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  For M., with all my love




  







  PROLOGUE




  They are coming.




  They are on their way.




  I can taste them in the air like sand in sea-wind.




  Starlings flit, a handful of stones thrown at the sky.




  A plane swims through the clouds towards Ipswich.




  ‘The apples fall down one by one




  And with a crack they hit the ground




  And with one chop, a head falls free




  Under the rotten apple tree’




  I lie on the floor and wait.




  I stretch my arms above my head, and push my feet far away.




  I try to push them all the way to China.




  ‘The apples fall down two by two




  And roll under my leather shoe




  And with one chop, a head falls free




  Under the rotten apple tree’




  If I could touch both sides of this room, I would be a giant.




  I know what a giant would do.




  A giant would wait till they came.




  Then it would lift up its feet and do this . . .




  STAMP! STAMP! STAMP!




  







  CHAPTER ONE




  ‘Where the hell are we?’




  Will and Hannah’s car slammed to a halt at a crossroads, forcing the removal van to brake sharply behind them.




  Hannah looked up from the map and peered ahead. No signposts, for the fifth time today. She made an apologetic gesture out the window to the driver, and ducked back before he could lock eyes

  with her.




  ‘Weren’t we here a minute ago?’ Will said, grabbing the map off her.




  ‘The driver looks like his head is going to blow off,’ she said.




  ‘Sod him.’ Will’s hair fell forward, obscuring his face, as he checked the map. ‘Why isn’t it on the satnav? What’s the point of having a fucking satnav if it

  doesn’t have tiny places on it?’




  She said nothing. Instead she tried to spot landmarks to help him. It was difficult. The bare branches of the trees that lined this tiny sliver of Suffolk lane clasped in the middle like

  witches’ nails, blocking out much of the late-afternoon March light. It didn’t help, either, that through the gaps the land beyond was featureless. Flat mud, spreading aimlessly. She

  recalled their last visit, nearly six months ago. The sky had been chalk-blue. Heavy green boughs waving in the late-summer breeze. A pale golden shimmer across the fields.




  How long was it again till summer? She counted the months.




  Will tapped the dashboard. ‘Right, so we came left from Thurrup, right at Snadesdon and . . .’




  Hannah kept her mouth shut. Half an hour ago, old, Childish Will had appeared. She would wait for Grown-up Will to return. She’d told Barbara about this tactic when they’d had to

  describe how they resolved their arguments. Barbara had declared herself ‘impressed’ by Hannah’s ‘strategy’.




  Will threw the map back on her lap. ‘Let’s try right.’




  ‘Didn’t we do that last time?’




  He banged the steering wheel. ‘What do you want me to do, Han?’




  ‘Just stop stressing out, and hurry up,’ she wanted to say, but didn’t.




  This time, however, for no obvious reason, turning right and then left worked. Ten minutes and two more pin-narrow Suffolk lanes later, a faded sign saying ‘Tornley’ appeared out of

  the dusk, shortly before a terrace of three traditional pink cottages.




  Will shot Hannah a conciliatory smile, but she was too excited to respond. This was it.




  Bending forward, she tried to catch glimpses through the bare branches as Will took the last bend – although, if the countryside looked this different in winter, what on earth would the

  house look like?




  She steeled herself.




  A snatch of chimney appeared first, through bristles of hedge. Then a red-brick Victorian gable. And then it was rushing towards them: Tornley Hall, standing side-on to the road as if it had

  been abandoned for so long it had given up waiting for new owners and had turned away to stare wistfully at something in the distance.




  Hannah fell very still.




  Actually, it did look a bit different.




  She tried to refocus her mind on a sight that was both familiar and unexpected. She realized, surprised, that the facade of the house had altered dramatically in her head during the long wait to

  exchange contracts since their last viewing: it had widened and softened and become more beautiful. The reality was thinner and taller. Shabbier, too. The windows were filthy from the long winter,

  and there was a rash of moss across the roof tiles, two of which were missing.




  Quickly she reminded herself of the surveyor’s report. ‘Tornley Hall is a solid house in need of a lot of love.’ As long as it looked presentable to Barbara in two weeks’

  time – or, more precisely, thirteen-and-a-half days – that’s all that mattered.




  Will pulled over by the wooden five-bar gate.




  The lane behind was empty.




  ‘Where are they?’ Hannah asked.




  ‘Probably stuck behind that lad in the tractor who pulled out after us.’




  ‘Oh God, they hate us.’




  Will banged the steering wheel again, but more softly. ‘I used to know these fucking roads like the back of my hand . . .’




  His Salford accent always returned when he was tired. Fookin’ roads. On days like these, being responsible and dependable in a crisis always seemed to drain every ounce of energy

  Will had. She knew a hug would revive him. So she did her best, and grasped his left hand in her lap.




  ‘What?’ Will said.




  ‘Go on then.’




  ‘What?’




  ‘Describe the back of your hand.’




  Will made an unamused face at her, and she replaced his hand firmly on the wheel. To be sure it stayed there, she opened her door. ‘I’ll get the gate.’




  ‘Don’t go far. We might need your hostile-environment training when they get here.’




  She held up her fists like a boxer, then jumped out, relieved. Grown-up Will was back, making jokes to ease the tension.




  She shivered. It must be five degrees colder in Suffolk than it had been in London this morning. Hugging her coat to her, she peered over the gate. The garden was pretty unrecognizable, too. The

  grand oak trees that lined the driveway on their previous visits now appeared naked and undignified, as if someone had stolen their bath-towels. Their leaves lay long-discarded on the gravel in

  rotting heaps. Up ahead, the freshly trimmed side-lawn from last summer was a sea of weeds.




  An acrid smell drifted into Hannah’s nostrils. Below her lay something tiny and dead, its guts claret-red and bursting out. A mouse or a bird. She kicked it into the bushes, then wiped her

  boot on the grass.




  OK. Well, this was unexpected. She hadn’t even thought about the garden. Would two weeks be enough to get Tornley Hall ready, inside and out?




  Hannah lifted the gate catch.




  As she walked forward, the gate rebounded, trapping her hand.




  ‘Ow!’




  The wood was swollen, and threaded with tiny cracks. Instead of sanding and fixing it, someone had clearly sloshed tarry black paint over it. Now it was warped. It no longer fitted the space

  between the posts.




  There was a roar behind her and the removal van shot round the bend, coming to an abrupt halt, bumper-to-bumper with Will.




  All of a sudden, Hannah’s own patience slipped. She had waited too long. The gate was one obstacle too many today.




  She kicked the bottom, hard. The gate battered into the bushes. She waved both vehicles through, avoiding the van driver’s glare, then shut the gate and forced the latch down.




  It was only as she went to walk up the driveway that she realized she was still standing in the road.




  ‘Han?’ a shout came. Will had got out of their car and was retrieving the keys his cousin Laurie had left under the plant pot by the front door. ‘What are you doing?’




  A thought came to her from nowhere. Will looked ridiculous out here. In his red skinny T-shirt and jeans, his curly musician hair and leather wristband, he looked more like a member of an indie

  band on his way to Latitude Festival, not the owner of this big country house.




  Hannah lifted the latch again, wondering why she’d shut the gate before entering. Then, as she closed it behind her, she knew.




  She had dreamt about Tornley Hall every night for eight months. The dream had kept her going. The minute she crossed the threshold, reality would be waiting to pounce again.




  Three minutes later Hannah’s first impressions of Tornley Hall did nothing to reassure her. The implications of buying a house that had stood empty for two-and-a-half

  years were becoming quickly apparent. After its third winter unoccupied, and with the previous owners’ furniture removed just yesterday, the inner hall was as unrecognizable as the garden.

  There was a strange odour, too; an unpalatable mixture of antiseptic, a sickly chemical flower-scent and, most unpleasant of all, foot-rot.




  ‘Kitchen’s in the back, thanks,’ Hannah said to the removal men, averting her eyes from the ghostly picture-frame marks and hairline plaster cracks that criss-crossed the

  walls. Now that the Horseborrows’ vast Oriental tapestry had been removed, the absence of a yard-long chunk of picture rail had been revealed.




  Grown-up Will had disappeared again. Childish Will was back with a vengeance, and appeared to have gone into shock. The last few days had been so hectic, with working late in the studio, and

  packing up and cleaning the London flat, that he hadn’t shaved. The three-day stubble made his naturally tan skin look sallow.




  ‘We knew it would look crap when everything was gone,’ she said.




  Will’s pissed-off expression told her that was an understatement.




  She tried again. ‘Remember when we moved into the flat, and there was that massive burn hole in the carpet that they’d hidden with a rug?’




  No reaction.




  Giving up, she tried the sitting-room door. Houses always looked bad when you moved in. There was no time to sulk. They had too much to do.




  The handle rattled uselessly in her hand.




  ‘This is locked. Will, can you see a key?’




  They checked on the windowsills, in the understairs toilet and in the side-alcove with the stained-glass window at the back of the hall.




  No key.




  Will tried the door opposite. ‘Study’s locked too.’




  ‘That’s annoying.’




  ‘Where do you want this?’ asked a removal man, heaving a sofa through the front door with his partner.




  ‘Just here, please, for the moment.’ Hannah waited till the men had dumped it – a little unceremoniously, she thought – then mouthed to Will, ‘If we don’t

  find the keys, they’ll leave everything in the hall.’




  That cheered him up.




  Hannah peered through the sitting-room keyhole and saw nothing but black. She tried to look in from the garden, but the shutters were tightly closed on the three tall picture windows.




  ‘Dining room?’




  ‘I’ll go,’ Will said, grit in his voice.




  ‘I’ll try the kitchen,’ she said, trying to create the illusion of teamwork between the two of them – for herself, as much as the smirking removal men.




  The sight in the kitchen stopped her in her tracks.




  This room had taken centre-stage in her dreams since last summer. It ran along the back of the house, and also had picture windows overlooking the small back garden. On their previous visits,

  rails of shiny French copper pans had hung from the ceiling, and a grand pine dresser decorated with bright crockery had added cheer to the room. Flower watercolours and landscape oils had hung on

  the walls, gingham curtains at the windows. Cleared of these homely charms, the dank, bottle-green walls emerged like ghouls.




  ‘God, they really took everything,’ she said.




  Will walked in. ‘Clue’s in the name.’




  ‘Hmm?’




  ‘House-clearance.’




  ‘Funny. No luck?’




  ‘Nope.’




  When the search around the old, built-in cupboards proved fruitless, too, they tried the little scullery at the far end.




  ‘Oh, good. They remembered to leave it,’ Hannah said, opening a tall, old-fashioned fridge. ‘And look what Laurie’s left. That’s nice,’ she said, unconvinced.

  On a shelf was a plastic-wrapped tray of bright-green apples, a pint of milk, cheese, a sliced loaf, spread, a large tray of pasta bake bobbled with black olives, and a bottle of cava.




  ‘Coffee table?’ came a shout.




  ‘Hall . . .’ Will called back curtly. Hannah shot him a look. ‘ . . . please.’




  ‘I’ll see if I can catch Brian.’




  Their estate agent’s phone, predictably, went to voicemail. Having managed to offload the keys onto Laurie on his way to the airport this morning, he’d be halfway to his

  brother’s wedding in Italy by now. Hannah turned and saw Will staring at the high Victorian wall ten yards behind the kitchen window. His hands were clasped behind his head.




  ‘What?’ Hannah asked, not really wanting an answer.




  ‘Nothing.’




  She tried to think of something to humour him, then gave up. This was not the time. The balance between them was too off-kilter, like the old brass scales that had sat on the counter here on

  their previous house-viewings with Brian. There would be plenty of time to fix things later. What mattered was that they were finally in.




  The countdown had started.




  Two weeks – or thirteen-and-a-half days – to go.




  Hannah pulled an A4 whiteboard and a red marker from her bag. Two-week Countdown! was written at the top. Underneath was a list.




  Day 14: Saturday, REMOVAL DAY, the first entry said.




  She crossed it out. That was one done, at least. She considered the entry for tomorrow. Day 13: Sunday, PAINT SITTING ROOM.




  Not without the keys, they couldn’t.




  Hannah scored out SITTING ROOM and replaced it with KITCHEN. They had to be practical. She scanned the putrid walls and wondered if one day was

  optimistic. A quick glance through the list of everything else they had to do told her it would have to suffice. They didn’t have a choice. They’d just have to do the best job they

  could. She started to turn.




  ‘So I was thinking that we should start on the kitch—’




  She stopped.




  Will had left the room so quietly she hadn’t heard him go.




  Forty-five minutes later, gravel shot up as the removal men hurtled back to London, clearly eager to escape this rural hellhole with its tight horse-cart lanes and slow tractor

  drivers.




  ‘Right,’ Hannah said, shutting the front door. The hall was packed with the sitting-room and study furniture, including their sofas, four sets of Will’s record shelves and

  forty boxes of his vinyl. ‘Shall we get the bed made up first, and put up the bedroom curtains?’




  Will surveyed their pile of belongings, faint menace in his eyes.




  She knew if she put her arms round him he would soften; lean into her, and cheer up.




  Instead, she picked up a rogue box of clothes to take upstairs.




  Will took his jacket from the banister. ‘When I get back.’




  ‘From where?’




  ‘Snadesdon. I’m going to get some beer and milk, before the shop shuts.’




  ‘But Laurie’s left us a pint – and some cava.’




  Will opened the door. ‘We’ll need more milk for tomorrow. You have the cava – I fancy a beer.’




  Beer. She said nothing. Tonight wasn’t the night to argue about it. ‘Want me to come?’




  His expression softened a little. ‘No. Why don’t you see if the oven works, and put on that food that Laurie left. I won’t be long.’




  ‘OK.’




  Will leant towards her. The movement was so unexpected Hannah recoiled.




  ‘It was just a kiss, Han.’




  She touched his arm. ‘Sorry. I know. I’m just tired.’




  ‘OK. Right. I’ll be back in half an hour. If . . .’




  ‘. . . you don’t get lost.’




  ‘Yup.’




  ‘Good luck.’ She waited for him to smile, but he didn’t.




  Will went to the car. Music pounded as the engine started, and he drove away.




  Hannah wandered out to the garden, wincing at the pot of saccharine-sweet pink polyanthus that Laurie had left on the doorstep. They’d have to keep them, to be polite.




  Will’s red rear lights streaked along the hedge, then disappeared up the lane. Why couldn’t he just be patient?




  Hannah sniffed. The air was so fresh.




  She took a deep breath, not quite believing they were finally here.




  Phase One completed. Phase Two to begin tomorrow.




  Tall weeds dipped and danced in the breeze along the edge of the front lawn before disappearing into the black night. How on earth would they cut these back in time for Barbara’s

  visit?




  Hannah inhaled again, smelling rotting leaves and damp earth nurturing the first blossoms of spring. She stretched her arms up, to ease off the ache from moving boxes.




  The temperature was dropping again, but the breeze was pleasant. She felt it reviving her after their long day. Hannah looked around. The depth of the darkness was astounding. It was that thick,

  berry blackness that you didn’t see in the city. Through the bare trees that bordered the far end of the garden she saw the distant glow of half a dozen houses and farms in Tornley. To her

  left she made out the slope-roofed garage that would become Will’s studio one day.




  His mood had been difficult today. She reminded herself that he had worked all week and was exhausted. He was probably dreading the commute back to London on Monday, too. At least one of them

  didn’t have to worry about work any more. She could manage the decoration of Tornley Hall and just give him jobs to do in the evenings. That should take some pressure off.




  Hannah decided to take Will over to the garage after dinner. It might encourage him to look beyond the cracks – to the future, and what this house would bring to their lives.




  She let her head fall back and shut her eyes. This was idyllic. No sirens or buses; no voices from the fried-chicken shop on the corner; no drum and bass from passing cars, or taxi engines

  running outside the pub.




  She swayed a little, and picked out the distant bray of an animal and a soft hiss, and wondered fancifully if it might come from the sea, across the marshes.




  To her left, there was a rustle in the bushes.




  Hannah opened her eyes.




  There was a second rustle, this time further away.




  ‘Hello?’ she said, feeling silly. The nearest property must be fifty yards behind the high wall at the rear of the kitchen.




  Hannah scanned the darkness. The rustling stopped. A rabbit, or a fox, probably. That would be part of the joy of this place. Nature right on their doorstep.




  A stronger, colder wind buffeted the tall weeds. She picked one, and ran its spiky stem through her finger. Their schedule for Barbara coming was already tight. Only thirteen days from tomorrow

  to finish the whole house. Tidying the garden would steal at least one of those days, now.




  Hannah imagined seeing this scruffy lawn through Barbara’s eyes.




  You’ve taken on an awful lot here, Hannah. Maybe we should wait another few months?




  She felt a flutter of panic and shook her head.




  No. Not a single month more. She couldn’t bear it.




  Hannah stamped her feet to shake off the day’s fatigue. Thinking about it, Day 14 wasn’t actually over yet.




  She returned inside, picked up her marker pen, thought for a moment, then rewrote the first entry. Day 14: Saturday, REMOVAL DAY/START

  KITCHEN.




  She found a box in the hall, and went to rip it open.




  Just before she did so, however, she rattled the sitting-room door handle again, in case it was just stiff. Nothing happened.




  This was so annoying. She put her nose to the keyhole and sniffed.




  That was weird. She could swear she smelt petrol.




  







  CHAPTER TWO




  On his way out of Tornley, Will sped along the narrow Suffolk lane, turning the music up louder than he knew Hannah could bear. He opened the window, feeling as if he’d

  taken off a too-tight jumper, and let the pounding bass escape.




  Yet another T-junction without signposts appeared ahead. His headlights illuminated a bald hedge beyond it. Cursing, he looked left, then right. Which way?




  There was a crooked iron gate to the left, with a red rope tied to it. Something drifted into his memory about that gate, then out again. A flash of smooth thigh. Lights on a pickup truck.

  Music. To his right was just darkness. Already he was lost, five minutes from the house. How? It wasn’t as if anything round here ever changed.




  He tried turning right, but a mile later the black silhouettes of the trees and hedges vanished into a navy sky, suggesting that he was nearly at the sea. After a six-point turn that nearly

  reversed him into a ditch, and five more miles of pitch-black roads, his headlights finally picked out a sign on the verge that said ‘Snadesdon’.




  ‘Thank you,’ he muttered.




  A terrace of pink nineteenth-century cottages appeared next, as if conjured by magic and, suddenly, Will knew where he was. He swung into the village green, passed the shop, which – as he

  had guessed – had shut two hours ago, and parked by the Fox & Hounds. An old lad walking a Yorkshire terrier frowned at him. Nan Riley entered his thoughts. He turned the music down and

  gave the man a reassuring nod, receiving a raised walking stick in return. It wasn’t his fault, after all.




  Will turned off the engine and surveyed Snadesdon.




  Saturday night, and the place was already dead.




  The uneasy feeling he’d had since this morning persisted.




  He dropped his head onto the steering wheel.




  What the fuck had he done?




  The car clock changed. 7.11 p.m.




  Forcing himself out of the car, Will ducked under the low doorway of the thatched pub. It must be eighteen years since he’d been in here, but the smell was depressingly familiar: horse

  leather and wood smoke. A fire roared at the far end, and a few faces looked up. The only noticeable change was the introduction of a blackboard, which offered ‘red’ or

  ‘white’ wine.




  A woman turned round at the bar and held out a half-pint of lager. ‘Thought I was going to have to send out a search party.’




  He hugged her through layers of fleece, and took it. ‘Cheers.’




  He still never recognized her straight away. It was the extra weight, the glasses and the short-back-and-sides, which he suspected was the village hairdresser’s idea of a bob. Even though

  it was only eight months since Nan Riley’s funeral, he still expected to see teenage Laurie, with her long, shiny hair, skin-tight black jeans and coatings of purple eyeliner.




  ‘Some signposts would help.’




  ‘Yeah, then the place would be full of your lot. Bloody Londoners.’




  A barman handed Laurie her change and gave Will a curious look.




  ‘Chris!’ Laurie said. ‘Meet Will, my cousin – your new regular. He’s just moved into Tornley Hall.’




  ‘Have you now? Hello!’ Chris said, shaking Will’s hand. ‘That explains it. My wife Gemma does your post. She was wondering why there were lights on in the old

  place.’




  Laurie frowned at Will and shook her head. ‘No, they just moved in today, Chris.’




  ‘Is that right? Oh, don’t tell Gemma that – she’ll think she’s seeing ghosts!’ he laughed.




  ‘That’ll just be the estate agent getting it ready,’ Laurie said. ‘Getting the electric back on and stuff, won’t it, Will?’




  Will sipped his beer. It tasted good. ‘Maybe.’




  He didn’t know and he didn’t care.




  He and Laurie found a booth, by the window. Will clinked his cousin’s glass. ‘Cheers for sorting out the keys this morning, missus.’




  ‘You’re welcome. So?’ She bounced on her seat. ‘Did you get my text?’




  He had. He’d read it in the service station on the way here, while Hannah was in the loo. ‘Yeah. What’s the big thing?’




  ‘I’ve been there before!’ Laurie squealed. ‘We both have!’




  ‘Where?’




  ‘Tornley Hall!’




  Will sipped his beer. It was definitely taking the edge off. He shook his head. ‘I haven’t.’




  ‘You have!’ she said, her eyes widening behind her square black glasses. ‘I remembered as soon as I walked in. That massive hall with the black-and-white tiles. And the

  stained-glass window. Nan took us there!’ She waited for him to react. ‘We were about six or seven? Nan was probably collecting something for the WI – do you remember that we used

  to go round to people’s houses with her, around the villages, and get biscuits and juice?’




  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’




  ‘Will, you wet your pants in the hall.’




  ‘Fuck off, Lor.’




  She giggled. ‘You did.’




  To his surprise, a vague memory did return of warm pee running down his leg onto a red rug, and him looking to Nan, ashamed. And someone – a woman – giving him a toffee and telling

  him not to cry.




  Laurie watched him closely. ‘Do you remember?’




  ‘I don’t know. I remember Nan taking me into this freezing old toilet and wiping my leg . . . and you being there, being a pain in the arse. No idea where it was, though.’




  Laurie banged his arm. ‘Oh my God, you’re right! It was there – I remember that. An old toilet covered in blue flowers? I couldn’t reach the handle. Is it still

  there?’




  ‘I don’t know.’ Tornley Hall could have six toilets covered in blue flowers. He hadn’t noticed.




  ‘Isn’t that weird?’ Laurie babbled on. ‘Anyway, I can’t believe you’ve bought that place. I didn’t even know it was there. Can you imagine Nan’s

  face? She was always boasting about you at the post office: “My boy, up in London, mixing with the stars, you know . . . ” She’d have had a field day with this. And God, the

  garden’s amazing! I couldn’t get the kids out of it this morning. I’ll warn you, they’re going to ask you if they can have a trampoline on the lawn. We haven’t got

  room, and . . .’




  Will waited for Laurie to remember. One, two, three . . .




  ‘. . . and . . . anyway. So.’ On cue, Laurie’s cheerful expression disappeared. ‘So, no Hannah, then? Did she not fancy a drink?’




  She watched him with the unabashed affection that had made him uncomfortable as a teenager, but now made him grateful every time he saw her.




  He waited to feel guilty about not being honest with Hannah about where he was right now, but didn’t. She never stopped talking about that bloody house. He needed a break.




  ‘No. She wanted to get sorted. But she says hi. And thanks for the food.’




  ‘That’s a shame,’ Laurie said, unconvincingly. Will had seen his cousin watching Hannah by his side at Nan Riley’s funeral: suspicious, a cat guarding her owner’s

  garden.




  ‘But, so yes. What an amazing house,’ she said, subdued.




  Will sipped his half-pint, wanting a proper one. He also wanted to tell her that Tornley Hall was a complete shithole, and he’d known the minute they arrived that he should never have let

  Hannah talk him into either the house or coming back here.




  ‘You don’t want to know how much the mortgage is, Lor. Needs a lot of work, too.’




  She nudged him. ‘You should get Ian over with his power-spray. He cleans everything with it. Fences, walls, bins, kids, me . . .’




  Will knocked back his half-pint, checking the bar clock and wondering how long he could push it, before he had to go back.




  Laurie scratched her nose under her glasses. He saw the words teetering on her lips.




  ‘No,’ he said, putting her out of her misery.




  ‘No, what?’




  ‘We haven’t heard anything.’




  ‘Oh, OK. And how’s Hannah?’




  Where would he start? ‘You know,’ he said. ‘Got her plans.’




  ‘Well, tell her if she needs any help . . .’




  He wondered, if Laurie did actually spend time with Hannah on her own, how long she’d be able to act polite.




  ‘How are the kids?’ Will asked, before he said something about Hannah that he’d regret.




  He saw the relief on Laurie’s face that she could now mention them without worrying. He forced himself to smile, as she reeled off the recent achievements and funny things said by Daniel,

  Caitlin and Sam. Then he did what he had done his whole life and summoned a song into his head, to drown it all out.




  







  CHAPTER THREE




  In the end Will stayed for one more drink, ignoring Laurie’s glance of disapproval as he ordered a full pint alongside her half. Later he found his way more easily along

  the dark lanes back to the bald hedge and the crooked gate with the red rope, and turned right.




  The ‘Tornley’ sign appeared, and he bore right again, past the terrace of three cottages. That was better. He knew where he was now.




  Will slowed down, scrabbling around in the side-pocket to find chewing gum to disguise the alcohol on his breath.




  Something moved to his right.




  He braked, tensing for a thud.




  A tall, lumbering figure ran towards him from the direction of Tornley Hall at a clumsy half-trot, wearing a black hoodie and tracksuit trousers, head bent forward.




  He waited for the runner to look up into his headlights and wave an acknowledgement that they’d seen each other, but they just kept going, diving into the long beam of the car’s

  headlights, then onto the verge, before disappearing.




  Wanker. They’d get hit out here, wearing that at night.




  Will turned the last bend. The illuminated gables of the old house appeared through the bare hedge. The ridiculousness of what he’d let Hannah do – buying this rundown old dump

  – hit him again.




  He drove up the drive, parked and entered the house.




  A pile of cracked air fresheners lay on the hall floor, as if they’d been chucked from upstairs. Behind their collective stink, he detected a new smell.




  She must be joking.




  Picking his way through all the crap in the hall, Will found Hannah up a ladder in the kitchen. She was running the roller over the dark-green walls, pushing white emulsion into cracks and over

  cobwebs.




  ‘What are you doing?’




  Her strokes travelled in all directions – out to the side, diagonally, then straight – as she covered the surface as fast as she could. She had found the radio in a box and had

  turned it up. It wasn’t even music she liked, just generic shit. There was a burnt smell. A dried-up tray of pasta sat on the hob, pitted with the carcasses of olives.




  ‘Why did you take so long?’ she shouted over the music.




  ‘Shop was shut – I had to drive to Thurrup,’ he lied, holding out the beers he’d persuaded the guy at the Fox to sell him. ‘Bumped into Laurie.’




  ‘How’s she?’




  ‘Good.’




  ‘Where’s the milk?’




  ‘They’d run out.’




  ‘Of milk? Really?’ She took a brush and sloshed paint around the yellowed light switch. It dripped onto a hastily laid dust-sheet below. ‘I’ve put the decorating schedule

  for next week on the worktop. Do you want to check it? I’ve tried to divide it up, so you can finish off the high bits like the ceilings in the evenings, and lift the heavy things into the

  rooms with me.’




  And, in that second, Will saw that this was never going to end.




  This house was not going to fix things, as she had promised. It was just going to fuel her obsession.




  ‘It’s eight-thirty,’ he said, wearily.




  ‘I know, but it just looks so bad, with all the Horseborrows’ furniture gone. And I didn’t even think about the garden – that’s going to add at least a day.

  We’ve only got thirteen days now, so I thought I might as well . . .’ Her words trailed off as she stretched to cover a missed patch.




  Will found a plate, and pointed at the burnt pasta.




  ‘Is this Lor’s?’




  ‘Yeah. It’s all right, if you take the top off.’




  His stomach rumbled through the gas of the beer. He sat down and surveyed this monstrous kitchen that he now owned. It must be as big as Mum’s whole flat in Salford. Their table looked

  like an island in an ocean of flagstone. He opened his third beer of the evening, promising himself it was a one-off, and excavated the pasta with a fork until he found some edible sauce.




  Hannah was wiping paint from her nose. She was so close to the bare bulb that it made her skin look wrung-out, like a wet sheet, and her pale hair a harsh reddish-pink. She’d scraped it

  back. She turned, and Will waited for the sharp edge of her cheekbones to soften, as they always used to at this angle, but the hardness remained. Her upper lip was pulled in tight with

  concentration. He wondered when she had started to look like this.




  ‘Listen, I don’t want to stress you out,’ she said, ‘but I think, if you’re going back to work on Monday, we need to start now.’




  Will froze, a fork in his mouth. ‘You want me to start painting? Now?’




  ‘If you take over the ceiling, I could do the walls, and we could maybe get half of the kitchen done tonight. That would claw back a half-day later on, for the garden.’




  He chewed and the cold pasta sank down inside him.




  He saw Hannah thinking of ways to reword her request, to make him do what she wanted. She did it a lot these days, as if now that she wasn’t using her negotiating skills at work, she

  needed to use them on him.




  ‘I know you’re tired. I am, too. And I know it’s not on the schedule, but I thought we could go over to the garage later and talk about the studio.’




  Ah, the sweetener. She always finished with a sweetener.




  Hannah leant down and rubbed Will’s head. He felt the rare touch of her skin on his and wanted it, but he also knew it would disappear as quickly as it had come, as she pretended to need

  to scratch her nose or pick up a boiling pot. Every day he had to stop himself grabbing her and hoping that, if he held her for long enough, she would relax and stop moving. That she would listen

  to him when he told her to stop doing this, and believe him that it would all be OK.




  Yet Hannah’s hand had already gone. She was climbing off the ladder and walking towards the kettle.




  Will watched her go, knowing he was losing the ability to believe he could make anything right for her any more. After all, he’d told her it would all be OK once before, and he’d

  been wrong.




  ‘Let me eat this,’ he said.




  Hannah’s schedule sat on the table. Fierce red capitals filled the cramped spaces, scored-out and struck-through. A window into Hannah’s head. A place he was no longer invited to

  go.




  Will sipped his third beer, and eyed up the fourth. It was less than two days till he was back in London. He realized he was already looking forward to it.




  In the meantime he would continue to do what he’d done for the last eight months, and do what she asked, just to get through.




  







  CHAPTER FOUR




  For the rest of the weekend Hannah remained glued to her paintbrush.




  Thank God, Will had stopped protesting. After dinner on Saturday night he’d begun painting the kitchen ceiling with fast, wide strokes, and then taken over the walls, while she transformed

  the kitchen cupboards with a cheap version of a posh grey eggshell that she’d had colour-matched in a DIY store. She didn’t bother with the greasy, scuffed insides. Barbara would never

  look in there.




  They finished at 2 a.m. and started again at 8 a.m. on Sunday. By Sunday afternoon they had applied a second coat in the kitchen and scullery, and then, when there was still no answer from Brian

  about the missing sitting-room keys, they moved upstairs to the smallest of the five bedrooms. Will had continued with the roller, moving quickly over the elderly, porous wallpaper with its faded

  pink roses, covering yellowed patches and rips and nail-holes. He played the music so loud that they couldn’t talk, but she didn’t care. Whenever Hannah suspected he was lagging, she

  brought coffee and sandwiches.




  For much of the time she followed behind, her strokes growing less and less dainty as she pushed her rapidly splaying brush into the rotten window frame, which the surveyor had warned needed

  ‘attention’, and over the picture rail, skirting boards and original fitted wardrobes. When the dark hairs of the exhausted brush began to escape, she painted over them.




  Up close, she knew it was a mess. It would have to be redone, but for now it looked fresh and clean at first glance, and that’s all that mattered.




  At some point that evening Hannah went to make yet another coffee.




  In the hall outside their own bedroom, she noticed a new pile of boxes Will had found on his last trip downstairs. She saw as she descended that he’d taken them from the pile by the

  stained-glass window. The pattern on the window was becoming exposed.




  She picked her way through to look. She loved this window. Next to the grand, silver fireplace in the locked sitting room, it was the most beautiful Victorian feature in the house: a turquoise

  glass peacock, wrapped in intricate strands of ruby roses. That first time they’d walked into Tornley Hall last summer with Brian, it was the first thing they’d seen. The sun had just

  hit the side of the house and was blasting through. It had felt like a beacon of hope. A sign that Tornley Hall would make things right again.




  And here they were.




  Something on the window caught Hannah’s eye.




  Was that a stain?




  She leant over some boxes to check the glass. It was.




  The stain was quite big, almost the size of a football. It ran from the turquoise belly of the peacock down the grey background glass towards the windowsill.




  She sighed. Was everything in Tornley Hall going to have to be fixed?




  Hannah licked her finger and reached out to rub it, hoping it was dust.




  The stain moved.




  ‘Oh!’ Startled, Hannah tripped backwards. She fell over a box and landed awkwardly on the arm of the sofa, deflecting onto the floor with a thud.




  What was that?




  She pulled herself up and ran her finger over the same spot on the window. She was not imagining it – the stain had completely disappeared.




  Curious, Hannah flung open the front door, ran into the dark night, crossed in front of the shuttered sitting room and turned right, onto the overgrown side-lawn that ran down to the lane.




  She arrived at the odd six-foot square exterior alcove that nestled between the protruding back walls of the front sitting room and the rear scullery. Its sole architectural purpose appeared to

  be to allow extra light through side-windows into both rooms, and through the peacock window into the central hall.




  Hannah checked the peacock’s belly again.




  No stain here, either.




  She touched the glass to check for liquid or dust, but her finger returned with the normal oily residue of unwashed windows.




  ‘Han?’




  She jumped. Will stood behind her. ‘What happened?’




  ‘Oh, nothing, I just tripped. I thought I saw a stain on the window, and . . .’




  His shoulders dropped, and she knew it had been a mistake.




  ‘It must have been a shadow. A cat or something . . .’




  If Will’s momentum was broken, he might not start again. And there were only twelve days from tomorrow.




  Will leant towards the peacock window, releasing the scent of sweet perspiration and white spirit. Automatically she sidestepped, willing him to return upstairs.




  ‘Right,’ Will said. ‘I’m done.’




  ‘But it’s only about half-nine.’




  ‘Han! It’s eleven.’




  Was it? She checked her watch, amazed at how fast time had flown.




  He sniffed under one arm. ‘I’m going to have a shower and look out some clothes.’




  ‘I’ll find them,’ she conceded, forcing herself to remember his 7.30 a.m. train. Back in the house, she washed out the paintbrushes and tidied around, as Will locked up and

  headed for the shower. Upstairs, in the hall, she opened the boxes marked ‘Clothes’ and took out items for Will.




  One box caught her eye as she was sifting through them.




  ‘SECOND BEDROOM,’ it said in red marker pen.




  That’s all.




  Second bedroom.




  Hannah opened the door of the bedroom next to theirs, kicked the box inside it and slammed it shut.




  She didn’t want to think about that right now.




  There was whistling from the shower down the hall, then it turned off.




  Damn.




  Hannah bashed into the wall in her haste to run into their bedroom. There she flung Will’s clothes on the chair, stripped off and climbed into bed without cleaning her teeth. It was

  surprisingly cold. She wrapped the duvet around her and turned over. A minute later, Will came in. She heard him sorting through his clothes, and lay still.




  The duvet was pulled back and Will climbed in. He smelt of lemon shower gel, and she could tell from the brush of cotton on her leg that he’d found pyjama trousers. She knew her naked skin

  must smell sour and clammy from the day’s exertions, and her hair unwashed.




  That was fine.




  Anything that kept him away.




  Will exhaled heavily as he settled himself in the bed and turned off the lamp.




  ‘Bloody hell, it’s cold,’ he said.




  She stayed still as he turned over, gave a long yawn and laid his freezing hand on her back, as he always did. She tensed, unable to move away in bed.




  His fingers rested in the gaps between her vertebrae. They flexed a little, checking for a response; a twitch of her muscles, or a deeper breath.




  He never gave up.




  After a second, Will tapped her spine gently – playing back, she suspected, the track inside his head he was working on with Jeremiah. The rhythm changed and she guessed that he’d

  reached the bridge of the song.




  Her eyes tightly shut, Hannah transported herself, as she did every night, to her world of paint-shades and curtains and rugs and table lamps and furniture layouts. She propped up the schedule

  mentally in her mind and trod the well-worn path of visualizing the decoration of each room in Tornley Hall.




  She imagined Barbara’s response to each one when it was finished, and then to the whole house.




  Perfect! A perfect family home, Hannah!




  The tapping on her back slowed. Will’s hand grew heavier. A small snore came from behind.




  She breathed deeper, knowing that, with the motion of her rising ribs, Will’s hand would gradually slip away.




  When it did, she turned about-face and smelt toothpaste on his breath, and coffee on her own. She brushed his hair softly from his face, so as not to wake him. Her finger halted at what she

  thought was a grey hair, then realized it was white paint. Would they ever become parents before one of them really did turn grey?




  Cold air blew into the small gap between their bodies, and she shivered. Will had started the boiler, but the bedroom was still freezing. What would the bills be like on a house this big? It was

  a concern now that she wasn’t working – and a subject they should probably avoid when talking to Barbara.




  Hannah turned and backed into the length of Will’s body to find warmth.




  She re-established her decorating schedule in her mind and ran through it till sleep came, as it always did, and stole her away from the fear that she could never face – that all of this

  could yet be for nothing.




  







  CHAPTER FIVE




  When Hannah woke on Monday morning, the pocket of chill in the bed had returned. Will’s space was empty, just the crease in his pillow left.




  She peered at the clock.




  09.54 a.m. – what?




  Hannah sat upright. Why hadn’t he set the alarm? A muscle in her shoulder twinged and she rubbed it. That action, in turn, stung her forefinger. An angry paintbrush blister had appeared on

  the end. Sucking it, she went to throw off the duvet – then stopped.




  If Will wasn’t here, there was no need to jump out of bed.




  She could stay in the warm for a few minutes, without him hoping it was going to lead to something. She stretched out her stiff arms and surveyed the cracked Victorian ceiling rose above.




  Now that she’d thrown out the sickly air fresheners she suspected Brian had brought to disguise the weird smell in the house, there was a faint scent of old-fashioned perfume in this room.

  Lavender? Lilac? She tried to recall the previous layout of the room. Her eyes roamed from wall to wall. There had definitely been a high, single bed on this side, which had seemed odd for an

  adult. An elegant green-velvet chaise longue opposite. A kidney-bean-shaped dressing table in the bay window, with a gilt hairbrush and mirror set. It had clearly been the elderly sister’s

  bedroom. The one next door was surely the brother’s, with its extendable metal bed and drip-stand, presumably abandoned when he was taken to the nursing home.




  Who had died first, Hannah wondered, Peter or Olive Horseborrow?




  Had Olive died in this room?




  She yawned, checking whether Will had left her one of his notes to say ‘Bye x’.




  His bedside table was empty, as was the dressing table. Thinking about it, there hadn’t been a note for a while.




  With a shove, she threw back the covers.




  ‘Oh!’ Hannah exclaimed.




  Her skin felt as if it had been doused in iced water. Jumping up, she ran to the door, grabbed Will’s bathrobe and flung it on. She touched the radiator and found surly cold metal. Why was

  the heating not on?




  In the bathroom across the hall she switched on the shower and stood shivering, hand out, surveying the plain white suite and walls. According to Brian, all the plumbing and electrics had been

  redone ten years ago. This was one room then, at least, that would do as it was for Barbara’s visit.




  She waited, but the water didn’t heat up.




  Not the boiler, on top of everything else, please.




  Holding the robe around her, Hannah went downstairs, checked another unresponsive radiator in the hall and was turning towards the kitchen when there was movement at the window.




  Shocked, she walked towards it.




  No way.




  It was early March, and the garden of Tornley Hall was completely white. Thick snow fell heavily from an opaque sky. Apart from a few stubborn brown patches in the flower beds and gravel, the

  garden was nearly covered.




  This could not be happening.




  Hannah rushed to the kitchen and turned on the radio to a news channel.




  ‘High pressure over Scandinavia and cold winds from Russia have clashed with weather systems from the Atlantic, leading to snow overnight in many parts of Britain . . .’ said a voice

  of doom.




  No! Snow would ruin everything.




  Fighting back panic, Hannah opened the boiler cover. A light flickered. She pressed one button, then another. There was a rumble and the boiler burst back into life. At least that was

  working.




  She grabbed her mobile from the worktop and rang Will’s number.




  ‘Have you seen this?’ she said when Will picked up.




  A pause. ‘What?’




  ‘Snow!’




  A longer pause. ‘Yeah. It was starting when I got to Woodbridge.’




  It was only just after 10 a.m. and yet already he sounded tired. She felt guilty about the four-hour-plus daily round commute he was now going to have to do, in order for them to be far enough

  out of London to afford a house like this. It would only be for a year, she reminded herself, till the studio was built and Will could work from home.




  ‘Really? You don’t sound worried. You realize if this goes on, it’s going to mess everything up?’




  Another pause. A chair creaking. ‘How?’




  ‘Because I won’t be able to do stuff! I won’t be able to cut the grass and get rid of the weeds. Or get to Ipswich if I need more paint. Can you come back? This

  afternoon?’




  ‘Er, no.’ Will sounded bemused at the thought.




  ‘Will!’




  ‘Han. It’s a stupid question . . .’




  He drifted off again. She knew he’d be adjusting some tiny piece of reverb on the Mac, his phone jammed against his shoulder. She knew it was a stupid question. They needed the money from

  Jeremiah’s record company to pay for the increased mortgage payments for the next few months.




  A guitar strummed in the background. She heard Will’s studio assistant, Matt, chatting in his goofball, mockney voice to someone she guessed was Jeremiah. A mobile rang. Familiar London

  sounds. Life sounds.




  Hannah walked to the window. The high Victorian wall rose steeply behind the small rear garden. Snow was forming a soft ridge along the top. How far away was the nearest human being right

  now?




  There was a crackle. Will’s voice started to break up.




  ‘I’ll try to . . . back earlier this evening . . . not this afternoon. Listen . . . going . . . a session now, so . . . talk later.’




  ‘OK, but when you say earlier, can you at least make it . . .’ Hannah started. She knew what he was like: when he became immersed in a job, he could work all night and lose track of

  time.




  The phone died. She checked. One bar of signal. Then nothing. Cursing, she returned to the table, where it strengthened to two bars, and tried again. Will’s phone went straight to

  message.




  ‘Will!’ she said, knowing it was too late. When he turned off his phone, that meant he’d be working for hours now.




  She put down her phone. If she wasn’t bringing in a salary any more, she could hardly argue.




  Back in the two-bar zone, Hannah’s phone beeped.




  Two voice messages arrived in her in-box. The first was an unfamiliar voice.




  ‘Hello, Mrs Riley. I’m very sorry, but our engineer will not be able to get to you today, due to poor road conditions on the A12. We’ll arrange another appointment when we know

  more.’




  The engineer. With all the decorating this weekend, she’d completely forgotten that they’d arranged the broadband installation for today. Now there’d be no landline,

  or wi-fi or TV, for another day at least. Hannah told herself to remain positive. She could manage. The second message was from the estate agent.




  ‘Hi, Mrs Riley, this is Janet. Sorry, I’ve had no luck getting hold of Brian about those keys. We’re expecting him back from Italy today, though, if the airport isn’t

  closed, so I’ll ring you as soon as we hear. Apologies again. All the best.’




  Hannah examined her schedule, forcing herself to think practically.




  Day 12: Monday, SITTING ROOM, she’d rewritten optimistically last night. If they still couldn’t unlock the door, she’d just have to paint another guest bedroom today.




  She went to score out SITTING ROOM. Before she could write a word, however, there was a loud clanking noise.




  The boiler had definitely died this time. You didn’t have to be a plumber to tell that. The dials had settled at zero, and the pilot light was out. Hannah jabbed

  uselessly at the button as before and then, when that didn’t work, at all the others.




  The intense cold crept inside Will’s towelling robe.




  Hannah grabbed her marker pen.




  EMERGENCY PLUMBER, she wrote at the top of her schedule. PRIORITY.




  She’d just have to get on with it. It was that or a panic attack.




  With no phone book evident in the house, she sat in the two-bar-signal area of the kitchen and typed in ‘Emergency plumber, Thurrup’ to her phone’s search engine. The Internet

  symbol ticked round interminably, then froze. Then the phone signal disappeared altogether, forcing her to move again. This would take all day. For a second she had the brilliant idea of asking

  Laurie and Ian for a plumber in Thurrup.




  Then she remembered.




  Laurie’s number was on Will’s mobile, not hers.




  ‘Bloody hell!’ Hannah shouted. She texted Will asking for Laurie’s number, wondering how long it would be before he saw the message. She watched the snow drift across the

  garden, starting to realize how cut off she was out here. She hadn’t even considered this type of scenario when they visited in late summer. At home in Shepherd’s Bush the snow would

  have little effect on anything. She’d just pop round to a phone box or the Internet cafe. Here, she was a quarter of a mile from Tornley; five miles from Snadesdon and nine from Thurrup. And

  even then she wouldn’t risk cycling in this weather.




  Hannah gulped her tea and made herself imagine this was a press trip abroad. If a bunch of journalists was relying on her to fix the situation, what would she do?




  ‘Right,’ she said, standing up. Enough moaning. First thing she needed was a stronger phone signal – or, even better, a neighbour with a phone book and a landline.




  Hannah jogged upstairs and threw on some warm clothes, followed by Will’s big jumper and his grey beanie. Her winter boots were packed in a box somewhere, so she pulled on the ‘green

  wellies’ she’d bought for Will as a joke, when he’d been invited to a pheasant shoot by a rich client who owned a Scottish castle. They were covered in neon-lime frogs. At size

  eleven, they looked ridiculous on her size-five feet, but would do for now. Nobody would care what she looked like here, anyway.




  Insulated against the cold and snow, Hannah stomped out of the house into a garden that had transformed since yesterday.




  It was so cold it hurt her lungs to breathe.




  The falling snow had stopped, at least. The lawn was bathed in hush, as if the animals and insects had burrowed away to sleep it off. The ice-topped weeds looked strangely pretty too, like a

  field of giant snowdrops. Holding her phone in front to check for a signal, Hannah headed down the driveway, her footsteps echoing on the snowy gravel like gunshots.




  When the signal did not improve, she turned right out of the driveway towards the high electronic gate next door. There was an intercom, with no name. She pressed it and scanned the eerily quiet

  lane behind, and the white marshes that led to the sea. They were so far from the nearest B-road you couldn’t even hear traffic.




  There was no reply.




  Trying not to feel defeated, she turned back up the lane towards Tornley, checking her phone intermittently. When two bars finally turned to three, she tried Will again and left a voice message

  about the boiler and another request for Laurie’s number.




  The signal died again. She fought back her frustration and kept going.
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