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Headline from the Western Mail, May 2017:


TWO MORE BODIES FOUND IN THE MURDER HOUSE




It’s been so long since you lived here, and everything and nothing in this town has changed. The graffiti is dirtier, darker, the rot more deep-seated, a smell that lingers, a pus-stained bandage, a red streak of infection meandering away from the rotting heart of it.


This house has always been the entry wound, sealing the infection in so it spreads under the surface, hidden, insidious, swelling and killing the healthy flesh around it. And you. You at the centre: the dirty needle, the rusty knife, the cause and the result.


In my dream, the one I told you about, the dream I have where the house is still just a house and not yet the Murder House, all the rooms on the landing have doors and all the doors are closed. They’re always closed. But last night, the dream changed. This time, the corridor was longer and there was a new door at the end. And instead of running, as I always do, from the dragon in the man suit, half falling in that world-tipping way of dreams and thinking I’ll never get to the end, this time I knew I would make it.


But I don’t want to any more. There’s a door at the end that shouldn’t be there. There’s another door and this one is open.




PART ONE


BEFORE




ONE


Sarah


January 2017


‘Happy anniversary, Sarah.’


When I open my eyes, Patrick is next to the bed holding a gift-wrapped box. He’s already dressed and I glance at the clock – eight a.m. Oh, God – the kids, Patrick’s breakfast. I should have been up an hour ago.


‘Relax,’ he says, sitting down. He pushes my hair out of my face and bends to kiss my forehead, smiling into my eyes as he does so. ‘Mia and Joe have already left for school. You stay in bed.’ He holds out the box and I sit up, pulling the quilt to cover me.


I look at the gift. The paper is silver and shiny, creases sharp and perfect on the edges, curling silver ribbon tied on the top in an elaborate bow. ‘But it’s not …’


‘Not a real anniversary, no. This one is more important.’ He lifts my hand and kisses it. He turns it over, kisses my palm, then up to my wrist.


My mind is scrabbling for the date but then I remember and relax: 21 January, the date we first met.


‘Open it,’ he says, pushing the box into my hand. My fingers fumble over the ribbons and he laughs and helps me, tearing off the paper and lifting the lid of the box.


It’s a CD. I lift it out, frowning, then see what it is and the frown fades. That old Verve album I loved so much. On the track listing, ‘Bitter Sweet Symphony’ is right there at the top.


‘Do you remember?’


Of course I do. I close my eyes and I’m back at that student party: a dark, smoke-filled room, carpet sticky with cheap booze, all of us drunk, a tangle of teenagers sprawled on the floor, passing bottles. Then ‘Bitter Sweet Symphony’ comes on and this man, this ridiculously out-of-place man in a suit, comes over and asks me to dance. All that noise and all those people, no one else dancing, and he twirls me round like we’re in some grand ballroom.


‘I thought we could dance to it tonight,’ he says. ‘You can dust off your Doc Martens and I’ll soak the carpet with cheap rum.’


He kisses me again and this time he lingers. I can smell his aftershave, the spicy, heady scent he’s always worn. I can taste coffee on his lips, feel the rough brush of his cheek against mine. I’m half asleep and groggy and I can’t remember how long it’s been: weeks? Months even? How long since we had sleepy morning sex, slow and languid, quiet because of the children? I reach up to pull him closer but he moves away, letting the cold in.


‘Stay,’ I whisper.


‘I have to go to work. Tonight, though … we’ll go to dinner tonight – somewhere special. Just the two of us,’ he says, back to Patrick all grown-up, buttoned behind a suit, not the Patrick who lay on that booze-soaked carpet, laughing as I danced around him. But it’s all still there, isn’t it? That Patrick, that Sarah? In the curve of his smile, his soft laugh, the way he looks at me as the quilt slips down. All still there, just muffled by the day-to-day.


‘Stay,’ I say again, pulling him closer and sliding his jacket off his shoulders.


He laughs and begins nuzzling my neck. ‘You’re terrible, Mrs Walker …’


*


When he leaves the bedroom, I fall back onto the pillows, closing my eyes, a smile on my face. I could sleep, sneak another hour before facing the day. But Patrick’s calling me from downstairs. I get up and reach for the threadbare dressing-gown hanging on the back of the door. Patrick always teases me about this ratty old thing: he bought me a new, thick, luxurious one I never wear because my mother gave me this a million years ago when I left home. I’ve worn it ever since and I’ll wear it until it falls apart because I have so little left to remind me of her.


Patrick is in the hall, holding up an envelope. ‘When did this come?’


I feel a flash of guilt. I remember the letter. It arrived the other day, handwritten, addressed to Patrick. I picked it up off the mat but, instead of giving it to him, I stuffed it into the drawer because it’s handwritten, because the handwriting is feminine.


‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I must have put it in the drawer instead of on the top.’


I watch him stare down at the letter. I’m ready to apologize again as I go down the stairs, but when I see Patrick’s face, I stop. I recognize angry and he’s not angry. I don’t know what this is.


‘What?’ I ask, and when he looks at me, his eyes are burning and full, like he might cry, and there are spots of red on his cheeks.


He glances at the letter once more, then pushes it into his coat pocket. ‘It’s nothing. Nothing important.’


It is, though. I’ve never seen Patrick look like that before: fear chasing elation chasing … something. Or have I? I have, I think. Once.


Caroline’s text comes through half an hour after Patrick leaves, and she’s knocking at the door ten minutes later, two steaming paper cups in her hands and a stack of travel brochures under her arm. ‘Cappuccino delivery,’ she says.


‘You look disgustingly awake,’ I say, opening the door wider and pushing my hand through my tangled hair. It’s only nine thirty but Caroline looks like she’s been up for hours, fully made-up, hair sleek and shiny.


‘It’s a gorgeous day out there – cold, but gorgeous,’ she says, as she follows me through to the kitchen. ‘We’re going for a walk after I’ve fortified myself with sugar and caffeine.’


I put down the coffee cup and flip through the brochures. ‘Thanks for these – I’ve never even considered the Cayman Islands,’ I say, pausing on a page of turquoise sea and white sand.


‘Have you chosen where you’re going yet?’ Caroline asks, and I sigh.


‘You don’t have to keep doing this, you know.’


‘Doing what? Bringing you coffee?’


‘All of it, turning up every morning, this false-bright Caroline. Up until a few months ago, I don’t think you opened your eyes before midday. But now, you and Patrick, it’s like a relay. He goes, you arrive.’


Her smile fades. ‘Yeah, well, up until a few months ago, I never had to worry about you being alone in the house, did I?’


‘You don’t have to worry now.’


‘Don’t I?’ she says, going to the cupboard and helping herself to biscuits. I shake my head when she offers me one and sit down with my coffee.


I make a mental note to get rid of the coffee cups before Patrick comes home. He doesn’t know – can’t know – about Caroline’s end of the relay.


When my best friend moved into a bigger, better house around the corner from us, she announced it by turning up on our doorstep, a bottle of Prosecco in her hand, saying, ‘Surprise!’ Patrick thinks she did it deliberately to wind him up, and although I denied it, I’m sure Caroline took an extra bit of pleasure in the move, knowing how much it would upset him. She’s known him almost as long as I have and, given how much energy they devote to trying to stop me falling apart again, to keeping me focused on the future, they should be the best of friends. Instead, they’re constantly at one another’s throats.


But I know their concern comes from a place of love, even their petty squabbles, and if their cotton-wool comfort makes me a little claustrophobic, I won’t forget it got me through the bad times.


‘Are you going to Helen’s book club tonight?’


‘I can’t – Patrick’s taking me out.’


She raises her eyebrows and gets another biscuit out of the jar. ‘What’s the occasion?’


I smile. ‘It’s silly. The anniversary of when we met. He always says that’s our real anniversary because he knew he loved me right away.’


Caroline shakes her head and laughs, but I don’t. Do you remember? Patrick said, and his words brought it all back. I fell too, the moment we started dancing. Sometimes, now, I forget. Patrick’s right to make it an occasion, to remind us of who we were.


‘Is this Joe’s?’ Caroline asks, going over to a small framed pencil drawing I’ve propped up on the worktop, ready to go on the wall. Joe, at seventeen, is far more talented than I was at his age. He’s captured Mia in a few bold pencil strokes, sharp, clean edges and soft, smudgy curves. You have to stand back, sneak up on it, squint at it from the corner of your eye to recognize her, but once you see her, it couldn’t be anyone else. It’s like he did it deliberately, tucked his beloved little sister away, hidden on the paper, a constant game of hide and seek. He could have done it as a self-portrait.


‘It’s funny, isn’t it,’ Caroline says, her acrylic nails tapping on the glass, ‘how it’s Joe that’s turned out to be the artist?’


‘Funny?’


‘You know what I mean.’


I step closer to the drawing, trace the edges of Mia’s face. ‘It’s not about DNA. Mia is my natural daughter and we couldn’t be less alike.’


‘Nature versus nurture?’


Joe picked up a paintbrush all by himself. I never put it into his hand. But I encourage his talent, of course I do. I don’t need to have given birth to him to do that. I step to the side and the sketch of Mia seems to turn with me. I wonder how he would draw me. Or Patrick.


‘Why haven’t you told him yet? About …’ she hesitates ‘… about him not being yours.’ Caroline’s husband is a social worker, and ever since Joe reached adolescence she keeps advising me on how best to deal with telling him and I keep shying away from it. ‘Why not just tell him, Sarah? It won’t matter to him, not really. You’re the only mum he’s known. And Patrick is still his father. He’d understand.’


My stomach lurches and I look round, as I always do, to check Joe isn’t lurking and hearing those forbidden words.


Caroline sighs. ‘I can’t believe you’ve got away with it for so long.’


Me neither. The knot of anxiety grows. What happens if at some point he asks for his birth certificate? Is that what I’m waiting for? For the issue to be forced?


I touch the glass of the framed drawing. Joe has always been my boy. Mia and I clash all the time, she’s always been Patrick’s little princess, but me and Joe … Caroline’s saying the things that nag at me in the middle of the night. More so since my own mother died and I was reshaped into this new, broken Sarah with a raw wound that just won’t heal. If I tell Joe the truth, I’ll be taking two mothers from him, me and the long-dead Eve. My own loss broke me – what would it do to Joe?


‘I know … I know we have to tell him, I should have before now, but it seemed like the wrong time when he started getting into so much trouble in secondary school,’ I say. ‘All those fights, the bullying … all those bloody teacher–parent meetings where they talked about him seeing some kind of child psychologist. God, Patrick was furious with them. Our sweet little boy was being bullied and they were trying to make out it was Joe’s problem … I couldn’t throw this on him as well. So I kept up the lie until it became impossible to tell the truth. And it’s not just Joe, is it? How do we explain it to Mia?’


‘Oh, God, Sarah …’


My throat tightens at the familiar worry in her voice and I swallow to clear it. ‘Look, his birth mother is dead. She’s not going to come knocking on the door. We will tell him. But not now. I mean, the accident … he’s not ready.’


‘I could ask Sean to see if any of Eve’s family are on record,’ Caroline says. ‘So when you do tell him, you have the information in case he wants to find them.’


‘No. Don’t. Please don’t. I’m sure if I ever need it, Patrick can give me any information about her.’


‘You’ve always said it’s Patrick doing the stalling but I’ve always wondered if it’s you who’s more unwilling. Afraid of losing your boy.’


‘Of course I’m afraid. Yes, we’ve both lied, but when it comes down to it, Patrick’s still his father. I’m just the wicked bloody stepmother.’


‘Hardly wicked,’ she says, putting her hand over mine and smiling.


My own hand curls into a fist under hers and I frown. ‘But is Joe going to see that?’


‘Is he still seeing the therapist?’ she asks.


I shake my head. Patrick ended the sessions. He said they were a waste of time. I argued until Joe stepped up and told me he agreed with his dad. I’ve kept the therapist’s number, though.


‘Is he getting on any better with Patrick?’


I sigh. ‘Not really. Not since he crashed the car.’


Caroline nods, then touches the drawing again. ‘He’s good.’


‘He wants to go to art college.’


She looks at me. ‘Does Patrick know?’


‘Not yet.’


‘Remind me not to be here when that discussion takes place.’


We go to the park for our walk, coats buttoned to our necks, sunglasses shielding our eyes, Caroline badgering me about where we’re going on our grand family adventure. My answer is, I don’t know. There’s too much else going on, and I can’t quite focus. I think that’s why she keeps asking me, to give me something to hope for.


The park around us is full of dog-walkers and mums pushing prams, eager to be out on the first bright day of the year, pale-faced after being shut up indoors through weeks of rain.


‘Patrick got a letter,’ I say to Caroline, when we stop to rest by the lake. Our breath puffs out in white clouds, and I wrap my scarf tighter around my neck. I didn’t realize the letter was still in my head until I spoke. But I can’t shake that sight – the look on his face.


‘And?’


‘It frightened him,’ I say. ‘Whatever the letter was, it scared him. And there was something else …’


‘It scared him?’ She frowns and I can see she’s thinking the same as I did. Nothing scares Patrick. That’s why the disquiet’s growing. Caroline leans back on the bench. ‘Did you see what it was?’


I shake my head. ‘The envelope was handwritten, that’s all.’ I look at her. ‘I was wondering if he was ill. Or if he’s had bad news.’


‘Was it from a woman?’


‘I was stupid. It arrived days ago and I hid it. I don’t know why. It’s not like I’m worried he’s cheating on me.’


‘Aren’t you?’


‘Don’t be daft.’


Patrick wouldn’t. He just wouldn’t.


Caroline stares at me. She has a strange expression on her face and I can see my face reflected in her sunglasses, pale and worried. ‘Look, I’m sure it’s nothing. But maybe you should see if you can find out what was in that letter. Can’t hurt, can it?’


Patrick’s edgy when he comes home. Joe and Mia are gone. Freed by the knowledge their parents will be out for the evening, they’ve scattered. I’ve already changed into his favourite skirt, the one he bought me for my last birthday. I came back from my walk to find he’d sent flowers that fragranced the whole house, so I’ve dressed up for him.


‘You look beautiful,’ he says, leaning down to kiss me. ‘But where are the Doc Martens?’


I laugh and follow him into the kitchen. There’s a tense energy hovering around him, an electric something I can’t work out as he pours wine for me, water for him. ‘A toast,’ he says. ‘To James Tucker.’


I clink my glass against his. ‘To James Tucker.’


James Tucker – the boy who stood me up a million years ago. If he’d turned up for our date, I’d never have gone to that party, never have met Patrick. He even mentioned him at our wedding, getting all the guests to stand and toast James Tucker, a boy he’d never met.


He takes off his jacket and goes through to the sitting room, pulling the curtain open and staring out at the street. It’s not late. The Sawyer boys from across the road are still out on their bikes, bumping up and down the pavement kerb. It hasn’t been so very long since Joe and Mia were that age, but I don’t think Patrick’s watching the boys with the same wistful pang I am.


‘Are you okay?’


‘Do you ever feel … claustrophobic?’ he says quietly.


‘What?’


‘This house, this street, everything so dull and hemmed in. Not enough space, not enough air.’


I don’t know what to say. That odd energy is still there, humming in the air, and it makes me uneasy. It’s me, not Patrick, who says things like that, who longs for adventure. It’s never Patrick with restless feet and airless lungs.


‘Are you sure you still want to go out?’ I ask. ‘You sound … Are you ill?’


He turns from the window and smiles at me, dispelling my unease. ‘I’m fine – just tired,’ he says. ‘Of course we’re still going out. We’ll have dinner and find some seedy club that plays all those songs you used to listen to.’ He pulls me into his arms. ‘Give me twenty minutes to shower and change.’


The last time I saw my mother, I could see she was thinner, paler. She was quiet, distracted, just like Patrick. Are you okay? Are you ill? I said to her and she wouldn’t look at me. I’m fine. Just tired, she said. I turned away and didn’t ask again. I found the letters from the hospital only after she’d died. A stack of them, unopened, hidden away. Maybe she thought that if she hid the letters the cancer wouldn’t be real.


Is that what I was doing, in keeping the letter from Patrick? Hiding from whatever truth is inside that envelope? But that doesn’t work, does it? The cancer spreads and grows, however much you hide from it.


I go back out to the hall and listen for the sound of the shower coming on. His coat’s right there, hung up. I can see the corner of the envelope still poking out of the top pocket. It’s open, edges torn. I go over and reach for it, pausing to check the bathroom door is closed, the shower still running.


My heart is hammering as I slide the envelope out of his pocket, trying to pull the letter out without tearing it further.


‘What are you doing?’


I spin round, fumbling behind me to stuff the letter back into his coat, but I can’t find the pocket without looking so I shove it down the waistband of my skirt, pull my top loose to cover it. Did he see? He’s standing in shadow at the top of the stairs, still wet from the shower, a towel round his waist.


‘Nothing – I was just …’


‘Come upstairs.’


I can feel the envelope pressing against my back. Why didn’t I just bloody ask him? It’s Caroline’s fault, making me suspicious, hinting Patrick’s up to something, when I know he wouldn’t be. I cling to the banister as I climb the stairs. He pulls me close when I get to the top, burying his face in my hair. His hand is on my waist and he slides it around to rest on the small of my back. His fingers trace the shape of the envelope through the silk of my shirt.


‘I’m sorry,’ I whisper. ‘I was worried. I …’


‘Sssh.’ He reaches under my shirt, pulls out the envelope, his damp fingers brushing my skin so I shiver.


‘I saw your face. I could see you were scared and I was worried …’ I’m babbling but I can’t stop.


His frown fades and he laughs instead. ‘Scared? God, Sarah, I wasn’t scared. I was thrilled. Excited.’


No, that wasn’t excitement.


‘What is it?’ I ask him again. This time he opens the envelope and hands me the folded letter inside.


‘I sometimes drive past it,’ he says, rushing the words out as I read the letter. ‘If I’m out on client visits, I sometimes take a detour and drive past it.’


At first, all I feel is relief. It’s not bad news – it’s not some love note from another woman. But then I focus on the letter and my heart starts pounding again. Patrick takes the estate agent’s details that accompany the letter and stares at the photo of the house on the front.


Dear Mr Walker, the letter says. You asked us to let you know if this property ever came up for sale … My scalp prickles. How many times has he taken that detour? ‘When did you contact them?’ I ask, holding up the letter.


‘A few years ago.’


A few years ago. I swallow bile, bitter in my throat. How many years? Two? Ten? Fifteen? Fifteen years ago is when the family living in that house were stabbed to death by a madman. That was when Patrick started having the nightmares that made him wake screaming in the night.


‘You just rang them up and …?’


‘All of them. All of the estate agents in the area. I asked them all to let me know if it ever came up for sale.’ He looks down at the photo again and I see his hand is shaking. ‘I never thought it would.’


He puts the letter into the envelope and looks at me again, a mix of fear and excitement back in his eyes. ‘It should still be mine. It should always have been mine.’


I shiver and hug myself.


‘I’ve arranged to see it on Wednesday. Will you come with me?’


God, all that wistful hope in his voice … I don’t want to step inside that house, but Patrick doesn’t see what I see when I look at the pictures. He sees the beautiful Victorian house he grew up in, with its pitched roof and gabled ends – a fairytale house before it became the county House of Horrors. He sees happy memories of a childhood lived by the sea. He doesn’t imagine blood on the walls or whispering ghosts. He doesn’t see the Murder House, but I do.




TWO


Mia’s watching something on YouTube that, judging by the stream of swear words, is wildly inappropriate for the dinner table. Joe’s head is bent over his phone, but I can see his smile as Mia shows him her screen and dissolves into laughter. I hum a tune as I finish mashing the potatoes and bring the serving dish to the table. I haven’t seen them so relaxed in weeks.


‘Phones away,’ Patrick says, as he comes in, lingering to stroke my hair before taking off his cufflinks and rolling up his shirt sleeves. Joe’s phone immediately disappears into his pocket, but Mia grumbles as she slides hers onto the table, staring at the screen as a text comes through.


‘Phones away,’ he says again, pushing it back towards her, watching as she gets up and puts it on the kitchen counter. I see her hesitate as it vibrates again.


‘Sit down, Mia,’ Patrick says, carving the chicken, passing slices of breast to me, a leg each for Mia and Joe. ‘The world won’t end if you’re parted from your phone for half an hour.’


He shakes his head as she sighs and stomps back to the table.


‘It’s all kicking off between Tamara and Charlie,’ she says to Joe, as she sits down. Joe shrugs and doesn’t look up from his plate but that doesn’t stop her launching into some convoluted tale of betrayal and heartbreak.


‘Mia, please, give it a rest. It’s like listening to a soap opera,’ Patrick says.


‘God, Dad – you don’t know the half of it.’


‘Good. I hope it stays that way.’ He looks at me. ‘We weren’t ever like that, were we, Sarah?’


I raise my eyebrows, remembering the soaring emotions of our first few dates, both of us giddy with it.


We all jump as Mia’s phone buzzes, then starts ringing.


Patrick puts a hand on her arm as Mia moves towards it, so she mutters something under her breath and turns away. ‘I swear,’ she says, ‘I don’t know how you guys functioned without phones when you were kids.’


Patrick carries on eating, not rising to the bait. It’s me who answers. ‘Mobile phones were invented twenty years ago, you know. We just weren’t slaves to them like you are.’


‘But how did you talk to people?’


‘Well, it was very strange, and you might not be able to comprehend this, but we used to stand in front of the other person and speak.’


‘Oh, ha-ha, very funny.’


‘It was good, actually,’ Patrick says, putting down his fork. ‘Wonderful. I lived in a really small town, but all of us knew each other growing up. Properly knew each other. It meant I could go down to the beach in the summer and guarantee I’d meet some of my friends. Or we’d meet up at the fairground. But mostly down on the beach. We’d all bring firewood and food, stay there for hours as it got dark, warm by the fire.’


‘Talking of the small town your father grew up in …’ My voice trails off as Patrick looks at me and shakes his head. We didn’t discuss what we’d tell the children about the house viewing tomorrow, but I understand enough from Patrick’s white-knuckled grip on his water glass to keep quiet.


Joe and Mia disappear to their rooms the moment they finish eating, but Patrick and I linger.


‘Coffee?’ Patrick asks, as he gets up and takes two mugs out of the cupboard. ‘Or would you prefer a glass of wine?’


I would, but if I say yes, he’ll see how little is left in the bottle he opened for me yesterday. Patrick doesn’t drink – he doesn’t like anything that makes him feel out of control and it’s impossible to hide a sneaky extra glass of wine when you’re the only one who drinks.


‘No, thanks,’ I say. ‘Coffee sounds great.’


He stops me as I get up to clear the table. ‘No, let me do it – you cooked.’


‘How come you don’t want the children to know where we’re going tomorrow? I was wondering about changing it for the weekend, so Joe and Mia could come with us – have a day at the seaside, like we used to.’


He shrugs as he picks up my plate. ‘It’s not a big secret, but I want you to see it first.’ He pauses. ‘It’s not going to look the same as when I lived there, is it? It’s a long time since it was a happy family home and I wouldn’t want the children to see it like that.’


‘I wish I’d known you in your happy-family beach-picnic days,’ I say to his back, as he leans over the dishwasher.


He glances at me over his shoulder. ‘Do you?’


‘I picture it, when you talk about it. My teenage years were all stifling boredom. Nowhere to go and nothing to do.’


He closes the dishwasher and turns to face me. I can’t read the expression on his face. ‘It wasn’t always picnic weather,’ he says.


‘No, but at least you had the freedom to go out with your friends. I was lucky if I was allowed out of the house in the day, let alone after dark.’


‘Your mother could have done with a kick up the arse.’


I freeze. I can’t stand any mention of my mother, not since she died.


Mum was pretty much housebound by her own fears by the end. But each time we’d visit, I’d go with fingers crossed, hoping she’d be better, stronger, that this time she’d say yes when I suggested lunch out, or her coming to stay with us. And each time I’d be disappointed. We’d sit in the living room of the terraced council house that hadn’t changed since I’d lived there, Joe and Mia fidgeting, Patrick glazed with boredom, and I’d feel my cheeks burning as the usual mix of frustration and shame filled me. I’d be torn between wanting to shake her and yell at her to bloody snap out of it and needing to cling to her, the child in me yearning for her to comfort and soothe me. And then we’d get up to go and I’d hate myself for the relief I felt at leaving. I’d want to tell Patrick to drive us home faster but I’d also want him to go back so I could try again, one more time, to drag her kicking and screaming into the world. All too late now.


Patrick watches me as I rise stiffly and start clearing the rest of the table.


‘I’m sorry,’ he says, and his voice is gentle. ‘I shouldn’t have said that. I want you to let the guilt go, that’s all. You couldn’t have done anything for her even if you’d been there.’


The plates and cutlery rattle as I carry them over to the counter.


‘I think I will have that glass of wine after all.’ I sense him watching me as I get down a glass and fill it to the top with red wine, emptying the bottle. ‘Not all of us had an upbringing like yours,’ I say, after the first numbing sip. ‘Some of us need to drink to forget. Cheers.’ I clink my glass against his coffee cup, but he doesn’t return my smile.


‘They’ve said we can look around on our own this time – the house is empty.’


‘This time?’


He laughs. ‘You got me. I couldn’t wait. I went to see it on Monday when I got the letter. It’s been so long, I wanted to see it again. We’ll go for lunch after, make a proper day of it.’


‘Fish and chips on the pier? An ice cream with a Flake?’


He grins. ‘Well, I was thinking of a nice warm restaurant, but if you want chips and ice cream on the pier in January …’


He’s taken off his jacket and tie, his shirt has come untucked at the back and his sleeves are rolled up. We’re driving along the coast road and none of this seems real.


I’m staring down at the details Patrick gave me. I want to be able to share his happiness, his excitement. My childhood home, my dream house, he said, but I can’t forget the other photo of this house, the one that was on the front of the newspapers fifteen years ago. Someone spray-painted the front door and that’s the photo everyone used: a house, police tape still fluttering around the front, broken window boarded up, Welcome to the Murder House spray-painted in red on the front door.


If Patrick’s parents hadn’t defaulted on the mortgage and lost it, it would never have become the Murder House. Patrick and I could have raised Mia and Joe there – picnics on the beach, trips to the fair, fish and chips on the promenade, every shelf and windowsill filling with shells and driftwood and sea glass rubbed smooth by the tide. All the things Patrick remembers so fondly from his childhood that are such a contrast to my own: streets and streets of terraced houses, tiny patches of green, cooking smells seeping through party walls, net curtains and fitted carpets; shoes off in the house and cushions on their points, my mother with her clinging, strangling arms, keeping me in, holding me back behind the double-locked door. The agoraphobia that only she suffered from still managed to keep us both prisoner.


We pull up outside and I blink to rid my eyes of the newsprint version of the house. The red paint has long been covered up, the broken window replaced. I’m surprised at how welcoming it looks, the gate standing open, a hanging basket of winter pansies swinging next to the door, the windows scrubbed and gleaming.


‘Has anyone else ever lived in it?’


‘Since the family who …’


‘Were killed here, yes.’


‘It’s the first time it’s come up for sale. Wait here, I’ll go for the keys.’


I get out of the car and cross the road to lean against the sea wall. The first time Patrick took me to visit his parents, he brought me here afterwards and you could see the contrast sat bitter in his throat. After the house was repossessed, his parents had retired to an ugly, rented two-bedroomed bungalow five miles from here, with no views and no garden. Tiny cramped rooms full of too-big furniture in dark wood. It was hot and airless, immaculately clean, the TV turned up full volume because his dad was hard of hearing. His mother would follow us around, polishing away every trace of our presence even while we were still there. Taking Joe to visit was always a nightmare – he seemed to throw up his milk or fill his nappy the moment we got there and the smell would linger foul in the air. I could never imagine them looking after a baby Patrick – they looked at six-month-old Joe as if he was a weird alien and spoke to him as if he was an adult.


His parents lost the house when Patrick was in his early twenties, not long before he met me. Every weekend, beginning when we were first dating and for years afterwards, as the kids grew up, he’d drive us down the Heritage Coast, stopping in different seaside towns, picnics on different beaches, hunched against the wind, sand in our sandwiches. He’d stand outside seafront houses we could never afford in a million years and he’d get angry. All the relaxed happiness from the picnics would disappear and he’d be all hunched and tense and gritted, and I’d see in him a frustration echoed in me, but on a far more muted level – he wanted it all right now, wanted back what he’d lost. With me, it was a yearning for what I’d never had.


When we went to the bank to apply for our first mortgage and he realized a terraced suburban new-build was all we could afford, he shrank a bit, defeat dragging him down.


‘This should be mine,’ he said, the first time he showed me the house he’d grown up in, before that poor family was killed there. Its big bay windows offered panoramic sea views and Patrick would describe the apple tree in the back garden he used to climb. Who was living there then? Was it them – a young couple like us, children little more than babies, no idea how short their future was?


I asked him, last night as we lay in bed, what he wanted from this house, why he was so desperate to see it again.


I just want it back, he said. Not only the house, but the town, the whole life I had here. The life I should have had. There was something in his face, a fierceness and a vulnerability I’m not used to seeing.


So here we are. I’m not sure what we’re doing, really, beyond indulging a fantasy. Is it nostalgia? Our finances are not much different than they were when we bought the house we’re in now, so it’s not like we’re any closer to living in one of his seafront dream houses. I think Patrick just needs to look, to have this moment of hope. And it’s the least I can do for him after all I’ve put him through, even if I don’t share the dream.


I look towards the faded Welsh seaside town he loves so much, remembering the scruffy cafés, seaside shops selling buckets and spades, the dingy pub and, in the distance, the fairground, ancient and rickety when I was nineteen. God knows the state of it now. I look back at the house and, hard as I try, I can’t see what he does.


He finds me on the beach and jogs over, an envelope of keys in his hand. ‘We’ve got an hour,’ he says. Seagulls circle above us, adding their lonely cries to the crashing of the waves.


‘I was born in this house,’ he says, as he struggles to unlock the front door. ‘My mother waited too long to leave for the hospital.’


Patrick was born in winter and I picture a dark night, a winter storm, the house battered by winds as his mother screamed inside.


‘It should never have left the family,’ he continues, as the key turns and he pushes the door open.


The hall is long and dark and cold, all the doors leading off it closed. A dim light from some unseen upstairs window illuminates the stairs, but all I notice are the hidden corners, dark spots perfect for lurking ghosts. I reach for the light switch but the electricity is off. I shiver as Patrick closes the door behind him, shutting us into the Murder House.


I reach for the first door on the right, but Patrick puts his hand over mine, stops me opening the door. ‘That’s the cellar,’ he says. ‘I don’t want the first room you see to be the cellar.’


He pushes open the door to the kitchen instead and I follow him in. It’s twice the size of ours at home. There’s a small window with peeling paint overlooking a long back garden choked with weeds, mismatched pine units, dusty gaps for appliances. The light from the window is inadequate for this big, cold room. The floor is covered with dirty lino that’s warped and curling at the edges.


Still, I turn slowly, forcing myself to ignore the smells and the dust, taking in the space. I try to imagine Patrick’s happy life here. I picture everything I’ve always envied from the pages of Good Homes magazine and more. How wonderful it would be to have a kitchen where it’s not a struggle to squeeze a family of four around the table. When I lift a corner of the lino, there are black and white ceramic tiles underneath. Some are chipped and cracked, but I can imagine the broken ones replaced, how once the floor must have stretched out, shiny and beautiful.


‘This is not what it was like,’ he says, shoulders slumped. ‘I remember it as warm and bright and homely. I wish you could have seen it like it was.’ He rubs his eyes. ‘God, they kept it so beautifully,’ he says, and there’s longing in his voice. ‘Nothing out of place, no mess anywhere.’


I try not to hear, in this, a criticism of my own habit of shoving mess into cupboards or under furniture and calling the house tidy. ‘I’m sure it must have been messy sometimes,’ I say. ‘I imagine you filled it with Lego and your beloved Star Wars toys.’


He laughs. ‘God, no! Heaven forbid I should leave a toy lying around. You knew my mother. It was spotless.’


‘It was a long time ago,’ I say, walking over to hug him. ‘It’s still the same space as the house you loved, it just hasn’t had the right kind of attention over the years.’ I stop myself saying anything about the murders.


He drops a kiss on the top of my head and smiles. ‘You’re right,’ he says. ‘Picture this: a range cooker and a big wooden table over there. We’ll get new tiles for the floor and the window replaced.’ He steps over to it and looks out. ‘The back garden’s huge – I remember how far it goes back. We could get an extension built, have those folding doors that open right up.’


He sounds serious. I look down at the estate agent’s details in my hand. According to Patrick, it’s been hugely undervalued – advertised cheap so buyers will look beyond its history. But the house is already way beyond our budget, even undervalued, even in this state with all its original features hidden by MDF and woodchip. Patrick’s talking about new kitchens and extensions as if we’ve won the lottery, when on his salary we’d struggle even to pay the mortgage.


He carries on like this as he walks around the house, planning built-in storage in the living-room bay window, a window-seat for looking out at the sea. There’s original parquet wood under the rotting carpet in the living room and it’s fun to think about having that restored, the fireplace unboarded, a crackling fire lighting the polished wood. Oh, to have a home like that – the idea makes my heart flutter and soar. I join in the game, picturing new bathrooms, new carpets upstairs, having it decorated throughout. I get better at ignoring the rotting wooden window frames, the icy wind rattling through the gaps, the black spots of mould in the corners, the uneven walls and floors, the cracks and creaks.


Until we walk into the smallest of three bedrooms. ‘This was my room,’ he says. It overlooks the back garden and a tall tree blocks most of the light, leaving it darker and colder than the rest of the house. The smell of damp is stronger in here too, a musty tang that clings to the back of my throat.


‘I hope it was warmer then,’ I say, rubbing my arms to chase away the goosebumps as a gust of wind sets the branches of the tree tapping on the glass. Did the tree do that when Patrick was a boy? Middle of the night, curtains closed, something tap-tapping on the window …


‘Not really. The heating never seemed to work.’ He walks over to the window and peers out. ‘But I could get out by climbing down the tree.’


‘Sneaking out to meet girls?’


He glances at me with a half-smile. ‘Maybe. You jealous?’


I stand next to him, trying to imagine a teenage Patrick sneaking out to meet a girlfriend for moonlit walks on the beach.


‘Come and look at this room,’ he says, holding out his hand. I notice he closes the door of his old bedroom as we leave. All the other doors he’s left wide open, but this one he closes tight.


We stand together in one of the bedrooms at the front of the house, looking out of the window. The sun has come out and, reflecting the sky, the sea looks blue rather than its usual churning grey-green. It’s like Patrick ordered this weather especially.


‘Can you picture it, Sarah?’ he says, reaching for my hand again. ‘Everything you’ve gone through in the last year – everything we’ve gone through – it would all be wiped away if we moved here. No reminders, a fresh start.’


‘A fresh start? Here? I know this was your home and I see that it could be so beautiful, but how can you get past what happened here? Can you forget that people … that that family was …’ I swallow my words.


He studies my face for a few moments too long, and then his smile is back. ‘It was a tragedy, I know. A horrible, horrible tragedy. But it was such a long time ago. The house is just a house, Sarah. What – do you expect their killer to come back fifteen years later?’ He laughs, and looks around the room. ‘You think he’s still hiding in a cupboard somewhere?’


My smile in response is half-hearted, reluctant. He’s right, of course he is. But still …


‘Just think: this would be our room. This would be the view we’d wake up to every day. It could be like your doll’s house – remember?’


Of course I remember. My dad gave me a second-hand doll’s house for my eighth birthday, a beautiful old-fashioned wooden doll’s house. But when I opened it, the walls had been scribbled on by its previous owner, and there was no furniture, no family of dolls to inhabit it.


Don’t worry, my dad said. We can make the inside as beautiful as the outside. And we did. Dad painted all the walls in soft, warm colours. He varnished the floors to look like they were made of polished wood. I made little rugs and curtains from scraps of material Mum gave me. That Christmas, a little wooden family appeared under the tree: a wooden mum, dad and two wooden children. And each time Dad came back from one of his sales trips, he’d bring a new piece of furniture.


I’d stopped playing with it by the time Dad left when I was twelve. But in those horrible years after, when we were scraping by on benefits and Mum was barely functioning, I’d sit in front of that doll’s house and stare at all those perfect rooms and the perfect wooden family and wish that was my real life.


And here’s Patrick telling me it’s possible. We could paint those walls and floors, fill this house with beautiful furniture bought one piece at a time, chase away the bad memories, give ourselves, and this house, a new start. We could be the perfect wooden family.


I close my eyes and for a second, I can picture it. I hear the faint sound of a wind chime. I see myself waking up in a room like this, sun streaming in; I see myself on the window-seat Patrick’s going to build. Curled up, watching the sea, watching the seasons pass, a fire in the winter, candles burning on a mantelpiece, windows open in the summer, the smell of the sea and the cries of the seagulls drifting in. If we lived somewhere like this, the children would lose their suburban pallor, get some colour in their cheeks. For a moment, I do see this as Patrick’s house, the house he was born in, the house he’s always loved.


When we lived in Patrick’s old flat, and Joe was a baby, he used to laugh at my obsession with magazines like Good Homes and House Beautiful. I’d spend hours drooling over pictures of Victorian houses just like this one, all polished wood and open fireplaces. Alcoves with built-in shelving and heritage colours on the walls. Patrick would tell me stories of his childhood and the yearning would become a physical ache. When did I stop buying those magazines? Was it when we moved into our current house, so bland and boxy?


‘I’ve missed this,’ I say, opening my eyes.


‘What?’


‘You. Like this. All enthusiastic and passionate – it reminds me of when we first met.’


‘Before the drudgery of careers and mortgages and children, you mean?’ he says, eyebrows raised.


‘No, that’s not it … It’s me as well, not only you. I miss … that freedom we used to have together, the moments of saying, “Sod it, let’s do it anyway.”’ I glance at him.


He looks away from me and back out at the sea. All that yearning is right there on his face and, like the other morning when he bent to kiss me, I wonder again how long it is since that look made me drag him to the nearest bed.


‘Sod it,’ he mutters, squeezing my hand.


‘What?’


‘You’re right. Let’s do it. Let’s say sod it and do it anyway. What do you say, Sarah? Another adventure?’


I blink. Wait. That’s not what I meant. The Murder House isn’t the adventure I’m after. It wouldn’t be a roller-coaster trip – this would be a ride on the ghost train. I shake my head. ‘We can’t. We can’t possibly afford it.’


He’s still looking at the view, but even from the side I can see the way his face changes. ‘There’s your mother’s money.’


No. In that moment, that gap, all the adventures I’ve ever dreamed of hover there. My mother didn’t have vast amounts of money to leave. She didn’t own her own home, but she did save small amounts over decades and decades for God knows what because she never went anywhere, never did anything. When the money came through after she died, I looked at that fucking savings book and cried for hours. What was it all for? A hundred pounds a month, every month for nearly two decades. A little over twenty grand and she never touched any of it. It broke my heart, and I got so sad and so angry with myself for not knowing, for not being there enough to understand her longing, to the point of trying to tear up that damn savings book. Patrick had to wrestle it out of my hands as I cried and raged. What was it bloody for?


I’m not going to do the same. I’m not going to let my mother’s money stagnate in a mediocre-interest ISA account. I’m going to have an adventure. I like to think that’s what Mum meant it for. I’ve spent months looking through the travel brochures that Caroline brings me, reading itineraries of safari tours, cruises to see the Northern Lights, deserted beaches and hot, crowded cities. I want to do it all. Me, Patrick, Joe and Mia. We’re going to have the kind of adventures we’ll always remember, together as a family.


The only thing holding me back, besides the push and pull of everyday life, is … how do you choose? All the places, the whole world, how do you choose when you’ve never been anywhere before? I want to sink my toes into white sand on a deserted beach, swim naked in the sea, jostle my way through all the sights and sounds and tastes of a foreign marketplace, sweating and claustrophobic, buzzing and alive. Six months on, the money is still sitting there, untouched. Maybe that’s what my mother did. Dad left when I was twelve, walked out without a word and never came back. Is that when she started saving? Hoping she’d head off on some grand adventure, where she’d get to the middle of the deepest rainforest and there he’d be: my dad, her missing husband, waiting?


I don’t know yet what our adventure is going to be, but it won’t be this house. No matter what dreams you pour into it, this is still the Murder House. How would we ever get past that? How could any of us forget? Someone died in this room – not just died: they were murdered. A whole family. Butchered, ripped apart, blood on the walls. Every wall that’s been repainted, I would know what’s underneath, what they had to cover up.


‘I can’t live here,’ I say.


Patrick’s blue eyes stop shining.




THREE


‘Mum?’


The bruise has darkened overnight, changing from a red mark to a faint blue, deepening to purple. It’s like a painting I once did of the Northern Lights, the aurora borealis there under my skin. I watch it, waiting for it to flicker and flash and change colour right in front of my eyes.


‘Mum?’


Mia touches my shoulder and I jump. I blink away the light show.


She’s dressed for school, a familiar scowl on her face. ‘Where’s my PE kit?’


‘PE kit?’


‘For God’s sake, Mum, you said you’d wash it for me. I’ll get a stupid bloody detention if I don’t take it.’ She whirls round to storm out but stops, staring at my arm. Did the bruise change colour again?


‘Where did you get that?’ she asks, a different edge to her voice.


‘I hit it on the door handle,’ I say. I’d got up last night and stumbled, bashed into the door in the dark. We’d argued, Patrick and I. He’d stopped at the garage on the way back from the house viewing and bought a copy of Good Homes. He flicked through the pages, pointing out all those perfect period homes, telling me all his plans and ideas, and then I called it the Murder House, baiting him, bitchy after three glasses of wine and still raw from his wanting to use my mother’s money.


‘Maybe you should lay off the bloody wine,’ Mia says, half in and half out of the room, and I hear disgust in her voice, a coldness that never used to be there.


‘Mia, will you just stop—’ My voice is sharp.


‘Stop what?’ There’s a challenge in her voice. She’s doing what I did to Patrick – baiting me. She wants me to call her out, so she can let rip with the simmering resentment that’s been building in her ever since my mother died and I fell apart. At fifteen she’s growing up so fast, and while I try to cling to the mother–daughter bond, she seems to want to hack it apart as bloodily as possible. She’s hurting, I remind myself. Because of me. She attacks because she’s scared. Me shouting back won’t help.


‘Nothing, forget it,’ I say, and her shoulders slump as she turns away.


‘Mia?’ I call, as she moves off. I’m looking for my little girl underneath the stretched gawkiness of a too-fast growth spurt. ‘Want to go shopping on Saturday?’


‘Saturday? I can’t. It’s Lara’s birthday. Dad’s promised to take me for lunch, and I’m going to the cinema with the girls before the party.’


‘Okay. Never mind. It’s been a while, that’s all. Another time.’


She hesitates in the doorway. I see the conflict in her face, the teetering between her spoiling for a fight and the temptation of my peace-offering of a shopping trip. ‘But I could do with something new to wear for Lara’s party.’ She grins. ‘Dad said he’d get me something, but he’d probably take me to Laura Ashley.’


Her grin is for Patrick, not me, but I smile back. She’s right – Patrick wants her still to be seven, wearing frilly party dresses. ‘He probably would.’


She chews the ends of her hair and I wait.


‘What about today?’


‘Today?’


‘After school? I could come straight home – we’d be in town by four.’


‘That would be lovely. We could go for a coffee as well, maybe pick up a takeaway for later.’


‘Can we go to Starbucks? Dad won’t – he hates it there.’


‘If we have to.’


She smiles at me, the big beaming one that takes up her whole face and makes my chest ache with so much love I could burst. She bounds back into the room and leans in to kiss my cheek and give me a one-armed hug. ‘Thanks, Mum.’


Joe passes after she leaves, as silent as Mia is loud. ‘All okay?’ I ask. There’s none of Mia’s anger on his face, but none of the smile either and what is there is somehow worse. I’ve asked all okay or some variation nearly every day for the last six months, because I see on his face the same thing I see when I look in the mirror: he’s haunted by some pain that lives below the surface, a weeping wound that cuts and spreads. If it came out it would consume him.


He hovers in the doorway and I can feel all the other questions I’m desperate to ask hanging in the air. I want to wrap him in a hug and not let go until he’s my smiling little boy again. Let him come to you, the therapist told us, but he hasn’t and I’m afraid he never will. We used to be able to talk, before my mother died, before his accident. But he stopped and I got too scared to ask what was wrong, scared I’d expose the wound and make it fester.


I think I’m coming down with something: I’m achy and shivery, my eyes gritty with tiredness, my head pounding. I thought sea air was supposed to be good for you. But it’s the dead air from inside that house that clings to my throat and lungs. Despite my exhaustion, I couldn’t sleep last night. Every time I closed my eyes I saw that awful place and they snapped open.


The house is quiet when I drag myself out of bed and I think they’ve all gone, but when I get downstairs, Patrick is in the kitchen. All the drawers are pulled open, their contents messed up. I’m heading for the kettle when I see what Patrick’s holding.


‘What are you doing with my bank book?’


He doesn’t flinch but I see his hand tighten on it. ‘Nothing. I came across it at the back of the drawer so I was …’ he holds it out ‘ … returning it to you.’


I take it and stuff it into my dressing-gown pocket.


‘Sarah?’ he calls, as I turn to leave. ‘Have you thought any more about …’


I grip the door frame. I hate this. I saw, when we were in that house, that this is his dream. With my mother’s money, I could make my husband’s dream come true. But in doing that, I’d be destroying every dream of my own.


‘What about all our plans?’ I say. ‘We’ve never had so much spare money before. We could do something amazing – something we’ll remember for ever. All the things my mother never did – go to all those places I’ve always dreamed about. There’s enough for holidays for the whole family and time away for you and me …’ I stop talking because I see from his face he doesn’t get it.


‘Think of Joe and Mia,’ he says, a pleading note in his voice. ‘You’ve seen how withdrawn Joe has become. Since the accident, he’s been teetering on the brink. And Mia – I don’t like those friends of hers, or how she acts around them. Even her teachers commented on it at parents’ evening, remember? It’s affecting her grades. We have a chance to give them a fresh start.’


‘We’ll travel together, Patrick. We’ve never travelled abroad as a family – think of all the new experiences. That’s a fresh start, too.’


I watch stubbornness flash across his eyes, and I feel my own stubbornness rise to meet it. ‘I can’t,’ I say. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry but I can’t help you buy that house.’


‘That’s it, then,’ he says. ‘Someone else will buy it. Someone else will get to live in my house and we’ll be stuck here.’


Guilt tastes bitter but I swallow it. ‘I’m sorry,’ I say again.


‘It’s fine. It’s your money, isn’t it? Your name in that savings book. Your choice what you do with it.’


I bite my lip when Patrick leaves the house. He doesn’t slam the door, but I hear a slam anyway in the slow click. I hear hurt and accusation and all the other things my guilt feeds me. I get my holiday brochures out, but even their siren song doesn’t ease the nagging ache.


My phone, when I switch it on, buzzes and a birthday reminder comes up on the screen. The grief, almost a physical pain, doubles me up, hands squeezing the edge of the counter, eyes closed. Mum’s birthday – it’s Mum’s birthday. I forgot to delete the reminder.


Last year I didn’t manage a visit, but the phone reminder made sure I called her, checked that the gift basket I ordered had arrived. Why didn’t I visit? I can’t even remember now, but I always seemed to have some ridiculous excuse not to make the two-hour trek north, to the house where nothing had changed since the day my father had walked out twenty-four years ago, where she’d waited in limbo for him to return ever since.


After Dad left, she clung so hard to me I couldn’t breathe. It suffocated me, terrified me: our roles became reversed – I had to be responsible for her when I was still very much a child. But when I did get away, when I left for college and the freedom I’d been craving, I discovered I didn’t know how to cope with being alone. I felt so lost. Caroline used to worry about me settling down to marriage and motherhood so young, but what I could never explain to her was how safe I felt with Patrick. He offered all the security of home but none of my mother’s clinginess. His uncomplicated strength and confidence were everything I needed in the world.


My visits home grew fewer and fewer as the children grew older. I always had reasons. I always rang her on a Sunday, like a good daughter. Why didn’t she go away, live her life, use all that money to do something fulfilling? I’ll never know now. I ran out of excuses six months ago when a neighbour found her, two days dead, mould growing on a half-eaten microwave meal.


That day, I broke.


I went into such a dark place I couldn’t find my way out. Everything from that time is cloudy … It took a week in hospital, then months of medication and therapy to find my way back here. And the children – I saw how my breakdown frightened them. I became a stranger to them in those months and none of us have recovered. At first they hovered around me like I was made of glass, flinching every time I said a cross word or looked sad, as if we were all playing a waiting game … waiting for me either to be all better or to fall over the edge again. Then they began to move away, let hardness, bitterness slip between us, as if they were afraid to see my pain. But I did get better. I am better. I feel it in my heart and in my gut. I feel strong and well but things won’t ever be the same in their eyes – the children’s and Patrick’s – because when they look at me, I’m permanently tainted by the shadow of the woman who had a breakdown. That’s who I’ll always be now.
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