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To Alison Graham
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London looks so different in the daylight. Undressed somehow, indecent. And that’s before you count the people, those who belong here and the ones who never will, the lost and the found.


I’d been watching the street for over an hour when I saw her, coming out of the house. I hadn’t even known there was a house here – thinking it was all offices, restaurants and coffee shops. When last night I’d followed Joe only to lose him on this street, I’d said to myself he must have slipped into a late-night restaurant, expecting the bill to be paid by the stranger who’d picked him up earlier in the evening. Joe always attracted strangers. I’d said to myself they were hungry – Joe was always hungry – and they’d stumbled on this strip of West London with its bright lights and dirty pavements, the hot smell of cooking from kitchens. In daylight, it all made another sort of sense.


The street looked grey and tight-lipped. The girl leaving the house was the only colourful thing in it; so colourful, she hurt my eyes. I watched her swaying down the steps from the house, yellow pigtail bumping at her shoulder. Twenty-three or so, in a lilac coat and scarlet jeans, an easy smile on her lips. One of those world-at-her-feet girls, every birthday with a cake baked and candles burning, unwrapped presents lying in a welter of red ribbon. No one had ever abandoned her, or turned their back. She’d never know loneliness, never find herself without friends or hope. Hard not to feel a sharp little stab of anger at her complacency. Her life was so easy and she didn’t even know it, how suddenly the world could cave at your feet, swallow you whole.


I wondered what had happened inside the house to put that smile on her lips. Such a strange house to find hidden away here, so narrow it was nearly invisible. Three storeys of brown brick with a white wreath moulded to its door below a window of wrinkled glass. No bell to be rung; she’d raised her fist to knock. I hadn’t seen who opened the door since a lorry blocked my view, as it had last night. But now I’d seen the house, it seemed obvious to me that this was where Joe had disappeared last night. The woman who’d picked him up – she must live here. They’d been hungry, I’d got that much right, but it wasn’t food they’d wanted. In the nightclub, she’d singled Joe out, imagining he was alone. Well, he was. I’d been there in the background, but we weren’t together. Joe hadn’t noticed me following him to the club. He hadn’t noticed me in days. As for the woman, she’d had eyes for no one but Joe. The girl coming down the steps from the narrow house could be her daughter, they were so alike, each so blonde, like an over-exposed photograph. Joe’s woman had worn a belted black satin coat and high heels, showing enough skin at her throat to make you wonder whether she was wearing clothes underneath, her hair pinned up out of the way. This girl wore a pigtail tied with a black bow. She’d spent half an hour inside the house; I’d noticed her going in, and I’d seen her coming out. Six shallow steps led up to the front door. More steps led down to a basement but that was hidden behind railings, hard to see from a distance.


I’d had time to study the house from my seat in the window of the coffee shop that called itself a diner. Hungry’s, the name painted above an ancient awning. The faces of celebrities stared from the walls, actors and singers who’d gorged here on toasted sandwiches and lemon meringue pie. I couldn’t afford the pie or even a plate of toast. I’d scraped together the last of my loose change for the cup of tea I was sipping as slowly as I could. The diner was warm and greasy, smelling of bacon fat and coffee grounds. They let me sit in the window undisturbed. It’s possible they thought me a good advert with my grumbling stomach and pinched face, the face of Hungry’s. Traffic trundled past the window, indifferently. I might have been invisible for all the notice anyone took. I was used to that, it didn’t bother me, but the street did.


This street and I were old enemies. I’d walked it many times but never spied the narrow house, too busy being the eyes in the back of Joe’s head as he scored whatever he needed to get through another night, or another day. He couldn’t stand to be cold, he said, as if what he was scoring was a woolly scarf rather than a Class A drug. We’d been homeless for six weeks. It’d been all right while the summer lasted, but the year was turning and Joe with it, turning away from me. We were sleeping on the Embankment, not far from this street which was home to dealers and addicts, and well-heeled West Londoners. I’d thought it had no houses, only places to eat and work, like the restaurant with its mirrored tiles, the office block with its smoked-glass windows. Between these two, the narrow house was slipped like a lover’s note, long forgotten. It must have been a listed building to have survived the surrounding development. Five ornate plaster letters ran across its face, ‘Starl’, edited by the loud red front of the restaurant where last night I’d expected to find the woman in the satin coat buying Joe his supper. But it was the house that had swallowed them. Last night, after I’d given up searching, I’d retreated to our spot on the Embankment, missing Joe’s warmth at my back. This morning, I’d gathered the last of my change and come here to keep watch for him, not knowing what else to do. I was responsible for Joe, that’s how it felt, that’s how it was. And he was in the narrow house across the street, I was sure of it. But just as sure he wouldn’t want rescuing, not by me who hadn’t the cash for a second cup of tea, let alone whatever was on offer across the road.


The girl with the pigtail was coming towards me, swerving through traffic. Away from the house, towards the diner. My teeth twinged from the tea. I had to steady my hand on the cup.


She dragged the door open, letting in a lick of wind and litter.


She was younger than I’d thought, acne spoiling the beige mask she’d made of her face, and achingly pretty with big blue eyes and a plump pink mouth sitting open over white teeth. At the counter, she ordered a skinny latte in a sleepy voice. Did anything ever put a crease in her nose, or make her curl her hands into fists? Did she sit up in the night as I did, icy sweat on her shoulders, straining to see in the darkness whatever it was that’d scared her awake? I couldn’t imagine it.


Her coffee was served in a takeaway cup. She sat at the table next to mine and took out a phone, pecking at it with painted fingers, her free hand stroking her throat. ‘It’s me.’ She stretched the personal pronoun to two syllables. ‘I got it, but I turned it down . . . No, listen, it was weird. Like the whole set-up, just really weird.’


She was talking about a job. In the narrow house, across the street. Could this be my way in?


‘Dr Wilder.’ She lowered her voice to a lazy purr. ‘Robin.’ A pause, her fingers walking up her neck, before she laughed. ‘God, no. He’s ancient!’ More laughter. ‘Later, okay? Yes, yes I will.’


I stood as she ended the call, cocking my head. ‘I couldn’t help overhearing,’ I said.


‘Excuse me?’


‘I work for Gazelle, the recruitment agency? Our offices are just up the road.’ I gestured vaguely then gave what I hoped was a conspiratorial smile. ‘I’ve sneaked out for a coffee break!’


She blinked to bring me into focus. Girls like her never noticed me unless they made a special effort. I had a useful face, the kind that gets me out of trouble, now. When I was younger, it gave me away, over-sharing my sadness or rage. My face left me nowhere to hide, that’s what Meagan Flack said. But I’d trained it to be a good face, a mirror face, giving back what people wanted to see.


‘Oh . . .’ The girl perked her lips into a smile. ‘Sorry, are you recruiting on your coffee break? Only I’ve just turned down a job offer. I need some time to regroup.’


‘Of course. But you did say Dr Robin Wilder? From—’ I nodded towards the narrow house.


‘Starling Villas,’ she supplied. ‘Yes. Why?’


She was frowning finally, the smallest dent in her self-confidence. Had she taken the trouble to study me, she might have questioned my alibi. For one thing, my hair needed washing and my teeth a good brushing. But she didn’t take the trouble. I calculated she didn’t need the job she’d been offered in Starling Villas; she’d walk into another easily enough. I indicated we should sit, making a gesture of confidentiality of the kind I’d seen from social workers, and the police.


‘I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but we’ve had a little trouble over there.’ I lowered my voice, forcing her to lean into me. ‘Dr Wilder . . . Let’s say he isn’t the kind of employer I’d want for my sisters.’ I was going to say for myself, but judged sisters to be better.


Her face stayed smooth, untroubled. ‘Why not?’


‘He can be a hard taskmaster.’ She remained blank so I tried, ‘He’s not the best boss. He doesn’t always pay his bills.’ I was warming to my theme. ‘And he has a temper. We’ve had . . . complaints.’


I put a pause there, for her to fill in the blank.


She blinked her indignation. ‘They didn’t say anything about any of that, at my agency.’


I sipped at my cold tea. ‘He’s clever at covering his tracks.’


‘I still think they should’ve said something. I was alone in the house with him. I mean, he said he was alone.’


‘You didn’t see anyone else in the house?’


She shook her head. Had I made a mistake?


‘I felt I had a duty to speak up when I overheard you on the phone.’ I looked her over, taking care to be impressed by what I saw. ‘You know, my agency has a lot of good vacancies for young professionals.’


‘Oh, it’s not that.’ She tossed her head. I’d always imagined that was an expression people used in books, but she actually did it. ‘It’s not like I’m desperate.’


‘That’s what I thought. Let someone else be the one he pushes around and doesn’t pay!’


‘You should tell the police what he’s like.’ She sipped at her coffee. ‘Seriously. I knew it was weird but not everyone has my instinct.’ She was psychic, on top of everything else.


‘The job offer. Was it for . . . ?’


‘PA. He has like a ton of boxes and books. He said it needs sorting out but frankly it’s a mess in there.’ She inspected her glossy fingernails. ‘I’m going to make a complaint to my agency. They said it was different to an office job as he’s working from home or whatever, but they didn’t say anything about him being a pervert, or not getting paid.’


Nor did I say anything about him being a pervert. She’d made up a story in her head, admittedly with my help, a tale to tell her friends. She was shiny with it. I’d given her something better than a boring job shelving books and sorting boxes, ruining her nails into the bargain.


‘I’d rather you didn’t say anything to your agency.’ I frowned, as if thinking it over. ‘I mean, you could, but my agency is working with the police and HMRC to gather evidence. I’d hate anything to get in the way of that.’


‘Oh, right.’ She nodded, bored with me now. ‘I wish I’d known about all this when I was over there, that’s all. I’d have told him where to stick his job.’


‘I thought you did tell him.’ I switched on a big smile then dimmed it to a frown. ‘Are you sure he understood you turned it down?’ Had she lied about it, told him she’d think about it? Under the table, my feet danced with impatience.


‘I’ll make it clear to him now.’ She tossed her pigtail over her shoulder, reaching for her phone.


I listened while she made the call in a freeze-dried version of her voice, all the warmth iced out of it. The voice she used to break up with men. She’d broken up with plenty of men, I could tell. She took pleasure in disappointing Dr Robin Wilder, killing whatever hope he’d had of her accepting his job offer. She’d be dining out on my story for months.


We left Hungry’s together, the girl sipping her coffee as she swayed towards the tube station. I waited until she was out of sight before I crossed the road to Starling Villas, climbing the six steps to the door with the plaster wreath.


Setting my nylon rucksack at my feet, I lifted my fist and knocked. I told myself this was it, my one chance to get inside the house which had swallowed Joe last night. I knocked and then I stepped back with the morning’s traffic running behind me, waiting for him to answer.
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I swear the house shivered as I stepped inside. A passing lorry would be the logical explanation. Starling Villas was built long before any dream of cars or lorries. It had the stifled chill of a museum, shadows marking the places where furniture once stood and paintings hung. Its hall was tiled in black and white, doors leading to rooms left and right. A spiral staircase with banisters like bars climbed up to the bedrooms and down to the basement. It was exciting to be inside the house. My heart tapped in my chest. The girl with the pigtail hadn’t exaggerated the boxes: dozens snaked about the hall and again in his library where he led me. I wondered briefly what was inside the boxes, but decided it didn’t matter. What mattered was that I was inside, out of the wind and rain, away from people’s feet. Right at that moment, nothing mattered more, not even finding Joe. The house smelt as I did, of neglect. I’d washed in Hungry’s lavatory, doing what I could with my hair and clothes, but homelessness has its own scent. In the diner, my smell was masked by the odour of fried food. There was no such reprieve here.


Dr Wilder, to give him credit, did not wrinkle his nose. ‘I wasn’t expecting any other applicants.’ He had his phone in his hand, fresh from her break-up call.


I waited to see if he would recognize me. I had the strongest sense we had met before. Was he in the club last night, with the woman in the black satin coat? I hadn’t seen anyone else, but all of my attention had been on Joe, who’d been restless for days. I had been on high alert for his desertion. As soon as the cold weather came, I knew, he’d start looking for a place to lie low. Joe didn’t always make the best choices, even he would have to admit that.


‘I came on the off-chance. A friend of mine at the recruitment agency mentioned you were looking for someone?’


Someone blonde and pretty, over-exposed. I was nothing like that. I saw him gathering the right words with which to dismiss me without causing affront. Manners mattered to him, as did privacy. He hadn’t wanted to conduct this conversation on the doorstep. Since answering the door, he’d avoided looking directly at me but it was possible he had excellent peripheral vision. As I did.


‘Do you have secretarial training?’ he asked now.


‘Of course.’ I had the idea he was checking the air for the flavour of my lie. Lies taste different to the truth. I’d conducted my own checks, catching a whiff of burnt toast and brown dust as we’d walked through to his library. It was tidy, if you looked beyond the boxes littering the room, but it needed a deep clean. The whole house did. ‘I can cook, too. And clean.’ I didn’t smile, in case he thought I was joking. ‘I’m a quick learner.’


And you’ve just been let down by someone who thinks you’re a pervert.


‘I don’t know . . . I wasn’t expecting anyone else.’ He frowned, thrown. ‘I like things in order and right now this is a mess. I’m sure you understand.’


I understood. He didn’t care for surprises or strangers, people who knocked on his door without an appointment. I wasn’t what he’d wanted. Nor was he what I had expected, Dr Robin Wilder of Starling Villas, London W8. For one thing, he wasn’t ancient, no more than forty. And he was attractive, at least to my mind. His eyes were grey, under straight black brows. His dark hair curled in feathers across his forehead. His nose was broad at the nostrils, his mouth curved by a long upper lip. His hands were lean and long-fingered, the kind that could be clumsy yet precise. Men’s hands fascinated me. If I shut my eyes, I’d see Joe’s hands, slim and sunburnt. But I didn’t shut my eyes.


‘I’m a quick learner, and a hard worker. I’ve worked in houses before. Is it just you here or—’


‘It’s just me, now. In the Villas.’


I waited for him to qualify the statement. Given his age, had he grown-up children, a dead mother, an estranged wife? But he nodded as if he’d said everything necessary for me to understand the set-up here. Just him, in the Villas. I said, ‘It’s a beautiful house.’ Let him taste that lie.


He didn’t seem able to tell me to leave, any more than the staff at Hungry’s who’d let me sit so long in the window. He should be sending me on my way. Instead, he looked at the boxes as if they intimidated him. It was the mess, I decided. Some people can’t stand mess. Everything else in the room was neat and – what were the words he’d used? In order. His desk had a pot to hold pens, a tray for letters. The bookshelves were full but not crowded, each spine turned the correct way. Lamps were angled here and there, pointing light precisely where it was needed. Only the boxes spoilt the impression, dumped on the floor and in the chair behind his desk. He was a meticulous man, besieged by boxes. As we stood there, he reached a hand to rest it on the nearest box, the same brown cardboard cube as the others, sealed right round with tape. The kind of box that held important papers. His hand lay on the spot where packing tape criss-crossed the seams. Private papers, confidential.


‘I can see there’s a lot to be done.’ I made a point of looking at the bookshelves and desk, letting him know I saw his tidiness underneath the mess. ‘I know you’re looking for a secretary but I could also take on the cooking and cleaning, if you’d like. That would free you to organize things in here.’


His fingers slackened as if I’d loosened a screw inside him, a small but vital adjustment. ‘You mean a housekeeper? I’ve had one or two, in the past.’


‘But not recently.’ I smiled an apology.


It was an oddly charged impasse; I could feel my fingers fizzing. I still expected him to send me on my way, but something was stopping him. Politeness? Or another reason, one I couldn’t see.


‘I suppose . . .’ His hand fell free of the box. ‘I could show you the rest of the house.’


I followed, close enough to catch his scent; it was like green ferns growing in the shade. He wore grey flannel trousers and a blue shirt, brown leather lace-ups. His shoulders were broad, the rest of him narrow. When he turned the corners in the house, his shadow shrank to a thin blue line.


The rooms in Starling Villas were stacked one on top of the other, three on the ground floor and three on the first. Tall, square rooms, plagued by panelling on the walls and across the ceilings and in the shutters of the windows. I’d need a broom to reach the worst of it. The dining room had an elaborate ceiling rose from which a naked bulb was strung like a laddered stocking under a ball gown. His tour had an odd effect on me, simultaneously repelling and attracting, I suppose because I was being shown how much hard work was here. But I’d wanted to be inside the house as soon as I’d spied it hiding on the high street. I’d recognized Starling Villas, and it recognized me.


Hello, it whispered as I followed Dr Wilder through its rooms, Hello, you.


I grew giddy standing beside him in room after room, seeing the scale of the task I’d be taking on. Each room he showed me was empty. But Joe had been here, I was certain. The house reeked of the kind of warmth he craved, indulgent, decadent. It would take weeks to search every shelf and cupboard, and even then I might not find the evidence to prove it. But Joe might come back here. And while I was searching, I could hide. Thanks to Meagan Flack, I needed to hide.


‘It’s three floors,’ he said, ‘four, with the basement. But the top floor is an attic. You won’t need to clean there.’


Where the servants once slept, I said to myself. Starling Villas had been grand in its day. The living room had a marble fireplace with urns carved at either end. I’d seen similar urns in funeral homes, but those served a purpose. These were ebony, he said, warning me to be careful how I cleaned. His tour was full of warnings. I listened to each one but it didn’t alter the fact that I knew I was going to live here in Starling Villas, with him.


‘My bedroom.’ His hand was on the door handle.


I met his eyes. There it was again, that loosening in him. Easier this time, as if I’d oiled an internal working. He didn’t see me as a threat; why should he? This was his house, we were playing by his rules. The muscles in his wrist and forearm shortened as he opened the door.


His bed was made, but I could see the shape of his head in its pillows. Bedside cabinets to either side, a paperback book on one, a lamp and an alarm clock on the other. The furnishings and bedding were pale and looked pricey, but the sheets hadn’t been ironed and the carpet needed vacuuming. Long jade-green curtains hung either side of the sash window. A mirror was mounted on the wall at the foot of his bed, so extravagantly ugly it could’ve been a prop from a horror film, its frame a nightmare chiselled with crouching mice and pointed ears of wheat. He saw me staring and said, ‘I like the glass to be cleaned using white vinegar and newspaper,’ which explained the strange smell in the room.


He shut the door, moving on with the tour. ‘Two other bedrooms . . . The bathroom, of course.’


Tiled in white, cobwebs on the ceiling and behind the lavatory. Why had he advertised for a personal assistant when it was a housekeeper he so badly needed? But what we need and what we want are rarely the same thing. What I knew of Dr Wilder’s wants could be written in the palm of my hand. I could come to know them, in time. If I stayed, if he let me. I’d make him let me. The house had shivered as I’d set foot inside. Had he done the same? Did he possess that much sense?


‘And this is the garden room.’


We were on the ground floor again, in an extension at the back of the house. The garden room was cold, and mostly made of windows. Green-black plants grew into the glass, spidering in all directions. Waxy-faced orchids lit the edges of the room. A clock ticked behind us. I’d heard it from the first floor and feared I’d hear it in whichever room would be mine, its ticking keeping me awake at night. My skin pricked in alarm. Insomnia and I were old enemies. I’d stolen so many of Meagan Flack’s sleeping pills, I’d lost count. Tick-tick-tick. Was it possible I was the one making the mistake here? I was aware of him watching me, measuring my discomfort.


‘The kitchen’s in the basement.’ He stood with his hand on the banister rail. ‘Let me show you.’


I followed him down the spiral steps.


The kitchen was large and its ceiling low, with built-in shelves and a blackened stove shackled to one wall. A scarred table ran the length of the room. The sink was a porcelain trough below a window that looked out onto the shallow yard where stone steps led up to the railings I’d spied from across the street.


‘I like my housekeeper to keep things clean and in order.’ Dr Wilder glanced around. ‘I’m sure you understand.’


‘Of course,’ as if I couldn’t look at a dirty surface without reaching for the bleach, had never slept in doorways or begged for food or stolen it from bins outside restaurants like the one next door to Starling Villas.


The kitchen floor was grouted by grease. The whole house was miserly with its dirt, making an obstacle course of cleaning, the kind requiring ritual and patience, and a battery of bottles and cloths. Hard work, top to bottom. But I’d never been afraid of hard work. Of many things, but never that. Traffic swept the street above us. The kitchen held on to the sound as if each bowl and cup was filled by it, even the spoons. The traffic might have been miles away, or it might have been carriages and traps. I felt as if I’d stepped out of London, and out of time. Over the table, an ancient bronze lampshade hung from a frayed flex. A fire hazard, if ever I saw one. I’d seen plenty.


‘Everything you need should be here.’ He frowned, but it was a footnote to the decision he’d clearly made somewhere between his bedroom and the garden room. He was going to take me on. I was here to stay. I nearly smiled.


‘The housekeeper role would be on a trial basis,’ he said, ‘to see if we suit one another. I hadn’t really thought about anything other than employing an assistant. To be honest, I am not sure I want a housekeeper.’


‘Of course.’ I was going to make Starling Villas shine, he’d see. In no time, I would be invaluable. And I was going to find whatever was hiding here. I knew so much about hiding.


‘Will you have far to commute?’


His question stung me from my fantasy.


‘I’ve only just arrived in London.’ I pre-empted his next question: ‘My references might take a few days. But at the other houses where I was housekeeper, I always lived in.’


Dr Wilder shook his head. ‘I’m afraid that won’t be possible here.’


We eyed one another. He’d forgotten the boxes, being down here in the kitchen, but to escort me from the house he’d have to walk back through their havoc and be reminded of the task he was facing, alone, without me here to help.


‘It’s out of the question,’ he said.


‘Then I’m very sorry.’ I held out my hand. ‘I’m very sorry that this won’t work out. It was a pleasure meeting you.’


My prediction proved accurate. One look at the boxes in the hall and he withdrew his objection, taking me to the top of the house, to a chilly little cell of a bedroom with tiled walls and a bathroom across the landing.


‘You would have this floor to yourself. There’s the bedroom and bathroom, and an attic room too if you’re able to do anything with it.’ He opened the attic door, glancing inside. ‘It could use a good clear-out.’


He wasn’t joking. The attic was mess and work when there was enough of that downstairs, an entire house to keep clean, meals to cook and no fitted kitchen, not even a dishwasher.


You’re the dishwasher, I reminded myself. But a thrill ran under my ribs at the sight of the attic, my first proper feeling in a long time: I could do something with this.


Meagan Flack was in the back of my mind, my first taskmaster. She’d put me to work in a house far less orderly than Dr Wilder’s, filled not with boxes but with brats, to use one of her nicer words about us. Not only cleaning and cooking but cuts and bruises, cradling and rocking to sleep. I’d managed that house from the age of eight. By comparison, Starling Villas was a piece of cake, and a place to hide. Because I might wish Meagan in my past, outclassed and outpaced, but she was out there – looking for me. Hunting me, because of what I’d done. Everything I’d done.


Dr Wilder shut the attic door. He hadn’t looked directly at me, not once. Had I beaten him unconscious and robbed him, stolen his papers, set fire to his bed and the towers of boxes, he would not have been able to give the police a proper description. Perhaps my height, ‘Five foot three or four’, and my colouring, ‘Dark hair, pale skin’, but not my age (eighteen) or my eyes (indigo blue) or the deep star-shaped scar editing my right eyebrow.


‘Well then, Miss . . .’


‘Nell. Please.’


He made a movement with his head, not quite a shake. Distaste in the shape of his mouth; no first names. ‘Miss . . . ?’


‘Ballard. Nell Ballard.’


‘Well, then. Welcome to Starling Villas.’
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A fly was stalking the window towards a spider web which’d appeared overnight, unless Meagan Flack was only noticing it now. She’d missed a lot of things, lately. Like the mould growing at the back of the wardrobe that’d turned her clothes green, or the mushrooms in the airing cupboard, skinny and pale as upturned fingers. Every inch of the flat was riddled with damp, and dirt. You stopped seeing it after a time. Had to, when you’d bigger things on your mind, like finding the little bitch who’d put you in this dump where even the flies were suicidal.


She lit a cigarette, ‘First of your five a day,’ shaking out the match before it could ignite whatever poisons were lurking in the cracked flooring under her feet.


In films and on television, spider webs were combustible, catching fire at the brush of a match. In reality, it was the dust they collected and not the silk itself which was flammable. People fell into the trap of thinking all spiders made webs, but plenty preferred to hunt their prey. Even those with poor eyesight that relied on touch and smell when hunting. Some species cared for their young, far better than they were given credit for. Like Meagan, who’d run that big house as a tight ship until they’d stopped her. Alarms to get you up, curfews to keep you in, penalties if you flouted the rules. Kids needed boundaries, and discipline. The police were no strangers at Lyle’s but they knew how tough her job was, trying to turn around kids who’d had their hearts broken, or their bones. The unloved, and those who’d been loved too much. Angry kids, sad kids, sly kids. They came to her in all shapes and sizes. She never once turned a kiddie away. Not even one like Nell Ballard, with trouble written right through her. ‘Little Nell,’ Meagan called her, even after she filled out and there was no little about it. ‘Little Nell, my success story.’ If she found her – when she found her – she’d give that girl a curfew she’d never come back from.


The window wouldn’t open, sending her cigarette smoke straight back into her eyes. She was watching the street for the postman, or postwoman with her musclebound calves and peaked cap. Mostly what they delivered was junk and bills. Final reminders, the one thing that never changed. Not even Nell Ballard had been able to change that.


‘This is Nell. Nell, this is Mrs Flack, your new foster mum.’


Ten years ago, that was. The day before Nell’s eighth birthday, no one thinking to let Meagan know this latest kiddie needed a cake and balloons and a present wrapped in paper. She’d have bought a card, at any rate, if Social Services had been doing their job properly. As it was, the paperwork arrived a week after Nell, too late to make a fuss. Fuss never helped anyone.


‘Well, say hello.’


She was a quiet one, was Nell. That should’ve put Meagan on her guard from day one. Better they came in kicking and screaming, since she’d a cure for that. Those like Nell who stood in silence, fixing her big eyes on everything, those were the ones who gave her the worst trouble.


‘It was your birthday,’ she said when the paperwork came through. ‘Day after you got here. You should’ve said. I’d have baked a cake.’


Eight-year-old Nell watching the smoke rise from Meagan’s cigarette, as if she knew she’d never baked a cake in her life. ‘Next time, eh?’ She tapped ash into a saucer, nodding at the child.


Nell accepted this, as she did everything in those early days. The room she had to share, sheets that brought her out in a rash, food that did the same. Never once complained. Meagan had a cure for complaining, but she hadn’t one for silence.


‘You should’ve said’ – turning the girl by her shoulders so she could see how bad the rash was – ‘I’d have given you something for it.’


Nell waited to be released before dragging her dress back over her head. That look again, as if she didn’t believe a word coming out of Meagan’s mouth. But she knew to keep her lip buttoned. Fast to follow orders, slow to take fright, keen to be needed. She’d tried to make it work with her stepdad, Meagan read that much between the lines of the social worker’s report, tried to make herself wanted and when that didn’t work, to make herself needed. An eight-year-old who knew how to iron a man’s shirt? That wasn’t any more normal than the rest of it.


After a week or so, she tried to get the girl to open up, out of idle curiosity and because it helped to know what she was up against. ‘Put you to work, did they?’


‘I didn’t mind.’ Nell was folding clothes from the washing line. ‘I like to help.’


‘That’s good. Plenty to be getting on with here. I do what I can but . . .’ She shrugged.


That look again: Liar. Nell kept folding clothes as if she could make everything small and neat, tidy it all away. She didn’t flinch when Meagan snapped at her over the iron – ‘What’s this death trap doing out?’ – just tucked away her new knowledge about Meagan’s temper as if it were a clean vest. The house had never been so orderly. It set Meagan’s teeth on edge – things the girl found as she sneaked around clearing out cupboards and drawers. Overdue library books, final warnings from the vampires trying to drain her dry, letters from mums and dads she’d never passed on, all left like reproaches on Meagan’s bedside table. ‘What’s this then?’ Flapping an envelope at the girl.


‘It looks like a bill.’ Eight-year-old Nell gazed back at her. ‘It was at the back of the airing cupboard.’ She watched Meagan as if her anger were a live thing she was learning, waiting to see where it would land. ‘I’ll put it in the bin, shall I?’


Some of the kids amused themselves turning stones in the garden, inspecting their undersides for insects and worms, whatever was wriggling underneath. Nell was like that, only with people.


Sharp little thing, Meagan had thought.


She hadn’t stopped thinking it, until Joe Peach arrived on the scene.


The thought of the pair of them, Nell and Joe, made her crack her hand at the window. She opened her palm to see a fat black smear, before scraping the dead fly onto the windowsill where the wood was crumbling, rotten as the rest of it.


The flat was temporary, a concession from the council. They’d had to rehouse her after what happened at Lyle’s. They’d have rehoused her in a prison cell, if they could’ve made it stick. Plenty thought she deserved that. Even the police, who used to respect her for the way she handled the kids in her care. She was lucky, that’s what she was told. Lucky to have escaped a murder charge, even with no body to be found. Manslaughter would’ve been worse, with its implication of neglect and stupidity. Meagan was many things, but stupid wasn’t one of them. And if she’d been neglectful, it wasn’t in ways they could measure. Lyle’s had been held up as an example of how to run a good foster home. Until Little Nell decided to bring it all crashing down.


Meagan smoked to the filter, grinding it out on the underside of the windowsill.


Where was the spider?


Her web looked empty, still vibrating from the shock of Meagan’s hand swatting the fly. The spider was hiding, keeping out of sight in case she scared off her prey. Spiders could wait for weeks, or months. This one would re-spin her web each day if she felt like it, perfecting the design to attract what she was after, when she was good and ready.
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Now it was just the two of us in Starling Villas, me and Robin Wilder.


‘Settle in,’ he said vaguely, ‘and we’ll talk about a rota.’


I was to work for him off the record, cash in hand, no references or National Insurance number. London was full of desperate people without official identities; he could’ve had his pick of us. Not the pretty girls but those like me, ready to try anything for the chance of a roof over her head and a hot meal inside her. It was easy for him to rationalize my readiness to take this job. Rationalizing his own reasons was trickier but I told myself that’s what the rota was for, to make our arrangement feel more formal. He had boxes to sort, and he’d had housekeepers in the past. How many others had stood in his hall, hearing the hard ticking of his clock and fearing they’d go mad from lack of sleep or the way he looked right through you as if you weren’t there?


I counted the steps as I climbed to the attic. There were thirty-nine.


In my new bedroom, the old mattress creaked and sagged. I had to shut my eyes not to see those who’d slept in the stale sheets. A spider was crouched in the corner above my pillow, a furred black scrawl on the white tiles. But the pillow was mine, like the bed and the bathroom. Everything on this top floor of Starling Villas was mine. Tomorrow, I’d start searching. Every cupboard and shelf, each drawer of his desk. For the drugs that had lured Joe here, or some sign of the woman who’d taken him from the nightclub. Or evidence of another kind to explain the strangeness of the house, and of him. Dr Robin Wilder. If he’d been part of the scheme to lure Joe here, I’d make him pay.


He stayed in his library, buried in his boxes, most of the day. Shirtsleeves rolled back from his square wrists, dressed in grey flannel trousers two shades lighter than his eyes. My only change of clothes hung from the shower rail in my bathroom, waiting for the creases to fall out. Dr Wilder didn’t care what I wore, or how I looked. It was peculiar how little interest he showed in me, this stranger he was allowing to live in his house and cook his food.


‘Start with the kitchen, please. That needs the most work.’


His rota was long, pages and pages of it, bound inside a clear plastic wallet. He’d typed the rules using a bold font. Had he typed it quickly, while I was settling in? Or had he taken the rota from a drawer in his desk (one of those I would search), wiping it clean of his previous housekeeper’s fingerprints before handing it to me? ‘Say if anything’s unclear. I’ve tried to use plain English. This, for example.’ He reached to point at the page. ‘You do understand?’


I read the rule out loud, about a certain drink to be served at the same time each night. It was hard to concentrate with his wrist resting on mine. Reciting his instructions slowly, I placed an equal emphasis on each syllable. He didn’t pull away and nor did I, until I’d reached the full stop.


‘Good,’ he said then, and paused. ‘You can always ask if there’s anything you don’t understand. I’ll expect you to ask. Otherwise, just get on with it. I find that’s best.’


My wrist felt chilled without his and seemed to be all bone, as if a layer were missing and I’d find it later when I was sweeping. That’s what dust is, after all: the sloughing of skin. His nostrils flared, catching my scent. I’d washed off the worst of the streets. What was he smelling? Orange energy drinks and cheap soap, sleepless nights and sorrow? I was certain my skin told my secrets. So often I woke with a rash on my throat as if every one of my lies was written there, for anyone to read. Each sour black word and deed, branded on my body.


‘I’ll expect you to ask,’ he repeated, stepping away.


How can I describe that first contact, his wrist on mine, a moment which came and went with the reading of his words? Such a small thing and so painfully, impossibly tender.


My afternoon was elbow grease and bleach, battling the dirt that had settled over everything since he last had a housekeeper. I managed a third of the work before it was time to cook his supper. After serving the meal, I returned to the task. The house was dark around me but it was comforting to work in the light from his lamps. The sooner the house was clean, the sooner I could get to my real work. When at last I stood, my back stabbed and my legs shook. I had to grip the banister as I climbed to the top of the house. Below me, I heard the small sounds of Dr Wilder going to his bed.


In my attic, I leaned on the lip of the window, looking out at London. Not the city seen from the tops of skyscrapers where the danger dwindles to a neat grid of roads, but here where the houses once stopped, three or four floors above the pavement. High enough for birds to come edging along the ledges, near enough to see the bald spots on passing businessmen. The city was lit by neon and the sulphurous yellow of street lights. I propped my aching wrists on the windowsill, watching the Thames as it ran through the city, away and away. Mapping my journey in my mind’s eye, the way I always did, no matter how far I travelled from the three of us. Joe and me, and Rosie. I’d take a train and then another. Shutting my eyes, I smelt the bitter brakes and sour bodies as the windows filled with stations north and west. At last, the breaking sky, secret.


Wales is castles and princes, the strongholds of centuries. It gives up its shorelines to holiday crowds but the mountains are ours. True Wales is deep pockets and welts, pools where water lies flat and green, waiting. In summer, your toes grip the weed coating the stone ledges that reach into water so cold you bite the inside of your cheek. Wales is mist stealing your hand from in front of your face, the sea hoarding the summer’s heat long after the land has surrendered.


Under my grip, the attic window peeled its paint, scabbing my palms.


I kept my eyes shut. I wasn’t in London, I was in Wales. A train and then another. I’d walk the last mile, the ache of the incline in my shins, blue knots of gorse on all sides, slate slipping under my feet. I’d crouch and take a slice of it, blade-thin, into my hand, waiting for my heat to creep across its smoothly whetted surface. There at the side of the lake, so deep between the rocks, drawing down the sky and all its stars, spreading the yellow moon like butter on its skin. My favourite place in the world, but I could never go back.


Below me, Dr Wilder slept in the bed whose sheets I’d smoothed and drawn tight. I wondered if he understood what he’d let into his house.
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The postman brought his usual dribble of bills, thin brown envelopes that Meagan fed to the swivel-lidded bin. Nothing which’d help her find that little bitch. But the world was turning, summer on its way out. The first cold night would change everything. The stove wouldn’t light, so she ate beans cold from the can, watching the road through the kitchen window, its tarmac twisting away like an oily river. It led to Lyle’s, that road. She’d not been up it in months. Hardly dared show her face outside the flat, even at this safe distance and after all these weeks. The beans shed their skins against her teeth. She picked at them, thinking about cake and broken plates.


By her ninth birthday, Nell Ballard was doing all the baking at Lyle’s, letting the littler ones decorate the cakes, cleaning up their mess without being told. Meagan took a tough line, the only line. Her kids didn’t trust kindness; why would they? Look what’d happened to Felicity Barrow, ‘Call me Fliss’, with her nose in the air and her homemade dresses. She didn’t look so proud after little Tallini seduced her husband before running off with their credit cards. No one ever robbed Meagan Flack, and it was common knowledge she took in the worst of them. So what if she turned a profit on the nuisance of keeping house for kids whose parents had babies not because they wanted them but just because they could? She thought she’d seen it all, from teenage pregnancies to benefit fraud, but Florence Ballard set a new record. She had Nell when she was too young, then wanted shot of the kiddie when it was time to get married – not to Nell’s dad, who’d never been in the picture, but to a man after a family of his own thank you very much, not leftovers from anyone else. He’d expected Nell to appreciate his point of view. To top it all, she was made to admire the fat baby that came soon after they’d packed her off to Lyle’s.


‘We can arrange that, yes?’


Playing the proud dad, insisting Meagan bring Nell to meet her new half-sister. Except the baby wasn’t that, was she? No half about it, since they’d turned Nell’s bedroom into a nursery, stuffing it with plush bunnies and bunting. He’d been boasting all week about his new baby, wetting its head with his mates down the pub, showing photos to anyone who’d look. Running short of people to impress until he remembered the girl who should’ve been his stepkid, the one he’d dumped on Meagan so he could start his new family. Social Services saw a chance of reconciliation, but Meagan knew better. If Nell had been a bit older, maybe – useful as a babysitter. Social Services dug their heels in, all the same.


‘The weather’s nice enough,’ Meagan had compromised. ‘We can meet up the park.’


Give Nell the chance to run off, she’d thought, without it looking like a scene.


Nell said nothing when Meagan told her the plan, just pulled on her coat and shoes. She didn’t take Meagan’s hand, the way some kids would’ve done. Not fearless, just too used to living with fear. Chances were she didn’t even know she was afraid. It took them that way, kids raised with fists or without love. It rewired their brains. They never got better.


In the park, Nell looked for her mum but Florence had stayed home. It was just him with the new baby. ‘Come and see how beautiful she is!’ Standing there in his pricey parka, full of himself.


Nell walked to the pram and looked inside.


‘She’s sleeping right now. Sleeps through the night already! Mum said she can’t believe it after you, says I must have the magic touch, ha-ha!’


On and on, as if Nell was one of his workmates, happy to hear his boasting. She stood, staring into the pram. The baby had a halo of yellow hair, and rosy pink cheeks. Picture perfect, tucked up to her fat chin in snowy folds of blanket. ‘Isn’t she gorgeous?’ Bouncing on his toes, beaming.


Meagan got a chill, thinking back on it. Silent, skinny Nell with her dark eyes fixed on the baby. She didn’t say a word on the way home to Lyle’s, or for days after that. Meagan told Social Services it was a one-off, no more visits. It wasn’t fair on the girl, and it made her own job harder.


A week after the park, she told Nell, ‘Table needs laying.’


Nell laid the table without complaint, but two plates got smashed along the way. Two plates and a baby mug she’d brought with her to Lyle’s, painted with angels and bows. Meagan didn’t hear the smashing, only found the pieces later, razor edges wrapped in newspaper and put out with the bins. She’d thought of those sharp edges seven years later, the day Rosie Bond went missing. Nell was fifteen by then, all fresh curves that snagged the eyes of the dads who came to Lyle’s, and the boys who lived there. Boys like Joe Peach. All that summer long, Nell was in vest tops and shorts, and, My God, Meagan had thought, this is going to end with someone getting hurt.


She’d missed a trick, all the same. Too busy watching the men and boys when she should have been watching Little Nell, no little about it now. Florence Ballard and her beau had moved away the summer before. Another fat baby had followed the first, and of course the local schools weren’t good enough. Social Services delivered the news, leaving Meagan to break it to Nell, only where was the point in that? They were gone, and good riddance. Nell had troubles of her own, filling those shorts the way she did, her neck suddenly so lovely. Eyes for no one but Joe Peach, and the little girl who looked a lot like the one in the pram. Rosie Bond, with her big blue eyes and pink pout of a mouth.


From her kitchen window, Meagan saw a car turn onto the ribbon of road, coming from the direction of Lyle’s. It wasn’t coming for her, not this time. She was out of those woods, as far as it went. Exiled to this damp dump of a flat, empty of everything but spiders and flies. She ran a tap to rinse the spoon, still picking her teeth free of beans. When she’d finished, she lit a cigarette; first thing she’d done after they’d handed her the keys to this place was take the batteries out of the smoke alarm. She watched the car until it was out of sight, leaving the street empty again.


Nearly five months they’d been gone, Nell and Joe Peach. Since just after the memorial service, which everyone called a funeral. They’d gone to ground, in London most likely. Nell would’ve promised to keep Joe safe but her promises were worse than worthless, he’d know that by now. The first cold night would bring them back to her. All Meagan had to do was sit tight, and wait. Because she wasn’t done with Little Nell, not by a long stretch. She hadn’t even got started.
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Our life together in Starling Villas was dictated by his rota, the plastic-sleeved leash on which he kept me in those first few days. It was such an odd way to run a house. Not even Meagan Flack, who’d kept me on her own leash long enough, had bothered writing down the rules. In Starling Villas, I was kept busy below stairs, too busy to search the house the way I wanted to, but there was time. I was prepared to wait.


Breakfast, the rota said, was to be served in the library. An omelette made from eggs beaten in a bowl then tipped into a hot pan where a sliver of butter was browning. No seasoning, just a grating of hard cheese. His diet was austere, to the point of being penitential. For what, I wondered, was he punishing himself? The omelette smelt good. I tore a corner of bread and wiped up the froth of butter, laying it on my tongue to savour its sweetness.


In the library, he’d cleared a passage for me through the boxes. Already he’d emptied a couple of them, flattening the cardboard for recycling. He ate at a table under the window, away from his desk. The cutlery was silver, worn with age. Worth something, but not much. Not enough.


As I laid the plate in front of him, he said, ‘Thank you,’ but didn’t speak again.


I’d nearly set fire to my sleeve, making the omelette. His old stove didn’t like the cleaning products I’d used on it last night, spitting flames at me. I thought of the old joke, ‘What did your last slave die of?’ Dr Wilder’s last slave hadn’t cared about cleaning his stove, or being turned out onto the streets. It made me uneasy, for a reason I couldn’t name. Her neglect, and her departure. He’d had one or two housekeepers, wasn’t that what he’d said? Where were they now?


While he ate his omelette, I sat at his kitchen table to write out a shopping list. He’d left cash in an unsealed envelope, £120 in ten-pound notes, more money than I’d seen in a long time but still not enough, certainly not to risk losing this new roof over my head. His rota said, ‘Shop locally and stay within budget but don’t compromise on quality.’ It sounded like a test. What were the penalties, if I failed? There are always penalties, Meagan taught me that. All those years under her roof, when I was in charge of meals and shopping, along with everything else. I’d been on the streets for only six weeks, but I’d known how to make someone else’s small change stretch to two meals. Poverty, like misery, sharpened my wits. But you can only plan for so much. Hadn’t Meagan taught me that, too?


Forty minutes after serving breakfast, I returned to the library with a fresh pot of coffee. Thanks to the rota, I knew where in the house I would find him at any given hour, although (in theory anyway) it armed him with the same knowledge about me. Setting down the pot of coffee, I saw he’d opened another of the boxes and that it held large white envelopes with black barcodes, each envelope stamped ‘Private and Confidential’. He was back at his desk, bent over his work. A sleek silver MacBook was set to one side, sitting among the papers like a spaceship in a vintage car lot. His rota said the MacBook wasn’t to be touched at any time. The same rule applied to his phone and sound system. It made me wonder if his last slave died of an electric shock.


‘How is your room?’


I was surprised he’d spoken, and more surprised to be asked a question implying an interest in my comfort. Was it a reward for how well I was following the rules? ‘Thank you, it’s fine.’
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