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  ‘Are we nearly there yet?’




  Johnny, a smouldering cigar in his mouth, looked in the rear-view mirror. He loved his kids, but Felix, who had just turned eight, could be an irritating little sod sometimes.

  ‘That’s the third time you’ve asked in ten minutes,’ he said, loudly, above the sound of the Kinks’ ‘Sunny Afternoon’ blaring from the radio. Then he took

  the cigar out and sang along to the tune. ‘The tax man’s taken all my dough and left me in my stately home—’




  ‘I need to wee,’ Daisy said.




  ‘Are we? Are we nearly there?’ Felix whined again.




  Johnny shot a grin at Rowena, who was luxuriating on the huge front passenger seat of the red and white Cadillac Eldorado. She looked happy, ridiculously happy. Everything was ridiculous right

  now. This classic 1966 left-hand-drive monster was a ridiculous car for these narrow country lanes but he liked it because it was flash, and in his role as a rock promoter, he was flash all over.

  And their new home was ridiculous as well. Ridiculously – but very seriously – flash. Rowena loved it, too. She could see herself in a few years’ time as the lady of the manor,

  and she could picture the grand parties they would hold! There was something very special about this place. But first it was badly in need of a makeover and a lot of TLC.




  They’d bought the house despite the surveyor’s report, which had been twenty-seven pages of doom and gloom. The window frames were badly rotted, the roof needed replacing, there were

  large patches of damp and the cellar and some of the roof timbers had dangerous infestations of dry rot. But nothing that the shedloads of money he was making right now could not fix.




  ‘Dad, can we have the top down?’ Felix said. ‘Can we?’




  ‘It’s too windy, darling!’ Rowena said.




  Although the late-October sun was shining brightly, straight in their faces, it was blowing a hooley, and darkening storm clouds were massing on the horizon.




  ‘We’ll be there in five minutes,’ Johnny announced. ‘This is the village now.’




  They passed a sign saying Cold Hill – please drive slowly, with 30mph warning roundels on either side of the narrow road, then swooped over a humpback bridge, passing a cricket pitch to

  their left. To their right was a decrepit-looking Norman church. It was set well back and perched dominatingly high above the road. The graveyard, bounded by a low flint wall, was pretty, with rows

  of weathered headstones, many of them tilting, and some partially concealed beneath the spreading branches of a massive yew tree.




  ‘Are there dead people in there, Mum?’ Daisy asked.




  ‘It’s a graveyard, darling, yes, there are.’ She glanced at the low flint wall.




  Daisy pressed her face against the window. ‘Is that where we’ll go when we’re dead?’




  Their daughter was obsessed with death. Last year they’d gone on a fishing holiday to Ireland, and the highlight of the trip for Daisy, who was six, had been visiting a graveyard where she

  discovered she could see into some of the tombs and look down at the bones below.




  Rowena turned round. ‘Let’s talk about something more cheerful, shall we? Are you looking forward to our new home?’




  Daisy cuddled her toy monkey to her chest. ‘Yes,’ she said, a tad reluctantly. ‘Maybe.’




  ‘Only maybe?’ Johnny asked.




  They drove past a row of terraced Victorian artisan cottages, a rather drab-looking pub called The Crown, a smithy, a cottage with a ‘Bed & Breakfast’ sign, and a village store.

  The road wound steeply uphill, past detached houses and bungalows of various sizes on either side. A white van came tearing down the hill towards them without slowing. Johnny, cursing, pulled the

  massive car as far over to the left as he could, scraping against bushes, and the van passed with inches to spare.




  ‘I think we’re going to need another car for our new country life,’ Rowena said. ‘Something more sensible.’




  ‘I don’t do sensible,’ Johnny replied.




  ‘Don’t I know it! That’s why I love you, my darling! But I’m not going to be able to walk the kids round the corner to school any more when the new term starts. And I can

  hardly do the school run in this.’




  Johnny slowed the car and pulled down the right-turn indicator. ‘Here we are! The O’Hare family has arrived!’




  On their right, opposite a red postbox, were two stone pillars, topped with savage-looking ornamental wyverns, and with open, rusted, wrought-iron gates. Below the large Strutt and Parker

  ‘Sold’ board, fixed to the right-hand gatepost, was a smaller, barely legible sign announcing Cold Hill House.




  As he turned in, Johnny stopped the car for a moment, watching in the rear-view mirror for the removals van; then he saw it as a tiny lumbering speck in the distance. He carried on up the steep,

  winding, potholed tarmac drive. It was bounded on each side by a railed metal fence, beyond which sheep grazed on the steeply sloping fields. All this land belonged to the house, but was leased to

  a local tenant farmer.




  After a quarter of a mile, the drive curved sharply to the right and they crossed a cattle grid. As they reached a gravel-surfaced plateau at the top of the hill, the house came into view

  ahead.




  ‘Is that it?’ Felix said. ‘Wow! Wowwwwww!’




  ‘It’s a palace!’ Daisy squealed, excitedly. ‘We’re going to live in a palace!’




  The central part of the house was fronted by a classically proportioned Georgian facade clad in weather-stained grey rendering, on three floors, or four if the cellar was included. There was a

  porch with a columned balcony above it – ‘Like a super-grand Juliet balcony!’ Rowena had said the first time she had seen it. On either side were tall sash windows and there were

  two dormer windows in the slate-tiled roof.




  On the left side of the building was, incongruously, a crenellated tower with windows at the very top, and on the right was a two-storey extension which, the estate agent had told them, had been

  added a century after the main house had been built.




  ‘Who’s that?’ Rowena asked, pointing up at a window.




  ‘What?’ Johnny replied.




  ‘There’s a woman up in that window – up in that dormer in the attic – looking at us.’




  ‘Maybe it’s the cleaners still here.’ He peered up through the windscreen. ‘I can’t see anyone.’




  The car rocked in a gust of wind, and an unseasonably cold draught blew through the interior. With a huge grin, Johnny pulled up right in front of the porch, jammed his cigar back in his mouth,

  took a puff, and through a cloud of smoke said, ‘Here we are, guys! Home sweet home!’




  The sky darkened, suddenly. There was a rumble above them that sounded, to him, ominously like thunder.




  ‘Oh God,’ Rowena said, reaching for the door handle. ‘Let’s get inside quickly.’




  As she spoke, a solitary slate broke free and began sliding down the roof, dislodging and collecting more slates in its path, creating a small avalanche. They smashed through the rusted

  guttering and fell, gathering speed, sharp as razors, slicing through the fabric roof of the Cadillac, one severing Rowena’s right arm, another splitting Johnny’s head in two, like a

  wood axe through a log.




  As Rowena and the children screamed, chunks of masonry began raining down on them, ripping through the roof, smashing their skulls and bones. Then an entire slab of stonework fell from near the

  top of the facade, landing directly on the remains of the roof, flattening the car down on its suspension, buckling its wheels, and crushing its four occupants into a mangled pulp of flesh and bone

  and blood.




  Minutes later, as the removals van crested the hill, all the driver and his crewmates could see was a small mountain of stonework, slates and timber. And above the sound of the howling wind,

  they could hear the monotone blare of a car horn.
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  Friday, 4 September




  Ollie Harcourt was an eternal optimist. A glass half-full guy, who always believed things would work out for the best. Thirty-nine, with rugged good looks, an unruly mop

  of fair hair, and arty spectacles, he was dressed in a baggy cardigan, equally baggy jeans and Wolverine work boots, and sported an IWC wristwatch.




  Caro was the polar opposite. Three years younger, with neat dark hair, wearing a brand-new blue Barbour jacket, tight-fitting trousers and black suede boots. Just as she always dressed

  appropriately for the office, so today, on this wet and windy September morning, she was dressed appropriately – if a little too perfectly – for the countryside. A born worrier, all the

  more so in the twelve years since their daughter, Jade, had come along, she fretted increasingly about everything. If Ollie’s mantra was, Hey, everything works out for the best, hers

  was, Shit happens, constantly.




  And she should know. She worked as a solicitor in a law firm in Brighton, doing conveyancing. Not many people went to lawyers because they were happy. She was burdened daily with non-stop

  meetings, calls and emails from clients fretting over their house purchases or sales, quite often as a result of bitter divorces, or equally bitter disputes with other relatives over inheritances.

  And because she cared so much, she carried most of their woes home in her heart, and in her briefcase, every weekday night, and often at weekends, too.




  Ollie joked that if worrying was an Olympic sport, Caro could represent Great Britain.




  She didn’t find that funny, particularly as right now, while Ollie worked hard on building his website design business, she was the principal breadwinner. And at this moment, heading

  towards their new home on the big day of the move, although she was excited, she was also saddled with worries. Had they taken on too much? As a born and bred townie, how would she cope with life

  in an isolated country house? How would Jade take to it? And she wished Ollie wasn’t driving so fast. Especially in this pelting rain, which the wipers were struggling to clear.




  ‘Thirty limit, darling!’ she cautioned, as they approached a sign announcing Cold Hill.‘There might be a speed trap. It wouldn’t be good to be seen being stopped on our

  first day here.’




  ‘Tummy tickler!’ Ollie said, blithely ignoring her, as the Range Rover became airborne for an instant over a humpback bridge.




  ‘Fail, Dad!’ shouted Jade, bouncing up on the rear seat and struggling to hold on to her iPhone and the carriers containing their two cats on the seat beside her.




  They passed a cricket pitch to their left, then a Norman church to their right, its graveyard carpeted with fallen leaves. They carried on up a gradient, passing a row of cottages, one with a

  handwritten sign offering ‘Free-range Eggs For Sale’, a drab-looking pub, The Crown, a smithy, a ‘Bed & Breakfast’ sign and a village store. Finally, as they passed rows

  of detached houses and bungalows, then a small cottage to their left, Ollie braked hard.




  ‘Dad!’ Jade protested again. ‘You’re upsetting Bombay and Sapphire!’ Then she focused back on the photographs of the journey to their new home she was sharing on

  Instagram.




  It was Ollie who had jokingly suggested naming the cats after the gin brand, and both Jade and Caro had instantly liked the names, so they had stuck.




  To their right, opposite a red postbox partially engulfed by an unruly hedge, were two stone pillars, topped with sinister-looking wyverns, and with open, rusted, wrought-iron gates. A large

  sign, in much better condition than the pillars and gates, proudly proclaimed: RICHWARDS ESTATE AGENCY – SOLD!




  Ollie stopped, indicating right, as a tractor towing a trailer spewing strands of straw came down the hill towards them at an almost reckless speed, passing them with just inches to spare. Then

  he swung the car in through the entrance, and sped up the steep, winding, potholed drive, bounded by railed fences in a poor state of repair. On one side of them was a herd of gloomy-looking brown

  and white cattle; on the other was a field full of alpacas. As the car lurched and bounced, Jade shouted out, again, ‘Dad!’ Then she saw the animals.




  ‘Oh wow, what are those?’




  ‘Llamas,’ her mother said.




  ‘I think they’re alpacas!’ Ollie said. ‘Aren’t alpacas smaller?’




  ‘They’re so cute!’ Jade watched the animals for some moments, then returned her attention to her screen.




  A quarter of a mile on they rattled over a cattle grid, and the house came into view. Ollie slowed down, scarcely able to believe this was now their home. It looked almost magical, but with a

  melancholic air. He felt as if he were a century or more back in time. He could see a horse-drawn carriage pulling up here. It looked like something out of a romantic novel or a movie, perhaps

  Rebecca’s ‘Mandalay’.




  He pulled the car to a halt on the crunching mossy gravel, behind Caro’s Golf, which they had left here earlier in the day when they’d brought their first load of stuff over. The

  rain rattled down on the roof, as loud as hailstones, and the Range Rover rocked in the howling wind. ‘Home sweet home!’ he announced.




  ‘Why’s it called Cold Hill House?’ Jade asked, still focused on her iPhone and tapping away hard.




  ‘Because we’re in Cold Hill village, lovely,’ he said, unclipping his seat belt.




  ‘Why’s it called Cold Hill village?’




  ‘Probably because it’s north facing,’ Caro replied. ‘So it doesn’t get as much sun as some places – and it’s a bit of a wind trap.’ She looked up

  at the recently restored grey facade, the white-painted sash windows and the metal wall-ties high up – the few parts of the property that had been worked on – filled with worry about

  the work that would be needed.




  She wished she had put her foot down when they had first seen this place. But it had been high summer then. The surrounding fields had been full of yellow wheat and rape. The paddock had been

  full of wild flowers, the five acres of sweeping lawns had been neatly mown, and the lake was flat as a millpond, filled with lilies, the willow tree on the tiny island shining golden in the

  brilliant sunlight. There had been dozens of ducks and ducklings and a pair of coots.




  Now the fields were a barren wilderness of mud and stubble. The front lawn was overgrown, and the windows of the house, which had seemed then to be filled with light, were now dark and gloomy,

  like the sunken eyes of a fish that was past its prime.




  The porch also looked as if it had aged two decades since they had last been here. The paintwork, which had been new and fresh back then, was already flaking. The brass lion’s-head

  knocker, which she had been certain was shiny and gleaming last time they saw it, was a dull green-hued colour. And the circular driveway was more weed than gravel.




  The house had been empty for over thirty years, after part of it had collapsed, the irrepressibly jolly estate agent, Paul Jordan, had told them. A property development company had bought it,

  intending to restore it and turn it into an old people’s home, but they had gone bankrupt in the last property crash after only completing a small part of the renovation work. It had so much

  scope, Jordan had enthused. It needed an owner with vision. And Ollie, who had great taste – and vision – had convinced her. They’d already moved house three times in the fifteen

  years since they were married, buying wrecks, doing them up and moving on with a good profit. It was that, and the lump sum Ollie had received from selling his property-search website, which had

  enabled them to afford this grand old wreck of a place. And, Ollie had persuaded her, they could double their money in five years’ time – if they wanted to move again.




  ‘God, I can’t believe it’s finally ours!’ Ollie leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. ‘Can you, darling?’




  ‘No,’ she said, apprehensively. ‘No. It is beautiful. But—’




  Close up, and real now, she could see the cracks in the front masonry, the patches of damp on the library wall, the peeling paint on the window frames. The sheer scale of the task ahead of

  them.




  ‘How’m I going to get to see my friends in Brighton?’ Jade interrupted. ‘How’m I going to see Phoebe, Olivia, Lara – and Ruari?’ Ruari was her

  boyfriend. She’d told her parents that they’d shared a last, tearful raspberry and mango milkshake yesterday afternoon in Drury’s cafe in Richardson Road, round the corner from

  their old home.




  ‘There’s a regular bus service!’ Ollie said.




  ‘Yeah, right. Twice a day from the village, which is, like, a mile walk.’




  ‘Your mum and I can drive you in when you want to go.’




  ‘How about now?’




  In his rear-view mirror, Ollie saw the small Volvo of his in-laws and, behind them, the removals truck lumbering up the drive. ‘I think we ought to get moved into our new home first,

  darling, don’t you think?’




  ‘I want to go home!’




  ‘You are home.’




  ‘This place looks like it’s about to fall down.’




  Ollie grinned and looked at his wife. ‘It’s stunning. We are going to be very happy here. It’ll just take a bit of getting used to our new lifestyle.’




  ‘I liked our old lifestyle,’ Jade retorted. ‘I liked Carlisle Road.’




  Ollie squeezed Caro’s hand. She squeezed back. Then she turned to their daughter. ‘We’ll make sure you see your friends whenever you want to. And you’ll make new friends

  out here.’




  ‘Yeah? What? Cows? Llamas? Alpacas?’




  Caro laughed and tousled Jade’s hair. Her daughter pulled her head back, irritated; she never liked her hair being touched. Caro wanted so badly to feel good about being here, to share in

  Ollie’s enthusiasm. She was determined to make an effort. As a city girl, she’d always dreamed of living in the countryside, too. But on this rainy September day, heading towards

  winter, all the work they had to do on the house seemed daunting. And she’d never in her life lived without neighbours. Noise. Human life. ‘You love animals, Jade, darling,’ she

  said. ‘You wanted a dog – we could get one.’




  ‘A dog?’ Jade said, her face suddenly animated. ‘We can really have a dog? A puppy?’




  ‘Yes!’ Caro replied.




  ‘When?’




  ‘Well, we could perhaps start looking around the rescue homes as soon as we’re straight here.’




  Jade brightened considerably. ‘What kind of dog?’




  ‘Let’s see what’s around!’ Ollie replied. ‘I think a rescue dog would be nice, don’t you, lovely?’




  ‘Something fluffy?’ Jade asked. ‘Big and fluffy?’




  ‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Big and fluffy.’




  ‘How about a labradoodle?’




  ‘Well, let’s see, darling!’ Caro laughed. Ollie smiled. Everything was going to be fine. Their dream life in their dream new home. Well, project of a home, anyway.




  Caro opened the car door and the howling gale blew it back on its hinges, bending them, the door mirror hitting the front wing of the car so hard the glass shattered.




  ‘That’s seven years’ bad luck!’ Jade said.




  ‘Lucky I’m not superstitious,’ Ollie replied.




  ‘Mum is,’ Jade said, breezily. ‘We’re doomed!’
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  Friday, 4 September




  ‘Shit!’ Ollie said, standing in the stinging wind and rain, inspecting the damaged door. ‘Go in the porch, darling,’ he said to Caro. ‘And

  you too, Jade. I’ll unlock the front door in a sec and bring the stuff in from the car.’




  ‘In a moment, Dad,’ Jade said, looking down at her phone.




  ‘It’s OK, I’ll help you,’ Caro said.




  As she jumped down, he put his arm round her. ‘The start of our new, beautiful adventure!’ he said, and kissed her.




  Caro nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said. She stared up at the vast front of the building, and at the balustrading above the columned porch, which made it look very grand. The house they had

  just left was a large Victorian semi in Hove, a short distance from the seafront. That had been pretty grand, with six windows on the front and five bedrooms. This place had eight bedrooms –

  ten, if you included two small box rooms in the attic. It was huge. Gorgeous. But in need of more than just tender love and care. Turning her head away from the wind, she looked back at Ollie, who

  was trying to shut the car door, aware that both of them probably had very different thoughts going through their minds.




  She knew he was thrilled to bits that today had finally come and they were moving in. She’d been driven along by his enthusiasm, but now they were actually here, their bridges burnt, new

  people already moving into their old house, she was suddenly, unaccountably, nervous. Nervous about a whole bunch of things.




  This place was ridiculous. That was one of the few things they’d agreed on. Totally ridiculous. It was far too big. Far too expensive. Far too isolated. Far too dilapidated. And just plain

  too far. Too far from friends, family, shops. From anywhere. It needed a huge amount of work – starting with rewiring and replumbing. Many of the windows were rotten and their sash cords were

  broken. There was no loft insulation and there was damp in the cellar, which needed urgent action.




  ‘It’s beautiful, but you’re bonkers,’ her mother had said when she first saw it. Her father had said nothing, he’d just climbed out of the car, stood and stared at

  it, shaking his head.




  Why?




  Why?




  Why, Caro was wondering, had she agreed?




  Neither of them had ever lived in the country before. They were townies, through and through.




  ‘You have to have vision,’ Ollie had repeatedly told her. His dreary parents, whom he had always rebelled against, were now confined within the walls of their old people’s

  sheltered housing, which they had entered far too young. They’d never had any vision; it was as if their entire lives had been one steady, plodding journey towards their eventual demise. They

  seemed to embrace all the ailments old age threw at them as if these were some kind of vindication of their planning.




  ‘Sure it’s a wreck but, God, it could be so beautiful, in time,’ Ollie had enthused.




  ‘It might be haunted,’ she’d said.




  ‘I know your mother believes in ghosts, bless her, but I don’t. The dead don’t frighten me, it’s the living I’m scared of.’




  Caro had learned, early on in their relationship, way before they were married, that once Ollie had his mind set on something there was no dissuading him. He wasn’t an idiot, he had a

  great commercial brain. And besides, she had secretly liked the whole idea of a grand country lifestyle. Lady of the Manor of Cold Hill House.




  Ollie removed his arm and opened the rear door for Jade, but his daughter, engrossed in her iPhone, carried on Instagramming.




  ‘Out, sweetheart!’




  ‘Give me a minute, this is important!’




  ‘Out!’ he said, reaching in and unclipping her seat belt, then lifting out the cat carriers.




  She scowled, and pulled her hood up over her head, jammed her phone into her hoodie pocket, jumped down, then made a dash for the porch. Ollie lugged the carriers over and set them down, then

  ran back to the car, opened the two halves of the tailgate, grabbed a suitcase and hauled it out, followed by another.




  Caro tugged out two of her cases, then trailed him into the porch. He put the bags down and fumbled with the vast assortment of keys on the ring that the estate agent had given him, selected

  what he hoped was the right one, slotted it in the lock and turned it. Then he pushed the heavy front door open, into the long, dark hallway.




  At the end of the hallway to the right was the staircase up to the first floor. Beyond that, the hall led into a small, oak-panelled anteroom with three doors, which the estate agent said was

  called the atrium. One door, to the left, went through into the dining room, one on the right was to the kitchen, and the third door opened directly on to the grounds at the back. The

  estate agent had told them it was rumoured that the oak for the panelling had come from one of Nelson’s ships, Agamemnon.




  Ollie was greeted with a strong smell of floor polish, and a milder, zesty smell of cleaning fluid. A firm of professional house cleaners had spent two days in here, sprucing it up for them. And

  because of the poor condition of the house, the vendor’s solicitors had permitted them to do some essential decorating of their basic living areas before completion.




  Jade followed him in, holding the cat carriers and looking around curiously, followed by her mother. Ollie dumped the two suitcases at the foot of the staircase, then hurried back outside to

  greet his in-laws and the removals men, the first of whom, a shaven-headed man-mountain in a Meatloaf T-shirt and ancient stone-washed jeans, had just jumped down from the cab and was looking up at

  the house admiringly. He’d admitted, proudly, to Ollie a couple of days ago, while boxing up their possessions in the old house, that he’d only recently come out of jail for an offence

  he hadn’t actually disclosed.




  ‘Bleedin’ gorgeous place you’ve got yourselves, guv!’ he conceded. ‘Love that tower.’ Then, cupping his hand over his roll-up, seemingly oblivious to the

  elements, he leaned forward conspiratorially and nodded up at the first floor of the tower. ‘Planning to put the missus up there when she gets a bit antsy?’




  Ollie grinned. ‘Actually, it’s going to be my office.’




  ‘Good one!’




  He saw Caro’s mother clambering out of the driving seat of the Volvo, or the Ovlov as he jokingly called it. A doughty lady, and a Brighton and Hove magistrate, Pamela Reilly, in

  a hooded anorak and baggy waterproof trousers, looked at this moment dressed for a polar expedition.




  Her husband, Dennis, who, like his daughter, had always been a consummate worrier, was suffering from early-stage dementia and becoming increasingly forgetful and erratic. A retired Lloyds

  actuary, his profession had suited him perfectly. A career spent in calculating risk, he now applied that same skill set to everything he encountered in his retirement. A diminutive, balding and

  meek man, he was dressed in one of his habitual three-piece tweed suits and City livery ties, beneath a fur-trimmed coat and a black astrakhan hat that gave him the appearance of a bonsai Russian

  oligarch.




  Twenty minutes later, after the kettle had boiled on the Aga, and tea and coffee had been distributed in mismatched mugs – all they had been able to find so far – and a packet of

  digestive biscuits torn open, they had an organized team. Caro stood at the bottom of the stairs, just before the atrium, directing the items which the chain of removal men carried in. Dennis stood

  at the top with a list created by Caro’s organized mind of what went where, studying it with a furrowed brow in childlike concentration, occasionally looking around in total, but

  enthusiastic, bewilderment. Jade let the cats out of their carriers, closed the kitchen doors to keep them contained, then went exploring.




  Ollie stood with Pamela in the porch, with a checklist of which of the carefully labelled boxes should go into the house, and which belonged in the outbuildings around the rear, for now, until

  work inside the house was completed.




  The shaven-headed man-mountain lugged a massive box, labelled Bedroom 1 (Master), past them, with a grin.




  Ollie ticked it off the list. He watched Caro, inside, look at the label and direct the removals man up the stairs. Then, as the man disappeared from sight, Ollie glimpsed a shadow crossing the

  atrium, like the flit of a bird across a fanlight.




  His mother-in-law turned to him with a smile, her eyes wide open, almost bulging in excitement. ‘Did you see that?’ she asked.




  Pamela, despite being an extremely well-respected magistrate, had a fey side to her. Early on in his relationship with Caro, Pamela had confided in him that, although she wasn’t sure if

  she was actually psychic – whatever that really meant – she would always know when someone was going to die, because she would have a recurring dream. It involved a black

  raven, a lake and a tombstone with the person’s name engraved on it.




  What had she seen?




  Caro was already uneasy enough about moving here, to this isolated property, without her mother spooking her out. It was the last thing he needed on this first day here, the first day of their

  new, dream life.




  ‘Did you see it?’ she asked again.




  Her smile suddenly irritated him. There was a smugness, a told-you-so something about it.




  ‘No,’ he said, emphatically. ‘No, I didn’t see anything.’
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  Sunday, 6 September




  Jade, her long fair hair clipped back, dressed in jeans, socks and a crop top, with a note to herself written in blue ink on her left hand, was in her bedroom, which had

  wallpaper that she thought was a bit naff. She had spent much of this first weekend sorting her things out, with the occasional help of her mother. Her favourite song, ‘Uptown Funk’ by

  Bruno Mars and Mark Ronson, was blasting out from the Sonos speaker on top of a wooden chest of drawers.




  It was Sunday evening and she was bored of unpacking now. Stuff lay ankle-deep on the floor, and Bombay was curled up on the patchwork quilt of her wrought-iron bed. The tortoiseshell moggie,

  which had adopted Jade within hours of being brought home from the rescue centre three years ago, lay contentedly amid a pile of cushions, her head resting on Blankie, the grey blanket Jade had had

  with her since she was an infant, and nuzzled up against Jade’s yellow, bug-eyed minion. Above the cat, Duckie, her gangly, mangy cream duck, with yellow feet and yellow bill, that

  she’d had almost as long as Blankie, its feet entwined in the metal latticework of the headboard, hung down gormlessly. Suspended from the other side of the headboard was her purple

  dream-catcher.




  She’d had to admit, reluctantly, that this was a nicer room than her previous one, although it was a yucky pink. About five times larger, and – big bonus! – it had an en-suite

  bathroom, with a huge, old-fashioned bathtub with brass taps. She’d already luxuriated in it last night with a Lush bath-bomb, and felt like a queen.




  On the curved shelves on the far side of her bedside table, she’d arranged some of her silver trophies, including her Virgin Active Brighton Tennis Club Championships, Mini

  Green Runner-up 2013 and Star of the Week Dance Club, 2013, along with a photograph of the rear of a pink American convertible with a surfboard sticking out of the back seat. Next to

  it was propped her guitar in a maroon case, alongside a music stand on which lay a curled book titled Easy Guitar Lessons. She’d already unpacked most of her books, and put them on

  the shelves on the opposite wall. All her sets of The Hunger Games and Harry Potter were in their correct order, as well as her collection of David Walliams, except for one,

  Ratburger, which was on her bedside table. Also next to it on the table were piled several books on training dogs, as well as one she loved, called Understanding Your Cat.




  In front of the huge sash window was her wooden dressing table, minus its mirror which her father had not yet fixed into place. The surface was littered with cans of her body sprays, bottles of

  perfumes and Zoella products. Her orange plastic chair sat in front of it.




  She was feeling lonely. On weekends in Brighton she would have walked round to Phoebe, Olivia or Lara’s house, or they would have come round to her, and made music videos together, or

  she’d have seen Ruari. Right now her parents, and her gran and gramps, were flat-out downstairs, busy unpacking boxes and getting the house in some kind of order – at least, the rooms

  they could live in for now, until the builders and decorators had got the house straight. Which was going to take months. Years. Forever.




  The large window looked past the row of garages, over the vast rear garden and the lake, a couple of hundred yards in the distance, to the paddock, and the steep rise of the hill beyond. Her

  mother had told her the paddock would be perfect for the pony she had always hankered after. That brightened her a little, although she was keener at this moment on a labradoodle puppy. She’d

  spent a lot of time googling dog rescue centres and labradoodle breeders, and looking up all sorts of possible alternatives on Dogs 101. So far she’d found no rescue places or breeders in

  their area with any puppies, but there was one breeder about an hour away who was expecting a litter soon.




  It was coming up to eight o’clock. No doubt one of her parents would be up soon to tell her ‘no more screen time’ and to get ready for bed. She went over to her dressing table,

  picked up her phone, and for some moments gazed wistfully at a video clip of Ruari, with his sharp hairstyle, nodding his head and grinning to a piece of music. Then she dialled Phoebe on her

  FaceTime app.




  It was still light outside, despite the dark clouds and the rain, which had not relented throughout the weekend, pattering against the rattling window in front of her. ‘Uptown Funk’

  was playing again at full blast. That was another plus about this new house – her room was at the far end of the first floor, with empty rooms between, so she could play her music as loudly

  as she liked without her parents coming in to tell her to turn it down. Mostly in their previous home she’d had to resort to wearing her headphones. At this moment she didn’t even know

  where the headphones were. Buried somewhere in one of the four huge boxes of her stuff that she had still not yet unpacked.




  Beep, beep, beep.




  The phone went dead.




  ‘Come on, come on!’ The internet connection here was rubbish. Her dad had promised to get it sorted tomorrow, but he was so useless at dealing with things it would probably take a

  week, knowing him. They were all going to have to change phone providers. God, it wasn’t like they were in the back of beyond or anything – they were only ten miles from Brighton. But

  at this moment, they might as well have been on the moon!




  She tried again. Then, dialling for the third time, she suddenly saw Phoebe’s face filling the screen, blonde hair hanging over her forehead, and her own face in a small square in the

  corner.




  Her friend, grinning and chewing gum, said, ‘Hey, Jade!’




  Then she lost the signal, and Phoebe with it. ‘Come on, come on, come on!’ she shouted at the screen, and re-dialled. Moments later she was reconnected.




  ‘Sorry about that, Phebes!’




  ‘You OK?’




  ‘I am so not OK! I miss you tons!’




  ‘Me you, Jade! Mum’s in a shit mood with Dad, and taking it out on me. And all the gerbils escaped. It’s, like, not been a great day. Mungo was running around with my

  favourite, Julius, in her mouth, with his legs wriggling, then she shot off down the garden.’




  ‘Did she kill him?’




  ‘Dad buried him – what was left of him. I hate that cat!’




  ‘No! Did you get the rest of them back?’




  ‘They were all under the sofa in the sitting room, huddled together, looking terrified. Why would they want to escape? They had everything they needed – food, water, toys.’




  ‘Maybe they don’t like the weather and decided to go south for a holiday?’




  Phoebe laughed. Then she said, ‘“Uptown Funk”! Turn it up!’




  ‘OK.’




  ‘What do you think – I’ve bought the latest Now CD for Lara for her birthday?’




  ‘Does she still have a CD player, Phebes?’




  There was a long silence. Then a defensive, ‘She must have.’




  ‘I don’t think we have one any more.’




  ‘Whatever. When are you coming over?’




  ‘I have to negotiate an exit from here with the Cold Hill House Escape Committee. But my parents say I can have a birthday party here. Three weeks’ time! I’m going to have a

  retro photo booth with Polaroid cameras! And we’re going to have pizzas – everyone can order them and Dad said he’d collect them.’




  ‘Epic! But that’s three weeks, can I come over and see your place before then?’




  ‘Yes. I’ve got a great room – the biggest bath you’ve ever seen. You can almost swim in it! Can you come the weekend after next? Sleepover Saturday night? Ruari said his

  mum’s going to drive him over on the Sunday.’




  ‘Maybe we can have a swim in your pool, if it’s nice?’




  ‘I’ll have to get Dad to remove the dead frogs first. And fill it and heat it. That is so not going to happen.’




  ‘Yech!’ Then suddenly Phoebe’s voice changed. ‘Hey, Jade, who’s that?’




  ‘Who’s what?’




  ‘That woman!’




  ‘Woman? What woman?’




  ‘Er, the one right behind you? Hello!’




  Jade spun round. There was no one. She turned back to the phone. ‘What woman?’




  Then her phone screen went blank. Annoyed, she re-dialled. She heard the sound of the connection being made, and then Phoebe’s face reappeared.




  ‘What did you mean, Phebes? What woman?’




  ‘I can’t see her now, she’s gone. She was standing behind you, by the door.’




  ‘There wasn’t anyone!’




  ‘I saw her!’




  Jade crossed over to the door, opened it and looked out onto the landing. She held up her phone, pointing it down the landing so Phoebe could see, then she closed the door behind her, walked

  back across the room and sat down again. ‘There’s no one been in, Phoebe, I’d have heard them.’




  ‘There was, I saw her clearly,’ her friend insisted. ‘I’m not making it up, Jade, honestly!’




  Jade shuddered, feeling cold suddenly. She turned round again and stared at the closed door. ‘What – what did you see?’




  ‘She was, like, an old lady, in a blue dress. She had a really mean look on her face. Who is she?’




  ‘The only old lady here’s my Gran. She’s here with Gramps, helping unpack stuff downstairs.’ Jade shrugged. ‘They’re both a bit weird.’




  Twenty minutes later, when she had ended the conversation, Jade went downstairs. Her parents were sitting at the refectory table in the kitchen, piles of unopened boxes still on the floor around

  them, drinking red wine, with the bottle on the table in front of them as they opened all the ‘Good Luck In Your New Home’ cards sent by friends and relatives. Sapphire was crunching

  dry food in a bowl close to the Aga.




  ‘Hi, darling,’ her mother said. ‘Are you ready for tomorrow?’




  ‘Sort of.’




  ‘Time for bed. Big day – your new school!’




  Jade stared at her glumly. She was thinking about all her time at school in Brighton. She had loved being in charge of the School Walking Bus. Making the phone calls every morning, starting off

  with one friend, collecting another, then another, so by the time they arrived at school there were ten of them altogether. Now the rest of them would be doing this tomorrow, without her. She would

  be going instead to bloody St Paul’s Catholic College in Burgess Hill. Nowheresville.




  And they didn’t even go to church regularly!




  ‘Where are Gran and Gramps?’ she asked.




  ‘They went home a short while ago, darling,’ her mother responded. ‘Gramps was very tired. They said to say goodbye and give you their love.’




  ‘Gran came up to my room.’




  ‘Good,’ her mother said.




  ‘But she didn’t say anything, and went out again. That was strange of her. She always kisses me goodbye.’




  ‘Were you on your computer?’




  ‘I was talking to Phoebe.’




  ‘Maybe she didn’t want to disturb you, darling.’




  Jade shrugged. ‘Maybe.’




  Her father looked up and frowned. But he said nothing.
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  Monday, 7 September




  Monday morning came as something of a relief to Ollie. The rain had finally stopped and a brilliant, warm, late-summer sun was shining. Caro had gone to work at her office

  in Brighton shortly after 7.30 a.m. and at 8.00 a.m., listening to the Radio Four news, he got out Jade’s Cheerios for her breakfast, while she busied herself, first feeding the cats, then

  switching on the Nespresso machine, which she loved using, to make her father a coffee. Amazingly, Ollie thought, she had actually got up early this morning! But even so they were running short of

  time and, anxious not to be late for her first day at her new school, he gulped down his muesli, then hurried her out to the car and checked she had belted up.




  As he drove, Jade, in her uniform of black jacket, yellow blouse and black pleated skirt, sat beside him in nervous silence. Neil Pringle was on Radio Sussex, talking to a Lewes artist called

  Tom Homewood about his latest exhibition.




  ‘Looking forward to your new school?’ Ollie asked.




  ‘LOL.’




  ‘What’s that meant to mean?’




  ‘Yeah, right. All my friends are still going to King’s in Portslade.’ She looked down at her phone. ‘St Paul’s, Burgess Hill. It sounds like a church,

  Dad!’




  ‘It seems to be a lovely school, and you know the Bartletts? Their triplets went there and loved it.’




  Ollie saw her checking her phone; she was back on Instagram. At the top of the display was Jade_Harcourt_x0x0. Below she had rows and rows of thumbs-down emoticons alternating with

  scowly faces.




  ‘Listen, lovely,’ he said. ‘Give it a chance, OK?’




  ‘I don’t have much choice, do I?’ she said without raising her head.




  He drove on in silence for some moments, then he said, ‘So your Gran came up to your room yesterday evening, but didn’t say anything?’




  ‘Uh-huh.’




  ‘Are you sure?’




  ‘Phebes saw her – we were FaceTiming.’




  ‘And your Gran didn’t say anything?’




  ‘No, she just went out again. Is she angry with me or something?’




  ‘Why should she be angry with you?’




  ‘Phebes said she was looking kind of grumpy.’




  Ollie drove the rest of the short journey in silence, thinking, while pinging and clicking noises came from his daughter’s phone. Thinking about last night. His parents-in-law had sat with

  him and Caro in the kitchen. He’d given Dennis a large whisky and Pamela, who was driving as she had to these days, drank one tiny drop of red wine. They’d seen them off, Pamela telling

  him to say goodbye from them to Jade.




  She had very definitely not gone upstairs.
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  Monday, 7 September




  Arriving back home thirty minutes later, Ollie parked alongside a battered-looking red van belonging to the builders, who had arrived early and were down in the cellar,

  starting work on the damp. He sat for some moments, listening to Danny Pike on Radio Sussex taking a Green Party councillor in Brighton to task over a new bus lane proposal that the presenter

  clearly thought was absurd. He always liked Pike’s combative but informed interviewing style.




  As he jumped down from the car, he caught a flash of movement to his right. It was a grey squirrel, darting up the trunk of the tall gingko tree in the centre of the circle of lawn in front of

  the house.




  He watched the beautiful animal climb. Tree rats, Caro called them. She hated them, telling him they stripped off the bark, and, after seeing another one over the weekend, had told him

  to go and buy an airgun and shoot it. He watched it sit on a cross-branch and eat a nut that it held in its paws. There was no way he could shoot it. He didn’t want to kill anything here.

  Except maybe the rabbits, which overran the garden.




  There was a smell of manure in the air, faint but distinct. Some distance above him he saw a tractor looking the size of a toy crossing the brow of Cold Hill, too far away to hear its engine. He

  stared around at the fields, then at the front facade of the house, still scarcely able to believe that they now lived here; this was their home, this was where, maybe, hopefully, they could

  actually settle, and spend the rest of their lives. Their forever home.




  He pulled out his phone and took a series of photographs in all directions. He looked at the columned, covered porch, with its balustrading above, at the two sets of windows on either side of

  it, then up at the rows of windows on the two floors above, still struggling to orientate himself.




  To the left of the front entrance was a WC, then the door to the library. To the right was the drawing room. Further along to the left there was another toilet, before the long hallway opened

  out into the atrium. To the left of the atrium was the huge dining room. All these rooms had high, stuccoed ceilings. Through the atrium door to the right was the kitchen and, beyond that, the

  downstairs part of the extension; a pantry and scullery from which the stairs ran down to the cellar with its vaulted brick ceiling. Part of the cellar housed a long-disused kitchen with a range

  that had not been lit in decades, once the domain of the live-in household staff. The other end of the cellar contained dusty wine racks. One day, when their finances allowed, they would stock all

  those racks with wine, another of their shared passions.




  He’d checked out all the rooms, briefly and excitedly, on Friday, as they were moving in. God, he loved this place! He’d taken photographs of each room. Many were in a terrible state

  of repair and they’d have to stay that way for a long while yet. It didn’t matter; for now all they needed was to get the kitchen, drawing room and dining room straight, and one of the

  spare bedrooms. Their own bedroom, which had ancient red flock wallpaper, and Jade’s, were in a reasonable condition – some work had been done on them before the developers had gone

  bust and also before they’d moved in. The priority at the moment was the rot, the electricity and the ropy plumbing.




  He stared back at the porch, and the handsome front door with its corroded brass lion’s-head knocker, and thought back, as he had several times, to that moment on Friday when he was

  standing there with his mother-in-law and had seen, fleetingly, that shadow. Trick of the light, or a removals man, or maybe some bird or animal – possibly the squirrel?




  He went inside, through the atrium, and turned right into the kitchen. In the scullery beyond was a deep butler’s sink, a draining board and a wooden clothes-drying rack on a rope and

  pulley system to raise and lower it. There was also an ancient metal pump, fixed to the wall, for drawing water from the well that was supposedly under the house, but which no one had yet managed

  to find.




  The cellar door, at the rear of the scullery, had an enormous, rusty lock on it, with a huge key, like a jailer’s. It was ajar. He went down the steep brick steps to see if the builders

  were OK and to tell them to help themselves to tea and coffee up in the kitchen, but they cheerily told him that they had their thermoses and were self-sufficient.




  Then he climbed up the three flights of stairs to his chaotic office in the round tower on the west side of the house. It was a great space, about twenty feet in diameter, with a high ceiling,

  and windows giving fabulous views, one of them onto the steep, grassy slope of the hill rising out of sight. He waded through the unopened boxes and towers of files littering the floor, carefully

  stepping past a row of framed pictures stacked against a wall, reached his desk, and switched on his radio to Radio Sussex. As he heard the presenter grilling the Chief Executive of the Royal

  Sussex County Hospital over waiting times in A&E, his phone pinged with an incoming text.




  It was from one of his two closest friends, Rob, asking if he fancied a long mountain bike ride round Box Hill next Sunday morning. He replied:




  

   

	

    

      Sorry, mate, going to be spending time sorting out the house with Caro. And five acres of lawns to mow. Come over and see the place at the

      w/e.


    


	


	


  




  He sent it and moments later the single-word reply pinged back.




  

  

	

    

      Tosser.


    


	


	


  




  He grinned. Rob and he had barely said a polite word to each other throughout their fifteen-year friendship. He sat down, retuned the radio to Radio 4, and logged on to his

  computer, checking his emails for anything urgent, then had a quick look at Twitter and Facebook, aware that he had not posted anything on either about the move yet. He also wanted to post some

  pictures of the worst dilapidations in the house on his Instagram page to show before and after. He and Caro had discussed approaching the TV show Restoration Man, but decided against

  because of wanting privacy.




  But before any of that he had an urgent job to complete, and although the internet connection wasn’t great, it was working, sort of. His Apple Mac geek – as he jokingly referred to

  his computer engineer – was coming over that afternoon to try to sort it all out, but in the meantime he just had to get on with it, with an urgent deadline for a new client, the grandly

  titled Charles Cholmondley Classic Motors, Purveyors of Horseless Carriages to the Nobility and Gentry since 1911. They traded top-end classic and vintage sports cars, and had taken

  several large and very expensive stands at a classic car show that was looming up in Dubai, next month, and for next year’s Goodwood Festival of Speed. They needed an urgent revamp of their

  very dull and old-fashioned website.
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