mum says everything happens for a reason, and I think you came into our lives for a reason. I really do think we’re going to be best friends.’


I couldn’t help but return her smile. ‘Yeah, well, that sounds good to me.’ I glanced at the alarm clock on her bedside table. ‘But, um – can I have a bath before dinner? I feel a bit . . .’ I picked up a lank strand of hair and dropped it again.


Nina laughed. ‘I’ll show you where your bathroom is.’


I followed her back down the spiral staircase with a cautious, unfamiliar sense of optimism unfurling inside me. Perhaps it was true – perhaps Nina and I might end up being best friends, after all.









Sadie


JANUARY 2019


Wendy is as good as her word, and the Raven Hall invitation is delivered to Sadie’s flat the next day, along with an incredibly chic, old-fashioned suitcase with Sadie Langton printed on the luggage label. Sadie studies the front of the heavily embossed card: You are cordially invited to play a game at Raven Hall. She flips it over to read the details: Saturday 19th January. Chauffeur to collect you 5:00 p.m. Drinks in the drawing room from 7:00 p.m. Dinner and the Game to commence 7:30 p.m. in the dining hall.’ Beneath this is a handwritten line in looping blue ink: Thank you so much for agreeing to join us – it will be a weekend to remember!


Sadie carries the case through to her tiny sitting room, and she blinks around, looking for a clear surface to lay it down on. The coffee table is covered in paperwork – lists of auditions, bank statements, budget plans, job adverts, a half-written letter . . . She plucks a couple of empty mugs out of the way and sets the suitcase down on top of the layers of paper.


She’s hoping the case contains clothes, and she’s not disappointed. There’s a choice of three vintage evening dresses, each in a different shade of cream or off-white, for the dinner on the Saturday night. A cream woollen skirt suit and a blouse, for wearing at breakfast on the Sunday morning. Two pairs of ivory shoes, one with high heels, the other low. A string of lustrous pearls in a velvet-lined box. A silver brooch shaped like a bird in flight. And, to top it all off, a beautiful, white faux-fur coat. She examines each item in turn before laying them out on the sofa behind her.


Underneath all that is a folder of instructions, which begins with a character description for Sadie’s part in the game. She will be Miss Lamb, ‘newly arrived in the area and seeking employment at Raven Hall’. The mystery central to the game won’t be revealed until the guests sit down to dinner, the folder tells her. Miss Lamb’s preliminary alibi is enclosed in a separate envelope, but Sadie is instructed not to open this envelope until after she’s arrived at Raven Hall, just before she goes down to the drawing room for the pre-dinner drinks.


Sadie hesitates. She’s never been good at obeying rules, but this tendency has lost her two jobs in the past year alone, and on each occasion, she vowed to herself that she would turn over a new leaf. A memory of her mother’s pained expression flashes into her mind – Not again, Sadie. What did you do this time?


Reluctantly, Sadie sets the alibi envelope to one side. She still feels perfectly justified in what she did, as it happens. She’d hated pestering customers at the department store to take out the store’s credit card, and her refusal to try to improve her take-up figures led to sharp words in the manager’s office, followed eventually by her being told not to bother coming back. And then, the corner shop job – all that out-of-date food she was supposed to throw into the bins when there was nothing really wrong with it . . . When the owner realised she was leaving some of it out by the back door for hard-up locals to help themselves to, she was instantly fired.


Sadie sighs.


On the other hand, this murder mystery weekend isn’t an ordinary, rule-bound job, is it? At its heart, it’s just a game, and she’s pretty sure the other guests will cheat too . . .


She squeezes her eyes shut in a silent apology to her mother, and then she snatches up the envelope and tears it open.


A small, square card informs her: Miss Lamb, you spent the morning alone in your bedroom, writing letters. You took a walk around the garden with Colonel Otter before lunch. At some point between two and three o’clock in the afternoon, you visited Lord Nightingale in his study. You can’t remember the exact time, but you were in there for less than five minutes.


Sadie smiles to herself. This is going to be fun.


She tries on each of the dresses in turn, twirling in front of the full-length mirror by her front door to assess their fit. Most of Sadie’s own clothes are second hand – she loves hunting down bargains in charity shops – so she has an idea of what these vintage items might be worth, and she feels flattered to be trusted with them. They’re all beautiful, but the ivory silk dress is the best; it’s so smooth against her skin, she could close her eyes and forget she’s wearing it. The pearl necklace adds the final touch of sophistication. Rather more upmarket than the mermaid costume, she thinks wryly.


She sends a quick text to Wendy to confirm she’ll accept the job. Then she starts up her laptop, and types in ‘Raven Hall, Fens’.


Within seconds, she’s gazing at a grainy photo of a neglected-looking country house with a tower at one end. Ivy hugs its walls, and for a moment she envisions it being surrounded by a thick forest, like a Sleeping Beauty castle, and it makes her smile. But a second view from further away shows only a bleak, empty landscape all around, with a glint of dark water in the foreground.


She skims down the other search results, but there isn’t much. A ramblers’ group blog entry from a couple of years ago describes the house as having been ‘abandoned and uncared for since a tragedy befell a local family in the late 1980s’. Sadie clicks back to the photo and peers at the hazy smudging on the pale walls around one of the upstairs windows. It looks like soot – perhaps there was a fire there. How awful. And how sad that the house then sat empty for thirty years – but what a perfect location it makes for a murder mystery event.


If the glossy invitation and the attention to detail in the suitcase of clothes is anything to go by, the company has the funds to have turned Raven Hall back into a comfortable, welcoming place, Sadie thinks. But even if they haven’t – even if she turns up and discovers it’s still a crumbling wreck – she’ll follow through with the job anyway. Her mother’s landlord hasn’t yet returned the house deposit, and Sadie can’t push her overdraft any higher; she doesn’t have any other options. She’ll cheerfully camp out in a soot-blackened room in a mansion heaving with ghosts, if it means she’ll get paid this month before her rent’s overdue. Besides, the game sounds like it will be fun.









Beth


JULY 1988


Nina gave me the beginnings of a house tour before dinner. We started downstairs, in the drawing room, and I could have spent ages in there alone, looking at the paintings and the grand piano and the black marble fireplace. My fingers itched to stroke everything, but I clasped my hands firmly behind my back. Nina was already marching back out to the hall, and I hurried to follow her.


The dining room felt as big as the entire ground floor of my old house. The kitchen was similarly huge, with a rich aroma drifting from the enormous oven. I could see no evidence of meal preparation on the long, wooden worktops, and I wondered fleetingly whether the Raven Hall family did the same as the children’s home, buying in meals that had been prepared off-site. Nina went straight to the open French doors and stepped out on to the terrace, and she gestured at the wide lawn in front of her.


‘What would you like to see first? Do you like raspberries? We could go and pick some.’


My stomach rumbled, but Leonora bustled into the kitchen behind us and interrupted.


‘Dinner in ten minutes, girls. Leave the raspberries till tomorrow, okay?’


So, instead of heading outside, Nina led me down a short corridor from the back of the kitchen to a long, narrow room that I guessed was meant to be used for laundry. A wooden worktop ran all the way along one wall, with a huge double sink at one end, but there were no clothes or drying racks to be seen. Instead, the whole of the work surface, and much of the tiled floor, was covered in piles of paper. Drawings, paintings and sketches were stacked haphazardly on every surface.


‘Mum’s an illustrator.’ Nina picked up a few of the sketches at random. ‘Have a look – they’re good, aren’t they? She doesn’t sell much, but . . .’


I admired drawings of fantastical beasts and fairy-tale castles and tropical islands. ‘Yeah, they’re great. And what does your dad do?’


‘Oh, he runs a landscape gardening business,’ Nina said. ‘Based in Cambridge. He took the day off today to welcome you.’


I felt flattered, but also bemused. I thought of my own parents’ former full-time jobs at the council, and the modest family home we used to live in, and I marvelled that a gardener and an artist could make enough money to own a house like Raven Hall.


‘So . . .’ I plucked up my courage as we returned to the kitchen. ‘Do you know where my violin went? Only, I like to play it every day, especially since . . .’ I bit back the rest of the sentence. My violin was the one constant in my life; the one activity that kept my grief at arm’s length. Nina looked surprised, but Leonora was removing a casserole dish from the oven and she turned around with a delighted smile.


‘Markus put it in the drawing room, just now, Beth. Please, play it whenever you like. We’re all looking forward to hearing you.’


This had to be a good sign. My newfound optimism glowed a little brighter. Nina and I hurried off to set the table in the dining room, and then the four of us sat down to enjoy the most delicious chicken casserole I’d ever tasted.


‘So, Beth,’ Markus said, offering me a second helping of vegetables across the table, ‘did you have a nice afternoon? You don’t want to go home yet?’


I flinched at the word home, but I didn’t blame Markus for being tactless. I’d lost count of how many well-meaning people had said similar things since my parents and brother died; they spoke without thinking. Leonora, however, shot me a look brimming with sympathy, and then she frowned at Markus.


‘Give her a chance to settle in, poor girl. She’s barely had time to unpack.’


Nina didn’t quite manage to suppress a smirk, and I dipped my head and focused on my food, conscious of the ache in my arms from the rowing, and the tingle of sunburn on my shoulders from swimming in the lake.


‘I’ll tell you what,’ Markus said, ‘I’m sure we’ve got a bike the right size for Beth in the stables. I’ll have a look after dinner and I’ll check everything’s roadworthy, and then maybe the two of you can cycle around the lake tomorrow. What do you think?’


Nina shrugged and looked at me.


‘That sounds nice,’ I said. ‘Can we ride into the village?’


There was a moment of silence, and I sensed I’d made my own faux pas. Leonora appeared to choose her words carefully.


‘We don’t tend to encourage that, Beth. But . . .’ She tried to catch Nina’s eye, but Nina had her head lowered. ‘Nina has a little friend who comes out here to play with her, don’t you, Nina? Jonas, whose mother runs the B&B. He’s a nice boy.’


Nina’s eye-roll was so dramatic, I felt sure either Leonora or Markus would tell her off, but neither did. Leonora turned back to me instead.
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