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Praise for The Short Straw


‘The Short Straw is an intensely readable and gripping page turner. By turns tense, shocking and moving, and with an atmosphere you could cut with a knife’


Alex Michaelides


‘An addictive read that takes place over one unforgettable night, where one family’s secrets rise to the surface – Patricia Highsmith meets Shirley Jackson’


Gillian McAllister


‘Deliciously creepy, and a fascinating study of the complex, often toxic, relationships within families’


Sharon Bolton


‘Utterly gripping and unputdownable’


Jane Fallon


‘Having three sisters, I could relate to the sibling dynamics … It’s twisty, gothic, and with a heartbreakingly shocking reveal’


Lisa Hall


‘Holly creates such exquisite tension that you really can’t put her books down … I felt the sense of place, the weather, the cold in that house in my bones’


Emma Curtis


‘A spectacularly dark, eerie, and haunting mystery. Should come with a “do not read before bed” warning’


Sophie Flynn


‘Gripping, creepy and drenched in atmosphere’


Catherine Ryan Howard


‘The Short Straw practically pulses with foreboding and menace. Get ready to stay up all night! Fans of Shirley Jackson and Ruth Ware will love this. No one writes of family dynamics quite like Holly Seddon’


Jack Jordan






For my sister, Cristabel
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‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.’


George Santayana, The Life of Reason, 1905






In Ancient Greek mythology, the Moirai are the three daughters of Nyx, the goddess of the night. You may know these sisters better as the Fates.
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EDEN VALLEY, CUMBRIA
September 2023, 8:07 p.m.


And now they are completely screwed. They just don’t know it yet.


Nina had left the motorway earlier, just before it became impassable, a slick pool of rainwater spilling out across four carriageways where workers had already downed tools to flee the sudden storm. Taking the exit had seemed the right thing to do. So much so that Nina hadn’t discussed it with her two sisters, just indicated and swung the car. A unilateral eldest child decision, the latest in a series of many.


Then Nina had nudged her snub-nosed Mini Clubman onto an almost equally busy A-road. But then, buoyed by familiarity, she had escaped that traffic by slipping away, onto the lanes that had criss-crossed their childhood. Burrowing through smaller and smaller roads that began to curl around each other like the inner workings of a shell.


Lizzie, the middle child, watched uneasily as they surged further into the darkness, leaving behind the reassuring twinkle of hundreds of headlamps. For a while, she could still see them in the mirrors, strung along the horizon like fairy lights, growing fainter.


They’re long gone now.


Now the sisters are well and truly corkscrewed into the remote Eden Valley. The black, spiky trees on either side of the lane seeming to draw together like a zip behind them. As if the rest of the world was never really there.


When the sisters started this journey from their dad’s house in Cheshire several hours ago, at least the rain had a perkiness to it. A sense of occasion as it teamed up with the late afternoon sunshine to become a rainbow.


But the energetic rain was followed by a sudden blackening of the evening sky that snuffed out the stars, one, two, three, like the cheap candles their father blew out on his birthday cake. The cake he’d bought for himself and presented to his guilty daughters over lunch.


Now the sky is black and the water sprays chaotically all over the car as if someone is standing above it with their thumb over the end of a hose. The thunder booms erratically and lightning cracks through the now starless sky like the whip of a madman. The thick trees on either side of the winding road sway, loose and dangerous. On this dark night, they are just shadows and suggestions, nothing is solid here.


Condensation runs down the inside of the windows as if the car itself is sweating. The overworked heater smells of burnt dust and headaches. There is no reception; the maps on their phones are empty spaces with spinning wheels. Nina taps her phone, snug in its dashboard cradle. Nothing. She tries to ignore the tiny shiver that runs down her arms. Flexing her hands on the wheel to expel it.


The car radio splutters in and out again, bringing only snatches of bad news. High winds, flooded roads, grounded planes, bad people. Overhead, a lattice of lightning cracks through the sky and thunder rolls lazily behind it. Now there is only static. Nina snaps the radio off and rubs her forehead.


Neither Lizzie nor Aisa seem to have noticed how low the petrol gauge is, and Nina is chewing over how best to tell them. It’s been red for a while and if she’s not quick, it’ll start beeping.


‘Are you sure you know where we are?’ Lizzie asks gently. She knows they needed to come north from Cheshire, through Cumbria where they once lived, but the map is hazy. She knows too, that whenever she questions Nina, her older sister grows defensive, as if the worst accusation in the world is to not be fully in charge of a situation. Lizzie shrinks pre-emptively.


‘Don’t you recognise it?’ Nina says. ‘We actually used to live just down the road, this is—’


‘Moirthwaite?’ Lizzie says, peering nervously into the gloom. ‘Gosh, is it really?’


‘Yes, well, near to it anyway. The village is just a bit further along, but I’m low on petrol, so I need to go to the old garage. It’ll be fun, reliving our childhood and—’


‘What old garage?’ Lizzie asks.


Nina swallows. She was sure there was a petrol station around here somewhere. She used to go there with Dad to fill up the car sometimes. She’d push the hose in for him and he’d get her a secret pack of Smarties from the little shop. Though perhaps that was the other side of the village. Or somewhere else entirely. Shit. ‘You know,’ Nina says. ‘The old garage.’


‘How low is the petrol?’ Lizzie asks.


‘We’ll be fine,’ Nina says, trying to ignore the pounding in her head.


‘It’s been thirty years since we lived here,’ Lizzie says nervously. ‘Are you sure you know the way?’


‘I absolutely know the way,’ Nina lies. ‘And we get a bonus trip down memory lane, to boot.’


‘It’s just that, Aisa’s flight is—’


‘Aisa’s flight is what?’ a voice says from the back seat. Aisa sits up and squints out of the window. Her chin-length dark hair is tousled, her Stevie Nicks T-shirt crumpled, as if she’s just woken up on the set of a music video. Two white AirPods hang like speech marks on either side of her face. She tugs them out. ‘Where the hell are we?’


‘We just need some petrol,’ Nina says.


‘Can you get me some sparkling water?’ Aisa mumbles, sliding back down in her seat. ‘I feel a bit car sick.’


‘Maybe you shouldn’t have had so much wine at lunch,’ Nina says.


‘I had, like, one glass.’


‘Sure you did,’ Nina says. ‘If by glass you mean one of those giant Toby jugs.’


‘Oh, piss off.’


Aisa rolls her eyes and puts her headphones back in. She’s anxious about making the flight, but that plays second fiddle to the other thing. The thing she struggles to name. The way her family makes her feel. Small, sad and difficult. A more acute alienation since their mother died.


A wave of nausea radiates from Aisa’s stomach. She did drink too much wine, but she’s damned if she’s going to admit that to her know-it-all eldest sister. Instead, she closes her eyes, turns up her music and tries to tune everything out.


They shouldn’t be here together like this. They’re out of practice. And it really was a long, awkward day. Was their dad always such hard work? Or has he got worse since their mother, Rosemary, died in spring? It’s not a topic they broach often. It’s too raw, even now.


But still, they did their duty today, cake and cards for his sixty-eighth birthday and lunch in a place of his choosing – a Harvester, much to Aisa’s distaste. ‘You used to love Harvester,’ he said, looking hurt. ‘I used to love Little Chef too, but it’s hardly …’ She’d withered under Nina’s gaze. After lunch, they spent the requisite amount of hours stifled in the too-warm house. Then they fled.


Lizzie was looking forward to catching the TransPennine Express from Manchester Piccadilly to Carlisle. A single window seat from which she would watch the viaducts and city bric-a-brac rush past, gradually replaced by little towns and bright green Lancashire countryside. And she had her book ready in her bag for when the sun slipped out of view around Morecambe Bay, leaving her with nothing to look at. A thin tea from the trolley, a pack of toffees. Or a chocolate bar. Maybe both. No finer way to spend some time.


Aisa was supposed to be getting a flight back to Paris from Manchester Airport tonight, but the plane was cancelled due to extreme weather. She is looking after an artist’s cat. She put a few extra handfuls of dry food in its bowl when she left before dawn this morning, but she was supposed to be with it the whole time she stayed. ‘’E ’as a stress problem,’ the artist had explained when she first arrived last week, with perfect Parisian pomposity. ‘Poisson needs company.’


‘I won’t leave his side,’ she said, before leaving to hook up with someone she’d met at the airport almost as soon as the artist left the apartment.


‘Doesn’t poisson mean fish?’ Nina had asked last week, when Aisa called, trying to get out of Dad’s birthday on grounds of feline mental health.


‘Yeah. It’s a cat called Fish,’ Aisa replied. It’s the kind of wry joke you’re not supposed to laugh at. But Nina laughed anyway. And then said bollocks to Aisa missing the celebration. The compromise was flying here and back in one day. Which worked out terribly.


Still, Aisa had managed to find a seat on the first plane out of Newcastle first thing tomorrow, preferring to sleep at the airport than spend the night in suspended animation at her dad’s house, the missing shape of her mother looming too large for her to handle.


They should have kept the change of flight plans to themselves, because the whole incident set their dad off on one of his almighty flaps and before they knew it, he’d railroaded them into a complicated and unnecessary plan.


So now, instead of having three peaceful journeys home, they’re jammed together in Nina’s Mini in the middle of nowhere, swinging up and down hills, sliding around severe bends and skimming black lakes that draw poets by day and, by night, ghosts. It’s just like when they were small and Nina was de facto babysitter, her little sisters like ducklings, waddling behind her everywhere she went. Tonight, Nina is supposed to be dropping Lizzie home on the Solway Coast and then cutting across the top of the Pennines to drop Aisa at Newcastle Airport, before driving herself back to Edinburgh. Which would be straightforward if her car wasn’t on the brink of wheezing to a stop, and if she’d admitted, just a little sooner, that she couldn’t remember exactly where the—


‘Garage!’ Lizzie says, pointing at the horizon.


‘I know,’ Nina says, biting back her relief. ‘Right where I said—’


‘But it’s closed.’ Aisa slumps back in her seat.


It’s not just closed. The garage shop is boarded up and the pumps have been vandalised. Nina switches off the engine to save fuel, feeling at once exhausted, guilty and annoyed.


‘We need to find another garage,’ she says, hoping that a take-charge attitude will pre-emptively nix any criticism. ‘Do either of you have reception?’


‘Nope,’ Aisa says tersely, her phone still glued to her hand. Lizzie fumbles around in her big fabric handbag, pushing books, gloves and dog treats out of the way.


Nina grits her teeth. ‘Come on, Lizard.’


When Lizzie finally pulls out her phone, it’s switched off.


‘Sorry,’ Lizzie says, turning on her phone and wondering why any of this is her fault. When the screen eventually lights up, the five-year-old phone can’t find a network. ‘Do you have a road map in the car?’ she asks Nina, who shakes her head.


‘A paper map? To go with her monocle and penny farthing?’ Aisa says, rubbing her eyes and switching off her music. ‘The signal will be back soon, Nina, just keep driving until it comes on.’


‘I don’t have enough petrol to just keep driving.’


‘Well, you know you’ve not passed a garage yet, so there’s no point going back that way, and as we can either go backwards or forwards, let’s just go forwards. Jesus.’


‘Thanks, Aisa, remind me how long you’ve been driving?’ Nina says.


‘I don’t need to know clutch control to work out that if we’ve not passed a garage the way we came, there’s no point going back that way.’


Nina is breathing heavily through her nose now, which Lizzie knows very well is a precursor to a shouting match. ‘Please,’ she says, ‘fighting isn’t going to help anything.’


‘You sort it out then,’ Aisa says, pressing play on her music again and closing her eyes.


So far, it’s as if they have skimmed along the edge of the storm, but stopping here has allowed the weather to catch up with them. A frantic shard of lightning appears right above the garage, then the thunder claps so loud it could split the sky.


The Mini sits useless on the potholed forecourt, like a toy in comparison to the hugeness of the electrified sky. In the back, Aisa keeps her eyes shut, fully checked out again, but Lizzie and Nina stare at the boarded-up little shop.


‘I think there’s a house behind, I should see if there’s someone there,’ Nina says. ‘Or at least a payphone.’


‘Draw straws?’ Lizzie says, but Nina shakes her head. She reaches into the back and pulls at a raincoat that’s been caught under Aisa, who lifts her leg with a grunt to release it.


And then Nina is out of the car, using her phone as a flashlight while Lizzie marvels at her bravery.


Nina approaches the little shop with rising panic. Could there really be someone out here to help them? She looks back just briefly at her sisters, sitting vulnerable in the car she’s stupidly allowed to nearly run out of fuel. Two grown women, but not to her. To her, they will always be her soft middle sister, frightened of her own reflection. And little Aisa, so determined to be fierce that she’d run headlong at danger just to prove something. Nina takes a deep breath and walks on.


The shop is so much smaller than she remembers and the bulk behind it is just an old outbuilding, not a house at all. But maybe there’s a phone on the forecourt somewhere. As the rain thumps on her hood and rushes down her face, she runs the light along the wooden boards that cover the windows, then turns the corner and sees a payphone attached to the wall. She dashes to it, lifts the handset and hears nothing. It’s dead. Of course it’s dead. She can’t see the Mini from around this corner and allows herself to shed a couple of frustrated tears, cuffing them quickly on her jacket. As she turns to walk back to the car, something grabs her shoulder.
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8:25 p.m.


Nina screams, and then freezes, eyes screwed shut.


‘Oh my God, are you OK?’


Nina opens her eyes, lifts her phone cautiously and illuminates Lizzie standing in front of her, holding her own phone as a flashlight.


‘I thought I heard you scream. Oh, you’re tangled.’


Nina turns carefully, finally daring to breathe again, and sees that it is just a mess of overgrown brambles snagging her, not a person. The ends drape over her shoulder like fingers.


‘Yeah,’ she manages to say, allowing the breath back into her lungs.


Lizzie carefully teases away the brambles and Nina notices that her sister has rushed out without stopping to get her coat. She is soaked, and Nina’s chest rolls with an emotion she can’t fully articulate. Gratitude, irritation, care and guilt, stirred unpalatably together.


Back in the car, Lizzie shivers in her baggy T-shirt as she pulls off her jumper and lays it along the parcel shelf to dry.


‘That smells like a wet dog,’ Aisa sniffs.


‘Hey,’ Lizzie says, pointing at Aisa’s phone. ‘Don’t you need 3G to listen to music?’


Aisa looks at her as if she’s mad. ‘Um, no. I’m listening to my downloaded songs?’ Her inflection rises in a way that reminds Lizzie how much younger Aisa is than her. ‘And it’s 5G now, Lizard.’


Just as she starts to feel stung, Lizzie catches a slight smile from Aisa as she turns away. Aisa has always made Lizzie feel old, even when she was a teenager. It’s only been in her thirties that Lizzie realised she rather likes being ‘old’.


Nina stares out at the empty road ahead. This was once the main road between a string of tiny villages and sparse towns, but then the bypass came and sucked all the cars away like a big magnet. No wonder the garage closed, it was probably struggling for business when they lived here. Nina closes her eyes, brings up a patchy mental image of a map, then gently starts the engine.


They crawl along. The sky is the blackest Nina has seen for years, stars chased away by the storm, tucked into some secret pocket of the sky like precious coins. Even in the car, they can feel the temperature drop as they drive near the river, as if the water is draining something from them.


A tiny junction appears, bolstering Nina’s developing plan. Yes, she knows where she is. And she knows where to go for help. She swings for the junction without indicating and ignores Lizzie’s questioning look.


The ornate old white signpost catches the headlights as she turns: ‘Moirthwaite – 5.’


Five miles? Christ.


It’s much further from here than Nina thought. She looks at the petrol gauge, beeping occasionally but softly, like it knows it’s pointless. Can she make it another five miles? Nina looks in the rear-view mirror at Aisa, either asleep again or pretending to be. She looks back at Lizzie, clearly trying to hide her worry behind a thin-lipped smile. ‘This’ll be fun,’ Nina says brightly.


At first, the lane slopes gently upwards, but it quickly drops down again. Nina slips out of gear into neutral and lets the car coast, picking up speed. OK, this could work. As they roll along, the headlights pick out a slight rising slope ahead, which she thinks is then followed by another downhill slope. The narrow road is marked by a tough little stone wall on each side. Yes, that’s the hill where she used to put it in third gear for Dad.


Momentum carries the car upwards and Nina sighs in relief, perhaps they can make it after all. The car skips over the brow and then free-falls.


It all happens so quickly. The lightning, the thunder. The puddle of water so black it’s like antimatter. She brakes, jamming the car into gear to try to get more control. But it’s too late. The Mini plunges into the water at the bottom of the hill. The engine cuts out but the wheels keep moving, the silent car like a headless chicken, completely out of control.


They glide through the water and settle against a thick, curved tree, which has broken through the drystone wall and now leans into the road like a pregnant belly.


Nina scrabbles to free herself from her seatbelt and pushes her door open. The air is freezing out here, the wind and rain so wild that her hair is plastered to her face before she can even get out.


Her legs are swallowed up to calf-height and in the shock of the cold gritty water, she slips awkwardly.


‘Shit!’


Lizzie’s door is trapped by the tree, so she shuffles across to the driver’s seat to follow Nina out, while Aisa pops the back door cautiously open.


‘Oh my God, Nina, are you all right?’ she calls to Nina, who is now sitting in the road, near the edge of the puddle, face twisted into a grimace. Her hands are clutching her right ankle.


‘Obviously not.’


Back in the car, Nina is now claiming to be fine. But the pain is written across her face as she sits in the driver’s seat, door open, twisting the key. The engine clicks drily, like a tutting tongue.


‘We can’t stay here,’ Lizzie says gently to Aisa, as they stand in the dark behind the puddle, lashed by rain and staring at the stranded Mini.


‘I know,’ Aisa says. ‘But she can’t exactly walk far.’


‘I heard you and I can!’ Nina calls out, but when she tries to step out and put her weight on the damaged ankle, she buckles backwards onto the seat.


The others rush into the water to help prise her out of the car.


They flank her, their arms around her shoulders, as she hobbles from the Mini, locking it pointlessly. Who could steal it? Car thieves don’t tend to carry spare fuel.


They pause a moment, letting the layers of silence peel back until they can just make out the sound of the wind and the rustle of animals hiding from the storm.


‘Why don’t we try Jane’s house?’ Lizzie says suddenly. ‘Moirthwaite Manor, it’s just a bit further along from here, I’m sure it is.’


‘Good idea,’ Nina says.


‘Isn’t there anywhere else?’ Aisa says quickly. ‘I hate it there.’


‘How do you even remember it? You were, what, four when we moved away?’ Nina winces, hopping slightly on her good leg.


Aisa opens her mouth, ready to keep it going, but Lizzie gives her a pleading look to stop before this descends into another row about semantics and memory. Always the peacekeeper. And besides, if anyone remembers Moirthwaite Manor, it’s Lizzie.


Their mother, Rosemary, had worked at the big house for years as a housekeeper, often taking Lizzie with her to play with Jane, the little girl who lived there. Sometimes Nina and Aisa came too, when their dad, Bob, was in the pub or working odd jobs. But it was usually just Lizzie, and that’s when she liked it best.


Memories gather. Of whispering secrets, hide-and-seek, playing in the woods. Of kindred spirits, unspoken understandings. Of, probably, her last proper platonic friendship. Something she’s not really missed, but still.


‘Yeah,’ says Nina. ‘Good idea. We can use their landline and call a breakdown service.’


‘And an ambulance,’ Lizzie says.


‘Over my dead body am I calling an ambulance for a sprained ankle. Paramedics are busy enough, trust me.’


‘You’re a midwife, not an expert on every medical situation,’ Aisa says, then her voice softens. ‘And we’re just worried about you.’


‘They might even have some petrol there,’ Lizzie says, changing the subject. ‘For their ride-on mowers. Remember how big the grounds were?’


Aisa stares up at the sky as if hoping for some god-hand to scoop her up. She shakes her head just slightly, but the others don’t notice.


‘Yeah, I remember the grounds,’ Nina says, a strange look passing briefly over her face. ‘Hopefully the water’s not borked the engine and we just need a bit of fuel.’


‘We should just walk back to the motorway and hitchhike,’ Aisa says.


‘Nina can’t walk that far, Aisa,’ Lizzie says.


‘And it doesn’t matter how far I can walk, hitchhiking is mental.’


Aisa scowls, her fingers gripping the fabric of her sister’s jacket. ‘I don’t want to go to that house.’


‘Why not?’ Lizzie asks gently, but Aisa just stares down at her wet feet.


‘I don’t … I don’t know, but I just—’


‘Oh, enough of this,’ Nina says. Then she adds softly, ‘Please, I’m in a lot of pain.’
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8:59 p.m.


There is water in their ears and the seams of their wet jeans have savaged their inner thighs and behind their knees. Lizzie’s jumper is still wet, and it’s true, it does smell like a damp dog. So she now smells like a damp dog.


Nina winces with almost every step, and the others’ shoulders ache under her weight.


Conversation had stilled first to grumbling, and now to nothing at all. It’s bleak and dark, they are three lone women in the middle of nowhere. None of them want to let on to the others that they’re scared, so each nurses their private fear in silence. They slowly follow the narrow lane up over the brow of a little hill and then down again until they reach a driveway, framed by two huge pillars, carved from the same red stone as everything else around them. On top of each pillar sits a stone fox, their tails and noses chipped away. A sign clatters in the wind. As it briefly settles, they can make out the name with their phone lights. So many letters have worn away that it now reads MOIR AI.


‘This is it,’ Lizzie says, but they knew that already.


In the far distance, a few lights now sketch the outline of a village. A couple of hours’ walk in normal circumstances. They turn into an unlit driveway, scattered with gravel and rife with potholes. Nina cries out when her bad leg slips sideways into a dip.


‘Are you OK?’ Lizzie asks softly.


Nina nods and Aisa squeezes her arm.


Either side of the drive, the trees are layered like spools of lace. Lizzie and Aisa use their phones in their free hands to cast enough dim light to see a little way in front of them.


‘I wonder if Jane will be there,’ Lizzie says, knowing it’s unlikely. She’s the same age as Lizzie – thirty-eight – and even she has left her parental home.


The long driveway winds upwards, then down, following the contours of the land, and they shiver even in their coats. Summer has not long ended, but they’d forgotten that the seasons do what they like up here.


‘I think I’ve got trench foot,’ Aisa says.


‘Hopefully they’ll let us dry our socks and shoes on a radiator,’ Lizzie says, trying to remember if there even were radiators. There were fireplaces, she knows that. But then, it’s decades since she’s been inside and it’s probably changed beyond all recognition.


The storm is still behind them, but every so often the sky lights up, and on this most recent flash, they finally see it. Moirthwaite Manor.


The unlit building is about a hundred metres away, matte black as if someone has cut a square out of the navy sky.


‘Maybe they’ve had a power cut,’ Lizzie says. ‘With the storm and everything.’


Aisa looks behind her from where they’ve come. Just more layers of dark things. Trees, a squirming black sky, the driveway, the roads behind it. Like some kind of gothic papier mâché. She feels a tingle in her feet, fight or flight activated. She hasn’t felt such a visceral fear since … well, since she was last here. Where did that thought come from?


‘I don’t like this,’ she hears her voice saying, childish and high.


‘Yeah, there aren’t any other house lights around here, so all the power must be out,’ Nina says, ignoring Aisa.


‘There are no other houses,’ Lizzie says. ‘Don’t you remember?’


‘There must be some,’ Nina says. ‘Between here and the village.’


‘No,’ Aisa says, looking behind her just briefly. ‘They were completely alone out here, and so are we.’


They look up, eyes adjusting slightly, but find little reassurance. Moirthwaite Manor is the shape and – in this light – the colour of an ink pot. Solid, unwelcoming.


‘I thought it was bigger,’ Aisa says.


‘Yeah,’ Lizzie says. ‘I remembered it being more like … Downton Abbey or something.’


Moirthwaite Manor is big compared to normal houses but dwarfed by its surroundings. Trees so tall they must have seen dinosaurs. Or at least, Lizzie thinks with a shiver, the Black Death. She doesn’t remember them being so massive. But then, in her memory, this place was a living, breathing monster, needing constant tending. Now, it lies still as a corpse. Where is everyone?


Nina starts to shuffle forward, jostling her sisters. ‘Come on,’ she says as Aisa and Lizzie get pulled along with her.


As they edge closer, more of the house becomes clear. A large front door is set deep into the stone frontage, with big picture windows on either side. The next floor up, three large windows are spaced equally along. Lizzie has a sudden memory of looking up at that right-hand one, where Jane would sit watching, waiting for her to arrive.


A crack of lightning fizzes through the whole sky and everything is suddenly, grotesquely, lit. The stone of the walls, a palette of blood and rust. The smashed fountain, green with slime. The circular gravel end of the drive with space for several cars, now empty, save for tufts of long grass and tangles of thorns. A slab of wood has been tacked on to the roof, like a dog with a patch of lighter fur. Graffiti snakes around the corners of the building, the competing designs and clashing colours like tattoo sleeves.


The moon has peeped out from behind a black cloud, bleeding light into the sky. Against that milky backdrop, it is clear that the house has been long abandoned.


‘Gosh,’ says Lizzie. ‘I wonder what happened.’


‘Does it matter?’ Nina says, her voice hoarse and face slick with rain. ‘The point is—’


‘There’s not going to be any petrol or a landline,’ Aisa says. ‘So there’s no point going any further.’


‘We have nowhere else to go though,’ Nina says, her voice almost lost to the wind.


An ornate arched lintel over the doorway has crumbled away at one end, like a droopy eyebrow. The windows are thick with dust and grime and there’s a security sign stapled to one of the window frames with a silhouette of a German Shepherd.


Nina leans against the front wall and reaches for the door handle, but Aisa knocks her hand away. ‘What the fuck are you doing?’


‘Going inside, at least it’ll be dry.’


‘You can’t go in, it’ll be locked and—’ As Aisa protests, Nina twists the handle and pushes the door open.


The first thing they notice is the cold. Somehow, it feels colder inside than out. A frozen silence, years in the making, is embedded in every crevice. This place is a stranger to sunlight. They run their phone flashlights along the floor cautiously, the terracotta tiles now a uniform dust-grey.


They shuffle further inside cautiously, waiting for an alarm to sound or a German Shepherd to come barrelling towards them, but nothing happens. They try to ignore the scurry of things hidden by the darkness.


Although seemingly intact, the building smells earthy as they walk deeper into it. As if the ground has reclaimed it and is just biding its time before swallowing it whole.


A staircase rises up out of the darkness, slivers of its ornate balustrade lit briefly in the light.


Lizzie remembers her mum cleaning that staircase. Eschewing the vacuum cleaner and rubbing at the carpeted runner with a thick wet rag, dragging out every speck of dirt carelessly crushed there by Jane and her father. And others? Were there others? She tries to picture this place as it was, but reality gets in the way.


Some of the treads now have holes in them and the demarcation of paint along the edges is the only hint that a carpet was once in situ. How lightly Jane would skip down these steps to greet Lizzie, who had to stand in her socks so she wouldn’t leave a trace of herself and her ordinariness in this extraordinary space.


All that work keeping this place polished and shiny, and now look at it.


Lizzie flicks a light switch near her shoulder, but nothing happens, of course. She sweeps her phone light around the hall and finds another switch, an old-fashioned chunky nobble of a thing. She tries that too. For a moment, she imagines hearing a whirr of something, a crackle, but it’s wishful thinking; they remain in the dark.


Still using phone flashlights, they check the first room on their right – the library – but aside from the dusty bookshelves and an armchair, there’s not much else. Just a few old books, rotting to mulch.


Lizzie feels a pain in her chest at the waste, but doesn’t risk ridicule by saying so. She had borrowed so many books from here. Jane’s mother had once collected them and they’d been untouched since she died. ‘No one will care if you don’t bring them back,’ Jane would say, but Lizzie always did. With one exception, The Secret Garden, still a favourite, sitting on her own double-stacked shelves back home.


‘This is like a bad film,’ Aisa says behind them. ‘Siri, show me a stereotypical horror-film setting.’ No one laughs.


They back awkwardly out of the library and then check the room on the left. It’s in better condition, dusty but fairly neat. Two giant Chesterfield sofas are pushed together into a V surrounding the fireplace, which still has a pile of wood next to it. Their phone lights pick out matches and candles on the mantelpiece, even a couple of woollen blankets on one of the sofas.


‘The door was unlocked,’ Nina says. ‘How was all this not ransacked? There’s not even any graffiti inside, it’s crazy.’


‘Maybe no one knows it’s all here,’ Lizzie says, helping lower Nina onto one of the sofas.


‘Maybe it’s usually locked,’ says Aisa, quietly, before lighting the candles. A fizz of burning dust making her jump.


The room is at once huge but cramped. The sofas are at such a strange angle, it’s as if they’ve dropped from the sky. Near the window, in front of thick velvet curtains, a table lies on its side and a bureau is askew towards the back of the room, empty drawer open like a lolling tongue.


‘Shall we close the curtains to keep the cold out?’ Lizzie says, but Nina shakes her head.


‘Any moonlight is more useful.’


Lizzie squats down in front of the fireplace and shines her phone light cautiously up the chimney.


‘Looking for Father Christmas?’ Aisa says.


‘No, birds’ nests. But it’s OK, it’s clear. Somehow.’


The sisters’ socks dangle like Christmas stockings in front of the now glowing fireplace. Their shoes steam slightly on the hearth. As they sit exhausted on the sofa, Aisa’s heart rate is rising. ‘I have to catch that flight, Lizzie,’ she says.


Lizzie isn’t paying attention. She’s looking around at the extra slivers of the room now illuminated by the fire’s glow, snatches of memories dancing in the light. There’s a certain pride that she built that fire, but a greater unease that they shouldn’t be sitting here in front of it. They are intruding, no question, but there’s no one to ask for permission.


‘Nina,’ Aisa says sharply, turning to her other sister instead and pushing the dusty blanket back off her jeans. ‘We can’t stay here.’


‘We should at least see out the bad weather,’ Nina says. ‘Even if you get a later flight, the cat’ll be fine.’


Lizzie stirs then, her heart always prone to animals in need. ‘How much food did you leave him, Aisa?’


‘Enough for the time I was away. I just didn’t think I’d still be stuck here.’


‘He’ll be OK for another day,’ Lizzie says. ‘He’ll be a bit hungry and need a lot of cuddles but—’


‘But what if he shits everywhere? Or rips the place to shreds looking for food?’


‘He’ll probably just sleep,’ Lizzie says. ‘He’ll be OK, try not to worry.’


‘I’m not worried about the cat, Lizard. I’ll lose my star rating on the pet-sitting site if his owner complains and then I’ll only get rubbish jobs in future. Looking after pet rats in some sinkhole of a town.’


‘Maybe you should just stay in one place for a bit then, how about that?’ Nina says.


‘Maybe you should just mind your own business, Nina, how about that?’ Aisa stands angrily and pulls her damp socks back on. ‘I’ve had enough of this bullshit. You two can sit here in the dark if you like, but I’m not waiting around for Dr Frank N. Furter to appear.’ If the others get the Rocky Horror reference, they don’t react, which winds Aisa up even more. Mum would have liked it.


‘Hey,’ Lizzie says quickly. ‘Don’t be silly. Let’s talk about this.’


‘What’s to talk about?’ Aisa says. ‘I need to get to the airport and are you planning to just leave your car floating around in the lane, Nina, or what?’


Nina frowns. ‘We’ll go and move it tomorrow, we can—’


‘What will be different tomorrow?’


‘It’ll be daylight.’


‘And? You still need to get a breakdown service out and—’


‘OK, fine,’ Nina says, trying to free herself from the blanket to stand, but then sitting back down in pain. ‘Look, why don’t we walk to the village and find a phone somewhere, call a breakdown service.’


‘You can’t walk that far,’ Lizzie says. ‘You know you can’t. Me and Aisa will go.’


‘And leave her here alone?’ Aisa says, pointing to Nina, who glares back. ‘No offence, Neen, but whether you admit it or not, you’re pretty vulnerable here all alone with a smashed-up ankle. No, you two stay here and I’ll go,’ Aisa says. ‘I’ll call the AA and then I’ll walk on to the main road and hitch to—’


‘Are you mental?’ Nina says.


‘That’s the second time you’ve used that word today, it’s really fucking problematic—’


‘I’ll go,’ Lizzie interrupts. ‘I’ll go to the village, call the AA and then come back.’


Aisa looks at her older sisters. Imagines being stuck here with old bossyboots while clueless Lizzie wanders around out there, getting lost. ‘Just let me go,’ she says.


Lizzie looks at her little sister. So small, so feisty. Always taking unnecessary risks and spur-of-the-moment decisions. ‘I’ll go,’ Lizzie says.


‘I said I’ll go,’ Aisa says, tugging her damp jacket on.


‘No, I—’ Lizzie starts to say softly, but Nina eases herself to standing with a wince and hobbles to the fireplace. The others watch as Nina lifts the found box of matches Lizzie used to light the fire. She doesn’t need to explain. Ever since they were little, this was a way to settle arguments. The only way.


‘Fine,’ sighs Aisa.


‘OK,’ says Lizzie, uneasily. ‘I guess.’


Nina teases two matches out of the box, snaps the end from one and tosses it into the fire. Turning awkwardly away so her hands are out of view, she arranges them to appear the same length between her fingers.


She thrusts out her hand.


‘Whoever gets the short straw goes for help.’
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NINA – 9:35 p.m.


Nina stands at a diagonal, leaning most of the weight on her good leg. A wave of nausea sweeps over her. She always feels sick when she’s hurt, but she hardens her face to not show it. The last thing the others need is her falling apart. A leader needs to be decisive, make decisions. She stands by that, even after everything.


She thrusts the matches towards her younger sisters. ‘Go on, take one then,’ she says, more snappily than intended. Lizzie’s eyes grow watery in the flickering light of the dismal fire. Hopefully Lizzie will get the short straw and then Nina can fix it when she’s gone and won’t be offended – the logs are stacked up all wrong and it’ll peter out in no time. But then … the thought of being stuck with Aisa in this mood …


Lizzie pinches one of the matches with her fingertips. Aisa snatches the other one.


Nina sits back down heavily, a little plume of dust dancing up around her. ‘Let’s see who got what then.’


Lizzie and Aisa have their matches in their palms, held out like offerings. In Lizzie’s palm, a full-length match. In Aisa’s, a ragged short straw.


‘I don’t think this is a good idea, Nina,’ Lizzie starts, coming forward as if approaching a judge’s bench.


‘Fair’s fair,’ Aisa says, already pulling her shoes on.


It’s funny, thinks Nina, how fairness isn’t a concept that makes a regular appearance in her adult life, unless she’s with her sisters. Then fairness – or the lack thereof – is a guiding principle and constant source of acrimony.


‘I don’t think you should go alone,’ Lizzie says, turning to appeal directly to Aisa.


Aisa scowls. ‘Don’t you trust me?’


‘It’s not you,’ Lizzie says.


In the dim light, Nina can see lines on her sister’s face that weren’t there before. Thirty-eight, but she always seemed so young. So immature. As a child, Lizzie would grind to a halt in almost all situations, overwhelmed and in need of rescue by their parents or Nina. Even by Aisa, despite her being so much younger.


It boggles Nina’s mind that Lizzie is a living, breathing, autonomous person. That when she is under her own steam in her own house, she makes adult decisions and does things for herself. Lizzie, who used to cry under the pressure of choosing something to spy in I-Spy, somehow pays bills and cooks dinner and has a job. God, and has sex. Has she ever had sex? She must have … but, how? With whom?


Nina wouldn’t have been surprised to learn Lizzie just powered down and went to sleep when she was out of view, like a Furby. Although Furbies don’t shout and lash out in their sleep, and Nina distinctly remembers that side of Lizzie.


‘I just don’t like you being out there by yourself,’ Lizzie says, and Aisa laughs then. An actual belly laugh, not the sardonic gunfire she normally peppers them with. A laugh that splits her face in two, revealing her beautiful sharp teeth.


‘If you could see the places I’ve been by myself,’ Aisa says.


And so they wave her off from the front door, her narrow shoulders and angry stomp soon swallowed by the darkness.


‘Are you sure we should let her do this?’ Nina says to Lizzie.


‘No. But you try stopping her.’


Nina makes her way back to the living room, leaning on the wall for support. Lizzie trails behind her.


‘I hope she’s OK,’ Lizzie says. ‘Do you think she knows how to call the AA?’


The things that Lizzie worries about … Nina shakes her head.


‘No?’ Lizzie says, her voice higher and shakier than before.


‘No, I wasn’t … Oh God.’ How long will they be stuck here like this? ‘Yeah, I think she’ll be fine, Lizard. It’s one phone call.’


‘But she doesn’t drive, do you think she’ll understand their questions? Maybe I should go after her.’


‘You don’t drive either,’ Nina says, sitting back down with a sigh. ‘I really think she’ll be fine.’


Not that she’d admit this to Lizzie, but Nina is worried about her car as well as her sister. About the hassle, the paperwork, the cost. About what happens if water has got in the engine and wrecked it. Will the insurance cover it? Will she get a courtesy car? She can’t remember what her insurance policy says, but she can’t do her patient visits on a bloody bicycle like she’s in Call the Midwife … In the middle of the night, in Edinburgh, chaining her chopper to the fence. That’s if they let her have access to patients again. Don’t think about that.


‘Everything will be fine,’ she says firmly.


‘I hope you’re right,’ says Lizzie. ‘How’s the ankle?’


‘Better, I think. I managed to put more weight on it just then. Hopefully by the time Aisa gets back, I’ll be up and dancing.’


Lizzie clearly isn’t listening. She’s staring around the room, squinting into the corners.


‘Weird being back,’ Nina says.


It was meant as a statement. But Lizzie answers as if it was a question just for her. She was always proprietorial about this place. And about their mum. ‘It is a bit, yeah. I’d like to have a look around actually, do you fancy it?’


Nina nods, and gestures for Lizzie to help her move. ‘Why not.’


They’re in the hallway again, pointing their phones into the next room along, in the middle of the house. It’s smaller than the front rooms.


‘His office,’ Lizzie says, without elaborating.


Nina sniffs the air from the doorway and instantly regrets it. Something has died in here, a rat or a rabbit maybe. The sweet cloying taste of rot hangs heavy in the air, waiting God knows how long for someone to come along and smell it.


This house is surprisingly cluttered considering it’s been completely abandoned. She’d have expected it to be picked clean by now. From the doorway to the office, they can see an old metal filing cabinet and some tattered cardboard boxes that they dare not disturb.


Still in the hall – ducking under the lazy twirl of a spider’s legs, much to Lizzie’s distress – they shuffle into the dining room. There was once a huge antique table in here, with paintings on the wall and a big glass chandelier. Now there’s a couple of dining chairs with their seats missing and not much else.


They move on to the kitchen at the back of the house. The floor is more ragged in here, a few floorboards at angles like pulled teeth. There’s a huge stove, which used to steam and clank and fill the whole place with noise. The inside of the old fridge, with its Bejam’s logo hanging by a thread, is coated with black mould and dusted with rodent droppings. An image of her mother on her knees checking the cupboards springs to Lizzie’s mind. What would she have been doing? Writing a list, a shopping list, that’s right. She did all the family’s shopping for them.


‘It’s bigger than I remember,’ Lizzie says.


The kitchen is huge. Lined with great wooden worktops leading to a vast larder in the corner. How many people lived here? Nina only remembers it being Jane and her dad, though they did have other staff. From here, she can see a few tins in the larder and her stomach growls, though they’d presumably be decades out of date.


‘I can’t believe this place is empty,’ Lizzie says. ‘Looks like it’s been this way for a long time too.’


‘Maybe they couldn’t afford to run it,’ Nina says. ‘What did Jane’s dad do?’


‘I have no idea,’ Lizzie says. ‘I can’t even picture his face, it’s really weird.’


They head towards the stairs, testing the first tread in case it gives way.


‘Do you really think Aisa’ll be OK?’ Lizzie says.


‘Of course, I told you that already,’ Nina replies, hoping her voice doesn’t give away her own worries. Aisa has always been a mouse who acts like a lion, it’s amazing she’s not been in more scrapes. Or maybe, Nina thinks with a pang, Aisa just tends her scrapes in secret. She’s always been like that, ever since she was little. ‘Ow, God.’ Nina catches her bad ankle awkwardly on the next step. ‘I need to sit down.’ She perches on the second step and looks up at the ceiling, checking there’s nothing ominous about to drop on her head from the darkness. As she looks around, a tiny light catches her eye in the corner of the hallway. ‘Maybe there is electricity after all,’ she says, pointing to it.


‘What?’ Lizzie says, hovering in front of her with her back to the door. She turns round quickly, confused.


‘There was a …’ But there’s no light in the corner. Nina blinks and rubs her eyes. It’s not the first time she’s seen floaters, usually at the end of a very long shift. And this has been a very, very long family shift. ‘Don’t worry, it’s nothing.’
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ROSEMARY – 1973


No matter how wide I open them, my eyes can’t take in the whole house. I feel like an ant.


I’m sweaty from cycling here, my uniform soured up, and the mascara I sneaked on is probably halfway down my face. I’m half an hour early because Mum was so sure I’d be late, and I have no idea where I should put my bike. Its rusted body and wheezy old wheels feel obscene here and I flush guiltily like I’ve been caught smoking or I’m wearing frilly knickers on my head. Everything here is so … grand. So … proper.


And then I feel guilty all over again for thinking bad thoughts about the bike. Dad’s bike. The seat lowered as far down as it’ll go to accommodate me when I stop, I can only press one foot to the ground at a time, like a see-saw. My sole, treasured inheritance. This bike and the wristwatch I’m wearing, even though I can’t fully trust its timekeeping.


As I stand, staring gormlessly up at the windows and fanning my sticky face with one hand, I remember my mum’s words. Her prophetic, philosophic, wise guidance. ‘Don’t cock this up, it’s your last chance.’


My other chances, of course, are left behind to gather dust along with my ‘bloody expensive’ uniform that Dad had to do overtime to afford. Poor Dad.


I could try to come up with a decent excuse, or blame friends, or boys or … I don’t know, Edward Heath. But the simple truth is that everything was going OK. I wasn’t a straight-A fifth-former, but I was clinging on. And then Dad died just before my mock exams, I went bananas, and everything else slammed into a wall.


My mum could barely look at me when I was expelled. ‘First of the family to go to grammar school,’ she kept saying.


‘First of the family to get booted too,’ I’d said, and she walloped my legs.


So now I’m staring up at my last chance, hands slick on the handlebars, half-hoping they made a mistake and don’t have a job for me here, and I can go home and back to bed. Lick my wounds and work out what to do with my life. Then the front door opens, a woman in a black uniform comes out. She’s shaped like a Scotch egg and her grey hair, whipped up in a neat bun, frames her face, which is as red as a postbox.


‘Whut yer djarn standing there like that?’ she says, bustling over, and then looks behind her quickly and tugs my arm. ‘Rosemary?’ she asks and I nod. ‘Stash your push iron there, lass, and then we’ll get t’work.’







[image: image]



6


LIZZIE – 9:55 p.m.


Lizzie has helped Nina back into the living room – an ironic name given it feels like a mausoleum – where her sister now lies on one of the sofas, near the fire. Lizzie has packed her in with both the blankets, shaken again for dust (and spiders), which Nina grumbled about but allowed to happen. It’s the best place for her. Not just for Nina’s sake, but for all of them. If Aisa gets the AA to come and fix the car, Nina needs to be able to drive it.


Lizzie has had driving lessons. A lot of them. More than she’d admit. But she always felt like she was being asked to ride a bucking metal bronco through streets surrounded by soft, vulnerable humans. It just felt like a bad idea, something that should never be allowed. In the end, she realised that driving wasn’t the problem, she was. It was a relief to let her provisional licence expire.
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