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  CHAPTER ONE
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  Writing an article on a newly opened art gallery in Bloomsbury was the very last kind of commission that Harry Fitzglen wanted.

  Slosh down over-chilled wine and sandpapery savouries in company with a lot of smug females with too much money and not enough to do? It was hardly in keeping with the image, for God’s
  sake! Harry observed, with some acerbity, that covering arty society parties was a female thing, and then was so pleased with the disagreeable nature of this remark that he repeated it in a louder
  voice to be sure no one in the editorial department missed hearing it.

  ‘You’re really just a sweet old-fashioned romantic at heart, aren’t you?’ said one of the sub-editors, at which point Harry threw a reference dictionary at the
  sub-editor, and went off to his editor’s office to point out that he had not joined the staff of the Bellman to report on fluffy Bloomsbury parties.

  ‘It’s not until next month,’ said Clifford Markovitch, ignoring this. ‘The twenty-second. Six till eight stuff. The gallery’s called Thome’s, and it’s
  the latest fling of Angelica Thorne.’

  ‘Oh God,’ said Harry, and demanded to know where Angelica Thorne had got hold of the investment capital to be opening smart Bloomsbury galleries.

  ‘I don’t know, but it’s one of the things I want you to look into,’ said Markovitch.

  ‘It’s probably guilt money from some ex-lover.’

  ‘Well, if he’s a front-bench MP with a wife and children in the Home Counties, we’d like to know his name,’ said Markovitch at once. ‘The thing is that
  Angelica’s reinvented herself as a purveyor of good taste and of Art with a capital A, and the gallery opening’s worth a few columns on that alone. What I want is—’

  ‘Names,’ said Harry, morosely. ‘Celebrity names. The more celebrity names the wider the circulation.’

  ‘It’s our golden rule.’

  ‘I know it is. It’s carved over your office door like the welcome to hell line in Dante’s Divine Comedy.’

  ‘You know, Harry, I sometimes wonder if you’re quite suited to this place,’ said Markovitch doubtfully.

  ‘So do I. Let’s get on with this, shall we? I suppose this gallery opening will be packed with the great and the good, will it? Angelica Thorne knows half of Debrett, in fact
  she’s probably woken up in the beds of a good few of them.’

  ‘Yes, but I don’t want anything libellous,’ said Markovitch at once. ‘Gossip, but not libel. Oh, and you’d better have a look at the exhibits while you’re
  about it. Up-and-coming paintings on the one hand, and futuristic photography on the other, apparently. The photography’s the partner’s side of things, by the way.’

  ‘If they turn out to be exhibiting displays of dismembered sheep pickled in formaldehyde you can write the copy yourself.’

  ‘You have met Angelica Thorne, have you?’ demanded Markovitch. ‘No, I thought not. Dismembered sheep and Angelica Thorne aren’t words that occur in the same
  sentence.’ He considered for a moment, and then quite suddenly leaned across the desk and in an entirely different voice, said, ‘It’s Thome’s partner I’m interested
  in, Harry. She’s down on the PR hand-out as Simone Marriot, but I’ve been delving a bit.’ Markovitch loved delving. ‘Her real name is Simone Anderson.’

  Silence. Markovitch sat back in his chair, eyeing Harry. ‘Now do you see what this story’s really about? And why I’ve given it to you so far ahead of the date?’

  Harry said slowly, ‘Simone Anderson. But that was more than twenty years ago— Are you sure you’ve got the right person?’

  But Markovitch would have the right person, of course. He had a complicated card index system of events that might be worth saving up in order to disinter them in ten or twenty years’
  time. Harry would have bet next month’s rent that the wily old sod had been gloating over these particular notes for at least a decade. The Bellman’s critics said, loftily, that
  reading it was like eating reconstituted leftovers, but Markovitch did not mind this in the least; he said the Bellman did everything in good taste and took no notice of people who said he
  would not recognize good taste if it bit him on the backside every morning for a fortnight.

  ‘Simone Anderson,’ said Harry again, thoughtfully.

  ‘You do recognize the name, then?’

  ‘Yes.’ Harry said it with supreme disinterest. Never display enthusiasm for a job. Hard-bitten Fleet Street hack, that was the image. A reporter who had come up the hard way, and who
  rode with the knocks on the journey.

  ‘We’ll run the Thorne Gallery thing, of course,’ said Markovitch. ‘But what I really want you to do is delve back into the Anderson story. Properly delve. I don’t
  just want a cobbled-together re-hash—’

  Harry observed that this would make a change for the Bellman.

  ‘—cobbled-together re-hash of the original facts,’ said Markovitch firmly. ‘I want some new angles. Now that Simone Anderson has turned up in the world again, so to
  speak, let’s try to find out what she was doing while she was growing up – school, college, university if any. Boyfriends, girlfriends, lovers of either sex. How did she end up in
  photography? Is she any good? How did she come to link up with Angelica Thorne? I daresay you can manage all that, can you?’

  ‘I might.’ As well as never sounding enthusiastic, never sound optimistic, either. Always sound as if there’s a bottle of Chivas Regal in your collar drawer, like a sleazy
  American private-eye. ‘If I agree to do it, I suppose I might come up with one or two angles,’ said Harry unenthusiastically. ‘I’m not a bloody research assistant, though,
  you should remember I’m not a bloody research assistant.’

  ‘I know you’re not, but something odd happened within that family, Harry. I can remember the whispers, and I can remember three-quarters of Fleet Street trying to ferret it out. It
  was twenty years ago but I can remember the buzz. People died and people disappeared from that family, Harry, and although most of us suspected something odd had happened, no one ever got at the
  truth. There were rumours of murder covered up and whispers of collusion within the medical profession.’

  ‘Collusion? Collusion over what?’

  ‘I don’t know. None of us could find out.’

  ‘And you think I’ll find out, twenty years on?’

  ‘You might. But even if you don’t, an update on Simone Anderson – Simone Marriot – will still make a nice human interest story.’

  The Bellman specialized in nice human interest stories. It liked to tug at heartstrings and it liked publishing rowdily illustrated triple-page spreads about celebrity couples, and minor
  royalty. Sometimes it ferreted out an injustice and mounted a campaign to put it right, or petitioned for the release of some wrongly convicted criminal.

  Harry suspected that Markovitch selected the injustices and the wrongly convicted criminals more or less at random, but he had never said this because he needed the job, in fact he needed any
  job, and so far he had managed to steer clear of drafting appeals to clear the names of old lags which was one mercy.

  ‘Oh, and keep a note of all your contacts. I want them on the computer, and on the card-index.’ Markovitch did not entirely trust computers. ‘In another ten years’
  time there might be another follow-up on this one. I’ll save it up.’

  ‘Don’t save it up for me. I won’t be here in ten years, in fact I won’t be here in five, in fact you’ll be lucky if I’m around this time next week. Now that I
  think about it,’ said Harry, disagreeably, ‘you might as well give the whole thing to somebody else here and now.’

  ‘I’m giving it to you.’

  ‘Well, I don’t want it.’

  They often had this kind of discussion but it never got to the ‘You’re fired’ stage, because Markovitch could not forget that Harry had worked in the upper echelons of Fleet
  Street before the messy and acrimonious divorce that had eventually led to him being sacked, and Harry could not forget that he needed the money after Amanda’s perfidy over the joint bank
  account and the house.

  ‘You can have a by-line.’

  ‘I don’t want a by-line,’ said Harry. ‘I don’t want my good name attached to the drivel your paper serves up. But I’ll tell you what I will have, I’ll
  have a bonus if that week’s circulation goes up.’ He would not get one, of course, because nobody on the Bellman ever got bonuses. So he got up to go, but before he reached the
  door, Markovitch said, ‘Harry.’

  ‘Yes?’

  ‘It’s the mother I’m most interested in.’

  ‘I thought it might be.’

  ‘She might be dead by now,’ said Markovitch. ‘She vanished completely, and we could never find her.’

  ‘Was she nice-looking?’ Harry had no idea why he asked this.

  ‘She had a quality. Something that made her stick in your mind.’ For a moment Markovitch even sounded wistful.

  ‘She’d be mid-forties now, presumably?’

  ‘Maybe even a bit more. Melissa Anderson, that was her name. I would very much like to know what happened to her Harry. What you need to do is find a pathway into the past, that’s
  what you need to do.’

  ‘You don’t want a reporter on this job, you want an orienteer,’ said Harry crossly, getting up.

  ‘Where are you going?’

  ‘To the pub to find the magnetic north,’ said Harry.

  Extract from Charlotte Quintan’s diaries: 28thOctober 1899

  Tonight during dinner, I suddenly wished there were pathways into the future so that one could know what lay ahead, and sidestep awkward situations.

  But at least Edward v. pleased at confirmation that it’s almost definitely to be twins in January as already suspected, and is already talking about moving to a bigger house after the
  birth. This house dark and gloomy – dark houses no place for children (don’t I know it!), and anyway, there will have to be extra servants, have I thought of that? Surprisingly enough,
  I have.

  Has told everyone we know that we are expecting twins (in fact has told some people several times over), and is expanding delightedly like a turkey cock all over London. Suppose he thinks that
  appearing to have sired twins emphasizes his virility.

  Dr Austin has promised that I will be given something to help with the birth – expect that will be chloroform which they use for royal births nowadays, although Edward’s mother, who
  came to dinner tonight, disapproves of the practice, and says it’s God’s will that children come into the world through pain and suffering. Pointed out medical science now strongly in
  favour of alleviating pain of childbirth – better for both mother and baby – at which she said I was being indelicate and supposed it came of mixing with writers and artists in
  Bloomsbury.

  Suspect Edward of being of the same opinion as his mamma. He has a lot of opinions, Edward – most of them disagreeable. Wish I had known about all his opinions before marrying him.

  10th November 1899

  We have been discussing names for the babies, although Edward’s mother says it tempts Providence, and that pride goeth before a fall.

  Still, Edward thinks George and William will suit very nicely, since these both good English names, none of this foreign rubbish. Sounded exactly like Mrs Tigg when she orders in household
  supplies. A nice saddle of English lamb for Sunday, madam, I thought that would suit very nicely, she says.

  At a pinch, Edward will concede George and Alice for the twins, since a daughter always a pleasant thing to have, and if the name Alice good enough for Her Majesty’s daughter, good enough
  for a Quinton.

  Asked him what about Georgina and Alice, to which he said, Oh nonsense, my dear, you’re built for bearing boys, anyone can see that. Hate it when Edward is bluff and head-patting! Pointed
  out crossly that am actually quite slim-hipped and strongly object to being regarded as brood mare anyway, to which he wondered huffily what the world was coming to when a wife could make such a
  very unbecoming remark, and said his mother had been quite right when she said I was indelicate at times. Told him I thought it unbecoming and indelicate for husband to discuss wife with
  mother.

  Sulky silence all through supper as result of this. Would not have thought it possible for anyone to sulk while eating steak and kidney pudding and steamed treacle sponge, but Edward managed
  it.

  Question: What am I doing married to a selfish and self-centred turkey cock who sulks at supper?

  Answer: Being revenged on Floy. (Who does not, I fear, give a damn what I’m doing any longer).

  Answer adjudged correct in all particulars. And if there really were pathways into the future, I would never (underlined three times) have succumbed to Floy’s silver-tongued seduction.

  
     
  

  CHAPTER TWO
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  Except that the drinks were better than he had expected and the food more plentiful, the opening of Thome’s gallery was almost exactly as Harry had predicted. Expensively
  voiced people milling around and murmuring things about paintings. Females covertly pricing each other’s outfits. Good lighting and nicely grained wooden floorboards.

  There were no dismembered sheep or flayed corpses, and no unseemly displays of avant-garde or existentialism, in fact some of the paintings were rather good.

  Whatever the house had been in its previous incarnations it lent itself very well to its present existence. It was a tall narrow building and either Angelica Thome’s taste was more
  restrained than her legend suggested or the London Planners had wielded a heavy hand, because the outside had hardly been tampered with at all. The paintings appeared to be grouped on the ground
  floor with the photographs upstairs. Harry made a few suggestions to the photographer he had brought with him, and then left him to get on with it.

  There were quite a few decorative females around – Harry spotted Angelica Thorne early on. She appeared to be embracing the Bloomsbury ambience with the fervour of a convert; either that
  or someone had recently told her she resembled a Burne-Jones painting, because the hair was unmistakably pre-Raphaelite – a corrugated riot of burnished copper – and the outfit was
  suggestive of flowing cravats and velvet tea-gowns.

  Of Simone Marriot, or anyone who might conceivably be Simone Marriot, there was no sign. Harry propped himself up against a door-frame and scribbled down a few semi-famous names more or less at
  random to keep Markovitch sweet, and to let people know that he was press and might therefore be expected to behave erratically. After this he helped himself to another glass of Chablis and went up
  to the second floor.

  There were not so many people at this level. That might be because it was still early in the evening and they had not yet permeated this far, or it might be that the wine was still flowing
  downstairs, or it might even be that the wine had flown a bit too well for most of them already and the narrow open stairway presented an awkward challenge. (‘Break my neck by falling
  downstairs in front of Angelica Thome’s upmarket cronies? Not likely,’ most of them had probably said.)

  But even after several glasses of wine Harry negotiated the stairway easily enough. He came around the last tortuous spiral and stepped out on to the second floor which had the same pleasing
  Regency windows as downstairs. There was even a view of the British Museum through one of them. Nice. He began to move slowly along the line of framed prints.

  There were two surprises.

  The first was the photographs themselves. They were very good indeed and they were thought-provoking in rather a disturbing way. A lot of them used the device of illusion, so that at first
  glance an image appeared to be ordinary and unthreatening, but when you looked again it presented an entirely different image. Nothing’s quite as it seems in any of them, thought Harry,
  pausing in front of a shot of a darkened room with brooding shapes that might have been shrouded furniture, but that might as easily be something more sinister. The outline of tree branches beyond
  a window formed themselves into prison-bars and one branch had broken away and hung down, giving the false image of a coiled rope, knotted into what might be a hanging noose. Harry stared at this
  last one for a long time, the noise of the party fading out.

  ‘Do you like that one?’ said a voice at his side. ‘It isn’t exactly my favourite, but it’s not bad. Oh – I should explain that I’m not trying to pick
  you up or anything. I’m Simone Marriott and this is my bit of Thome’s Gallery so I’m meant to be circulating and making intelligent conversation to the guests.’

  Simone Marriot was the second surprise of the evening.

  ‘I thought you looked as if you might be easier to talk to than most of the others,’ she said. ‘I’m not sure why I thought that.’

  They were sitting on one of the narrow windowsills by this time, with the sun setting somewhere beyond the skyline and the scents of the old house warm all around them. The party downstairs
  seemed to be breaking up, and Angelica Thome’s voice could be heard organizing some of them into a sub-party for a late dinner somewhere.

  Simone had longish dark brown hair with glinting red lights in it, cut in layers so that it curved round to frame her face. She wore an anonymous dark sweater over a plain, narrow-fitting skirt,
  with black lace-up boots, and the only touch of colour was a long tasselled silk scarf wound around her neck, in a vivid jade green. At first look there was nothing very outstanding about her; she
  was small and thin and Harry thought she was very nearly plain. But when she began to talk about the photographs he revised his opinion. Her eyes – which were the same colour as the silk
  scarf – glowed with enthusiasm, lighting up her whole face, and when she smiled it showed a tiny chip in her front tooth that made her look unexpectedly gamine. Harry found himself
  wanting to see her smile again.

  ‘I like your work very much,’ he said. ‘Although some of it makes me feel uneasy.’

  ‘Such as the barred window and the tree that might be a hangman’s noose?’

  ‘Yes. But I like the way you identify the darkness in things, and then let just a fragment of it show through. In most of the shots you’ve disguised it as something else though. A
  tree branch, or a piece of furniture, or a shadow.’

  Simone looked pleased but she only said, ‘I like finding a subject and then seeing if there’s a dark underside.’

  ‘Isn’t there a dark underside in most things?’

  She looked at him as if unsure whether he was baiting her. But she seemed satisfied that he was not; she said, ‘Yes, in almost everything, isn’t there? That’s the really
  interesting part for me: shooting the darkness.’

  ‘Can I see the photographs again? With you as guide this time?’

  ‘Yes, of course. Hold on, I’ll refill your glass first.’

  She hopped down from the windowsill. She was not especially graceful, but she was intensely watchable and Harry suddenly wondered if she had inherited the quality that had put that wistful note
  into Markovitch’s voice when he spoke of her mother.

  They moved along the line of framed photos together. ‘I like comparing the kempt and the unkempt as well,’ said Simone. ‘When I was doing this sequence over
  here—’

  ‘National Trust versus derelict squats.’

  ‘Yes. Yes. When I was doing those I saved the really decrepit shots for the last. Like when you’re a child and you eat the crust of a fruit pie first and save the squidgy fruit bit
  for last. This one’s Powys Castle. It’s one of the old border fortresses and parts of it have hardly changed since the thirteen-hundreds. It’s beautiful, isn’t it? Ruined
  but glossily ruined, and the ruins are being nicely preserved so there’s a bit of the past that’s caught and frozen for ever.’

  ‘And then to balance it you’ve got this.’

  He thought she hesitated for a second, but then she said, ‘That’s a seventeenth- or eighteenth-century mansion. It’s meant to illustrate the past dying – the place has
  been neglected for years, in fact it’s decaying where it stands. Actually, it’s a vanity thing to have included that one – it’s a shot I took when I was about twelve with my
  very first camera and I always felt a bit sentimental about it. But I thought it was just about good enough to include as contrast in this sequence.’

  ‘It is good enough. Where is it?’ said Harry, leaning closer to see the title.

  ‘It’s called Mortmain House,’ said Simone. ‘It’s on the edge of Shropshire – the western boundary, just about where England crosses over into Wales. I lived
  there for a while as a child.’

  ‘Mortmain. Dead hand?’

  ‘Yes. Somewhere around the Middle Ages people used to transfer land to the Church so their children wouldn’t have to pay feudal dues after they died. Then the heirs reclaimed the
  land afterwards. It was a pretty good scam until people tumbled to what was happening, so a law was drawn up to prevent it – the law of dead man’s hand it’s sometimes called
  and— Am I talking too much?’

  ‘No, I’m interested. It looks,’ said Harry, his eyes still on the place Simone had called Mortmain House, ‘exactly like the classic nightmare mansion.’

  ‘It does rather, doesn’t it?’ Her voice was just a bit too casual. ‘I haven’t exaggerated its appearance, though. It really does look like that.’

  ‘Filled with darkness? With nightmares?’

  ‘Well, nightmares are subjective, aren’t they? We’ve all got a private one.’

  Harry looked down at her. The top of her head was about level with his shoulder. He said, ‘ “I could be bounded in a nutshell and still count myself a king of infinite space, were it
  not that I have bad dreams.” ’

  ‘Yes. Yes.’ She smiled, as if pleased to find that he understood, and Harry wondered what she would do if he said, ‘We all have a secret nightmare, but what you
  don’t know, my dear, is that I’m here to see if I can wind back Time or find a pathway into the past …’

  He did not say it, of course. Never blow your cover unless it’s a question of life or death.

  He said, ‘Is it a particular quality of yours to see the darknesses in life?’

  Simone hoped she had not banged on for too long about darknesses and Mortmain House and everything, to the journalist from the Bellman. But he had seemed to understand
  – he had quoted that bit about nightmares – and he had appeared genuinely interested.

  So it was vaguely daunting when Angelica, conducting a breathless post-mortem on the opening two days later, reported that Harry Fitzglen had phoned to ask her out to dinner.

  ‘How nice.’ Simone refused to be jealous of Angelica, who was giving her this terrific opportunity. People hardly ever mentioned Angelica without adding, ‘She’s
  the Angelica Thorne, you know – one of the real It girls in the Nineties. Dozens of lovers and scores of the most extraordinary parties. There’s not much she hasn’t
  tried,’ they said. But one of the things that Angelica was trying now was being a patron of the arts, and one of the people she was patronizing was Simone, and for all Simone cared Angelica
  could have tried necromancy and cannibalism. She refused to be jealous because Harry Fitzglen was taking Angelica out to dinner, even when Angelica, smiling the smile that made her look like a
  mischievous cat, said they were going to Aubergine in Chelsea.

  ‘If he can afford Aubergine, he must be pretty successful.’

  ‘I like successful. In fact— Oh God, is this the electricity bill for the first quarter? Well, it can’t possibly be right – look at the total! We can’t have
  used all that heating, do they think we’re orchids or something, for pity’s sake!’

  They were in the upstairs office in the Bloomsbury gallery. Simone loved this narrow sliver of a building, tucked away in a tiny London square, surrounded by small, smart PR companies, and
  hopeful new publishing houses, and unexpected bits of the University or the Museum that seemed to have become detached from their main buildings and taken up residence in convenient corners. The
  office was small because they had partitioned it off from the rest of the attic floor, wanting to keep as much gallery space as they could, but from up here you could see across rooftops and just
  glimpse a corner of the British Museum, a bit blurry because the windows of the house were the original ones and they had become wavy with age.

  Simone liked the scents of the house as well, which despite the renovations were still the scents of an earlier era. In the late 1800s and early 1900s Bloomsbury had been the fashionable place
  for what people called intellectuals – writers and painters and poets. There were times when she had the feeling that it might be possible to look through a chink somewhere and glimpse the
  house’s past, and see them all in their candlelit rooms, discussing and arguing and working— No, it would not have been candlelight by then, it would have been gaslight. Not quite so
  romantic.

  Still, it would be nice to trace the house’s history; Simone would love to know the kind of people who had lived here when it had been an ordinary private house. She and AngeHca might set
  up a small display about it: they might even find some old photographs that could be restored. Would Harry Fitzglen have access to old newspaper archives and photographic agencies? Could Angelica
  be asked to sound him out about it? Angelica was enthusiastic about Thome’s but the enthusiasm might not stretch to discussing marketing strategies with a new man.

  Simone studied Angelica covertly. Today she was wearing the newly acquired glasses with huge tortoise-shell-framed spectacles. She did not need them but they were part of her new image. Simone
  thought they made her look like a very sexy Oxford don; she thought only Angelica could have managed to look both sexy and studious at the same time, and she suddenly wanted to make a portrait
  photograph of her, to see if she could show both moods at the same time. Would Harry Fitzglen see these two aspects of AngeHca when he took her out, and if so which one would he prefer? He would
  prefer the sexy side, of course. Men always did.

  Or would he? He had been far more intelligent than he had let on at the opening and much more perceptive; Simone had known that almost straight off. Even without that Shakespeare quote about bad
  dreams he had seen the darkness within Mortmain, although anyone with halfway normal eyesight would probably have done so. But that question he had put about Simone herself seeing the darkness had
  put him in another category altogether because as far as she knew no one else had ever sensed the presence of darkness in her own mind.

  No one had ever known about the little girl who watched her.

  She had been four years old when she became aware of this inner darkness, and she had been a bit over five when she began to understand where it came from.

  The other little girl. The unseen, unheard child whom no one else could see or hear, but who lay coiled and invisible inside Simone’s mind. Simone did not know her name so she just called
  her the little girl.

  To begin with it had not been anything to be especially frightened or anxious about. Simone had not even known that other people did not have this invisible companion to talk to. And she quite
  liked having this other little girl around; she liked the sudden ruffling of her mind that meant the little girl was there, and she liked talking to her and listening to some of her stories which
  were really good. Simone liked stories; she liked people to read them out of books, although not everybody read them in the right way.

  Mother always read them in the right way. Simone liked listening to Mother, and she liked watching her when she read. Her voice was rather soft and everyone thought she was quiet and gende
  – people at school said, Gosh, what a great mother to have, isn’t she a pushover for things? – but Simone’s mother was not a pushover at all. She made rules about not
  watching too much television, and about homework and bedtime at seven o’clock every night, but everyone said this was what most mothers did. And Simone was pretty lucky not to have lots of
  boring relations because you had to be polite to them, and sometimes there were cousins who came to stay and you had to give up your bed, or uncles who had too much to drink and aunts who got
  cross. It was not so great having lots of family.

  But Simone would have quite liked some family, and so when the little girl said, ‘I’ll be your family,’ she was pleased.

  The other little girl did not have to do the same things as Simone. She did not seem to go to school although she had lessons at a table and she had to learn a lot of things by heart. Simone did
  not get to know this all at once; it came in bits, like a series of pictures coming inside her head, or like the nights when she could not sleep and kept hearing snatches of the television from
  downstairs but not enough to know the programme or recognize the voices. She always knew when the little girl was there, because there was the feeling of something ruffling her mind, like when you
  blew on the surface of water and made it ripple.

  Once she tried making a drawing of the little girl. This was a bit spooky because it turned out to be much easier than Simone had expected. As she drew, the girl’s face got steadily
  clearer, like polishing the surface of a smoky, smeary old mirror until at last you saw your reflection.

  The girl’s face looked straight up out of the paper. Simone thought it was what people called a heart-shaped face, and she thought the girl ought to have been quite pretty. But she was
  not. She had a sly look, which made Simone feel uncomfortable and even a bit frightened. Until then she had been quite pleased with the drawing but when she saw the sly eyes she scrunched the paper
  up and threw it in the dustbin when Mother was not looking. But even then she had the feeling that the eyes were still watching her through the thrown-away bits of food and tea-leaves.

  Extract from Charlotte Quintons diaries: 30th November 1899

  Edward points out that if calculations are all accurate, the twins may be born on 1st January 1900, and thinks this a good omen. Has even gone so far as to make a little joke
  about that night in March after your birthday dinner, my dear, which is the kind of remark he normally regards as rather near. Clearly I’m being viewed with indulgence at the moment. It will
  be God’s mercy if it lasts.

  But a new year and a new century and two new lives, Edward says, pleased at having coined this neat phrase by himself. He adds, expansively, perhaps a new house, as well, what do I think? Some
  very nice villas out at Dulwich.

  Saw copy of Floy’s latest book in Hatchard’s while shopping this morning. Horrid shock since dozens of them were displayed in the window, and especially a shock since photograph of
  Floy in middle of it all. He looked as if he had been dragged protesting into the photographer’s studio for the likeness to be taken. Highly upsetting to come upon image of ex-lover staring
  angrily out of Hatchard’s window.

  Came straight home and went to bed, telling Edward I felt sick and dizzy. Felt dreadfully guilty when he insisted on calling Dr Austin out, since could hardly explain real reason for sickness
  and dizziness in first place.

  Had to endure excruciating examination, although must admit Dr Austin v. gentlemanly and impersonal. It will teach me not to tell untruths, however. He prodded around and measured my hips, and
  asked some questions, then looked portentous, but said, oh nothing to worry about, Mrs Quinton, and he would send round a mixture for the sickness.

  Edward’s mother to dinner tonight (third time this month!), which meant one of Edward’s mother’s homilies. This one was to the effect that I am racketing about town too much,
  and rest is important in my condition. Told her high time science found a less inconvenient and messy method of reproducing after all these thousands of years, and was accused of being Darwinian
  and having peculiar reading habits – also of scamping on housekeeping since first course was eggs in sunlight, and the tomato sauce was pronounced too acidic. Not surprising I feel sick if
  this is the kind of dish I allow on my dinner table … And on and on.

  Went to bed in bad temper. Will not buy Floy’s book, absolutely will not …

  Later

  Sent out to Hatchard’s for Floy’s book on principle that better to read it and be prepared before anyone tries to discomfit me by telling me about it. Have always
  suspected that Wyvern-Smith female of trying to sink her claws into Floy on her own account, and do not trust her not to drop the subject into dinner-table conversation out of sheer malice.
  Edward’s mother says she dyes her hair – Clara Wyvern-Smith that is, not Edward’s mother. Would not be at all surprised, although wonder how Edward’s mother knows.

  6th December 1899

  Think something may be wrong. Dr Austin downstairs in earnest conclave with Edward earlier, although when I asked if anything wrong, all Dr Austin would say was that he thought
  the twins were a little quiet, considering how near to the confinement we are.

  However, Edward has gone off to his managers’ meeting as usual, telling me not to wait up since he may be late. He may be as late as he likes for all I care.

  9th December 1899

  Floy’s book brilliant. Have had to read it piecemeal and in secrecy in case anyone sees and wonders, and it is not the kind of book that should be read like that. Should
  be read in one glorious sweeping read, so that you shut the rest of the world out while you walk through the landscapes that Floy unfolds, all of which are like glowing jewel-studded tapestries
  unfurling silkily across your inner vision. It’s about lost loves and relinquished passions, and a heroine who struggles between duty and love … Have not dared wonder, even for a
  second, if Floy wrote it after that last agonizing scene, when I told him I must stay with Edward and he called me a middle-class provincial-minded conformist, which is about the most stinging
  string of epithets Floy can bestow.

  (I’m lying, of course. I spent the rest of the night wondering furiously if he wrote it after we parted.)

  But whenever it was written, Floy has – and always will have, I think – a gift for making his readers feel that he has invited them into a soft, secret world, glowing with dappled
  afternoon sunlight or golden lamplight, with siren songs humming under old casement windows, and sexual stirrings and erotic whisperings everywhere. And that the reader is there alone with him, and
  that it’s a wholly enchanted place to be …

  Refuse to apologize for that burst of sentiment, since if cannot be sentimental about a lost love, not much point to life.

  12th December

  What a delight to have an excuse for handing over the Christmas and New Year preparations to Mrs Tigg and Maisie-the-daisie! Also to avoid unutterably tedious dinners with
  Edward’s business colleagues – ‘Dreadfully sorry, don’t quite feel up to formal entertaining this year. What with the birth imminent – feeling wretchedly tired –
  sure you’ll understand.’

  ‘A quiet Christmas,’ Edward has told everyone. ‘Charlotte is not feeling quite the thing.’

  Charlotte is feeling very much not the thing, especially when it comes to interminable dinner parties with eight courses and the conversation exclusively about politics, banking, or scandalous
  behaviour of Prince of Wales. Last Christmas one of Edward’s managers stroked my thigh under the tablecloth.

  Ridiculous and pointless to wonder how Floy will spend Christmas. Do people in Bloomsbury have Christmas, one wonders? Or do they sit around earnestly and paganly discussing life and love and
  art (or Art), like they did on the one occasion when Floy took me to someone’s studio, and we all ate Italian food and drank Chianti, and somebody asked to paint me only Floy objected because
  he said the man was a bad leftover from the Pre-Raphaelites, and I was so beautiful no painter in the world could possibly capture my looks …

  All flummery and soft soap, of course, I know that now. Even so, spent most of the evening remembering Floy’s house in Bloomsbury, with the scents of old timbers and the incense he burns
  when he is working because he says it stimulates his brain … And the night he lit dozens of candles in his bedroom and we made wild love there, with the sounds of London all around us and
  the distant view of the British Museum from the window.

  Wonder if Floy will be stroking anyone’s thigh under tablecloth at Christmas?

  Later

  Am increasingly worried about that remark of Dr Austin’s that the twins are a little quiet. Do not want them leaping around like the Russian ballet, but would feel better
  if they were a bit more assertive.

  If everyone’s calculations right, only a couple of weeks left now.

  
     
  

  CHAPTER THREE
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  Simone was nine when she discovered the word ‘possession’, which was not a word she had ever heard before. She asked Mother about it, doing so in a carefully casual
  voice, and Mother said that once upon a time there had been a belief that a person’s mind could be taken over by another person’s mind, but it was not true, of course, and where on
  earth had Simone picked that one up?

  ‘Um, just in a book. It isn’t true, then? About people’s minds being taken over?’

  Mother said it was very definitely not true. It was simply an old-fashioned superstition, and Simone did not need to be thinking or worrying about such things.

  Mother was pretty clever, but Simone knew she was wrong to say that possession was only a superstition. She knew that the little girl who lived partly inside her own mind was trying to possess
  her. Sometimes she appeared in scary dreams, and took Simone’s hands and tried to pull Simone into her own world.

  ‘For company,’ she said. ‘You’d be my friend, and I’d never be on my own again. Wouldn’t you like that? We’d be together for always.’

  But Simone thought she would not like it at all because each time the dreams came she had glimpses of that other world, and she had glimpses of the place where the little girl seemed to live. It
  was a bit puzzling; there were cold stone floors and grim-faced people, and clanging iron doors that were locked at precisely the same time each night. In some complicated way the little girl
  seemed to have lived in the black cold place for practically her whole life. Simone did not really understand this, because she did not think people lived in houses like that these days.

  To begin with she had thought the black stone house might be a prison, but then she thought that children did not get put in prisons. It might be a hospital, except that hospitals were clean
  sharp places, full of light and busy brisk people; Simone knew that on account of once having to go to hospital when she fell off her bike. She had had to have her leg stitched up and they had
  given her an anti-tetanus shot, and the nurse who had done it had said, in a bright voice, Dear goodness, what were those marks on her left side, they were surely not scars, were they? – and
  in an offhand voice that Simone thought she was not meant to hear, Mother had said something about a difficult birth. But she had thought later on that the nurse was a bit dim not to know about
  birthmarks which Mother said lots of people had; it was not a particularly big deal although it was probably better to be a bit discreet about when Simone went swimming or changed for games at
  school.

  The black stone house where the little girl seemed to live was not bright or brisk, and the people who lived there did not talk in that over-bright, slightly false kind of way. But wherever it
  was it was becoming gradually clearer to Simone, just as the little girl was becoming gradually clearer.

  It was quite difficult to imagine what it must be like to live in one place all your entire life. Simone and Mother had moved around and lived in quite a lot of different places, and each time
  they went to a new house Mother said, ‘There, now we’re nicely settled,’ but they never were, and after a time – it might be quite a long time but sometimes it was only a
  few months – the frightened look came back into Mother’s eyes and they were off again, looking for somewhere else and packing things up, and choosing another town.

  The little girl knew about the moving around, because she knew about most things Simone did. She did not wholly understand this part of Simone’s life, but she said that if Simone moved so
  often one day she should come to live near her. Simone could fix that, couldn’t she? It was usually pretty easy to fix things with grown-ups. There was an impression of some strong dislike
  about this – Simone thought the word was contempt, as if the little girl did not much like grown-ups. As if she liked getting the better of them.

  ‘Yes, I do like getting the better of them,’ she said. ‘If you come to live here, I can tell you properly about that. We can be really together then. That would be extra
  specially good, wouldn’t it?’

  The little girl lived in a place called the Welsh Marches, she said – it was the part where England began to be Wales. Simone had never heard of it, and she was not sure if she wanted to
  live as near as all that to the little girl; she thought she might be a bit frightened of her.

  But she looked up the Welsh Marches in her school atlas and asked a question about it in geography one day. It sounded pretty good. There had been a lot of battles between people who wanted to
  protect Wales and people who wanted to take it over, which was interesting. And the Welsh people had written a great many ballads and poems and beautiful music about their history, said the
  teacher, pleased with Simone’s interest. They might have a lesson specially about it next week, and they might make it their term-project as well if everyone agreed. Simone had done very well
  to raise such an interesting topic.

  Simone told Mother about the project, and about thinking it might be a good place to live one day, and Mother said, vaguely, ‘Oh, I don’t think we’re going to move again, Sim.
  I really think we’re all right here, don’t you?’

  Simone knew they were not all right; she knew that one day Mother would start to get the anxious look again, and she would start glancing through the windows of their house after it got dark as
  if she was worried that somebody was watching, and asking Simone questions about whether there had been any strangers roaming around the school gates. It might not happen until next year, or it
  might happen next week, but it would happen in the end because it always did.

  Harry Fitzglen finished the article on Angelica Thome’s gallery opening, and smacked the printer crossly into action.

  He had praised the gallery, referring to ‘the newest, but potentially most successful toy of ex-socialite and It girl, Angelica Thorne’; had mentioned the attractive ambience of the
  Bloomsbury house and had even added a couple of sentences about Bloomsbury’s academic provenance, along with a deliberately off-hand reference to William de Blemont’s original
  thirteenth-century manor of Blemondsbury. This was intended to make the Bellman’s readers feel pleasantly intellectual, although to balance things out he had also sprinkled the article
  with mentions of the famous and the rich who had been present, and had even sent photo-proofs to the Bellman’s Women’s Page editor, so that the outfits worn by the merely
  infamous and rich could have the correct designer labels attached to their outfits. To gratify Markovitch he had woven in the names of a few of Angelica Thome’s former lovers, although he had
  omitted to mention the disgraced MP and the multi-millionnaire press baron, since both were currently bringing writs for libel against several newspapers.

  After this, he had put in a couple of paragraphs about Simone Marriot’s photographs, which would probably be subbed out but which were the best part of the whole thing. As the printer
  churned out the pages he wondered what had happened to his own idealistic self of ten or twelve years earlier: the young man who had read John Donne and Keats, and planned to write a Booker-winning
  novel. He fell in with the wrong females and then he fell into the slough of despond, that’s what happened to him, remember? He drowned in a vat of Glenfiddich, like Richard Hi’s
  brother in the malmsey butt.

  Still, the article was well-written, he knew that without any false vanity. Once upon a time he had been a very good features writer, he knew that without any false vanity as well. Dammit, he
  had been better than good. He had believed in what he was doing and he had liked his life and thought it worthwhile, until the day he had come home early to discover a letter from Amanda propped up
  on the mantelpiece, saying she was leaving him, she was in love with someone else, and she knew Harry would not want her to live a lie any longer. It was better to have truth between them,
  wasn’t it, and she knew he would want her happiness.

  This was such all-out and overwhelming balls that Harry had crumpled up the letter in fury, thrown it across the room, and headed for the bottle of Scotch. It had only been when the bottle was
  almost empty that he had retrieved the letter and smoothed it out to read that Amanda would allow him to divorce her for adultery, and that to defray her current living expenses she had drawn a
  cheque on their joint deposit account. The cheque, Harry later discovered, was for almost the entire amount in the deposit account and was apparently intended to help Amanda to live through the
  difficult weeks between the divorce and the remarriage. That she elected to live through those weeks in a flat in an upmarket part of Hampstead did not come as any particular surprise.

  What did come as a surprise was that everyone except Harry himself had apparently known who was sleeping in his bed, never mind waking up to eat the porridge. Half of Fleet Street, it seemed,
  had been sniggering over what Goldilocks was doing, and most of them could have supplied a list of who she was doing it with as well, in fact quite a few of them were actually on the list
  themselves.

  That had been the point at which Harry had gone on that spectacular month-long binge, missing most of his deadlines, and turning up half-cut to interview some blonde airhead starlet who was not
  so airheaded that she did not know how to complain to a managing director and get Harry fired from the more-than-reputable Sunday broadsheet where he had worked for five years, and where he had
  been due to be made assistant features editor with a breathlessly eager assistant of his own and a share in a secretary.

  But like the famous women’s lib anthem, he had survived. He had made of Amanda’s new husband a figure of ridicule. Absolutely inorganic, he told people. A Trivial Pursuit. And even
  though he had hit rock bottom hard enough to crack the cement he had eventually started the long climb back into a career, although it was a pity the climb had had to begin on the staff of the
  Bellman.

  Since then he had steadfastly avoided beautiful females who thought their looks absolved them from worrying about intelligence or personality or sensitivity, and who invariably ran off with
  richer, more satisfactory lovers.

  But if they were talking about beautiful females with rich lovers …

  Harry thought he would have been less than human not to get a kick from walking into Aubergine with Angelica Thorne. She was wearing a mulberry velvet outfit with a very short
  skirt, and her legs, which were extremely good, were encased in black stockings. No, they would be tights, not stockings. Or would they? It was to be hoped this did not prove a distraction; Harry
  reminded himself firmly that this was a ruse to find out about Simone and therefore a working dinner, and was rewarded by an inner derisive hoot.

  The waiters recognized Angelica of course, and leapt to provide menus and wine-lists, and to enquire whether the table was satisfactory. Would another table be preferred? No, it was no trouble
  in the least. I’m spending money like a drunken sailor, thought Harry, and what’s worse, I’m spending money I haven’t got.

  Angelica talked enthusiastically on the gallery and on the run-up to its opening. ‘For one thing it took ages to find the right place, you can’t imagine the prices of property in
  London, well, I daresay you can – where did you say you lived? Oh, I see. Oh, rather fun out there, I should think.’

  ‘A riot. Tell me about finding the house.’

  ‘Well, it had to be the right part of London, because – oh, they’re doing partridge au choux tonight, let’s have that, shall we? – because the thing is that you
  can’t have a gallery in the East India Dock Road or Whitechapel, can you? Well, I know there’s the Spitalfields concerts these days and they’re very successful, but I think that
  might be an exception.’

  ‘But you found the Bloomsbury house,’ said Harry.

  ‘Simone found it. She said we absolutely had to have it, never mind what it cost. As a matter of fact,’ said Angelica, ‘she was quite intense about it’ She broke off to
  eat the pâté that was the first course. She ate with a kind of hungry sensuality, Harry watched her and remembered the black stockings. He waited, and after a moment Angelica said,
  ‘I don’t mean to go all Edgar Allan Poe or Susan Hill about her, but at times I wonder if Simone might be – well, wired in to something the rest of us aren’t.’

  ‘You don’t mean drugs, do you?’

  ‘No, not drugs, I’m fairly sure she doesn’t take anything. But she picks up atmospheres and things.’

  ‘Atmospheres?’

  ‘Yes. I think she’s a bit telepathic as well – that can be frightfully disconcerting sometimes.’

  ‘I should think it might.’

  ‘I’ve always supposed it comes of being a twin,’ said Angelica, and Harry looked at her. After a moment, he said, in a voice carefully devoid of all expression,
  ‘She’s a twin, is she?’

  ‘Yes, although she never mentions it. I don’t know what happened to the twin – I think she – or it might even have been a he – must have died.’

  People died and people disappeared, Markovitch had said.

  ‘I’ve sometimes thought Simone feels a bit incomplete because of it,’ said Angelica, and Harry, who had been re-filling the wine glasses, glanced up, because this was an
  unexpectedly shrewd remark.

  He said, carefully, ‘Twins do have an amazingly strong link, of course.’

  ‘Yes, and— Oh, this is very good wine, Harry. And Simone was right about the house, of course. It’s absolutely perfect. In fact she wondered—’

  ‘Yes?’

  ‘I do hate to mix business with pleasure,’ said Angelica semi-apologetically, and Harry smiled at her and thought, Oh, no you don’t, my dear. You’d mix anything you felt
  like mixing.

  ‘Simone wondered if you might be able to dig up something about its history,’ said Angelica. ‘It’s smack in the middle of where the aesthetes used to gather, isn’t
  it? In the eighteen-nineties and the early nineteen-hundreds. Earnest young men with soft shirts and brooding eyes and metaphysical conversation. I don’t mean we want to nail up labels saying
  Isadora Duncan danced on this table or a plaque saying Oscar Wilde slept here, but Simone thought if anything interesting had happened in the place or if anyone famous had lived there she could set
  up a display. Old photos and newspaper cuttings and so on. She’s very good at that kind of thing, you know. The past shadowing the present.’

  ‘I know she is.’ Finding out about the house’s past would mean another link to Angelica and – more to the point – to Simone herself. Harry said, ‘I’ll
  see what I can find.’

  ‘Would you? We’d be so grateful.’ Angelica managed to make it sound as if her gratitude might come in a very alluring form indeed. Harry mentally calculated how much his credit
  card was good for and ordered a second bottle of wine anyway.

  ‘Did you actually buy the house?’ Because if Angelica had been able to outright buy a house in that part of London she must be even wealthier than the tabloids said.

  ‘No, we took over a lease. The freeholder’s one of those property management companies – all very efficient, but hydra-headed, and so faceless. Can you be hydra-headed and
  faceless both together?’ She studied the dessert trolley which was just being trundled past.

  ‘Do have whatever you’d like,’ said Harry.

  ‘As a matter of fact,’ she said, resting her chin on her cupped hand and gazing at him with sudden intensity, ‘what I’d really like is to adjourn to my flat for
  coffee.’ Harry stared at her. ‘What do you think?’ said Angelica and her voice slid down an octave into a sexy purr. Harry felt as if she had stroked the inside of his thigh with
  a velvet-covered hand. Angelica smiled. ‘Or would you rather stay here for pudding?’

  ‘I think,’ said Harry, finally disentangling himself from the smile, ‘that I’d rather go to your flat.’

  ‘For pudding?’

  ‘Perhaps for a just desert.’

  Angelica set a pot of coffee to filter as soon as they got into the flat, and put out a bottle of brandy and two glasses. The kitchen was so small that avoiding physical
  contact was impossible so Harry did not bother to avoid it.

  She was clearly delighted at the approach. She was taller than most girls (those legs), and she moved forward at once so that they were pressed hard together. Her mouth opened under his, and for
  several minutes they stood locked thigh to thigh in an increasingly passionate embrace, and then Harry began to slide his hands questioningly beneath the luxurious dark red velvet. Angelica gasped
  with delight, and reached down to pull at her skirt. There was the snapping open of buttons, and a rusde of sound as the skirt slid to the floor. She stepped out of it and kicked it out of the way
  – Harry retained just enough mental equilibrium to think it took terrific style to treat designer clothes like that. And practice, said a sneaky voice.

  It was stockings after all, rather than tights. They were held up by garters and she was wearing silk underwear.

  As she pulled him back into the living-room, towards the deep sofa at one end, he was aware that the coffee had filtered and switched itself off. But presumably they could always drink instant
  coffee afterwards.

  It was almost three a.m. before he went out into the odd half-world of the extreme early morning. He picked up a cruising taxi near Holland Park which took him home. In the
  morning – the real morning, when the world was up and about its lawful occasions – he would send flowers to Angelica. ‘Thank you for a memorable evening,’ he would say on
  the card. She would smile the wry catsmile at that.

  After he had done that he would tell Markovitch that he was following a number of promising leads and that they had better regard his working hours as flexible for a week or two, and then he
  would see what he could find about the Bloomsbury house and its previous owners. Angelica had said that Simone had been ‘intense’ about leasing it for Thome’s. ‘She picks up
  atmospheres,’ Angelica had said. What had Simone picked up about the house that had made her so passionate about it? As he got into bed he was aware of Angelica’s scent still clinging
  faintly to his hair, but it was not Angelica he was thinking about as he switched out the light; it was Simone.

  It ought not to have given him such a jolt when Angelica had made that reference to Simone being a twin.

  
     
  

  CHAPTER FOUR
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  Twins. It had given Melissa Anderson a considerable jolt to hear the word, but it had been a very pleasurable jolt. Twins.

  ‘And first off, as far as we can tell, they’re both developing at a normal rate,’ said Martin Brannan, regarding her from behind his desk. He was rather nice-looking:
  dark-haired and with a kind of enthusiastic intensity, and he was a lot younger than Mel had expected. He might be in his early thirties, but no more than that.

  ‘But?’

  He had not moved, but he looked as if he might mentally be taking a deep breath, like a man about to plunge into something dark and cold and unpleasant. Mel waited, and then in a voice that
  managed to be both professionally detached and humanely compassionate, Martin Brannan said, ‘Mrs Anderson, they’re joined.’

  ‘Joined?’ Mel did not immediately take this in. ‘I don’t— Oh. Oh God, joined. You mean – like Siamese twins, don’t you?’

  Well, we don’t call them that any more. We call it conjoining.’

  Mel did not care what it was called. She was aware of a rushing sound in her ears, but she fought it back because she would not faint like some helpless wimp, she absolutely would not—

  The thing to do was establish the facts – even to write everything down. Joe would want to know details when she got home; he would ask a great many questions and be annoyed if Mel could
  not supply the answers. The trouble was that she did not think she could hold a pen at the moment, never mind write decipherable notes.

  But after a moment she was able to say, ‘You can do something about it, can’t you? There are operations—’ You heard about the operations on TV Lots of publicity,
  heart-breaking photographs, newscasters talking in hushed voices, and gruesome reports of eight and twelve-hour operations. Sometimes one child died at the expense of the other. Sometimes both of
  them died. And all of it unbearable for the parents. But now I might actually be one of those parents. And Joe? said her mind uneasily. How is Joe going to react to this?

  Martin Brannan said, ‘We can’t see as far ahead as an operation, yet. Don’t let’s jump any guns. I expect you know that identical twins develop from a single fertilized
  egg, don’t you? And they’re always same-sex children for that reason. One theory for conjoined twins is simply that the developing embryo starts to split but stops before the split is
  quite complete.’

  Mel supposed she did know this, in a general sense.

  ‘We don’t know why that happens yet – although one day we will. Your GP had a suspicion that something wasn’t quite as it should be, which is why he sent you to me.
  It’s why we’ve done the scan a bit earlier than normal, as well. So, now, the scan indicates that your twins are joined at the chest, fairly high up. That’s what we call
  thoracopagus twins.’

  ‘They’re face to face?’ Mel had a swift mental image of the twins curled tightly into a silent embrace.

  ‘No, not exactly,’ he said. ‘The join is at the side. Fairly high up – around the ribcage.’

  ‘Side by side.’

  ‘Yes. The images show that the limbs are all separate and free, though. Does that make you feel any better? It should do, because it makes me feel a whole lot better, I promise. And there
  seem to be two heart shadows, so they aren’t sharing a single heart – that’s always a massive concern with thoracopagus twins.’

  ‘How good a chance that there are separate hearts?’

  ‘A lot better than good.’

  ‘And the bad side of things?’ I’m doing quite well, thought Mel. I’m being calm and logical, and I’m not embarrassing him with hysterics or faints or anything. But
  she was aware of a churning panic, and she thought that panic, after today, would smell of the lavender air-freshener somebody had sprayed around this office and the geranium plants that somebody
  had put on the windowsill to catch the sun.

  Brannan took a minute to reply. ‘There’s some fusion of the scapula,’ he said. ‘Around the clavicle – about here.’ He indicated the area just inside his
  shoulder. It’s not a large area though, and we ought to be able to deal with it. They’ll both have a massive scar afterwards, of course, but we might do a skin graft when they’re
  older.’ He studied her thoughtfully, and Mel was deeply grateful to him for talking as if it was a foregone conclusion that the twins were going to survive the birth and have the operation,
  and that they were going to grow up to reach ages where skin grafts could be done.

  ‘It could be so much worse, you know.’

  ‘It could?’

  ‘Oh yes,’ he said, and there was such conviction in his voice that Mel believed him, and did not want to know all the so-much-worse things that she might have had to cope with.

  ‘Will you – you will be able to separate them all right, won’t you?’

  ‘It’ll be a difficult and dangerous procedure,’ said Brannan. ‘Because there’s some bone involved – possibly tendons and muscle as well – the separation
  might leave some damage to one of them. Not necessarily, but possibly.’ He leaned forward. ‘Listen, though, you’re going to hear all kinds of conflicting statistics and stories
  over the next few months – try to ignore most of them, or ask me for the real information. And remember that thoracopagus twins are by far the easiest to deal with, and that as a rule of
  thumb more than seventy-five per cent do survive separation.’

  ‘Both twins?’

  ‘You’re jumping guns again,’ he said, and then, before Mel could deal with this one, said, ‘D’you want to know the sex of the twins, at all?’

  There, not for the first time, was the faintest trace of Irish in his voice. Nice. ‘Are you allowed to tell these days?’

  ‘The ruling is that we’re not required to tell, but we can use our discretion. But we’ve got the amniocentesis results, so we do know what they are.’

  Mel considered, and then said, ‘I’d like to know if I could.’

  ‘Of course you would. Let’s make them into real people for you. For both of us.’ Again the smile. ‘Two girls,’ he said.

  Two girls. Two girls. Exactly what I hoped for. Two tiny girls, lying like furled-up buds, clinging on to one another, but their limbs whole and free, and probably each with their own
  hearts, beating in exact time together.

  Mel said, carefully, ‘Two girls,’ and despite everything felt a delighted smile widen her mouth. ‘Oh, thank you.’

  Joe reacted exactly as Mel had expected.

  At first he turned red-faced with annoyance, and then he went off to ring a number of people up – mostly business associates or fellow Town Councillors whose wives or sisters had had
  children fairly recently. He returned from the phone armed with several names, and said it was just a question of finding a proper specialist to deal with the matter. Mel should have found that out
  at the consultation, but of course she would have been upset. He understood that. His tone said he was allowing for her being upset. There were times when Mel thought he did not live in the
  twentieth century.

  Hariey Street figured in several of the names on Joe’s list. Mel managed not to ask how Joe thought they would pay for Hariey Street specialists, or even how they would pay for private
  healthcare at all, when people were not really queuing up to buy the dolls-house homes that Joe’s company built: two-and-a-half bedrooms, £1,500 deposit for first-time buyers and a
  twenty-five year mortgage.

  But he seemed pleased that the twins were girls. Very nice indeed, he said indulgently. And all this nonsense about them being joined up would be sorted out; Melissa would soon see, and then
  there would be two little girls. Two pretty little dolls that he could spoil and cosset, said Joe. (Two pretty little accessories who would look good on newspaper photographs of Councillor Anderson
  attending civic events and local charitable functions … ? That was a dreadful way to think!)

  Mel wondered how Joe could think the babies would be pretty, when she was very far from pretty herself, and Joe was no oil-painting either. It did not, in fact, matter if the twins were pretty
  or not: Mel would rather they had character and kindness, and happy and interesting lives.

  The truth was that she should never have married Joe in the first place. Isobel, who had known Mel longer than anyone, had been right when she said Mel was out of her tree to do so. The trouble
  was that Mel had been fed up with being on her own and being broke and being in a dead-end job, and she had been fed up with being nearly thirty and never having had a proper long-term
  relationship— It was a lot of fed-ups, and they had added up to her falling into the trap of any marriage being better than no marriage, which very likely went to show that she was not really
  living in the twentieth century either.

  Mel was trying not to acknowledge how much she had come to dislike Joe, because dislike should not have any place in marriage. She was trying even harder not to acknowledge that the dislike was
  sliding into something even more worrying.

  Fear. It was a bad thing to discover you disliked your husband, but it was much worse to discover that you were frightened of him.

  For a lot of the time now, Simone was quite frightened of the little girl.

  The problem was that she was hating, more and more, the glimpses she got of the little girl’s world – the world with the black stone house. Simone did not like that place, she did
  not like the feeling that the little girl was trying to pull her deeper and deeper into the world where the house was. Or did she? A tiny, rather horrid voice, whispered that wouldn’t it be
  exciting to know more about that world? – that not-quite-real place where the little girl lived … ? To even step into it, just for a little while, like people in books stepped into
  other worlds … ?

  The little girl said that one day they would be able to share all their secrets; she was looking forward to that because it would be an extra-specially good thing to do. But Simone did not think
  it would be extra-specially good at all, and she did not have many secrets anyway. She thought she would try not to listen to the little girl’s secrets, although this might be difficult
  because the little girl seemed to be getting stronger all the time. Once or twice Simone had had the feeling that she was being made to look down into the little girl’s mind, which seemed
  rude, like snooping on somebody’s conversation. Simone always saw thoughts and feelings in pictures, and seeing down into the little girl’s mind was like peering over the rim of a deep
  old well that did not smell very nice, and glimpsing the memories and the secrets lying at the bottom. It might be better not to look too closely at some of those secrets.

  Shortly after Simone was ten Mother began to get the anxious look in her eyes, and after a little while she said they would be moving again.

  ‘You mentioned the Welsh Marches just recently, didn’t you?’ she said. ‘You did a project on it at school, and you seemed quite keen. Would you like us to live
  there?’

  This was unexpected. Simone had not thought that she might be able to choose something so important as where they lived, and she was a bit worried by the thought of being so near to the little
  girl. ‘Is it a place where we could live?’

  ‘We can live anywhere we like,’ said Mother, and Simone heard that although her voice was bright, underneath she was anxious. ‘We’re secretly gypsies, didn’t you
  know that? We probably had a great-great-grandmother or something who danced to a tambourine and lived in a painted wagon.’

  ‘Not really?’

  ‘No, but I’d sometimes like to know how you can be so fey.’

  ‘What’s fey?’

  ‘It means you might know what other people are thinking.’ She smiled at Simone, but Simone saw that when Mother drew the curtains that evening, she stood at the window for a long
  time looking out into the street.

  Mother found a house in the Welsh Marches quite soon afterwards, in a place called Weston Fferna.

  ‘Nearly but not quite Wales,’ she said as they drove along the roads, with the car piled high with suitcases and records and china, and things Mother said the removal van could not
  be trusted with. ‘It’s lovely countryside, isn’t it? This was a good idea of yours, Sim; I think we’ll like it here.’

  Simone hoped so too. She had not seen the house that Mother had found for them to live in, because Mother mostly did the house-hunting by herself, but she had seen photographs and it looked
  pretty nice.

  ‘And we’ll be together, Simone … We’ll really be together at last …’

  Simone sat very still in the car, because the little girl’s voice in her mind was much stronger and it felt much closer than ever before. It was pretty spooky to think she might get to
  meet her at last, but it was quite exciting as well. I might find out who she really is, and how she gets inside my head and then I might not be so frightened of her, thought Simone hopefully.

  They turned off the main road and went down a windy little lane, and that was when Simone looked across at the fields on their left. There were lots of fields, mostly with sheep in them, and
  lots of trees, and there were gorgeous smudgy mountains straight ahead. Here and there was a farmhouse or a little group of cottages or a church spire.

  And across the fields, set a bit above the road and frowning down at the cars, was an old, old house. Simone glanced up at it, and instantly felt as if somebody had punched her stomach.

  The house. The black stone house where the little girl lived. The place of clanging doors that were locked every night at exactly the same time, and of angry despairing screams. The place where
  you ate your meals at long scrubbed-top tables, and where there were sour smells of despair and loneliness, and where the rooms smelled of sick and dirt and some of the people smelled of sick and
  dirt as well.

  ‘Are you all right, Sim?’ This was Mother, not looking at her, concentrating on the unfamiliar road but picking up that there might be something wrong in the way Mother sometimes did
  pick up other people’s thoughts. ‘You’re not feeling car-sick, are you? We’re almost there now.’

  ‘I’m, urn, OK.’ Simone was not OK, of course. But she said, ‘I’m just looking at the old houses and things on the road.’ She twisted round in the front of the
  car, trying to see through the rear window, watching the black house get smaller and smaller as they drove away from it. There was no mistake; Simone knew exactly what the house looked like; she
  knew about the door at the centre like a square grinning mouth, and the straggly little bits at the back which were called sculleries and the underground rooms where people were sometimes shut
  away.

  She even knew about the old trees that grew around the house, because the little girl had told her about them. She had said to Simone that they were bad old trees: if you looked at them for long
  enough you saw wicked faces in the trunk: horrid evil faces that looked as if they were a thousand years old, and that stared at you out of withered eyes. Wizard oaks, they were called. There was a
  poem about them; it told how on some nights the evil old wizard woke up and parted the branches, and peered into the room to see if there were any little children he could snatch up and carry
  away.

  Simone stared and stared at the house. It was scary to find it like this, all by itself in the middle of fields, but the really scary part was that even from here – even with
  Mother’s little car bowling smartly along the road – she could see that the house was a very old crumbly building, with gaping holes where the windows had been and birds’ nests in
  the chimneys. Worst of all was that she could see that it was empty, and that nobody could possibly have lived in it for years and years, especially not any children.

  They reached their new house quite soon afterwards. The furniture van was there already, and things were being unloaded and carried inside. It was a pretty nice house, a bit like a large
  cottage. There was a pointy roof and flowery things growing up the walls, and a tangly garden that would be great for games. The rooms all had nice scents that made you think of orchards on warm
  afternoons.

  After the furniture van drove away there were about a million things to do, so Simone forgot about the black stone house for a while. There was unpacking and beds to be made up; Simone’s
  bedroom was right at the top of the house and it had a padded window-seat so you could curl up and look out over the fields if you wanted to. She could not see the old house from her window, which
  was one good thing. And after she had unpacked her books and cassettes and CDs the room felt really friendly, and then after supper a large ginger cat wandered in from somewhere to investigate them
  and had to be found a saucer of milk. And what with all this going on Mother did not seem to notice that Simone was being so quiet.

  She did not dare to tell Mother about the black old house in case it meant there was something wrong with her. If you heard voices that other people did not hear, and if you knew what places
  looked like before ever you saw them it might mean you were mad, and mad people were shut away and never let to go out into the world.

  
     
  

  CHAPTER FIVE
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  The black stone house was called Mortmain House, and people who lived there were hardly ever let to go out into the world. Sometimes they were shut away inside it for years and
  years – children as well as grown-ups.

  But one of the really bad things about it was not knowing who to trust. The children who lived there could not tell whether the men who came to visit were nice, ordinary men, interested in
  hearing about lessons and about the food that was served, or whether they were the other ones: the ones with the treacly voices, who were the baddest people in the world. If you had known how to
  tell the difference, the little girl said to Simone, then you might have been able to do something about it when they came. Hide somewhere or put a chair under the door-handle so they could not get
  in, that would be one way. But as it was, nobody could tell.

  Simone asked who the treacly voiced men were, and the little girl said the children called them the Pigs. They had nasty piggy eyes, greedy and sly, and thick fingers that prodded at you. After
  they had looked, they quite often smiled and nodded to one another, and said you were good enough to save up for a while.

  Save up for what?

  But the little girl only laughed when Simone asked this, and even though the laugh and the voice was still inside her head Simone heard that it was a horrid kind of laugh, pitying and smug, as
  if the little girl thought Simone was stupid. You know, she said. You know what I mean, and so Simone pretended that she did know, really.

  Mortmain meant dead-man’s hands. It was French, and the little girl had explained it to Simone. ‘It’s always been called that,’ she said. ‘Mort is French for dead,
  and main means hands. I don’t suppose you’d know that, though.’ There was a faint air of I’m-better-than-you, which was one of the things Simone hated. So she said she was
  just starting French at school, and she knew what Mortmain meant perfectly well.

  But it was a pretty spooky name for a house – even for that house. Spookiest of all was Mortmain’s crumbliness, because you had only to see it once to know that people had not lived
  there for years and years.

  ‘It’s a famous ruin,’ Mother said, when Simone asked about it one day. They had been at Weston Fferna for several weeks, and they were getting to know some of the places and
  some of the people. Mother had made one or two friends, mostly other parents at Simone’s school. ‘It’s quite a prominent local landmark,’ Mother said. ‘I read about it
  in the library – they’ve got some quite good books on local history there. I’ll take you to see them one Saturday.’ Mother liked things like local history and local legends;
  she liked Simone to know about them as well.

  ‘But what was it really? I mean years ago – when it wasn’t all broken up?’

  ‘A workhouse. That’s a place where people in the past had to go if they hadn’t got any money. Workhouses were dreadful places, not much better than prisons, and it was regarded
  as very shameful if you were taken into the workhouse; it meant you couldn’t pay your way in life. And then I think that later on Mortmain was used by the army in the war. For the soldiers to
  live.’

  ‘World War Two.’ They had learned about this a bit at school; Simone had always hated the sound of it, because it must be pretty horrid to have the whole world at war all round you,
  and bombs being dropped all the time. Simone had made some drawings of soldiers and air-raid shelters, and then Mother had found some old photographs that had been her mother’s – that
  was Simone’s grandmother, whom Simone had never met because she had died when Mother was quite small.

  But the photos were great; they showed young men in uniforms, and girls with their hair pinned up in rolly shapes on top of their heads. Simone loved photographs better than anything, even
  better than drawings. She loved seeing how people looked against different backgrounds – trees or houses or the sky – and how the trees and the sky could look different according as to
  what time of day it was, or whether it was raining or sunny, and whether the people themselves looked different because they had a storm-sky behind them, or sunshine, or black wintry trees. She
  pored over the photographs for hours, until Mother said if she was as keen as all that perhaps she would like a camera of her own, what did she think?

  ‘I’d like that a huge lot,’ said Simone. She added, ‘I’d extra-specially like it,’ then wished she had not said ‘extra-special’, because that was
  one of the little girl’s expressions. Mostly she tried not to use them, but sometimes they seemed to sneak out by themselves. She said, ‘I’d really like it. When could we do
  it?’

  ‘Next birthday? It’ll be quite expensive, so it can’t be like buying just an ordinary thing. But we’ll go into some shops beforehand – it’d probably have to
  be somewhere like Oswestry, or maybe we could drive further into England to Chester. You’ve never been to Chester, have you? It’s nice. We could get some brochures to look at and you
  can think about what sort of camera you’d like.’

  This was one of the really good things about Mother. She understood that if there was going to be a particularly exciting treat you wanted to think about it and discuss it before it happened.
  Simone would like to have a camera of her own very much. She said carefully that she would quite like to take photographs of Mortmain House. Would that be possible?

  ‘What a funny little horror-comic you are,’ said Mother. ‘Yes, of course we’ll go out there if you want to, although we’d better make it a Saturday afternoon when
  there’s lots of people around. I think tramps sometimes doss down in the ruins, and gypsies. Real gypsies, I mean, not us.’

  ‘Oh, I see. Um – would we have to ask someone first?’

  ‘I don’t think so. I don’t know who owns it – I don’t think anyone does know. That’s why it’s been let go so badly, I suppose. But I can’t imagine
  why you want to photograph it. It’s a gloomy old place.’

  The little girl did not think that Mortmain was especially a gloomy old place, but Simone supposed that if you had never known anywhere else – if you had never known about huge, sun-filled
  rooms, and schoolrooms where people talked a bit noisily about lessons, or places like cinemas or swimming pools where everyone shrieked and laughed, you might think that Mortmain was pretty
  good.

  But gloomy old places could be splendid for games, and one of the games that the little girl told Simone about was a game called the dance of the hanged man. There was a song that went with it:
  Simone was not sure if she had understood it properly, but it was something about, The morning clocks will ring/And a neck God made for other use/Than strangling in a string. Then came the chorus
  that everybody had to join in, which was about the gallows-maker building the frame and then the hangman leading the dance, and everyone had to do all the movements about building the gallows and
  hammering in the nails and fashioning the gibbet. Then they had to jig round the yard in a line for the dance. Simone thought she understood that that by ‘the yard’, the little girl
  meant a sort of playground.

  She did not properly understand about the hanging game and she did not properly understand about the other children who seemed to be part of the game, but she thought it sounded hateful, and the
  little girl sounded hateful as well when she talked about it. Sly and giggly and as if somebody was being hurt in the game, and as if she found this exciting. Simone was not absolutely sure what a
  hanged man was, except that it had something to do with murdering people.
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