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			Prologue

			Xanthe, 19 July 1924

			Xanthe stepped through the moon gate, passing through the shadow of stone and drooping wisteria blossoms into blueish moonlight. Overhead, stars drifted among wisps of summer cloud like handfuls of lustrous pearls tossed carelessly on a midnight cloth. A warm wind shivered the leaves. The pale green silk of Xanthe’s evening dress fluttered around her calves, and short strands of red hair blew free of the beaded silk scarf wrapping her head. She looked around expectantly.

			‘Tom?’

			There was no reply. No movement at the entrance to the maze.

			She glanced back. Framed in the curve of the moon gate, the castle shone. Light streamed from the tall windows, painting gold squares onto the lawn. She could hear the faint trilling of the string quartet playing their hearts out in the ballroom. The party was in full swing. The chance of any of the guests wandering away from the steady supply of gossip and champagne and out into the gardens – or of her parents abandoning their guests – was tiny. Still, she couldn’t stay here too long. She would be missed eventually, and she didn’t want to cause another scene.

			
			

			But she wouldn’t go back without seeing him, either.

			She moved away from the lower lawn, towards the topiary maze. The gravel crunched faintly underfoot, treacherous and shifting. Her heels, specially dyed the perfect shade of eau de nil to match her dress, had not been designed for midnight strolls. Beyond the maze, the sea was booming as the tide came in on Winterthorne’s cliffs, far below the castle. Salt made the air tangy.

			‘Tom?’ A little bit louder now. This wasn’t like him. He was always there – always waiting for her. And he especially wouldn’t be late tonight. Not after. After.

			A tiny smile creased her lips.

			This is happiness.

			It didn’t matter what her mother and father said any more. She knew now where her future lay. There would be no more arguments, no more shame, shouting or pleading. Tomorrow she would tell them, and he would be by her side when she did it.

			With one hand trailing over the carefully trimmed curve of the yew hedge, she followed the path deeper into the maze. Overhead the familiar shapes of the cockerel, the peacock, the owl, the swan, formed from the living hedge and carefully tended by Mr Marten – Tom’s father – loomed against the starlit sky. She had played here every day when she was a little girl and had a kindly governess, before the narrow little boarding school and the Swiss finishing school.

			The gravel sounded ahead of her. A masculine shape moved out of the dead-­end hidden in the hedge ahead. Laughter rose to her lips as she went towards him, stretching out her hands.

			
			

			‘Playing hide and seek? You should know that I’ll always find you.’

			‘Oh, really?’ said a deep, familiar voice. ‘Now that you mention it, I didn’t know that.’

			Xanthe stumbled to a halt, her heart knocking hard against her ribs. She took a hasty step back, but her heel turned under her – wretched shoes! – and before she could turn to run a large long-­fingered hand had snatched her wrist.

			Her mind skittered with thoughts. How did he find out? Did he tell my parents? Stupid, I should have brought Rowan with me! And then, piercing through everything else: Where is Tom?

			‘What are you doing lurking out here?’ Her tone was brittle; she didn’t dare appear frightened. ‘I thought you were welded to the wall. Or did the footmen stop bringing you drinks?’

			‘I came looking for you, my dearest, darling fiancée,’ he answered, voice low, deliberately menacing. ‘And now that I’ve found you . . .’

			‘What, Jonathan? What exactly are you—’ She broke off with a gasp as he wrenched her arm, dragging her closer. He stank of whisky, and she could hear his fast, excited breathing.

			The brutal grip on her wrist tightened, twisted, slowly, calculatedly, until her bones protested with hot, elastic twinges of pain. He could break her hand like this. He wanted to. She could feel his gaze on her face, knew the sight of her pain there would excite him. Fear would arouse him even more. She had to keep her expression blank.

			‘I haven’t decided yet,’ he whispered. ‘But whatever it is . . . whatever it is . . . Oh, Xanthe, I promise you will not enjoy it.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Part One

		

	
		
			
			

			One

			Jude, present day

			My flatmate catches me as I’m getting ready to leave for my six-­to-­eleven shift at La Dolce Pizza.

			I’ve still got to tie my bootlaces and put on my coat, but the lip-­pursing and foot-­fidgeting tell me that Penny’s rehearsed a speech. So even though the words, ‘I’ve got something to tell you . . .’ make my gut twinge uneasily, I finish folding my clean apron into my backpack, sit on the arm of the sofa bed where I was asleep an hour ago and try to look interested.

			‘It’s good news. Totally good! Last night Duncan asked me to marry him! Isn’t that amazing? And we’re totally in love, so in love, right? Anyone can see that, right? I said yes!’

			‘I was in love for two weeks, once.’ That’s what I want to say, but obviously I don’t; it would only make me sound ridiculous. Or, worse, jealous.

			It wasn’t ridiculous at the time. It felt real. Like the realest thing, the only real thing in the world since the last time I saw Ma alive. And then it wasn’t, of course. I was just . . . desperate for it to be. Like someone longing so hard for a sip of cool, sweet lemonade that they accidentally gulp down citrus bleach.

			
			

			It’s too late to warn Penny now, though. I ought to have said something, done something, the night she and Duncan met. I ought to have tried harder in all the months since. And now this. She’s staring at me and her eyebrows are starting to come together. There’s a bit of defiance, a bit of anxiety there, but also hope, because that’s the type of person she is. Or, rather, that’s the type of life she’s had. The kind that teaches you to believe things will be all right in the end.

			Shit, I’ve definitely been quiet for too long at this point.

			‘That’s great. Congratulations.’ I try to smile. I know I don’t sound convincing. But Penny’s never been that hard to fool – as the fact she’s engaged to Duncan now proves.

			‘OMG, you had me worried there, Jude! So you’re OK with this? You’ll be OK, right? Duncan said you would be, but you know me – always totally freaking out over nothing.’

			My gut is still twinging. I hate the fact that Duncan has already managed to gaslight her into repeating his ‘whenever Penny has an inconvenient emotion she is just freaking out over nothing’ mantra.

			‘What did you think I wouldn’t be OK with? It’s not like you’ll be getting married and moving out tomorrow, right?’

			Penny’s immaculate, Insta-­worthy brows are meeting above her nose again. ‘God, sorry, I mucked it up. Duncan said I would.’

			‘What? Are you moving out tomorrow?’ I try to make this sound like a joke, but the weird little laugh I pin on at the end is pure panic. Even Penny can pick up on that.

			‘No! No, of course not!’ The words are in direct opposition to the way she’s pursing her lips. Sure enough, she follows up with, ‘We do, like, want to move in together, though, obviously – and, like, I already own this place so it seems a waste for him to keep paying rent? I mean, there’s no rush! You know, just, maybe start looking? For somewhere else.’

			
			

			My life, unlike Penny’s, has trained me to expect a kick in the teeth. It still always hurts, though.

			 

			It’s my fault, is the thing.

			Panic is acid in my stomach, cramping and queasy, as I try to figure out how I’m supposed to find a place that’s a) rentable for anywhere near the meagre sum per month that I can afford, b) in a location that will allow me to commute to both my jobs and still get six hours’ sleep – or even five – and c) will be available within Duncan’s required timeframe of, in Penny’s words, ‘No pressure, but as soon as possible, because his lease is up in May.’ It’s already the end of March.

			I don’t know if I can do it.

			The bus stops with a lurch that makes me slide forward on the seat. My arms are wrapped round my backpack, and I brace my feet in a practised motion and slide back into place as the doors open, allowing in a chill blast of wind and drizzle, and a woman who looks just as downtrodden as I feel. She’s muffled up like a caterpillar in a huge dripping puffer coat, mumbling her destination to the driver as if she’d rather go anywhere else. Our eyes meet as she passes; we both look away quickly.

			I’m probably going to be late. I should have got the Tube. The bus is slow, but it’s also cheaper.

			
			

			The window opposite me ripples and streaks with reflections as we pass streetlights and shadowy bus shelters. My reflection is not looking happy. The extra-­curly baby-­hair bits at my hairline are standing out in a halo all around my oddly elongated face. I look as if I’ve stuck my finger in an electricity socket. As if I forgot to buy . . .

			‘Coconut oil,’ I mutter.

			That’s why I had that couple of quid extra in my pocket. I’d spent it on a sandwich. It wasn’t even a good sandwich, but I still thought it was my lucky day. Idiot. Now I’ll be a frizzy mess until payday. Wonderful. Fantastic. I squash my face into the top of my backpack in exasperation for a second, but only a second. That’s a vulnerable posture. Too vulnerable for a public place like the bus.

			I’m just so tired. I’m tired all the time.

			I was right there the night Penny and Duncan met. It was Penny’s birthday. We had a party in the flat that turned into a scrum. Dozens of people we didn’t even know turned up. Including him. Penny says that their eyes connected across a crowded room: love at first sight. From my perspective, it was more like watching a moray eel lick its lips as it set its sights on a nice juicy mackerel that has flippered too far from the shoal. If eels eat mackerel. What do I know about fish? I do know something about boys, though – I learned a lot of hard lessons from my ex, the lemon bleach – and I knew Duncan wasn’t going to be good for Penny. He was too slick, too loud, too ready to take possession of every conversation and talk over anyone who didn’t bow to his obvious brilliance. His favourite book is Atlas Shrugged.

			Penny’s smart, but she’s not . . . street smart. She never was, even when we were kids living in that same rundown but friendly block of flats. Her mum getting promoted and her family moving to live in a nice big house in a safer area made her even more of a Pollyanna type. She trusts people too much. She trusts life too much.

			
			

			But I didn’t do anything that night. And later on . . . I pointed out how deeply unpleasant Duncan could be a few times. I even thought I’d made her think twice occasionally. But it never lasted, and the last time she snapped back at me with: ‘Duncan said you’d say that about him! He says you’re jealous!’ I just . . . gave up.

			Maybe I could have made a difference if I’d kept trying. Maybe I could have put her off, made enough of a fuss to force her to really look at him. But I was tired then too. I’m always so tired. I didn’t want to have heartfelt discussions about feelings. I didn’t want to care enough for that. So I told myself it was none of my business. Not my problem.

			The thing is that Penny and I were friends, once. Best friends, even, when we were little. All that changed after she moved. Even though we still went to the same school and the same college, we moved in different groups. She was in the shiny group that had designer bags, got dropped off by their lawyer, doctor, banker parents in shiny cars, and were taking shiny A levels in law, or finance. I was in the arty-­grunge group, the ones who always looked a bit grubby, wore jeans that were ripped and faded because they were actually old, not ‘distressed’, and never turned up for the extra-­curricular activities, because we had to work part-­time.

			It was just a coincidence that a friend of a mutual friend knew about my situation – that I was turning eighteen and about to be kicked out of foster care with nothing but a ‘bridging allowance’ to keep me off the street. And Penny had inherited her granny’s flat in Haringey. The place needed a lot of work, and Penny wanted to do it up herself while she finished her degree at King’s College. She needed a roommate to bring in some cash.

			
			

			She probably felt sorry for me. The ‘tragic news’ had to have been all over the college after I dropped out. She definitely didn’t ask as much rent as she could have. But I didn’t complain about the mouldy grout and damp stains in the bathroom, or the toxic smell that came out of the old metal sink in the kitchen, or the pink flocked velvet wallpaper peeling off. She was supposed to have cleared the second bedroom out for me, and I’m still sleeping on the sofa bed in the tiny living room nearly three years after I moved in. She always makes sure that the fridge is full, but I do most of the cooking for both of us, and the washing-up, since there’s no room for a dishwasher. I nearly choked myself not laughing the first time I saw her try to handwash something. She kept making these little noises of horror and disgust every time a bit of soggy food touched her hand.

			It’s been a long time since I felt like the two of us lived in the same world.

			But none of that really matters. I know what Ma would think. I can feel her looking at me in disappointment and confusion, saying: ‘You didn’t even try to help her? You’re better than that, kid. Don’t let the world turn you cruel.’

			How is it that I still have to have arguments with her in my head nearly four years after I scattered her ashes?

			It’s my stop. I whack the bell, skidding a little on the damp lino as the brakes of the bus screech, and I fly out of the doors so fast that they graze my shoulders as I push between them. I run all the way down the road, dodging the puddles on the unevenly patched pavement and a scattering of students larking about on the corner, dart into the side-­alley, sidle past the skips and arrive at the kitchen door cold-­damp-­panting. I don’t have time to catch my breath before I’m walking into a cloud of roasting garlic. The kitchen is sweltering, with lights bright enough to cause retina damage, full of people spinning around each other in a complex, borderline hostile dance of flying pizza dough, red sauce and cheese.

			
			

			‘You’re late,’ Callum snaps as he rushes past me towards the sinks with an empty tray. ‘You’re on section four, table eight wants a high chair putting out and the boss has some post for you in his office.’

			‘Post? Here? What is it?’ Why would anyone send stuff to my work? It’s not like I get anything but junk mail anyway.

			‘Don’t know, don’t care! High chair – table four!’ he yells, heading back towards the restaurant doors with a tray of wine glasses.

			‘I thought it was table eight . . . Hell.’ He’s already gone. It must be table eight. Table four is in section one. I shed my coat, hang it up in the tiny space by the door, drop my backpack and rip my black apron out. I’ve got my pad and pencil – and a wide, vapid smile, vital for tips, especially on a bad-­hair day – ready by the time I step through the double doors into the restaurant. I still feel sick with panic, and a lurking sense of betrayal that might be about Penny or me or both of us. What I want is to sit down in a quiet corner and cry. I don’t want to talk to anyone, and I don’t want to smile. Unfortunately, what I want has nothing to do with it.

			
			

			 

			Five and a bit hours later, I’m hauling my backpack straps up over aching shoulders when the boss, Gary, bellows at me from the doorway of the back office: ‘Where’d you think you’re off to, Jude?’

			I’m knackered, my hair smells of garlic and there’s a puttanesca stain on the bottom of my white uniform shirt, which I’ll have to spend hours scrubbing in the kitchen sink tomorrow – instead of catching up on sleep – if it’s going to be fit to wear for my next shift on Monday. And I might be homeless come May. Various responses to Gary immediately form on my lips, just begging to spill out.

			Luckily – my gig working at the supermarket is a zero-­hours contact, so I need to hang on to this job more than ever if I don’t want to be homeless come May – Gary doesn’t give me the chance for smart comebacks. He raises one beefy arm, his tattoos on full display now that we’ve closed and he’s rolled up his sleeves, and waves something white.

			Post. Gary’s office. Right.

			‘This isn’t a P. O. box, you know,’ he continues as I trudge down the corridor, past the old wine boxes no one’s hauled out to the skip yet. ‘Why are we getting your personal letters here, eh?’

			‘I don’t know. Sorry. Thanks.’ I still have enough hand–eye coordination to nip the envelope off him without having to endure the little game of keep-­away that I think he was looking forward to. I start to jam the letter into my pocket, eager to escape. But something makes me stop.

			
			

			The envelope isn’t white – it’s cream. That kind of thick, nubbly cream that means the paper is handmade using cloth fibres, and probably acid-­free. The kind of paper I used to use for watercolour and pen-­and-­ink work at college. The kind of paper Ma used to save up to buy me for Christmas and birthdays. Good paper. Expensive paper.

			The address is handwritten in precise, flowing cursive script, in indigo ink. It’s for ‘Juliet’, which is a name I haven’t answered to in four years. There’s – there’s a kind of crest? In the corner. A red line drawing, with what I recognise as a heraldic motif, a wreath of oak leaves, with a swan and a padlock at the bottom. And Gothic printing in tiny letters circling it, but my eyes are tired – I’m tired – and my tinted dyslexia glasses are at the bottom of my bag. I can’t make sense of it.

			‘Swan, Lockwood and Swan,’ Gary reads off easily, craning over my shoulder. ‘Sounds fancy. You on trial for something?’

			Shit. A solicitor’s letter.

			The credit-­card companies – actually the debt-­management companies that the credit-­card companies sold Ma’s debts to – claimed their money back out of Ma’s ‘estate’. They sold every stick of furniture we had in the rented flat, the framed prints she loved, the rugs I rolled around on as a kid, her big potted plants that she raised from seedlings, her electronic devices, her books, even her jewellery. By the time they were done, everything I had of my old life fitted into the two battered, stained suitcases that they didn’t want, and my college backpack. I only found out later that I didn’t need to let the bailiffs in, but how was I supposed to know that at seventeen? And I couldn’t have taken any of it with me into the bedsit where the council ‘fostered’ me after our landlord had me evicted.

			
			

			But other than the credit cards all Ma had was student loans and those were written off. So who’s coming after me? Why?

			‘Nah. I’ve come into some money,’ I say carelessly, arranging my face into the biggest smile I can manage. ‘See you!’

			It’s a tiny, petty pleasure to see Gary’s expression wiped clean with shock, but it doesn’t last. I’m experiencing the re-­run of Panic, followed by its sequel, Panic Part Two: Panic Attack, and I’m out of the door before he can stick his nose in any deeper.

			It’s nearly midnight. The streetlight on the corner is flickering, splashing light intermittently on wet tarmac, puddles, the metal grates covering shop and restaurant windows. The students have been replaced by a random drunken bloke humming to himself as he zigzags unsteadily past me, and the slow crawl of taxis heading to trendier bits of the city.

			I need light. I need my glasses.

			I head towards the Tube station at a jog, new sweat breaking over my face, calves cramping with weariness. My boot edge catches on something in the echoing tiled stairway as I’m heading down into the Underground. I nearly go headfirst. The letter floats out of my hand, turning in a gust of hot air from below like a feather. I feel a huge swell of temptation just to let it go, to hope it disappears, stamp it into the slurry of brown muddy footprints if it doesn’t.

			But I don’t. I grab it and manage to get myself down the stairs in one piece, wave my Oyster card at the reader without even taking it out of my pocket and finally collapse on one of the grey metal benches against the cold, curving wall.

			
			

			Normally I’d be fine to read this. I was fine reading the Specials Board, card machine and receipts all night long. But the combination of exhaustion and a freak-­out turns all writing, even the glowing arrivals board overhead, into sideways squiggles. I fumble to get my glasses out, putting a smudged thumbprint on one lens in the process, and finally, finally, tear the envelope open. My eyes skitter down the page:

			 

			Dear Ms Stewart,

			We are writing to inform you of the sad death of your great-­aunt Anne Erskine in September of last year. Ms Erskine was involved in a road-­traffic accident and sadly passed away from surgical complications in hospital two days later. Please accept the sincere condolences of our entire firm.

			 

			What? I don’t have any aunts. Ma didn’t have any family, no one. Her mother gave her up when she was a baby. She grew up in foster care.

			Executors . . . estate . . . transfer of legacy . . . contact us at your first convenience. Then a list of documents they need, proof of my ID.

			It has to be a scam of some kind. Although now I see they are asking me to make an appointment at premises in Lincoln’s Inn Fields, in Holborn. That’s far too fancy to be fake, surely? They must have me mixed up with someone else. Some other Jude – Juliet Stewart.

			I look up at the display. Service due in five minutes. A few other people have arrived and are clogging up the ends of the platform. I fold the letter and put it in the envelope, then slide it carefully into the side pocket of my backpack as I stand up, all the time mentally combing through everything that I know about my family history.

			
			

			My grandmother’s name was listed as Hanna Rugelman. The documents that Ma eventually got her hands on say that Hanna was a foreign student, but not from where. There were no details on my grandfather, so I guess he could have been an Erskine. But how would the family ever have tracked me down, when ‘Erskine’ is nowhere in those files?

			Ma was fostered with a view to adoption when she was a year old, but the couple stopped the proceedings and brought her back six months later stating ‘marital breakdown and/or domestic issues’ on the papers. That’s one of the few things I ever saw Ma bitter about. She didn’t remember the couple at all, but she never forgot the fact that she was supposed to have parents, to be part of their family – and they just sent her back when life got tough.

			‘Like rehoming a puppy that pees on the carpet once too often,’ she used to say, her voice flat with contempt.

			It can’t be anything to do with them – there was never a finalised adoption. No legal tie.

			Ma bounced around different places after that. When she was six, the state put her into a permanent foster placement with an older couple, Gemma and Dan Stewart. They’d fostered dozens of kids over a period of thirty years – Ma was the last. Dan died of a heart attack when she was leaving college. That’s when Ma changed her name to theirs. Stewart. Gemma lived on until I was three, and I have some soft-­focus-­Monet-­print-­type memories that I like to think might be of her.

			Ma never thought of them as her parents, though. They were good people, but they weren’t ‘Mum’ and ‘Dad’. They had a biological son, years older than Ma, and he inherited everything they had. Ma used to say that they’d given her something far more valuable than money or property: self-­belief.

			
			

			It’s because of them that she ended up going to Oxford to study history of art and eventually became the creative programme lead at the tiny non-­profit where she worked until she died. Because of them that she was able to be the amazing, unforgettable person she was. Because of them, in a funny way, that I exist. She met my father at Oxford.

			My father.

			Everything’s gone quiet. The Tube is coming. The ground trembles underfoot. Hot air eddies around me, blowing tiny frisps of hair into my eyes as the train streaks into place alongside the platform. But it’s so quiet I can’t hear a thing except my own pulse. My father.

			I haven’t thought about him in years.

			Stephen Whittaker. He walked out on us before I was born. Died in some stupid army training accident on the Brecon Beacons when I was five, before I ever had the chance to learn why, find out what he was thinking or if he was worth forgiving. I remember – God, I remember – my mother’s plate shattering on the floor, peas rolling across the kitchen tiles. She had caught sight of the newspaper headline. She left the shards of crockery and the ruined food lying there as she reached for the pages. She was crying, crying over the grainy black-­and-­white picture of the soldier who’d died.

			I have the clipping. She cut it out and put it in the back of the oldest photo album with the pictures of her and Gemma and me when I was a baby, and I haven’t opened that book in years; it’s stuffed at the bottom of the suitcase with the posh leather-­covered sketchbook that she gave me right before she died. But there was something in that article about the freak accident and the promising young officer, something, some turn of phrase, that’s making my eyes blur and the hairs all over my skin jump like static. The something was . . .

			
			

			‘Survived by his aunt’.

			I stumble onto the Tube, barely aware of what I’m doing. I need to get it together. I need to think, but all the way home it’s like being in a dream, being high, being in a trance. I don’t come out of it when I get off the Tube, out of the station. It’s started drizzling again outside, but that doesn’t make me snap to, either.

			My father. Survived by his aunt. Condolences on the death of your great-­aunt. Then I unlock the door of the flat and walk in, and the first thing I hear as I stand there in the dark entrance hall is Penny’s voice cracking as it rings off the newly replastered walls: ‘Duncan! Duncan! Don’t stop!’

			Jesus Christ. That wakes me up all right. I shut the door as quietly as possible behind me because I know from embarrassing experience that if Duncan realises I’m there he’ll go even harder. Penny would want to stop, would probably be so embarrassed that she won’t look me in the face for days. And I won’t be able to be in a room with either of them without feeling my scalp prickle hot with mortification.

			I shed my boots and coat and creep into the living room, not daring to put on any lights. There’s enough streetlight coming in that I don’t trip over anything, even the laptop bag that Duncan’s discarded in the middle of the floor. Enough to show me that they’ve treated themselves to a takeaway and a couple of bottles of wine tonight, and left the washing-­up – pretty much every plate, fork and spoon we own – piled haphazardly in the sink.

			
			

			I sit down on the arm of the sofa bed, which I can’t unfold to sleep on now as the noise will obviously give my presence away. Penny’s bedframe, which is a solid thing covered in plush grey velvet, is thudding against the wall a-­rhythmically. Worse, I can hear Duncan too. Like a pig hunting for truffles. I’d give nearly anything for working earbuds.

			I take the envelope out of my bag. I don’t unfold the letter. No need. The words are still throbbing, neon-­bright, in my mind. It’s real. This is real life.

			Tomorrow is Friday. My manager at the supermarket has me booked in for eight-­to-­three. I need those hours. I need the money. I need to scrape together a deposit to move out and rent somewhere else. And as soon as my shift ends, I need to head out to every letting agent in reach via bus ­route and try to find the impossible, an affordable place to rent for a single ‘unskilled’ worker with two part-­time jobs and no references. I need to do what I’ve been doing since Ma dropped dead in the street of a brain aneurism with no warning at the age of thirty-­eight, leaving me without a person in the world who really cared if I lived or died: survive.

			Penny and Duncan have spilled red wine on the new carpet – and on the edge of my tatty old suitcase, which is sticking out slightly from under the sofa ­bed. That’s the suitcase with the photo albums in it. I’m sure I left it tucked well under.

			My phone, my mum’s old Samsung with the cracked screen, is in my hand. It takes two seconds to type the text:

			
			

			Can’t make it in for shift tomorrow, food poisoning, srry, Jx

			 

			I’ve sent it before I even realise that I’ve made my mind up. No, that’s not true: I think I’ve known what I was going to do since I first realised what was in that letter, and what it might mean. I have to find out.

			I’m going to Lincoln’s Inn Fields tomorrow.

		

	
		
			
			

			Two

			The secretary at Swan, Lockwood and Swan didn’t seem flustered about fitting me in at such short notice when I called. I had excuses ready about my work and how this was the only day I was free, but one mention of my name and she was happily booking me in at 9.30.

			After a couple of deep breaths, which do little to make me feel better, I march up the steps to the posh office in Lincoln’s Inn Fields. The door’s open, and there’s a narrow lobby with geometric tiles underfoot and another door, this one painted white and set with large, stained-­glass panels. I stop to stare at them. They’re beautiful. Turn of the century, Burne-­Jones influenced. Stunning flower imagery on the top and side panels, a brunette in blue draperies pouring water from a ewer in the central one. Probably one of the virtues. Mercy, or Charity, or Hope. Exactly the sort of art that always made Ma roll her eyes: ‘Victorian, sentimental as hell.’

			But I love it. I’ve always loved art like this. I used to want to make art like this, before Ma died.

			The front door clicks shut behind me and the sudden silence makes my ears hum. There’s a buzzer here, and when I gently test the handle of the inside door, it’s locked.

			
			

			I quickly unbutton my coat, pull my glasses off and swipe the rain from the lenses. Resist the urge to pat my hair because I know interfering with the curls will just make them worse. Shove the glasses back on, press the buzzer.

			A cheery voice – the same one that I spoke to on the phone – echoes in the little space.

			‘Swan, Lockwood and Swan, how can we help you this morning?’

			I clear my throat, but my voice still comes out strange and gravelly. ‘Jude – Juliet Stewart, to see Mr Swan at—’

			The door clunks as the lock disengages. I step inside, taking one last lingering look at the gorgeous glass, and am hit with a wave of warmth that makes my glasses instantly steam up at the inner corners. Directly in front of me is a reception area. The reception areas I’m used to, at the dentist, or the office at the council, have pitted plastic screens and cheap IKEA chairs. Here, even the photocopier looks as if it’s been polished. A middle-­aged Asian woman in a smart suit stands up from behind an antique desk to greet me.

			‘Good morning, Ms Stewart.’ Her eyes flicker over me. I lift my chin and force my back straighter than it’s ever been: it punishes me with a twinge. ‘Nasty weather, isn’t it? Do take a seat here. Mr Swan will be with you as soon as he can. Would you like a drink while you wait?’

			I could murder an extra-­strong PG Tips but don’t want to ask. I just shake my head, and perch on the edge of the seat of an armchair furthest from the desk. As the woman starts tapping away at her keyboard, I practise some more deep breathing. In through the nose, out through the mouth. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Penny swears by this, but it’s still doing nothing for me. I squirm around in the chair, awkwardly pulling my coat off.

			
			

			‘Would you like me to hang that up for you?’ the receptionist asks.

			Lady, can you not see I am trying to have a quiet panic attack here?

			‘No. Thank you.’ I fold the bulky fabric over my knees and tug at my shirt in an effort to straighten it. An obnoxious chip in the black polish on my thumb catches my eye. I curl my fingers to hide it.

			The clock on the wall above the desk says 09:26. I have been in here literally two minutes and I’m barely hanging on. What was I even thinking? I don’t belong in a place like this. I should be at work. Donna’s going to fire me. Oh God.

			There’s the sound of a door opening, and a discreet murmur of voices. I look up to see an older man, very tall, with cheekbones like golf balls under deep red-­brown skin, and tightly curled pure white hair. The receptionist looks in my direction and this polar bear turns towards me, already holding out his hand. I stand, cramming my coat hastily under my arm.

			His palm is dry and warm against my cold, clammy one. ‘Ms Stewart? Delighted to meet you. I am Gerald Swan. I had the privilege of handling your great-­aunt’s legal affairs for many years. She was a remarkable woman, quite remarkable. Let’s go into my office and be comfortable, shall we? Oh, if you could just give your documents to Stephanie . . .’

			I fish around in my bag and pull out my passport and birth certificate, then hesitate as I place them on the green leather blotter on the desk. But the receptionist whisks the documents away from under my fingertips, and Mr Swan herds me deftly into his office.

			
			

			It’s the same size as the flat that I shared with Ma. Cool, wintry light floods the room through two massive sash windows. On my left is a desk large enough for four people to work at. On the right is a red leather sofa and a chesterfield, arranged around a fireplace that’s nearly as tall as me.

			‘I always think a fire is essential in weather like this, don’t you?’ he says.

			I’ve never seen an open fire before. It’s loud, popping and snapping away furiously, almost as if it might break free and start on the rug or the coffee table next. I nod, drape my coat over the arm of the sofa as neatly as possible, and sit again, feeling like a puppet whose stiff limbs are under someone else’s control. My hands have knotted up in my lap; I can’t hide the scuff-­marks on my boots, or the way that I slide backwards on the slippery leather. The fire is putting out a huge amount of heat, and that and the alarming noises are making my head swim. I’m back in that trance state from the night before and nothing here is real, not even me.

			He sits down opposite me and leans forward. ‘You must have a lot of questions.’

			I do. I ought to have written some flashcards or something, because at this moment the only one that comes to mind is Can I go yet?

			‘Right. Let me just – I just need to make sure I understand – this whole situation. Your client was Anne Erskine, and she was my great-­aunt. But my mother didn’t have any aunts. So Anne Erskine must be—’

			
			

			‘Your father’s aunt, yes. Although she was more like a mother to him, in all honesty. She raised him from the age of ten.’ He smiles at me with disconcerting warmth. ‘Anne Erskine’s will was made shortly after Stephen enlisted in the army. She left everything to him. There’s a codicil stating that if Stephen pre-­deceased her, then her estate would go to his children. You are Stephen’s only child.’

			‘He and my mother weren’t married, though.’ I shift in place. Leather squeaks.

			‘The Family Law Reform Act of 1987 abolished any distinction between the children of married or unmarried parents. Anne knew that.’

			There’s a look of expectation in his face, a kind of emphasis on those last words. It takes a minute for me to absorb the implication. Does he mean – ‘She knew about us? About me?’

			‘She knew that Stephen had a child. I’m afraid he refused to tell her much more than that. It was a cause of some friction between them. Stephen was adamant that you and your mother were better off without him. Better left alone.’ He hesitates, then one hand makes a kind of elegant circling gesture, a movement that conveys resignation, acceptance. ‘He was a troubled young man. Anne didn’t want to take the step of trying to contact you against his wishes, although after he died she made a couple of attempts to trace your mother – unfortunately, without success. She wanted to provide for you as a member of the family.’

			I look away from him, staring blindly at the fireplace. ‘That was nice of her.’

			‘She considered it the bare minimum she could do. If it had been her decision, she would have done much more.’

			
			

			I’m still looking into the fire.

			‘Would you like a glass of water?’

			I swallow hard. ‘I’m fine. Thank you.’

			‘Shall I give you some details about the inheritance?’

			The inheritance.

			She’s left me everything that would have been my father’s. I feel a sudden current of excitement that runs down my vertebrae like electricity. I haven’t felt anything like it in years. It’s nearly too much.

			He’s holding a plastic folder filled with creamy pages. He flips through it, but when I finally look at his face he’s not reading – he’s watching me. ‘Ms Erskine had only a small sum in savings, but she paid into a private pension fund for many years. Because she died before drawing the pension, her beneficiary is entitled to take the pension fund as a lump sum, without the deduction of Inheritance Tax. Probate has already cleared.’

			I delicately remove my glasses, and fold them quite calmly into my shirt pocket. Then I’ve got my hands over my face, clamped tight. I’m sure I look like an utter weirdo. I just can’t, I can’t let him see whatever my expression is doing. Breathing into my fingers, I mumble: ‘How much is in the fund?’

			‘A little over one hundred thousand pounds.’

			A noise like thunder cracks open my chest; a sob that hurts as it escapes from me. Tears pool warmly against the palms of my hands. I can’t even try to pull myself together. All I can do is sit there and cry.

			‘I’ll fetch you that glass of water. Just a moment.’

			The door closes. I don’t look up. I’m trying to hold in more noises, keep a howl trapped inside. I don’t know if it’s a howl of relief or sadness, joy or fury, or all of them.

			
			

			You heard that, right? Ma? I’m going to be OK now. I’m going to be OK without you. God, you have to . . . Please, I need you to know this. I need you to know . . .

			I wish grief was like it is on TV, or in books or films. It’s always extraordinary somehow. Magical. Transformative. But in real life grief is just misery. Misery and aloneness that go on and on and never get any better. You’d toss your sanity in the nearest bin to feel that the person you’ve lost is with you, even for a single second.

			Now, out of nowhere, after forgetting what optimism even feels like, I can stop. Stop worrying, stop slogging. Start again. But I can’t share this with Ma. This isn’t our relief, our good news. It will only ever be mine. It’s the best thing that’s ever happened to me and it feels so empty.

			Mr Swan is clearly used to dealing with emotional breakdowns. The minutes tick by and I realise there’s no way it’s taking him so long to find a glass of water. But his timing is brilliant. By the time he opens the door, I’ve just about calmed down, and finished hastily scrubbing my face with a tissue from my pocket. There’s nothing I can do about my red nose and eyes. Self-­conscious, I take the tumbler from him with a smile and a nod – avoiding his gaze again – as he seats himself and flips briskly through his folder.

			‘Here we are. Would you like to hear about the rest of Anne’s legacy?’

			The rest of it? What else is there? ‘Please. I mean, yes, go on.’

			‘Your great-­aunt had a house. It’s located in a seaside town named Winterthorne, on the east coast, in Yorkshire. It was a gardener’s cottage on the former Kearsley estate. The property is quite small, two bedrooms. We’ve had a caretaker, a local woman who previously acted as Ms Erskine’s cleaning lady, checking on the place and airing it out as needed. The house has been valued at approximately three hundred thousand pounds. Although property in this area is increasingly desirable, if you wish to sell.’

			
			

			He’s been talking slowly, with conspicuously long pauses between sentences – just in case. But I don’t have the volume of emotions left to break down again. I’m stunned, but I’m calm.

			‘Did my father ever live there?’ Where did those words come from? That’s not what I meant to ask.

			‘As a child, yes. I believe he stayed there often when he was on leave too.’

			I don’t know how I feel about the answer. Home. That’s what he’s saying. That cottage was my great-­aunt’s home, and my father’s. Should that mean something to me, even though I never knew either of them? I can’t tell.

			I’ll be honest, the potential £300,000 means quite a lot.

			‘Is that – is that everything?’

			‘Substantially, yes. The cottage is set in a plot of land, which comes to just under half an acre. There was an old outbuilding at the bottom of the garden, which Ms Erskine had converted into a studio for work. It has electricity and water.’

			‘Studio?’ This one word stops me dead. Mr Swan regards me evenly, letting me gather my thoughts as the peppery scent of pencil shavings, the gritty dustiness of charcoal between my fingers, the musical chime of a paintbrush gently hitting the sides of a water jar soak up gently into my memory. There are a million uses for a studio. Photography, pottery, ballet. But.

			‘Did she paint?’

			
			

			He nods. ‘She was an illustrator and artist. A talented one. She won many awards over her career.’

			An artist. Anne – this woman I never knew, this woman who was my family – was an artist. Like I wanted to be. I haven’t picked up a pencil or a paintbrush in years. I don’t know if I ever will again.

			I massage my forehead. ‘What do I need to do? Do I need to make decisions now, or—’

			‘Not immediately, no. We can begin the process of transferring the estate into your name straight away, however. Perhaps an advance on the liquid assets would be helpful? To give you some time to think.’

			At last, an easy question.

			 

			I manage to find my way back out into the city. My legs have gone funny, sort of coltish, that too-­long-­and-­too-­knobbly feeling that you sometimes get after a really bad bout of flu. I think the solicitor could tell because he offered to get me a car to take me home, an offer which for some reason filled me with a desperate urge to laugh and laugh and laugh. It sounded so ridiculously grand.

			It’s still raining; it’s still cold and windy. Everyone around me has their head ducked down, faces grimly screwed up. Their lives are grinding away like clockwork, one second after the next, one foot in front of the other. My clock’s stopped. Just like that. I float around aimlessly for a bit, and then I end up on the Tube, headed to the British Museum.

			I haven’t been back there since she died. After losing the flat, dropping out of college, getting jettisoned from foster care, I didn’t have time for anything, really, but work and sleep. One of Ma’s sayings: ‘Always take the time to refill your soul with beauty.’

			
			

			Wading through the crowds, standing in line to have my bag checked, there’s a low buzz of anticipation in my gut. As soon as I get inside the museum itself, the buzz expands, filling me with a warm glow of familiarity. I’d forgotten how much I always loved it here – this is why we came back, again and again, until it became routine on good days and bad, birthdays, just-­because days. I love the huge, echo-­y entrance area with the ridiculously expensive giftshop on one side and the sweeping staircase out of a fairy tale on the other. The voices all around me talking in half a dozen languages. The Great Court of Portland stone, with the lacy white ceiling arching up overhead to reveal the dark sky, and the contrast of cracked, ancient artefacts on white pedestals below. This place was part of me, part of our lives. I’ve missed it and I hadn’t even noticed.

			I’m braced for memories to hurt, the way they usually do. But for the first time since I was called out of my fine-­art class to the college principal’s office and found two grave-­faced police officers waiting there to shatter my life, I feel . . . OK.

			I wander slowly through the familiar spaces. I look at Japanese netsuke, Richard the Lionheart’s gigantic sword, the fluted edges of ancient stone axes, the Sutton Hoo helmet – real and reconstructed versions – plaster casts of lost stone monuments. None of it is new to me, but it all feels new. I’m still just drifting, until I wind up back at the Egyptian exhibit. This is an old favourite. When I was a kid, Ma had the hardest time stopping me from climbing on this Sphinx’s back. I thought it was a horsie.

			
			

			I sit down on one of the benches opposite a life-­size statue of Bastet. I’ve been refusing to look back for so long, frightened that I wouldn’t be able to go on. Memories of Ma seem almost like dreams. Thinking about her is not the same as the yawning emptiness of missing her, and that constant, almost frenzied longing for safety and care that I, that any child, who loses their parent before they’re ready, feels. Those are the wounds that losing her left.

			I let the memories in, feeling for the impressions her life made on the world. On me. Feeling for what remains, the edges of who she was.

			She always told me, ‘Don’t act stupid,’ or, ‘Don’t pretend to be thick.’ Never, ‘Don’t be stupid.’ Because Ma took it for granted that I was brilliant. It was hard to live up to, sometimes. If I asked her, ‘Ma, what do you want me to put in this salad?’ she’d give me a long look, then say dryly, ‘I don’t know, Juliet – why don’t you try adding some initiative?’

			I put tinned sardines and Hula Hoops in one, once. She ate it. All of it.

			She didn’t understand tact, either. She knew how to be kind. One of the kindest people I’ve ever met. But if I asked her how I looked in something, or what she thought of my make-­up, she’d say exactly what she thought in that moment, then be confused, torn between remorse and impatience, when I dissolved into tears.

			‘Why’d you ask me, then? Don’t you want a true answer? You don’t want me to lie to you, do you?’

			
			

			I’d screech back, ‘I want you to be a normal mum and think I look beautiful in everything, no matter what!’

			I kept on asking her how I looked in everything new, just the same.

			She wouldn’t let me touch my eyebrows. She’d plucked ninety per cent of her eyebrows off when she was a teen, and they never grew back. She hid the tweezers out of every manicure set we had.

			‘You’ll thank me when you’re older,’ she said. ‘You’ll see I’m right!’

			And she was, obviously. Which was intensely annoying back then.

			She had the world’s most amazing hair, a deep brown-­bronze colour that got darker in the winter, brighter in the summer. Sometimes she’d do an intricate, twisted braid, or pull the top half up and leave the rest down. Sometimes she’d sweep the whole lot up into a truly impressive bun right at the crown of her head. I envied her that bun so much. I used to call it ‘the Bagel’.

			‘Oooh, it must be a big day – the Bagel is out. Watch out, funding bodies! Bow down, admins! Cower before the Bagel!’

			I wouldn’t have swapped her for any other parent. Not one who could buy me a mansion and five puppies and a pony. Not one who had sisters and uncles and cousins and grandparents to offer. Not even one who could stick around for more than thirty-­eight years.

			I know who she wanted me to be. What she wanted me to do. Stay in college and get the predicted grades, no matter what. Go to university. Pursue my art. But those dreams withered away once she was gone. It was just too hard, being alone. I’m not the girl that she knew any more. And I can’t guess what course she’d advise me to take now.

			
			

			Here’s another fact about Ma: she always tried to make me forgive my father for leaving. Not for his sake, but for mine. I never really did, but I did forget about him, forget to be angry at him.

			Anne Erskine didn’t deserve my anger, and she doesn’t deserve to be forgotten. Anne Erskine wanted to help me.

			And she was an artist.

			I’m on my feet again, eyes tracing the lines of the giant winged lions near the Balawat Gates. Humans only wish they were half lion. Really, we’re more like snails. We carry a kind of home on our backs, like they do – an accretion of experiences and memories. Our parents’ experiences and memories. Scars from when we fell, patterns of damage that we ourselves don’t even really understand. Like a snail, we don’t ever question the fact that we move through life under the weight of this shell. Even when every hollow curl echoes with grief, even when the weight of those flaws and dreams inherited from our parents is too much to bear, we can’t get away. The shell is part of us. We have to keep carrying it all until we die.

			Anne left her shell, the hollows and echoes of her life, for me to find.

			It’s quiet here between the gates. A little boy of about five or six teeter-­totters past me, giggling. A woman follows, probably his mum, half laughing, half scolding in a language I don’t know. She catches him and sweeps him up in her arms. I meet the mother’s eyes for a second, and she smiles back at me. Then she carries him away.

			I’ve never lived in a house before. I don’t need one that’s somewhere off in Yorkshire, miles from anywhere, in some town that no one’s ever heard of. I’m obviously going to have to sell it.

			
			

			But I could go there first. If I want to. Go to this place, what was it called – Wintercombe? Winterthorne, that was it. There’s nothing to say that I can’t stay there for a few days. I can tidy the place up, go through everything that’s in the house and get it ready to sell.

			That electric feeling sweeps along my spine again, stronger this time, breath-­stealing, exhilarating, on the edge of painful. Hope. I stare at the exquisitely carved wings of the three-­thousand-­year-­old lion. I’m going. I’m going. I’m going to Winterthorne.

		

	
		
			
			

			Three

			‘This is the stop, love,’ the driver says, leaning one burly arm casually on the wheel. ‘The Winterthorne stop. Winterthorne town’s over by the sea there all right, but since the company cut back all the routes five years ago this is as far as the bus goes.’

			I stare out of the window behind him. The road is sunk deep into the hilly land, with a drystone wall backed by a dark snarl of woodland, and a dense hedgerow that runs as far as the eye can see in either direction. The only sign of civilisation is the tiny wooden bus shelter that the bus driver parked next to. There’s no sign of the sea.

			The other passengers are staring out at the dull, drizzly afternoon so hard that I’m surprised the windows haven’t melted. But, seeing the look of panic on my face, the driver sighs. ‘I can take you on the roundtrip if you like, through Welton and back to the station. I oughtn’t to, strictly speaking, but I don’t feel right dumping a young girl out in the middle of nowhere.’

			This is what it’s been like all the way. I’ve been dragging around all my worldly possessions on various trains since this morning and it’s now nearly two o’clock. I’ve left London, left the south, left everything I’ve ever known behind. That was supposed to be the difficult part. I’m here in deepest darkest Yorkshire – and this should be the home straight. Except that fate, the universe, or maybe just the rural public transport system seems to be determined to keep me away. The people at the last train station wouldn’t even admit that there was a bus service to Winterthorne. It was pure luck that I saw the name of the town on the sign for this bus – only it turns out that wasn’t the good kind of luck.

			
			

			I could have given up at least four times already. I’m tempted to again now.

			Instead, I tighten my grip on the handle of my case, and shake my head. ‘No. Thanks. I need to find the town. That’s what I came here to do.’

			I keep telling myself this as the bus roars away. This is the Winterthorne stop. Winterthorne has to be somewhere here, somewhere between here and Welton, the next stop. If I follow the road, I’ll find it.

			The road is pitted and potholed. I don’t even dare walk down the centre – a driver would never see me, not with all these switchback turns. I pull my case along the edge of the verge doggedly, muttering every time the little wheels bounce over a stone or a rut of dried mud and the handle tries to twist out of my hand.

			The track climbs. And climbs. Drizzle spatters my glasses and hot cheeks. My tightly braided hair, which was holding up surprisingly well until now, is unravelling in long spirals around my temples. How can any road be this steep and just not slide right off the side of the hill?

			Right on cue, I see a square wooden pole stuck in the hedge, lopsided, half hidden in a tangle of thorns and ivy. Two faded, peeling signs at the top point in opposite directions, like outstretched arms – one forward, the way I’ve been heading, and one back the way I’ve just come. The sign facing forward says . . .

			
			

			‘Kerningham?’ The Kerningham bus was travelling in the opposite direction, I’m sure of it. I can’t have gone in a complete circle without realising it.

			The other sign, the one pointing back the way I’ve just come, is so faded that it’s impossible to make out what was once painted there. If I squint, I can just about imagine there’s the faint shape of ‘W’. For Welton? Or Winterthorne?

			Maybe it’s W for What the hell were you thinking, Jude?

			Common sense tells me to follow the sign. Turn back. Even if I’m fooling myself about the W, I know for a fact that I don’t want to be heading in the direction of Kerningham. It’s going to start getting dark out here in a couple of hours. I should go back to the bus stop, wait for the next service and, if they can’t tell me where Winterthorne is, give up for the day and find a Travelodge or something for the night. In Welton. Or anywhere.

			I ignore common sense. I’m not sure if it’s pure stubbornness, or instinct, or some submerged memory of the maps that I pored over on my phone’s screen for hours over the past weeks, but I want to keep going. I mean, maybe someone pulled the sign out of the ground somewhere else and just tossed it into the hedge. Onwards and upwards, like Ma always used to say.



OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Italic.otf


OEBPS/image/Zoe_Marriott_author_photo.jpg





OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-BoldItalic.otf


OEBPS/font/ArialNarrow.TTF


OEBPS/image/9781035417834.jpg
The past can hold you
in its spell

% |
.

3
.
[

‘ZOE MARRIOTT





OEBPS/font/SabonLTStd-Bold.otf


OEBPS/image/9781035417810_The_Moonlit_Maze_-_final_proofs_5.png
REVIEW





OEBPS/font/SabonLTPro-Roman.otf


OEBPS/font/HelveticaNeueLTPro-MdIt.otf


OEBPS/font/SabonLTPro-Italic.otf


