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I heard a cuckoo this morning. The sound came through the pipes like everything from the outside world. Everything except him. He comes down the cellar steps into my darkness, bringing the scent of laurel from the garden. If there is a garden. A cuckoo. I don’t know what’s up there – out there – only what I can conjure in my mind’s eye. But a place so far from everywhere is bound to have a garden. He carries it on his clothes: bright air that lights my darkness for a second, the time it takes him to remind me that darkness is all I have. Sometimes, to spite him, I grow a garden in my mind’s eye, stuffing it with colour, scent, birdsong. Other times, there are only barren fields and a deadwood forest, cliffs falling away to nothing, to the end of the earth.


Have you ever taken a wrong turn late at night? Set out on a journey whose destination was very different in the daylight, not safe necessarily, but not deadly? Would you have turned back if you’d seen how the land lay, caught sight of the fire burning up ahead, tasted its ash on your tongue? Or would you, like me, have kept going? Needing to see, to be certain?


Three days ago, I drove through the night to get here, the last ten miles in the kind of darkness that only falls when you’re far from a city. A special quality of darkness. No stars or moonlight, only my headlights to guide me along lanes where neglected hedges hauled at the car.


‘Madwoman,’ I muttered, hugging the steering wheel.


Who starts work in the middle of the night? Only a madwoman or someone whose bills are stacking up; the past few weeks had been a nightmare of last-minute cancellations. I’d have leapt on this latest job, whatever the cost. A flagrant disregard for the small print, my old dad would’ve called it.


‘You have arrived at your destination.’


The house was a black square against the night sky. Detached out here, miles from anywhere. My headlights set pale eyes staring from stone walls. No light inside, but I hadn’t expected any; the front-door key was stashed safe in my pocket. The boot of my car groaned with corrugated paper, bubble wrap, parcel tape, everything I needed to get started. Perhaps I should have paid better attention to the exterior of the house, but it was the contents I cared about as I cut the engine and climbed out into the night.


The house has seven rooms and a cellar. The cellar, I was told, was empty. For the seven rooms, I’d ordered packing boxes to be delivered ahead of my arrival. Clare Miranda, my client, said she’d arrange for a neighbour an hour’s drive away to be here when the boxes were dropped off. These details seemed important at the time.


The house is unoccupied. Ms Miranda has never lived here, as far as I know. For years, her message said, she rented to holidaymakers. Now she wants to sell. On paper, it was an ideal job. Few personal items, no risk of anything precious being lost or damaged in transit. I’d spend a couple of days clearing and packing, sleeping in one of the three bedrooms in the sleeping bag I’d brought with me. On the fourth day, transport would arrive: a team to load my boxes into their van. For everything else, a skip was being dropped off. I love a skip. The word itself is perfect, meaning I can skip a lot of the packing, making me want to skip with joy. A flagrant disregard for propriety and small print (thanks, Dad), but no nearby neighbours to be scandalized, no one to bear witness to how I do my job or the peculiar pleasure I might take in doing it. On paper, it was perfect. Three days alone, away from the rest of the world. Worth driving through the dark to get a head start. That was my excuse anyway. Tonight I’d build boxes and make inventories ahead of tomorrow’s hard work. I was bristling with purpose as I stood with the soft screech of owls behind me, claws skittering in trees I couldn’t see, before he hit me over the head and delivered me into a deeper darkness than any I’d known before.


My cellar is a box inside a box. I know this from the way sound travels and because all houses are the same. Boxes inside boxes inside boxes. Houses are my business. There is nothing you can teach me about houses.


Three days ago, I scratched the first initial of my name into the cellar floor. I scratched a G but now I wish it was gone. I’m afraid he’ll see it, or someone will. Whoever comes looking for me when I’m gone, searching these boxes for the hidden thing that was me. My thoughts unravel, running to my car – Is it parked outside or has he driven it away, drowned it or burnt it? If he’s burnt it, I’ll kill him – and all the packaging in it, bubble wrap and corrugated paper to reduce the risk of breakages. My insurance policy promises every reasonable care, but I tend to go beyond reasonable. A better word to describe the care I take would be extraordinary. People trust me with their precious things. Even so, accidents happen. You certainly can’t assume they won’t. Look at me, at his mercy. It took him less than a minute to lay waste to my best-laid plans.


He can’t have burnt my car; I’d have smelt smoke on his clothes. I didn’t see another vehicle when I parked up, but how else did he get here, an hour’s drive from the nearest town? He has a car. I see it in my mind’s eye: a black pickup with chrome bull bars. Parked out of sight, around the back of the house. Clare Miranda was a ruse, a lie. The whole job was a lie.


He put a mattress on the cellar floor. It terrified me three days ago, conjuring all manner of humiliations. But it’s just my bed. Blankets, too. He thought about my comfort, perhaps. It’s so hard to know what he thinks. The human brain plays tricks when it’s trapped. In the absence of sensory stimuli, it overcompensates; I’m seeing eyes in the cellar walls and in the steps leading to the door he keeps locked. Eyes like glass, cold and watchful.


My cellar has wine racks built into its walls. Empty, but I can smell fermented fruit, cork, paper labels, green glass. One of the first things I did, three days ago, was search every shelf for a bottle – a weapon – finding only cobwebs gluing to my fingers. The wine racks help me to imagine a family up in the house, sitting down to supper together. ‘Pass the peas, will you?’ Small children swinging their feet under the table, an apple-cheeked wife in an apron. And me, all the long way down here, held prisoner by their doting father, her loving husband. His secret, best kept under lock and key. For a second it warms me, the thought of being that special. Until I remember why I’m here.


Three days. That’s how long I’ve been his prisoner.


I pick at a thread on the mattress, working it loose. He hasn’t touched me yet. Except that isn’t true – he carried me down here. Picked me up from the ground outside, held me in his arms. Did he sling me across his shoulder like a firefighter or a coal man, emptying me down into the darkness? He knows my weight, the shape of me, what I look like asleep. He’s the first person in decades to know that. Since I was a baby in Mum’s arms or on Dad’s lap.


My mind skips backwards, away from the cellar where it can only scrabble, hitting walls. The past feels safe, which is another kind of madness. My past is anything but safe. It nearly killed me. But right now I’d be better off back there. I close my fists at the thought of him carrying me down the stone steps, locking me up. Why? I’m not young or pretty. I’m thirty-eight and what I know about men could be written on a wine cork. He can’t be attracted to me. It’s years since I snagged the eye of passing men, even those who’ll look at anything, who’ll stick it in an empty vase, as my old mum used to say. My mind skips away. Anywhere but here in the darkness pricked by those watching eyes.


Three days since I drove through the night, into his trap. I was meant to be packing this house. That’s my job. I’m a professional packer. I’m neat and methodical and very, very careful. When I’m not locked up in a stranger’s cellar.


I packed a pair of Sèvres vases not so long ago. Porcelain and ormolu, Louis XVI. Cobalt blue, snaked all over with gold, ugly as sin. Not my idea of beautiful, but beauty’s in the eye of the beholder. Maybe he finds something to covet in my dimpled knees, the thin skin at my elbows. I shudder, curling myself smaller, a bony comma on the mattress. I need to take care; it’s too easy to lose track of myself, locked up like this.


Upstairs, I imagine him sleeping. If I squeeze my eyes shut, I can see the pictures. Twins in bunk beds, flushed faces, tousled hair. His wife curled as I am, her arm around his narrow waist. The pictures are a lie, I know. He’s alone up there, just as I am down here. But it helps when I imagine him with a family, doing whatever things a family does. Did he try to be normal once, like me? He’s young, could still learn.


‘You’ll learn,’ were the first words he spoke to me.


Not on Day One. On Day One, he was so silent I started to think he couldn’t speak, that I’d never hear another human voice again. By the end of Day Two, I was begging him to say something. But on Day One, I did all the talking, waking down here in his prison.


‘What’re you doing?’ Panic lifting my voice. ‘Why’m I here?’


Silence from the top of the cellar steps, his back to the light, dark head and shoulders hiding everything, just a thin margin of light squirming behind. How slim he is, built like a swimmer or a dancer, narrowing from the span of his shoulders to the shadows at his feet.


‘Why’re you doing this?’ I asked all the idiot questions, the ones you hear in films or read in books. It sounded fake, even to me. ‘What do you want?’ When his want was pressing into my knees, drilling like the mattress springs, hard and unyielding.


Three days.


Has no one missed me in that time?


This isn’t how it was supposed to go.


In the dead end of his cellar, I remind myself of all the plans I’ve ever made and how few came to fruition. Lists of tasks, goals, steps. Maps to places I never reached. Escape routes, exit plans. Contingencies. Pencils worn to stubs, notebooks filled to the very last page. You can only plan so much, I’ve learnt. Sometimes you have to take a chance. Be spontaneous.


Thanks to spontaneity, I’ve been his prisoner for three days. I’m not supposed to be a prisoner. I’m a professional, a packer. I’m meant to be the one in charge of houses, of boxes. How I wish I had my shoebox of treasures down here. Just to hold, keep close. I’ve not been without it since I was a girl.


It has been twenty years since my first packing job: a two-bedroomed flat with a bay window where I climbed a stepladder to take down heavy brocade curtains. It took a whole day just to wrap and pack the owner’s glass collection. I wish you could’ve seen my pleasure as I tucked the last paperweight into its box, fitting it with the others, snug as a jigsaw. There is nothing you can teach me about packing, about neatness. It’s only people who puzzle me. Their attachment, for instance, to broken things. Sentimental value is such an oxymoron. After fitting the paperweights into their crate, I took out my shoebox and set it on the table by the bay window. The window looked naked without its curtains. From the owner’s glass collection, I’d separated a thimble with a chipped base, lethally sharp. It only takes a little damage to turn glass into a weapon. Wrapping the thimble in a wisp of tissue paper, I tucked it into its new home. Now the owner’s collection was flawless, ready for transit. And my shoebox had another treasure.


Above me, floorboards whisper with the sound of him walking from room to room. My car is full of wasted paper, cardboard, bubble wrap. Well, not quite wasted. My shoebox is hidden under it all, safe. At least I hope so.


Three days. His prisoner.


Footsteps. He’s alone up there. His apple-cheeked wife doesn’t exist; my fantasy, not his. His fantasy isn’t a clean kitchen or a neat, nuclear family. It’s me rotting down here until I give up my secrets or learn my lesson or attempt whatever it is he’s waiting for me to attempt. Escape? That would be an excuse to lose his temper, show his real face. He’s so calm and quiet, looks clean, smells clean. But his life is mess, squalor. Why else take a stranger and hold her prisoner in your cellar?


Not a sentimental bone in his body.


I can’t help him as I’ve helped my other clients, by losing an item or two in transit; nothing of value, just a light skimming of the detritus that shackles us to the past. Boxes of baby teeth, old birthday cards, empty make-up trays. A damaged glass thimble. My job helps people to move on. Three days ago, I came here to help Clare Miranda do that. Thirty-five boxes, a skip and me. Other people’s mess is a mystery to me. Is that the lesson he’s teaching? You’ll learn. I’ve only ever known order, inventories. How to tidy, declutter, downsize. I don’t understand mess, but perhaps it’s where life’s really lived. Or perhaps he’s the one who needs to be taught a lesson. The damaged one, the dangerous one.


The floorboards fall silent above me.


This house. How can I get it to give up its secrets? Every other house has shared its secrets, but not his. On the cellar floor, I trace the curve of the letter I scratched there. G for gone. For good.


This is not how this was supposed to go.
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His key grinds in the lock. A blade of salt air slips under the door. Salt does such damage, people have no idea. It ruins glass and wood and cloth and stone steps. He’s standing on the stone steps with the light behind him so his face isn’t there, I can’t see him, just the long sway of his arm as he drops the bag down to where I’m crouched at the edge of the mattress, tugging at the loose thread, afraid to let go.


‘Please.’ Despising myself for breaking the promise made in the night to never beg, to bare my teeth at him, bear everything. ‘Please.’


‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ His tone suggests he’s said this before. It’s possible I’ve forgotten; the blow to my head may have left a black hole where all manner of things are lost. Threats, promises, explanations. That’s plausible; I find myself wringing my hands.


‘I told you. I’m not interested in you like that.’


The light finds him for a second, his frown like a stitch holding his face together, keeping him from the brink of whatever he’s prepared to do. I can’t afford to think like that so I fill my head with places I have packed: houses, flats, a narrowboat moored on a canal. Strip away the trappings and we all hoard the same things: broken spectacles, rotting rubber bands. He’s no different but for the fact of me in his cellar. I’m his exception to the rule.


‘Thank you,’ I manage, ‘for the food.’


He steps back, swings the door shut, locks it. I listen for the sound of him going into another part of the house but hear only silence. He moves like a cat, noiseless, weightless. My brain rejects this, summoning the sound of boots, the scent of cordite. In my mind’s eye, he’s a soldier, a sniper. Sometimes I think my brain is a bigger threat than he is.


The cooler bag sits in the darkness, a foot from my mattress, zipped shut. If the past three days have taught me anything, there will be food and water enough to keep me well. Hot soup in a flask. He keeps me stocked with toilet roll, face wipes, towels. Cares enough to keep me alive and clean. If I’m lucky, the cooler bag will contain a couple of paracetamol, which I’ll suck slowly like sweets, savouring the bitterness.


The scent of salt lingers in the cellar after he’s gone.


Salt comes from acid, from the air we breathe, which is full of acid. Carbon dioxide, sulphur and nitrogen all degrade the fabric of houses – there’s soup, in the Thermos – producing salts that sit in walls and under floors. Chicken soup, with noodles. Rain meets carbon dioxide and forms carbonic acid that washes away – bread rolls, the kind you buy par-baked and finish in the oven – to melt stone and brick. The bread’s warm. I hold it in my hands. Stone degrades. I cannot get that phrase from my head. It rattles like a loose tooth. I bring the bread to my lips; this is how he will break me, by little acts of kindness, with warm bread. Stone degrades. Baby teeth in a box, glass eyes in a jar, dentures in a tumbler of dead water. Whatever people won’t be parted from without the help of a professional packer like me. I think of my plan, imperfect as it was. Everything packaged, put away. A place for everything and everything in its place. How I hate leaving a job half done.


People will pay strangers to pack their houses. The rich, of course, who don’t think about what they possess, have forgotten most of it or remember only for tax purposes, their treasure stashed in safes or bank deposit boxes, too valuable to be left lying around, not worth the insurance premium. But at the other end of the scale are those who die with no one left to organize their house clearance. Murder victims whose homes are empty once the detectives depart, treading black powder in their wake, leaving tacky finger marks from the gloves they wear. Professional cleaners are called in if the crime scene is gruesome, if there’s decomposition or excessive blood spatter. Or is it splatter? The bread is going cold. The victim’s loved ones are left to clean up. Some move house even if they succeed in getting all the blood from the carpets. I need to stop thinking about this but I can’t, my blood and brain matter on this mattress, the slow stickiness of my dissolve if he never returns, if I sink into horsehair and metal springs, blackening as the seasons change, reduced to a scratch of salt in the air.


I’m out of breath. The cellar shifts the way old rooms do or because I’m hallucinating, because it’s been three days and no one knows I’m here. No transport team, no skip, no one. Just me and him.


Box it up and put it away.


Breathe. Eat.


Very few houses are entirely new. Most have old or restored parts. Wood floors, fireplaces, exposed beams stolen from ships . . . The narrowboat creaking on the canal. I’m going out of my mind.


Be patient.


I learnt my patience from houses. Houses can wait years – centuries – for the right people. Keeping secrets, keeping mum. I’m patient. But I’m not sure he is and this is not how it was supposed to go.


The bread is cold but tastes fresh. I must eat everything he gives me. It’s crucial to keep my strength up, for this fight.





The Facts As I Know Them


• Three days ago, I arrived at an address in a remote part of the Peak District in the dead of night where I was knocked unconscious and locked in this cellar.


• My captor is male. In his late twenties. Tall, slim, strong. He hardly speaks. Sounds educated. Smells clean, wears dark clothes, jeans and jumpers.


• He is very calm, but that’s a lie. Underneath, he’s angry. Driven. Dangerous. Believe me, I know.


• The cellar where he keeps me is dry, only just warm. I have a mattress to sleep on, blankets that feel new. I’m grateful for the camping toilet; he could’ve left a bucket.


• He brings hot food, water to drink and to wash with. Packets of chewable toothbrushes, the kind they sell in airports, little blocks of plastic bristles studded with dried paste.


• I’m free to move around. He hasn’t tied me, just trapped me. He’s careful whenever he comes into the cellar, keeps his distance. He must think me capable of turning a toothbrush into a weapon. He must think I’m the dangerous one.


• He won’t tell me why I’m here.


• He doesn’t use my name. I left my bag at home. Driving licence, bank cards, phone – everything that might identify me is back in the flat I left in such a hurry to come here in the dead of night three days ago.


• I thought I knew what I was doing.


• He’s not broken me yet, but isolation and imprisonment can break a person’s mind. Believe me, I know.


• I don’t know his name.


• He hasn’t touched me, gives no indication of being interested in me sexually. Not that it would be sex, if he did. It would be violence, rape.


• The flat with the bay window. The narrowboat on the canal. The bedroom that became a shrine.


• Lists calm me; I make lists when I get agitated.


• Three days ago, in response to an email commissioning my services, I drove to this address to pack an unoccupied seven-room house. My client, Clare Miranda, was paying a premium for the work to be done in three days. Most removals teams can pack a house within hours, but a professional packer works more precisely, employing her judgement and discretion. I didn’t question my client’s need for a professional packer for her unoccupied holiday cottage. Perhaps I should have done.


• No one knows I took this job. It was a private arrangement. The nearest neighbour is an hour’s drive away, with no reason to come here.


• Glossop is the closest town, outside the borders of Greater Manchester. I don’t remember passing any houses or seeing even distant lights during the last hour of the drive that brought me here.


• The nearest landmark is Bleaklow: peaty, boggy moorland marked by a cairn of stones and the preserved crash site of a reconnaissance aircraft from 1948. I looked this up online the day I accepted the job. I like to be thorough. Just not thorough enough, evidently, on this occasion.


• The local landmarks have sinister names: Snake Pass, Higher Shelf Stones, Blackstone Edge, Saddleworth Moor. Each of these warnings I ignored.


• A spate of cancellations forced me into a corner. Now I consider those cancellations; they too seem sinister.


• If this was his plan, it has a flaw.


• I am not who he thinks I am.


• When he finds that out, everything will change.
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The garden here is immaculate, at least in my mind’s eye. During his mother’s time, I like to think, it was a blaze of flowers; she had an eye for colour, his mum. Kidnap victims are advised to keep reminding their captors that they are human. I’m supposed to tell him about my family but I can hardly talk to him about my mum, can I? So instead I imagine his. Since he’s human, too. Not just me. The pair of us are human.


Day Four.


The cellar’s cold. I can’t stop shivering. Luckily I was dressed for packing when I arrived, in old jeans and a flannel shirt. Had I come to visit his mum, I’d have worn a dress. Except I threw all my dresses out, along with my make-up and high heels; there comes a point when you have to stop kidding yourself. The last dress I wore wasn’t red but it was the kind of green that screams red. That dress was a punch, a poke in the eye. His mum would say I deserved what I got for going out dressed like that. Mine said it often enough. Dad, too. Are his parents alive? He’s younger than I am. Do they know what sort of son they raised? What part did they play in the man he’s become?


Silence from upstairs.


My skull aches with listening, my eyes stretched wide. The silence doesn’t mean anything. On Day Two, I imagined it meant he was gone. He hadn’t spoken a word to me at that point. Easy to think it was his plan all along for me to die down here with only the scraps of the last meal he left me, a slow painful death.


Day One was confusion, from start to finish.


But Day Two was the worst day, so far.


Thinking him gone, I panicked, mapping the dark with my fingers brick by brick, searching for air coming in or a weapon to help me escape. He’s too careful; I knew that about him before I knew anything else.


On Day Two, climbing the steps to the cellar door, I lay with my cheek to the knife edge of light out there, hoping for a snatch of birdsong or the scent of something other than myself. It’s true what they say: you end up longing for your captor, craving his company. I’ve lived most of my life alone and liked it. But it’s different down here. Down here, there’s no escape from myself.


Now it’s Day Four and I know his silence doesn’t mean anything. Even so, it gnaws at my fingers and toes. Soon, I’ll start calling for him. What name will I use? He hasn’t told me his, or asked for mine. I’d rather my silence brought him than my noise. Calling for him would be a humiliation.


Whenever I hear his key in the lock, I tell myself, This time I’ll look at him. Square in the face, in the eyes. I’ll make him look at me. Each time, I’m too afraid. The light hurts, my eyes stinging with tears as soon as it hits. And not just the light. He’s too alive, crackling with it, and with his hatred of me. No matter how well he hides it, I know it’s there.


I’ve seen enough to describe him to the police or a sketch artist. His hair is blue-black, cut short, its ends fizzing with light. His eyes are a darker shade of the same blue, flinty and full of sparks. His skin’s unblemished, thin over razored cheekbones and at the bridge of his nose. He’s beautiful, like an Old Testament angel standing at the top of the cellar steps. I look away every time. He makes me feel awful. Literally full of awe. He’d hate that green-red dress as I came to hate it, despising my heels and the snappy boxes of eye-shadow, sticks of lip gloss. He’d bundle it all into a bin liner and throw it in the rubbish as I did. Enough of me. Enough.


Is this why he leaves me alone? To let my imagination build him into a bigger monster? Another man would use physical violence but he knows my imagination is my own worst enemy. How does he know that?


Day Four. He’s not coming today. It doesn’t matter how hard I wish or want. He’s staying away. They say hating someone is like taking poison and waiting for them to die. He isn’t taking any poison today. I’ve made him ill enough already. Too much of me. Mum always said I was too much. Dad, too.


Day One was confusion.


Day Two: panic.


Day Three: acceptance.


Day Four is misery, memories.


In the cellar’s darkness, I recall the steps that brought me here. The long drive through the night, bats flying at the car, landing in leathery thumps. A moth hit the windscreen in a pfft of powder like my fingerprint in my mum’s compact when I was a child and curious about everything, putting my hands everywhere and my nose, ‘Keep this out, madam!’ nose stinging and fingers too, tucked into the pockets of my pinafore dress. To please her, I learnt to be neat and orderly. Became a packer, in charge of precious things.


Box it all up. Put it away.


All my own precious things were put away, out of reach of my clumsy child’s fingers in that too-big house where we could, if we chose, avoid one another for months on end. My parents didn’t avoid me nearly enough, their attention swooping, landing without warning. ‘Who’re you hoping to attract looking like that? Is the circus in town?’ Half the time it wasn’t intended to wound but to make me laugh. Dad always said I didn’t laugh enough. Standing at the threshold to my room, frowning in at me: thirteen and freshly unhappy. Wearing one of his fancy waistcoats with a velvet tie; his work wasn’t going well, that’s when he’d put on his nattiest clothes to cheer himself up. Peering around my room, which was neater than usual because whenever I felt out of control I tidied. I’d been feeling out of control for months.


‘Who are you?’ Dad rocked on his heels. ‘And what’ve you done with my daughter?’


As if I’d ever been chaotic, as if I’d have dared. I smiled because he wouldn’t leave until I was joining in with the joke but I didn’t know who I was or what I’d done to his daughter or even who she was.


Like now, whoever this woman is locked in this cellar. Not me. He can’t have meant to take me. I’m a mistake. When he finds that out, the fun and games will start. What my old dad used to call fun and games.


Day Four.


The cellar is cold, the house clenched with silence. Sitting on his mattress, I press the palms of my hands to his floor. I hate remembering Dad. I’ve worked hard to put all that behind me. Down here, I can’t hide from the pull of the past. I scuff my hands at the floor to make the feeling go away. In a minute, I’ll get up to use the camping toilet, grateful he didn’t leave a bucket.


I conjure his mum in her garden in a cotton sundress and canvas apron with pockets at the front for secateurs. She’s kneeling by the flower beds but when I look more closely I see a trench has been dug there, six feet long and three feet wide, deep. So that’s no good. No more mind’s eye for me.


I finish on the toilet and wash my hands in the basin he provided, using bottled water, before drying them on the clean towel he left folded at the foot of the mattress. He thought of everything. It makes me shiver and want to scream.


Whose plan was this anyway?


The only way out is through the solid door at the top of the cellar steps. He carries its key in the left pocket of his jeans. He’s very careful with the key, with everything. But he’s made a mistake, all the same. I’m a mistake.


Who is he? What does he want? I only half know the answer to that and I hate a job half done. He’s in pain. I see it spilling from his eyes, staining everything. He’s out of control. I know how that feels, how dangerous it is. It makes me want to tidy, put his mess into boxes.


He’s as trapped here as I am, although I resent that cliché. Only one of us is locked up for starters. But he’s lost, in grief or guilt or anger. Needs to move on like my clients whose baby teeth and birthday cards I lose before hanging curtains in their new house, making beds, filling bathroom cabinets with toiletries, tampons, suppositories.


My work is made of intimate acts. I know my clients inside and out, their secrets and their desires. Better than I knew myself at the age of thirteen.


What have you done with my daughter?


Silence from above but he’s up there. He isn’t leaving. Perhaps I know him without even being aware of it. I know his cellar, intimately. That’s a start.
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How an estate agent would describe my cellar: ‘Deceptively spacious and unspoilt, the perfect project, full of original features.’


How I describe it: Airless, windowless, packed with the smell of myself. Secret, hidden, torturous. A prison.


Four days ago, I woke with an unfamiliar pain in my head, lying on this mattress in his cellar. I’ve since come to think of it as my cellar but that day it was his. His cellar, his mattress, his lump on my skull. Perhaps I should have started there, at the beginning of this captivity. But Day One was confusion; you’d have been forgiven for thinking me mad.


I lay for a long time struggling to make sense of what’d happened. Bats flying towards my face – I raised an arm to shield my eyes. Through the crook of my elbow, I saw a wavering rectangle of light high above me. For one terrifying second I thought I was underwater, began jerking my limbs, clawing hands over my head in a bid to swim towards the light. The mattress was a sea or river or, worse, a canal. The light was the surface where air was, where life was. I had to reach it or die. My lungs laboured in my chest. I’m going to die. I must’ve looked very funny flailing about on the mattress, gasping for breath. My old dad would’ve laughed if he’d seen me. But there was no laughter from the top of the cellar steps. It wasn’t until he’d closed the door and locked it – a sharp sound from the tumblers, like glass breaking – that I realized he’d been standing on what I took to be the dry land I was so desperate to reach.


Day One. It feels so long ago now. I remember wobbling my way around the cellar, bumping into stacked bottles of water, the cold shock of a basin, blankets tangling my feet. Out of breath, a rat running around a maze, nostrils quivering. When I sat back down, I thought about what I’d seen. How he’d stood with the door open so I didn’t wake alone or in darkness. Thirsty, I fumbled for a bottle of water, gulping from it, wetting the front of my shirt. Panting from my circuits of the cellar. I’d found wine racks, a camping toilet, a child’s hurricane lantern with batteries screwed into its base. The lantern was dim, putting a puddle of light on the floor and walls as I raised it over my head. I found a stack of books, another of toilet rolls. I didn’t like how well stocked my prison was, didn’t like it at all. Had I started this story with Day One, too much of it would’ve been spent listening to me screaming.


The steps to the door, I avoided. Old and uneven, no banister rails, a sheer drop either side to the floor. It was hours after first waking until I felt steady enough to attempt the steps. In any case, I knew he’d locked the door; I’d heard the tumblers. I’d no real idea who he was but I knew he didn’t make mistakes. Like me, I thought but the cellar mocked me – a pretty big mistake, whichever way I looked at it.


This is not, I thought, the way this was supposed to go.


My vision wobbled on and off like a faulty bulb. I looked for a light switch but logically any switch would be at the top of the steps so that curtailed my search. In the dark, I sat gulping water, thankful my wrists weren’t tied, that I was alive, that I had water. As soon as my head stopped spinning, I was making a list of things to be glad of: the toilet isn’t a bucket; he hasn’t touched me; he’s a stranger and not someone I know.


That last thought terrorized me. Maybe I was concussed. Because all the time I was trying to swim to where the light wavered and he was waiting – all that time, I was sure I knew who was standing there, watching me.


A stranger whose face rippled, their breath coming in clouds. A heavy weight in their hands that put the taste of metal in my mouth and the thought in my head of its weight swinging down on me, again and again and again.


I was wrong, thank God. Thank God. Nothing that’s happened since has been as frightening as that thought, as that memory. Nothing.
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His key in the lock, light slicing under the door. My heart in my throat. Each time he opens the cellar door, he’s different. The food is the same but he’s changing. I see it, feel it, taste it. The pair of us are not the same people we were four days ago.


Day Four. We’re still in Day Four, just.


At the edge of my mattress, I arrange myself, neatly. It’s my only defence against him; there is something unassailable about neatness. He takes his time opening the door. My mind’s eye puts a crack in him, thinner than a hairline, of hesitation. He only ever opens the door to toss me food. My stomach’s confused, hunger and fear slogging it out. Fear is my constant companion down here. I hardly notice her any longer.


‘Grace Maddox.’


Not food. I freeze, ice in my veins, growling in my gut. Shut up, I tell my stomach.


‘What . . . ?’ My mouth’s dry, my tongue gluey.


Four days of near silence have not prepared me for this. Was it his intention to catch me off guard, lull me into a stupor with hot soup, warm bread, long silences?


‘Who is she?’ I ask.


‘You.’ He stands at the top of the steps, silhouette sharp against the light. Pale shirt, dark jeans narrow in the hip. His voice has no discernible accent but he’s educated, intelligent. ‘You’re Grace Maddox.’


He takes a step down into my darkness. ‘You’ve been here days now. You have to tell me what I need to know.’


Another step. His hair’s cropped short, black and bristling on his head just as I conjured it in my mind’s eye. Old Testament angel.


‘But my name’s Gwen! Gwen Leonard. I’ve never even heard of Grace Maddox!’


‘You’re lying.’ Another step. ‘You’re Grace.’ Hands loose and empty at his sides. ‘You’re a professional packer.’ Light lies along the bone of his cheek, drawing shadows like spears from his eyelashes. ‘It’s why you’re here.’


A fourth step. One more and he’ll be closer than he’s been since he put me down here. ‘You’re wasting time.’


‘You’ve made a mistake.’ I swallow against the thickness of my tongue. ‘Look, I’m sorry but that’s the truth. I don’t know who Grace is.’


Fear pokes her elbow into my ribs, telling me to shut up. My silence is part of the neatness, my only armour. Speaking gives us away.


‘Who is she? What did she do to you?’


‘I’ve food and water enough for months.’ He comes to a halt on the steps, the ghost of a graze on his right cheekbone, scuff mark from a fist or a fall. ‘You need to talk to me.’


We consider one another through the darkness. He’s very good at keeping me alive. For months. He could do it.


‘I’ll be found.’ The base of my spine is slick with sweat despite the cellar’s chill. No one’s missed me in four days. And whose fault is that, madam? Other little girls make an effort to make friends. ‘I’ll be found!’


‘I hope not.’ He retreats a step, in the direction of the light.


‘What if I am Grace?’ It blurts out of me. ‘What then?’


He doesn’t stop. Silence floods down the steps until I splutter in it, reaching out my hands. ‘What did she do?’


At the top, he turns to look at me. He’s made a mask of his face, its high angles hiding everything. He hesitates, as if on the brink of a decision. ‘I buried the last person who lied to me. You should think about that.’ He steps out. The key grinds in the lock, light dying behind the door.


My stomach shouts at me. Fear shouts too and her voice is louder, drowning out the noise from my gut.


Four days. For months. How long until someone comes looking for me? What if they never come? He’s calm today but he won’t stay calm. He is capable of anger, I see that now. He’s capable of anything.


I buried the last person who lied to me.


Who? And where did he bury her? I’m guessing it was a woman or a girl. In the garden up there, the one I’ve been conjuring in my mind’s eye? Is that where he’ll bury me? Did she have a car? He could lock me in the boot of mine, drive it into a river, weight the car with stones and drown me slowly, a black burst of bubbles against my face.


Stop it. Think. At least the questions have started.


I nod dumbly into the darkness, telling myself how lucky I am to have a roof over my head and food to eat, this blanket I’m clutching, someone who cares whether I live or die, who wants me even if it’s for all the wrong reasons.


You have to tell me what I need to know.


I have what he needs. Me. I press the tip of my index finger to the stone floor and make myself whisper it aloud: ‘I have what he wants.’


Now it’s starting.


The real business of why the two of us are here.


You’re a professional packer.


We all have secrets. I’ve found them at the backs of cupboards, the bottoms of drawers. Love letters, sex toys, diaries, old bank notes stuffed into the toes of stockings, forgotten. My stomach growls and I pet it with the palm of my hand. He’ll bring food, eventually.


Four days. For months.


He needs me to believe that threat. These past few days have been about proving he has the patience to wait for what he wants. But he doesn’t really want to wait. He wants answers so he can move forward. He made the cellar habitable but he won’t want to keep me here longer than necessary. The threat has to feel real but it isn’t. I know all about those sorts of threats.


You’re wasting time.


Time matters to him. He wants to move on but he can’t, without the answers he’s decided can only come from Grace.


You’re Grace Maddox.


He won’t be told he’s made a mistake. He’s like me, a planner. We don’t like to be told we’ve made mistakes.


The cellar is chilly but not cold or damp. It’s often too dark but I have the hurricane lamp by which to read the books he left. I reach for one: a blonde in a blue gown gazes limply from the cover while a man in a ruffled shirt glowers behind her. Two of the books are Penguin classic crime: green covers, black letters. I wonder at the impulse that made him put books down here. Vanity? A way to say, ‘I’m not a monster’. But only a monster locks someone in a cellar and refuses to let her go even after she’s told him he’s made a mistake, taken the wrong woman.


I buried the last person who lied to me.


I thumb the pages of the romance for some clue to her identity, trying to summon the memory of news reports, missing persons. There have been so many, too many lost women and girls. I cannot lay my finger on the one he might have taken. In any case, I know that’s not why I’m here. I’m making up stories to scare myself, a way of saying, ‘It could be worse’. Setting the romance aside, I draw my blanket more tightly around me.


From the top of the cellar steps, light winks like eyes, like the eyes in my bedroom in the too-big house: I see you.


‘Grace Maddox,’ I whisper into the darkness. ‘Where are you and what did you do?’





The Facts As I Know Them


• Four days ago, I reached a remote part of the Peak District where I was knocked out and locked in this cellar.


• My captor is male, educated, clean. He’s let me see his face. He is capable of anger, has threatened me with a long captivity.


• He calls me Grace Maddox. I’ve told him I’m Gwen Leonard, that he took the wrong woman. He says I’m lying. He says he buried the last person who lied to him.


• He hasn’t touched me yet, gives no indication of being interested in me sexually. Not that it would be sex, if he did. It would be rape.


• Their too-big house. Her bedroom that became a shrine. The narrowboat on the canal, the dark mouth of the lock, a creak of footsteps coming towards me.


• Lists calm me; I make lists when I get agitated.


• He keeps his distance, afraid of Grace who can fashion a toothbrush into a weapon. He’s right to be afraid of her. And he’s right to say I’m lying.


• I am Grace Maddox.


• Of course I’m Grace Maddox.


• Can I convince him I’m not?


• Four days ago, I drove to this address in order to pack an unoccupied seven-room house.


• Except that’s a lie, too.


• I came here to find a killer. My first girl’s killer.


• I came knowing it would be dangerous, prepared for it to be deadly.


• The cellar was a surprise; I hadn’t planned for that. Not the way it was supposed to go.


• The nearest town is Glossop. The nearest landmarks are Bleaklow, Snake Pass, Higher Shelf Stones, Blackstone Edge, Saddleworth Moor.


• For the first time in four days he hasn’t brought me food. Like a fool, I ate everything he gave me for my last meal. Warm bread and soup. I’m hungry. At least I have water. And my blanket.


• I’ve searched this cellar several times since he put me down here. But it’s time to search it again. To search me again: who I am and why I came. Now that I know what he’s after. Now I know it’s me.


• I’m Grace Maddox and he . . . ?


• He’s going to be sorry.
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Day Five. A second day without food. He’s punishing me, hasn’t unlocked the door since he warned me how long he’d wait. For months. He’s not so good now at keeping me alive. I hear him from time to time, enough to know he hasn’t left. I’m listening for a car or voices, a bin lorry, anything. But I knew how it would be. Peace and quiet, no neighbours to disturb my work. A flagrant disregard for small print. Thanks, Dad.


Box it all up, put it away.


My very first house move was made in a panic. Bag packed, one-way ticket, the awkward elbows of a goodbye. The train took me from my parents to start a new life ninety miles away, stopping at seven stations between their house and my new home. At the penultimate stop, a jolt of brakes shook my bag from the overhead rack, dropping it down into the aisle. That evening in the tiny bedsit, I found my alarm clock broken into bits. White plastic painted with pink flowers, I’d fallen in love with the little clock, begging Mum to buy it for my eleventh birthday. She didn’t – You, madam, can’t be trusted with breakable things – so I saved up and bought it for myself. The train journey broke it into pieces. I always packed more carefully after that.


The cellar is dark. I’m saving the batteries in the lantern. I wish I’d saved some food. My water’s running low.


From the bedsit, I moved into an attic where the roof was pitched like a tent; I could only stand upright in the very centre of the room. That’s where I learnt to fit things together, make optimal use of minimal space. Jigsawing, we professional packers call it.


The cellar’s ceiling is flat. Pipes run through it carrying the sound of him living up there. He doesn’t play music or watch television or listen to the radio. He lives like a monk. A monk with a woman in his wine cellar.


In my twenties, I moved to Manchester where I lived alone in the converted laundry room of an Edwardian block of flats in the artisan quarter of the city. The conversion was below street level, which meant dust coated the windows and traffic fumes seeped in. The flat flooded from time to time as my bathroom was home to a manhole cover.


This cellar hasn’t ever flooded or I’d be able to smell it. The strongest smell down here is me, worse than ever after two days without washing; I’m saving what’s left of the water to drink.


After the laundry room, I moved into a bigger flat in an unfashionable part of the city. That’s where things started to go wrong. Partly because its size reminded me of my parents’ house; I rattled around its rooms, scaring myself. Small places are safer. When I found the narrowboat, I thought I’d hit the jackpot. The slimmest, neatest place of all. Lying low on the water with its porthole windows ringed in brass. I’ve always loved close spaces.


Who is he? What does he really want?


Someone else would be broken by the fact of this cellar, its prison-like proportions. But not me. Neatness is a balm and his neatness is in evidence everywhere down here. It ought to oppress me, conjure thoughts of rituals, burials, disposal. But I’ve lived with neatness all my life and there is nothing he can teach me about oppression.


The narrowboat would have been my dream home, if things hadn’t taken a turn for the worse. All fun and games, right, Dad? Until someone gets hurt. Until someone is killed.


The narrowboat was moored on the worst stretch of the canal, an open invitation to drug dealers and God knows who else. Rapists, Mum would’ve said, murderers. At night, the canal is a dirty snare of distant street lights, stars. That’s where it started, that’s why I’m here. That night on the narrowboat. Six days before he trapped me. I add the time on my fingers: eleven days since the narrowboat. Five since he put me down here.


Day Five.


He’s running water, cooking a meal. Dark and meaty – a steak? My mouth waters. He knows I can smell the food. He’s starving me while cooking food I’ll never taste. Worse, he’s making me remember the narrowboat. And before. My childhood. Mum and Dad. Things I’ve fought to forget. Then I realize: there’s no smell of cooking, meaty or otherwise. Hunger is putting pictures in my head. I suck a breath and hold it in my mouth until it sours.


I wish I knew his name.


We’re together in this place where neither of us can see the sky, not really. He’s starving me but he’s also hungry. I sense it, taste it. He’s down here with me even when he’s not. Whether he likes it or not, or knows it or not, we’re in this together.
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From overhead a skitter of chair legs says morning more reliably than any clock. Day Six?


My stomach growls. He hasn’t been back since he threatened me with burial, with months more of darkness. He’s making an effort to be noisier than usual, letting me know he’s up there, waiting. I’ve learnt to listen to the house, its sighs and groans. All houses speak. People think old houses are the worst but new houses are unsettled, untrustworthy. This house isn’t new, too silent much of the time. When the weather is bad, it rattles with rain against its windows and wind in its chimney but I block it out, listening for the noise he makes as he moves around. He’s working in the garden, I think. Breaking things up or pulling them down. I buried the last person who lied to me. I think I hear him working to a rhythm, swinging, landing blows. I make myself imagine normal things like manual labour, an honest day’s work. I’ll do anything not to think about what he’s really doing up there.


Come down here, you coward.


Let’s get started.


Six days, the past two without food. But he’ll be back. Down into my darkness, bringing the sharp stink of outside. In my mind’s eye, he’s built a bonfire a safe distance from the house. I can’t smell any smoke but I believe in the bonfire. Autumn, the end of summer, school starting again – a safe place away from the house and my parents. I love the smell of autumn.


Box it all up, put it away.


My shoebox should be with me, down here. For the first time, I think about begging. Not for food but for my shoebox. All my life, I’ve put things into boxes. To begin with, it helped me make sense of their shapes, the ways in which they connect. And it kept the things safe, too. Tucked out of reach of clumsy hands. My old mum taught me that: there’s nothing that can’t be made safer by putting it in a box. The past. Our memories. Tiny glass caterpillars, slim gold pendants. Everything kept separate and secret. My fear of water. His threats. The stranger on the narrowboat and the bedroom that’s a shrine.


The chair skitters a second time.


My eyes track him across the cellar’s ceiling. He moves to the kitchen sink, runs a tap. Pipes hiss, water whispers. I listen for the pop of the gas ring as he lights the stove to heat my soup but it doesn’t come. Always the same routine until two days ago. I need him to have a routine, be predictable. Not knowing what he might do next scares me. There was so much comfort in that pop from the gas ring.


I’d told myself this was just another house, the latest in a long line, rarely a surprise in store. Just sometimes: a chocolate box full of bullets, or a set of knives hidden in a corset, slim and wicked where bones should be. I’ve laid my hands on so many secrets. I’d like to lay my hands on his. It’s what I came here to do, after all.


Find her killer. My first girl’s killer. Put a stop to him.


There is no bonfire but I’d like one. Nothing like fire for clearing the way, for cleansing. One of my houses burnt down to the ground before I’d finished packing it. Rotting carpets and curtains, a broken bathroom suite. Boxes of shoes with the shape of the wearer’s toes still in them. Beach buckets half filled with sand. Empty album sleeves curling like old house tiles. I’d almost finished the clearance on the night of the fire. When I returned, what was left of the house was wet and black, dripping from the hoses. Kids, they decided, climbing in through a missing window, setting candles on the floor. The sand in the beach buckets was fired to glass by the heat of the fire.


My dead girl’s little glass caterpillar is in my shoebox, waiting for me to hold it again. It breaks my heart to think it will never be missed.


To understand the caterpillar, you need to understand the doll’s house and the Noah’s ark. My matryoshka: Russian nesting dolls, each with her own name. I’m not ready to talk about any of that.


Footsteps. The grate of his key in the lock is the best sound in the world. I sit at the edge of the mattress in the spot where the light will land when the door opens. I’m determined to look into his eyes. I’m ready for you. He hesitates, as if sensing my determination. I have the advantage, for once: the sound of the key always alerts me to his arrival.


Come on. Open the door. Show yourself.


He doesn’t. After a long moment, I hear the sound of the key again, locking me back in. Then his footsteps, in retreat. My fingers search for the mattress’s loose thread, stomach churning with anger and emptiness. That’s why he did it. You’ll learn. Testing me. Expecting me to be behind the door with a weapon, ready to dart past. Giving him an excuse to stop me, hurt me. Is he such a coward he needs me to force his hand to that? He’s afraid of something. Himself, the cliff edge of his anger, how easily he might tip into violence, the idea he’s a monster . . . But does he really expect me to make a gift to him of the excuse to hurt me? I imagine his hand on the collar of my shirt, hauling me back as he flings me down into the darkness, stone steps breaking my bones. Is that what he wants? To thwart an escape plan? If so, there’s a flaw in his thinking. I’ve no intention of escape. Where would I go?


Down here, I make sense.


Down here, there is someone who wants me.


So let’s get started.





The Facts As I Know Them


• Six days ago, I was knocked out and locked in this cellar.


• I came to find a dead girl’s killer. I have her glass caterpillar; I kept it because its nose is chipped.


• Five months ago, I packed her bedroom. Moved it to her parents’ new house.


• I lived with their grief for three long weeks. I can taste it in my mouth even now.


• He’s starving me. Two days without food, without water. I’ll die if he keeps this up.


• He doesn’t want me dead. If he wanted me dead, he’d have starved me from Day One.


• It’s nearly Day Seven. Is it?


• Nearly twelve nights since I set foot on the narrowboat. Saw things I should never have seen. Did things I should never have done. Too late now.


• I came here looking for answers but he’s looking, too. He thinks I’m the one with the answers.


• One of us is wrong.


• Which one?
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Escape is the last thing on my mind. At first all I could think of was survival. Day One, Day Two, Day Three. Survival and escape felt like opposing ideas. Above all else, I need to stay alive. I’d hoped to catch a killer. Instead, I’m the one trapped. Funny the way things work out.


Day Seven.


No food, no water, no him. When my mind turns to escape it does so with a reluctance that would strike anyone else, I’m sure, as strange. Sitting on my mattress, I see in my mind’s eye the actions of another prisoner who climbs the cellar’s steps to beat on the door until her hands bruise. Every hour without fail: soaping the steps in the hope he’ll lose his footing and fall, digging with a battery at the walls, breaking her nails in a bid to prise a gap between the bricks. Launching herself like a banshee, screaming and smashing her way free. Not me, though. I sit here, starving quietly. Uncomplaining.


I want him down here with me. He needs to understand the mistake he made. He needs to pay.


Day Seven. He’s up there, I’m down here. Like an inversion of my place in the too-big house where my parents dictated how much space I took up. My bedroom was an attic conversion. I’d been put away, out of sight and mind. When a family loses a child, they often move house to make a fresh start. As a child, I used to daydream about my parents leaving me in my attic, alone. I have always lived alone. Even when I lived with them. Alone.


The narrowboat moves into my mind, the slow lurch of it on the water. A hallucination. Is it? Starvation will do that, break your mind into little shimmering pieces. Or perhaps the boat’s a memory, breaking free from its moorings because he’s starving the sense out of me, warping my reality.


When ice creeps across the canal, it freezes everything. Anyone who’s lived by water knows this. Droplets of moisture become studs, turning windows into the hobnailed glass of old poison bottles. Not To Be Taken.


Thirteen nights ago, it was cold on the narrowboat but not yet freezing. My breath was white. In the blackness outside, the water curled, muscular along the length of the canal, swallowed by the mouth of the lock. A box of matches rattled in my hand. The stove was full of twisted bits of paper, knotted pellets of wood soaked in lighter fluid; it would’ve been a good fire. But the matchbox was damp, dead. Footfall on the canal path, the skid of boots. I’d latched the inside of the cabin door but it wouldn’t hold if he put his shoulder to it. I’d seen his shoulders, the shadow of his shoulders, moving past the porthole windows. Box it all up, for God’s sake. Focus.
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