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Praise for

THE CRACKS

T. H. Huddleston’s The Cracks is a refreshingly class-conscious creep-fest with a righteous energy. It’s Hell House meets Richard Hell; Burnt Offerings by way of the Buzzcocks.

NAT CASSIDY, bestselling author of When the Wolf Comes Home and Mary

An incisive exploration of the vulnerability of grief at the cross-section of poverty, The Cracks is heartbreaking and often terrifying, a haunted house novel set to the hammering howl of a punk rock guitar chord. If you enter Hautmond Hall be prepared - this house’s grip is so tight it bleeds.

CHRISTINA HENRY, author of The Place Where They Buried Your Heart

A brilliantly vicious class satire laced with visceral thrills, The Cracks shines a light on the all-too-real monsters from the past that continue to haunt us today.

JENNIFER THORNE, bestselling author of Diavola

A biting satirical takedown of class privilege, The Cracks by T. H. Huddleston gives the haunted house novel a razor-sharp refurbishment.

LEIGH RADFORD, author of One Yellow Eye

The Cracks is an insidious piece of creeping class horror that effortlessly drags you toward the inevitable. You live in the world, you should know where it’s going, but you won’t until you reach this book’s wicked conclusion.

CHRIS PANATIER, author of Worry Box
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‘We are always living half in the present and half in the past. In the conditions and still more in the ceremonies of our public life, the two are blended together with peculiar harmony, so that we cannot quite say where the one ends and the other begins and the spirit of the past seems to be part of the atmosphere we breathe.’

VICEROY LORD CURZON, quoted in Servants by Lucy Lethbridge

‘Fucking fuck the fucking fuckers.’

CYCLICAL PUPPY, ‘Fucking Fuck the Fucking Fuckers’







In memory of my Mother,
who taught me to keep marching
and never shut up.

And of Nicholas Clark,
my very own Gerry
(but a million times better).







In the end, it all came back to the house.

That monstrous house, that bloated pile of mortar and malevolence, steeped over years, over centuries. Sandra would never forget her first sight of it, crouched in its denuded glen like a fly in the palm of a dead hand, multi-paned windows reflecting the rancid sky. The Bentley cleared the ridge and she felt an involuntary shiver of revulsion, an instinctive clenching of the soul, as though someone wasn’t just stepping on her grave but hawking and spitting while they were at it.

Hautmond Hall was enormous, of course, more than any home had a right to be, its central bulk embellished with wings and annexes and terraces and topped by balustrades and spires and chimney pots beyond number. The facade was pale limestone, stained off-grey by the weather, and the roofs were quarried slate and toxic lead. From the centre rose a copper dome, its sides streaked with birdshit and verdigris, bulging skyward like a gangrenous blister ready to burst.

There were grounds, too; a gravel approach lined with tall bare planes and a gone-to-seed garden at the back, its mazy pathways and unruly orchards all confined within a high boundary wall that segregated the house from the ordinary fields and farmlands surrounding it. The resulting impression was of something that didn’t fit; whether it had been dropped from space or clawed its way up from the ground, the house was an interloper, a stain on the local landscape.

Sandra didn’t know the Hall’s history, not then. The mortal fluids that had soaked into the cement and the stones, the crimes that had been committed in the name of nobility and avarice then covered under layers of earth and fallen leaves. She’d never know the names of all those who’d presided over the place, striding from cradle to grave leaving brokenness and brutality behind them. She’d never really know their victims either, those outcasts who came seeking sanctuary only to have their souls shriven and surrendered to the spiteful spirit of Hautmond.

She would see their faces, though. In the darkest of her dreams she would see them, everyone.

*   *   *

Gerry held the Bentley steady, gripping the wheel and waiting as she took it all in. Then he gave the horn a pip, and with a breezy ‘Home sweet home!’ he released the brake and let the car roll.

Sandra took a breath, reminding herself that it was just a house after all; big, certainly, and old, but still just bricks and plaster and wood and glass like any other.

And hey, if she didn’t like it she could always leave, right?








CHAPTER ONE

the day of Vin’s cremation dawned bitterly cold, the London streets crusted with exhaust-black snow. Sandra tugged on her red leather jacket as she left the house, conscious that it wasn’t exactly standard-issue funeral attire but equally certain that Vin would be okay with it, assuming he was looking down on her. He wasn’t, of course, he’d never believed in that stuff and neither did she; they’d always been practical people, in their beliefs and in their lives and in their love. Right to the end.

As she locked the front door she felt a sudden, inexplicable terror, like she’d never set foot in the place again. This ordinary terraced house had been their refuge through the good years and the bad: their love nest, their hidey-hole and ultimately their hospice; nights of drunken laughter and days of screaming pain all rolling into one. But of course she’d be back, she told herself. It was still their home, wasn’t it? Even if Vin was no longer in it. All she needed to do was make it through today.

The funeral chapel was dismal and freezing, the clanking schoolhouse radiators utterly ineffective against the concrete cold. It didn’t help that the room was almost entirely empty. It wouldn’t have been, a decade ago, Sandra reflected. Back then the chapel would’ve been packed, echoing to the sniffles and soft condolences of close friends and co-workers, maybe even a baby or two, farting through the eulogy.

Now there were exactly five people in attendance: Sandra herself and the grey-faced celebrant, who she’d chosen at random from a list because she didn’t want to think about it, plus three sympathetic half-strangers, the only ones who’d accepted her late-delivered invites. One was a care worker who’d been assigned to them in the later months; she and Sandra had struck up a sort-of-friendship over coffee in the kitchen, and once a pint at the local while Vin was sparked out on morphine. Seated behind her was their neighbour from two doors down, a nose-first busybody who probably just wanted an excuse to get out of the house. Their names were Julie and Judy, an unintended coincidence that Sandra didn’t find especially funny.

The last was an old colleague of Vin’s from the record shop, Brad or Bart or Barry, the type her husband had tended to attract back then, guys with little to no personality of their own who were drawn to his charismatic overabundance, and the way he always had time for people, no matter how tedious Sandra found them. This one had actually contacted her, via social media – apparently he and Vin had kept up an on-off correspondence that had recently gone quiet, so she had to break the bad news to him. She’d found herself desperately embarrassed by his reply, so vulnerable and gushing that she’d half expected the laptop to start leaking salt tears, and even more by the fact that he didn’t just send it to her but posted it publicly so everyone could share his grief. Still, she told herself as the little cry-face emojis piled up, Vin would hardly have minded. In fact he’d have found it fucking funny.

And besides, she’d been preoccupied with trying to track down their actual friends, the original crew from their early days in London, the people they’d really been close to. Trouble was, they were all scattered to the winds: raising families or working abroad, bolt-holing in the sticks or just no longer at this address. She wasn’t sure how she and Vin had ended up so isolated, she’d scarcely even noticed it happening. Was his sickness just so all-encompassing that they’d lowered the drawbridge, unwilling to let their friends see them like this? Sandra had been so angry at the start, so furious with everything, perhaps she was simply terrified that if someone showed her a moment’s kindness it’d all come spilling out and she’d be unable to stop screaming and kicking things.

Or was it the friends who’d stepped back, trying to give them space, to show respect? The two of them had always been something of a closed unit; yes, they were sociable, but they’d never really needed anyone but each other, and maybe their friends were trying to honour that. Then the days would’ve turned to weeks and eventually months, and doubts would’ve come creeping in. I really ought to… but is it too late? And ultimately it would’ve been easier to just leave it.

Either way it was no one’s fault, and the handful of people she’d been able to catch up with had been genuinely pleased to hear from her, even after all this time and under such dreadful circumstances. They’d shared fond memories of Vin and promised meet-ups in the future but right now they had commitments they couldn’t break, family weddings and booked trips and board meetings, and somehow Sandra knew this was the last time she’d speak to any of them.

Which left Julie, Judy and Brad-Bart-Barry, and the celebrant who looked like she’d rather be backstage with a mug of enhanced coffee than out at this cold podium as the seconds ticked away. She squinted down towards the front pew with a look of faint disdain, and Sandra wondered if maybe the jacket had been a mistake after all. ‘This might be it,’ she said aloud. ‘I mean, I think this is everyone who’s coming.’

The celebrant blinked and Sandra saw pity there, a pity that she resented but at the same time knew she deserved. The woman shuffled her papers and opened her mouth, then there was a sudden creak and Sandra jerked round.

The side door to the chapel had inched open and a face was peering through; some trainee embalmer or misplaced groundskeeper, she assumed. Then a long body followed in a rack-fresh charcoal suit, and Sandra blinked slowly in surprise. The figure turned, trying to ease the door shut, but the hinges groaned again and he winced.

‘God, sorry, the bloody thing just—’

‘Gerry?’ Sandra said, and the man jumped. Then he grinned awkwardly and she saw that it was him, it really was, as big as life and just as unlikely.

‘Hello, San,’ he said, bowing in a way that was clearly intended to show respect but just made him look like an anxious horse. ‘Sorry I’m late. Please, just carry on with whatever you were doing.’

*   *   *

Though of course, being late had always been Gerry McManus’s speciality. Sandra had never been sure if it was a personal failing or if poor timekeeping was simply habitual among the entitled classes, but he was late for every lecture, late for every train he ever booked, late for all three of their dates and late for the Broomhall house party where she’d hooked up with Vin, leaving Gerry standing stag in the kitchen with a bottle of warm Peroni.

She hadn’t done it to hurt him, that was the last thing she’d wanted. Gerry was a decent man, or at least he’d been a decent boy, but their very brief affair had run its course, and besides, Vin had swept her off her feet. It was one of those things you never quite believe, even while it’s happening – love, if not at first sight, then within about half an hour. Vin was funny, zealous, considerate, he had an answer for everything and a DIY Minor Threat shirt with the arms cut off. And he had this knack of making everyone feel special, feel seen, even Gerry, the cuckolded lover.

Because as it turned out, Sandra wasn’t the only one Vin seduced that night. In fact he was exactly what both she and Gerry had been looking for, whether they knew it or not: for her, someone to share daft jokes and political causes and have regular, emotionally satisfying sex with; for him, a male friend who was knowledgeable and genuine and cool, not some whiffling posh-boy like literally everyone he’d gone to school with. And Vin really did like Gerry, despite or maybe because of their differences; he wasn’t just indulging the boy, or at least not all the time. And Sandra liked Gerry too, once he’d accepted reality and stopped trying to sleep with her again.

So even though she and Vin were in the early throes of a love affair, one that she already knew would define both their lives, they also made room for Gerry, and for a little while the three of them were inseparable. He’d sit on the end of the row at the pictures or across the table in the pub; he’d pick them up in his dad’s old Daimler for country picnics and drunken swims on sunlit afternoons that seemed to last forever. He’d hoot at Vin’s jokes whether or not he got them, and he’d top up Sandra’s wine without being asked. Sometimes she’d catch him biting his lip like he wasn’t even sure this was all real, like all his secret wishes had come true.

She and Vin used to joke that Gerry was the kind of person Jarvis Cocker would write songs about, one of those reverse social climbers that were all the rage back then. Why else would he have gone to university in Sheffield rather than Oxbridge, or at least one of those also-rans like York or Exeter where rich kids ended up when they couldn’t quite score the grades? Not that Gerry was stupid; he wasn’t. Well, maybe a bit, about some things.

But he was also very funny, in his puppy-dog naivete and his habit of quoting, in the most unlikely of circumstances, from all the texts he’d been made to memorise by his Masters – Milton and Marlowe, Donne and of course Shakespeare, whose line about drink stealing away men’s brains would be wheeled out at three in the morning to the delight of Vin’s friends. But at the same time Gerry was no snob, and Sandra always appreciated his eagerness to consume in quantity all the things she and Vin considered worthy: hardcore punk and underground movies, DIY fashion and feminist theory. The sight of Gerry in ripped jeans, green-streaked hair and a Slits crop-top was a memory she’d treasure, even if it was just for Halloween.

He was generous, too, almost to a fault; both Sandra and Vin lived on government grants and weekend work in bars and call centres, while Gerry had an allowance from his parents that he always refused to disclose, but which Sandra suspected would make Prince Harry blush. So it was always his round, always his treat at the greasy spoon or the Pasta Palace. And if Sandra ever felt the briefest pang of guilt about this arrangement, it was Vin who set her straight.

‘His whole family, his entire class have been leeching off the likes of us for centuries. We’re just taking something back, that’s all. Besides, he loves it.’

And he did. And she knew it. So it was all okay.

*   *   *

Gerry bought the first round at the pub nearest the crematorium too, returning to the table with crisps and nuts and pints for Julie, Judy and Barry-Bart-Brad, and a bottle of the best champagne the Royal Oak had to offer so they could toast Vin’s memory. Which they did, with appropriate solemnity, until Gerry smiled at Sandra over his glass and she felt a kind of tugging nostalgia that was so much better than the emptiness and rage she’d been living with for the past however long.

‘You’ve hardly changed,’ she told him, and it was almost true: same flop of the fringe, same conspicuous beak, same too-white teeth. A slight crinkliness around the eyes, perhaps, and an added degree of stiffness to the upper lip, but still entirely Gerry. ‘But wait, how did you know? About the funeral, I mean.’

‘Well actually, I didn’t,’ Gerry said, and Sandra spluttered her champagne.

‘What, you were just touring crematoriums and got lucky?’

‘No, I mean I found out by mistake. I was planning a sort of gathering of London friends and it struck me how long it’d been since we’d seen each other. So I looked Vin up and came across this post someone had written.’

Sandra looked up, but it seemed the culprit had nipped to the loo; a relief, she didn’t want Barry-Brad-Bart to know that his sentimental outpouring had actually helped in some way.

‘It was a bit of a shock, if I’m honest,’ Gerry said. ‘I thought about calling, but then I figured you’d have enough to deal with without ancient acquaintances popping out of the woodwork. So I decided to just turn up.’

Sandra smiled. ‘Well, I appreciate it. I really do.’

She could barely remember why they’d drifted apart; it had been years ago, before Vin got sick, right after uni, in fact. Vin had graduated a year ahead of them and moved down here, and after that she and Gerry had gone for the odd drink but it wasn’t the same. She’d been commuting to London pretty much every weekend and it would’ve been weird if Gerry had come with her; she and Vin would basically spend forty-eight hours in bed then it was down to Victoria for the coach back. So Gerry had just sort of floated out of her orbit; back to his foppish friends, she assumed.

The last time she recalled seeing him was in some heaving Soho boozer, the Blue Posts or the Nellie Dean; they’d had a regular Friday night going with some of Vin’s colleagues from the record shop. By then Gerry had made the move down too, was working for his father in some Chancery Lane law firm, so she’d invited him along without really thinking. And of course it’d been awkward; their worlds were so different already, the cultural gulf had widened too far. She hadn’t been too surprised when the messages dried up.

‘Well, I’d tell you everything I’ve been up to since our last meeting, but I wouldn’t want you to slash your wrists,’ she said, and Gerry flinched. ‘Sorry. I’m probably exaggerating. We actually had a pretty good run of things until Vin got sick. But it’s basically been shit for the past eight years.’

Gerry stared into his pint. ‘I’m so sorry. I can’t even imagine.’

‘Don’t try,’ Sandra advised. ‘Tell me about you instead. Been earning the big bucks, getting that corner office, nice little secretary to tend your every want?’

Gerry snorted. ‘Something like that. Still working for the paterfamilias, on track for a partnership, and it’s about bloody time. Been married seven, no, eight years. Joy. That’s her name, not… We are happy, though. One boy, Xander, nice little chap. Well, more than nice, you know. Lovely kid. Lovely.’

He was waffling, in that way he had when he didn’t quite know how to stop.

‘And where are you and Joy residing?’ Sandra asked. ‘Kensington? Chelsea? Or are you roughing it in the wilds of East Dulwich?’

‘Ha, very good. No, in fact we’re actually spending some time out of the city, that’s why I was gathering friends, for a sort of leaving do. Turns out Joy’s parents owned this pile in the country; Hautmond Hall, it’s called. Huge bloody place. They passed away a few years ago and after a certain amount of legal chicanery it finally became Joy’s, so late last year we popped down to take a look and she just… well, not fell in love with the place, because she grew up there. Rekindled her affection, I suppose. So we handed the Chelsea flat over to a letting agent and we’re going to be living down there for a while, getting things in order.’

There was a smatter of polite applause and Sandra looked along the table to see Barry-Brad-Bart balancing a fiver on his nose to the amusement of both Julie and Judy. Sandra knew she ought to include them, make small talk, but frankly it seemed too much effort. Besides, this was nice, just catching up. She was actually enjoying herself.

‘So you’re proper landed gentry now?’ she asked, sticking her nose in the air and pulling it back with one finger. ‘Lord Gerrington Esquire of Pygmy-on-the-Wold?’

He shrugged. ‘I mean, essentially. Though officially it’s Joy’s land, not mine.’

‘And what does she do with herself, this lucky woman who snared our Gerry? Yummy mummy? Lady of leisure?’

‘Interior designer, actually. Or at least she used to be, until Xander showed up. But she’s got big plans for the house. Guided tours, dinner parties, the whole shebang. Seriously, you should pop down sometime.’

‘Oh, sure,’ Sandra laughed. ‘I can just imagine it. Allow me to introduce our guests for this evening’s soiree, darling: Princess Beatrice, Sir Troughs-a-lot MP and Sandra Riley of Whalley Range, M16, whom I penetrated twice in my second year at university.’

Gerry blushed then, as she’d known he would. But there was a glint in his eye too, as though he was pleased she even remembered.

‘You and Joy would get on, actually,’ he told her. ‘Maybe you wouldn’t necessarily bond over a shared love of gender theory and punk music, but you’re both smart, opinionated women. And you’ve got me in common.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘I’m sure you’re right, but let’s just back-burner the visitation for now, shall we? I’m not even sure what I’ll be doing tomorrow, never mind planning a trip to the country.’

Gerry frowned. ‘But won’t you be, I don’t know, is recovering the right word? Taking some time? Getting your affairs in order?’

Sandra sighed. ‘Chance’d be a fine thing. I have to work, Gerry. Like, urgently. You don’t know how pricey getting sick can be. I haven’t earned a regular wage in years, even before the pandemic, which fucked everything even more. Half Vin’s scans got cancelled, we tried to pool what we had and go private but we couldn’t… Shit, you don’t really need to know all this, do you?’

‘I want to. I’m here for it. Honestly.’

Sandra shook her head. She could tell he meant it, but she was suddenly too tired. ‘I’m sorry, Gerry. Another time. It was awful, let’s leave it there.’

He tipped the dregs of the champagne bottle into her empty flute. ‘So what’s your plan, then? Will you find work easily, do you think?’

‘With a gap that big in my CV? I mean, it’s possible. And I’m not proud, I’ll take whatever I can get, even if it means washing dishes. But it’s not going to be fun. I’m already pretty knackered, you know?’

She felt close to tears and knew that Gerry could see it; he clapped his hands and gave her an insistent smile. ‘Well then, that settles it. You can’t just bid farewell to the man you loved then go straight into some shitty service job, it’s absurd.’

‘It’s what people do,’ Sandra insisted.

‘Not if they’re friends of mine,’ Gerry said, trying to force some humour into his voice. ‘Take a week off. Hell, take a month. Come down to Hautmond, stick your feet up and don’t think about anything except yourself. You can help Joy pick out curtain fabrics or something, you’ll bring that earthy touch, that common—’

‘Stop it.’ Sandra slammed her palm on the table with more force than she’d meant to. Julie looked round, her coat half on. Judy seemed to have wandered off and Bart-Barry-Brad was playing the quiz machines.

‘Just stop it,’ Sandra repeated, lowering her voice. ‘I know you mean well, Gerry, but you can’t just waltz in here and start handing out golden tickets like some prep school Willy Wonka. I don’t need your charity.’

Gerry’s lips thinned and she fully expected him to back off, the way he would’ve done back in the day. But instead he just stared back, and in his eyes she saw something firm, a determination that seemed almost out of place.

‘It’s not charity,’ he told her. ‘It’s one old friend offering another some much-needed breathing space. Honestly, you haven’t seen this place, you could have a whole bloody wing to yourself. You wouldn’t even need to speak to us if you didn’t want to.’

‘I have to work,’ Sandra repeated. ‘I’ve got debts, Gerry, and if you offer to pay them I’ll scream. I’ve got half a pint of milk and a piece of cheese this big in the fridge. I’ve got’ – she tugged out her change and counted it in front of him – ‘two pounds and fourteen pence for some Super Noodles on the way home.’

‘What about life insurance?’ Gerry asked.

‘Oh come on, you knew Vin. That ran out yonks ago.’

‘Benefits, then. Government stuff. I always understood there was some kind of… what do they call it? Social safety net.’

‘Yes, your lot always assume that. You probably think we’re all buying flatscreens on our jobseeker’s allowance. But I can’t get a carer’s subsidy any more because he’s dead, so I’d have to switch over to regular unemployment. Which can take up to eight weeks to come through, and like I said, two pounds and fourteen pence.’

Gerry looked at his hands and nodded slowly.

‘Fine,’ he said. ‘But will you at least let me buy you some chips?’









CHAPTER TWO

for some absurd reason Sandra had assumed that the final weeks of Vin’s life would be the worst of hers, and that once he was gone she’d feel some kind of relief, or release. The thing she’d dreaded for so many years would’ve happened and now she could start to move forward – not forget, of course, but start to process, to rationalise, to sift through the rubble and work out what was left. But even before those two dreadful telephone calls, the week after the funeral was crueller than she could’ve imagined.

It didn’t help that it started with a hangover. She’d let Gerry ply her with drinks, pints turning to whiskies before he’d finally bundled her into an Uber, on his account of course. She’d woken the next morning in a state of complete physical horror, vomiting herself weak and crawling back to bed only to shiver sleeplessly in self-disgust and grief. Her plan to find work had gone out the window, she didn’t think even her former colleagues would want to employ someone who shook ceaselessly and couldn’t stop crying.

By the evening she’d managed to sleep it off, but that only meant she was up all night eating Aldi corn flakes from the box and trying to distract herself with reality TV and cooking shows. She made her calls the following morning, scrolling through her saved contacts only to find that half the numbers were disconnected or rang unanswered, and the rest were all apologetic but honest; between London rents and the rising cost of basically everything this was the worst time to be asking, they’d already had to lay off staff and it’d be a miracle if they lasted till spring.

She did get one lead, the number of a catering agency with a dodgy reputation that she’d always managed to avoid in the past. She called them up and got an online interview booked for that afternoon, so once she’d emailed over her CV she tidied up the living room as best she could, angling the laptop so they’d see a blank wall rather than the leftover boxes of adult nappies stacked in the corner.

The interview was straightforward; Sandra was honest about her situation and the woman on the other end was sympathetic but businesslike. She could report to a warehouse near Heathrow at six a.m. on Monday, shift to last until four in the afternoon, so-called ‘living’ wage minus an hour for lunch, no guarantee of regular employment. Sandra knew she was being exploited, but she also knew she had no choice.

She spent the weekend trying to sort through the mountain of paperwork that had accrued in the wake of Vin’s death. Somehow it didn’t help that she’d gone through this same process after her mum died; all the forms seemed different now, and there were so many of them. The thing she kept putting off was the mortgage; she knew they’d fallen behind but the last few months had been such a nightmare, it’d been easier just to stick her head in the sand. Which by Sunday afternoon she was ready to do again, staggering back to bed and collapsing into the unwashed sheets.

At least they didn’t smell of him. It had been months since Vin had been strong enough to make it upstairs to the bed they’d shared for a decade previously, the one they’d found on Freecycle and carted up there in a borrowed Transit van. That was when the house was new, or at least new to them; Sandra had never expected to own property so the novelty of it was still startling, like being tied down and unexpectedly free at the same time. They’d fixed it up themselves in slow, affordable increments; for years their idea of a holiday was a week spent painting the bedroom during the day and polishing off two bottles of wine each night. Which even then she didn’t take for granted: she’d look at friends’ photos of their fortnight in Saigon and just think, sure, but I got to varnish the skirting boards then cuddle on the sofa with this guy. She knew they were turning into a pair of ex-punk clichés; they barely even went to gigs any more and Vin owned two cardigans. But again, she didn’t care; the only people fit to judge them were each other.

And it had all paid off when he first got sick. Then, the house had become more than just a home; it was their foxhole, a place to hunker down and pretend that none of it was happening. Everything was the same, the records on their shelves and the old movie posters in their frames and the creepy mannequin on her plinth; the throw on the bed and the paint on the walls, the paint they’d put there themselves. Nothing had changed, so how could anything be wrong?

*   *   *

She set her alarm for four a.m. but didn’t end up needing it; she was awake from two, staring at a line on the ceiling and wondering if it was a crack in the plaster or just dirt. When she finally put the light on she saw that in fact it was the supporting limb of a spiderweb, and felt oddly comforted. So she wasn’t alone in here, after all.

Sandra kept her hands in her pockets as she walked to the tube, crunching through frozen slush, the only person on the street until she got close to Finsbury Park where the bagel bakeries were open all night. She trudged beneath the rattling railway bridge with its low steel girders and stench of piss, passing two men asleep on piled cardboard and an elderly woman awake and begging. Sandra apologised and said she hadn’t any change, and for the first time in her life it was true; she’d had to borrow an old Oyster card from Judy just to cover the return journey. But as she looked into the woman’s eyes she felt a stab of fear. Maybe she’d had a loved one once, and a house, and a job in a stable industry. For a moment the ground felt just a little less solid, like the cracks in the pavement were about to open beneath her. They didn’t, though.

The Piccadilly line seemed endless, limping through central London and out the other side. The catering warehouse was a twenty-minute walk from Hatton Cross station through snowy, half-lit industrial estates, where with every step Sandra felt less and less safe and the sound of a delivery driver slamming the shutters on his van sliced at her nerves.

There was a small crowd outside the warehouse, no one speaking or looking at each other, breath-clouds billowing beneath the security light. When the supervisor arrived she didn’t say a word, just unlocked the iron door and flicked a switch to reveal an echoing hangar lined with prep tables, industrial freezers and shiny metal caskets that Sandra recognised as the kind they served airplane food from. Everyone sanitised their hands and was given a hairnet by the supervisor; she had a brittle, offish air about her, the kind of person who’d say things like I’m not here to make friends. But perhaps she was just ground down from working in this shithole.

A young man was assigned to show Sandra to her station, so skinny that he looked like a knotted rope in a Primark shirt. He introduced himself as Wahid and she introduced herself as Sandra, and within five minutes he’d given her a printed recipe folder and shown her where they kept the ingredients, told her what pots to use and how much she should expect to produce in how much time. She asked him if he’d been a chef before this and he said he’d worked in the Amazon warehouse down the road, but back in the camps he’d helped out in the kitchens. She didn’t ask what camps, because she knew the answer would upset her and it was still too fucking early.

In the end, the first day wasn’t too bad; she spent the morning making Moroccan chicken and cheesy pasta and what they called beef bourguignon but was really just weak stew, passing them off to Wahid for cooling and plating. At lunch she reported to the supervisor to collect the small advance that had been arranged for her; the woman handed it over in a brown envelope, giving Sandra a disparaging smirk that made her feel like a teenager working Saturdays under the counter.

Wahid showed her to a baked potato van in the middle of the estate and they sat on the kerb making broken small talk, then in the afternoon they were on breakfasts: reconstituted scrambled eggs and boiled sausages that both looked and stank like week-old dick. By knocking-off time Sandra was shattered, too weary to think as she rattled east and trudged home, ate corn flakes and put herself to bed. The next day was much the same, and the one after. Then on Thursday she broke.

It was an arctic morning, the last hard frost of winter, and when the homeless woman wasn’t under the bridge Sandra couldn’t help wondering what had happened to her. In all likelihood she’d simply gathered enough coins yesterday to book herself into a shelter, but it still set Sandra’s nerves on edge. She transferred her last pound into the watch pocket of her jeans, promising herself that if she saw the woman again she’d give it to her.

The estate at Hatton seemed darker than ever, sparse lights glancing on filthy snowdrifts. Shadows shifted at the limits of her vision and crows croaked against the coming of day; Sandra slipped and caught herself, slipped again and landed on her hands and knees on black ice. She was feeling increasingly shaky; Wahid looked at her askance as she arrived at the warehouse but before he could say anything the supervisor came with her keys and they entered, the sharp tang of vinegar bracing Sandra’s nostrils as she slathered her hands in seminal sanitiser gel.

The first cook was a write-off; she misread the recipe and used bechamel instead of cheese sauce, so the whole tray had to be tossed. On the second she burned her wrist on a pot handle but said nothing; she just wrapped it in a damp tea towel and pressed on. But by mid-morning they were way behind schedule and the supervisor was glaring at Sandra from her office doorway, tapping her foot.

The fresh air at lunchtime was a blessed relief, but walking to the potato van she saw Vin coming the other way and waved excitedly, only to realise it was just a guy who barely looked like him but was now staring at her in total confusion. Wahid led her to a bench and she sat heavily, feeling like she’d just had her prayers answered and smashed again before she even knew what was happening. Back in the warehouse she was shaking so hard she could barely hold a knife without risking injury. Wahid kept glancing across from his station, but she knew that if he asked her what was wrong she’d freak. So she just stared at the stove, gripping a wooden spoon for about half a hour until the supervisor came and led her to the office.

Afterwards, Sandra realised that the woman’s rudeness had probably saved them both. If she’d displayed even a quantum of sympathy Sandra might’ve broken down right there, and Christ knows how the day would’ve ended. But when the supervisor just dropped into her chair and said, ‘You can leave for the day but we won’t be able to pay you,’ Sandra instantly knew she’d be able to hold it together.

Of course her first instinct was to slap the woman across her foundation-caked face, but she needed the work so instead she let her anger simmer, bringing sharpness back to the world. ‘I’ll get my stuff,’ she managed, fists in pockets. ‘I’ll come back tomorrow.’

The supervisor’s eyes narrowed, but all she gave was a quick nod. So Sandra retrieved her jacket and bag, said a quick goodbye to Wahid who she’d never see again, and headed for the door. She needed rest, she told herself, she needed to eat a meal and take a pill and sleep until four in the morning, then it was just one more day until the weekend.

*   *   *

The first of the phone calls came when she was still on the tube, in the daylight stretch between Acton Town and Hammersmith. It was the catering agency calling to let Sandra know that her services would no longer be required; they were only looking for reliable staff who could be trusted to put in a full day’s work. Sandra tried to explain but just then the train went back underground, which she knew would make it seem like she’d hung up. She considered getting off and finding somewhere to call back but she was shaking again and couldn’t get her thoughts together. So she waited until Finsbury Park, by which time no one was picking up.

The second call came right after she got home, still reeling from the suddenness of her dismissal and wondering what the hell she was going to do now. It was from a company called Oak Leaf Capital, who Sandra dimly recalled had something to do with the house. She told the caller that yes, she had time to talk, then she kicked herself hard in the shin three times to focus.

‘...Miz Riley?’ the voice was asking. ‘Miz Riley, are you there?’

Sandra nodded. ‘I’m here.’

‘Good, I’m so glad to have caught you. My name is Chiara Stone, I’m representing Oak Leaf Capital, you’ve been dealing with us in regard to your mortgage?’

Sandra bit her lip. ‘Okay,’ she said at last.

‘As you know, the mortgage on your property hasn’t been paid for seven months now. That’s rather a long time, Miz Riley.’

Sandra frowned. Had it really been that long?

‘It’s been a difficult time. I’ve been… distracted. But shouldn’t I have got, I don’t know, some letters or something? Reminders?’

‘You certainly should,’ the woman said. ‘Letters were sent. Are you saying you never received them?’

There was no mistaking the disbelief in her voice, but Sandra decided to press ahead with the lie. ‘I didn’t,’ she said. ‘Receive them, I mean.’

The woman hmmed. ‘Well, that’s unfortunate. Of course, we do understand about your situation, which is why we’ve held off calling you until now. But with your husband gone and your insurance lapsed, I’m afraid we’re simply unable to delay these proceedings any longer.’

Sandra sank onto the sofa. ‘Proceedings? What are you talking about?’

‘I’m talking about your debts, Miz Riley,’ the woman said, her voice just a degree colder now. ‘We simply can’t allow you to remain in the property indefinitely if the mortgage isn’t going to be paid.’

‘Hang on, you want to take my house?’

‘I don’t want to,’ the woman told her. ‘Believe me, it’s the last thing I want. But as far as I can see, you’ve left us no choice.’

Sandra pressed the phone to her ear. ‘Hang on. Just, fucking… hang on.’

‘There’s no need for—’ the woman began.

‘Who are you again?’ Sandra cut her off. ‘What do you… who are you again?’

The woman took a breath. ‘My name is Chiara Stone. I’m the Deputy Chief Financial Officer at Oak Leaf Capital.’

‘Deputy Chief?’ Sandra asked. ‘Why are you dealing with mortgage arrears, don’t you have, I don’t know, little people for that?’

‘In light of the difficulties you’re facing, it was felt that a senior authority should handle things. It’s a token of our respect; we’re showing you that we don’t take your situation lightly.’

‘Well that’s…’ Sandra said. ‘I suppose that’s thoughtful. But it doesn’t change anything, does it? You’re still going to take my home.’

‘Unless you pay the outstanding arrears, that’s correct.’

‘The funeral was a week ago,’ Sandra muttered. ‘It was a week ago.’

‘And we waited a week to allow you to get your affairs in order.’ It was the same expression Gerry had used; Sandra wondered if they all consulted the same phrasebook. ‘But we cannot wait any longer. Now, do you have anything of value in the property?’

Sandra was astonished at the bluntness of the question but perhaps it was standard too, she wouldn’t know. ‘Not really. The TV’s a piece of shit, the laptop’s not much better. The records are all scratched. Vin’s guitar got… broken.’ Smashed to kindling, more like, one night when his hands were shaking so hard he could barely hold the fretboard, and the rage just tore out of him and destroyed the only thing he loved besides the house and her.

‘So all that you have of value is the house,’ Stone said. ‘You’re also jobless, and not actively seeking benefits?’

‘I wasn’t jobless until this afternoon,’ Sandra said. ‘And the benefits take weeks to come through.’

‘You never formally registered as your husband’s carer, though, did you? That’s a pity. It might’ve made things easier.’

‘I didn’t know I was meant to,’ Sandra said, almost truthfully. ‘I mean, I got the forms but I never got round to filling them out. He seemed to be getting better, you know, and then the pandemic—’

‘Yes of course. Terrible business. You can’t imagine how busy we were.’

Sandra took a sharp breath, then something took over.

‘Sorry, but who the fuck do you think you are? You call me up, you don’t give me any kind of warning, I don’t know you from Eve and you just… you talk like…’

‘I’ve told you who I am,’ the woman snapped. ‘Twice. I’ve also tried to tell you that I don’t respond well to cursing. Now, I’ve attempted to be reasonable, but this has been your final warning. You have the weekend either to pay the monies owed or to vacate the property before we call in the bailiffs.’

‘What about…’ Sandra began, without any real idea how she was going to finish the sentence. ‘What about a lawyer. Can I get a lawyer?’

‘You’re welcome to seek legal counsel,’ Stone replied. ‘But our case is watertight, believe me.’

‘But I don’t have anywhere to go,’ Sandra pleaded. ‘This is my home, you can’t—’

‘Yes, we can,’ Stone said, and there was a click as the line went dead.









CHAPTER THREE

a memory of some sunlit afternoon, speeding through the Peak District in Gerry’s dad’s old Daimler, over Snake Pass to one of those filthy North Manchester squat gigs or off on an impulse mission to buy Bakewell tarts at the source. The hum of the engine and the drab expanse of the moors, and the blended smell of Murray Mints and cigar smoke steeped into every inch of the leather interior. Gerry sitting upright at the wheel with Sandra hunched beside him in the passenger seat, her knees tucked up and her shoulder against the door frame; Vin in the back with his chin on her chair, one arm slipping through the gap to cradle her stomach. All of them debating as they loved to do; setting the world to wrongs, as Vin called it.

‘But don’t you see?’ Gerry was saying, one hand gesturing in the rear-view mirror. ‘You talk about the poverty trap but the truth is we’re all in the same trap, rich and poor. Do you think I asked to be sent away by my own family to some freezing dorm with a bunch of boys who were just as scared as me? And you know, everything you’ve heard about those schools is true, the fagging and the beatings, it’s all real. So how come everyone’s only ever like, oh, won’t someone think of the poor children?’

‘So what, you want to start a charity?’ Sandra laughed. ‘Save the Rich Kids?’

‘Why not?’ Gerry demanded. ‘Either way, my point is that it’s a trap for all of us. The whole stinking system.’

‘But your lot are the ones who perpetuate it,’ Vin pointed out. ‘You keep it going because you’re the ones on top.’

‘That’s not the only reason,’ Gerry said. ‘It’s not just self-interest.’

‘No, there’s tradition as well. The fine old feudal custom of rogering the lower classes.’

‘That’s not what I mean,’ Gerry said, struggling to put his thoughts into words. ‘Listen, just try, for once, to imagine it. Try to put yourself in our shoes. You grow up constantly being told that you’re special, that you’re one of the elite. Your grandparents won the war, their grandparents conquered India and brought civilisation to the fuzzy-wuzzies. Your dad’s filthy rich, half your friends’ parents are lords or CEOs, you live in a massive house, you have the finest clothes and three cars and all the PlayStation games money can buy.’

‘Sounds brutal,’ Vin muttered, and Sandra pinched the back of his hand.

‘But at the same time you’re totally fucking miserable, like, all the time,’ Gerry went on. ‘When you’re little your parents dump you with a nanny, then the first chance they get they send you away altogether. You’re packed off to one of the so-called finest schools in the country, where you’re constantly terrified that you’re about to get laughed at or screamed at or beaten up or worse. Then if – God forbid – you don’t display the level of intellectual brilliance that everyone expects of you, you get teased by your so-called friends and told you’re not trying hard enough by your teachers, pretty much all of whom resent you anyway, and by your parents, who only want to hear from you when you’re showing them in a quote-unquote “good light”, and the rest of the time couldn’t give a shit. Are you honestly surprised that in a situation like that, it might be hard to produce people with any sense of empathy towards others? Of course not. You’re going to end up with an entire social class of emotionally maladjusted basket cases who shit on everyone else because they got shat on first.’

‘But how is that any worse than what the rest of us get?’ Vin demanded. ‘I admit, it sounds pretty wank, but at least you get regular meals and fancy holidays while you’re being shat on.’

‘I didn’t say it was worse,’ Gerry pointed out. ‘I said it was as bad.’

‘But it’s not. I’d rather have had your upbringing than mine.’

‘Bollocks,’ Sandra snorted. ‘You had a great time growing up, you said so. Your gran loved you, you had loads of good mates. And you’re proud of where you come from, too. You hardly ever shut up about it.’

‘But most of the kids I grew up with had it much worse than me,’ Vin countered. ‘At school and at home.’

‘And so did Gerry,’ Sandra said. ‘He didn’t choose it, any more than they did. It sounds rough, I’m sorry you had to go through it.’

Gerry glanced at her. ‘Thank you.’

‘But at the same time,’ Sandra went on, holding up a finger, ‘I still don’t think it’s an excuse. Once you get to a certain age you ought to be able to think for yourself, and not be driven by whatever horrors you went through as a kid. So if you end up becoming a venture capitalist or an arms dealer or a fucking Tory MP that’s on you, not your school or your parents or whoever else. I mean, look at you, Gerry. You went through it all and came out okay, didn’t you? You’re not going to turn around and start shafting the poor just to get ahead.’

‘He would if they’d let him,’ Vin muttered darkly.

Sandra pinched him again, hard. ‘You know what I mean. He’s a good man, our Gerry. Despite everything they did to him. A good man.’

*   *   *

And he still is, she thought as they swung into Seven Sisters Road, the Bentley purring as it headed north into the pelting rain. Still ready to go above and beyond for the people he cares about. This Joy, she’s a lucky woman.

Gerry had arrived at Sandra’s house shortly after lunch, flanked by uniformed removal men ready to pack her life into cardboard boxes and ship it to the nearest storage facility. She’d filled a large rucksack for herself, mostly clothes and photo albums and the green plastic tub containing Vin’s ashes, plus a few sentimental items like the printed lyrics to Nazi Punks Fuck Off that he’d always kept framed by his bedside. She’d overseen the packing for as long as she could bear, watching as they bundled up the books and the records and sellotaped the mannequin in bubble wrap, stripping the house bare for the bailiffs. Then she’d left them to it and gone to sit on the front wall, sipping tea and trying not to think about the fact that her whole existence was being pulled apart, piece by piece.

Her mind was exhausted and her body felt cored like an apple; the grief was still so raw, a nagging insistence that wouldn’t let her be. But this wasn’t a pain she wanted to ignore, she didn’t want to sedate or distract herself. Rather, she wanted the mental space so she could give herself over to it – spend time with it, and remember.

Gerry had assured her there was a legal answer to all this, he’d already promised to email a junior partner at his dad’s firm who dealt with repossession law and mortgage arrears. He would come back with a plan and some costings, but for now Gerry strongly suggested that Sandra do as that Stone woman demanded, because if the bailiffs showed up when she was still here it could all turn nasty. And she should put her things in storage, too, just so they were safe. He was happy to pay for it, and the first month was free anyway.

Sandra had refused, of course, and she’d spent the whole of last night considering every possible alternative, from selling the house to selling her organs. But the latter would take too long, and the former was just unthinkable; this was her home, she couldn’t lose it. So around four in the morning she’d looked up at the ceiling and admitted to the spider that she had no choice – it was this or the street.

She’d phoned Gerry on his way to work and he’d sounded genuinely pleased, like he’d been waiting for her call and now all he had to do was set things in motion. By early afternoon the movers had arrived, and now there was nothing for Sandra to do except sit motionless as they heaved everything into the removal van, the bed and the sofa and the mirrors and the wardrobe, stacked up like Tetris until the back came down with a rattling bang. And with that she felt a wave of release, an unexpectedly welcome sense of relinquishing control into the hands of others.

She let Gerry carry her bag from the hallway, peeping back through the front window into the bare-walled living room like she was spying on a stranger. She didn’t know if she’d ever see the place again, but in that moment she was too weary to care.

In the car she assumed the old position, legs tucked and body slumped, her jacket bundled under her head to muffle the vibrations. She didn’t look back as they pulled away, she just let herself be carried off, as helpless as a child.

‘Should take about an hour, maybe more, depending on traffic,’ Gerry said as they hit the North Circular. ‘If you felt like having a doze.’

The heater was blowing and her eyes did feel heavy, but Sandra wasn’t sure she wanted to sleep; somehow it felt rude, after he’d come all this way to get her.

‘So you drive an hour to work every morning?’ she asked. ‘Seems a bit much.’

Gerry shrugged. ‘By the time I’ve dropped Xander off it’s closer to two, but it’s not like I have much choice. My office is in town and so’s his school. Though it does mean getting him up at six a.m. which he loves, as you can imagine.’

‘Isn’t there somewhere local he could go? A school nearer by?’

Gerry sighed. ‘You’d have to discuss that with Joy. Or actually, don’t, she gets funny about it. But like I said before, this is all temporary. Don’t get me wrong, the Hall is incredible, sometimes I have to pinch myself to make sure I’m not dreaming. But London’s still home, our friends are here, our life’s still here. Once the place is fixed up and we’re ready to open it to the public, we’ll come back. That’s why we didn’t sell the Chelsea flat, so it’s there for us to move back into.’

Sandra watched the city slide past the window, the lights from bus stops and chicken shops blurred by the rain. She and Vin had never so much as discussed leaving London, even when their friends began to head back north to be closer to their families or raise broods of their own. Everything they needed was right here – pubs and gigs and cinemas, good art and employment opportunities, and when Vin got sick they had immediate access to the best medical care, at least until Covid and successive governments broke everything.

Besides, neither of them really had any family left to speak of; it was one of the things they’d bonded over. Sandra’s mum had been diagnosed with cancer just after she left for uni, and once she was gone there was no reason to stay in touch with her dad; he was an avid Daily Mail reader who genuinely seemed to believe that gender-fluid asylum seekers were coming to steal his pension. Vin had lost both his folks in a car wreck before he could even remember, and had been raised by a doting grandmother; she’d passed peacefully the year he moved down, so after that neither of them had anywhere else to be.

Now as London slipped away in the rear-view mirror Sandra found that she didn’t feel anything at all, no remorse, no pull. It was Vin that she’d been tied to, she realised, him and their home together, not this grubby old metropolis. Let it take care of itself, at least for a little while.

They followed the M1 north for about twenty miles before draining off onto a strip-lit dual carriageway, the rain petering out but the sky still dark as mortar. The roads got smaller and the trees denser, interspersed with fallow fields of winter grey. She wondered where they were, exactly; what was the nearest town of any size? Her knowledge of English geography outside of London and the North-West had always been blurry, now she wished she’d paid a bit more attention.

The Bentley slowed as they hummed through a succession of mock-Tudor towns, every face pale and veiny, every lamppost flying the George Cross. The heartland, Sandra thought, and felt like a snob. Then as they passed the outskirts of a larger conurbation Gerry gestured to a supermarket all lit up, one of those enormous out-of-town places with petrol and parking and a Wild Bean Cafe.

‘That’s the nearest shop of any size,’ he said. ‘We get most things delivered, but it’s handy for bits and pieces. Still a bit of a drive, though.’

‘Well that rules me out,’ Sandra admitted. ‘I never got my licence.’

Gerry looked at her. ‘Seriously? How is that… How old are you?’

She laughed. ‘I live in London, Gerry. We have buses and tubes and everything.’

‘Sure, but…’ He seemed genuinely shocked. ‘Well, you’re going to be pretty limited out here, in that case. There’s a post office in the village, that’s a bit nearer but it’s not somewhere you’d choose to go if you could avoid it. It’s not even a village, really, it probably was once but now it’s more like a suburb. Nearest pub’s there, too, if you fancy getting your skull cracked.’

‘Sounds delightful. But I just need to focus on getting my head together, I doubt I’ll be doing much exploring.’

They soon abandoned the main road, turning onto a pitted tarmac lane between high hedges of gnarly hawthorn. Grey-green pastures sloped down on either side and Sandra saw herds of fat Friesians grazing in the failing light. Then they hit an incline and she had the sudden sense of things falling away, of the world opening up.

The car slowed, rolling to the crest of a steep rise, and there in the valley below she saw Hautmond Hall, a swollen shape against the rising fields, boxy and unfitting.

Sandra shivered despite the heater, an ugly feeling passing through her as she gazed upon the house. She bit her lip, wondering at her reaction – was it the building itself that had given her the shudders, or what it represented? No, that couldn’t be it; she’d worked near Whitehall and on the Strand, she’d been around money. It must be something about this place in particular that irked her.

Either way, the feeling didn’t persist; in fact it was already fading, her nerves settling as Gerry let the Bentley roll, over the ridge and down the slope. ‘Home sweet home,’ he grinned. ‘I know it doesn’t look like much, but it’s bigger on the inside.’

‘You weren’t kidding,’ Sandra said, as the house vanished briefly behind a hedge only to emerge again even larger. ‘It’s an actual real-life stately fucking home.’

‘What were you expecting? Three-bed semi?’

‘No, but… how many bedrooms does it have, out of interest?’

‘Haven’t had time to count them,’ Gerry admitted. ‘The top floor’s still shut off and the old servants’ wing is a complete maze, there’s stairs and landings and corridors, doors and doors and doors. I couldn’t even hazard a guess.’

A sudden, unpleasant thought struck Sandra. ‘Hang on, you haven’t actually got those, have you? Servants, I mean. Maids and butlers and stuff?’

‘God, no. We hired a couple of folk to give it a good clean before we moved in, just the rooms we’re actually liable to use. Joy has talked about paying someone to tame the garden at the back, parts of it are running a bit wild, which I must admit I rather like. But it wouldn’t be on a live-in basis, that’d be mad. We’re not Downton Abbey.’

He glanced over, and in his expression Sandra saw an awkwardness bordering on guilt. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

Gerry shook his head. ‘I just… Well, I hope you don’t think I’m being insensitive. Going on about the enormity of my new home when you’ve just lost yours.’

‘I haven’t lost it,’ Sandra told him. ‘I’m getting it back. That’s what you said.’

‘Of course,’ Gerry said quickly. ‘I just… I’m aware of how it might appear. Three people, living in a place this size. But we really are just here to fix the place up.’

‘It’s okay,’ Sandra said. ‘I’m not judging you, Gerry. It’d be a bit bloody rich if I was, considering all you’re doing for me. Anyway, I’m not that wide-eyed young idealist any more. I know how the world works. And if I didn’t, the last few days would’ve taught me.’

The road dipped for a final time and from here the scale of the property was even more pronounced, the red-brick perimeter wall encircling a great sweep of pasture dotted with leafless oaks and molehills. In the centre, the hall stood tall against the darkling sky, prickled with turrets and chimneys like some bloated porcupine. It was like something from a tale, Sandra reflected, but not one of those cosy fairy stories about sleeping princesses and misunderstood beasts; Hautmond was bleaker somehow, more Gothic, the sort of place where murders were committed at the stroke of midnight and ex-wives found themselves bricked up in attics.

‘Makes you think, though, doesn’t it?’ Gerry asked, breaking her train of thought. ‘What do you suppose happened to them all? The ladies’ maids and under-butlers; the scullery girls and footmen. A century ago there’d have been fifty people living and working at Hautmond, minimum. So where did they all end up? Stuck in cafes and call centres, I suppose.’

‘Hey, don’t knock cafes and call centres,’ Sandra said. ‘At least you don’t get woken up at five every morning to warm some duchess’s marmalade. And you don’t have to worry about getting knocked up by the lord of the manor, either.’

Gerry shot her a comically lascivious grin, then he flicked the indicator and hit the brakes. Up ahead there was a gap in the wall, a rusted steel gateway framed by stone pillars chiselled into the shapes of leaves and flowers, all worn and discoloured by the weather. They rattled over a cattle grid and into a narrow drive; up ahead the house was a black mass, rearing to swallow them. In front was a gravel courtyard into which the Bentley pulled, coming to a stop beside some kind of hulking off-roader with mud on its wheels.

Gerry heaved on the handbrake. ‘Joy’s very excited. I’ve told her everything about you.’

Sandra glanced at him. ‘Oh yes? Everything?’

Gerry blushed. ‘Well, she knows we dated. But that was decades ago, and she’s not a jealous woman. Come on.’

Sandra climbed from the car, working the stiffness from her legs. There was a restless discomfort growing inside her, like black beetles scuttling in her gut. The journey had been dreamy and mindless, now things were starting to feel real again.

A wedge of light slanted across the courtyard as the front door opened and a pair of silhouetted shapes emerged. Shoes crunched on the gravel, a striding pace and a scurrying one.

‘Welcome, welcome,’ Joy said briskly, looking Sandra straight up and down, taking her in with a single glance. She was attractive, dark and full and oddly birdlike, but not in the way people usually meant it, implying slenderness and fragility. Joy was more like a pheasant: exact and watchful, not quite plump but definitely well-feathered. Her son hid behind his mother’s skirts, peering out reluctantly; he was six or maybe seven, pale and perfectly blond like a Midwich Cuckoo.

‘It’s so lovely to have you,’ Joy said, and her hand when Sandra took it was freshly scrubbed and redolent with lavender. ‘I’m so sorry for everything you’ve been through. Gerry told me. Unimaginably awful.’

Her sympathy was so abrupt and so genuine that it almost made Sandra weaken, but she managed to keep her spine straight. ‘Thank you,’ she said hoarsely. ‘And thank you for having me here. It really means a lot.’

‘Don’t even think of it,’ Joy said, waving a hand. ‘I mean, look at this place. We could take in fifty grieving widows and still have an entire wing left over. Now Gerry, be a dear and fetch her things, won’t you? It’s bitter out here.’









CHAPTER FOUR

gerry led the way across the courtyard, Sandra’s tatty rucksack thrown over his shoulder. Xander peered up at her, his eyes big beneath a flop of fringe.

‘Mother says you’re going to be staying with us,’ he ventured.

‘That’s right. I’m Sandra. And you must be Xander. Your dad’s told me all about you.’

This was hardly true but it seemed the right thing to say, because the boy beamed. He wore a navy blue sweater with a logo that Sandra didn’t recognise; it looked fairly standard but she suspected it cost more than her wedding ring.

‘I like your jumper,’ she told him, mostly because she couldn’t think of anything else to say.

‘Thank you,’ Xander replied. ‘I like your coat.’

Sandra looked down at her battered red leather jacket, the last thing she’d grabbed as she left the house. ‘I’m afraid it’s a bit scruffy. Now that I’m here, I feel like I should’ve come in, I don’t know, a tuxedo or something.’

He giggled and Sandra felt a rush of warmth, sudden and unexpected. She spotted a smear on the boy’s left cheek and some blind instinct almost drove her to tug the hankie from her pocket and spit on it, but with an effort of will she resisted.

Three semi-circular steps led up to the hall’s front entrance, where ivy-clad columns framed a pair of enormous doors crafted from slabs of solid oak. Beyond was a three-storey entrance hall, the floor tessellated with tiles of black and cream and the walls panelled with yet more varnished hardwood. They were hung with a gallery’s worth of framed portraits, mostly of scowling men in cloth hats and mutton chops, seated on horseback or surrounded by packs of hounds. Above the stone fireplace was a gold-trimmed mirror so vast it seemed to double the size of the hall, and facing it was a winged mahogany staircase, its balustrades carved with overlapping leaves and its solid square newel posts sprouting with wooden flowers.

But for all its splendour, Hautmond Hall was clearly on the wane. Everywhere Sandra looked she saw signs of decay: chips in the floor tiles and warps in the mirror, splits in the wood and fissures in the plasterwork, those painted faces spidered with networks of infinitesimal cracks. She had the sudden image of a grand old man whose health was failing, able still to stand and bark orders but riddled on the inside with sickness and malice. The knot in her stomach ratcheted tighter.

Gerry took her jacket and hung it on a hook with their own coats, the long rack festooned with mackintoshes and puffy jackets and fleeces big and small. By the door an elephant’s foot bristled with umbrellas, and near the fireplace a rosewood table bore a single Chinese vase; Sandra wondered how many years she’d have to work to buy one vase, and decided it was probably more than she had left. Still, as long as she didn’t break it, that wasn’t her problem.

Hearing a clatter she turned to see a furred shape pelting across the tiles, patchy-brown and snorting. The dog panted excitedly as he scuttled from Xander to Gerry to Sandra, ears flapping as he sniffed her boots and grizzled suspiciously.

‘Settle down, Horatio,’ Joy admonished. ‘This is a friend.’

Sandra crouched and the dog lowered his brindled snout, snuffling at her hand.

‘He’s an English foxhound,’ Gerry said. ‘At least, that’s the breed. The one time he actually met a fox it didn’t go so well. You can still see the scratch, there, on his nose.’

‘Filthy thing,’ Joy muttered with venom. ‘It just went for him, right in broad daylight. We haven’t been able to let him go into the back garden since, in case it shows up again.’

Gripping the mantelpiece she changed her boots for indoor shoes, then she leaned close to Gerry and gave him a peck on the cheek. ‘Welcome home, love. I hope the drive wasn’t too arduous.’

He shrugged. ‘Much the same.’

‘Grand,’ Joy said, patting him on the arm. ‘Now, I was thinking. How would you like to do me a favour and play with Xander for a bit? I’d love to give our guest the 50p tour. Unless you were planning to?’

Gerry shook his head. ‘I suspect Sandra’s had quite enough of my company for one day. Why don’t me and the lad take Horatio down the drive for his evening w-a-l-k?’

At this the dog sprang up, ears pricked, and Gerry sighed. He headed for the door, herding boy and dog ahead of him. Joy watched them go. ‘What a pair,’ she said fondly. ‘I won’t lie, it’ll be nice to have another girl about the place.’

‘I bet,’ Sandra said. ‘We can discuss make-up and boys.’

Joy’s expression froze and Sandra wondered if she’d said the wrong thing; had Joy missed the joke? But after a brief silence the woman seemed to return to herself.

‘Perfect,’ she grinned. ‘Over a bottle of pink fizz, naturally. Now, I’m afraid my guide’s uniform is in the wash, but I shall do my best.’

‘You really don’t have to,’ Sandra said, feeling a bone-deep weariness and wondering how long she could remain both polite and standing. ‘I’d honestly be happy just to—’

‘Oh, tish,’ Joy said, waving a hand. ‘You deserve to know what you’ve got yourself into. Besides, I like showing the place off. You can’t really blame me, can you?’

Sandra shook her head. ‘No, I suppose not.’

‘First, a bit of history,’ Joy began. ‘There’s apparently been a house on this site for centuries; parts of the existing cellar are said to date back before the Conqueror. But Hautmond Hall as you see it was completed in 1692 by my ancestor Sir Edgar De Wynter, that’s him up there, over the stairs.’

Sandra lifted her gaze, wondering how she hadn’t noticed the enormous portrait before. In form it reminded her of a painting she’d studied in art class called The Laughing Cavalier, but there was nothing remotely humorous about this chap; his glowering face bristled with monstrous black moustaches and his blazing eyes glared back towards the mirror, as though challenging himself to fisticuffs.

‘Christ,’ she said. ‘Serious dude.’

‘Quite,’ Joy laughed. ‘It’s the eyes. Penetrating. He was a self-made man, an owner of ships and a trader of spices; you probably noticed the carvings on the stairs, they’re all spice plants, saffron and cinnamon and vanilla and whatever else. You’ll see tropical motifs all over the house, not that they manage to make the place feel any less chilly and British. Anyway, De Wynter made a pile of money out east then he came back here and married the daughter of the fellow who owned this land, after which he had the old house torn down and a new one put up. He hired the finest Dutch architects and the best English craftsmen but it still took a decade to complete, by which time both the wife and the father were no more, so it was just De Wynter and his sons and their army of servants.’

‘Sounds cosy,’ Sandra said.

‘Hardly,’ Joy snorted. ‘It’s not really that sort of place, is it? But this, as you can see, is the main hall. Decorated in the Regency style, which is to say a little much, at least for my taste. But I’m sure it was terribly fashionable in its day. Everywhere you look, there’s something striking.’

She pointed up and Sandra recognised the copper dome she’d seen from up on the hillside, its concave face painted midnight blue and spangled with silver shapes: stars, moons and a coiled serpent with a forked tongue. There was a row of windows beneath the cupola and a circular iron walkway like the rafters of a theatre.

‘And this fellow’s supposed to have been here as long as the house has been standing,’ Joy went on. ‘He used to scare the life out of me as a girl.’

Sandra almost flinched at the sight of the massive, barrel-chested figure looming over them until she saw that it was just a suit of armour, ancient and dented but still imposing. In its left hand was a spiked mace, the handle lashed with string to a hook on the wall so that the weapon stayed menacingly upright.

‘Big old brute, isn’t he?’ Joy chuckled. ‘I used to stand right here and wonder what would happen if the string broke and that mace came crashing down. Split my head like a grapefruit, probably. But I was that sort of girl.’

Sandra tore her eyes away. ‘Gerry said you were thinking about opening the house up,’ she said. ‘To the public, I mean.’

Joy nodded. ‘That’s the plan. A place like this requires a lot of upkeep, so if we could make it pay for itself, that’d be ideal. We’d start with public tours, maybe weddings and away days. Then photoshoots, murder parties, even television if anyone’s interested, the BBC must always be on the lookout for places to film those interminable period dramas. It was actually an idea my parents had first; they even went so far as to start the refurbishments. That would’ve been the reception desk over there.’

She gestured and Sandra saw a half-built plasterboard structure clinging to the wall, the edges so rough that it might’ve been chopped with a hacksaw. Beside it, part of the panelling had been removed and she could see through to the bricks beneath, the cement between them cracked and crumbling.

‘Being perennially short of cash, my father decided he could do the work himself,’ Joy explained in a bitter tone. ‘Bought a book on DIY, unearthed some old tools and set to work. God knows what it’ll cost to repair the damage, I’ve actually got a man coming in this week to take a look.’

‘So what happened?’ Sandra asked. ‘Why didn’t your dad finish the job?’

Joy pointed to the staircase; it was steep and uncarpeted, the wood shiny from centuries of use. ‘He slipped, right there. Hit his head, was dead before Mother found him. He was a drunk, I’m afraid. They both were. It was only a matter of time.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sandra said, but Joy just gestured to the first-floor landing, a broad walkway thirty feet above lined with closed doors and more paintings.

‘Mother hung herself from that banister three weeks later. Couldn’t live without him. Stupid, really.’ She smiled thinly. ‘You probably think I’m awful, just telling you like this. But it’s been seven years, I’ve made my peace. And you know, it wasn’t exactly a surprise. They were always… messy.’ She touched the post at the base of the steps, caressing the wooden flower that sprouted there. ‘This house was more of a parent to me than either of them.’

Then her face brightened and she clapped her hands. ‘Anyway, through those rather enormous doors over there is the dining room, which we haven’t got around to sorting out yet, and down that back corridor are the library and the drawing room, which is where you’ll tend to find me if I’m not in my office or chasing Xander around the garden. Which is also that way, across the terrace. But we’ll get to all that later, for now I imagine you could murder a cup of tea. Free with the tour, obviously.’

‘I thought you’d never ask.’

Through a wide-set doorway in the far wall was a passage so long that the end lay in shadow. ‘They called this the Long Gallery,’ Joy said. ‘You can see why.’

The gallery had a smell that Sandra recognised from childhood: beeswax and floor spray. There were diamond-lattice windows along one side, illuminating a grandfather clock the height of an exceedingly tall grandfather, and a facing wall lined with yet more portraits: young men and old, all with heavy brows and profuse whiskers, seated in leather armchairs or posed against rural scenes populated with livestock and peasantry.

‘I know,’ Joy said. ‘My ancestors did seem to enjoy having their portraits painted. Well, maybe enjoy isn’t the right word, they weren’t exactly a jolly bunch, as you may have noticed. This was a teetotal house for most of its lifetime: no drinking, no music, there isn’t even a ballroom. From what I gather the De Wynters valued work and wealth and not much else. But still, they managed to do a fair bit of good. For a long time, Hautmond was… well, it was a refuge of sorts. The family had a reputation for taking in strays; young women and boys, housemaids and pages who’d had a difficult time for whatever reason. Some had been turned out of other houses, others were local kids who’d been in trouble with the law or whose parents had left them destitute. They’d be brought round by the clergy or the police, offered the option to stay and train up as gardeners, cooks, maids. I doubt it was a particularly easy life, but they got regular meals and a roof to live under. And it didn’t matter what they’d done, my family wouldn’t turn anyone away. A tradition I’m happy to be keeping up.’ She patted Sandra on the arm.

‘Anyway, that door leads to the billiard room, and the one past it is the sewing room; I always suspected they put them next to each other so the women could keep half an eye on their men, and vice versa. But my favourite room of all is down here.’

Joy gestured but Sandra saw nothing at the end of the gallery, just a full-length mirror from which the reflective silver was peeling away. Then the woman leaned past her, giving the mirror a gentle push. There was a click, and it swung outward to reveal a narrow staircase, descending into the dark.

‘Hautmond guards its secrets well,’ Joy grinned, beckoning for Sandra to follow. ‘Apparently doors like this were the way at the time, so as to keep the servants’ quarters separate from the main parts of the house.’

‘Out of sight, out of mind,’ Sandra said as she ducked through.

‘I think the idea was to ensure privacy for both parties.’ Joy said. ‘But there are little back ways like this in every part of the house. When I was young I knew every short cut, every hidey-hole. It helps that Hautmond has a slightly odd design. For instance, these steps are so long, it feels like they ought to be taking us all the way underground, doesn’t it? But look.’

She opened a door and Sandra saw a wash of grey daylight slanting from a row of high-set windows. The room was square and empty, the floor tiled with slate.

‘The land actually slopes down, east to west,’ Joy explained. ‘Allowing for this sort of lower ground floor, which houses most of the servants’ area. So over there is the laundry, and beyond it are the pastry room and the butchery. That big door is the cook’s pantry, which seems to be entirely stocked with tins of pilchards and jars of home-made marmalade, it’s like World War Two never ended. And that over there leads to the cellar proper but you don’t want to go down there, trust me. It’s a real Minotaur’s labyrinth.’

Sandra saw a large metal door with flaking red paint and a huge sliding bolt that reminded her of an abattoir.

‘Cookie always said there was a secret room down there where little girls were sent when they’d been naughty,’ Joy went on. ‘But I suspect she was just trying to frighten me. Speaking of which, here’s something else I was always petrified of as a girl. Doesn’t it look positively demonic?’

She gestured to an opening in the wall, and through a fug of heat Sandra could see what looked like some kind of Victorian submersible: a huge inverted bell fashioned from copper, with valves and pipes branching from it like limbs. It squatted malignly in the dark, wheezing and gurgling like a caged beast.

‘There’s a horrid story to go with that horrid boiler,’ Joy said. ‘But I don’t think you want to hear it on your first night. Anyway, this over here is what I wanted to show you. I think you of all people will appreciate it.’

She opened a door and honeyed light flooded through, banishing the gloom. Stepping inside, Sandra saw marble side-boards and glass cabinets, soft lights in the ceiling reflecting from a cluster of copper pans that hung in the mouth of a gaping granite fireplace. Ahead was a two-door refrigerator and a hulking black-iron cooking range, and in the centre of the room a spiral stair led down from the floor above.

‘Jeez Louise,’ Sandra whistled. ‘Imagine the kind of banquets they must’ve rustled up in here.’

Joy beamed. ‘I knew you’d like it. Gerry told me you used to cook. Professionally, I mean.’

‘I still do,’ Sandra told her.

‘Of course, I didn’t mean… Well, I bet you’d find everything you ever dreamed of down here. Knives, pans, implements. One of these days I might even ask you to teach some of it to me. I can roast a chicken and make a half-decent onion soup, but hand me a madeleine and I’d probably slice three of my fingers off.’

‘A madeleine’s a little cake,’ Sandra smiled. ‘I think you mean a mandolin.’

‘Well, that just proves my point. Anyway, this was where I’d spend most of my time as a girl. My parents didn’t keep a full staff since they were away basically all the time, and besides, they couldn’t have afforded it. All we had was Cookie and a young housekeeper, her name escapes me. I’d come down and listen to them talk, get my fill of the local gossip. It was better than The Archers. In fact I think my fondest memory from childhood is lying by that fireplace with the winter sun coming through the windows, and the smell of Cookie’s flapjacks in the Aga.’

She filled a kettle and set it on the stove, lining cups and a teapot on the counter. Sandra crossed to a row of west-facing windows; on her tiptoes she could see the outline of overgrown hedges against the rapidly darkening sky.

‘So where were they?’ she asked. ‘Your parents. Off working?’

Joy snorted. ‘No, that wasn’t really their style. Neither of them did a lick of actual work in their lives, I don’t think. From time to time my father would invest in some half-baked scheme cooked up by an old school chum, but they always seemed to flop mysteriously. They saw him coming, I’m afraid.’

‘So, what? They were just… swanning about?’

Joy leaned against the marble counter. ‘That’s the perfect word for it, actually. They were professional swanners. Down to the Riviera, up to the Alps, back to London in time for party season. Spend, spend, spend, and never a thought for the consequences. I’d be flown out for visits but it was never much fun, sitting with my nose in a book outside some chateau on Lake Garda while the grown-ups got drunker and drunker and louder and louder.’

‘Sounds awful,’ Sandra said. ‘Lake Garda? How could you stand it?’

Joy laughed. ‘I know, I must sound like a right little madam. I’m sure you’d have given your eye teeth for a trip like that when you were young.’

Sandra shrugged. ‘I didn’t even get on a plane until I was nineteen, so I didn’t really know what I was missing. I’ve still only left the country twice. I suppose I’ve always just been a bit of a homebody.’

‘God, me too,’ Joy said. ‘I was always glad to get back to Hautmond. This house was my whole world, I could spend days just exploring, there always seemed to be something new to find. You’d think that after a while even a house this big could start to feel like prison to a kid, but it never did. I did spend a brief period at boarding school, which was quite fun, but after that I came back. Then when I finally did leave for good, to go to Oxford, I was heartbroken. I remember telling Cookie I’d be back the first chance I got, the following weekend if possible. But that was the last time I stepped foot in the place for over two decades.’

Sandra turned. ‘You never came back at all?’

Joy shook her head. ‘It was my parents’ fault, and of course they never bothered to consult me. They just decided it was too expensive to keep Hautmond running, between the electric bills and Cookie’s salary. So the house was closed up, and after three years at university I went straight to a flat in London.’ She frowned thoughtfully. ‘The funny thing is, even after my parents did move back, I still didn’t come to visit. We kept in touch by phone, and they told me their plans for the house. But even when they died and Hautmond became mine, it still took six years for me to even visit the place. Partly I was busy with Xander and work and the London life. But I think a part of me was… not afraid, exactly, but reluctant to return. Perhaps I thought that if I came back the house would… I don’t know, get its hooks in me somehow. Which I suppose is exactly what happened.’

The kettle began to whistle and Sandra crossed to it, filling the teapot. Just the scent of the leaves seemed to settle something inside her, that and the comforting warmth of the kitchen. She fetched the milk from the giant fridge then she poured the tea, holding out a cup. Joy accepted gratefully, then her face fell. ‘Oh, what a rotten hostess I am, letting you make the tea! And you must be shattered, too.’

Sandra thought about denying it, but instead she just nodded. ‘I won’t lie, I’m pretty whacked. Maybe after we’ve finished the tour I can have a lie down, just for half an hour.’

Joy waved a hand. ‘Oh, hang the tour. We’ll finish tomorrow. Honestly, you’re so polite, letting me witter on. Come on, bring your cup and saucer and let’s get you to your room. The bed’s made, you can just stretch right out until dinner time.’









CHAPTER FIVE

sandra couldn’t help scrutinising the staircase as they climbed, looking for scuffs on the wood, signs of impact. It was the same on the first-floor landing; she ran her hand along the banister, feeling only the carved outlines of vines and stems.

All this death, she thought. Both of us, bereaved. It made her want to put an arm around Joy, but she’d known the woman less than an hour.

‘Gerry and I have the master bedroom,’ Joy was saying now, gesturing across the landing. ‘It’s right there, so we’re not far. Then around that corner and along a bit is Xander’s nursery. Oh and the nearest bathroom’s just here, so you won’t have far to go in the night. And this is where I’ve put you. I hope it’s all right.’

She raised the latch on a studded wooden door and Sandra followed, letting out an inadvertent cough. ‘Well, obviously it’s a little smaller than I’m used to, but I think I’ll manage.’

The room was about the size of an average London flat, built on two levels with a step in between. The wallpaper was floral, a little faded but still exquisite, and the marble fireplace was adorned with more of those Oriental vases plus a pair of snarling jade lions.

‘Is it too much?’ Joy asked. ‘We can always find somewhere else, if you—’

‘I’m kidding,’ Sandra reassured her. ‘It’s beautiful. Thank you so much. Oh, and who are these fine ladies?’

In an alcove were yet more portraits, this time of women in frilled bonnets and high collars, their faces sour as lemons.

‘Yes, I’m afraid I do seem to stem from a line of hatchet-faced harridans,’ Joy admitted. ‘I hope they won’t give you nightmares.’

‘That’s what a life with no booze or ballroom dancing does to you,’ Sandra said, inspecting them. ‘Ah, but they probably had a pretty tough time of it, didn’t they? Keeping this place running, ordering the servants about. Popping out heirs for that lot downstairs.’

The upper end of the room was dominated by a four-poster bed, its red velvet curtains thrown back to reveal a woven bedspread and a chipped oak headboard carved with more tropical flowers and bursting seeds. Sandra placed her rucksack down, wincing at the sight of her knickers bulging from the side pocket. That itching was back in her stomach, like something was wrong but she wasn’t sure what.

Of course something’s wrong, she reminded herself. You’ve lost everything you ever loved and now you’ve ended up in Brideshead fucking Revisited, you’re bound to a feel a bit irregular.

She pulled out her phone and checked the time; it wasn’t even five but the sky was dark as midnight. ‘I’m afraid that thing won’t do you much good,’ Joy said. ‘Didn’t Gerry tell you? There’s no mobile signal out here. We’re also off the broadband grid, and apparently there’s even some problem with the landline. They sent men out but they think the issue could be under the house. So we’re pretty much cut off, I’m afraid.’

Sandra frowned. ‘That’s a shame. I was hoping to spend some time going through old emails, see if I can find all the house documents for Gerry’s lawyer friend. And I’ll need to start applying for jobs at some point.’

Joy tapped her lip. ‘Well, it’s possible you might get a signal in the garden, or right up at the top of the house. But… well, don’t you think it might be a blessing in disguise? After everything you’ve been through, this might be just what you need. The chance to really decompress. A full digital detox.’

‘Maybe.’ Sandra perched thoughtfully on the edge of the bed. ‘It has been pretty relentless, with Vin and the house and everything. Maybe it would be nice to have a little rest, just for a couple of days. In fact I’ll start right now.’ She reached down, pulling off her boots and placing them at the foot of the bed.

‘Well, I hope you’ll be comfortable,’ Joy said. ‘I meant it before, if this room’s too much we can always find you somewhere a bit less ostentatious.’

Sandra lifted her head. ‘I told you, I love it. And if you’re worried I might break something, I promise to be careful.’

‘Gosh, no, it’s not that,’ Joy said quickly. ‘I just thought… I didn’t know if you’d… Oh, ignore me, I’m waffling. I’ll leave you alone. I’m afraid we tend to eat early because of the boy, probably six-ish? It won’t be anything fancy, either, just Waitrose quiche and salad, so if you prefer to just rest I can put some aside.’

‘No, that sounds good,’ Sandra said. ‘I haven’t had a meal with other people in a long time. I just need a quick lie down and I’ll be right as rain.’

But the moment her head hit the goose-feather pillow, she knew it wouldn’t be so simple. Her mind was too alert, her nerves tight as cords; there was no way she’d be able to sleep. She needed to rest, her body was crying out for it, but her brain was too wired, her stomach crawling like a nest of ants.

She tried to blank out, to take steady breaths and think nothing thoughts. There’d been times when Vin was at his worst, nights of shit and screaming so relentless that even if he finally slept, she couldn’t. So Sandra had learned to shut her eyes and mentally recall the blandest recipes she could think of: bread sauce and chicken soup and Victoria sponge, so many ounces of plain flour and so many of whole milk. It had worked then, and to her surprise it worked now; she slipped away almost effortlessly, as though pulled under.

*   *   *

When Sandra was young, there was one place she was always forbidden to enter. Her father had a reputation as the most green-fingered man in Whalley Range; not just a grocer but an expert horticulturalist. The garden behind their terraced house could’ve won awards, if he’d ever let anyone see it: in Sandra’s memory it was an organised riot of colour, a year-round pageant of bright blooms. But while she was grudgingly permitted to play in the garden – provided she didn’t step on, unearth or God forbid pick anything – the shed at the far end was completely off limits, on pain of… well, she never found out. Her father’s warnings were enough to keep her away from the place, even in her rebellious teens.

Now, somehow, she found herself inside it, facing four pine-slat walls and countless pegged rows of trowels, dibbers, forks, hoes and other implements that she couldn’t put a name to. Needle-beams of sunlight pierced through cracks in the wood, but when she turned to try the door Sandra found that it was locked from the outside – padlocked, she knew, the shiny steel bolt thrown shut.

There was a window in the back wall, but it was so thick with dust and muddy smears that she couldn’t see through. Beneath it was a chair and a folding table, and this was strewn with detritus – seed packets, shop receipts, waterlogged books on plant care and various forms of official documentation: electric bills, MOT applications, some kind of property deed that looked to be a century old at least.

As she stood in the dim light, Sandra realised she could hear a sound from outside the shed – a breathless panting, a womanly sound, whether of pleasure or pain she couldn’t say. The gasps began to quicken, growing steadily more intense as Sandra approached the table, noticing a pair of wooden frames bolted to the wall just above it, gilt-edged and clearly antique. There were pictures mounted under the glass, and as she squinted Sandra saw that they were pages torn from magazines, the images bleached by the sun. She could just make out a pair of naked bodies, their legs spread apart, their arms outstretched. They had faces, too, painted ones – the cold, expressionless masks of the venerable wives of Hautmond.

The panting outside ceased abruptly, the sound cut dead as though whoever had been making those gasps had either passed out or been snatched away. Then sunlight flooded over Sandra and she turned, shielding her eyes.

‘What do you think you’re doing in here?’ a voice growled and, as her eyes adjusted, she saw an unfamiliar figure filling the doorway, so vast that it was just a featureless shadow. A muscular arm reached for a hook on the wall, plucking something down: a long strip of dry leather, unspooling to the floor.

‘You’re not supposed to be here,’ the voice said, and Sandra saw the whip handle rise. She stumbled back, coming up against the table as the leather lashed down, slicing through the overheated air and into the flesh of her cheek, cutting her down to the bone. She felt blood bubble from her mouth and course down her chin, and looking down she saw her white shirt soaked through, the blood streaking her apron and soaking through to the corset beneath. But before she could wonder what in hell she was wearing, the whip cracked again and she woke, gasping.

Sandra opened her eyes and immediately wondered if she had. She was cocooned in red, as though the blood in her dream had risen to drown her. Then with a flash of clarity she saw that it was just the curtains, the velvet drapes around the bed. Someone must’ve closed them while she slept; now all she could make out was the lamp at the foot, gleaming through the heavy material. She started to sit up, then she heard a sound and froze.

It was the creak of floorboards, subtle and cautious; the sound of someone trying their best to keep silent. A shape moved and the lamp was momentarily occluded, a shadow thrown fuzzily onto the curtain.

‘Hello?’ Sandra managed, her mouth so dry it was barely a whisper. The boards creaked again, closer now, and the curtain around the bed bowed inward as something brushed against it.

She scrambled backwards, pressing herself against the headboard. The bulge drew closer; now it was level with her feet, now her knees, swelling inward, reaching for her. She balled her fists, summoned her courage and reached for the curtain.

But as she yanked at the drapes, intending to pull the curtain wide and reveal the intruder, she heard something tear. Metal fastenings popped overhead and the curtain fell, swamping her in red velvet. Sandra struggled, thrashing as it tightened around her body; she felt something touch her arm and cried out, certain now that she was being attacked, that someone was trying to pin her down.

Then she heard a shrill scream and footsteps on the landing, and suddenly her head cleared. She clawed at the curtain, freeing herself and sitting up just as Gerry came bounding through the doorway. He ran to the fireplace and scooped Xander up, the boy’s screams abating as Gerry bundled him in his arms.

‘What happened?’ he asked, turning to the bed. ‘Are you all right?’

Sandra took a breath, looking around. One of the curtain rails had snapped and the drapes themselves lay in a heap on the bedspread, swaddling her like a blanket. She touched her face; it was damp with sweat, her hair plastered across her forehead.

‘San?’ Gerry drew closer, the boy shivering in his arms. ‘Can you tell me?’

Sandra opened her mouth but there was a fluttering like wings in her head, a grey fog that seemed to shroud her thoughts. ‘I don’t… There was… Were either of you in here, just now? Like, two minutes ago? I think someone tried to touch me.’

Gerry shook his head, letting the boy down. ‘It wasn’t me. Xander?’

‘N-no,’ the child said nervously. ‘I just came to say dinner’s ready. I’m sorry for shrieking, I thought you were a monster.’

‘It’s okay,’ Sandra said. ‘I must’ve just… I don’t know what…’

‘Good grief, what’s going on?’ Joy appeared in the doorway, looking around in dismay. ‘It looks like the aftermath of a brawl.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sandra said. ‘And after I promised I wouldn’t break anything.’

‘It seems Sandra had a nightmare,’ Gerry explained. ‘Which is perhaps understandable, in the circumstances.’

‘Indeed,’ Joy said. ‘Gosh, what a mess.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Gerry said optimistically. ‘The railing can be replaced, I’m sure. In the meantime we can just fold this curtain, then after a good night’s sleep I’m sure that Sandra will feel—’

‘No!’ Sandra and Joy exclaimed simultaneously, and Gerry looked at them both in surprise.

‘No?’

Sandra spoke first. ‘Look, the room’s lovely. It’s beautiful. But it’s like you said, Joy, maybe I’d be better off somewhere a bit less… I don’t know, fancy. I’ve never been a sleepwalker, let alone a sleep… fighter. But Gerry’s right, I don’t know what I might do. I hate the idea that I could start thrashing about again and break something expensive.’

‘But this is the only guest room that’s even close to liveable,’ Gerry said. ‘Isn’t that right, love?’

‘It is,’ Joy said. ‘And it took me and Xander the best part of today just to clear it out and air it. The only other option would be… but no, it’s tiny, we couldn’t.’

‘Couldn’t what?’ Sandra asked. ‘I don’t mind tiny.’

‘Well, it was Gerry’s idea, actually,’ Joy told her. ‘We were talking about hiring one of those night nannies, you know, the ones who sleep over? So we could go for dinner in the city and not have to drive back. So we cleared one of the maids’ rooms in the east wing, there’s a passage back there that leads right to the nursery. But it’s literally just got a bed, a lamp and an old chest of drawers.’

‘It sounds perfect,’ Sandra said. ‘As long as you can promise me the lamp isn’t worth anything.’

Joy laughed. ‘It’s just an old anglepoise, you could kick it to pieces and I wouldn’t bat an eyelid.’

*   *   *

They entered the east wing through another of Joy’s secret ways, behind a panel on the upper landing that opened with a push. ‘This was how the maids would’ve come,’ she said, leading Sandra along a windowless corridor lit by dusty electric bulbs. ‘You see, it leads directly into the women’s quarters. The men were on the next floor up, though of course all mixing was strictly forbidden. And the room’s just here.’

As soon as she stepped inside the little bedroom, Sandra felt at home. The ceiling sloped cosily over the small, neatly arranged cot and the walls were comfortingly plain, just slats of whitewashed pine. Gerry reached across the chest of drawers and switched on the lamp, which looked every bit as knackered as Joy had promised.

‘Look, if it’s too small just say the word,’ Gerry said. ‘It’ll be no problem to get you back in the—’

‘It’s perfect,’ Sandra reassured him. ‘I should put up a few posters, get some sandalwood joss sticks. It’ll be just like my old bedroom at uni, remember?’

Gerry blushed, but Joy didn’t appear to notice.

‘You’re directly above the boiler so it should be nice and warm,’ she said. ‘You might hear a few thuds and gurgles, but that’s just the pipes.’

‘I love it,’ Sandra said truthfully. ‘Besides, it’s not like I’ll be here very long. Just until I track down some work and get my head around the whole legal situation.’

She opened her bag and began laying out her clothes on the bed; one of her T-shirts was wrapped around Vin’s urn so she took that out too, placing it on the chest of drawers. Joy glanced down and Sandra saw her surprise as she registered what the object was, followed by the decision not to mention it.

‘Well, like I said, you really mustn’t rush yourself,’ she said instead. ‘It really will be nice to have someone to talk to; with the boys out all day this place can get rather lonely. You’re welcome to stay as long as you like, is what I’m trying to say.’

She blushed and this time Sandra gave in to the urge, leaning in and squeezing the woman around the shoulders. Joy resisted, then she let herself be hugged.

‘Thank you,’ Sandra said, as Gerry beamed proudly. ‘You’re absolute lifesavers. And one day I promise I’ll make it up to you.’

Joy touched her comfortingly on the arm. ‘I’m sure you will.’









CHAPTER SIX

in his dreams they were young again, naked under the moonlight in the grounds of a rented cottage in the Lake District, hired by an old school chum for his twenty-first birthday party and already trashed beyond repair. Sandra and Vin had basically invited themselves; anything for a free weekend away, and Gerry’s pals were all too well brought-up to object. And they’d mostly behaved, apart from a few snarky comments that his friends had either been too polite, too drunk or too stupid to pick up on. Now things were winding down; the girls had gone to bed, the lads were passed out or heading that way, and the three of them had snuck out to use the hot tub, shedding their clothes in the summer grass and tumbling into the plastic cauldron, faces ghostly in the rising steam and the light from submerged lamps.

That was the last time he had seen Sandra nude, Gerry realised as he came one notch more awake; the last time he’d laid eyes on the small of her back or the curve of her belly, or any of the other parts that his memory had lingered over down the years. He’d had to look without looking, of course, keeping his eyes on her face and letting his peripherals wander, aware of Vin beside him, whisky in hand, head thrown back in the wreathing mist. They’d drunk and smoked and talked about his absurd friends and their absurd money, and Gerry had told them scandalous tales of dorm-room buggery and tuck-shop thievery and who had supposedly fucked whose parents in a villa in Malta. But all the while he was screamingly aware of his own erection, the water just deep enough to hide it but the bubbles from the vents driving him wild, caressing his balls and rippling over his thighs like a masseur’s fingers. It got so he could barely concentrate; he just kept blabbering on, all the while fighting the urge to just stand up and see how they’d react, with laughter or horror or the other possibility, the impossible one that would fuel his fantasies for decades to come.

‘Gosh, what’s got into you?’

Gerry felt her hand upon him and came fully awake, trying not to let his disappointment show as he found himself face to face with Joy, her eyes bright with surprise. She gave his cock a squeeze then she shuffled back, pulling her nightgown over her head to reveal her criss-cross stretch marks and overfull bosom, almost suffocating him as she climbed on top. They hadn’t made love since they came to Hautmond; he hadn’t felt like it somehow, and Joy hadn’t given any sign that she did either. In fact she’d been sort of distant with him, though he wasn’t sure why.

Now she loomed over him in the pre-dawn light, eyes closed, moving slowly. Her face had taken on an unfamiliar expression, as though she were listening for something, a whisper in the dark, and Gerry felt suddenly vulnerable, pinned down not just by his wife’s weight on top of him but by some other, indescribable presence. Joy quickened but still she made no sound, raising her eyes to the moulded ceiling, bracing herself against his chest but otherwise barely seeming to notice Gerry at all, as though she’d gone somewhere else, with someone else, and he couldn’t follow.

He felt himself shrink inside her, whatever passion he’d woken with shrivelling away. And with that Joy seemed to return to herself, giving a grunt of disappointment as she ground to a halt. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Um, sorry,’ Gerry said, wiping his brow. ‘Not sure what happened there.’

Joy slid off him, back onto the mattress. ‘You seemed so keen, too. When I woke up I thought there was a hot poker sticking in my back.’

Gerry blushed. ‘I know, I just… I don’t really…’

‘I bet you were dreaming of her, weren’t you?’ Joy asked, nudging him. ‘Ha, I know that look, don’t try and deny it. Having some sexy dream about the old days. Well, I’m sorry you had to wake up next to plain old me.’

‘Don’t be absurd,’ Gerry protested. ‘I love plain old you.’

‘I could be just like her, if you wanted,’ Joy smirked, pulling her hair back in an impression of Sandra’s. ‘Eh up, chuck, fancy a shag? It’ll cost yer 50p and a bag o’ chips.’

‘Stop it!’ Gerry protested. ‘I know you think you’re being funny but I don’t—’

‘God, I was only teasing. No need to get in a flap.’ Joy stood, pulling on a lace dressing gown that had belonged to her mother. ‘Anyway, it’s almost time to fetch the condemned. Your turn, I believe.’

Gerry sighed. ‘These early starts are turning into a real chore. On Monday I half expected Xander to bite me.’

‘Well, you know my feelings. There is an alternative.’

‘Two alternatives,’ Gerry reminded her.

‘One,’ Joy repeated. ‘I’ve told you, I won’t send him to school around here. The way those kids behave…’

‘You do realise they wouldn’t be the same ones who teased you?’ Gerry asked. ‘I know you had a bad experience, but it doesn’t mean—’

Joy rounded on him. ‘You don’t have the first idea what you’re talking about. I spent one term in that place and it was the worst three months of my life. Always sniggering, spitting, putting lit cigarettes in the pockets of my blazer.’

‘But Xander’s six,’ Gerry protested. ‘It wouldn’t even be the same school, let alone the same kids.’

‘Oh, they’re all the same,’ Joy said. ‘I don’t mean… I just… Listen, Xander’s different from them. He’ll always be different from them. So he needs to be with children who are different too. Who’ll understand him, and where he comes from.’

Gerry sighed. ‘I just think it’d be good for him. He ought to have the chance to make friends, other friends…’

‘Real friends,’ Joy put in. ‘Like you did. Proper people.’

‘Well, maybe. The kind of people he definitely wouldn’t meet if we packed him off to my alma mater.’

‘Listen to yourself!’ Joy spat. ‘Everything you’re saying, I could say right back. Just because you had an appalling time doesn’t mean Xander would. He could really shine in that environment. I loved boarding school, or at least I did until my father drank away all our money.’

‘So why did you never bring it up before?’ Gerry asked. ‘It’s only since we moved here that you’ve started pushing so hard for this. You think now we’re actual gentry we have to be slaves to tradition and send him away?’

‘That’s got nothing to do with it.’ Joy stamped her bare foot. ‘In Chelsea we had our pick of decent schools and he didn’t have to get up at the crack of dawn, or earlier. But he can’t go to school here. I mean it, Gerry, that’s final. I know you think I’m being a snob but if it’s a choice between his happiness and your principles I know which one I’ll pick. So what other option is there? Home school? Maybe Sandra could be his tutor. Teach him all about the real world.’

She marched into the en-suite bathroom, sliding the door and throwing the bolt. Gerry heard the taps run and the toilet seat drop and couldn’t help smiling. Even after eight years of marriage she couldn’t bring herself to pee if she knew he could hear her. He wondered if other couples were the same; would Sandra have run the taps if Vin was in the next room? Somehow he doubted it.

He’d barely seen Sandra in the days since her arrival; he was out before she woke and back late every night, with just enough time to bolt supper and put Xander to bed. According to Joy she’d kept mostly to herself anyway, reading in the drawing room or out on the terrace, or snoozing upstairs in her little maids’ room.

Gerry had been surprised when his wife agreed to let Sandra stay here; she knew their history, he’d never kept it from her. But Joy had consoled him when he learned of Vin’s death and kissed him goodbye when he set off for the funeral, and when he’d arrived home the next morning with a raging hangover and told her he’d invited Sandra to stay but that she’d refused, Joy had nodded understandingly and told him to keep an eye on the woman, because sooner or later there’d come a time when she might need him after all. That time had come quicker than either of them had anticipated, but Joy had barely blinked; she’d just set about clearing the guest room.

He passed the door in question as he headed down the corridor, and wondered again what had happened that first evening. A bad dream, yes, but was there more to it? To hear Xander tell it, Sandra had been raving, thrashing, out of her mind, but perhaps that was to be expected. It wasn’t how his Aunt Susan had reacted when Uncle Dick had his heart attack, or even Mrs Claridge when Billy went under the train; everyone always said how well she’d coped, how bravely she’d held herself together. But of course, every person was different.

‘Right ho, sunshine,’ he said, pushing the nursery door open. ‘Time for wakeys, get your… Oh, hello.’

Xander was sitting upright in bed, staring at the door and frowning.

‘What is it?’ Gerry asked, inspecting the door from both sides; on the back was a long mirror, half-covered by Xander’s dressing gown. ‘Don’t tell me you saw a mouse in here?’

Xander shook his head. ‘I saw a boy,’ he said. ‘In the mirror. Right there.’

Gerry checked it again. ‘Um, that’s called your reflection. You’ve seen it before, haven’t you?’

Xander scowled. ‘Silly daddy. No, this was a different boy. He had a dirty face, and shorts on, and a broom. And he was singing a song.’

‘A song?’ Gerry asked. ‘What sort of song?’

‘Well, he wasn’t really singing,’ Xander admitted. ‘He was sort of whispering, super quietly, like he didn’t want anyone to hear. But it went, it’s a long way to something something…’

‘Tipperary,’ Gerry said.

‘Tip a what?’

‘That’s the song. A Long Way to Tipperary. Where did you hear it? From Grandma?’

‘No, I told you,’ Xander said. ‘From the boy.’

He swung his legs over the side of the bed, wriggling out of his pyjamas.

‘Well, he’s not there now,’ Gerry told him. ‘You were probably just having a bad dream, there’s a lot of that going around at the moment. Now come on, let’s get down to the breakfast room. Your mum’ll have the toast on.’

*   *   *

They called it the breakfast room but it was really the old servants’ dining hall, a long, narrow space with an equally long, narrow table and a winding stair that led down to the kitchen. There was a dumbwaiter too, which Xander had been fascinated by until Joy told him how she’d got trapped in it one afternoon on the cook’s day off and screamed herself hoarse before anyone found her. Through the tall windows the fog in the garden was lifting, sketched outlines of bare trees revealed one by one. As Gerry watched, a little sunlight broke through and the dew on the shaggy lawn glittered.

This really is a lovely place, he thought. Truly, quite remarkable.

The first time he’d seen Hautmond, it had almost scared him. Not just the implacable greyness of the place but the idea of maintaining that much property, of being even partly responsible for its upkeep. Not to mention what it said about him as a person – goodbye to any ambitions he might once have had to be just an ordinary chap, or to raise his son as anything other than a little toff.

But in the past couple of weeks he’d noticed the place starting to grow on him; its vastness, its strangeness. He still meant what he’d told Sandra, he fully intended to take his family back to London once their time here was up. But in the meantime, he told himself, he really ought to try and enjoy what he had.

‘Xander, sit straight,’ Joy admonished as the boy tipped back in his chair; he’d wound a length of cord around his hand and was tugging on it idly as he munched his toast. ‘Honestly, one of these days you’ll go flat on your back.’

‘That’s why I sit near the wall,’ Xander retorted. ‘So I don’t fall over.’

‘Don’t get clever with me, clever clogs, it’s too early. I mean it, sit straight.’

Xander righted himself, his chair leg trapping the dog’s tail. Horatio jumped up with a bark and Joy shook her head. ‘You see? Now look what you’ve done.’

Xander scratched the dog apologetically; the cord was still in his hand, and Gerry wondered where it led. Then there was a creak of floorboards and to his surprise he saw Sandra in the doorway, her face bleary. She wore a T-shirt with a screaming skull and the name of a band that Gerry vaguely recognised, but her legs and feet were bare.

‘You’re up early,’ he said, tearing his eyes away. ‘Bad dreams again?’

Sandra yawned. ‘Something woke me. This little bell outside my room, it just kept ringing and ringing and—’

Her gaze fell on Xander and the boy looked back innocently. Then Joy’s eyes widened. ‘Oh no, Xander. That must be the maid’s bell!’

The boy squinted at the rope in his hand. ‘Oh, that’s what it is. Oops.’

‘Sandra, I’m so sorry,’ Joy said, striding over and snatching the cord away. ‘Honestly, Xander. You’re such a little fiddler.’

‘Don’t worry,’ Sandra said. ‘It’s probably good for me to be up, actually. Gerry, I really wanted to—’

An electric buzzer sounded and Gerry looked accusingly at his son. ‘What have you pressed now?’

Xander opened his mouth to protest but Joy got there first. ‘No, that’s the doorbell. It must be the man I booked to sort out the mess in the hall.’

Gerry checked his phone. ‘It’s not even seven.’

‘I asked him to come early so we could speak to him together. You know I don’t…’ Joy blushed, glancing for the briefest moment at Sandra. ‘Look, just come down with me, then you and Xander can shoot off, okay?’

Gerry shrugged and reached for his briefcase. ‘Your wish is my command, milady. Xander, grab your bag.’ He turned to Sandra as he hustled his son to the door. ‘Sorry to dash off. It was lovely to see you, albeit briefly.’

‘No probs,’ Sandra told him. ‘But look, super quickly, do you remember you said before about a man at your firm who deals with housing stuff? You were going to talk to him, get some advice about my situation?’

Gerry paused. ‘Damn it, I knew there was something. I haven’t actually seen him around this week but I’ll track him down, I promise. We’ll get everything sorted, you’ll see.’ Then he patted the door frame and ducked out.









CHAPTER SEVEN

sandra ate breakfast alone, munching through four slices of toast in an effort to fill an emptiness that she knew had nothing to do with hunger. The cord hung at her shoulder and she tugged it idly, hearing a distant chime and remembering how the sound had driven her from her warm little bed and sent her cursing into the corridor. There she’d found a whole row of them, tarnished silver bells above faded handwritten signs indicating which room in the house each belonged to. She’d considered stuffing a sock in it and going back to bed but she’d been wide awake by then and besides, she’d wanted to nudge Gerry about his colleague. Was she crazy, or had his response been just the tiniest bit evasive? No, don’t be daft. It just slipped his mind, and now he feels guilty about it.

After a few moments Joy returned, muttering under her breath. ‘Tucker and Stanley. Tucker and Stanley.’

‘Who and who?’ Sandra asked, and Joy jumped.

‘Sorry, I completely forgot you were in here. Tucker and Stanley. That’s their names. Tucker is older, he’s the craftsman. He comes highly recommended. Stanley seems to be his, I don’t know, apprentice? I have a horrible habit of forgetting the names of people who do jobs for me so I was trying to get them bedded in.’

‘And what did Tucker and Stanley say? Can the mess be sorted out?’

Joy pressed the back of her hand against the teapot. ‘Well actually, it’s not just a case of fixing my father’s mistakes. I also want to finish what he started. That’s why I hired Tucker, apparently he did something similar in another house, not so grand, but they wanted to start letting out rooms so he converted the downstairs hall into a kind of reception, which of course is what I’m… what I’m…’ She clutched her forehead. ‘Sorry, headache. I don’t know why but I’ve been getting them at random intervals ever since we got here. Maybe it’s the light. Or the lack of it.’

She sank into a chair and Sandra rose from hers. ‘D’you want me to find you a paracetamol? Or I’ve co-codamol upstairs for my period pain, I can—’

‘No, thank you.’ Joy waved her away. ‘I’ll be fine. Really. Oh, but there’s one thing you could do for me. I promised to take Tucker and… and…’

‘Stanley?’ Sandra asked.

‘Right, Tucker and Stanley, I promised them tea and biscuits. You’ll find everything you need either here or down in the kitchen.’

‘Of course,’ Sandra said. ‘And I’ll tidy away these breakfast things while I’m at it. You go and lie down.’

*   *   *

As she stacked the cups in the dishwasher Sandra began to feel a little more together, the knot in her stomach starting to loosen. She made a fresh pot of tea, locating a box of Fox’s Classics and some packets of sugar that looked like they’d come from a Little Chef in the ’80s. She arranged it all on a tray and set off through the house, passing the ugly, clanking boiler and the rusty cellar door, through the hidden entrance behind the mirror and into the Long Gallery. By now she could hear their voices; local accents, she assumed, though she still wasn’t entirely sure where local was.

‘I’m telling you,’ the older voice was saying, ‘I don’t think he wants us here.’

‘That’s balls,’ the younger replied. ‘It’s just a picture.’

They stood at the bottom of the staircase, hands on hips as they gazed up at the portrait of Edgar De Wynter. Tucker was even older than Sandra had expected, bone-thin in a pair of denim dungarees, straggly grey hair falling to his shoulders. By contrast, Stanley was hardly more than a teenager, sallow and round-faced and almost admirably unfashionable. She cleared her throat and they both started.

‘Sorry,’ she said, setting the tray down on a little table near the armoured knight with his looming mace. ‘Joy, I mean Mrs McManus, she asked me to fetch this for you. I’m Sandra. You’re Mr Tucker, is that right? And Stanley.’

Tucker smiled through smoke-yellowed teeth; there was a whiff about him that Sandra almost recognised, but it was drowned out by Stanley’s fug of Lynx Africa. ‘Much obliged,’ the old man said, crossing towards her and helping himself to a custard cream. ‘Are you the housekeeper?’

Sandra laughed. ‘No, just a family friend.’

Tucker whistled. ‘Nice friends. We were just admiring the artwork, weren’t we, kid? Especially that miserable bugger up there. He doesn’t approve of the likes of us, I don’t reckon. Coming in here, dirtying up the place.’

‘Well, he’s been dead for two hundred years,’ Sandra reassured him. ‘So there’s not a lot he can do about it. Now, how do you take it?’

She poured the tea, watching as Stanley took a plastic radio from his rucksack. He plugged it into the wall and there was a sudden blast of music, something modern and shiny, then just as abruptly the signal faded, consumed by static. The boy crouched, tweaking the dial, but it made no difference.

‘That’s funny. There was something there, I heard it. But it’s gone now.’

‘Try putting it up high,’ Sandra suggested. ‘See if that helps.’

The young man fetched a stepladder and propped the radio on the highest rung, as far as the wire would stretch. He switched it on and again there was a momentary burst of clear sound, followed by a sudden, loud pop. The radio went dead, and Sandra saw a wisp of smoke rising from the plug socket.

Tucker chuckled. ‘These old houses. Ancient bloody wiring.’

‘But I only just got it,’ Stanley protested. ‘Cost me twelve quid.’

‘It’ll be fine,’ Tucker told him. ‘You’ll just have to replace the fuse. And look, if it’s a song you’re after, I’ll be glad to oblige.


‘Oh, why did you leave your own house and land,

And why did you leave your money-o?

And why did you leave your own wedded Lord

For to run with the raggle-taggle gypsies-o?’



His voice was deep and resonant, and as he sang Sandra thought she felt something stirring, a kind of restless awakening that quickened the air around her.

Then Stanley pressed his hands over his ears and cried out, ‘Stop! Please, anything but that.’

Tucker broke off, cocking an eyebrow at Sandra. ‘Pearls before swine, my dear.’

She laughed. ‘Well, I liked it. You’ve a good voice.’

Tucker grinned. ‘Sixty years in folk clubs, man and boy. You should hear my Whitby Lad.’

‘Well, perhaps I will. If you’re going to be here long enough.’

Tucker nodded. ‘I should say so. Once we’ve sorted the mess the last fella made, then we can make a start on the actual building. I’ll have to hire some lads, it’ll be a big job. But I’ll speak to her ladyship about all that.’

Sandra winked and snatched a couple of biscuits. ‘Well, I’ll be out in the garden if you need anything. And if you get lost, just give a blast of Dirty Old Town and I’ll come and find you.’

Stanley sighed. ‘Please, miss. I beg you. Don’t encourage him.’

*   *   *

Clutching her teacup Sandra ducked into the back corridor, past the gaudy, over-decorated drawing room on one side and the library on the other. Joy had led her there on her first morning and told her to help herself; it was enormous of course, and needed a good dust, but it was still one of the most appealing rooms Sandra had ever set foot in, stacked from tattily carpeted floor to tropically painted ceiling with more tomes, compendiums, encyclopaedias and rolled maps than ten people could study in a lifetime. They even had one of those sliding stepladders that she’d seen in movies and always secretly fancied having a go on; she didn’t, though, because Joy was watching and she didn’t want to look like a berk.

Instead she’d decided to restrict herself to whatever she could find at eye level, which was still plenty: a set of leather-bound Hardys was tempting, she hadn’t read Tess since college, but it was so sad, she didn’t know if she could handle it. So in the end she’d settled on a selection of stories that felt suited to the setting: Jane Eyre, Mansfield Park and a couple of random Wodehouses. Now she crunched along the gravel path with What Ho, Jeeves! stuffed in her back pocket, heading for a bench she’d found that same morning that offered a fine view down over the lower lawns.

The garden was vast, obviously, with thickety, unkempt orchards and countless mazy pathways, a knee-high bowling green and an empty carp pond with an algae-crusted fountain in the centre. Most of the flower beds were bare but just in the few days she’d been here Sandra had seen signs of spring’s approach: daffodil heads yellowing and finches gathering twigs, new buds breaking on the trees.

From her chosen bench she could see down across three progressively larger lawns to the red-brick boundary wall, twelve feet tall like the perimeter of a prison. Past it were even more buildings: stables, outhouses and those cottages Gerry had mentioned, all in a clear state of disrepair. The fields beyond had once belonged to Hautmond too, Joy said, but over the years they had all been sold, auctioned off to finance her parents’ endless summer.

The house itself stood at her back but its arms reached out to surround her: to the right the east wing, housing the kitchen and the servants’ quarters; to the left the old family chapel, a dishevelled granite edifice with arrow-slit windows and a crooked spire topped with a winged figure that was meant to a be a cockerel but looked more like some hideous harpy. The chapel grounds were entirely overgrown, dense with hawthorns, rhododendrons and a great tangle of blackberry bushes, and separated from the rest of the garden by a black iron fence.

Sandra balanced her cup on the arm of the bench and settled back, getting comfortable. The sun was liquid on her closed eyelids and all she could hear was the chitter of birdsong and the distant rattle of farm machinery somewhere up the valley. She took a long breath and let it out, trying to ignore the tightness she could once again feel inside. A midge whined in her ear and she resisted the urge to wave it away, clasping her hands together in her lap. The wooden bench seemed hard as rock, she could already feel her back and her bum starting to ache. Wriggling down she tried to get comfortable, but only succeeded in shaking the bench so hard that her teacup toppled into the grass. Trying to retrieve it Sandra whanged her elbow and stifled a cry; that’d bruise.

She settled again, trying to let everything go and just breathe. She’d tried meditation, years ago; someone had recommended it when Vin first got sick, but she hadn’t really taken to it. Her thoughts were too intrusive, her worries too real, and she found herself either getting annoyed and panicky or falling asleep. Now her stomach felt simultaneously empty and knotted, her nerves on edge like there was something she ought to be doing, something important. The closest comparison she could make was with quitting smoking; she had that same sense of restlessness, that same barely conscious awareness that if she could just do the thing, whatever it was, then everything would be better.

But it was no good. She sat up, tucking her knees beneath her and opening the Wodehouse. Vin had always been a fan; yes, he’d say, everyone in them’s hideously posh, but the one-liners are superb and besides, know your enemy. But somehow, Sandra couldn’t follow it; there were so many silly names, and by the end of the first chapter her temples were starting to throb.

What did you expect? she asked herself, closing the book. That you’d be able to leave everything behind? To just let go? Did you really think it’d be that easy?

Yes, she realised. She basically had, especially after Joy told her how isolated they were. She’d had this vision of just withdrawing from the world, losing herself in old books and cups of tea and this unreal place. Then after a week or so she’d drift back to earth feeling clearer, more orderly, ready to hammer out the legal issues, find a new job, deal with her grief and everything else.

What a fucking idiot. That’s not how this works, and you know it.

A movement caught her eye and Sandra froze. From off to her left a shadow came creeping, snuffling warily through the long grass. She was about to call Horatio’s name when she saw a russet snout and yellow eyes, and remembered.

Well, hello, she said silently. So you’re public enemy number one.

The sight of the fox was weirdly reassuring. Sandra was well used to them at home, though those urban prowlers were a lot scraggier and bolder than this sleek and cautious creature. She sat absolutely still as it padded closer, barely stirring the tall grass. Then the fox lifted its head and for a moment their eyes met.

‘You don’t belong here,’ Sandra whispered softly, and those long ears twitched. ‘Then again, neither do I.’

As slowly as she could, she reached for the biscuit in her lap and broke off a corner, tossing it. The fox ducked back, then it caught the scent and came to investigate. Sandra heard crunching and broke off another piece, but in the moment she threw it there was a shout and something bright and metallic flashed through the air.

‘Little bugger!’ Joy cried as her spade slammed into the ground and the fox howled in agony. Sandra jumped up, hand to her mouth as blood spattered the grass, then she saw that the fox was still moving, turning to flee as Joy yanked on the handle and raised the spade for a second blow.

Sandra almost reached to stop her but the fox was gone anyway, vanishing into the long grass leaving a red trail behind it. Joy dropped the spade and put her hands on her knees, flushed and breathing heavily.

‘Missed,’ she muttered resentfully, then she spotted something in the grass and reached for it. Sandra saw a white tail-tip, the stump dripping red. ‘Ha. Well. At least I gave the little sod something to think about.’

‘I’d say he got the message,’ Sandra agreed, pressing a hand to her chest. ‘Jesus, you nearly gave me a heart attack.’

Joy smiled grimly. ‘Sorry. I just didn’t want to give him the chance to… what’s this?’

She reached down again, fishing something out of the grass. Sandra brushed the crumbs from her jumper, but it was too late.

‘You were feeding it?’ Joy asked, rounding on her. ‘After I told you how that beastly thing attacked Horatio, you were giving it biscuits?’

‘I’m sorry,’ Sandra said, trying desperately not to laugh and make things worse. ‘I would’ve come and got you, only I just… It looked so…’

‘So what?’ Joy demanded. ‘So sad and hungry and boo hoo hoo? That is a wild animal and it has no place in this garden, do you hear me?’

Sandra bristled. ‘I said I was sorry. If I see it again, I’ll come right away and tell you. Or I’ll, I don’t know, throw a book at it or something.’

‘This isn’t funny,’ Joy snapped and for a moment she looked genuinely angry, fists clenched at her sides. Then she shook her head and it seemed to pass. ‘You didn’t see poor Horatio, that’s all. All bloody and scratched. He was terrified, poor thing. Still, if we’re lucky maybe it’ll crawl off somewhere and bleed to death.’

Sandra got to her feet and pocketed her book. ‘How’s your headache?’

‘Better, thank you,’ Joy said tightly. ‘I’m guessing you found thingummybob and whatsisname?’

‘Tucker and Stanley. Yes, I took their tea. I’ll do another round in a bit, if you like.’

‘That’d be good. Not that I’m avoiding them, I just sometimes find, you know, if people are in my house to work… oh, you must think me an awful snob.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘I know what you mean. It can get awkward.’

‘And that Tucker,’ Joy said, lowering her voice. ‘Am I crazy, or does he smell quite strongly of marijuana?’

Sandra laughed. ‘God, you’re right. I knew I recognised it.’

‘Not that I’m judging,’ Joy said, holding up her hands. ‘What he gets up to in his own time is his business. Besides, maybe it makes him more, I don’t know, creative?’

‘Ha! You’d better watch out or you’ll end up with psychedelic wallpaper all over your hallway.’

Joy smiled ruefully. ‘And wouldn’t that annoy the ancestors. But listen, that wasn’t why I came out. I actually wondered if you fancied giving me a hand.’

Sandra shrugged. ‘Of course. With what?’

Joy reached for the spade. ‘Well, I’ve been meaning for days to go down and have a dig around in the old herb garden. Turn the soil over, you know, see what’s still growing.’

‘I’m not sure you want my help,’ Sandra said. ‘My dad was the gardener. I take one look at a houseplant and it shrivels.’

‘I can take care of the actual gardening,’ Joy said. ‘I just thought you might know better than me what’s a weed and what’s edible. If we could root out the bad bits and find, I don’t know, some nice rosemary or marjoram or something, then you could show me how to cook something with it.’

Sandra smiled. ‘Sounds like a plan. Hey, you know what? Maybe we should invite Tucker along. He clearly has some experience cultivating herbs.’









CHAPTER EIGHT

the following morning the bell rang again and this time Sandra did stuff a sock in it, resisting the impulse to go downstairs and wrap the cord around Xander’s neck. But even as she lay back in her little bed she knew that sleep wouldn’t come; she felt restless and hollow, lurching between raw grief and nervous, clawing impatience. And it didn’t end when she finally forced herself to get up; the feeling returned in fits throughout that day and the ones that followed, leaving her exhausted from the tension. It was only when she was able to find some kind of distraction, helping Joy dig over the herb garden or heading down to the kitchen to prepare a nice salad platter for their lunch, that she was able to feel even vaguely normal.

The weekend was rainswept and miserable, the house lightless and gloomy; on Sunday, Gerry invited Sandra to join them for a game of Monopoly, but the idea of buying and selling London properties cut far too close to the bone. Then on Monday she was woken by the bell again, rolling over and screaming ‘Fucking kid!’ into her pillow only to feel a sudden sharp pain in her temples. She lay for a moment face-down but the ringing kept on so she clawed into her clothes, determined to deal with it once and for all.

But out in the corridor, she noticed something strange. It wasn’t just the dining room bell that was ringing; the whole line of them were jangling madly on their hooks, which was impossible unless the entire family were in on it, even the dog. The boy’s broken it, Sandra thought. He’s tugged so hard that the strings have got tangled up.

She started down the stairs, determined to be nice and not snap at anyone, but as she reached the breakfast room door she heard the bells stop abruptly.

Crafty, she thought. He heard me coming.

She pounced through the doorway, determined to catch Xander in the act. But to her surprise the chairs around the breakfast table were empty, the bell-pull hanging limp. Crossing the room she took it in her hand; the rope led up to a small opening in the wall, but inside she could see nothing except darkness.

Sandra gripped the cord, giving it a pull and listening for the chime. But to her surprise she heard nothing, the house was completely silent. So she tugged again, more firmly this time, her fingers tight around the cord. At first nothing happened, then without warning she felt the rope jerk upwards, retracting rapidly as though someone were pulling on the other end, so hard that her arm was wrenched into the air.

With a cry Sandra let go, backing towards the table. The tension inside was stronger than ever, a pounding in her head that made her knees weak.

‘Are you all right?’

Sandra jerked round but the door was still shut; the voice came from behind her. Turning she saw a wall panel standing wide, revealing another of those mysterious passages; Joy was just emerging, ducking her head.

‘Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,’ she said, leaving the panel open behind her. ‘Just left my purse.’ She retrieved it from the table, and Sandra noticed that the woman was wearing an outdoor coat and lace-up boots.

‘Are you going somewhere?’

Joy nodded. ‘Got to take Xander clothes shopping. Literally the least fun experience imaginable, otherwise I’d invite you along.’

‘Was he in here?’ Sandra asked, glancing briefly at the limp, motionless bell pull. ‘About, I don’t know, three minutes ago?’

Joy shook her head. ‘He was with me, in the car. We got halfway down the drive before I realised I’d left this. Which reminds me, wotsit, um, Tucker stopped by. Apparently there’s been some mixup with a delivery, so he needs to go back and sort it out. He said he wasn’t sure when he’d be in, but probably not today. So it looks like you’ve got the place to yourself. I’m trusting you to behave.’

And with a wink she vanished into the passage.

*   *   *

It was only when she heard Joy’s off-roader retreating down the drive that Sandra realised the woman was right. She was alone in the house; the place was hers, completely hers, for the first time. She leaned back, propping her feet on the table as she sipped her tea. Then she felt that restlessness again and stood up, shaking her head.

Her first instinct was to make for the master bedroom, to see what kind of fancy clobber Joy had squirrelled away for special occasions, and whether Gerry still kept a copy of Razzle stashed under his mattress. But she couldn’t make herself do it; they’d been nothing but kind, and how would she like it? Instead she took the spiral stairs down to the kitchen and made herself a gigantic bacon sandwich, eating it perched on the marble counter and kicking her legs against the cupboard door.

Then she mooched along the hallway, poking her nose into the pantry which was just as Joy had described it: a dank hole stocked with tins of unfamiliar fish and meats, many of which looked a good half-century old. Sandra was briefly tempted by a packet of butterscotch Angel Delight, but the best-before date was 1993 so she decided to leave it. There was a coffin-style freezer, too, which appeared to contain nothing but huge slabs of meat; venison, beef and lamb, hundreds of pounds worth.

She shut the lid and returned to the corridor, still unsure of her destination. The boiler squatted in its stone cage, wheezing and clanking as Sandra climbed the back stairs and emerged into the Long Gallery, and there at last an idea struck her.

Taking her phone from her pocket, she scrolled through the saved songs to find just the right soundtrack for the occasion. Discounting both Big Balls and Eton Rifles she finally settled on the perfect selection, leaving it paused on the windowsill while she reached down, unlaced her boots and set them aside. She turned up the volume, tapped play and heard four short drum hits, then she ran five steps and locked her knees, slaloming down the polished corridor at a surprising clip, letting out a whoop as she went. Behind her the tinny music rattled through the corridor, hard and fast and ugly: ‘Do they owe us a living?’

‘Course they fucking do!’ Sandra shouted back, feeling herself wobble, almost falling on her backside but managing to maintain her balance as she hurtled past the sewing room and the billiard room, painted nobles scowling as she slid by. Her pace began to slow so she ran again, throwing her arms wide like the world’s most ungainly surfer, remembering suddenly the last time she’d done this, the day she and Vin had moved into their house. They’d taken off their shoes and slid all the way from the living room to the kitchen, ending up on the floor in a laughing heap, then under the table, then out of their clothes.

Somewhere inside Sandra felt a pang of discomfort, a pressure in her head that was almost pain. But she forced herself to ignore it, traversing the full length of the gallery before she finally slid to a stop, the music a faint clatter behind her. She was sure she knew what the bad feeling meant: it was guilt for enjoying herself, for experiencing happiness, if only for a moment.

But Vin would want this, she reminded herself. Skidding through a stately home bellowing out Crass in your socks? Fucking triumph, babe.

Forcing the feeling aside Sandra turned and slid again, rocketing back the way she’d come. She could feel a slight imbalance, feel herself starting to lose control, but still she hurled herself onward, determined to drive out the anxiety and just be happy for one fucking moment. She slid faster and still faster, careening closer and closer to the mirror at the end of the gallery. And that was when she saw the girl.

She stood directly ahead of Sandra, feet together and chin raised, upright against the mirrored wall. But no, that wasn’t right, she was somehow behind the wall, inside the glass, one hand raised, waving one white glove.

Sandra lost her footing, tumbling to the floor and slamming hard into the wall as the music cut out and the silence roared back. Skew-legged on the floor Sandra turned to look behind but there was no one there, just the empty gallery. So she gritted her teeth and turned to the mirror, fully expecting to see nothing, to realise that it had all been her imagination.

But the girl was still there; skinny in a black frock and grey stockings, her hair tugged severely from her pale, expressionless face. And she wasn’t alone, Sandra saw; there were others with her, standing in rows like in a Victorian family photograph, each one mistier than the last, like mountains on an overcast morning. Some were taller, older, wearier but many were just children, wearing cloth caps and frayed jumpers, their faces smirched and their bodies made of fog.

Sandra faced them, crouching on the wooden floor, and their clouded eyes seemed to stare right back at her. Then there was a pop, and all the lights went out.

She clutched her head, gripped by a cascading pain so potent that she almost retched. Anxiety tore through her and she sank to her knees; she was shaking hard and for a moment she could barely breathe, let alone form coherent thoughts.

Then after a few moments the pain began to retreat and she forced her eyes open. Every light in the gallery had gone out; the space was illuminated only by the thin, murky light from the long windows. Sandra lifted her head but there was no one in the mirror now, no quiet girl, no watchful eyes. She knelt for a moment, gathering herself, then she mopped her brow and got shakily to her feet.

‘Fucking losing my mind,’ she muttered as she crossed to the nearest light switch, flicking it on. Nothing. She opened the door to the sewing room and tried the switch in there; same result. ‘Fucksticks,’ she muttered. A fuse must’ve tripped, though she had no idea how.

If it hadn’t been for the freezer in the pantry she might’ve left it, but she had no idea when Joy would be home and the thought of all that meat spoiling was just too much. Checking her phone she found that the battery hadn’t died as she’d assumed; it was low, but still working. The media player had just crashed for some reason, and when she tried to restart it she got the spinning wheel of death.

Still, it felt like the moment for music had passed: she had a mission now, to find the fusebox that must be around here somewhere, and get the power working again. Right away she ruled out the bedrooms; they wouldn’t want some chunky metal box uglying up the place. Outside was possible but unlikely; on a cold, dark night, who’d want to go fumbling for the fuses? There was a whole top floor that she’d only seen bits of, plus attics above that. But there was no sense just trying rooms at random, she ought to start with the parts of the house she was already familiar with, and work outwards from there.

But the fusebox wasn’t in the kitchen, or the pantry either; she found a hatch in the wall that housed the rusty old dumbwaiter but nothing electrical, so she pushed on into the butchery, which had bare stone walls and stains on the floor that she assumed must be animal blood. There were rusted hooks in the ceiling, too, and a stone-topped table that looked like it had last been used for sacrificing virgins, but no sign of any fuses. Through a doorway was another room, this one even smaller, with a hefty iron mangle and two ancient, top-loading washers. From the back, Sandra saw power cables snaking across the floor, plugged into a thicker wire sheathed in black rubber that vanished through the floorboards and disappeared into the dark.

Of course, she groaned inwardly. Where else but the cellar?









CHAPTER NINE

the bolt was badly rusted but Sandra worked at it, hauling the cellar door wide to reveal steep wooden steps and a sloping ceiling with plaster so yellow it was as though someone had sat down there and smoked themselves to death. She hit the switch but of course the lights were out, so she took out her phone again and activated the torch.

She couldn’t see the bottom but she started down anyway, testing each step before she put her weight on it. With her phone held in front of her she had a sudden, vivid sensation, a vision so clear it felt like a memory. In it she saw a girl; the same one from the mirror, perhaps, or another just like her, tiptoeing down these very same stairs, clutching a lighted candle and praying a gust of wind wouldn’t blow it out. She’d been sent down for a tin of polish and a cask of lamp oil and she was utterly terrified, her fears fed by the older servants, her knees shaking as she descended into the cellar, step after trembling step, until—

Sandra was so distracted that the last step took her unawares and she stumbled. The floor was bare earth, but packed hard as stone; the heels of her boots rang dully in the silence. She angled her phone, peering around, but she couldn’t even guess at the parameters of the cellar, the space was far too big and her torch much too weak. Instead it illuminated what appeared to be a bizarre cityscape, a network of grey towers with uneven pathways winding between them.

Stepping forward, she touched the nearest of the towers and felt dry material beneath her fingers. It was a dust sheet, grey and crusted with age. Gingerly Sandra peered beneath and saw a wooden door with a small, ringed handle. A wardrobe. Beside that was a bed propped up on its end and next a stack of wooden chairs, tottering under their grey shroud. Beneath other sheets she found paintings and statues, crates and boxes, even a dressmaker’s dummy. The towers stretched as far as her limited vision would allow, a sprawling labyrinth of cast-off belongings.

There was no sign of the fusebox but as she shone her light around she saw the black cable again, snaking down through the ceiling and trailing off along the left-hand wall. Clutching her phone Sandra followed, keeping one hand on the wall, worried that if she wandered off into that maze she might never be found again.

She passed several openings, brick-lined passages leading deeper into the dark. But the cables kept to the main chamber so she did too, wishing she had some idea of the cellar’s size. Again that image came to her of the girl and her guttering candle, hoping it’d go the distance as she hunted desperately for the things she’d been sent to find. She’d have been given strict instructions by whoever sent her, the housekeeper or the gentleman’s gentleman, but once she got down here she’d have lost her bearings and got turned around, becoming less and less sure with every step that she knew where she was going or how to get out.

Sandra reached a clearing and paused, taking a breath. The ceiling was stone now, great quarried slabs held aloft by ancient, worm-riddled wooden pillars. There was a primordial smell of soil and rot and she remembered Joy telling her about the very first foundations, the parts of Hautmond that dated back a thousand years. How many generations had trodden this bare, uneven floor?

Ahead was a massive, hunched shape and drawing the dust sheet aside Sandra discovered a monstrous armoire, its lacquered doors painted with weeping willows. On a whim she tugged them open, jumping back as an avalanche of bric-a-brac came tumbling out. She saw folded dresses and moth-eaten pinafores; battered shoes and handkerchiefs; jewellery boxes and dolls with cracked faces; framed photographs and diaries held shut with tiny clasps. Leaning against the armoire was a stack of suitcases, the leather cracked and the locks rusted, clothes still bulging from the sides. Sandra was reminded of news footage from the aftermath of a genocide, once-beloved possessions heaped by the roadside or piled in a disused warehouse, never to be reclaimed. Somewhere up ahead, she heard a distinct creak.

She raised her torch, trying not to breathe. All she could see were those same grey sheets, those same tall shadows. But no, there was something else there, almost concealed by the bulk of the armoire. A door in the wall, just four painted planks knocked together with rusty nails, and a sliding bolt to hold it shut. It was open now, though, angling inward just a crack, the lintel so low that she’d have to crouch to pass beneath it. Was it her imagination, or had she really just heard the hinges groan?

She remembered then what Joy had said about a secret room deep in the maze, the place where little girls were sent when they’d been particularly naughty. At the time it had seemed a joke; not so much now. Raising her phone, Sandra saw there was a sign on the door; it was filthy with dust, hammered to the wood. Reaching out, she used the end of her sleeve to wipe it clean and saw two words daubed in red paint: DRESSING ROOM. She frowned. That made no sense at all. Why would anyone come all the way down here to get dressed?

With a quick shove she pushed the door open and peered inside, wondering why even as she did it. The space beyond was utterly dark so she angled her phone, seeing walls of bare plaster and faint shapes in the gloom, a chair and a bed and something hanging from the ceiling, a rope or a chain or a—

‘Nope,’ Sandra whispered. ‘Fuck this.’

She started to back out, and that was when she saw the marks on the wall. They formed a pattern, these little groups of four lines, rising and falling like sine waves. There was something else too, a small, reflective object jammed deep into the plaster, right beside the door. She reached out to pick it free and the object dropped into her palm. Sandra peered down, squinting.

Then with a shiver of revulsion she snatched her hand back, watching the tiny object tumble into the dark. It had been a fingernail, a complete one, snapped off at the root and buried in the wall. And suddenly the nature of those marks became obvious; claw marks, human ones, made by someone scratching desperately to get out.

With a moan Sandra stumbled clear just as the door swung back on its hinges, slamming in her face with a dull thud. At the same moment, her phone died.

Sandra turned, falling over herself in her desperation to get away. But she hadn’t taken two steps before she slammed into something hard, crying out in pain and surprise. It was a pillar, she realised as her hands met behind it, one of the ones that propped up the ceiling. For a moment she clung to it, trying to silence her own breaths, listening keenly for sounds in the dark.

There’s no one there, she told herself. You left the cellar door open and it made a wind tunnel, blew that door open, and shut it again.

So what about those marks, then? What about that fingernail?

She drew herself up, trying to marshal her strength, but in her mind she was that frightened maid, her candle dead and her heart racing, unaware that someone was standing right behind her, reaching out, ready to drag her back into that little room...

‘For fuck’s sake!’ Sandra said out loud. ‘This isn’t helping.’

The sound of her own voice steadied her and she forced herself to move, stumbling off in what she thought was the direction of the stairs. Her stomach was tight and there was a mist in her head, a dusty confusion and a flapping like wings. All she could think to do was keep going; surely she’d arrive somewhere, eventually.

She spotted a glow ahead of her, flickering and pale, and as she drew closer she saw that it was a reflection in a standing mirror – the light cast by something overhead, she assumed, maybe even a glimmer of daylight through a crack in the ceiling. She peered up, but before she could discern the source she spotted those black cables again, winding over her head towards – yes, a metal box, bolted to the wall just a short distance away.

Sandra hurried towards it, flooded with relief as she flipped open the front panel and inspected the fusebox. The glow in the mirror seemed to have faded away, but in the red gleam of a sensor light she could just make out a row of huge, rubberised switches.

But hang on, that couldn’t be right. They were all flipped to the ON position, even the main breaker. None of the fuses had tripped.

When in doubt, turn it off and on again.

Sandra heaved the breaker down, hearing it clunk. Then she pushed it back up and held her breath. Nothing.

She put a hand on the wall. None of this was her fault, she told herself; the electrical system was just old, like Tucker said, and she’d been unlucky enough to be on hand when it finally blew. She wasn’t sure what she was going to tell Joy, but that was a problem for later. Right now, all she had to do was get the hell out of here.

She kept close to the wall, wondering how long it’d take to circumnavigate the cellar and what else she might stumble across in the process. The darkness deepened and she paused, her breath quickening as she tried to get her bearings. She reached for the wall, groping for the reassuring touch of brick, but instead felt dry cloth.

Sandra turned, confused. Surely the wall was right alongside. Reaching behind her she felt a dust sheet there too, covering something tall and solid. She reached to her left, same thing. And to the right as well.

But that’s impossible. If I’m completely surrounded, how did I get in?

She explored the space systematically, feeling each obstruction in turn. But they were all equally solid, wardrobes or wooden crates, the sheets stinking of must and mildew. Sandra swallowed. This couldn’t be happening. She reached out again, and winced as her knuckles struck the nearest blockage.

They’re closing in, she realised. The space is shrinking.

She tried to force herself to be still, to clear her thoughts and focus. But panic was rising inside her, fear and desperation. She felt movement beside her and turned, shoving as hard as she could. But there was nothing there, just those tightening obstacles, moving in to trap her. She moaned, resisting the urge to sink to the floor, to cover her head and wait until someone came.

Then she heard a sound, deep and somehow distant; a low, steady growling. It grew louder and closer until it was recognisably the sound of machinery, rattling towards her as the ceiling began to tremble. Sandra looked up, hearing the clunk of a door followed by a muffled shout.

Then all the lights came on.









CHAPTER TEN

joy felt it the moment she stepped from the Land Rover; a heightened alertness, an angry vigilance flowing like air currents all around her. Horatio whined as they approached the house and even Xander seemed to sense it, pulling back on her hand as though reluctant to step inside. In the hall, the sensation was even stronger – a bitter, unsettled feeling that was somehow familiar, from a long time ago.

Trespasser.

The word rose unbidden in her mind, like the echo of a sound she hadn’t heard. It seemed to have been spoken by many voices, one of which was her own; at the same time she knew there had been no sound, because Xander hadn’t reacted and neither had Horatio. Either way, she knew who it referred to.

‘Good trip?’

Joy looked up sharply as Sandra entered. The woman’s cheeks were flushed and she seemed almost nervous, as though she’d been doing something she shouldn’t have. There were cobwebs in her hair and dirt under her fingernails.

‘Where have you been?’ Joy asked, that word still rattling in her head. ‘You’re filthy.’

Sandra bit her lip. ‘Oh, just poking around in the pantry. I was thinking I might offer to make supper, if you were tired from your shopping.’

‘And did you find anything?’

Sandra shook her head. ‘Not unless you fancy sild and corned beef surprise.’

‘Well, it’s the thought that counts,’ Joy told her, forcing a smile. ‘Anyway don’t worry, there’s a Waitrose delivery due this afternoon. Assuming Gerry remembered to place the order.’

‘Perfect,’ Sandra said. ‘Well, if you want to put your feet up, I can keep my ears peeled.’

Joy could almost taste the guilt in her voice. What had she been up to?

She had to admit, there were times when she wondered precisely why she’d chosen to allow Gerry’s friend to come and stay. She knew that if she’d asked any one of her old friends they’d have given her a whole list of reasons why it was a rotten idea, but somehow, in the moment, none of that had mattered. And it wasn’t that Gerry had persuaded her, either; he’d never been able to talk his wife into anything she didn’t want to do, from attending the Glastonbury Festival to questionable bedroom stuff that he’d learned about on the internet.

Of course, part of it was that Joy genuinely did appreciate the thought of having someone else about the place; the days had been starting to feel rather empty. But there was more to it, somehow, a feeling that she couldn’t quite identify. A sense that bringing Sandra here was somehow the correct thing to do – morally, of course, given her dreadful experience, but in a deeper, less tangible sense too. The woman simply ought to be here. Joy didn’t know why, she just knew it was true.

Xander took off his shoes, tossing them in the general direction of the coat rack as Horatio barked and chased them, skidding on the tiles and almost crashing into a stack of planks. ‘Don’t encourage him,’ Joy admonished her son. ‘Those are Mr Tucker’s things. I don’t suppose he came back?’

Sandra shook her head. ‘Not so far.’

Joy looked at the mess the man had left, the jumble of toolboxes and ladders and general detritus. ‘You know, I’m starting to wonder about our Mr Tucker. It’s not the smell, like I said, whatever he gets up to out of hours is up to him. I just don’t know how… professional he is. And that boy Stanley, he just comes across as a bit of a lump.’

‘But you said they’d been recommended,’ Sandra pointed out. ‘That they’ve done this sort of thing before.’

Joy sighed. ‘Yes. But I can’t help thinking… You know, it’s possible I rushed into all this. I thought I knew what I wanted, but now they’re actually here it all feels a bit, I don’t know, extreme. Maybe I ought to pay Tucker off and have a good long think about what I really want, before I start letting him carve up my house.’

Sandra shrugged. ‘Well, it’s up to you, obviously. I’m hardly an expert, but Tucker does seem to know what he’s doing.’

‘Perhaps,’ Joy said. ‘I’m just not sure I do.’

*   *   *

She hadn’t intended to accept Sandra’s offer of supper – she knew it was just another way for the woman to assuage her guilt for whatever she’d been up to, and besides, she was still officially a guest. But when it came down to it, after they’d carried the Waitrose delivery down the back stairs and tucked it all away in the cupboards, Joy found that she was just too weary to actually prepare a meal. So when Sandra offered again, she accepted – it was fair enough, wasn’t it? The woman was staying for free, it wasn’t unreasonable that she should help out once in a while.

Anyway, if she’d expected to feel her own pang of guilt as Sandra placed the plates down on the servants’ dining table, Joy could honestly say she didn’t. It was only pasta with meat sauce, but it was better than anything she could’ve whipped up – the professional touch, she thought approvingly. Perhaps cooking for people was what Sandra had been born to do, and Joy was simply enabling her to fulfil that.

As they ate she felt the house draw in around them and finally started to relax, those earlier anxieties receding in her mind. Gerry and Sandra were nattering away, regaling Xander with the shared memory of an old university acquaintance who’d fallen into the crocodile enclosure at Chester Zoo and had to be rescued by a team of keepers. Joy drifted in and out, listening to the soft groans and gurgles of the pipes in the wall, remembering how those same sounds had sung her to sleep when she was a girl, and feeling a tremendous warmth and comfort settling inside her.

But it didn’t last. She woke in the small hours with something tugging at her consciousness, though at first she wasn’t sure what it was. Gerry lay snoring beside her, his face slack and somehow moronic, and Joy wondered if he was dreaming of Sandra again, and what the woman had really been doing that afternoon. That wasn’t what was bothering her, though, at least not in any serious way.

‘Tucker,’ she whispered aloud, and as his name tripped off her tongue she realised that was it, that was the worry that had woken her. She wasn’t even entirely sure where the name had come from; it was almost as though another voice had spoken it, using her lips. In that moment Joy felt the powerful but not unprecedented sense that there was someone else in the room with her, someone silently observing. But it wasn’t an upsetting feeling, or even an irksome one – it was comforting somehow, as though she was being watched over by some benevolent power.

Forcing herself to focus, Joy returned her attention to the workman. She hadn’t been entirely truthful with Sandra; Tucker did unsettle her, with his marijuana stench and his hippie hair, she was half-convinced he’d show up for work stoned and end up knocking over the suit of armour or dropping a hammer on the dog. But it wasn’t just that; she really was starting to have doubts about this entire enterprise, her whole plan to open up Hautmond. After all, this was her home, wasn’t it?

She’d never expected to feel that way. Yes, she had fond memories from childhood, but they were indistinct somehow, more like impressions, really. She remembered exploring the house and the garden for hours, days on end, but any specifics were lost to her. She knew that Cookie had been her closest companion, but she couldn’t recall her real name, or picture her face in any detail.

Some parts of her upbringing were clearer than others: how happy she’d been at boarding school, how proud she’d been of her achievements in maths, and science, and hockey. She remembered her distress when her father broke the news over the phone from some foreign resort that this would be her final term, that they simply couldn’t afford it. And of course she remembered those months at the local secondary, the things they’d called her and the things they’d done.

But of the time that followed, she recalled almost nothing. She was aware that this was unusual, to have only scattered memories from one’s teenage years, but it was just something she’d learned to accept. Mostly she put it down to the trauma she’d suffered at that awful school, and also to the fact that in that period almost nothing of note had actually happened. After hours of begging her parents had agreed to hire a live-in tutor – a young, inexperienced and, she assumed, inexpensive one – and after that her routine had become fixed and unchanging. All Joy knew was that she’d been largely content, drifting along in a happy haze, the house cocooning her in its warmth and security, until the day she left for Oxford and everything changed.

And now she was back – back in the comforting bosom of Hautmond. Did she really want to jeopardise that? Did she honestly want hordes of tourists traipsing through, wiping their feet on her mat and their noses on her curtains? Did she want her home and its proud history reduced to merely the site of Trevor and Tracey’s wedding? As for the BBC, the thought that they would broadcast these priceless interiors to slack-jawed audiences around the world made her feel faintly ill.

So what about the money? Could they really keep a house this size running if it wasn’t paying for itself? Well, Gerry’s partnership ought to be coming through any day now, and the pay bump that went with it. She still had a chunk from her father’s insurance and of course there was the Chelsea flat; they’d agreed not to sell it, but plans could change, couldn’t they? Besides, how costly could it really be? Surely she could handle the basic upkeep, and with Sandra there to help it wouldn’t be too much of a—

She caught herself. With Sandra there? But that was only temporary. Before long the woman would find a job and get her house back and be gone. Wouldn’t she? Joy felt a pang of confusion. Did she want Sandra to stay? Or did she want her to leave, so she could have Hautmond to herself? She honestly wasn’t sure. Again, she remembered the feeling she’d had when Gerry suggested it, that sense of rightness. Where had it come from? What did it mean?

Either way, Sandra wasn’t vital to any of her plans. If Joy needed help around the house she could just hire someone, call an agency and book a girl to come in and—

No.

Again the word just appeared in her mind, as though spoken by an inaudible voice, or many of them. There was such certainty in it, though, such determination, as if the word had a weight of its own, settling heavily in her thoughts. And again, she felt that presence; knew, in fact, that it had never left, but had been sharing her thoughts, seeing through her eyes, this entire time.

‘Fine,’ she whispered, quiet enough that Gerry didn’t even stir. ‘No agencies. No hired help. Whatever you think’s best.’

She’d figure something else out, further down the line. For now, all she knew was that when Tucker came the following day she was determined to thrash it out with him.

*   *   *

But over breakfast, her mind changed again. The entire purpose of moving back to Hautmond had been to make it ready for public consumption; was she really going to scotch that whole idea over a momentary feeling of uncertainty and a few night-time doubts? At the very least she should let Tucker finish the work he’d been hired to do – repair the damage her dad had wrought, and build her a reception desk. After that, she’d see about taking the next step.

But the old man looked bleary-eyed when Joy answered the door, and the smell of hashish was stronger than ever. He grunted a good morning, informing her that the wood they’d ordered was finally on its way, and in the meantime they could make do with what they had. His chubby sidekick looked out of sorts, too, opening a toolbox and drawing out a lump hammer and a long, wicked-looking chisel. Seeing them, Joy felt her doubts returning, more forcefully than ever. When Stanley climbed a ladder and began whacking at the panels on the wall she could stand it no longer.

‘What are you doing?’ she demanded, in a harsher tone than she’d intended. ‘I mean, is that really necessary?’

Tucker turned to her. ‘This wood’s so ancient, the only way to get the panels off is to break them to bits. But we’re only doing these four here, where you wanted the desk to go.’

Stanley hammered again, the chisel slicing into the wood, every impact like a blow to Joy’s skull. ‘Just stop!’ she yelled, striding towards the ladder. ‘Please, just—’

But Stanley either couldn’t or didn’t want to hear her; he raised his hammer and struck another blow, the chisel sinking deep into the panelling. Then he tugged, splintering the veneer and cracking off a long, jagged strip. All around her Joy could feel horror and distress; she wasn’t sure where it was coming from but she knew it had to end, right now.

Once more, Stanley braced the chisel against the panel and swung, putting all his weight into it. But his grip must’ve been off because this time the blade skidded across the surface, bouncing off the raised lip of the panel and rebounding, jerking backwards and plunging into his cheekbone right below the left eye.

Joy froze, staring in disbelief as rivers of bright blood began to stream down the boy’s face, pattering audibly onto the rungs of the ladder and the tiles beneath. Stanley waved his hands in panic, letting out a bubbling moan as Tucker ran in, taking the boy around the waist and helping him down. The chisel jutted from his face at a near-ninety-degree angle, his cheek sliced so wide that when he opened his mouth Joy could see right through to the gums.

Sandra cried out and ran, dropping her teacup; Joy heard it shatter on the tiles. But she still couldn’t move, watching as between them Sandra and Tucker lowered Stanley to the floor, placing him down as carefully as they could. He was starting to shriek, the blood bubbling in his throat as Sandra held his hands down to prevent him from touching the blade embedded in his face.

‘Shouldn’t you pull it out?’ Joy asked. ‘Or will that make it worse?’

‘I’ve no fucking idea,’ Sandra shouted back. ‘I did a first aid course once but this is a bit beyond that. I think if we tried it might fracture his cheekbone, or take out his eye.’

‘No!’ Stanley yelled. ‘Not my eye!’

‘You need to call someone,’ Tucker pointed at Joy. ‘An ambulance, right now.’

‘I can’t,’ Joy reminded him. ‘No phones. No signal.’

Sandra raised her head, looking up towards the painted dome.

‘What about up there? Remember, you said there might be a signal in the garden, or at the top of the house.’

Joy nodded. ‘I can try. But you’ll have to give me your mobile phone, I don’t carry mine with me any more.’

Sandra reached into her pocket. ‘The passcode is Vin’s birthday, 270788. Can you remember that?’

Joy repeated it back then she pocketed the device and started up the stairs. That awareness was back, she could feel it humming in the air as the boy cried again, a hideous wail that echoed from the walls and the dome where the silver stars seemed to flicker, vibrating excitedly against the blue. The big knight watched implacably from the corner, his mace still raised, and all around her the painted faces of Joy’s ancestors stared down like spectators at an Elizabethan autopsy.

She took the second flight to the upper floor, glancing along the empty corridor where dust lay in drifts, every door closed and locked. On the far side of the landing an iron ladder was bolted to the wall, running straight up to the circular walkway some twenty feet above. The rungs were scabbed with rust and as Joy put her weight on them she heard a groan, and wondered how long it had been since anyone had climbed up here. Don’t be afraid, a voice inside her said. You won’t fall.

The walkway reminded her of Kew Gardens; a steel ring bolted beneath the cupola, just wide enough for one person. There were windows at shoulder height so Joy wiped the dust and peered through, seeing the roof of the house stretching away from her, green with clumps of moss and studded with terracotta chimneys. A clear memory came to her of standing in this very same spot as a child, peering through the same filthy window and feeling such pride that this was her home, and such relief that she’d never have to leave. She could almost hear Cookie calling her to come down this minute, telling her she was a naughty little girl, and there’d be no supper at all if she didn’t—

‘Hey!’

Joy looked down, annoyed at the interruption. Then she saw the three figures below her, the boy on the tiles with the blood haloing around his head, the frightened old man and the woman waving her arms.

‘Is it working?’ Sandra yelled and Joy tugged out the phone, tapping in the code that Sandra had made her memorise. She scanned the screen, seeing a single bar in the top right-hand corner. Then she gave a thumbs up and dialled 999.

*   *   *

By the time the ambulance arrived Stanley was calm; the flow of blood had slowed and his breathing was steady. The paramedics lifted him onto a stretcher and wheeled him down the front steps; Tucker started to follow, then he turned back.

‘Thanks,’ he told Sandra. ‘For all you did. And to you too, Mrs McManus. I don’t know what happened, the daft sod, he just—’

‘It’s okay,’ Sandra said. ‘Go.’

Tucker pressed his hands together. ‘I’ll let you know how he’s getting on when I come back tomorrow. I’ll bring the rest of the wood and we can—’

‘No,’ Joy said, surprising herself. ‘I mean, of course, come back tomorrow and collect your things, and do let us know how he’s doing. But I’ve decided I need to think about… all this.’

Tucker frowned. ‘All what?’

‘The work,’ Joy told him. ‘I’m not sure it’s all… necessary. I need to give it more thought, before we go any further.’

‘But we discussed it,’ Tucker protested. ‘I turned down other jobs so I could—’

‘Don’t worry, you’ll be paid,’ Joy snapped. Was money really the only thing that mattered to these people? ‘But I don’t want to rush into anything that I’ll end up regretting later. This is my home, after all.’









CHAPTER ELEVEN

even after she’d rinsed the blood from her hands and clothes, after she’d helped Joy mop up the mess, Sandra couldn’t shift the mental image of the boy on the tiles with five inches of steel rammed into his face, arms flapping as they tried to hold him down, to reassure him that help was on the way. Every time her thoughts drifted she heard the crack of bone and saw the shreds of skin that had been his left cheek, the glimpses of teeth and tongue through a froth of blood. And she couldn’t shake the feeling that it hadn’t been an accident.

She knew that was absurd. She’d seen it happen, or at least she’d heard it; her attention had been focused on pouring the tea. But no one had been within six feet of him, and it wasn’t the sort of injury a person would inflict on themselves, not unless they were hopelessly insane, which Stanley didn’t appear to be. She hadn’t known the boy well, of course, but surely there’d have been some sign.

Tucker had come back the next day as promised, gathering up his tools and his materials and letting Sandra know that Stanley was in a stable condition; he’d have a hell of a scar, but it could’ve been worse. Joy hadn’t come down; as far as Sandra knew she was still in bed, and her instructions to cease all work on the house still stood.

‘I’m relieved, in a way,’ Tucker said, zipping up his holdall and hefting it onto his shoulder. ‘And not just for the free holiday. I can’t help thinking it would’ve been me next. It’s this house, man. Bad vibes. I know, I know, daft old hippie. But still. Terrible things happened here, I’d put money on it.’

Sandra frowned. ‘You could say that about pretty much anywhere.’

The old man shrugged. ‘Maybe so. I’d be careful, though, if I were you.’

Sandra almost told him then how she felt, her gnawing suspicion that the boy’s accident had been anything but. She didn’t, though, because she didn’t want to sound crazy. Or was it that she didn’t want him to agree with her?

She saw Tucker off at the door then she headed towards the kitchen, only to find Joy waiting in the Long Gallery with a guilty look on her face.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘Leaving you to deal with him. I just… I think I’m still in shock. And I didn’t want to have to explain myself, not to the likes of… I’m just thinking things through, that’s all. Assessing my priorities.’

Sandra put a hand on her arm. ‘Don’t worry, you don’t have to explain yourself to the likes of me, either. And we’ve all had a shock, no wonder you feel a bit unsure. Look, let’s just make a pot of tea, shall we? Nice cuppa, and try to forget all about it.’

*   *   *

But of course it wasn’t so easy. Every morning Sandra was woken by the bells in the corridor; they seemed to ring whether or not Xander was even out of bed, and she’d stopped trying to figure out why. It was easier just to get up and fill the kettle, stick some toast on and wait for everyone to join her. The house would rattle and murmur, a chorus of aged groans that she’d found irksome at first but was now growing used to. And every once in a while she’d see movement, a reflection in an upturned spoon or a glass of water, but of course when she turned around there was no one there.

London already felt like the distant past. She could picture her house, the green front gate and the blue front door, the hallway and the living room and the downstairs loo. But it didn’t seem real somehow, more like a location from a TV show that she’d watched enough times to seem familiar, like the Rover’s Return or the apartments in Friends. Not that the house she was actually staying in felt any more solid, really; if London was a memory then this place was a dream, and somehow she knew that the longer she stayed asleep, the harder it’d be to wake up.

She’d tried dropping hints to Gerry about his colleague but either they were too subtle or he simply kept forgetting; he’d always been a scatterbrain, as evidenced by the constant lateness. But there was only a certain level of pestering that Sandra felt comfortable with. He and Joy were putting her up, they were feeding her, she couldn’t keep nagging him. But that didn’t mean she couldn’t take her own steps, did it?

She ought to at least do what she’d initially planned – go through her inbox and gather the relevant emails, any info she might need about the house and the mortgage. But when she climbed to the high walkway in search of data she found the process more frustrating than helpful; the signal was so weak, the internet cutting in and out, that she soon got fed up and ended up just sitting there, gazing across the rooftops towards the road, the valley and the village beyond.

The village. She’d almost forgotten it was there. What had Gerry said, a post office and a pub? They’d have 4G, surely. And even more importantly, they’d have beer.

Suddenly, the realisation that at no point in the past few weeks had Sandra so much as entertained the idea of leaving the grounds of Hautmond Hall struck her as profoundly strange. But then, when she did consider it, she felt a sort of tightness in her lungs and a fluttering in her head, followed by the powerful urge to go back to bed. Was it trauma again, she wondered? Was she unsettled by the idea of being out in the world, of having to speak to strangers? But that was absurd, she wasn’t shy around people, she never had been. Her job would’ve been a nightmare if she was. So what was it, simple laziness? Either way she needed to man up and do it, and stop being so damn feeble.

So the next morning after breakfast Sandra took a long bath, then she put on her boots and her best jeans and headed down to the main hall. She found Joy and Gerry helping Xander into his coat, which was odd because it was after nine a.m.

‘What are you boys still doing here?’ she asked. ‘No school?’

Gerry flushed. ‘No, we’re um, we’re taking Xander to an appointment.’

‘And what about you?’ Joy asked. ‘Another day in the garden?’

‘Not today,’ Sandra told her. ‘I was actually going to see if I could find my way to this village Gerry mentioned. See the sights, you know. I’ve got my last few quid burning a hole in my pocket.’

‘Don’t spend it all in one place,’ Gerry warned.

Joy wrinkled her nose. ‘Are you sure about this? Those clouds, I’m pretty certain it’s going to rain. And that place… You know it’s not really a village, don’t you? Not in the sense of, you know, actual villages. It’s more of a commuter suburb. Ugly, concrete, no decent shops to speak of. Honestly, I can’t recommend it.’

‘My wife is somewhat prejudiced,’ Gerry said. ‘When she was young the townies used to call her a posh little madam. Totally unreasonable, of course.’

‘It was more than that, and you know it,’ Joy snapped. ‘Anyway, I just don’t see why anyone would voluntarily choose to go there. Why not save your money, then at the weekend we can all take a drive to Oxford or somewhere, you know, nice?’

Sandra frowned. ‘The thing is, I’ve talked myself into it now. I even thought I’d take Horatio, he could use a proper stretch.’

The dog looked up at the sound of his name, padding over towards her.

‘Good idea,’ Gerry said. ‘There’s actually a short cut, if you go around the front of the house you’ll see a stile, then you just follow the path down and—’

‘Honestly, Gerry, don’t encourage her,’ Joy snapped, then her face reddened. ‘I’m sorry. Gerry’s right, I’m irrational about that place. Go, if you must. But don’t say you weren’t warned.’

‘I’ll be in and out,’ Sandra promised. ‘And I won’t speak to anyone unless I absolutely have to.’

She left right after they did, watching from the courtyard as the Bentley bumped off down the drive. She could see the path that Gerry had mentioned, leading away through the overgrown grass towards the boundary wall. She checked her pockets for the spare keys he’d given her, then she pulled the front door shut and set out. The grass was slick with dew, her jeans soon wet to the knees. Horatio snuffled nose-down, hunting out rabbit droppings and clumps of flowering clover. It was a clear spring morning, there was no sign of this rain that Joy had warned her about.

What could have happened to make her hate the village so much? It couldn’t just be childhood trauma, even with the added element of snobbery. She seemed to genuinely detest the place. It was funny, most of the time Joy was just like a regular person; she had a decent sense of humour and a generally likeable nature; her generosity was in no doubt. But every once in a while, she’d say or do something that forced Sandra to recognise the gulf between them – cultural, political, financial. She seemed not to have watched any of the same programmes that Sandra had seen growing up, or read any of the same newspapers or loathed any of the same prime ministers. She displayed zero interest in music or movies; she didn’t even seem to listen to the radio. She did read a fair bit, but having their one point of shared culture be the literature of previous centuries only seemed to exacerbate the issue, not resolve it.

Of course, their lives had been very different, particularly in recent years. Covid had been an inconvenience for Joy, rather than a catastrophe; Gerry had worked from home and she had spent the time suckling Xander and redecorating their Chelsea flat. The ruination of the health service made little impact; they went private anyway. And of course the cost of living wasn’t much of an issue.

There were times when Sandra got the urge to try and engage with the woman on a political level, to force Joy to face the reality that so many were living through. But what good would it do? She’d only end up alienating one of the last two people who cared about her, and besides, it’d be rude. Still, deep down she suspected that it was time to start thinking seriously about her next move.

Feeling a tightness in her chest, Sandra stopped abruptly. It wasn’t discomfort, exactly, more like the feeling there was something important she’d meant to do. She looked back. Had she left the front door open? No, there it was, shut tight. Could it be something else? Her bed unmade? The dishes unwashed? No, she remembered stacking the machine after breakfast.

She pressed on, thrusting her hands into her jacket pockets, fighting a growing sense of unease. She almost had to force herself over the wooden stile, and just as she neared the top she heard a mad clamour behind her. Horatio came racing through the grass, ears pinned back, barking furiously. Sandra looked around, wondering if something had startled him; that fox, maybe.

Then she realised it was her the dog was yapping at, growling and jumping at her legs. ‘Okay, I get it,’ she said. ‘You want to go first.’

She inched aside and Horatio bounded up the ladder, but when he reached the top he didn’t jump down; instead he barked right in Sandra’s face, baring his teeth and snarling. ‘Hey!’ she shouted, clinging to the stile. ‘What’s got into you, you daft animal?’

Horatio crouched, growling and blocking the way, and Sandra glanced back at the house, wondering if she shouldn’t just sack it off and go back. ‘No,’ she told the dog. ‘I’m doing this. And you’re being stupid. Now I’m sorry, but it’s your own fault.’

And with both hands she shoved Horatio off the stile. He landed badly, rolling on his back, then Sandra dropped down beside him and he recovered himself, whining and looking confused. Finally he licked her hand and wagged his tail.

‘Got that out of your system, have you? Good.’

Sandra took a breath, feeling like she’d achieved something, though she wasn’t quite sure what. There was a sign beside the stile; it was ancient and covered in moss, but she could make out a word ending in TON and a number 2. Sounds doable, she thought. A couple of miles each way, and a pint in the middle.

The path wound down through thistled sheep-fields to a swampy streambed with a plank laid over it. Horatio trotted happily, muddying his feet in the bog then sneaking off to crouch in some reeds. Sandra wondered if she ought to pick it up but she didn’t have a bag, and besides, they were in the countryside. Surely everything shat freely out here, cows, sheep, birds. What was one extra dog?

In the next field Horatio spotted a hare and gave chase, barking vigorously until Sandra called him back. The path climbed and before long she was sweating under her jacket, the lethargy of the last few weeks leaving her ill-conditioned and panting. To her left the road wound in hairpins up the valley, and she wondered if it wouldn’t have made more sense to ignore Gerry’s shortcut and go the longer but much less vertical way. But she was almost at the top now; she could see a dented steel barrier, and beyond it the intermittent blur of traffic.

She paused for breath as she reached the dual carriageway and for a moment she felt that pull again, like a fine thread tugging at her insides. She almost turned, inexplicably eager to see the house again, if only for a second. But instead she pressed on, following a muddy, beercan-strewn footpath towards a white steel footbridge spanning the main road. It was rusted and covered in graffiti: THIS IS HELL; IMMIGANTS OUT; TISH FUCKS HORSES, the last word crossed out and ANYTHING written instead.

From the top she could see the village, or what remained of it; an outer ring of red-brick new-builds encircling a central core of much older buildings made from granite and sandstone. Horatio tottered across the bridge and Sandra followed, clipping on his lead as they reached the far side. Not that she needed to; the dog stayed close as they entered the estate, passing semi-detached rows of identikit Barratt homes with square lawns and short driveways, most of them fitted with those sensor-camera doorbells.

She supposed it was a kind of inverse snobbery but Sandra had always found places like this a little unnerving. Where she grew up it had all been Victorian terraces and ’60s tower blocks, friendly corner shops and graffitied playgrounds. These quiet suburban enclaves were alien to her, associated in her mind with news about house fires and domestic assaults, and dangerous dogs savaging the neighbours’ kids. ‘You wouldn’t do that, would you?’ she asked Horatio, and the dog looked up blankly.

Past the estate was a walled-in river, and beyond that the older houses she’d seen from the bridge. These had privet hedges and side garages and gardens at the back big enough to grow trees and greenhouses and trampolines, but the main road was still full of potholes and the pavements were filthy with dogshit. She suspected that the people who lived here only came back from the city to eat and sleep, and didn’t massively care which affordable satellite town they’d ended up in.

Eventually she arrived at a scruffy, three-sided green; the heart of the village, she guessed, or it would’ve been before the entire place was swallowed by the larger town she could see hints of in the distance: high-rises and office blocks, and some kind of concrete overpass. Across the green she could see a short row of shops, and there beside them was the promised land: a whitewashed small-town pub, the Black Swan, with flower baskets out front and horse brasses nailed over the door.

But as she drew closer, Sandra’s heart dropped. There were no lights on inside and the tables in the forecourt were tipped on their sides. She pulled out her phone and checked the time: 11.15 a.m. Opening time was two in the afternoon.

‘Didn’t think that one through, did I?’ she asked Horatio. ‘I suppose this is what comes from getting up three hours earlier than normal.’

Or maybe she’d been out of the world so long that she’d forgotten about basic concepts like opening hours. Either way, the pub wasn’t the only closed door in town: beside it was a padlocked community centre, and the florist beyond looked like it’d been boarded up for years. But a few doors down she could see the post office and that at least was open, an oversized plastic ice cream turning lazily in the parking bay. Tying Horatio outside, Sandra bought a can of Lilt and a Galaxy Caramel from a bored-looking woman in a puffer jacket then she wandered along the little row of shops, past a Chinese takeaway, an empty hairdresser’s and some sort of God-bothering charity shop.

Then at the end she saw a sign that gave her pause. The shopfront needed a lick of paint and the ads in the window offering marital and immigration advice were printed on coloured A4 and stuck up with Blu Tack, but to Sandra that just implied that R. SHAH, SOLICITOR might not charge an arm and a leg for his services. Yes, she was supposed to be waiting for Gerry’s friend to finally come out of the woodwork, but how long would that take? Besides, there was no rule against seeking a second opinion, she knew that was a thing people did. The only question was how much it’d cost; in the movies the first consultation was always free, but she didn’t know if that was how it worked in real life. She wasn’t even sure how much money she actually had; by now the temp agency ought to’ve paid her for the days she’d worked, but she wouldn’t put it past them to find some way to wriggle out of it.

Anyway, right now the place was closed; perhaps Shah was in court, or meeting a client. So she pulled out her phone and took a picture of the sign, then she headed back to the green and found a bench, tucking into her purchases as she checked her emails for the first time in almost a month.

She’d had surprisingly few, as it turned out: a demand from Thames Water that she decided was someone else’s problem, and a remittance document from the temp agency stating that the princely sum of £186.13 had been transferred into her bank account. Finally, a lengthy, heartfelt email from Vin’s old colleague – whose name was Brian, it transpired – hoping that she was bearing up okay, and promising that if she needed anything she only had to ask; up to and including, the email not-so-subtly implied, his sensitive, liberated but currently underappreciated penis.

Sandra rolled her eyes and wondered if this was to be her lot from now on – the grieving widow, the brave survivor, prey to all those lonely men who just needed someone to need them. Desperation is never a good look, she told Brian in her mind, but she didn’t bother replying to the email. Let him find some other poor sap.

The news as she scrolled through was even more dispiriting than her inbox – more job cuts, more price hikes, more record corporate profits; more racist riots, more flag-shagging, more pointless arrests of peaceful protesters. She googled an independent site that she sometimes consulted for a more sensible perspective only to find that it’d been shut down following an aggressive legal challenge, so she ditched her empties in the nearest bin then she led Horatio away, feeling thoroughly disheartened. Joy was right, it had been a mistake to come here. This village was dying along with the rest of the country, and there wasn’t a thing she could do about it.

It was Horatio who heard it first. They were passing the pub again when his ears pricked and he began to whine, staring up at a row of frosted windows. For a moment Sandra thought there was some kind of machine inside; a fermentation tank, perhaps, letting out a low, rumbling drone. Then the pitch shifted and she realised it was music, bassy and distorted, but weirdly familiar. And it wasn’t a recording, either; she could hear the hum of amps and the muffled boom of a kick drum. That was when she noticed that the pub’s front door was standing open; just a crack, but enough to let the sound out. And tacked to it was a sign she hadn’t spotted before, the letters leaking but still just about readable: CHEF WANTED. EXPERIENCE NECESSARY.

Without giving herself time to think Sandra crossed the forecourt, pulling the dog with her. As she pushed through the heavy front door there was a crash and the clatter of glass, followed by an angry shout.

‘Fuck’s sake, man! Who set your socks on fire?’









CHAPTER TWELVE

the girl picked herself up, snarling so fiercely that for a moment Sandra thought she was about to take a swing. Not that she couldn’t have defended herself; the kid was sixteen at most and skinny as a rail, wearing a pale pink hoodie with sparkly writing on the front. Her hair was the colour of dishwater, brightened with a single blue streak, and her skin was so pale it glowed. On the floor beside her were two black bin bags; one had a split down the side and the contents were escaping.

‘Sorry,’ Sandra said as Horatio whined on the lead. ‘I wasn’t looking.’

‘No shit,’ the girl spat. ‘I’ll have to get a whole nother bag now.’

She marched behind the bar and Sandra took a look around. The lights were off and so were the fruit machines, but from what she could make out it seemed a semi-decent establishment; clearly no gastropub, but that suited her. Through the wall the music clattered to a stop and she heard laughter and the squeal of feedback, then the girl stamped back towards her, snapping a fresh bag open with a flick of her wrist.

Sandra started to crouch. ‘Here, let me—’

‘Leave it,’ the girl snapped, gathering up bottles and shoving them in. ‘What do you want, anyway? We’re shut, you know.’

‘I was hoping to talk to the manager,’ Sandra said. ‘I saw the sign. For the chef?’

The girl muttered something that Sandra guessed was offensive, then she got to her feet. ‘Paulie’s busy. You’ll have to wait.’

‘No problem. I’ll just sit at the bar, if that’s okay.’

‘Whatever. I’ll be back in a minute, don’t steal anything.’

Sandra took a stool, enjoying the sudden silence and the smell of stale beer. Horatio sniffed round her feet then he settled, head on his paws. The girl returned carrying two full crates; she heaved them behind the bar and began to restock the fridge, making as much racket as possible for what Sandra assumed was her benefit.

‘Listen, is there any chance of a drink?’ she asked, peering over. ‘I’ll pay, obviously, and I know it’s early, but—’

‘Do I look like a barmaid to you?’ the girl asked without looking up. ‘I can’t serve you, it’d be illegal. Anyway, what are you, a fucking alky? Not a great look for someone who wants to work in a pub.’

‘I’m not an alky,’ Sandra said. ‘I just haven’t had a pint in my hand for a really long time. But don’t worry about it.’

The music had started up again and this time Sandra absolutely knew the song. The realisation hit her hard and she found herself gripping the bar with both hands.

‘You all right?’ The girl stood watching, one eyebrow cocked. ‘You look funny.’

Sandra nodded. ‘It’s just… My husband, he loved this song.’

‘Loved? What, did he leave you for someone better looking?’

‘He died,’ Sandra said. ‘A couple of months ago.’

The girl flinched. ‘Shit. Sorry.’

‘We actually had our honeymoon in Washington,’ Sandra told her. ‘We saw Bad Brains at one of their reunion shows. Fugazi, too. Vin was kind of a hardcore nerd.’

‘So you must be pretty old, then?’

Sandra nodded. ‘I guess so.’

‘It’s my brother and his mates,’ the girl explained, gesturing to a door in the back wall. ‘Paulie’s the manager so the landlord lets him use the function room for band practice, out of hours. They’re shit, I know. But they’re getting better.’

‘They’ve got taste, at least,’ Sandra said. ‘Do they write their own stuff as well, or just play covers?’

‘Mostly other people’s,’ the girl admitted. ‘They’re working on one at the moment that’s starting to sound pretty good, it’s called Fucking Fuck the Fucking Fuckers. I helped with the words. But it doesn’t make any difference anyway, round here if a song’s not by Adele or that ginger cunt no one’s heard of it. Not that they’ve played in front of people yet.’

‘Well, tell me if they do,’ Sandra said. ‘I’ll come along.’

The girl’s eyes narrowed. ‘What are you even doing here?’

‘I told you. I wanted to ask about the job.’

‘No, I don’t mean in here. I mean this town. You’re not from here, I’d have seen you. God, you haven’t moved here, have you? Because that’d suck for you.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘I’m staying nearby. Hautmond Hall. You know it?’

The girl whistled. ‘Wowsers. The big house. What are you, squatting?’

Sandra laughed. ‘No, I’m staying with friends. They just moved in.’

The girl eyed her. ‘Hang on, are you rich then? The shit clothes and eh-up accent threw me. And wait, why are you trying to get a pub job?’

‘It’s complicated. I’m not rich, my friends are. And I need a job partly because I need money, and partly because I think if I stay in that house much longer I’ll start to go weird. I need to talk to someone normal for a change.’

‘Well you came to the wrong place for that. I’m a freak, I get told it ten times a day. Where’d you get your hair cut, love, a garden centre? Who did your make-up, Kung-Fu Panda?’

Sandra smiled. ‘Ah, yes. Give us a smile, it can’t be that bad. Mate, believe me, it’s fucking worse.’

The girl laughed. ‘Oh my God, people are such pricks. Every last one of them.’

‘I’m hurt,’ said a voice. ‘I’m really hurt, Tish.’

The girl looked round and rolled her eyes. ‘Well, you’re the worst of all, so…’

Sandra swivelled on her stool as a young man crossed towards them. His hair was trimmed close to the scalp and he wore black braces over a crumpled green shirt with wide lapels. He glanced at Sandra, blushed, then returned his gaze to the girl.

‘Working hard?’

‘I took out the bins and did the fridge like you wanted. I was just about to start on the glasses but she distracted me.’

‘Sorry,’ Sandra said, and stuck out a hand. ‘I’m Sandra. Riley.’

‘Paulie,’ the young man said, taking the hand awkwardly and dropping it just as fast. ‘Nice to, um. Yep.’

‘She’s here about the job,’ his sister said. ‘I think you should give it to her. She likes Bad Brains.’

Paulie blushed again, more deeply this time. ‘You heard that?’

‘Hard not to,’ Sandra told him. ‘And I didn’t think it was that bad, either. What are you called?’

The young man gave a sigh. ‘We’re still working on it. My vote’s for Cyclical Puppy. C-Y-C not S-I-C-K.’

‘I thought of it,’ the girl piped up.

‘Letitia thought of it,’ Paulie repeated grudgingly. ‘And I like it. But Viv, that’s our drummer, she thinks it’s too clever. She’s old school, she thinks we should be called, like, Social Disintegration or Tory Death or something.’

‘Well, those are good too,’ Sandra grinned. ‘But I like Cyclical Puppy better. Good to have a name that doesn’t tie you down, you know?’

‘That’s what I said!’ Paulie exclaimed. ‘Like, for now we’re into punk and hardcore, but what if one day we started writing songs that sound, I don’t know, psychedelic or slowcore or something? And we’re stuck with a name like Social Disintegration.’

Sandra laughed, more genuinely than she had in weeks. He was a good-looking kid, strong cheekbones, but with a sweet way about him, despite the obvious nerves. Steady, she told herself. Vin’s barely cold and besides, you’re here to work.

‘So what about this job?’ she asked. ‘I’ve plenty of experience, my CV’s in my emails somewhere, if you want I can forward it.’

‘She’s staying at the big house,’ Letitia put in. ‘Hautmond.’

Paulie peered at her. ‘Really?’

‘It’s not like it sounds,’ Sandra said, and explained her situation.

‘So it’d just be temporary?’ the young man asked. ‘You’d only want to work here until you can afford to go back to London?’

‘Basically,’ Sandra admitted. ‘I mean, I’d give you plenty of notice. But sure, if you’ve got loads of applicants I’d understand why you wouldn’t pick me. Or if you did give me the job then found someone more permanent, I’d totally understand if you told me to stop coming in. But in the meantime you’d be getting… well…’

‘Getting what?’ Letitia asked. ‘What would we be getting?’

‘Well, a qualified chef,’ Sandra said awkwardly. ‘Someone who might be… might be slightly…’

‘Slightly better than we’re used to,’ Paulie finished for her. ‘Right?’

‘Fuck, well that’s not hard,’ Letitia laughed. ‘The last one, what was his name? His chips were like flaccid potato cocks. And his gravy, shit. Brown water.’

‘It’s just two shifts a week,’ Paulie told Sandra. ‘We only do food on Saturdays and Sundays but it’s a long day, eleven ’til eleven, or even later. That said, if you were desperate I might be able to get you some bar shifts midweek as well. I assume you’ve worked behind a bar?’

‘More than I can count,’ Sandra said honestly.

‘Good. Well, the truth is, up to now we’ve had two applicants and one of them has only ever cooked for his mum, so if you send your CV and fill in a form I don’t see why you shouldn’t start this weekend, if you’re able?’

Sandra felt a rush of emotion; gratitude, maybe, or simple relief that she wasn’t completely unemployable. ‘Perfect,’ she said. ‘I mean, really. You don’t know how much I need this right now.’

‘Hey, are you getting the beers in or what?’

Sandra looked up as a big-shouldered woman came striding across the pub, her bare arms blue with tattoos. She was followed by a wispy, androgynous youth in leather trousers who could’ve had ‘bass player’ printed on their forehead.

‘I’ll get them,’ Letitia said, taking down a pair of glasses. ‘What do you want, Viv, bitter?’

‘Not so fast,’ Paulie said, reaching over and retrieving the glasses. ‘What if our new cook turns out to be a narc?’

Sandra threw up her hands. ‘You got me. You’re all under arrest for child… I want to say endangerment? Is that even a word?’

‘It’s a word,’ the big woman said, climbing onto the stool beside her. ‘And hey, it’s a pretty good band name, actually. Endangerment. I like it.’

‘Not as good as Cyclical Puppy,’ Sandra told her.

‘Oho,’ the drummer replied. ‘They’ve been working on you already, have they?’

‘We didn’t work on her,’ Paulie said defensively. ‘We just told her the options, and she made a free choice.’

‘I’m coming round to it too,’ said the bass player. ‘Dog names are solid. Wolfmother. Snoop Dogg. Steppenwolf. I Wanna Be Your Dog.’

‘But a puppy isn’t a dog, Stef,’ Viv objected. ‘It’s a puppy. It makes us sound cute.’

Paulie placed a full pint in front of her. ‘No one’s likely to ever mistake you for cute, Viv.’ He turned to Sandra. ‘Listen, if you want one as well it’s on the house.’

Sandra glanced at the clock. ‘I mean, if you’re sure. I don’t want to get in anyone’s way, if you have to set up.’

Paulie shrugged. ‘We don’t open for two hours, and even then it’ll only be the regulars. The glass-wash needs rinsing but that’s why we’ve got Cinderella here.’

Letitia scowled. ‘Cinderella had ugly sisters, not an ugly fucking brother. And that glass-wash stinks, it’s like a dead bloke farted in it.’

‘All the more reason to get it scrubbed out,’ Paulie told her. ‘Now, what can I get you, chef?’









CHAPTER THIRTEEN

[image: quotes]you need some new clothes.’

Gerry felt his wife’s eyes on him as Joy leaned back in the passenger seat, looking him up and down with a critical eye. ‘You’re beginning to look… unkempt.’

His hands tightened on the wheel. ‘But love, you gave me this sweater.’

‘Two Christmases ago,’ Joy pointed out. ‘A lot’s changed since then.’

In the rear seat, Xander was playing some sort of portable game; the constant bleeping reminded Gerry of his own family outings, hunched in the back of the car with his Game Gear while his mother consulted the road atlas and his father puffed cigars and bemoaned the state of the nation.

‘I was thinking about it today, at the interview,’ Joy went on. ‘Most of the other fathers at Highgrove are going to look a certain way, and I don’t want Xander to be the one with the scruffy dad.’

‘Scruffy?’ Gerry protested. ‘How am I—’

‘All right, not scruffy,’ Joy admitted. ‘But you’re not exactly spruce, are you? And I was simply thinking that since our… situation is somewhat different now, maybe the way we dress ought to reflect that.’

Gerry met her eyes in the mirror. ‘What do you want me to do, wear a morning suit to breakfast and white tie to dinner?’

‘No, I just… Here, I was looking for some inspiration online.’

She held her tablet up, and Gerry snorted.

‘God, what website is that? Horse and Hound?’

Joy reached over and smacked him on the arm. ‘It’s a perfectly respectable Savile Row clothiers. We’re not in Chelsea any more, Gerry.’

‘Don’t I know it?’ he shot back. ‘But look, we’re not at a Sandringham shooting party either. Honestly, a tweed jacket? And look at the size of those pockets!’

‘Fine, then, forget the tweed. But a nice hunting coat couldn’t hurt, could it? You’d look like, I don’t know, a lord.’

‘But I’m not a lord,’ Gerry pointed out. ‘I’m just Gerry. And besides, as far as I’m concerned our situation, as you call it, is only temporary, that’s why we hung onto the Chelsea flat. I always understood that the refurbishments might take a while, a whole year, even. But now you’ve gone and sacked the builder, and this isn’t the first time I’ve heard you talk about Hautmond like it’s our permanent home.’

Joy’s eyes flashed and for a moment he thought she was going to snap at him. Instead she just shook her head and smiled ruefully. ‘It’s a hard life, isn’t it? Oh no, my wife wants me to wear tasteful, expensive clothes. Oh no, I have to live in a stately home. Oh no, my son is being forced to go to one of the best schools in the country. Poor, poor Gerry.’

‘That’s not what I meant,’ he grumbled, flicking the indicator as they approached the turning. ‘Sometimes I just miss London, that’s all. I miss our old life.’

‘Really?’ Joy asked. ‘I don’t. All those people, all that noise. I don’t think I ever fully relaxed, the whole time we lived there.’

‘Oh come on, we had some great times. Good friends, good food, fantastic nights out.’

Joy shrugged. ‘Maybe. But it was all so damn busy, wasn’t it? When I think back, my strongest impression is of always rushing to get somewhere, dragging Xander to school or round the shops or being late for meetings. Whereas here, everything’s… I don’t know, more settled. More stable. I mean, just look at the place.’

She gestured and Gerry touched the brake, bringing the Bentley to a gentle halt. The clouds were racing, pools of pale light coursing through the valley. Hautmond Hall sat bedded in the centre like a rock in a stream, grey and immovable.

Xander leaned forward and the three of them just sat in silence, gazing down towards the house. In that moment, Gerry knew exactly what she meant – this was a place where nothing would ever alter, where their lives could be built on strong, permanent foundations. Wasn’t that a good thing?

He eased off the brake and the car began to roll, over the ridge and down. ‘How about…’ he began and broke off, feeling inexplicably nervous. ‘How about, in a few weeks when it’s a bit sunnier and we’ve had time to get ourselves organised, we invite a few of the old crowd up to Hautmond for the day? I don’t mean overnight, just, you know, a nice lunch and cocktails on the terrace? Just so we don’t completely lose track of our old lives.’

Joy shrugged. ‘If you really want to.’

‘Don’t you?’ Gerry asked. ‘Don’t you want to see our friends?’

‘Of course, if it’s important to you. Right now my focus is here, but I’m sure it couldn’t hurt to have a few visitors for an afternoon.’

She straightened as the car hit the flat, sitting upright to peer over the boundary wall like a dog eager to be home. Gerry almost laughed but somehow there was nothing funny about it; instead, her behaviour was strangely disconcerting.

‘Don’t forget, you do have a friend here already,’ Joy told him as they turned into the drive. ‘I think Sandra’s really fitting in, I like having her around, don’t you? I enjoy the company, and it’s lovely to have good, regular home-cooked meals.’

Gerry frowned. ‘Sure, but don’t you ever feel a bit, well…’

‘A bit what?’ Joy asked.

‘Well, she’s meant to be our guest, but she’s basically doing all the cooking now, and the other day I found her loading the washing machine.’

‘Good God, what an onerous task,’ Joy chuckled. ‘If she didn’t do it I’d have to, remember? It’s not like you’re about to. And you’re right, she is our guest, but she’s also living rent-free, and eating our food, too. Not that I’m resentful, as far as I’m concerned she’s welcome to stay as long as she likes.’

‘But I don’t think she wants to stay. She just wants to get her life together and move on. And when I finally get around to sorting things out with Dickon, she’ll be able to. Honestly, she must think I’m such a flake. It just keeps going out of my head.’

‘Don’t be so hard on yourself,’ Joy said. ‘You can’t remember everything, can you? And you’ve a lot on your plate with work, and this place, and Xander’s school.’

‘Speaking of which,’ Gerry said, lowering his voice as gravel crunched beneath the tyres, ‘I wonder if you’d mind not saying anything about that to Sandra. The school, I mean. I’m not sure she’d understand.’

He turned off the engine and Joy pursed her lips. ‘I’m not sure I care whether she understands or not. I’m not sure that it’s any of her business.’

‘Of course it’s not,’ Gerry said. ‘I just think, why make things uncomfortable?’

‘Yes, you think that a lot, don’t you?’ Joy said, with just a hint of bitterness. ‘Look, I’m not ashamed to want the best for my child. Besides, I do think she might notice in a couple of months’ time when Xander’s suddenly not there any more.’

‘Oh, but she’ll be gone by then,’ Gerry said. ‘I’m sure she will.’

‘Maybe,’ Joy said. ‘And if not, we can always… Oh, that’s peculiar.’

Gerry followed her gaze towards the house, and at first he didn’t notice anything amiss. Then he realised that the front door was standing wide, drifts of dry leaves blowing up the steps and into the hall. Xander had opened the rear door but Gerry turned back, holding up a hand.

‘Stay there, just for a minute. Let Mummy and Daddy take a look first.’

The wind dropped as they crossed the courtyard, footsteps crunching on the gravel. The lights were on in the main hall but Gerry could see no sign of movement. Then he remembered that Sandra had been heading out too, to visit the village. Had someone taken advantage of her absence?

‘You should stay with Xander,’ he told Joy. ‘Let me check it out.’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Joy said. ‘She must have forgotten to shut it. Anyway, suppose there is a burglar? What are you going to do, waggle your fringe at him?’

Gerry flushed. ‘If it comes to it, I’ll protect my family.’

Joy patted him on the arm. ‘Of course you will, dear. Now if you’ve finished acting macho, I’ll just—’

She broke off as a shrill barking sounded in the distance, away towards the stile. Horatio came bounding through the grass and behind him Gerry could see Sandra, clambering down the ladder and strolling towards them.

‘Fancy meeting you here,’ she called out, then she saw the look on Gerry’s face and her smile faded. ‘What’s going on?’

‘We were hoping you could tell us. We just got home to find the front door wide open.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘But that’s impossible. I closed it. I even looked back to check, I can picture myself doing it.’

‘So how do you explain this?’ Joy asked, gesturing to the trail of leaves leading up the steps and into the hall. Beyond them the coats had been blown from their hooks and the elephant’s foot was spilling umbrellas.

‘I can’t,’ Sandra admitted.

Gerry eyed her as she approached; there was a brightness in her eyes, a glow that he recognised from the old days. She’d had a drink; more than one. ‘Could you have… is it possible that you, well—’

‘Imagined it?’ she asked. ‘No, Gerry. I may be a bit distracted at the moment but I haven’t started hallucinating. I’ll tidy up any mess, of course, and sweep these leaves out.’

She bent and started collecting the coats, but Joy held up a hand. ‘We can sort it out later. It was clearly an accident, who knows what really happened?’ She put down her bag. ‘So, how was your day out? Did you take in all the sights?’

Sandra laughed. ‘Oh, yes. I saw the green and the post office and the pub.’

‘And how is the Black Swan?’ Joy asked. ‘Still a filthy dive?’

‘I rather liked it, actually,’ Sandra replied. ‘Bit rough around the edges, but that just reminded me of home. Which is good, because I’ve got a job there.’

Joy stopped, her jacket halfway off. ‘A what?’

‘A job,’ Sandra repeated. ‘In the kitchen.’

‘But…’ Joy spluttered. ‘But why on earth…’

‘Because I need the money,’ Sandra told her. ‘I can’t keep living off your generosity. Anyway, I thought you’d be pleased. It’ll get me out of the house two days a week. Out from under your feet.’

‘Congratulations,’ Gerry said, leaning in to squeeze her shoulder. ‘I’m really pleased.’

‘Everyone there seems decent enough,’ Sandra told him. ‘The manager’s a nice lad, plays in a band.’

Joy looked up, her eyes filled with concern. ‘But are you really sure you’re ready? I told you when you first came, there’s no rush to get back out into the world. You need peace, calm, time to get your thoughts together.’

‘I’ve had weeks,’ Sandra said. ‘I want my life back. Or at least some semblance of it. Which reminds me…’

She looked up and Gerry nodded. ‘Yes, yes. We were just talking about this, actually. The young man in question has been off on annual leave, but he’s supposed to be back this week so I’ll track him down and explain your situation.’

The gratitude on Sandra’s face was worth the lie.

Joy sighed. ‘Well, I suppose you know best. But when you’re up to your neck in lager louts and burger grease, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’

Sandra laughed. ‘I wouldn’t dream of it. Now, let me go and make lunch.’

When she was gone, Gerry turned to his wife. ‘You could’ve been a bit more supportive, love. This is a big step for Sandra.’

Joy frowned. ‘I was only telling her what I thought. If she’s happy, then of course I’m pleased for her. But it’s like I said, I worry she’s not ready. And I also think it’s a dreadful waste of her talents. I mean, I’d pay her to cook for us, if that’s what she wanted. Private chefs are all the rage these days, aren’t they?’

‘Maybe,’ Gerry said. ‘But I don’t think she’d accept. And to be honest, I don’t know that I’d want her to. We’re friends, we oughtn’t to go making things… transactional. Besides, this pub sounds okay.’

‘You don’t know what you’re talking about,’ Joy snapped. ‘It’s a miserable bloody hole, but she’ll find that out soon enough. In the meantime, I just feel like she’s made a mistake, that’s all. She belongs here. With us.’









CHAPTER FOURTEEN

in the days that followed, the atmosphere at Hautmond Hall grew increasingly strained. Sandra still couldn’t settle, her nights restless and her days much the same, and the fact that any interactions she had with Joy were now conducted through a screen of awkwardness and barely concealed disapproval only added to her sense of instability. She found herself trying to avoid the woman, only to discover that it was all but impossible – she’d think she was all alone then Joy would just appear, emerging from some hidden passage that Sandra didn’t even know was there.

As the week wore on she found herself looking forward more and more to Saturday, to shaking off this oppressive gloom and seeing people again, people who didn’t know or care what she’d been through. She kept remembering the warmth of the pub in the early afternoon and the chilly sweetness of the pint in her hand, the mouth on that unruly girl and the shy eyes of her brother, who didn’t remind her of Vin in the way he looked or behaved but maybe a bit in his odd little quips and of course his taste in music. She’d liked the way Paulie had glanced at her, corner-of-the-eye when he thought she wasn’t looking; it made her feel younger than her years and still a bit of a catch, despite widowhood and eviction and all the other shit. And that was okay, wasn’t it, just to be reminded?

On Friday she went to bed early, having cooked a practice roast that was eaten in silence; even Xander seemed to sense it, pushing his Yorkshire pudding sullenly around his plate to mop up the last of the gravy. Joy barely looked up as Sandra cleared the plates and carried them down to the dishwasher.

Then the next morning she woke to the sound of pattering on the glass, and from her west-facing window she could see curtains of rain sweeping down through the valley. ‘Bollocks,’ she said to Vin’s ashes. ‘I’m going to get soaked.’

‘You can’t walk to town in this,’ Gerry told her over coffee; Joy had already taken Xander out on some mysterious mission and they weren’t due back until tea-time. ‘When are you supposed to be there? I’ll drive you.’

‘You don’t have to do that,’ Sandra said. ‘You’ve a whole Saturday to yourself, I’m sure there’s other things you’d rather be doing.’

Gerry waved a hand. ‘I’ve nothing planned. And I’d like to see where you’ll be working. It also means I can pop into the greasy spoon on the way back, pick up something inappropriate for my lunch. I still lust after those triple fried egg and mango chutney sandwiches Vin used to make for his hangover.’

Sandra smiled. ‘Tell you what, I’ll fix us both one right now. And then I’ll let you drive me.’

At half ten they headed out to the Bentley, coats over their heads in the hammering rain. Sandra yanked the door shut, her breath fogging the windscreen.

‘You’ll be early,’ Gerry said. ‘I hope you won’t get stuck outside.’

She shook her head. ‘Paulie’ll be there. He’s the bar manager.’

Gerry looked away. ‘Oh yes. The nice lad. Hang on, that’s odd.’

He’d turned the key but there was no response; the engine didn’t so much as cough and there were no lights showing on the dashboard. Gerry pumped the pedals and turned the key again but the result was the same.

‘What’s wrong with it?’ Sandra asked.

Gerry shrugged. ‘The battery, maybe? Motor mechanics aren’t exactly my forte.’

Sandra took out her phone. ‘I’ll call a cab. Do you know a number?’

‘Not had any need for it, sorry. And you forget, there’s no signal.’

She cursed. ‘Then I’ll have to climb all the way up that bloody ladder, won’t I? You keep trying the car, and beep the horn if it starts working.’

She sprinted back to the house, rain and sweat trickling down her back as she dashed up both flights of stairs. The rain was deafening on the copper dome, the light so dim she could hardly see the ladder. The walkway trembled unsteadily beneath her, and when she finally found the number for a local cab firm the signal was appalling; she could barely hear the woman on the other end. ‘Hautmond Hall,’ she found herself yelling. ‘Yes, the big house. Fifteen minutes? Great.’

As she climbed back down she could see Gerry below with his car keys in his hand. ‘I’ve no idea what’s wrong,’ he said as she joined him in the hall. ‘I’d lift up the bonnet but I wouldn’t know what to look for, and besides the rain would get in.’

‘Well the timing’s spectacular,’ Sandra said, checking her phone. ‘I should still make it, or close enough. I’m sure Paulie’ll understand.’

It was chilly with the door open but Sandra just pulled her jacket tighter, eyes on the road as the rain kept rolling in. Fifteen minutes passed, then twenty; a truck rumbled by the end of the drive, going so fast that Gerry muttered under his breath. Sandra watched the headlights winding up the valley, then her heart lifted as she saw a second set moving downhill between the hedgerows. She waited, but after several minutes no cars had passed the front drive, let alone turned into it.

‘Something’s wrong,’ she said. ‘I’ll phone them again.’

But this time when she struggled up there was no signal at all; she could vaguely hear a distant humming, then the connection cut off.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ she hissed, resisting the urge to hurl her phone down onto the tiles. ‘Well they’re getting a bad rating, that’s for sure.’

She marched back down, crossing to the coat rack. ‘I can’t just stand here all morning,’ she told Gerry. ‘Can I borrow these?’

She’d pulled out a puffy blue raincoat and an enormous fishing umbrella.

‘Of course,’ he said as a gust of wind caught the front door and sent it slamming into the frame. ‘But it’s absolutely tipping down.’

‘So I’ll get wet,’ Sandra said. ‘Worse things happen.’

‘Do you want me to come with you? I could—’

‘Don’t be daft. Stay dry. And I’ll definitely get a cab home, so don’t wait up.’

The wind was against her as she marched to the stile, gripping the umbrella and trying to ignore the urge to go back, get warm, call another cab and wait for the worst to pass. She had to keep going, she told herself. This was who she was – reliable.

Anyway, once she reached the valley bottom the wind began to ease off, the rain falling more or less straight as she crossed the plank bridge and started up the far side. The grass was slippery but she kept her balance, sweating under the ugly raincoat as she forced herself on. She was about halfway up when she saw lights a short distance ahead, by the bend in the road where it came closest to the path. Some were white and steady; others were flickering and blue.

Sandra left the path, slip-sliding through twenty feet of wet grass until she came to the hedge, where a wooden gate offered a clear view of the road. A police car was parked across it and beyond she could see two vehicles at right-angles, the cement truck that had passed not long before and a black estate car with a taxi sign on the roof. Both front ends were crushed and the tarmac was carpeted with safety glass, bright in the busted headlamps.

Beside the truck Sandra saw a man sitting on the grass verge, head between his knees as a female officer stood over him. The taxi’s windshield had exploded outward, shattered by the force of the body that had been thrown through it and now lay face-down on the bonnet. The crown of the cab driver’s head was a red ruin and his arms were flung inhumanly wide, one broken hand dangling over the wheel rim. The sign on the roof flickered, lighting up the grasping hawthorns.

‘I don’t suppose you saw anything?’

Sandra jumped. A young policeman was approaching the gate, pale and queasy in the blinking light.

Sandra mopped the rain from her eyes. ‘I just got here,’ she said. ‘But I’ve a feeling the cab was for me. I phoned one and he never showed up.’

The young officer bit his lip, as though trying to work out whether this was important. ‘Where was he headed, then?’

‘Just there.’ She gestured down to where Hautmond sat hunched and glowering through the curtains of rain. ‘Have you any idea what happened?’

The officer shrugged. ‘Maybe he was late to get you and going too fast. Or maybe the other fella was. Didn’t look where he was going, wet road, smash.’

Sandra clutched her umbrella, trying not to look at the dead man on the taxi’s bonnet or the stream of blood rippling across the tarmac and into the grass verge.

‘Well, that’s where I’ll be if you need to find me,’ she said. ‘Oh, but I’m working at the pub all afternoon. The Black Swan. I’m the new cook.’

The policeman gave her a second look. ‘Oh, really? Are you any good?’ Then he blushed. ‘Only, you know, the last one…’

‘I heard. Anyway, I’m late. So if there’s nothing else?’

He straightened, shaking his head. ‘Not for now. Oh but wait, I’m supposed to tell you that as a witness to an accident there are numbers you can call if you need to. For, you know, counselling or whatever. Trauma.’

Sandra almost laughed. ‘Trauma. Right. I’m afraid that ship might’ve sailed.’









CHAPTER FIFTEEN

she arrived at the pub to a round of sarcastic applause. ‘Over an hour late on your first day,’ Letitia hooted. ‘Got to say, that’s impressive. And to show up looking like you just got dragged through three hedges is an especially nice touch.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sandra said and told them everything that had happened, watching the girl’s face fall as she described the accident and the aftermath.

‘Christ, are you okay?’ Paulie asked, reaching to touch her arm then drawing back again. ‘If you need to go home we’ll manage, I can just tell people there’s no—’

‘I’ll be fine,’ Sandra said. ‘It was a shock, that’s all.’

‘D’you think it was whatsisname?’ Letitia asked her brother. ‘The wife-beater?’

‘Seems likely,’ Paulie said. ‘But you shouldn’t talk ill of the dead. You don’t know that’s why she left him.’

Letitia shrugged. ‘I know I saw her with bruises.’

Paulie looked at Sandra. ‘This one’s been in a piss since they carded her at the cash-and-carry. Just have a seat, we’ll bring all the supplies in then I’ll get you set up.’

‘I can help,’ Sandra said. ‘It’s what I’m here for, after all.’

Paulie led the way to a battered Ford Fiesta, the boot heaped with sacks of potatoes and carrots, crates of chicken and fish fillets and beef mince and cartons of milk and eggs. They carried it all through the pub’s side door into a clean, compact kitchen with a six-burner stove and four ovens, and just enough space to turn around.

‘We stayed after closing last night to clean up,’ Letitia said. ‘He insisted.’

Paulie blushed, and Sandra wondered if she’d ever get tired of seeing it.

‘I imagine it’ll be quiet, with the rain,’ he told her. ‘Saturdays it’s mostly burgers anyway. And chips, of course. Battered cod is probably the second most popular, then the pork chops. After that it’s pretty much just pre-prepped stuff, veggie burgers and chicken nuggets, shit kids like. Tomorrow is roasts, which is a whole different story, but today should be pretty straightforward.’

‘No specials?’ Sandra asked. ‘I can always whip something up.’

‘Let’s get this first weekend out of the way, then if there’s something you feel like doing we can talk about it for next week. Tish’ll be here for another hour to help you prep, then if you really need a second pair of hands I’m around, or there’s Viv on the bar if she’s not too busy. You get an hour’s break and I suggest you take it about four, before the evening lot get in. Shorter breaks I leave up to you, just let me know if there’s anything that needs keeping an eye on.’

‘I love it when he talks like a boss,’ Letita grinned. ‘Honestly, bruv, if you play your cards right you could own your own pub in about fifty years.’

‘Fuck off,’ Paulie said. ‘And don’t be a dick to Sandra on her first day. I looked up some of the restaurants she’s worked in. Seriously, she’s doing us a favour just being here.’

For the next hour Sandra and the girl worked side by side, chopping carrots and dicing onions, peeling and slicing potatoes and soaking them in salted water. Letitia talked non-stop, telling Sandra all about the town, who was screwing who and who seemed nice but was really a total bitch that she ought to stay away from.

‘D’you ever hear anything the house?’ Sandra asked. ‘About Hautmond?’

Letitia shrugged. ‘I thought it was empty until you said otherwise. But I mean, unless your friends start having wild sex parties or start a cult or something, I don’t think anyone round here’ll be that interested.’

‘But what about the previous owners? Did you know they both died on the property?’

The girl looked up. ‘I never heard that. Did they go, like, together, or one after the other?’

‘He fell down the stairs. She hung herself a few weeks later.’

‘Christ,’ the girl breathed. ‘That’s fucked up.’

‘I’m surprised no one talked about it,’ Sandra said. ‘I suppose it was a few years ago, though. And I don’t think they knew many people round here, I get the feeling they’d been a bit reclusive.’

Letitia put her knife down. ‘In a weird way it’s sort of romantic, isn’t it? Imagine loving someone enough that you’d want to knock yourself off because they were gone. Not that, I mean—’

‘It’s okay,’ Sandra reassured her. ‘I loved my husband. I don’t need to hang myself from the banisters to prove it.’

At two the pub opened and Letitia’s shift ended; she sat at the bar and drank a Coke before heading off to football practice. Sandra took it slow at first, but it soon become clear that Paulie’s expectation that the pub would be quiet was sorely misguided. News of the crash had spread and it seemed as though half the town was soon crowding in looking for news, and chips with it. Paulie didn’t let slip that Sandra had witnessed the aftermath so no one came to pester her for details, but by half three she was still up to her ears in orders. She didn’t manage to get a break until right before five, slipping behind the bar and telling Paulie that she’d be fifteen minutes tops. She hurried past the post office and the hairdresser, then as she reached her destination she almost collided with someone exiting through the frosted door; a small man with greying hair and soft eyes, clutching a faded leather briefcase.

‘Mr Shah?’

The solicitor jumped then he stuck out his hand, only to realise there was a bunch of keys in it. He pocketed them, then he stuck it out again.

‘I’m Ram Shah. Sorry, did you have an appointment?’

Sandra shook her head. ‘I was actually coming to make one. Sorry it’s a bit late, I’m working at the Black Swan and I only just managed to get away. I wondered if it might be possible to ask your advice.’

Shah frowned. ‘About the pub? I’m afraid employment law isn’t really my—’

‘No, no, about a house,’ Sandra said. ‘My house. It’s in London. It’s been, I suppose repossessed is the word? Look, it’s a long story. How much would you charge for an initial consultation?’

Shah waved a hand. ‘Consultation’s free. And confidential, of course. But if the house is in London, why are you here?’

‘Another long story,’ Sandra said. ‘Will you be here next Saturday? Say, ten a.m? We could have a proper talk then, and in the meantime I can dig out some documents and you can let me know what you think.’

The little man nodded. ‘That sounds fine. My secretary has gone for the day but I’ll let her know on Monday and she’ll call if there are any problems.’

‘Tell her to leave a message,’ Sandra said. ‘There’s no signal where I’m staying. But I’ll keep checking.’

*   *   *

The evening was slower than the afternoon, the bar busy but the kitchen less so. Still, by the end of the day Sandra was exhausted, gladly accepting the pint Paulie offered and bumming a cigarette to go with it. She took a break and perched outside on one of the wooden tables, letting the smoke drift into the night-time air and feeling the comfortable weariness of a long day’s work settling into her bones.

‘So the curse of Hautmond claims another victim.’

Sandra started, turning to look behind her. A skinny figure came weaving between the tables, face framed in greasy grey hair. ‘Nasty business,’ Tucker said. ‘He was a prick, that Georgie, but still. Bad way to go.’

‘I’ve been trying not to think about it,’ Sandra said. ‘Don’t tell anyone, but I think he was on his way to fetch me. I was late for work, and, well… But listen, how’s your boy? Has he recovered?’

‘He has,’ Tucker said. ‘His face will be fine, it’s all stitched up. His girl says it makes him look like a gangster, which is pretty laughable, but she likes it. But I’m afraid he’s not my boy any more. Told me he’d had enough. They’re moving to London, which I suppose is their right, though I wouldn’t wish it on my worst enemy.’

He took a seat on the bench opposite, pulling a fat roll-up from behind his ear and lighting it. Sandra wasn’t surprised by the cloying stink of weed.

‘Interest you?’ he asked, holding out the joint.

‘I’m officially still on shift. Try me again in about forty-five minutes.’

Tucker sighed. ‘By then I’ll be fast asleep, my lovely. And with any luck I won’t dream about that fucking house. I tell you, I’ve been having the most horrible nightmares ever since I set foot in that place. I can only imagine what yours must be like.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘I had nightmares long before I ever saw that place.’

‘Oh my God, is this fucking beatnik bothering you?’

Sandra looked up as Letitia crossed towards them, snatching the joint from Tucker’s hand and taking a long drag.

‘Not at all,’ Sandra told the girl. ‘In fact we’re old friends.’

‘You’re both old, that much is true,’ Letitia said, perching beside her. ‘What’s he bending your ear about, anyway? The secret meaning of Bob Dylan lyrics, or the fact that marijuana is actually a cure for every known health condition?’

She took another drag and handed the joint back.

‘Cheeky little mare,’ Tucker said with a fond scowl. ‘Actually, I was just about to tell our mutual friend that since the last time we met I’ve been doing a spot of reading. Research, as it were, into Hautmond Hall and its history. I told you bad things must’ve happened there, and I was right.’

‘Oh God,’ Sandra said. ‘Is this where you tell me some caretaker in the ’60s chopped up his family with an axe?’

‘Red rum!’ Letitia cackled. ‘Red rum!’

Tucker flushed. ‘Fine, forget it. I won’t bother, not if you’re going to be wankers about it.’

Sandra put up her hands. ‘I’m sorry. I’m genuinely interested.’

Tucker searched her face for signs of mockery. ‘Well,’ he began. ‘As you may already know, the place was built in the late seventeenth century by one Edgar De Wynter, the first Lord of Hautmond. That’s his picture, the big scary one in the hall.’

‘Yes, Joy told me,’ Sandra nodded. ‘Apparently he got rich trading spices.’

Tucker laughed. ‘Sure. One of the oldest euphemisms in the book, that. They called it the spice trade because it sounded a bit more respectable, but you know what else they traded? People.’

‘Slaves?’ Letitia asked, leaning forward.

‘Of course,’ Tucker told her. ‘They were all at it back then. Who do you think picked the spices? Anyway, De Wynter had a whole bunch of plantations out east, owned half an island by the sound of things. But when he reached a certain age he decided it was time to come back and start a family, begin spending all the wealth he’d amassed. And apparently he’d learned a thing or two on his travels, because he tried to pull the same shit back here.’

‘What do you mean?’ Sandra asked. ‘He brought his slaves home with him?’

Tucker shook his head. ‘No, I mean he tried to treat the people here the same way he’d treated his workers over there. You see, Hautmond wasn’t just a stately home back then, it was a whole estate, with tenant farmers and mills and dairies, the whole bit. This entire village was part of it. But although De Wynter was rich, building the new house ended up costing an insane amount, apparently there were overruns and unforeseen expenses, it took ten years when it should’ve taken four.’

‘Good to see some things never change,’ Sandra said, and Letitia snorted.

‘Anyway,’ Tucker went on, ‘as his bank balance shrank, De Wynter decided that the workers on his land weren’t pulling their weight. So he resolved to encourage them, by any means necessary. Flogging, the stocks, starvation tactics. He wasn’t ashamed of it, either. He even published a pamphlet.’

Letitia snorted. ‘What, like the ones we get from the Lib Dems?’

‘Sort of,’ Tucker admitted. ‘It was a thing in those days. His was called The Profitable Treatment of Land Workers, I haven’t managed to track down a copy, but it was controversial even at the time.’

‘But didn’t they fight back?’ Letitia asked. ‘If he was such a tyrant, didn’t the workers stick up for themselves?’

‘Some,’ Tucker admitted. ‘I found reports of farmers laying down their tools, refusing to work. But De Wynter hadn’t come back from the Orient alone. He’d brought men with him, the kind who were well schooled in maintaining order. Eventually of course there was an outcry, a question was asked in parliament and someone was sent to look into it. But by then De Wynter was ill, some complication from malaria. It finally killed him, and his son took over.’

‘And what was he like?’ Letitia asked. ‘Wait, let me guess.’

Tucker shrugged. ‘To be honest, the details get a bit sketchy after that. I looked in the legal records, but for a century or so it seems things were pretty quiet. I guess the son took pointers from his father’s mistakes, learned not to be quite so obvious.’

‘Or maybe he was just less of a shitbag,’ Sandra suggested. ‘Maybe he treated his workers more decently.’

‘It’s possible. But still, there were stories, then and after. The De Wynters were popular among their peers, they were known to serve a good supper. But the funny thing was, they only ever socialised at Hautmond. If someone invited them for dinner, they’d turn it down. They never took holidays either, never left the country, never even went up to London. And they used to take in… well, strays, almost. Young people who’d got themselves in a spot of bother, whether with the law or, you know, with a baby. Those who’d suffered a particularly bad run of luck. They could always find domestic work at Hautmond. They wouldn’t turn anyone away.’

‘Well, what’s so bad about that?’ Sandra asked. ‘Joy was really proud of it, she said it was sort of a charity they ran, for young people who couldn’t get a job anywhere else.’

Tucker stubbed out his joint. ‘Was it charity? Or was it a way to secure cheap labour, the kind that couldn’t afford to run away? These were desperate kids, they had nowhere else to go. It even got turned into a sort of local scare story, my mother told me that when she was young, people would use the name of the house like a curse, or a threat. Be a good girl, or you’ll end up at Hautmond.’

‘Oh, come on. You can’t take that sort of thing seriously.’

Tucker eyed her. ‘Maybe. But I have to ask, why are you so eager to defend them? Why do you keep making excuses?’

Sandra opened her mouth, then shut it again. ‘I don’t know. Just playing devil’s avocado, I suppose. Why, what else would it be?’

‘I don’t know,’ Tucker said. ‘Maybe that place has got its hooks in you.’

Sandra snorted. ‘What, you think I’m possessed?’

‘I didn’t say that. Maybe more like… persuaded. That’s the thing with bad vibes. You live with them long enough, you stop even noticing them.’

‘Like BO,’ Letitia put in, and Sandra grinned.

‘Anyway, around the turn of the last century Hautmond’s fortunes began to suffer,’ Tucker continued. ‘By the end of the First World War, bad investments and ugly rumours had left the place in a bit of a state. The flu epidemic absolutely ravaged this part of the country, for some reason the death toll was far worse than the national average. That was when they started selling off bits of the estate, starting with this village. They stripped it for parts first, though; every bit of farm equipment, iron gates and railings, even the copper from the church roof, they hauled it off to repair that ugly dome of theirs. I read that they even—’

‘Look, is there a lot more?’ Sandra asked, getting to her feet. ‘Only I’m meant to be cleaning down the kitchen, then Paulie’s offered to drive me home.’

Letitia raised an eyebrow, and Tucker scowled. ‘This is all for your benefit, you know. I want you to understand exactly what you’ve got yourself into. But to answer your question, I’m nearly finished. There’s just one more story, and this one actually made the news. National papers no less.’

‘Make it quick then,’ Sandra said, and took her seat.

‘It was during the Second World War,’ Tucker told her. ‘A lot had changed by then, the decline of the great houses had begun. The De Wynters had sold off maybe a third of their estate and Hautmond had a lot less staff, all the houses did. Then when the war came, most of the rest went too – the lads were called up and the maids and cooks went off to the factories or land work. I bet they were thrilled to get shot of the place. Anyway, the lord at the time, his wife had died and his son had joined the Officer Corps so all he had left was his daughter, and she was just a child. That was when the government in their wisdom decided that Hautmond would make an ideal place to house evacuees, kids from Birmingham and Coventry, sent away to avoid the Blitz. So up they all came, with their suitcases and their dirty shorts. Most of them had never seen fields before, let alone a country estate. It must’ve blown their minds. And like I said, the place was running on a skeleton staff, so really it was just De Wynter and one elderly housekeeper in charge of about twenty kids.’

‘Let me guess,’ Sandra said. ‘Things went south.’

‘And how. No one’s sure exactly what happened but one night there was a fire in the old groundskeepers’ cottages. One was all but burned to the ground, and two of the evacuee kids burned with it. The rest ran away, and for two weeks they lived wild on the land, stealing what they could until they were finally rounded up.’

‘Sounds awesome,’ Letitia said. ‘Like Lord of the Flies.’

‘Of course, De Wynter blamed the evacuees for the fire,’ Tucker went on. ‘And the housekeeper backed him up. He also said they’d stolen valuables from the house, silver plates and jewellery and such, which were then found stashed in the barn where the kids were hiding.’

‘So what’s your point?’ Sandra asked. ‘It sounds pretty straightforward, the little shits ran riot then they fled the scene.’

‘But they were never punished,’ Tucker told her. ‘All this supposed evidence against them, and not one of them went to borstal, or did time, or anything of the sort. Instead they were just split up and sent to other houses, mostly in the north or in Scotland. The police didn’t even interview them, or if they did they didn’t keep records. The whole thing was hushed up.

‘But I think I’ve figured out what really happened. I ordered a book from the library all about evacuees, it’s kind of a verbal record, full of interviews with people who got sent away and the families who took them in. And there’s this one woman, she never mentions Hautmond by name but she was sent to some big house in the country where the family were struggling because they didn’t have enough staff. She said the whole place was thick with dust, the beds weren’t made, the one housekeeper was much too old to keep on top of it all. Then along come all these kids, all these idle pairs of hands. Why shouldn’t they do the work?

‘She said she saw children as young as five cleaning windows and climbing chimneys, lighting fires and fetching breakfast. Working noon ’til night, in total silence too. If they made a peep they’d be shushed, they weren’t even allowed to hum a tune. She herself was forced to act as a lady’s maid, her job was to dress this girl the same age as herself, fetch her tea, clean up after her. But she counted herself lucky compared to some of the lads. They were made to muck out the stables, dig the garden, backbreaking work. And they weren’t even allowed into the house, they had to sleep in the cottages, most of which hadn’t been used in years.’

‘So that’s why they started the fire,’ Letitia said. ‘They’d finally had enough.’

‘That’s my suspicion,’ Tucker nodded. ‘Whether there was a specific incident that set them off or whether they just got fed up, I don’t know. But it sounds like they were perfectly justified in trying to burn the place down.’

Sandra clapped her hands then she got to her feet. ‘Well, Mr Tucker, I’ve enjoyed your TED Talk but now I’ve got work to do. To be honest, I still don’t see what any of this has to do with me. Everything you’re saying, it’s in the past.’

‘Is it?’ Tucker asked. ‘What happened to Stanley?’

‘He had an accident. You were there.’

‘He’d never had one before. Not in six months on the job. And now there’s the cabbie as well. Look, all I’m saying is you should be careful. Trust me, that place is rotten to the core.’

Sandra sighed. ‘I get it. Thanks for your concern. But I won’t be staying there much longer. And in the meantime, I promise to watch my back.’









CHAPTER SIXTEEN

on Monday morning Sandra rose with the bells, ignoring the ache in her spine as she headed down to the breakfast room to make tea and toast. As she reached the door she almost ran into Gerry coming the other way, already clutching his briefcase.

‘Love to talk but no time,’ he said through a mouthful of corn flakes. ‘Big meeting. Joy’s staying in bed. Oh, and Xander’s on school hols.’

‘So the car’s fixed?’ Sandra asked.

Gerry nodded, backing away down the hall. ‘Chap came yesterday, said there was nothing wrong with it. Started on the first turn. Bizarre.’

‘And what about your colleague?’ Sandra called to his retreating back. ‘Is he back from his holidays?’

‘I’ll find out!’ Gerry called over his shoulder. ‘Promise!’

Sandra switched on the kettle, doubts nagging at her. Sure, Gerry was forgetful, but it was getting ridiculous now. Still, she was seeing Shah next Saturday, and hopefully after that she’d have a better idea of the issues involved.

After a weekend spent around people the silence in the breakfast room was almost unnerving, the light dim after the glare of the pub kitchen. She could feel the weight of the house around her, the great mass of the place enveloping her until all she wanted was to get out, if only into the garden.

But as she got to her feet she heard footsteps in the hallway and a moment later Xander entered, looking for breakfast. She made fresh toast and served it to him at the table, and somehow after that she felt calmer.

‘So, I hear you’re on your holidays,’ she said, taking a chair opposite and pouring herself a fresh cup of tea. ‘What have you got planned?’

Xander frowned. ‘Well, Daddy’s at work and Mother’s having a lie-in today so I don’t know. She said I have to entertain myself until she gets up, but she also said I’m not allowed to just sit and play Xbox. She wants me to go exploring, like she used to.’

‘Well, my advice would be to stay out of the cellar. That place is a maze.’

Xander peered up at her, like he wanted to ask something but wasn’t sure how. ‘Will you come with me?’ he managed. ‘Only, this house sometimes gives me the creeps, especially when I’m by myself. Don’t tell Mum I said that, will you?’

‘Of course not,’ Sandra promised. ‘And you know, it’s okay to feel creeped out, I feel it too sometimes. But it’s just an old house. It won’t hurt you.’

Xander bit his lip. ‘I know. But it could if it wanted to.’

She cleared his plate then they set out, heading down the corridor towards the main hall. Xander held out a hand and Sandra took it; he was sticky with jam but she didn’t mind, letting him tug her down the passageway. They could hear Horatio barking from the utility room where he spent his nights, and when Xander opened the door the dog came bursting out, wagging his tail furiously.

‘Let’s take him out in the garden,’ Sandra suggested. ‘The two of you can have a good nose round while I keep an eye out for that fox. Not that I expect it to come back after what your mum did.’

Xander peered up. ‘Why, what did she do?’

Sandra swallowed. ‘She, um, gave it a really good talking to. Now come on.’

They headed down the back corridor and out through the French doors, past old wooden benches and moss-coated statues. Sandra wondered if the great misshapen hedges that towered over the path had once been trimmed into the form of animals, and how long it would be before this part of the garden was just one huge, impassable tangle, its gravel paths buried and its stone figures hidden for all time.

‘I wish there were still fish in here,’ Xander said, peering down from a rickety plank bridge into the sump of green filth at the bottom of the carp pond. ‘We could get some rods and try to catch them.’

‘Fancy yourself a fisherman, do you?’ Sandra asked.

Xander shrugged. ‘I’ve never done it. Dad promised to take me, but he keeps not getting round to it. I doubt he ever will, now we’re living here.’

Sandra looked at him. ‘How do you mean?’

‘We never do anything now,’ the boy told her. ‘We haven’t been to the pictures once since we got here. Or to a funfair, or to the football, or even to a playground. Mother always just wants to stay here.’

‘Well, this is her home,’ Sandra said. ‘She does work quite hard, it must be nice for her to have a rest.’ In truth, Sandra still hadn’t figured out exactly what Joy did all afternoon in her office, but she wasn’t about to tell the boy that.

‘She had the time for that stupid school interview,’ Xander said, then he flushed like he’d said something he wasn’t supposed to. ‘Just not to do anything fun. I can’t even watch TV without her telling me to turn it down.’

‘But surely you’ve got some outings planned over the holidays,’ Sandra said. ‘Couple of day trips? Visits with friends?’

‘Mother hasn’t said anything. And now she’s lying in bed and I’m stuck here with you.’ He reddened again. ‘I didn’t mean… You’re awfully nice, but…’

‘It’s okay,’ Sandra said. ‘I know I’m not exactly a funfair. Not these days, anyway.’

They meandered through the apple orchard, kicking through drifts of fallen blossom and emerging near the outer edge of the garden where an ancient red-brick potting shed jutted from the ivy-bedecked wall. Beyond it Sandra could see that cluster of grey granite cottages, their roofs rotten and their rafters poking the sky. The nearest one still had scorch marks, she saw, on the slate tiles and on the empty, decaying window frames.

There was an arch in the wall, barely visible through clumps of ivy, and Sandra started towards it. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘I’ve never even been through here.’

‘I don’t know. Mother said I’m not allowed to leave the grounds.’

‘But this is still part of the grounds,’ Sandra reasoned. ‘Anyway, I won’t tell if you don’t.’

The boy grinned and Sandra gave the gate a shove with her shoulder. Parting the ivy, they stepped through into a cobbled yard ringed with outbuildings.

‘Crikey,’ she said. ‘What a tip.’

To the left were the stables, or what remained of them; disused for decades, their corrugated roofs had rusted and their walls were deep with moss. The yard itself was puddled with mud and littered with the rusted remnants of farming equipment – trailers, horse boxes and a gutted tractor sitting on blocks. Horatio sniffed around, nosing through rotted hay bales and smears of ancient animal shit.

The cottages stood on the far side, a row of five two-storey dwellings with front doors opening directly onto the yard. The burned one was at the near end; not that those further along were in a much better state. Wings fluttered in the rafters, and Sandra saw years of bird droppings and fallen feathers clinging to the stonework.

‘What happened?’ Xander asked as she led him closer, their boots crunching over dead leaves and dry manure. ‘How did that one get all burned?’

‘No one’s sure,’ Sandra said. ‘It happened a very long time ago, when there were children living here.’

The boy looked up in amazement. ‘Children? Really?’

Sandra nodded and told him about the evacuees; how they were sent down here for safe keeping, but some didn’t like it and ran away.

‘Did one of them start the fire?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘I don’t know.’

‘Do you…’ the boy asked nervously. ‘Do you think they wore shorts?’

‘I suppose they might’ve done. Why d’you ask?’

Xander shook his head. ‘I don’t know, I just… Well, I thought I saw a boy. In my room. Daddy said it was just a dream, but then I saw him again. He was singing. Or not singing, sort of whispering. Have you seen anything like that?’

Sandra hesitated. ‘I don’t know. Maybe.’

Xander looked at his feet. ‘I expect those kids were pretty frightened. Coming all the way to this strange place, without their mothers and fathers.’

‘I imagine so,’ Sandra agreed.

‘I wonder if that’ll happen to me,’ he muttered. ‘When I go to my new school.’

Sandra frowned. ‘What new school?’

Xander opened his mouth, then there was a sudden squawking and a flurry of feathers. He let go of Sandra’s hand. ‘Never mind. Shall we have a look inside?’

Sandra hesitated, half wanting him to say more about this mysterious boy, half dreading what she might learn if he did. But Xander seemed to have forgotten all about it, crossing to the nearest cottage and peering through the window.

‘I think you should wait out here while I make sure it’s safe,’ Sandra said, putting a hand on his shoulder. ‘We don’t want the roof to fall in on us, do we?’

Xander sighed, then he shook his head. ‘Not especially.’

The entrance was just a dark hole; the door had burned and rotted away, leaving a pair of rusty hinges bolted to the brick. The cottage was walled with stone, exposed and unplastered, and the space inside was almost entirely bare, containing nothing but a decomposing chair and a folding table topped with a layer of indestructible formica. There was a fireplace in the left-hand wall and above it a picture frame that had somehow escaped the conflagration; Sandra wiped the glass clean and saw a printed photograph of Hautmond Hall under a low sky, the darkened windows seeming to glare at the camera. Even here, they couldn’t escape the place.

The floor was a foot deep in rotten wood and tangled vines all carpeted with shit and feathers, and the low ceiling had collapsed almost entirely. The scorched slats of a bed protruded through, and beyond it Sandra could see the blackened beams that had once been the roof, dark against the blue sky. She waded across, wondering how old this place must be, how many generations of gardeners and farm workers must’ve been housed here even before the evacuees came. People would’ve been born here and doubtless many of them would’ve died here too, their lives spent almost entirely within these cold stone walls, and in that grubby yard outside.

Through a doorway in the far wall was a washroom with a stone sink and no taps; they must’ve got water from a pump, she figured, or even from the house. They would’ve had their food brought down, too, because there was nowhere to cook, not even a stove, just the fireplace in the living room.

‘Fucking medieval,’ she muttered, tugging a cobweb from her hair.

Stepping out of the back door she saw a tiny outhouse, little more than a hole in the ground beneath a rusty lean-to. It must’ve been shared by all five cottages, too – looking along the row she could see nothing similar, just a narrow alley bordered by a brick wall, beyond which was a rubbish tip: a mountain of disused bricks and scrap all overgrown with blackberry bushes. On hot days, the smell must’ve been atrocious.

She moved along the alley, entering through the back door of the adjoining cottage only to find that everything here was identical: the same stone sink, the same plasticated table, the same framed picture hanging above the same fireplace. But no, one thing was different – the fireplace in the first cottage had been empty but this one was overflowing, stuffed with what looked like rags.

Sandra bent, prodding with a poker to make sure there were no rats living in there. Then she hooked the mass of rags and lifted them up to eye level, letting much of the clump fall back into the fireplace. Using her hands she untangled the rest; it was a shirt, she saw, made of thick cotton, once brown but now dark grey; just shreds, really. But that was odd – the shirt was partially burned and what was left was going to rot, but just from looking at it she could see that this wasn’t what had done the damage. The thing had been torn, the arms ripped away, the back slashed open, the buttons snatched off. Sandra was reminded of the Incredible Hulk and almost laughed. But somehow this wasn’t the place; it was too quiet for that, too sad, somehow.

She tossed the shirt down, kneeling to rifle through the fireplace. She found a pair of trousers in a similar condition; these had a patch on the pocket, the outline of a dome with the letters HH stencilled inside.

Heil Hitler? No, you idiot, Hautmond Hall.

Tangled with the trousers were the remnants of another shirt and beside them a pair of canvas gloves, not unlike the ones Joy used for gardening. But the fingers had been cut off, the palms black with ancient soot. They’d had enough. Tucker’s words came back to her, and with them the image of those evacuee boys crammed into these tiny hovels, maybe even two or three to a bed; rising at dawn to a sink of cold water and a trip to the outhouse, followed by a day of shovelling shit and digging soil.

So they destroyed their clothes. Their work uniforms, the ones they’d been forced to wear. They shredded them then they set them on fire, but the blaze got out of hand and the whole place went up. So did it spread by accident, or—

Sandra heard a sudden shriek, high-pitched and terrified. It was followed by the thunder of falling timbers, and a swift shadow moved past the window.









CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

joy was in bed when the alert came, lying half awake and half in dreams, drifting through the corridors of the house as soft sounds swelled around her: the gurgle of liquid poured from a teapot, the stiff snap of a well-ironed newspaper, the soft susurrus of an evening gown brushing the floor and the constant busy creak of shoe leather and floorboards. She lay still and soaked it in, knowing that what she heard was real, or at least it had been; these were the barely audible sounds of a well-ordered house, of many people working together in perfect, clockwork silence.

Then something tore through her head and she sat bolt upright, stifling a gasp. It wasn’t pain, exactly; more like urgency, the sure knowledge that something was happening, something that shouldn’t be. Again there seemed to be voices crying to her, buried in the thump of her heartbeat and the gasp of her breath as she dragged herself from bed and over to the wardrobe, tugging out a shirt and trousers, tearing off her nightshirt and leaving it strewn on the floor. She couldn’t make out what they were saying but their intention was inescapable – move, now, go.

She descended the stairs two at a time, surging across the hall and along the corridor, ignoring the tiny corner of her mind that wondered desperately what on earth was happening, where was she going and why? Out in the garden a thorn scratched her arm and the pain seemed to spur her on, through the orchard and down, making for the back gate in the high wall, the one that as a girl she’d always been forbidden to open. She shoved it wide and stormed through to find Horatio in the yard, running in circles and barking. She started towards him, and that was when she heard the scream.

It came from the nearest of the gardeners’ cottages, and as she crossed the cobbles she heard the crash of tumbling wood and saw clouds of soot billowing from the doorway. She ran inside just in time to catch hold of a small figure fleeing the other way; Xander’s face was caked in dust and his eyes were wild with fear as behind him planks of rotten wood came tumbling from the ceiling to shatter on the stone floor.

Joy clutched her son as she retreated into the sunlight. Xander was whimpering softly, pressing his head into the curve of her throat. Horatio tried to jump up but Joy kicked him away, ignoring his wail of resentment.

‘My God, what happened?’

She turned to see Sandra emerging from the second cottage, her hands black with filth. ‘Xander, I told you to stay out here.’

‘You told him?’ Joy spat. ‘What was he doing down here in the first place?’

Sandra flinched. ‘We were exploring. He said you wanted him to. And I… I wanted to take a look. I told Xander to wait while I made sure it was safe.’

‘But it’s not safe,’ Joy spat. ‘And he’s six years old, you can’t just tell him to do something and expect him to do it. Anyone who had children would know that.’

‘Where’s that boy?’ Xander had lifted his head and was looking at Joy, tears cutting through the grime on his cheeks. ‘Where’s that boy, Mummy?’

‘What boy? What are you talking about?’

Xander pointed over his mother’s shoulder towards the cottage. ‘In there. He waved at me, that’s why I went in. Then there was a crash, and everything got smoky.’

‘Did you see anyone?’ Joy asked Sandra.

She shook her head. ‘Both houses were empty.’

‘Probably some village brat,’ Joy muttered. ‘Come down here to drink and sniff glue.’

‘No, he wasn’t like that,’ Xander insisted. ‘He was the same one from my room.’

‘Your room?’ Joy asked. ‘Who was in your room?’

‘The boy,’ Xander repeated, wriggling from her arms and dropping to the cobbles. ‘Daddy said he was a dream, but I think he was one of those evacoo… everk—’

‘Evacuees,’ Sandra finished.

Joy looked at her quizzically. ‘What does he mean?’

‘We were talking about it before,’ Sandra said. ‘I ran into Tucker, at the pub. Apparently he’s been reading up on the history of Hautmond.’

Joy’s lip curled. ‘That old… cannabis-head? What does our history have to do with him?’

‘I think he’s just interested. He told me that during the war there used to be evacuees here. But that things went, well, a bit wrong.’

‘Oh, yes? What did he say, exactly?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘That the kids were made to work. That the family used them to replace all the staff who’d left. And they didn’t like it, so they started a fire.’

‘What absolute rot,’ Joy spat. ‘People around here love to spread ugly rumours about my family, they always have.’

‘I’m sorry,’ Sandra said. ‘I’m just repeating what he told me.’

‘Well, next time you see him, you can tell him the truth,’ Joy said. ‘Those kids came here with nothing, just the clothes on their backs. My great-grandfather fed them, he clothed them, and yes, he tried to educate them, to teach them valuable skills that would serve them well once the war was over. Cookery, home care, gardening, growing food and taking care of animals, all very useful, I think you’ll agree.’

Sandra said nothing.

‘And how did they repay him?’ Joy went on. ‘By running riot. By robbing him blind and attempting to burn down his property. It’s like I told you, my family have a long history of taking in those who need help, of getting them back on their feet and giving them a safe space to repair their lives. Sadly, there’s also a history of that kindness being taken for granted, of those very same people turning around and spitting in the faces of those who tried to help them.’

Sandra looked up and Joy could almost see her words sinking in, the woman’s expression shifting as she understood exactly what Joy was saying. For a moment she almost looked resentful, then she just shook her head.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said again. ‘I shouldn’t have come down here, and I certainly shouldn’t have brought Xander. It was stupid, I can’t believe he almost got hurt because of me. If you want me to leave, I understand. I can pack my things and—’

‘Leave?’ Joy said, cutting her off. ‘Who mentioned anything about leaving? Anyway, where would you go?’

‘I don’t know,’ Sandra admitted. ‘But I’ll figure it out. In fact I’ve made an appointment with a solicitor to discuss my house. I’m seeing him at the weekend.’

Joy felt a sudden tightness in her chest. ‘But I thought you were planning to speak to Dickon, in Gerry’s office?’

Sandra nodded. ‘I thought so too. Only I’ve asked Gerry about it a few times now and he just… I don’t want to keep pestering him.’

Joy smiled ruefully. ‘Honestly, he’s such a flake, isn’t he? I used to have to schedule our dates an hour early just so he’d be on time.’

‘Tell me about it. When we were going out he used to… I mean, he…’

Sandra broke off, blushing, but Joy just waved a hand. ‘You needn’t worry. Gerry told me all about your little… fling.’

‘Okay, good. Because, you know, that’s all it was. Barely worth mentioning.’

Joy almost laughed again, but bit it back. If Gerry could hear her now, it’d break his little heart. ‘Anyway,’ she said instead. ‘There’s no need for you to think about leaving. Just try and be a bit more considerate, especially where Xander’s concerned. And in the meantime, I’m going to put a lock on that gate. I don’t want this mysterious boy thinking he can take it one step further. And I don’t want Xander messing around down here again, either. Not that it’ll be a problem for much longer, once he goes off to Highgrove I shan’t have to worry.’

She wasn’t sure exactly why she said it; maybe she just wanted to see the look on the woman’s face. She wasn’t disappointed, either; Sandra’s eyes widened and she looked down at Xander, then back up at Joy.

‘Oh,’ she said. ‘I didn’t… Gerry never…’

‘We only just had confirmation,’ Joy said. ‘There’s a place for him, starting this year. Xander can hardly wait. There were horses, and a swimming pool, and a games room, and a full-size rugby pitch. It’s going to be wonderful, isn’t it, darling?’

Xander looked at her uncertainly, then he nodded.

‘Great,’ Sandra said through thin lips. ‘That all sounds… well, all very…’

‘Gerry didn’t think you’d approve,’ Joy laughed. ‘Can you believe it? He actually asked me to keep it a secret, so as not to offend your… sensibilities, is that the word? Isn’t that absurd?’

Sandra forced a smile. ‘Right.’ Then she gathered her wits, and Joy felt a rush of satisfaction as she saw how much effort it took. ‘I am a bit surprised, though. The way Gerry used to speak about that place, he made it sound, well…’ She glanced down at Xander. ‘Not entirely fun? To put it mildly.’

Joy waved a hand. ‘Oh, you know what he’s like. He was probably just trying to get in with the cool kids. Public schools weren’t exactly fashionable in those days, were they? But I think Xander will have a fine old time.’

‘But isn’t he a bit, well, young?’ Sandra blurted out. ‘I mean, I don’t know an awful lot about it but I’ve heard those places can be… can be…’

‘Let me stop you there,’ Joy said, holding up a hand. ‘You must understand, this isn’t a discussion we’re having. I’m just informing you of something that’s already been decided.’

Sandra blushed, redder than ever. ‘Oh, I know, I just—’

‘I can see that Gerry was right, that you don’t approve, but frankly, I don’t very much care,’ Joy went on, realising that she was enjoying herself immensely. The stricken look on the woman’s face, the way she wrung her hands, it was all so perfect, somehow. ‘I won’t apologise for wanting my child to have the best opportunities, the best start in life. I’m sure you have some very strong ideas on the matter, a lot of very well thought-out reasons why boarding schools are dreadful and ought to be done away with, but I’m afraid you’ll have to keep them to yourself.’

She smiled generously. ‘Now, I’m snowed under with work and I really don’t have time for any more… funny business. Perhaps you’d be so good as to keep an eye on Xander for the rest of the day, make sure he doesn’t get himself into any more trouble? You could make him a spot of lunch, too, if it’s not too much bother.’

Sandra nodded, pathetically eager for any excuse to make up for her transgression. ‘Of course. It’s the least I can do.’

‘Good,’ Joy said, rewarding her with a bright smile. ‘Right then, I’ll get back to it. No rest for the wicked.’









CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

if Sandra had already started thinking that she needed to be more proactive about her situation, then her confrontation with Joy only confirmed it. The first step would be talking to Shah, and after that she’d have a better idea what was possible.

But when she arrived at the solicitor’s office at the agreed time on Saturday she found the door locked and all the lights out. Sandra took out her phone and dialled the number but it was engaged. She waited five minutes, tried again; no change. After another few minutes she cursed and headed for the pub, where she had a full hour to wait before Paulie showed up.

‘That’s weird,’ he told her as the two of them hauled the groceries in from the car. ‘He’s hardly Atticus Finch, old Ram, but he’s usually fairly reliable.’

‘I just want my house back,’ Sandra complained. ‘I don’t care who does it. I just can’t stay at that place much longer.’

Paulie smiled. ‘You know, a lot of folk would envy your situation. Big house, generous friends, everything paid for.’

‘I know,’ Sandra sighed. ‘I must sound like such a fucking ingrate. But I just don’t like feeling like a charity case, it’s not how I was brought up. And that house… I don’t know. It gets to you after a while.’

‘Tish told me what Tucker said. About the bad vibes.’

Sandra smiled. ‘Yeah, he’s full of shit. He probably thinks it’s built on an old burial ground or a ley line or something. But it’s not that, I just… It gets a bit much, you know? Being in a place that size. So many rooms, so many corridors, it’s weirdly claustrophobic. And things haven’t exactly been smooth sailing with my friends—long story, I won’t bore you. Basically, I just think it’s time to get things sorted and get out. If this solicitor would only answer his fucking phone.’

And she rang again, knowing she’d get the engaged tone.

The day felt long; the orders came in steadily and though she was never rushed off her feet, Sandra was constantly on the verge of falling behind. Late in the evening there was a ruckus in the back bar and she heard Paulie going in to break it up; his voice was calm and authoritative, and it never came to punches. Still, one of the men slammed the side door so hard on his way out that the glass broke, so after they’d locked up Sandra helped Paulie to sweep up the glass and hammer a piece of hardboard over the hole.

‘I’ve been thinking about what you were saying before,’ he said as Sandra knelt close beside him, holding the wood in place so he could bang the nails in. The smell of him was thick and appealing; beer and sweat and cheap deodorant. ‘I know we all joke about how hashtag-blessed you are to be living in that massive house, but I do get why you’re fed up. It must be weird, living on someone else’s kindness. But the thing is, no one’s actually keeping you there, are they? It’s like I told you your first day, I could give you bar shifts in the week if you wanted them. It wouldn’t be much, but enough to afford a room in town. I can even ask around, see if anyone’s looking for a flatmate. You could officially join our gang of weirdos.’

Sandra looked up at him. ‘I hadn’t even thought of that.’

‘I mean, you do know this place is a shithole, right? I strongly feel like you’d end up regretting it. But it’s an option. Hell, you can even join the band if you like. I’ve thought for a while that we could use a backing singer.’

Sandra snorted. ‘Trust me, you don’t want that. I did karaoke once and someone called the police. But the rest… I’ll think about it. I mean, it wouldn’t have to be forever, would it? Just while I sort things out with my house.’

‘Exactly,’ he said, placing the last nail and driving it in. ‘You never know, we might even be able to help. Letitia’s planning to study law at uni, it’s kind of her thing.’

Sandra laughed, then realised he was serious. ‘I’m sorry, I just… Then again, now that you mention it, she does love to argue.’

‘Oh, you don’t know the half of it,’ Paulie said, getting to his feet. ‘Her friend Shameeka got accused of going in and writing rude words on their classroom whiteboard every morning, and Tish set up a hidden camera to prove it was someone else.’

Sandra leaned against the wall. ‘She’s one of a kind, your sister. Reminds me of me at her age, a little bit. I’d never tell her that, of course.’

‘Yeah, no, I definitely wouldn’t.’

‘And I really appreciate it, what you said about finding a room,’ Sandra told him. ‘But the thing is, I want my own house back. It’s mine, and not just because I paid for half of it. It’s my place, it’s where I belong. My husband died in it; if that doesn’t make it mine, what does?’

Stepping behind the bar Paulie poured two shots of whisky, handing one to Sandra. ‘I wish I’d met him.’

She smiled. ‘Yeah, you do. You’d have got on like a house on fire, your sister too. But hey, if he hadn’t died we’d never have met, so there’s that.’

Paulie nodded. ‘There’s that.’ He looked at the door, admiring his handiwork. ‘Well, I won’t be leaving anything in the till tonight, but unless someone’s really determined it ought to hold. Let me just set the alarms and I’ll see you by the car.’

‘Great,’ Sandra said. ‘I’ll just make sure the stove’s off. Can’t be too careful.’

*   *   *

She felt the warmth of the liquor in her stomach as she walked down the drive towards Hautmond Hall, enjoying the stillness of the night and the comfortable weariness in her body. Paulie’s offer was still kicking around inside her skull; the idea of living in a shared flat again after so many years was a bit dispiriting, combined with a regular pub job it felt like a step back. But needs must, and as she kept telling herself, it wouldn’t be forever. Either way, surely it’d be better than rattling around this place, trying not to upset Joy and hoping that sooner or later Gerry would get his backside in gear.

Then again, she also knew the offer wasn’t entirely selfless, and that gave her pause. It wasn’t that she was old enough to be Paulie’s mother – she wasn’t, not unless she’d been knocked up at a worrying age. It wasn’t even the fact of her recent bereavement; she and Vin hadn’t been intimate in years, and besides, he’d want whatever she wanted, whatever she felt would make her happy. No, what worried her was the thought of getting in too deep, of actually falling for this kid, or worse, of him falling for her. She had enough going on in her own head without having to worry about someone else’s.

She could make all that clear, though, couldn’t she? Tell him nothing was going to happen, at least not for the foreseeable. Set clear lines, and stick to them.

Sure, a voice inside her said. Because that always works.

It was just gone midnight by the grandfather clock in the Long Gallery, and Joy’s ancestors stared down disapprovingly as Sandra crept to bed, feeling like a dirty stop-out. She brushed her teeth and splashed water on her face then she crossed the hallway into her little bedroom, starting as she saw Gerry seated on the bed.

‘Sorry,’ he whispered. ‘I didn’t mean to scare you.’

‘It’s late,’ Sandra said, closing the door behind her. ‘What are you doing up?’

‘I just wanted to talk. I was about to give up, actually, then I heard the car.’

He held a little square picture frame in both hands, placing it carefully on the pillow. ‘Interesting reading,’ he said. ‘I wouldn’t let Xander look at it, though, unless you want to make Joy even more tetchy. Mummy, what’s a Nazi punk and why should they fuck off?’

‘She told you,’ Sandra realised. ‘About our little chat.’

Gerry nodded. ‘I’ve been meaning to check in on you all week, only things kept getting in the way.’

‘It was a bit awkward,’ Sandra admitted. ‘She was right, though. It’s none of my business.’

‘Maybe,’ Gerry said. ‘But I just… I wanted you to know, I didn’t just agree to it. I gave the matter a lot of thought. But we all have to make compromises, and the way things are at the moment, it’s just not working, he’s tired all the time and I—’

‘You don’t have to do this,’ Sandra told him. ‘You don’t have to justify yourself to me. I’m not your conscience.’

‘But you are,’ Gerry said, smiling sadly. ‘You always have been. It’s funny, even after all these years, whenever I’m asked to do anything potentially dodgy, whether that’s politically or morally or whatever, I always think, what would Sandra say? Would she approve?’

‘Fucking hell, that’s a bit of a responsibility. What sort of thing are we talking about?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. My dad votes Tory, obviously, and he probably thinks I do too, but I don’t, because I know you’d hate me for it. Then there was one time the firm got asked to represent this private security company, they had a government contract to transport refugees but they’d been accused of excessive force, you know, pushing people around. So I recused myself, I said I didn’t want to be part of it.’

‘Well, good for you. So what happened?’

‘Oh, someone more junior did it,’ Gerry admitted. ‘They won. But still, it wasn’t me. And with this school business, I knew you wouldn’t approve, but Joy was so… It’s like she always says, she just wants Xander to have the best start.’

‘But is it?’ Sandra asked. ‘I remember how you used to talk about that place. You made it sound tantamount to child abuse. You told us how much you resented your parents for sending you away. Don’t you worry he’s going to feel the same?’

Gerry hung his head. ‘Possibly. But you know, not everyone has the same experience of boarding school that I had. Joy didn’t. And like she says, things will have changed. Teachers, staff members, they’re more aware of what kids need, there won’t be the same level of… dreadfulness.’

Sandra sat back, feeling an object on the chest behind her. Idly, she picked it up. ‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘And anyway, Xander can always come home, can’t he? Because you’re not your father, you’ll actually listen if he tells you it’s… what?’

Gerry was staring at her, and glancing down Sandra realised what she was holding. ‘Sorry,’ she said, placing the urn back down. ‘I didn’t even realise I was doing it. Maybe it’s morbid, but I just like to keep him where I can see him.’

Gerry nodded, then he tore his eyes away. ‘Have you given any thought to where you’re going to… I don’t know, scatter him?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘I’d thought about burying him in our old back garden, but that would require having access to it. Maybe I’ll do it anyway, just get the train down and sneak over the fence one night. For now, I quite like carrying him around with me. Which reminds me…’ She took a breath. ‘Listen, I’ve been thinking. Paulie, at the pub, he said he could give me more shifts if I needed them. Bar work, evening shifts. And if I did that, I might be able to afford to, you know…’

Gerry frowned. ‘What?’

‘Well, to move out. God, I sound like I’m asking permission from my parents. But I could get a flat in town. He says he might know someone with a room going.’

‘He said that, did he?’ Gerry asked, biting his lip. ‘This kid you’ve known for five minutes?’

‘Paulie,’ Sandra repeated. ‘He’s nice, you’d like him.’

‘And this is something you’re considering?’

‘I suppose so. I mean, you’ve been so good to me. You and Joy both. You’ve gone above and beyond. But I can’t live on your kindness forever.’

Gerry forced a laugh. ‘Come on, it’s not like you’re a drain on our limited resources. And Joy loves having you here, she’s told me so, more than once.’

‘But I can’t, Gerry. You must see that. Being here, it’s like being in an airport.’

‘Great. Thanks.’

‘Oh, you know what I mean. Time moves differently. Nothing really matters. You’re just… waiting. And I don’t want to wait any longer. I want to get on the plane and go somewhere.’

‘But surely not to that miserable little village,’ Gerry said. ‘Yes, I know, I sound like my wife, but she’s got a point. It’s hardly a first-class destination.’

‘Well, it’ll have to do until I can get my house back. Speaking of which, I’m guessing Joy told you that I’d booked a meeting with a solicitor. Well, I went to see him this morning and he didn’t even show up. We’d agreed on a time, I’d sent him all the documents he asked for, then he just… ghosted me.’

Gerry sighed. ‘Well, not to be a snob, but that’s what you get with these small-town firms. I was going to warn you off him after Joy told me, but I didn’t want to seem like I was sticking my oar in.’

‘I’ll call him again on Monday,’ Sandra said. ‘He told me the first meeting’s free, so there’s no reason not to go through with it.’

‘I suppose so,’ Gerry said. ‘And in the meantime, maybe you can forward all those same documents over to Dickon. He said he’s waiting for your email.’

Sandra looked at him in surprise. ‘What, you actually spoke to him?’

‘On Tuesday,’ Gerry said. ‘Joy told me about this Shah character in the morning, and that jogged my memory. I asked again yesterday, he said he’d emailed you but he was still waiting for a response.’

‘But I checked this afternoon, at the pub,’ Sandra said. ‘There was nothing there. Maybe it went to my junk.’

‘I’m sure that’s it,’ Gerry said, getting to his feet and yawning. ‘Have another look, when you get the chance.’

He drew closer and for a moment Sandra didn’t know what was happening. Then Gerry leaned in, kissing her lightly on the forehead.

‘I’m off to bed,’ he said. ‘Before Joy starts to wonder what we’re up to. Sweet dreams, now.’









CHAPTER NINETEEN

but Sandra’s dreams that night were far from sweet. In fact this might’ve been the worst one yet: she was at home with Vin but she wasn’t happy to be there, she didn’t feel any sense of relief or welcome. Because this was one of the bad nights, one of the shouting nights, like the one when he’d broken his guitar or the time she came this close to hitting him, to slapping him right across the face for the things he said to her, the things he accused her of doing or not doing. It was the drugs, of course, and the pain, and the seizures, but knowing all that didn’t make it easier.

This particular night he was on a political kick; he’d been reading the news on his phone again and it had driven him into a helpless rage. And that was the point, Sandra knew; not the rage but the helplessness. It was why she barely read the news any more, why she ignored her social media, why she rarely used her phone for anything except checking the weather or calling the doctor.

‘They’re vandals,’ he was saying, his eyes like pinholes in sunk grey sockets. ‘No better than the kids who smash up bus stops. Anything they see, they want to break it, the health service, social care, the trains, the schools, the fucking libraries, whatever they can get their hands on they want to smash it up and sell it off cheap. And all the time the cracks get wider and more of us fall into them and they don’t give a fuck.’

Sandra knew better than to try to console him when he was like this; he’d rant until he ran out of words or until he passed out, whichever came first. He grasped at her, his fingers like claws, spittle on his lips as he clutched at her collar and levered his knotted skeleton body up off the bed.

‘But there’s something they don’t understand,’ he went on, staring right into her eyes. ‘Something they don’t know about the cracks. When people fall in, their eyes are opened. They see the truth. Not all of them, and not right away, but once they’re in here with us, they begin to understand. Do you see?’

Sandra nodded, wishing the opium would kick in, wishing she was downstairs with a cup of tea. Wishing they were both a million miles away, or dead. His eyes were wide and in them she could see pain, not just his own but the pain of countless generations, ancient pain that had somehow leaked into her dream. And when he spoke again it wasn’t just his voice talking, but theirs too.

‘We can’t escape,’ the voices said. ‘We can’t climb out, they’ll just shove us back in. So maybe we need to start widening the cracks ourselves. Tear them open. Smash everything to pieces. Let it all come apart and see what happens. Because it can’t get any fucking worse, can it?’

Vin laughed and it turned to hacking, the saliva vermilion on his lips, the whole bed trembling as he heaved and shook. And Sandra woke shaking too, shivering under her thin blanket as the pipes banged in the walls and the rain pounded on the roof, and the bells in the corridor sounded out their mad morning chorus. She reached over and snatched up the plastic urn, clutching it against her as she fought back sobs. ‘I’m so sorry,’ she whispered to him. ‘I’m so sorry for what happened to you. Fuck, I miss you so much.’

*   *   *

That morning Gerry offered to drive her to work again and this time she accepted, running out to the Bentley with her jacket over her head. There was a moment’s fear when he turned the key and the engine didn’t turn over, but on the second attempt it rattled into life and they started up the hill. As they neared the bend where the collision had occurred Sandra winced, half expecting to see both vehicles still in the road, the pavement slick with blood and glass. But it had been over a week, and the rain had washed away anything the police hadn’t hauled off.

‘Joy was still up when I got to bed last night,’ Gerry said. ‘I told her about your plan. To, you know, move out.’

Sandra eyed him. ‘Oh yes? How did she react?’

‘Sadder than I was expecting, to be honest. I know she really appreciates having you around, even if she can’t always express it. But I told her what you told me, and I think she understood. She knows what it means to be independent. To feel like you don’t need to rely on anyone.’

Sandra smiled. ‘Yes, she’s not really a relier, is she? Knows her own mind, your Joy. I sometimes wonder how you must feel about that. Ever wish she was a bit more wifey-wifey? Let you be the man of the house?’

Gerry laughed, but she could tell it was forced. ‘You joke, but since we got to Hautmond, I don’t know…’ He shook his head. ‘She’s changed, somehow. She was always her own woman, obviously, that’s part of the reason I married her. Maybe she reminded me of… But since we moved in, things have gone, well, further. I don’t really know how to describe it.’

‘Try,’ Sandra suggested.

Gerry screwed up his face. ‘Sometimes when we’re together, it’s like she doesn’t even notice I’m there. She acts like she’s completely alone. She even talks to herself.’

‘Well, everyone does that,’ Sandra told him. ‘I do, sometimes.’

‘Sure, but I bet you don’t have actual, entire conversations. Anyway, that’s not exactly it. I just sometimes feel like a third wheel. A distraction. Like there’s someone else she’d rather be spending time with.’

‘But you know that’s impossible, right? I mean, she hardly ever leaves the house. Unless she’s got some fancy boy stashed in the cellar, I think you’re safe.’

‘I know. But that’s not exactly normal either, is it? Staying at home all the time? I know the house is gorgeous, and I know she feels safe there, but it’s like it’s her whole world. I mean, don’t you think it’s strange that she keeps changing her plans? One day she’s all for going back to London, the next she seems to want to stay here forever. One minute she wants to open up Hautmond to the paying public, the next she’s not sure. She didn’t even ask me before she fired that Tucker character.’

Sandra sighed. ‘Poor Gerry. Second fiddle in your own stately home. But look, I’m sure it’s just something she’s going through. Reconnecting with her past, with her family, with what happened to her parents, it must all be pretty overwhelming. I bet that once I’ve moved out and Xander’s gone off to school, Joy’ll have some space to think, and then she’ll remember who the real… who the… What’s all this?’

They were approaching the village green, the Bentley splashing through puddles and potholes. Up ahead there was a haze in the air, and as they drew close to the pub Sandra saw a knot of people in the car park and an emergency vehicle just pulling away. ‘Stop here,’ she told Gerry. ‘Wait for me, I’ll see what’s going on.’

‘I could—’ he began, but Sandra waved him away.

‘I’ll be right back.’

The front of the Black Swan looked the same as ever; the door stood wide and through it she could see the bar and the bottles, the brasses still gleaming. It was at the side by the car park that the fire must’ve broken out; that door hung black on its hinges and the glass from the kitchen window lay in pieces on the tarmac. She saw Paulie scratching his head, looking soot-smeared and weary, then as she approached he spotted her and a cloud passed over his face.

‘Here she is,’ he said, and those words made Sandra’s head feel tight.

An older couple turned to look at her; the man was squat and burly, with that veiny redness that came from a lifetime of drinking. He drew himself up but Paulie put a hand on his shoulder, speaking a few words that Sandra couldn’t hear.

‘What happened?’ she asked. ‘How did it start?’

‘They’re finding out,’ Paulie told her. ‘But it looks like the cooker.’

Sandra stopped. ‘No, that can’t… I checked it before we left. You saw me.’

Paulie opened his mouth, but no words came out.

‘He says he remembers you going to check it,’ the stocky man barked, as Paulie blushed. ‘But he didn’t actually see you do it.’ His eyes were just as red as his cheeks, and his waistcoat was at least a size too small.

‘Sandra, this is Mr Boothman, he owns the Swan,’ Paulie explained. ‘Well, Elsie owns it, but they’re both on the lease.’

The woman looked Sandra up and down with a slight smirk; she had on too much blusher and her glasses were too large for her face.

‘I swear, the gas was off,’ Sandra told them. ‘It could’ve been an electrical fault, the fridge or the freezer. This place I used to work in, one night the fridge just—’

‘I don’t care about some hole you used to work in,’ Boothman snapped. ‘I care about my pub.’

‘Which has its own insurance,’ Paulie put in. ‘Right?’

Boothman pursed his lips and ignored the question. ‘I don’t know you,’ he said, wagging a meaty finger at Sandra. ‘Paul here says you’re on the level, but I don’t know you. I hear you’re up from London, but that doesn’t impress me. I also hear you’re staying at the big house, but that’s hardly a glowing recommendation either. Still, you must know folk with deep pockets, so maybe you can get them to pay for the damage you’ve caused. Someone’s going to have to.’

‘And what if it’s not her fault?’ Paulie asked. ‘What if it turns out to be electrical, like Sandra said, or something I did, or Viv?’

Boothman turned on him. ‘Are you trying to land yourself in it? Because that’s where this is going. You’d better hope it’s her fault, that’s all I’m saying.’

Paulie bristled. ‘Are you threatening me, Roger?’

Boothman drew himself up; he barely came level with Paulie’s chin. ‘Not a threat, son. A promise. To be honest, Elsie and I have been considering our options with this place for a while, haven’t we, love? It’s hardly a gold mine. Maybe it’s time we offloaded it, or turned it into flats. Either way the Swan won’t be open again for a while, so I suppose this is your three-month notice.’

Paulie’s mouth dropped. ‘You’re firing me?’

Boothman gestured at Sandra. ‘She’s firing you. Just like she fired my pub.’ He chuckled, pleased with himself. ‘If the time comes when I need a bar manager again, you’re welcome to apply. You’ve been a steady hand, at least until this morning.’

Paulie started to speak, then he bit his tongue and turned away.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sandra said but he didn’t seem to hear her, fumbling a pack of cigarettes from his pocket.

Boothman waved a hand. ‘I suggest you fuck off now, love,’ he told Sandra. ‘I think you’ve done enough damage for one day. If it does transpire that you were at fault then you’ll be hearing from our lawyers. We know where to find you.’

Sandra retreated through the car park; there was nothing she could say or do that would make things better, and now she just wanted to be gone. She was about to cross the road when she heard a voice behind her.

‘Wow, you really know how to fuck a situation all the way up, don’t you?’

Letitia was sitting on the pub’s front wall, her knees drawn up to her chin.

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Sandra protested. ‘The gas was off, I swear.’

‘Well, it was just you and my brother in the place,’ Letitia reminded her. ‘And you can say one thing for our Paulie, he’s meticulous. Did that Boothman prick just fire him then? That’s what it looked like.’

Sandra nodded. ‘He said he was thinking of turning it into flats.’

Letitia whistled. ‘Amazing. So you haven’t just buggered our lives, but everyone in the village. Round of fucking applause. Still, I suppose in a way it’s my own fault. I persuaded my brother to give you the job, didn’t I? Now he’ll probably end up moving back home, which means I’ll have to go back in with my little sister who never fucking shuts up. Oh, and we mustn’t forget that the band haven’t got anywhere to practise, so they’ll stay shit forever. Congratulations.’

Sandra thought about arguing, but the girl needed to vent and she just happened to be the nearest target. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said instead. ‘Really. I’ve enjoyed working here, and not just because it got me out of the house.’

Letitia looked up. ‘Yeah, you must be gutted. Back to the stately home, what a tragedy. But hey, I just thought of something. Maybe that stupid hippie was right. Maybe this is the curse of Hautmond Hall, following you around.’

Sandra considered it, then she shook her head. ‘No. I was cursed long before I set foot in that place.’









CHAPTER TWENTY

[image: quotes]i’m so sorry,’ Joy said, sliding the silver coffee pot across the drawing room table. The sun slanted through the bay window, casting squares of light on the powder-blue walls and baroque, gold-trimmed furniture. ‘What an appalling mess.’

‘It wasn’t my fault,’ Sandra muttered, almost to herself. ‘I know, I said the same about your front door. But I swear I checked the gas, I remember doing it.’

‘Of course you did,’ Joy said, reaching over to pat her hand. ‘But people like that never listen, do they? From what you said it doesn’t sound like this Boothman character has up-to-date insurance, so he was probably just looking for a way to shift the cost and cut his losses.’

‘Can he really sue me? If it turns out it actually was my fault?’

Joy waved a hand. ‘Don’t be absurd. You weren’t the only one present, this Paulie was there too. They’d have to prove negligence on your part, and from what you’ve told me it sounds like any evidence likely went up in smoke.’

‘But he said he had lawyers.’

‘Sure, from the firm of Fictitious and Threat. He clearly thinks you’re an easy mark with rich friends. But listen, if it comes to it, which it won’t, we’ll just threaten him right back with real lawyers from Gerry’s firm. He’ll back off, tail between legs. You’ll see.’

Sandra sighed. ‘Thank you. Really. I still feel bad, though. For Paulie and Viv, and even Letitia. Even after what she said to me.’

Joy scowled. ‘Silly little bitch. Who’s she to start tossing blame around? It was probably one of her pals who started it, smoking crack in the car park.’

Sandra sat back, cradling her coffee cup. ‘You warned me, didn’t you? You told me that place was bad news. I should’ve listened.’

Joy smiled sympathetically. ‘You had to try. I completely understand. And when the time’s right, you’ll try again. But for now, just give yourself a break. Enjoy the sunshine. Enjoy the garden. Enjoy the house. And don’t worry about anything.’

Sandra nodded. ‘I’ll do my best.’

‘And remember,’ Joy went on, holding up a finger. ‘Just because you’re not working at that dreadful pub any more doesn’t mean you don’t have an appreciative audience. You can make us a Sunday roast with all the trimmings any time you like.’

Sandra smiled, and for a moment the clouds in her head seemed to break. ‘You know what, I’d like that. I really would.’

*   *   *

The following morning she scaled the ladder to the dome, perching on the walkway as she dialled Shah’s number one last time. This time it rang, but still no one answered; Sandra sat there for half an hour listening to the tone, gazing down into the main hall and wondering if the fall from here would kill her or just break both her legs.

It was only after she’d climbed down that she remembered she was supposed to be checking her junk folder for an email from Gerry’s colleague, but the thought of trudging all the way back up made her feel exhausted so she decided to put it off until tomorrow, or the day after. Then that afternoon the heat came down, and all other thoughts were driven from her mind.

It was a heatwave like nothing she could remember; the ancient wall thermometer in the hall outside her room crept steadily towards one hundred degrees, which apparently was a lot. The bells in the corridor had stopped ringing to wake her but Sandra found herself rising anyway; even at that hour it was too hot to lie in bed. And besides, she was in a routine now, it seemed a shame to break it. She’d put on her loosest clothes and head for the kitchen, and by the time the others arose there was coffee and cereal and cut strawberries on the trolley, ready to be wheeled out to the terrace and eaten in the shade of the hanging vines.

Fortunately, most of the house was cooler than the servants’ bedrooms; the kitchen was an oasis, its heavy walls a bulwark against the rampaging heat, and the drawing room was comfortable provided you kept the windows shut, the curtains pulled and the electric fan on. Sandra mostly spent her mornings helping Joy around the house or in the garden, then they’d share a lunch of sandwiches or salad before Joy headed upstairs to her office while Sandra made for the kitchen, perching on the counter with a book and keeping half an eye on whatever she had on the stove. The walls would shrink in comfortingly around her, the heat would fill her head and she could just lose herself, and let the world drift.

She knew that time was ticking away, that she really ought to be sorting through her emails or doing her own research online, but right now she couldn’t face it. All that business at the pub had shaken something loose, some part of her grief that she wasn’t sure how to deal with. Maybe Joy was right, maybe it had been too soon. Either way, she felt as though everything she’d tried to do had come to nothing, so what was the point?

All through the spring the garden had run wild; now the flower beds were rampant and the hedges tall and shaggy; the lawns reached Sandra’s knees and hummed constantly with insects. Joy kept talking about getting a gardener in, someone to tame the sprawl, but she never seemed to do anything about it. It was the same with the house: Joy talked at great length about what needed to be done, the brasses polished and the windows cleaned, the upstairs bedrooms cleared out. It was even her excuse when Sandra asked if they had plans to go away that summer, taking Xander abroad or to visit relatives: they couldn’t, Joy said, there was too much work to do here. But somehow that work never began.

So one morning when she had nothing to do, Sandra decided to take matters into her own hands. She’d had enough of the terrace with its hard-backed iron chairs; she wanted to feel cut grass under her feet, to lie on a rug and hear the bees buzzing. She remembered the potting shed at the bottom of the garden, and wandering down she found the rickety old door unlocked. As she entered the spidered interior she couldn’t help recalling the dream she’d had her first night in the house, but this crumbling little outbuilding was far older than her father’s shed, and the tools it contained were essentially antiques: rusting wheelbarrows and cracked flowerpots, blunt-edged spades and long-handled scythes that belonged in a Hardy novel.

Sandra had been hoping for an electric lawnmower, but all she could find was a dented push-mower with a bladed turbine and a tray for collecting cuttings. She hauled it out, already sweating, and tested it on the grass verge. She’d also unearthed a greasy tin of WD40 so she slapped that on liberally, oiling the joints until they ran without complaint. Then she tipped the mower on its back wheel and dragged it behind her up the hill, bumping over the paving stones.

She’d already picked out a stretch of lawn, not too far from the house with tree-shade at one end. Now she set to work, forcing the mower through the grass with as much energy as she could muster. For a moment she thought it wasn’t going to work; the stems were so long that they wrapped around the axle, stopping the machine in its tracks. But then she shoved harder and the grass tore, and from there it got easier.

It was still early but the heat was already mounting. Sandra could feel the sun on her neck and the backs of her hands and wondered if she’d be able to get a usable patch cleared before she began to burn. The grass was still fighting her, tangling in the turbine every chance it got; there was moss down there, too, and little weeds with sticky tendrils that got snarled up in the blade.

But despite all that she felt good; maybe it was the physical exertion or the sun on her shoulders but she felt strong, committed to her task. The smell of the grass was sweet and the air hummed with life, insects disturbed by the clattering of the mower, swifts darting low to snap them up. And all the while she felt Hautmond watching her, witnessing her efforts, offering its approval.

After an hour or so she found that she’d cleared a decent-sized square of lawn, maybe ten or twelve feet on each side. It was scruffy with torn stalks and lumps of moss but it’d do for now. Her nose was streaming from the pollen and her head felt gluey in the heat; she leaned on the mower’s handle to steady herself.

Good time to stop, she thought. Now all I need is a blanket, a book and a tall glass of ice tea.

But first she had to tidy up. She bent, gathering the loose stems, then she unhooked the basket from the mower and carried it down the hill. There was an enormous compost pile near the outer wall, where it met the iron fence surrounding the chapel. Sandra sneezed violently as she emptied the basket, startling crows from the trees that grew across the fence. Then she started back up, her head swimming.

Halfway up she was forced to pause in the shade and get her breath back, and that was when she saw the fox. It crouched on the far side of the black iron fence, beside a dense thicket of blackberry bushes. Sandra stared and the fox stared back, as bold as brass and about the same colour. She could see the raw stump of its tail, and wondered what’d happen if Joy caught them again.

‘You should get lost,’ Sandra said, and the fox’s ears twitched. ‘Unless you want a spade to the back of the head this time.’

But the fox kept its gaze on her, and for a moment she felt like she could read the creature’s thoughts. Whose side are you on, anyway?

The fox took a few steps closer, out in the open now, the sunlight gleaming on its burnished coat. Then it lowered its snout and sniffed at something: an object half-buried in the ground. A large lump of stone, all covered with ivy and moss. The fox rubbed itself against the side, arching its back, and Sandra saw that there were words carved there, unreadable from this distance.

And it wasn’t the only one. As she looked around Sandra realised that the whole of the chapel grounds were dotted with similar slabs, all the way from the outer wall to the iron fence. They lay in drifts of ivy, surrounded by ferns and nettles, with hawthorns and yews and even some larger trees growing between them. A private cemetery. How had she never noticed it before?

Just up the hill was a gate so Sandra made for it, intrigued and just a little spooked. The hinges groaned as she pushed through; beyond was a narrow path paved with cracked slabs so Sandra followed, feeling like she’d wandered once again into a fairy story, one of those grim German ones full of trackless forests and malign spirits.

The first grave she came to was almost absurdly grandiose, a colossal cube of pale stone wreathed with stone vines and more of those strange tropical flowers, all topped with a sculpted angel, her arms raised aloft. But one hand was missing and the angel’s face was so stained that she seemed to be crying black tears. Bending, Sandra read the words on the tomb: LORD EDGAR DE WYNTER, 1736–1803. FATHER, SON AND BENEVOLENT MASTER.

‘Benevolent, my arse,’ Sandra muttered, remembering Tucker’s story. The lord’s wife was buried with him – Esther De Wynter, died 1784 – and beside them, marked by an almost-as-impressive monument, was his son, William; his spouse was in there too, but her name had crumbled away.

Between the trees on the other side of the path Sandra saw more looming sarcophagi, each crawling with vines real and chiselled, most if not all bearing the same surname. ‘It’s the whole bloody clan,’ she muttered, edging around clumps of shoulder-high nettles. She wondered if Joy was planning to be buried here too, and if she’d have Gerry laid beneath her with his name second on the bill.

Some way ahead she could see the outer wall of the property; it was at its tallest here, twenty feet at least, and in its shadow the procession of graves reached an end. Sandra looked around; the ground was snarled with roots from a giant horse chestnut, and the ivy lay so deep that it was impossible to explore any further.

She was about to turn back when she saw the fox again, crouched in the shade of the conker tree and nosing at something on the ground. The animal looked up at Sandra and gave a high, insistent yip, then it fled into the brambles. Almost reluctantly, she picked her way over to see what it had been snuffling at.

It was another headstone, this one flat on its back, forced from the earth by those thrusting roots. But it was far smaller than any of the others, just a simple granite rectangle with a single name chiselled on it: MARY. Sandra stood over it, perplexed. Where was the surname? Where were the dates?

Then she spotted another stone nearby, and another beyond that. The first was almost cracked in two but the name was still readable: J. SQUIRES. The next read NANCY, then below it in brackets the word (HOUSEKEEPER). Another read simply COOKIE, which rang a bell somewhere in Sandra’s head; beyond her were YOUNG JILL and beside her OLD JILL; past them were GEORGE (FOOTMAN), MARCUS, JOHN O’GOATS, FAT TOM and last of all UNNAMED BABE. There were more, but these were too deeply drowned in ivy to be readable.

Sandra put a hand on the chestnut’s trunk, drawing strength as her knees buckled. Even in the shade the heat was all-embracing, the scorched air baking in her throat. She hadn’t drunk anything since breakfast and since then she’d done nearly two hours of outdoor work, so no wonder she felt dizzy.

Is that all it is?

She levered herself upright and started back towards the path, suddenly eager to be gone from here, to be away from all this death. Her feet snagged in a tangle of roots and she tumbled, bruising her wrist on one of the monuments. She cursed, took a breath and then picked herself up again, the graves and the greenery whirling around her. Her head felt as thick as boiling pitch; the brambles snatched at her clothes and shafts of sunlight burned like streaks of fire as she staggered between the tombs. Then she reached the gate and stumbled through, only to collapse in the grass on the other side.









CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

gerry stood at the nursery window, watching Sandra push the heavy mower up and down as the sun pounded at her like a mallet on a tent peg. Her shirt was soaked, clinging to her back, and when she stood upright to mop her brow he could see all kinds of outlines beneath the surface. Just the sight of it made him feel damp beneath his waistcoat, though not entirely in a bad way. Hot under the collar, he thought, and felt a pang of something like guilt. He was a married man, he should learn to control himself.

But why? a voice inside him asked. They’re just thoughts. And you’re only looking, what harm can it do?

In that moment he received a sudden flash of awareness; a vision, almost. How many men, he wondered, had stood at this very same window, admiring this very same view? How many lords of the manor, watching the servants milling across the terrace or working down on the lawn, had caught sight of an especially pretty one and thought the very same thing – you’re only looking, what harm can it do?

Gerry frowned. Such an odd, uncharacteristic thought; it almost felt implanted there. And yet, at the same time, such musings weren’t altogether unpleasant. How would it have played out, he wondered, if he’d been one of those lords? Would he have been able to restrain himself, or would he have been driven to act? To corner that serving girl in a secluded corner of the house, to push her against the wall, rip at her bodice and force himself upon her?

He felt the tightness in his crotch and rubbed himself absent-mindedly. It wasn’t far to their room, with its private en suite. Masturbation in the master bedroom, he thought, and chuckled.

‘What are you laughing about?’

Xander’s voice startled him and Gerry jumped, gripping the window frame.

‘Um, nothing,’ he managed, without turning round. ‘Just something Sandra told me.’

He glanced back as the boy crossed the room, flicking on the flatscreen TV and gathering up his Xbox controller. ‘Do you want to play FIFA?’

Gerry frowned. ‘Not right now. In fact I think we should both go and do something, you know, active. It’s not healthy, just sitting inside playing games on a day like this. Come on, let’s go and play actual football, just you and me.’

Xander sighed. ‘But we did that yesterday and it was boring. Can’t we go really out, please? To the pictures or the library or something?’

Gerry pursed his lips. The boy had a point.

‘Maybe we should,’ he said. ‘Not to the cinema, not on such a hot day. But perhaps it’s time we took that fishing trip we talked about. At the very least we could go into Oxford and see about picking up some tackle. The man in the shop will probably be able to give us some pointers on where’s good to go around here.’

Xander beamed and Gerry felt a flush of fatherly pride. We really must spend more time together, he told himself. And not just driving to school and back.

‘I’ve just got something I want to talk to your mother about,’ he told the boy. ‘And while I’m there, I’ll let her know about our little outing.’

Xander’s face clouded. ‘Do you have to? What if she stops us going?’

‘Why would she do that?’ Gerry asked, though the same thought had occurred to him. ‘Who knows, she may even want to come with us.’

‘She won’t. She never wants to go anywhere.’

Gerry sighed. ‘She just loves spending time in this house. It makes her feel happy. But just think, if she doesn’t come, that means we can have Nando’s.’

He winked conspiratorially and Xander snorted.

‘That’s my boy,’ Gerry said. ‘Now, I’ll go and tell your mum, and when I get back I want this switched off and you ready to go.’

*   *   *

Joy’s office was at the far end of the first-floor corridor, past a huge picture window with a panoramic view of the garden. As he passed it Gerry paused, but to his disappointment Sandra was gone; he could only see the mower, lying abandoned on a patch of trimmed grass.

He reached the door and froze, his pulse quickening as he remembered why he was here. It wasn’t just the promise he’d made to Xander – he’d been meaning to speak to Joy anyway, he’d sworn to himself that he would. He wasn’t sure why the thought made him so nervous; what was she going to say, apart from no? And yet, something inside him was genuinely apprehensive.

Gerry McManus, are you afraid of your own wife?

But it wasn’t fear, exactly. It was simply that, as he’d told Sandra, his wife was changing. It wasn’t only that Joy never wanted to leave Hautmond, or that she kept talking to herself; her moods were becoming increasingly erratic, too. Most of the time she was perfectly calm, almost eerily so, then the smallest thing would set her off – the breaking of a cup, or a spill of coffee on the drawing room table. The other day she’d caught Xander picking idly at the wallpaper in the breakfast room and screamed so loud she’d made the boy cry.

Her attitude towards Sandra was peculiar, as well. Gerry had assumed that Joy would want the woman gone as soon as possible, but instead she seemed determined to keep Sandra here, and he couldn’t imagine why. It unsettled him, though, he couldn’t deny it.

He raised a hand to knock, then stopped as he heard Joy’s voice from inside. She was talking to herself again, she had to be. But somehow, he still couldn’t shake the impression that she was actually engaged in a conversation, one that just happened to be with someone he could neither see nor hear. He couldn’t make out the words, but from her tone he got the impression she was reassuring someone – assuaging them, even. She was speaking slowly, soothingly, the way you would to a furious toddler or an enraged dog, one that you really, really didn’t want to bite you.

Then he tapped reluctantly with his knuckles and she broke off.

‘Yes?’

Girding himself, Gerry pushed inside. Joy was seated at her desk overlooking the terrace, her laptop open beside a pile of Home and Garden magazines and a litter of swatches from one of those fancy paint companies. But the magazines were shut and the PC wasn’t even turned on.

‘Working hard?’ Gerry asked, and Joy shot him a withering look.

‘What is this life if, full of care, we have no time to stand and stare?’

Gerry took a breath. ‘Were you talking to someone just now?’ he asked, knowing full well she wasn’t, but desperate to reassure himself somehow. ‘I thought I heard you.’

Joy hesitated, then she gestured to the dusty phone on the desk, the one Gerry knew hadn’t been charged up in months. ‘I was just recording some ideas for the refurb. Nothing major, just thoughts.’

‘Anything I can advise on?’

Joy frowned. ‘Not yet. I’ll let you know if I need your input.’

Feeling awkward he turned to the window; from here he could still see the patch of lawn and the upended mower.

‘Did you see her?’ he asked. ‘Looked like hard work.’ ‘Gosh, I know. I didn’t even ask her, either, she just took it upon herself to do it. And I took it upon myself to let her.’ Joy shook her head admiringly. ‘She really seems to have made herself comfortable here. Now she’s got all that silly business with the pub out of her system. I really think things are going to work out.’

Gerry wanted to ask what that was supposed to mean, but something stopped him. Besides, he’d come here for reasons of his own.

‘Listen, I’ve been thinking,’ he said. ‘Now that we’re all, you know, settled in, I was wondering if it wasn’t time to do what we agreed all those weeks ago and invite some friends down. I keep getting texts from Jim asking how the hell we’re getting on, and I know you left the WhatsApp group but it’s still pretty active.’

Joy said nothing, still gazing out of the window.

‘So I thought we could set a date,’ Gerry went on. ‘Not too soon, say a month from now? Order in all the food we’d need, jelly and ice cream and whatnot, get some garden games, croquet or skittles or whatever. Then everyone can bring their kids and we’d have a garden party. A stately-home-warming, if you like.’

He could feel his heart thudding under his shirt, and when Joy looked up at last he couldn’t read her expression; annoyance, perhaps, and maybe a flicker of disappointment? Finally she reached up and took his hand.

‘Gerry, I have to admit something to you. The honest truth is, I never really liked those people. Brian and Liz, June and David. Bloody Fred Duffy, you know he made a pass at me at that church fete? They were always more your friends than mine. Yes, they could be entertaining, after a few drinks. But that’s not really me any more.’

Gerry frowned. ‘What’s not you?’

Joy smiled fondly. ‘You haven’t even noticed, have you? I didn’t say anything because I didn’t want you to feel like you had to join me. But I’ve stopped drinking alcohol, and I’m happy about it.’

‘Well, that’s… That’s just…’ Gerry struggled to gather his thoughts, wondering why he felt so taken aback. Joy had never been a serious drinker, it had always just been part of their routine – a bottle of wine with dinner, a Sunday afternoon G&T. ‘That’s terrific,’ he managed at last.

‘I just felt like I didn’t need it any more,’ Joy told him. ‘Like it was part of the past. And that’s kind of how I feel about those people, too. The only things I really need to be happy are you and Xander and this house. And since we’re all together, I don’t feel any desire to look back. It’s all just a memory to me, and not an especially fond one.’

Gerry opened his mouth, but found he had nothing to say.

‘Well,’ he managed. ‘That’s so very…

It’s such a…’ ‘But that doesn’t mean we shouldn’t have friends,’ Joy went on, squeezing his hand. ‘In fact I’ve been having a few thoughts of my own, not entirely dissimilar to yours. It is absolutely time we started entertaining, I think the house is ready for it and I am too. So how about a dinner? A proper, fancy one. Open up the dining room, get out the fine silver. Cookie always told me this house had been famous for entertaining. The food, the service, it was quite an honour to be asked.’

Gerry pursed his lips. ‘All right. But if we’re not inviting our old friends, who’s going to come to this dinner?’

‘People like us,’ Joy shrugged. ‘This isn’t the only big house in the area. There’s Fourstones, just on the other side of town. The gentleman who lives there is so old he knew my grandfather, I’d love to pick his brains about Hautmond in its heyday. And what about the chap we met at Xander’s interview? The property fellow, with the quiet little wife? It sounded as though they were just twenty-odd miles away.’

Gerry frowned. ‘I didn’t think you liked him.’

Joy waved a hand. ‘I’m not sure if I did or didn’t. But he’s nearby, and our sons will be going to school together, so it makes sense for us to be friends. He might also know some other folk we could invite, local people that it’d be good for us to know.’

‘Posh people,’ Gerry said, before he could stop himself.

Joy frowned. ‘Oh, and what were the London lot, a bunch of chimney sweeps? Half of them must have more money than anyone within a hundred miles of here, or how could they afford to own property in bloody Holland Park and Chelsea?’

‘Fine,’ Gerry said, knowing he was beaten. ‘A dinner party sounds nice. But if it goes well, I reserve the right to revisit the subject of… of… What is it?’

Joy had risen to her feet, leaning across her desk to peer from the window.

‘There,’ she said, pointing down past the chapel towards the iron fence and the little cemetery beyond. ‘Is that…’

Sandra came weaving between the trees, clutching at the iron gate and shoving herself through it. She turned towards the house, gazing up towards Hautmond almost beseechingly. Then her knees gave way and she toppled to the verge.

‘Good grief,’ Joy said. ‘She fainted. Come on.’

*   *   *

They found Sandra lying at the side of the path, her legs skewed beneath her and her face in the flower bed. Her shirt was soaked and her skin was deathly white, a pallor Gerry recognised from the appalling hangovers she used to get at college. He crouched and lifted her head gently; Sandra stirred, but she didn’t open her eyes.

‘Here, let me,’ Joy said, kneeling to pull Sandra into her lap. ‘Quick, run to the kitchen and fetch some water.’

Gerry did as he was told, following the path until it met the chapel wall then striking off across the lawn towards the east wing. But as he passed the drawing room he happened to glance through the window and spotted a jug on the table; only a third full, but it’d do. He ducked in and grabbed it.

They were still beside the path when he returned, his wife bending over Sandra as she lay motionless. Joy was whispering something, one hand on the back of Sandra’s head, tilting it upward. Both eyes were staring intently into hers.

Then Gerry cleared his throat and Joy looked up, flushing slightly. ‘Found this,’ he said, raising the jug. He knelt and put it to Sandra’s lips.

She sipped weakly, eyelids fluttering. Then she struggled into a sitting position, gesturing feebly towards the fence.

‘The dead,’ she whispered. ‘I saw them.’

Joy placed a hand on Sandra’s shoulder. ‘Yes, the family plot. I’m sorry I never mentioned it before, I just… It’s hard to know how to broach it, exactly. That’s the rockery, this is the orchard and over there are the buried bones of my ancestors.’

Sandra took the jug from Gerry and had a long swallow, then she sat with her knees pulled up to her chin, staring back towards the cemetery.

‘And what about the others?’ she asked.

Joy shook her head. ‘Others? What others?’

Gerry could hear the lie in her voice, or at least the deflection. It was something he’d taught himself to recognise, though he doubted if others could.

‘The little stones,’ Sandra said. ‘Nancy and Fat Tom, and I can’t remember the rest. Right at the back.’

Joy shrugged. ‘I’ve never really spent much time in there, the place always gave me the shivers. But those sound like the names of pets, don’t they? Maybe they buried their hounds out here, the ones they were particularly fond of.’

‘Cookie,’ Sandra said. ‘That’s not a dog’s name. And didn’t you say, when you were young… When did she die, the cook you knew? Was she still working here?’

Joy shrugged. ‘I’ve no idea. She may still be alive, for all I know. I half remember her saying she had a daughter somewhere, Bristol way.’ Another lie, but again Gerry let it go. ‘But hang on, what are you suggesting? That someone bonked her over the head and buried her in the blackberry patch?’

Sandra smiled weakly. ‘No. I just thought it was odd, seeing that name.’

Joy nodded. ‘Well, I suppose pets can have all sorts of names. Now come on, you can’t stay out here, it’s roasting. Gerry, help her up. Let’s get you into bed.’









CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

sandra was confined to her room for two days; at least she thought it was two, the hours tended to blur together. The heat was still pounding so Gerry dug out a fan, an ancient metal beast that clanked like an industrial loom, and the sound of it filled Sandra’s days and nights, leaking into her dreams, making her feel like she was caught in a tropical rainstorm or in the cogs of some great turbine. The sunlight seemed to press upon the windows and she wondered how hot it would have to get before the glass melted and it came pouring in like honey to drown her.

There were other sounds, too; sometimes she could’ve sworn she heard voices, unfamiliar shouts and barked orders, often accompanied by the thump of footsteps on the floor above or in the passage outside. But when she opened her eyes there was never anyone there, just the old fan grinding away, sending out its feeble breezes in a vain effort to cool her. Dreams, she told herself. Just more fucked-up dreams.

Then on the third – or was it the fourth? – day, the heatwave broke and her head finally cleared, at least a little. Sandra sat in bed and felt sheepish, wondering how she could’ve pushed herself so hard. She felt like one of those ladies in Austen, the ones who got caught in the rain then spent a month recuperating. Except she wasn’t a lady, was she? She was just Sandra.

She shook her head; it was full of cobwebs, and she had the sudden desire to stick a feather duster in one ear and out the other, or plug her headphones in and listen to Reign in Blood from start to finish. But no, that wouldn’t be right; in fact the thought of loud music made her slightly nauseous.

So she got up and wandered down to the garden to check out her handiwork; the prize for her days in bed. But when she reached the little rectangle of mown grass she found Joy already there, lying on a blanket with her bare feet crossed. For the briefest moment Sandra felt a pang of resentment; she’d done this for her own benefit, after all. But it passed as quickly as it had come.

Joy peered up as Sandra approached, pushing her red-rimmed Ray-Bans down her nose. ‘Are you sure you ought to be up? You still look rather pale.’

Sandra stood beside the blanket; she wanted to take her shoes off, too, but somehow it felt wrong. ‘I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I just feel a bit of a pillock, to be honest. You’d think I ought to know my own limits by now.’

Joy smiled. ‘I think you just have a problem sitting still. I used to be like that, before I came here. Before I learned how to let things go.’

‘It’s never been an issue before,’ Sandra insisted. ‘I’ve always worked hard, I’ve pretty much just gone from one job to another since I was a teenager. But I’ve always been able to relax in between, read a book, have a drink, enjoy my downtime. But now, I just can’t seem to… It’s like a little voice inside me is always saying, get up, get to work, don’t just sit there, be productive.’

‘They do say that coming face to face with death can force a person to confront their own mortality,’ Joy offered. ‘You realise how little time you have left to do everything you want to do.’

‘Maybe that’s it,’ Sandra sighed. ‘All I know is that I can’t seem to find any kind of… I don’t know, inner peace? Except when I’m doing something.’

Joy put down her book and got to her feet. ‘Well, in that case, I may be about to make your day. But first, how strong do you feel, really? Are you absolutely sure you’re recovered?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘I think so. Don’t ask me to pull an aeroplane with my teeth or anything, but otherwise, sure.’

‘Good,’ Joy nodded. ‘Then come with me.’

They crossed the terrace and entered the back hallway, following it down to the main hall. There they found Xander with Horatio, the boy tossing a ball from one side of the hall to the other as the dog scrambled after it. He looked round as his mother entered, and smiled when he saw Sandra.

‘Are you better?’ he asked.

‘Mostly,’ she said. ‘I think so.’

‘What do you think of my school uniform?’ Xander gave her a twirl; he wore a pale blue shirt, green blazer and grey shorts, exposing his chubby knees.

‘Very smart,’ Sandra told him. ‘You’ll fit right in. Which I suppose is the idea.’

‘He’s going to be attending a sort of summer school induction thing next month,’ Joy explained. ‘During the holidays they invite the new pupils to come and spend a couple of weeks getting up to speed on what they’ll be learning, and work out where everything is so that when they come back it won’t be so daunting for them.’

Sandra forced a smile. ‘Sounds like fun.’

Joy reached into her pocket, extracting a gigantic set of keys attached to interlocking rings; some were relatively shiny, others looked like antiques. She selected one of the oldest, holding it up like a trophy. ‘I have decided that the day has finally come,’ she said. ‘So let’s see what we’ve got to work with.’

She crossed to the large doors on the far side of the hall, fitting the key into the lock and working it. She cursed, drew it out and inserted it again, and Sandra felt a sudden pang of anxiety, as though the last thing she wanted was for Joy to open that door, as though nothing good could possibly come of it. But then the lock clicked, the handle turned smoothly and the bad feeling passed.

‘We’ve a lot of work to do,’ Joy said, stepping through the open doorway into the shadows beyond. Clumps of dust rolled like tumbleweed into the hall; Horatio sniffed at one and sneezed. Sandra approached the doorway, gripping the frame. At first, all she could see was darkness. Then lights blazed, a thousand of them at once, and she stifled a gasp.

‘Jesus wept.’

The source of the light was a golden chandelier; it had more bulbs than Sandra could count and at least half of them were still working, blazing from a great web of overlapping octopus arms. The dining room was as wide as the house itself, the north side facing the courtyard while the southern windows looked out onto the garden, or at least they would have if the curtains hadn’t been drawn, green velvet drapes so heavy that they blocked any chance of natural light.

Again the walls were oak panelled, and hanging from every inch of available space were yet more paintings – seascapes, to a large extent, with cresting waves and masted ships, the kind De Wynter must’ve used to transport his spices, and everything else. There were tapestries too, patterned Turkish carpets and Chinese hangings full of wise old men with drooping moustaches, little bridges and weeping willows. The floor was herringboned with rectangles of pinewood and in the centre was an exorbitant oak table, long enough for fifty diners at least, and chairs enough to seat them. Many were draped with dust sheets but others were exposed, as though whoever had begun the job of covering them had simply given up halfway through.

‘Lavish, isn’t it?’ Joy grinned, enjoying the amazement on Sandra’s face. ‘I poked my head in when we first moved back, just to check that nothing was actually mouldy or leaking. But it’s been on my list for a while to open it up, and now I finally have a good excuse to—’

Xander let out a sudden shriek, pointing a trembling finger. Following his gaze, Sandra almost choked in surprise.

‘Wally!’ Joy cried, clapping excitedly. ‘Oh, I’ve missed you.’

From behind a dusty pane two glass eyes stared at them, sunk into a face like cracked leather. The creature was familiar to Sandra from one of those Attenborough shows; it had mottled fur and little black fins rather like driving gloves, and a spiral-shaped horn protruding from its snout. But either it hadn’t aged well or the taxidermist had been horribly drunk, because the poor beast was stuffed to at least twice its natural size and the look on its face was one of pure, constipated panic.

‘It’s a narwhal,’ Xander whispered, crouching beside the case. ‘There’s one in my Arctic Animals book.’

‘One of your great-great-grandfathers caught him,’ Joy said. ‘Harpooned him and brought him back as a trophy.’

‘What a fate,’ Sandra said. ‘One day you’re swimming around happily in the ocean, the next you’re stuck in a box getting goggled at by toffs.’

‘What’s toffs?’ Xander asked, and Joy shot Sandra a disapproving look.

‘Still,’ Sandra said quickly, ‘I suppose it beats getting eaten by a great white shark. Wait, there isn’t one of those around here too, is there? You should warn us now before someone has a heart attack.’

‘There aren’t any sharks,’ Joy said. ‘There’s all sorts of other stuff, though. Swords. Armour. Elephant tusks. And look here.’

She tugged the sheet from another case and inside Sandra saw a cluster of little brown spheres perched on poles, like coconuts at a shy. They had oversized nostrils and tangled hair, and their eyes and mouths were sewn with thread.

‘Ew,’ Xander said, staring in fascination. ‘Are they real?’

‘Of course not,’ Joy chuckled. ‘I remember asking Cookie the same question and she said, how would you shrink someone’s skull? It’s impossible.’

Sandra peered in, and wasn’t so sure. She’d read an article about this years ago, in one of those ridiculous weird-world magazines that were all the rage before the internet. Apparently the skin was peeled off and filled with hot rocks, then when it was dry they sewed it up again. But she decided to keep this information to herself; she didn’t want to be on the receiving end of another of Joy’s glares.

Besides, there were so many other treasures to behold – the preserved head of a white tiger and the shell from a giant tortoise; spears and shields from the Andaman Islands and a golden breastplate that Joy said came from a Mughal tomb. There were statues, too; sacred totems and carven beasts, and marble busts with the fierce brows and full lips of the De Wynter clan.

‘It’s better than the British Museum,’ Sandra marvelled. ‘I can’t believe this was here the whole time.’

‘It’s my fault,’ Joy said. ‘I should’ve sorted it out sooner, but I just kept putting it off. Still, if we all muck in I think we can get it ready in time.’

‘In time for what?’ Sandra asked.

Joy shook her head. ‘Oh, gosh, of course. I didn’t actually tell you. We’re planning a party. Well, a dinner. It’s about time we had some people over, at least that’s what Gerry says, and I think he’s probably right. So what would you think?’

Sandra frowned. ‘Me, I… It sounds lovely.’

‘No,’ Joy said, ‘what would you think about catering? I don’t mean to spring it on you, but it would be great to get an answer sooner rather than later.’

Sandra looked along the length of the table. ‘Um, how many—’

‘Oh, God, not that many,’ Joy laughed. ‘We’ll eat in here because it’s the dining room and because it’s, you know, spectacular, but we’ll only use one end of the table. I’m thinking six people, eight tops, including us.’

‘You realise I’m not exactly Michelin standard,’ Sandra told her. ‘I’ve worked in some nice places, but if you’re expecting, I don’t know, foams and things—’

‘You’ll be fine,’ Joy reassured her. ‘Everything you’ve made so far has been delicious, and I have absolutely no doubt that if you put your mind to it you can, what do they say these days? Give it some refinement. And just think of all that gear in the kitchen cupboard, I doubt you’ve even used half of it.’

Sandra smiled. ‘I have been looking for an excuse to break out the sous-vide.’

Joy beamed. ‘Marvellous. Well, I’ll leave it to you to plan the menu, you can just run it past me when you’re ready. And if you make a list Gerry can order anything you need: ingredients, equipment, money no object, obviously. And we’ll get a couple of girls in to serve as well, that always makes a dinner feel special, doesn’t it? But how about you? What do you think is fair?’

Sandra frowned. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, we’ll have to pay you, obviously. But I have no idea what the going rate is for a catered dinner.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘Don’t be crazy, I couldn’t accept a penny from you. How could I, after everything you’ve done? It just wouldn’t sit right.’

‘Gerry told me you’d say that. He said it would be against your principles. And of course, I’m not about to force you to take my money.’

‘Good,’ Sandra said. ‘Because I won’t.’

Joy laughed, casting her gaze around the room. ‘Well, like I said, we’ve a lot to do. But gosh, this is going to be fun, isn’t it?’









CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

they heaved back the curtains and forced open the massive sash windows, watching the dust billow in great clouds across the terrace. Then they dragged the sheets from the oak table and took a good look; it needed a polish but Sandra was sure there’d be some in the pantry, or under the kitchen sink. Pretty soon Xander began to get bored so Joy took him off to find some lunch while Sandra remained in the dining room, making a mental list of all the things they’d need to get it looking decent: beeswax, window cleaner, Brasso, floor soap and more cloths and shammies than you could shake a broom handle at. But anything they didn’t have Gerry could order, for overnight delivery.

The following morning she swept the floor while Joy had a go at dusting the paintings, then in the afternoon Sandra began planning her menu. She was determined to push the boat all the way out, to create something worthy of the immense kindness Joy and Gerry had shown her. She wanted it to match the surroundings, too; a feast grand enough for Hautmond Hall. That in turn gave her a theme to base her meal around, so: wild fowl with herbs from the garden; venison from the freezer with freshly picked blackberries; an old-fashioned apple cake with creme anglaise. And plenty of spices, too – saffron and pepper and vanilla – to commemorate the house’s origins.

Early the following week Joy handed her a finalised guest list: eight diners including the two hosts, which felt manageable. ‘I’ve been trying to remember the last time I even went to a party,’ Sandra said as they polished the silverware, ‘let alone helped to throw one. Not counting Vin’s funeral of course, but hopefully this’ll be a bit more lively. Which I suppose depends on how much booze we get in.’

Joy frowned. ‘I hadn’t even considered that. Ever since I stopped drinking, it doesn’t really cross my mind. But I suppose people expect it, don’t they? Let’s keep it simple, though; champagne on the terrace then some nice wine with dinner, whatever you think’ll pair. And some spirits for afterwards, but don’t go overboard.’

The following day they began sorting through the crockery; it turned out there was a dresser in the sewing room stacked with the most gorgeous bone china, all it needed was a wash. Sandra emptied the kitchen cabinets and piled the sideboards with cooking equipment: some of it was past its prime but most was still usable, copper pans and tureens and salvers, and enough silver spoons for a hundred lucky babies. By Friday evening the groceries had been delivered, with the alcohol due the following morning; Sandra had a stock-pot on the stove and a brace of plucked pheasants brining in the fridge, and she went to bed feeling more at ease than she had in weeks.

*   *   *

But her good mood couldn’t last. Joy had booked the servers to arrive early afternoon on the day in question, so they could get the dining table properly set up – Sandra knew her way around a kitchen, but she had no idea which fork was supposed to go where. By two-thirty there was still no sign of them, so Joy headed upstairs to phone the agency; she returned five minutes later with a sombre expression.

‘Norovirus,’ she said bleakly. ‘Apparently it’s wiped out half their team, and the other half are booked on higher-priority jobs than this one. I asked if they knew anyone else but he said this late in the day and this far from London, it just wasn’t likely. I don’t suppose you’d be able to serve the food yourself?’

Sandra leaned against the table. ‘I honestly don’t know. It’s the stairs that are the problem, there’s no way to get here from the kitchen without going up at least one long flight, and if I’ve also got food on the stove and stuff in the oven…’

‘What if you didn’t have to?’ Joy asked. ‘I mean, what if you could avoid the stairs? Come on, follow me.’

She skirted the table, heading for a windowless corner of the dining room where a marble plinth bore a mask that must’ve been looted from some island tribe; its eyes were wide with fury and its leathery tongue lolled from a leering mouth.

‘Monstrous, isn’t he?’ Joy sniggered. ‘They’d probably call it primitive art now. Anyway, if I just reach up here…’

She fumbled beneath a light fitting, there was a click and one of the panels on the wall opened, just a crack. Joy pushed it the rest of the way, revealing a dark passageway beyond. ‘Come on,’ she said. ‘In here.’

She flicked a switch and Sandra saw a dusty bulb swinging overhead – one of a string of them, pinned to the roof of the passage. For a moment she hesitated; the air smelled musty and faintly rotten, and squinting ahead she could see no end to the tunnel, just that conjoined row of bulbs stretching off into the dark. Then Joy turned, beckoning.

‘Don’t worry, it’s completely safe. I told you, I know all these hidden ways.’

Sandra followed and the door swung shut behind her, stranding them in murky gloom. She could feel the air moving but there was no freshness in it, just cloying damp. The walls were an off-yellow plaster, broken by a series of openings at apparently random intervals.

‘That way leads to the billiard room,’ Joy explained, over her shoulder. ‘And that one goes to the back of the drawing room. I think there’s a set of stairs down there that take you to the cellar, but obviously you don’t want to go that way. Just stick to this main passage and you’ll be fine. Look, the floor’s perfectly smooth, and wide enough to fit the trolley through. Come on, do try and keep up.’

Sandra lifted her head; she’d been so drawn to those branching passageways that she hadn’t even noticed how far ahead Joy had got. Her voice had sounded so close, right up ahead, but it must’ve been a trick of the acoustics because now Sandra could barely make her out at all, just a far-off shape in the shadows. She also noticed that the gaps between the bulbs had begun to lengthen – where before they’d been spaced every couple of feet, now she could barely see the one ahead, and the one beyond that not at all. She wondered where they were in the house; somewhere behind the sewing room, she guessed, though it was impossible to judge precisely.

She picked up the pace, feeling the air coiling around her, as thick as cold steam. She took a breath and tasted it in her mouth, age and bitterness and sour resentment. She paused beneath the next light bulb and looked back, but she could no longer see either the one behind or the one ahead; also the walls seemed less solid than they had before. She reached up to touch her face and even that didn’t feel quite real, as though a strong wind down the passage might scatter her altogether, blowing her like fog into the very depths of the house. For a moment, she almost welcomed the idea.

Then a shaft of warm light flooded over her and Sandra blinked in surprise. She could see the doorway up ahead, barely ten feet in front of her, and framed in that glowing rectangle she could see Joy, beckoning.

‘Come on, see where we are.’

Sandra stepped up and peered through, shaking the dust from her head. The breakfast room lay welcoming and familiar in the afternoon sun, a world away from the gloomy chill of the passageway.

‘So over here is the dumbwaiter,’ Joy pointed. ‘That comes straight up from the pantry. All you’d need to do is winch it up, load the trolley and push it through.’

They’d been using the trolley as a breakfast bar so now Sandra cleared it off, placing the kettle and the toaster on the table. Joy tested the wheels, pushing the trolley back and forth; it squeaked a bit, but it seemed to run.

‘So what do you say?’ she asked. ‘Do I have to call my guests and cancel, or can we make this work?’

Sandra glanced back towards the hidden passage. ‘And it’s really just a straight line? There’s no way I could get… I don’t know, lost?’

Joy laughed. ‘You followed me through, did we turn any corners? I feel like there might be a little slope at one point, but as long as you don’t accidentally take a sharp turn, I don’t see how you can possibly lose your way.’

Sandra let out a breath. ‘Fine. I’ll do my best. And maybe if yourself or Gerry would be prepared to pitch in just quickly here and there, it might—’

‘I have absolutely no doubt that you’ll do an amazing job,’ Joy said, cutting her off. ‘Now look, here comes another delivery.’

Sandra turned to see a bright purple van rattling down the drive, a bottle and a bunch of grapes emblazoned on the side.

‘Great,’ she said. ‘The plonk’s here.’

*   *   *

Leaving Joy with the trolley, Sandra descended the spiral stairs and crossed the kitchen to the delivery door. She knew she was supposed to call it the tradesman’s entrance but she couldn’t bring herself, partly because of the cultural implications and partly because that was what Vin used to call his bumhole.

She opened it just in time to see the van door swinging open and a lanky figure climbing out, stopping short in the driveway. Then a head was thrust from the passenger side and a voice crowed, ‘I fucking told you, didn’t I?’

Letitia hopped down onto the gravel; she was wearing a short skirt, fishnets and a ripped purple T-shirt with THORN’S QUALITY WINES & SPIRITS printed across the chest. Paulie had on the same shirt but his was undamaged; he eyed Sandra awkwardly, one hand on the van door like he was ready to bolt.

‘I told him you’d be the one taking delivery,’ Letitia grinned. ‘Paulie reckoned they’d have a cook or a maid or whatever and I said that’s what you were. All that about them being your friends was just horseshit, wasn’t it?’

Sandra felt herself flush. ‘It wasn’t horseshit. They just asked me if I’d prepare a nice dinner and I said of course. It’s my way to say thanks for, you know, putting me up.’

Letitia scoffed. ‘Putting up with you, more like.’

‘Oh, give it a rest,’ Paulie snapped.

His sister bristled. ‘Hey, I’ve a right to have a go. I lost my job too, remember? I know it was only a few hours under the counter but she—’

‘Listen,’ Sandra said. ‘I know I said it before, but I still maintain that it wasn’t my fault. I remember checking the gas was off.’

‘Tell that to the regulars,’ Letitia sneered. ‘The ones who’ve been sat out on the green all summer drinking tinnies like schoolkids. Though actually, I’d steer clear if I were you, you might end up swinging from the old oak.’

‘Jesus, Tish,’ Paulie exclaimed. ‘Look, Sandra, nobody thinks it was your fault. No one with a brain, anyway.’

‘Thanks,’ Sandra said. ‘What about whatsisname, the landlord? Did he ever get to the bottom of what actually happened?’

‘If he did, he hasn’t told me. We aren’t really on speaking terms, to tell you the truth. But the last time I went past they hadn’t started any kind of renovations, they hadn’t even repaired the door. So I reckon his insurance really had run out. Anyway, I got another job, didn’t I? I even persuaded them to chuck the twit here a few hours on weekends.’

‘It’s temporary, though,’ Letitia put in. ‘And the pay’s shit, and the van doesn’t even have Bluetooth. And before you ask, no, they don’t need anyone else.’

Sandra laughed. ‘Got it. Oh, but please tell me the band’s still together.’

Paulie blushed. ‘Better than ever, actually. We got this new guy, Iniko. Plays sax and keyboards, like, semi-professionally. Fuck knows why he wants to play with us, but he’s got a garage so we’re fixed for a rehearsal space. There’s even been talk of gigs.’

‘Well let me know,’ Sandra grinned. ‘I’ll be right down the front.’

Paulie turned to the van, opening the side door. ‘Right then,’ he said. ‘Where do you want it?’

‘Anywhere I can get it,’ Sandra replied automatically and saw him blush again, more fiercely. ‘Sorry, old habits. This way.’ She led them into the kitchen. ‘Do either of you want a cuppa? I can stick the kettle on.’

Letitia put down the crate she was carrying, pulling out a bottle of brandy and inspecting it. ‘It’s almost knocking off time. We could crack this open.’

Sandra laughed. ‘I’ve got work to do. And you’re sixteen.’

The girl curled her lip. ‘I bet you were drinking at sixteen. Fuck, you look like you were drinking at nine. Or did you just have a really tough paper round?’

‘Tish, for fuck’s sake,’ Paulie protested.

‘Don’t worry, I enjoy it,’ Sandra reassured him.

Letitia wandered around the kitchen, standing on her tiptoes to peer into the garden. ‘Jesus, it’s even bigger than it looks from the front. I tell you, this’d be a hell of a place for a party.’

‘That’s what I said,’ Sandra told her. ‘They’re having one tonight, actually. Not a proper one, though, just dinner.’

‘Oh, how delightful. A soiree. And will you be dining with them, or just catering?’ This time Sandra felt herself flinch, and Letitia cackled. ‘I knew it.’

‘Go back to the van,’ Paulie growled. ‘I’m serious.’

The girl held up her hands. ‘All right, all right, keep your minuscule amount of hair on. We’re done here anyway, right?’

Sandra followed them to the door, then a thought struck her. ‘Wait a minute, what are you doing this evening?’

Paulie turned, wide-eyed. ‘M-me?’

‘No, her,’ Sandra said. ‘Are you busy?’

Letitia frowned. ‘Why? Did one of the dinner guests cancel?’

‘Ha, very good. No, I could actually use some help. The girls we booked to serve the food have got sick and at the moment I’m meant to be doing it all myself, which is going to be an almighty pain in the backside. You’d get paid, obviously. And if you’ve got a friend who could come too, that’d be even better.’

Letitia’s eyes narrowed. ‘So I’d be what, a waitress? Don’t you have to be able to balance five plates on your arm or something?’

Sandra shook her head. ‘There’s a dumbwaiter in the pantry, and a trolley upstairs. Anyway, I’d do most of the actual plate-placing. You’d be more on prep. Come on, you’d really be helping me out.’

The girl raised an eyebrow. ‘Yeah, that’s not the argument-winner you think it is.’

‘Oh, give her a break,’ Paulie urged. ‘You could use the money, you know you could. Shameeka could come as well, she’s got more brains than the rest of your friends put together. And she told me she was saving up for driving lessons.’

Letitia bit her lip. ‘How much are we talking?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘Hundred quid? I’d need you here by six, and you could probably knock off before eleven.’

‘Call it one-fifty and you’ve got a deal.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘Not likely. One-twenty each, final offer.’

Letitia sighed. ‘Fine.’

Paulie patted her arm. ‘Good. I’ll make sure she’s here. And Shameeka too.’

‘Thanks,’ Sandra told them. ‘I really appreciate it.’

‘But listen,’ Letitia said, looking from Sandra to her brother. ‘You’d better not tell anyone about this, okay? I mean it.’

‘Why not?’ Sandra asked. ‘It’s only a job.’

‘But it’s the look of the thing, isn’t it? I’ve got an image to maintain. I mean, what would everyone say if they knew that the same person who co-wrote that certified all-time banger Fucking Fuck the Fucking Fuckers also went around serving the same fuckers dinner?’









CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

[image: quotes]local girls?’ Joy asked, her nose wrinkling doubtfully.

‘Yes, but I know them.’ Sandra reached for a wine glass and began to polish. ‘One of them, anyway. She helped out in the pub, she was a good worker. Her brother was the manager.’

‘Not the one who said all those dreadful things to you after the fire?’

‘She was just upset,’ Sandra said. ‘She’s got a bit of a mouth, that’s all.’

‘Well she’d better control it while she’s here. I won’t have my waitresses effing and jeffing in front of the invited guests.’

Sandra laughed. ‘I was actually thinking she could mind the kitchen while me and the other girl do the actual serving. Apparently she’s a bit more level-headed.’

‘And how much did you offer them?’ Joy asked.

‘One-twenty each,’ Sandra told her. ‘But if they do a decent job I think a tip would be in order.’

Joy sighed. ‘Fine. It’s cheaper than that damned agency, anyway. I just wish you’d asked me first.’

‘I’m sorry. I saw the chance and I went for it. And look, it’s better than waiting ages for lukewarm food, isn’t it?’

Joy had unearthed an etiquette guide in the library that laid out the finer points of cutlery placing at a formal dinner – she’d been to a few herself, of course, but had never really taken much notice. Sandra referred back to it as she laid the table, using a tape measure so she could be sure of getting everything just so. The shadows were lengthening as she uncorked the red wine and left it to breathe, and she was about to return to the kitchen for final prep when she heard tyres on the gravel.

From the north-facing windows she could see two bicycles approaching; Letitia braked and put one foot down, peering warily up at the house. The second girl drew alongside and Sandra saw that in all outward respects she was the exact opposite of her friend – in body shape, skin tone, even hairstyle. Sandra could only hope that the same applied to her personality.

‘You’d better have clean shirts,’ she said as she let them in through the side door. Their bikes were propped against the drainpipe and both girls were soaked with sweat.

‘What do you think we are, amateurs?’ Letitia asked, pushing past her into the kitchen. ‘All right, we are amateurs, but yes, we brought shirts. We just didn’t want to ruin them on the ride down.’

‘Well, thanks to you both for coming,’ Sandra said, giving Shameeka a welcoming smile and receiving a nervous blush in return. ‘I’ll see if I can sort out a cab for your trip back.’

‘You killed the cabbie, remember?’ Letitia said. ‘All right, I know, it was another one of your little accidents. But don’t worry, Paulie’s coming to get us. I made him promise. Not that he needed much persuading.’

She cackled and Sandra looked away, turning to the girl who was still standing awkwardly in the doorway. Shameeka had braids in her hair and friendship bracelets on her wrists, which only reminded Sandra how young they both were.

‘Come in,’ she said, beckoning the girl through. ‘Letitia’s told me nothing about you because she’s always too busy talking about herself. But Paulie says you’re the sensible one.’

Shameeka wrung her hands. ‘Um, thanks.’

‘It’s not necessarily a compliment, Meeks,’ Letitia said. ‘He might just’ve been saying you’re a bit boring.’

Her friend scowled. ‘Shut up, Tish.’

Sandra clapped. ‘That’s the spirit. Maybe if we both keep saying it she’ll get the message. Now, who wants to wash plates and who wants to peel potatoes?’

*   *   *

After an hour or so she took them into the pantry and showed them how to work the dumbwaiter, after which they headed up to the breakfast room. Shameeka’s eyes went wide when Sandra showed her how to click open the panel into the secret passageway.

Letitia peered inside suspiciously. ‘There’s no way I’m going in there. It’s probably full of rats.’

‘Not that I’ve seen,’ Sandra said. ‘In fact it’s funny, I haven’t seen a single rodent the entire time I’ve been here.’

‘Probably got scared off by the ghosts,’ Letitia muttered.

‘Well you don’t need to worry, anyway,’ Sandra told her. ‘You’ll either be in here or down in the kitchen all night. You can send everything up, then Shameeka and I’ll push the trolley through and serve the food. That sound okay?’

Letitia shrugged and Shameeka smiled awkwardly.

‘But listen, if I tell you to stay in the kitchen, I mean it,’ Sandra went on. ‘No wandering off, no exploring.’

Letitia sneered. ‘Don’t worry, I won’t accidentally reveal myself to your precious guests. In any sense of the word.’

‘It’s not just that,’ Sandra said. ‘This is a big house, and it’s… well, it’s easy to get lost in. So don’t go off on your own, I’m serious.’

Letitia sighed. ‘Fine. But there goes the heist I had planned.’

Leaving her in the breakfast room, Sandra led Shameeka down the long, dimly lit passage. This time it didn’t seem so long, or so dark; the bulbs were evenly spaced, and each one seemed to be working. When they reached the dining room Sandra explained the nuances of placing and plating; the girl was quiet and attentive, listening to her instructions and repeating it all back word for word.

‘No one’s expecting perfection,’ Sandra reassured her. ‘This isn’t the Edwardian era, and it’s just a friendly dinner. So just do the best you can, okay?’

The girl nodded seriously. ‘I’ll try.’

They were about to return to the kitchen when Joy entered, looking Shameeka up and down in that brisk way she had. The girl had freshened her make-up and put on a white shirt that Sandra suspected was part of her school uniform, but still Joy pursed her lips. ‘So this is her, is it?’

‘This is Shameeka,’ Sandra said. ‘She’ll be helping out with the serving. Shameeka, this is Mrs McManus, the lady of the house.’

Joy frowned. ‘Try not to sound quite so sarcastic when you say that, will you? You’re simply stating a fact.’

‘I was just telling Shameeka how thankful we are that she agreed to come,’ Sandra said. ‘And how much trouble we’d have been in otherwise.’

Joy nodded reluctantly. ‘Yes, of course. Thank you. Now, I’m expecting the first guests any moment so I hope you’re ready. Gerry and I will meet them at the door and lead them straight through to the terrace, then perhaps someone could pop out in about twenty minutes with some fizz? And sparkling water for myself, of course.’

‘I’ll do it,’ Sandra promised. ‘And don’t worry, everything’s going to be great.’

Joy looked at her. ‘Of course it is. Now come on, chop chop.’

*   *   *

In the kitchen they found Letitia at the counter with an innocent look on her face; she stifled a burp and Sandra smelled whisky. ‘Look,’ she said. ‘I shouldn’t need to say this, but there’s to be no getting hammered on the job.’

‘I’m not getting hammered,’ Letitia retorted. ‘Just a tiny little livener.’

Sandra was about to snap at her, then she sighed. ‘Fuck it, I may as well join you. We’ve a long night ahead. Shameeka?’

The girl shook her head. ‘I’m too nervous.’

‘Well, you’ve no need to be. You’re all over this. So tell me, how do you two know each other?’

Shameeka opened her mouth but Letitia got there first. ‘Our mums used to work together at the sorting office. Then we went to the same nursery, same primary, now same sixth form.’

‘Wow, actual lifelong friends,’ Sandra said, pouring herself a modest shot. ‘So what A-levels are you taking, Shameeka?’

‘She’s doing economics, maths and higher maths,’ Letitia said. ‘She wants to be, like, a CEO or something.’

Sandra looked at her. ‘You know, in some cultures it’s considered polite to let people answer questions for themselves.’

‘It’s okay,’ Shameeka said softly. ‘I’m used to it. Most of the time I can pretty much just tune her out.’

Sandra laughed. ‘A valuable skill. Anyway, that mouth’ll serve her well when she’s working as a lawyer.’

Letitia flushed. ‘Paulie told you. He’s such a dick.’

‘Not in the slightest,’ Sandra said. ‘I think it’s a brilliant idea.’

‘Yeah, but it’s just an idea, isn’t it? First I need to pass all my exams and get accepted onto a course, then we somehow need to find the money for uni. It’s not like in your day, kids don’t just get everything handed to them any more.’

‘I know,’ Sandra said. ‘But you’re pretty unstoppable, I bet you’ll find a way. And hey, when you graduate I can ask my friend Gerry to give you a job, or at least an internship.’

Letitia held up a hand. ‘Let’s not get ahead of ourselves. If you’re still friends with him in a few years, you can let me know.’

Sandra frowned. ‘Why wouldn’t we be friends?’

Before the girl could answer, they heard voices on the terrace. They peered from the high windows as the guests emerged, led by Xander in his school uniform. Behind him came a blocky, middle-aged woman in an unflattering grey dress the size and shape of a parachute.

‘Hey, that’s our MP,’ Shameeka said. ‘Jill whatshername, Coutts. I met her at the leisure centre. She shook our hands like she was going to catch diseases.’

Letitia snorted. ‘Fair enough, in that place.’

‘She’s never been married,’ Shameeka went on. ‘There was talk she might be a lesbian then she said all these awful things about gays being against God.’

‘Great,’ Letitia said. ‘So she’s just such a shitty person that no one wants her.’

Joy and Gerry stepped out next; they’d opted for rustic rather than glamorous, Sandra noted, her in jodhpurs and a riding blazer and him in some sort of tweedy hunting gear. ‘They don’t always dress like that,’ she told the girls. ‘They usually look a bit more, I don’t know, normal.’

Letitia looked at her and loudly said nothing.

The next arrivals were a couple in early middle age, and Sandra suspected that they were the ones Joy had mentioned, that they’d met at Xander’s school interview. Their names had been on the list – Butcher? Badger? Baker, that was it. According to Joy’s notes the woman was dairy intolerant, gluten-free and couldn’t stomach anything too spicy, and Sandra almost laughed when she saw her. Mrs Baker was as pale as paper, so wispy that when Gerry leaned in to kiss her cheek he had to take the utmost care. Her husband was much more solid; a keen, matey sort dishing out firm handshakes and pats on the back.

‘Oh for fuck’s sake,’ Letitia spat, gripping the window frame. ‘You didn’t tell me that cunt was coming.’

The man in question was thin and somehow stoat-like, his face sallow behind a scraggy ginger beard and expensive sunglasses. He brushed Gerry’s hand, gave Joy the lightest of pecks then slumped into a wicker chair, wearing a grin that seemed designed to broadcast confidence but in fact managed the opposite.

‘Shit, even I recognise him,’ Sandra realised. ‘Isn’t he on that detective programme, the boring one with whatsisname?’

‘Used to be,’ Letitia said. ‘Until his wife left him and took the kids. Then he completely lost his shit, started going on telly talking bollocks about how vaccines were a hoax and white privilege doesn’t exist.’

Sandra laughed. ‘Really? I mean, look where he is.’

Letitia shook her head. ‘Barry fucking Wolfe. Anyway, now no one’ll hire him except weirdos and Americans. Last I heard he’d been forced to move back in with his grandad, who’s supposed to be some sort of lord. Hey, I bet that’s him.’

The old man was turkey-necked and liver-spotted, hunched in a wheelchair with a tartan blanket over his knees. But his eyes were bright as he greeted his hosts, shaking every hand before reaching over to slap his slouching grandson firmly on the knee. Barry Wolfe scowled and sat up straight, scolded like a teenager.

‘I hope that’s his granddaughter, not his wife,’ Sandra said as a woman in a designer suit backed the old man’s chair into the shade.

‘Maybe she’s his nurse,’ Shameeka suggested.

‘Not dressed like that,’ Letitia said. ‘No, she’s the fuckwit’s sister, you can see the resemblance. And she knows he’s a prick as well, look at that body language.’

The guests barely seemed to notice when Sandra ventured out a few minutes later carrying a tray of champagne and Evian. They were each of them turned towards the MP, who seemed to have a bee in her bonnet about a series of national strikes that Sandra hadn’t even been aware of. This place, she thought. It’s like living in Narnia.

‘Of course they say it’s all about the rights of working people,’ Coutts was complaining, ‘but what about all the people who can’t even get to work because the trains are on strike? The entire country’ll grind to a halt if this carries on.’

Baker leaned back in his chair. ‘Well, respect where it’s due. Of course it’s damned inconvenient, but I do think it takes a certain amount of balls to walk out of work, knowing you’re risking your livelihood.’

‘Rubbish,’ the actor snorted. ‘It’s laziness and greed, pure and simple.’

Sandra made herself smile as she filled his glass. Wolfe raised his head slowly, but when his eyes reached her face he looked away.

Too old? Sandra wondered. Or just not tarty enough?

‘We passed a picket line as we drove through town,’ the old lord muttered, his voice so cracked and whispery that everyone leaned in to listen. ‘Didn’t we, Constance? Half a dozen of the poor blighters, sweating outside the train station.’

His granddaughter nodded regretfully. ‘I was almost tempted to stop and buy them all an ice cream.’

‘Half a dozen?’ Coutts snorted. ‘It’s not like the old days, is it? Back in the ’80s you had whole crowds of miners out, yelling scab this and union that.’

Constance smiled. ‘To be fair, that is a law your own party passed. No more than six people on a picket line.’

Baker stifled a laugh as the MP blushed. ‘Of course we did. Good thing, too. Very sensible.’

‘My granddaughter is what they call an academic,’ the old man wheezed. ‘Which means she has an answer for everything. I told her she’d never get rich that way, but she reminded me she was already rich, to which I had no reply. And at least she’s making some kind of contribution to the great store of human knowledge.’

He stared pointedly at his grandson, who muttered and looked away.

‘So have you any idea when the strikes will end?’ Joy asked the MP. ‘How long can they possibly keep it up for?’

Coutts shrugged, turning to Gerry. ‘Mr McManus, what’s your legal opinion? How long can they keep this nonsense going?’

Gerry looked startled. ‘Gosh,’ he said. ‘I’m afraid it’s not really my area, industrial disputes and whatnot. I’ll leave all that to you politicians. I’d much rather just sit back and watch the whole mess from the sidelines.’

‘You’ve changed your tune, in that case.’

Sandra spoke before she could stop herself, cursing inwardly as every head swivelled towards her. Gerry’s eyes widened but it was too late.

Joy squinted up. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’

‘Oh, um, nothing,’ Sandra said, tightening her grip on the drinks tray. ‘Just an old uni in-joke, forget I even…’

‘She’s lying.’ The actor pushed his sunglasses down his nose. ‘I didn’t spend three years at RADA without learning how to spot a lie.’

‘Of course she is,’ his sister scoffed. ‘Only a moron wouldn’t spot it. But I don’t see how it’s any of your business.’

‘Well, it’s my business,’ Joy said, looking at her husband. ‘Come on, Gerry, out with it. What did she mean, you’ve changed your tune?’

Gerry stared pleadingly at his wife but Joy just crossed her arms expectantly.

‘It’s like Sandra said, it’s nothing,’ he insisted. ‘Honestly.’

Joy turned to her guests. ‘Everyone, just to explain, this is an old university friend of Gerry’s who’s been staying with us. In fact she very kindly agreed to cook tonight’s meal, as someone with professional experience.’

Sandra put down her tray and curtsied. ‘It’s a pleasure to meet you all, but if I don’t get back to the kitchen there won’t be any food to—’

‘Oh, no,’ Joy said. ‘You don’t get off that easy. I’m sure your little minions can handle things for five minutes, and I refuse to let you go before you tell us what you meant by that remark just now. And don’t lie, because our friend here will spot it.’

Barry Wolfe smirked grotesquely, settling back in his chair. His sister rolled her eyes but the other guests leaned in, their eyes fixed on Sandra.

‘There really isn’t much to tell,’ Sandra said.

‘She’s right,’ Gerry agreed, looking desperately at his wife. ‘It’s really nothing to—’

‘Hush now,’ Joy said, cutting him off. ‘I’m not asking you. I’m asking her. Come on, out with it.’

Gerry turned his pleading gaze on Sandra but she knew she had no choice; besides, it wasn’t as if she was about to out him as a murderer or anything.

‘Fine,’ she said. ‘But don’t blame me if it’s a disappointment. I was referring to something that happened back at uni, so a very long time ago. During the holidays we all used to work in this call centre, me and Gerry and my husband Vin, along with most of our friends. It was kind of a doss, the pay wasn’t great but all you had to do was make phone calls offering free subscriptions to these tedious trade magazines, Woodcutter’s World and Meat Packers Monthly. You can imagine the jokes.’

The actor snorted; his grandfather scowled. The MP just looked confused.

‘Anyway, the office was an absolute sty,’ Sandra went on. ‘Two toilets for sixty staff, and they hardly ever got cleaned. The vending machine was always empty, the milk was always on the turn and the teabags kept running out. Finally someone got fed up and convinced us we should walk out. I think it was half a joke but we thought, sod it, why not?’

Joy turned to her husband, who was staring gloomily into his champagne flute. ‘Well,’ she said. ‘You kept that quiet, didn’t you? Your radical past.’

Gerry forced himself to look at her. ‘I’d honestly forgotten all about it. It was barely even a strike, it only lasted two days. And for most of it Vin and I were in the pub up the road.’

‘But you never even mentioned working in one of these… what did they call it, a telephone centre? You always told me your parents gave you a generous allowance.’

‘They did,’ Gerry admitted. ‘It was just what everyone did. Part of the university experience. A bit of fun.’

‘Funny idea of fun,’ Baker remarked.

‘Oh, but it was,’ Sandra said. ‘We’d mess around in the office, make up daft games. Gerry was the reigning champion at Blu Tack golf, if I recall. And the strike was fun, too. Carrying little signs, singing We Shall Overcome. Ironically, of course.’

There was scattered laughter and Gerry got to his feet.

‘Right,’ he said, taking Xander by the arm. ‘I’d love to stay and reminisce, but I’m afraid it’s time for me to put this young man to bed.’

‘And I really do need to get back to the stove,’ Sandra added, backing away.

‘Wait, hang on,’ Constance Wolfe interjected. ‘I don’t want to prolong your agony, but you haven’t told us the most important part yet.’

Gerry looked at her. ‘How do you mean?’

‘Well, did the strike work?’ the young woman asked. ‘Did you overcome?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘Yes, I suppose we did. The management ended up renting a Portaloo, and buying a new vending machine. It had Kit-Kats in it and everything. And they hired a firm of cleaners.’

‘God, Gerry, you didn’t work for them as well, did you?’ Joy asked, and Sandra was swept on gales of laughter back to the safety of the kitchen.









CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

time passed, and the party seemed to loosen up; there were persistent flurries of laughter, and it wasn’t long before Joy put her head in for more champagne.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sandra said, uncorking a third bottle. ‘About before.’

‘Oh, don’t be silly. Your little story may actually have broken the ice. Besides, it’s Gerry you should apologise to. He’s the one you made look ridiculous.’

‘I honestly didn’t mean to, I just—’

But Joy was already gone, the kitchen door swinging behind her. Sandra swallowed her guilt and returned to her jus, and it wasn’t long before she heard the scrape of chairs and looked out to see Joy leading the party inside.

‘Right, that’s our cue,’ she told the girls. ‘Shameeka, go upstairs and wait by the lift. We’ll plate the starters and send them up, then all you need to do is stack them carefully on the trolley and I’ll join you in a moment.’

The conversation echoed loud as they approached the dining room, but as Sandra pushed open the secret door it stopped abruptly and every head turned.

‘Here she is,’ Joy said. ‘Right on time.’

The guests all sat up straight, making suitably appreciative noises as the pheasant was placed in front of them. But Sandra couldn’t help noticing a certain furtiveness in the way they glanced at her, and Joy couldn’t meet her eye at all.

‘Mr McManus was just telling us about your… situation,’ the MP said as Sandra set her plate down. ‘Let me be the first to say how sorry I am.’

Sandra swallowed hard, feeling her pulse race. She looked over at Gerry but he was staring at his placemat, his ears burning red. She knew that if she confronted him about it later he’d swear he had no choice, that he needed some sort of explanation as to why an old friend was living with them. But Sandra knew that was just an excuse; it was his revenge on her for embarrassing him.

The guests looked at her expectantly and Constance Wolfe offered a supportive smile, but Sandra had no idea how she was supposed to respond. Were they expecting her to talk about it, or burst into tears, or what?

‘You must be so grateful to have friends like Gerry and Joy,’ Baker said at last. ‘Such remarkable generosity.’

‘Indeed,’ his wife agreed. ‘Above and beyond, I’d say.’

‘Oh, but it was the least we could do,’ Joy told her. ‘After all, Sandra is one of Gerry’s oldest friends. And look how she repays us.’

She gestured to her plate and the guests murmured warmly, as though suddenly it all made sense.

‘It’s not nearly enough,’ Sandra said, finally finding her words. ‘Just a small token of my appreciation.’

‘Well, it’s very gratefully received,’ Joy said, raising a glass. ‘Here’s hoping it’s just the first of many.’

*   *   *

Leaving Shameeka to pour the drinks, Sandra headed back through the servants’ passageway, pushing the empty trolley ahead of her. The wheels chattered in a way that was almost friendly, resounding in the narrow space. She still wasn’t sure how she felt about what had just happened; she was annoyed with Gerry for outing her, but at the same time she couldn’t find it in herself to get seriously angry. It was her own fault for bringing up the strike, she should’ve known better.

Anyway, she had other priorities, like getting the next course plated and up to the diners before everything went cold. The light bulbs hummed overhead, and as she moved through the house Sandra realised she actually felt pretty good – she was performing her role to the very best of her ability, taking pride in her work and bringing pleasure to others. She’d missed this, she realised, having an appreciative audience for her creative endeavours; serving something other than chicken and chips. She wondered if the staff at Hautmond ever used to feel something similar, if there were times when they could take real pride in the clarity of a polished window or the gleam of a silver salver. If so, then perhaps working here wouldn’t have been so bad.

The darkness surrounded her, the bulbs seeming to stretch away into an empty infinity, but still she felt a warm glow in the pit of her stomach. The air moved around her, embracing her in cool dampness, and she smiled. Joy was wrong, she told herself. I could get lost in here. I could lose myself forever.

But the idea wasn’t upsetting to her, not frightening at all. The thought of just drifting away, of letting the chill wind carry her… Wasn’t that why she’d come here in the first place? To lose herself, and let go of all her misery?

Not yet, a voice seemed to say, and Sandra snapped back.

No, she thought. I’ve a job to do. Haven’t I?

The door at the end stood open and she stepped through, back into the familiar warmth of the breakfast room. She thought about that voice in her head just now, was it just one or had there been many? Either way, she couldn’t bring herself to be upset about it – she’d known it was coming, hadn’t she? Somewhere, deep down. And besides, there was no time to worry about it now. She had a main course to plate.

Down in the kitchen Letitia was browning the venison, spooning hot fat as Sandra had shown her. She had a glass of wine on the counter and Sandra took it, swallowing the dregs and pouring another.

‘So how are you getting on down here?’ she asked. ‘All on track?’

Letitia shrugged. ‘The meat looks pretty much done, not that I’m an expert. Those rosti things are in the oven and the carrots are all glazed. I’m not sure how much I like being down here on my own, though.’

Sandra forced a laugh. ‘Not you as well. Next you’ll be going on about bad vibes.’

The girl stopped stirring. ‘Well, maybe the hippie had a point. This house, it feels… ugly. I could’ve sworn just now I heard someone opening one of the cupboards, but quietly, like they didn’t want me to hear.’

‘Mice,’ Sandra said. ‘Or the wind.’

‘Maybe. I just can’t stop thinking about all the nasty shit Tucker told us. All those lords and ladies and their servants. People just like me working their fingers to the bone for people like… well, like that lot up there.’

‘They’re not that bad,’ Sandra said. ‘A bit lah-di-dah, but they basically mean well. Gerry and Joy do, anyway.’

The girl shook her head. ‘You know, Tucker might be full of crap, but he was right about one thing. You always leap to their defence. I thought you were supposed to be some kind of punk. Or an ex-one, at least.’

Sandra frowned. ‘I am. I mean, I was. I just… They took me in, didn’t they? They looked after me. I owe them a lot.’

‘If they’re really your friends, then you don’t owe them anything. And it definitely doesn’t mean you have to let them off the hook for being, like, monumentally rich. Especially when you know where that money came from.’

‘But Joy’s not some slave trader. Anyway, what’s she supposed to do, give it all to the poor?’

Letitia shrugged. ‘Maybe. I mean, I’m right here if she wants to make a start.’

*   *   *

When Sandra returned to the dining room she was pleased to find that the conversation had moved on; Joy and Gerry were arguing over the right to roam with Lord Wolfe and his granddaughter, while the Bakers discussed Russia with Jill Coutts, who even in passing clearly had no idea what she was talking about. Barry Wolfe’s chair was empty but Sandra could see him by the drinks table, a brandy glass in one hand, the other placed lightly on Shameeka’s arm. The girl spotted Sandra and her eyes widened; she took a step back and the actor looked round, shooting Sandra another of those thin, charmless smiles.

‘What was he saying to you?’ Sandra asked as Shameeka unloaded the dirty dishes, back in the breakfast room.

The girl hesitated. ‘Nothing much.’

‘You can tell me,’ Sandra insisted. ‘I worked as a waitress for years, I know how it goes. If he said something, did something…’

‘He asked me if I lived round here,’ Shameeka admitted. ‘Then he… he told me I could make a lot of money if I let him give me a lift home.’

‘You’re kidding.’

The girl shook her head. ‘I said no, obviously. I think he’s pretty drunk. And maybe a bit…’ She gave a sniff.

‘That’s no excuse,’ Sandra said. ‘Honestly, that shady little—’

‘Don’t tell anyone,’ Shameeka interrupted. ‘Especially Tish. Please. She’ll only make a fuss.’

Sandra looked at her, then she gave a sigh. ‘Fine. Besides, if we did confront him it’d only fuck things up for Gerry and Joy. I don’t think they’d ever forgive me.’

‘Forgive you for what?’

Sandra turned to see Letitia climbing the steps from the kitchen. Shameeka tried to compose herself but she wasn’t fast enough.

‘What happened?’ Letitia asked. ‘Did you see something weird?’

Shameeka shook her off. ‘No. What are you talking about?’

‘Nothing, I just… Look, I can tell something’s going on. Meeks, you’re all twitchy.’

‘It was Barry Wolfe,’ Sandra said, and Shameeka looked at her fearfully. ‘He almost touched Shameeka’s bum, didn’t he? But she moved just in time, and all he did was graze her thigh. We’re not even sure he did it on purpose.’

‘Of course he did, the little sleaze,’ Letitia hissed. ‘Seriously, it’s always the same ones, isn’t it? One minute he’s all, like, trans people are paedophiles and immigrants are ruining the country, and the next he’s trying to grope a sixtteen-year-old Caribbean girl.’

Shameeka forced a smile. ‘But he didn’t, okay?’

‘Anyway, at least we’re on the home stretch,’ Sandra said. ‘Just pudding left.’

Down in the kitchen she put the custard on the stove, stirring slowly. Her head felt just as thick and almost as sweet. ‘This last course is pretty simple so I’ll serve it myself,’ she told the girls. ‘Then in about twenty minutes you can both come up and help clear away. After that we’ll be pretty much done.’

‘Great,’ Letitia said. ‘The sooner we can get out of this place the better, right Meeks?’

But her friend just shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I kind of like it.’

Letitia sighed. ‘So they got to you too. Shit, I don’t know. All evening I’ve felt like someone was watching me. And they didn’t really approve.’

Sandra nodded. ‘Yes, dear. That was me.’









CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

back in the dining room Barry Wolfe was holding forth, leaning back in his chair and gesturing with his glass. ‘All I’m saying is that I couldn’t go back,’ he said as Sandra entered. ‘It’s not the city I knew. It’s not the same place where I spent my twenties.’

‘But of course not,’ Gerry replied, his face flushed with drink. ‘Cities change, of course they do. It’d be unnatural if they didn’t.’

‘Well, I agree with Mr Wolfe,’ Coutts said. ‘I’m old enough to remember London in the ’70s, and of course there was trouble back then, there was always a bad element. But it wasn’t the same as today. You didn’t have these… no-go areas.’

‘Oh, that’s just tabloid nonsense,’ Constance put in. ‘Honestly, the one time I ever got mugged in London it was in broad daylight, in Pimlico. And before you ask, yes, he was white.’

The MP squared her shoulders. ‘That has nothing to do with it, and I resent the implication.’

Lord Wolfe placed a hand on his granddaughter’s arm. Her brother laughed.

‘I’m not sure it does have nothing to do with it, actually,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want to give my sister a hernia. Either way, you couldn’t drag me back. Maybe it’s an age thing, but from now on I want to taste fresh air in my lungs, and wake each morning to the sound of birds, not traffic.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Joy said, holding up a glass of sparkling water. ‘I’m finished with London too. This is my home, and you’ll have to pry me out with a crowbar.’

Gerry looked at his wife with an expression that Sandra was growing all too familiar with: dismay, and a kind of suppressed, anxious fear. ‘Well, I still think you’ll change your mind,’ he said optimistically. ‘It’s wonderful here, of course, but in a year or two I expect you’ll miss the buzz of the big city. Or you know, maybe we’ll end up dividing our time between here and the Chelsea flat.’

Joy looked at him, and for a moment she appeared confused. Then her face fell.

‘Oh, no, did I forget to tell you? I just got word from Bryce at the agency, they accepted an offer on our behalf. The flat’s been sold.’

Gerry froze, his wine glass halfway to his mouth. The temperature in the room seemed to drop, the conversation stopping dead. ‘I’m sorry?’ Gerry managed, his voice a croak. ‘But that’s… It’s not… It wasn’t even on the market!’

‘Oh, but it was,’ Joy said. ‘For two weeks now. I can’t believe I forgot to say anything. I feel so awful. But you know, it was mostly mine. And the last time we discussed it I thought I made myself clear. I’ve no intention of ever going back.’

Gerry couldn’t speak; he’d turned deathly pale, gripping the edge of the table as though about to topple from his chair. Sandra felt her heart go out to him; he looked so lost all of a sudden, so utterly adrift.

‘If it’s any consolation we got a very good price,’ Joy said brightly. ‘And of course I mean to plough every penny back into Hautmond, so it won’t be wasted.’

She beamed proudly, but Gerry didn’t seem to notice. He sat in his chair like he’d been dropped there from an aeroplane, his arms limp, his jaw slack. Glancing around, Sandra saw that none of the other guests could bring themselves to look at him; they kept their eyes on Joy as she gestured around the room.

‘I mean it, I intend to restore this house to the absolute peak of its former glory,’ she said. ‘I want coming here to feel like stepping back in time.’

‘You know, I might be able to help you with that.’ The old man leaned forward in his wheelchair, his voice a crisp whisper. ‘I may be one of the last people alive who actually visited Hautmond in its prime, or close to it.’

‘I know,’ Joy grinned. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but it’s one of the reasons I asked you here this evening.’

The old lord chuckled. ‘I suspected as much. Now, I only visited twice, both times as a boy, nine or ten. But I do remember being awfully impressed. Our own house is quite something, of course, but I don’t mind admitting that it rather paled next to Hautmond. The hall and the gallery, and this extraordinary dining room. Not to mention the gardens, I could’ve spent hours out there exploring if Father had allowed it. But of course I had to be seen and not heard.’

‘I can just picture it,’ Barry Wolfe smirked. ‘Little Grandad in his starched Sunday suit, saying a polite howdy-do to all the local bigwigs. Eating up your roast beef and ballroom dancing with all the pretty girls.’

‘Oh, but there was no dancing.’ Lord Wolfe shook a finger. ‘Not at Hautmond. No alcohol either, which didn’t affect me, of course, but father certainly found it odd. In fact dinner here could be a decidedly… formal affair. It was an honour to be invited, the food was famously good and there’d always be one or two serious people on hand. Which of course was why my father accepted the invitations, despite the fact that he… well, he sometimes tended to take a dim view of the place.’

‘But why?’ the MP asked. ‘Was he jealous?’

Lord Wolfe shuffled uncomfortably. ‘No, jealousy was never Father’s vice. But I’m afraid that many of the local landowners had… let us say concerns about Hautmond. This was the 1930s, after all. I don’t wish to offend our hosts, but there were whispers about Lord De Wynter, and his politics.’

‘You mean he was a Nazi?’ Constance asked. ‘Good grief.’

The lord waved a frail hand. ‘I wouldn’t go that far. And he certainly wasn’t the only one to have… sympathies. Besides, in my father’s case, I think his feelings about Hautmond had less to do with the then-current Lord De Wynter and more with his father, and the influenza epidemic. It had been almost two decades but that was still well within living memory.’

Joy leaned forward. ‘The Spanish flu? But what did that have to do with anything?’

Lord Wolfe frowned, as though reluctant to continue. Hearing the creak of the hidden door, Sandra looked up to see Shameeka entering, followed by Letitia. She pressed a finger to her lips and both girls nodded, tiptoeing to the counter and gathering up the plates.

‘Just stack them on the trolley,’ Sandra whispered. ‘Try to do it quietly.’

‘I’m like a cat,’ Letitia hissed back.

‘Please, do go on,’ Joy was saying. ‘I promise not to be offended by anything you might have to tell me. What did my family do that was so awful?’

Lord Wolfe sighed. ‘Well, this was all before I was born so I only know what my father told me. But it is a fact that during the 1918 epidemic, this region had one of the highest death tolls in the country. Far above the average. And my father believed, as did many others, that it was at least partly the fault of Lord De Wynter.’

‘But how?’ Mrs Baker asked. ‘Was he some kind of Typhoid Mary, bringing the flu to the area?’

‘No, the flu would’ve come here whatever happened,’ Lord Wolfe said. ‘It was how the family dealt with it that caused the damage. It seems Lady De Wynter was something of a, what do they call it now, a germophobe? Continually washing her hands, and making sure everybody else washed theirs. So when news of the epidemic began to spread, she flew into a panic. She was convinced that her servants would soon be riddled with disease, if they weren’t already; that they’d pass it on to her and she’d die from it. So she convinced her husband to turn them out. Every maid, every footman, they paid them off and sent them packing.’

‘Gosh,’ Jill Coutts said. ‘Seems like a bit of an overreaction.’

‘But what they didn’t know was that the flu was already here,’ Wolfe went on. ‘In fact Lord De Wynter himself already had it, though his symptoms were mild and he soon recovered under the care of a local doctor. So when they turned those people out, when they sent them back to their families and their farms, to their elderly relatives and babes in arms, all they did was spread the virus. And very soon, of course, it wasn’t just the servants from Hautmond who were affected. Right across the region, the people who kept all the big houses running began to fall ill, and even die. My father told me dreadful stories, gardens running wild, dust piling up in hallways, ladies forced to survive on bread and jam, and all because of Lady De Wynter and her obsession with—’

‘That’s fucking sick.’

The old man stopped abruptly and every head turned. Letitia stood with a dessert plate in each hand, thin streams of custard dripping onto the floor.

‘What on earth do you—’ Joy began, but Sandra interrupted.

‘She means it’s awful. Sick. That so many people died.’

Letitia shook her head. ‘No. That’s not what’s sick. I mean, it is, but… What’s sick is that no one cared about that. His dad and his mates, they were just pissed off because no one was around to cook their dinner. All those people dead, and even now all this crooked old prick can say about it is that the lawn didn’t get mowed.’

Barry Wolfe started to his feet. ‘Now just listen here, young—’

‘Shut it, groomer,’ Letitia snapped and he dropped back down, red-faced and muttering inaudibly.

In the silence that followed Sandra could feel movement around her, the air stirring with the restive murmur of countless inaudible voices. The walls seemed to groan and stretch, the chandelier quivering in its brace. Joy looked up, muttering something in a placatory tone. Then she climbed to her feet.

‘You need to leave,’ she told Letitia. ‘Right now. Or I’ll—’

‘You’ll what?’ Letitia snapped back. ‘You’ll set your fucking house on me?’

She could feel it too, Sandra realised. Perhaps they all could, every one of these people, gathered in expectant silence around the table.

‘Anyway, you don’t need to worry,’ Letitia went on. ‘I wouldn’t stay a second longer if you paid me. Come on, Meeks.’

Shameeka looked at her, then back at Sandra. ‘But we haven’t—’

‘It’s okay,’ Sandra said. ‘You should go. I’ll finish up.’

‘Not so fast,’ Joy said, turning to Shameeka. ‘I’m the one paying you, and there’s evidently still work to do. I’ve asked your friend to leave, but that doesn’t mean you have to. In fact there’s liable to be twice as much to do now, isn’t there? And I’ll make it worth your while, of course.’

Shameeka flushed. ‘But I… Maybe I…’

‘Meeks, no,’ Letitia insisted. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here. Paulie’s coming in half an hour, we can wait for him outside.’

‘I can run you back,’ Joy told Shameeka, ignoring the other girl. ‘I haven’t had a drop to drink. Or actually, there’s another maid’s room next to, um… next to…’ She clicked her fingers. ‘Sorry, I’m terrible.’

‘Sandra,’ Gerry whispered.

‘Of course,’ Joy said. ‘Next to Sandra. It’s only small but it’s comfortable, you can stay overnight and finish up in the morning. All you’ll need to do is make the bed, and she can show you where everything is, can’t you?

Sandra turned to meet Joy’s gaze, only to realise that the woman wasn’t actually looking at her; in fact her eyes seemed fixed on a space just to Sandra’s left, far enough that Joy could still see her without the risk of making eye contact.

‘Of course,’ Sandra heard herself say. ‘I know where the linen cupboard is, we can—’

‘No!’ Letitia dropped the dishes, letting them smash on the hardwood floor. Joy’s head snapped round, fury flashing in her eyes, but Letitia was already moving, stepping over the wreckage as she seized Shameeka by the arm. ‘There’s no fucking way I’m leaving you here.’

Shameeka tried to shake her off but Letitia’s grip was too firm. ‘I don’t care if we don’t get paid. I don’t care if the fucking roof comes crashing in. I’m not staying in this place one more second, and neither are you. Can’t you feel it? Can’t any of you fucking feel it?’

She looked around but nobody responded; they seemed fixed to their chairs, staring back with expressions ranging from confusion to disapproval. In the silence Sandra heard whispers in the dark, and knew that the people in this room weren’t the only ones watching as Letitia dragged Shameeka to the big double doors.

They vanished into the hall beyond, and for a moment there was silence. Then Joy turned on Sandra, her eyes bright with anger. ‘I told you,’ she snapped. ‘I warned you, didn’t I? Those damned townies…’

‘Oh, but you weren’t to know,’ Mrs Baker said, reaching to pat Joy’s hand.

‘Of course not,’ Jill Coutts agreed. ‘Honestly, if you knew how many of them I’ve tried to help, only for them to turn around and—’

She broke off as a crash sounded, out in the main hall. It was followed by a scream, not a yelp or a cry but a sustained wail of utter horror that paused only for a ragged, desperate breath before continuing.

Joy shoved her chair back as Gerry jumped unsteadily to his feet. But Sandra was closer, slamming through the doors and into the hall. The scream had changed to a bubbling plea for help, a howl of panic that echoed from the tiled floor and the dome overhead.

On the far side of the room she could see Letitia crouched down, mouth open to emit another heart-stopping shriek. Shameeka lay motionless beside her and there was someone standing over them, a huge dark figure with empty hands outstretched, looming like a strangler from the shadows.

Sandra ran, trying to ignore the whispers all around her and the pounding of her own heart, the sure knowledge now of what was happening. There were shapes in the warped, wall-mounted mirror, coiled and misted figures that seemed to batter against the glass, mouthing a wordless warning. But it was much too late; Shameeka lay in a lake of blood, the monstrous knight bending over her, a pair of snapped strings dangling from the wall behind him. The head of the great mace was cradled in the girl’s arms, those huge iron spikes sunk deep into her neck and her chest.

‘She pushed me,’ Letitia wailed as Sandra dropped beside her. ‘She saw it falling and she pushed me out of the way. It should’ve been me. It wanted me.’

Sandra wanted to deny it, to tell the girl it was only an accident, just a horrible, catastrophic mishap. But this time she couldn’t bring herself to lie.









CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

from the upstairs landing, the main hall looked like a film set. The lamps seemed to blaze with a tungsten glare, and through the front door Gerry could see streaks of blue light from the emergency vehicles parked in the courtyard, flashing out of rhythm and picking out strange details: the elephant’s foot, spilling umbrellas; a half-chewed, skull-shaped dog ball; a little pile of surgical napkins soaked in blood. The bobbing ponytail on a young paramedic as they wheeled the girl through the front door and out into the night.

The irony wasn’t lost on him. Gerry gripped the banister as he descended the staircase, knowing he was drunk but quite a long way beyond caring. He didn’t know if the girl would live, but from what he’d seen he doubted it. And that wasn’t even the biggest of his worries. He could see Joy now with their little knot of guests, over in the corner by the hole in the wall those workmen had made, the one that was supposed to be part of the reception desk, meant to welcome visitors to Hautmond. It would never be completed, he knew that now; there would never be weddings held here, or murder-mystery nights. The BBC would never rig up their own lights and cameras in this hall, and his wife would never, ever leave.

He should’ve seen it coming, he should’ve read the signs. Of course she was intending to sell the flat, and of course she’d do it without telling him. She had a new list of priorities now, and his welfare and happiness were nowhere near the top of it. So what was? Hautmond. This house was now all she gave a damn about. Well, maybe that was a little harsh; she still clearly cared for Xander, after all she’d sent Gerry up to check on him. But how much of that was real, motherly love, and how much just protecting the heir to the De Wynter estate?

Gerry shuddered. What was he even thinking? This was insanity, all of it. A shared delusion, a form of stir craziness, they’d been locked up together for too long. So then what about the girl, and the mace? Just a horrible coincidence?

Joy didn’t respond as he leaned in to whisper that their son was still fast asleep; she was too busy trying to reassure Lord Wolfe that this would all be over soon, then she was sure the authorities would let everyone leave. The old man huddled in his chair with his blanket across his knees; in the glare he looked like a mannequin, or a corpse. His grandson was still wearing his shades; for a moment Gerry felt the urge to slap them off his face, tell him to show some damn respect, but of course he didn’t. The others milled nearby, the Bakers muttering together while Constance stood pale and rather lovely, surveying the scene.

‘Who is that?’

She pointed and Gerry looked up to see a crop-haired young man come storming up the steps and through the front door. A policewoman intercepted him but the intruder ducked round her, crossing to the girl who sat huddled in a wicker chair near the coat rack. So this is him, he thought; the brother, the bar manager, the nice young man. He felt a rising heat in his chest as he watched Paulie kneeling beside his sister, clasping her tight and whispering in her ear. Yes, he was just Sandra’s type – wiry, a bit edgy, practically bursting with emotion.

And here she came, wringing her hands as she crossed the hall towards them. Without thinking Gerry started forward, leaving Constance’s question unanswered as he ducked clear of a hurrying paramedic, hearing the crisp crunch of gravel and the whup of the siren as the ambulance started away down the drive.

The pale young girl had barely spoken since the accident; she kept swearing that the mace had been meant for her, and to Gerry that made an awful sort of sense. But then Sandra had run upstairs to phone the ambulance and in the half-hour that followed Letitia just crouched and shivered, checking the other girl’s pulse and whimpering at her to wake up, to hold on, to not leave her alone in this fucking place.

Now she turned on Sandra, her oversized mouth contorting into an ugly grimace as she clung to her brother. ‘Tell her to stay the fuck away from me,’ she moaned. ‘Tell her, Paul. This is all her fault, all of it.’

Sandra froze and Gerry came to a halt nearby. The brother shot him a sideways glance but the girl barely seemed to notice him.

‘Tish, I’m sorry,’ Sandra was saying. ‘It was an accident, just a horrible—’

‘No, it fucking wasn’t!’ the girl wailed, her make-up streaking down her face. ‘It was this place, it tried to hurt me and it ended up hurting Meeks instead.’

She sobbed into her brother’s shoulder as Sandra took another step towards them. ‘It wasn’t my fault,’ she insisted. ‘I swear to you, I don’t—’

‘Stop.’ Paulie held up a hand. ‘Just… just stay there. I don’t know what happened, but I don’t think you can help now. So maybe just leave us alone.’

‘Right,’ Letitia hissed, red eyes glaring over her brother’s shoulder. ‘Just fuck off, and when you’ve finished doing that, you can fuck off a bit further.’

Sandra opened her mouth, but nothing came out. Gerry reached for her, wanting to offer a hand in support, but before he could touch her Sandra turned and strode away, back towards the dining room.

‘I’ve checked with my superiors.’ The policewoman approached the young man, hooking her radio onto her chest. ‘All the statements have been taken so you’re free to go. But I imagine they’ll want to talk to this young lady again, tomorrow or—’

‘She’ll be there,’ her brother said, supporting the girl as they turned to the door. ‘For now I just want to get her home.’

Gerry watched them go, shuffling crookedly in the glare of the lamps. He turned to look for his wife but Joy was still occupied; their guests had evidently just received the same information and were readying themselves, tugging on jackets and gathering up handbags. Gerry almost went to join them, aware that he ought to play the good host and say a proper goodbye. Then he decided he couldn’t be bothered.

The hubbub faded as he headed for the dining room, closing the double doors behind him. For a moment he could see no sign of Sandra, then he spotted her in the shadows, gazing from the window as a battered old Ford went rattling down the drive, followed by a police vehicle with its sirens off.

Gerry crossed to the drinks table, pouring them both a stiff brandy, then he joined her at the window. ‘Well, we wanted to give our guests a memorable evening.’

Sandra didn’t smile. ‘What just happened?’ she asked. ‘What did she… How did it…’

‘Oh, you know these old houses,’ Gerry said, necking his drink and feeling it burn his throat. ‘Leaky plumbing. Bad wiring. Vengeful spirits. The usual.’

‘You don’t believe that,’ Sandra said, but he could hear the desperation in her voice. ‘I don’t either.’

‘Oh, I don’t know what to believe,’ Gerry said. ‘All I know is I’m stuck here now. Trapped in this nasty old place, with a wife who appears to be losing her mind.’

At last Sandra looked at him, and the pity shone in her eyes. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘About the London flat, about… everything. What are you going to do?’

Gerry sighed. ‘I haven’t had time to think about it. I suspect I’m still in shock. But I told you Joy was different, didn’t I? I told you she was acting strangely. Well, here’s the proof. And I can’t see any reason for it, other than this house. She never leaves. She barely even looks at me any more. And now this.’

He propped his elbows on the windowsill, looking over at Sandra. In the moonlight her face looked younger, the lines smoothed out, the hollow parts cast into shadow. He reached to take her hand and Sandra let him, a smile touching her lips.

‘Poor Gerry,’ she said. ‘Just when everything seemed to be going so well.’

He laughed ruefully, then a thought came to him. ‘We could just leave, you know. Both of us. Tonight. We could pack our bags and just go.’

Sandra lifted her eyes. ‘Go where?’

Gerry shrugged. ‘London. A hotel. Stay there while we work at getting your house back, I’m sure it must be doable. And then we… then me, and you, we just…’

Sandra pulled her hand away. ‘Oh, Gerry. No.’

Gerry looked down, the words tight in his throat. ‘I still think about it, you know. About you. About us. That feeling, it never quite went away. And now you’re here, and I just… Sometimes I want you so badly, I can scarcely think.’

It felt good to say it out loud; frightening, but good.

‘So what about Joy?’ Sandra asked. ‘I thought you were happy, at least until all this. And Xander, what about him?’

‘He could come with us,’ Gerry said. ‘Or I’d come back and get him, once things were settled. We’d figure it out. Right now, all I want is to hear you say yes.’

Vaguely he was aware of a sensation in the room, a deepening silence that made his words fall flat. In that moment, he knew someone else was listening.

Then Sandra gave a sigh. ‘I can’t, Gerry. I just can’t. I love you, you know I do. You’re probably the last real friend I’ve got. But there’s nothing else. And besides, think of Vin. He’s only been gone a few months.’

‘That didn’t stop you swooning over that boy, did it?’ Gerry snapped, and immediately regretted it. ‘I mean… I didn’t…’

‘Yes, you did,’ Sandra said, taking a step back. ‘And who I do or do not swoon over is none of your business. So listen, I want you to put aside any idea of… anything, with us, okay? It’s never going to happen. I just don’t think of you that way.’

‘And you never did, did you?’ Gerry shot back, unable to keep the bitterness from his voice. ‘Even when we were making love, I could see it in your eyes. Such a sweet little posh boy, he’ll do until a real man comes along. I was always a joke to you, and to Vin as well. All those snarky comments about mater and pater and getting buggered at public school, all those bitter little remarks about my friends and my family and our money. In the end I just had to walk away, leave you both behind, no matter how much it hurt.’

‘What are you talking about?’ Sandra asked. ‘We just lost touch, it was no one’s fault.’

‘I knew you’d think that,’ Gerry growled. ‘You probably didn’t even notice that I’d stopped calling. It was after that night in Soho with all Vin’s friends, the ones from the record shop. The piss-taking got so relentless, I couldn’t stand it any more. I know, you didn’t even realise you were doing it, you thought we were all just having a good old laugh. But it hurt me, San. Just because I didn’t know who fucking Porterhead were, or where the next big protest was going to be. All I was trying to do was fit in and you both… you made me feel like… And I was in love with you. That whole time. And I still am.’

He reached out, taking hold of her wrists and pulling her towards him. Sandra tried to back away but Gerry’s grip was too strong; he yanked her close then he leaned in and kissed her, right on the mouth, hearing a stifled murmur of surprise and waiting for her to push him away, to spit and swear and beat at him with her fists.

But to his amazement, the opposite happened. Sandra’s mouth began to open; just a little, but enough. He felt her resistance slip, felt her weaken in his arms, and just for a moment they were really kissing. And even though he knew down deep that she wasn’t the one doing this, even though he was aware in the moment that Sandra’s body was no longer her own, still Gerry found that he could convince himself, tell himself that she wanted it too, every bit as much as he did.

Then a voice said, ‘Finally!’ and he jerked round, the kiss broken. Joy was standing in the doorway, the light from the hall streaming over her shoulders. But even in shadow he could see the smile on her face, the impish gleam in her eyes.

‘I was beginning to wonder how long it’d take you to man up and go for it,’ she continued, moving towards them. ‘I should’ve known all you needed was a good sharp shock. And a spot of Dutch courage, of course.’

Sandra pulled away and Gerry heard a moan escape her lips, a whimper of fear and confusion. She shook her head as though trying to clear it; she was like someone waking from a nightmare, only to find themselves in a worse one.

‘No,’ she said. ‘We didn’t… I would never…’

‘I know what I saw,’ Joy laughed. ‘And it’s not as though it wasn’t on the cards. Honestly, Sandra, you should see the way he looks at you when he thinks no one’ll notice. Like he doesn’t know if he wants to give you a dozen red roses or just tear your clothes off and screw you on the kitchen counter.’

Gerry frowned. ‘Come on, love, that’s a bit—’

‘No, it isn’t. Let’s not keep lying to each other, not after tonight.’ Joy rounded the table, running her finger through a puddle of spilled custard and licking it. ‘It’s not like you’d be the first lord of the manor to harbour a crush on the hired help. And I wouldn’t be the first lady to look the other way, either. Because frankly I have bigger things to concern myself with than your… urges.’

‘This is insane.’ Sandra started towards the door, her whole body rigid like she was trying not to break into a run. ‘I’m leaving.’

Gerry felt that tension again, that watchfulness that he’d been trying so hard to ignore. He was at once deeply perplexed and highly aware, as though he were on the verge of glimpsing some great truth that should’ve been obvious all along, but which was so at odds with his sense of reality that it made his soul ache.

‘Not so fast,’ Joy said, taking two steps and grabbing Sandra’s arm. ‘I haven’t given you permission to leave.’

Sandra turned, snatching her hand back and raising it, palm open. But before she could strike, fury erupted around them.

The whispers in Gerry’s head turned to roars of dismay; the very air in the room seemed to seethe. Looking around he saw the paintings on the wall shivering, the mirrors filled with twisted, slithering forms. That monstrous mask in the corner seemed to chatter with insane laughter, and even the stuffed narwhal appeared to grin sadistically from its case, as though all it wanted was to shatter the glass and spear someone with that dreadful horn.

Sandra clutched her head, gasping as the floor trembled and the chandelier shook in its stanchion, rattling like a chorus of bones. The door to the secret passage slammed wide and fetid air poured into the room, so thick with the stench of decay that Gerry wanted to vomit. On the drinks table the bottles exploded one after another, first the wine then the spirits, liquid and glass splashing on the floorboards and the wallpaper. Sandra gave a cry, a moan of horror and dread.

But Joy’s eyes flashed with excitement, a gasp of startled laughter escaping her throat. ‘You see?’ she barked at Sandra. ‘You can’t leave, the party’s just getting started. Besides, who’s going to clear up all this mess?’

Gerry opened his mouth but found he couldn’t speak; it was all too much, too impossible. He could only watch as Sandra backed to the double doors, trembling and pale as she staggered out into the hall.

Joy watched her go; there was a wildness in her eyes that Gerry had never expected to see there, a giddy exhilaration that was almost ecstatic. ‘Fine,’ she called out. ‘Go, then. We’ll deal with all this in the morning. But if I were you, I’d lock my door. You never know who’s going to come prowling around in the middle of the night, looking for his due.’









CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

another dream, or was it a memory this time? Either way, it was sweet; Sandra lay between soft sheets in the hour before dawn, the room around her all in shadow. Vin lay with his back to her, snoring what she’d always thought of as his second-gear snore, a sort of damp grumble that was just enough to wake her but not enough to make her crazy. His hair was buzzcut short which meant it was uni days, pre-London, his T-shirt familiar just from the collar: pale green, slightly too small, Keith Haring dog on the front. Sandra clasped her hands beneath the covers and wanted so much to reach for him, to wake him and draw him to her, but she was afraid somehow.

Afraid of what? Afraid of waking herself, afraid of bursting the bubble and finding herself somewhere else. She wasn’t sure where but she knew it would be terrible; she could feel it vibrating at the edges of her consciousness, some dreadful awareness that she couldn’t bring herself to face.

So instead she lay as still as possible, hardly daring to breathe as the snoring settled slowly into low gear, the soft rattling that meant he was coming awake. She felt butterflies at the thought of it, just the idea of seeing him, kissing him. He coughed and Sandra bit her lip, trying not to laugh at her own ridiculousness, at how much in love she was. She wondered what they’d do today and knew she didn’t care; they could just lie here until dark if they wanted to, that would be fine by her.

He stirred and in the gloom she saw him reach for the bedside table, fumbling until his hand latched onto the rim of a water glass. He drank sideways, coughed again then rolled over, squinting to see if she was awake. Sandra faced him, smiling as he tossed his fringe out of his eyes and propped himself up on his elbow, bare-chested and skinny in the light streaming through the attic window.

‘Morning, Gerry,’ she whispered as he bent to kiss her, a little awkward but adorably well-meaning as ever. She felt his lips on hers, started to open her mouth then pulled back, feeling that fear again, that dreadful knowledge.

Then she woke.

*   *   *

Sandra threw herself out of bed and staggered to the maids’ bathroom, locking the door behind her and retching over the toilet. She’d barely eaten last night, just bits and pieces while she was cooking, so most of what she brought up was bile. She paused, getting her breath, pressing her forehead against the cool porcelain of the rim. Then everything that had happened came rushing back and she vomited again, heaving herself weak.

She saw Shameeka in the hall, the mace in her arms, blood draining from those dreadful wounds. She heard Letitia screaming, telling Sandra it was all her fault, and knowing full well that it was true. She tasted Gerry’s tongue in her mouth, brandy-sour and intrusive, and she felt her willpower slipping away as her body gave itself over, her knees weak and her insides loosening. Why hadn’t she resisted, why hadn’t she kicked, fought, bitten his fucking tongue off?

Because in the moment, she couldn’t. She hadn’t been in control, not of her body or her thoughts; something else had taken over, some instinct or outside force. And when she’d finally found the strength to resist, when she’d fought her way free, that force had punished her, filling her head with pain, making her powerless against it. All she could manage was to crawl back up here and pass out.

But now it was gone. She was herself again, as far as she could tell.

Which meant that it was time to get the fuck out of here.

Sandra forced herself up onto her knees, reaching for the sink and propping herself upright. She hadn’t felt this mortal since the morning after Vin’s funeral; this might actually be worse, because not only had she still lost the man she loved but she’d been forced to violate his memory, too.

As she splashed water on her face she realised how filthy she was, her hands, clothes and hair smeared with grease and blood and food stains. So she reached over and turned on the bath taps, then she flushed away her puke and had a welcome pee, easing some of the pressure on her body. For a long time she sat with her head between her knees, unsure if she was going to be sick again and trying without success not to think about that kiss, and the way her body had reacted.

It wasn’t me, she told herself. It wasn’t, I swear.

When the bath was full she stripped off her shirt and climbed in. At first she just lay with her head submerged, trying to empty her thoughts, to wash her mind clean before she started on her body. But it didn’t work; whenever she tried to blank herself out she saw Gerry leaning in, heard Joy’s giddy laughter, felt the darkness lashing at her.

She sat up, reaching for the soap, and that was when she heard the thump. It came from directly beneath her, a dull boom so heavy it made ripples in the bath water. She’d heard the pipes rattle before, heard noises in the walls, but never quite like this. Yet there it was again, and again, a dull rhythm like a giant heartbeat, or a fist pounding on metal. Suddenly she had a mental image of that awful boiler two storeys below, hunched in its narrow enclosure like a beast in a cage, kicking to get free.

Then the sounds started to quicken, gradually at first then with greater intensity, as though whatever was making them was becoming increasingly fretful. Sandra could feel the bath trembling, could see the taps shuddering. And was it her imagination or could she hear someone shouting? A desperate, muffled yell, right at the limits of her hearing. She gripped the sides of the tub, preparing to lever herself out, and then she saw it.

At the far end of the bath the steel taps were dripping, the cold tap quick, the hot one slower, droplets gathering on the spout before finally falling. Sandra leaned forward, peering through the steam, and yes, there it was. The drops from the hot tap were a vivid shade of red.

She scrambled back in horror, clawing at the sides of the bath, but that only made the red tide rush towards her. Biting back a moan Sandra clambered desperately out, barely breaking her fall as she tumbled naked onto the mat. She grabbed a towel and wrapped it around her, then she struggled to sit up, propping herself against the loo as she peered over the side of the tub. There was a spreading pool of crimson beneath the taps, rising up and back as the waves crested. Again Sandra heard the pounding in the pipes, irregular now and urgent, a panicked hammering in the deep.

Then there was a closer, louder knocking and she screamed, leaping to her feet.

‘Are you all right in there?’ Joy’s voice was muffled but Sandra could still detect a note of concern. ‘Open the door. It’s only me.’

Sandra glanced at the bath, then girding herself she reached for the hot tap and twisted as hard as she could. The dripping stopped. The water had turned a sickly pink.

‘I’m… I’m fine,’ she managed. ‘The banging in the pipes just startled me.’

‘What banging? I don’t hear anything.’

It had stopped, Sandra realised. For a moment, all was quiet.

‘I mean it, I’m fine,’ she told Joy. ‘I’ll be down in a minute.’

‘But I want to talk to you,’ Joy said. ‘Come on, open the door.’

‘I’m in the bath,’ Sandra said. ‘Please, just give me five minutes.’

‘Honestly,’ Joy muttered, then Sandra heard her retreating along the corridor. She let out a long, relieved breath, then she heard the creak of hinges and turned to see part of the wall swinging open, and Joy’s face starting to emerge.

‘Surprise,’ the woman said. ‘I think I can guess what they used this one for.’

Clutching her towel, Sandra retreated until her back was against the rim of the toilet. ‘What in hell do you think you’re—’

‘Oh, don’t be such a ninny,’ Joy said. ‘What do you think I’m going to do, ogle you?’ Then she noticed the water in the bath. ‘Good grief. Time of the month?’

Sandra opened her mouth but Joy didn’t give her the chance.

‘Just kidding,’ she chuckled. ‘It’s rust, I’ve seen it before. Usually only happens after a big rain but evidently something got shaken loose. Honestly, these pipes have been a curse on this place for as long as I can remember. As a girl, when I’d hear them banging I used to pretend that someone was trying to contact me, like in a story. Some handsome prisoner, locked in the cellar and signalling desperately for help. I’d rescue him, and we’d be married and live happily ever after. Or maybe Cookie was right about the little girl and the wicked stepmother. But wait, I never told you that story, did I? Oh but you have to hear it, it’s monstrous.’

She grinned wickedly, perching on the edge of the bath. And realising she had no choice, Sandra took a seat on the closed lid of the toilet.

‘Now, this would’ve been some time around the end of the nineteenth century,’ Joy began, ‘which would make the lord in question my three-or-four-greats grandfather? Anyway, the story goes that his eldest son, the heir apparent, had a fling with some farm girl. No, he didn’t force her, as far as I know it was an actual affair, mutual attraction. Anyway, it wasn’t long before she fell pregnant. That’s what they used to say back then, fell. And of course it was a big scandal; first her father kicked her out, then his found out and threatened to disinherit him. But nonetheless the baby was born, a healthy girl without a penny to her name.

‘The mother must’ve been so desperate, I always thought; she had no home and nowhere to go. So in the end she turned to the only person who might possibly have a reason to help her. She arrived at Hautmond one morning with the child in her arms, begging for shelter, for charity, as so many had done before her. Of course the lord would never have granted it, not in this case, and the servants knew it; they turned the young woman away with a flea in her ear. But it just so happened that at the exact same moment the heir returned from hunting and saw her, this woman he’d been so intimate with, carrying his child in her arms. I don’t know, maybe he really did care for her, or maybe he just wanted to get back at his dad. Either way, there was nothing he could do for the mother, but he agreed to take the child.’

‘Lovely,’ Sandra said, starting to her feet. ‘And they all lived happily ever after. Now please, I’d like to—’

‘Hardly,’ Joy snorted, and Sandra dropped back down. ‘The girl spent her entire childhood at Hautmond, raised by the housekeeper and the kitchen staff. Her father even went so far as to find her a tutor, perhaps imagining that she could find work as a schoolteacher or a governess, decent professions for a bastard girl in those days. Her grandfather didn’t approve, but before long he popped his clogs and the son became Lord De Wynter. And that, I’m afraid, is where the trouble started.

‘The girl must’ve been about six when her father finally married; the bride wasn’t as respectable as she might’ve been had he not acknowledged his bastard girl, but by all accounts he didn’t care very much about that. All he wanted was a son, an heir to carry on the De Wynter name. And a year later, he got one. Now, that winter was famously cruel, the land froze and many people died, a lot of them children. And when the baby boy got sick his mother was distraught, she was sure they’d lose him. But his father got him the best available care and to everyone’s surprise the babe pulled through.

‘Still, when spring came his mother put her foot down: she wouldn’t spend another winter in this freezing old house. They needed hot running water, radiators, all the modern conveniences that other big houses were just starting to have fitted. And again her husband spared no expense, calling a firm down from London to install radiators and taps and pipes in the walls, the same ones we still have. And they also fitted that monster downstairs, that hideous water tank that used to frighten the life out of me as a girl.’

Sandra felt cold condensation dripping down the back of her neck. The house was completely still, listening.

‘No one knows exactly what happened next,’ Joy went on, lowering her voice. ‘But when the plumbers lit the boiler for the first time they heard this unusual thumping, a banging that seemed to be coming from inside the tank. They assumed it was just the metal expanding, and anyway it didn’t last very long. Within a day or two the house was warm and cosy, and the wife was very pleased. But the odd thing was, there was no sign of the bastard girl.’

Sandra gripped the towel, hugging it close around her. ‘Listen, I don’t think—’

‘They searched the house,’ Joy said over her. ‘They searched the grounds. They searched the stables and the outbuildings. But there was no sign. Then the next day, the boiler stopped working. The flame was still lit but something was wrong, there was no hot water, the radiators were cold. Eventually they had to get the fitters back in to take a look. And do you know what they found?’

Sandra shook her head and Joy smirked, eyes glittering.

‘Oh, but you can imagine. I certainly spent a long time picturing it, after Cookie first told me. The girl was alive, of course, when they first lit the boiler. That was the banging they heard, her little fists hammering on the inside of the tank. I expect her skin would’ve cooked first. If you’ve ever boiled a ham you’ll know there’s always a layer of fatty scum in the pan afterwards, and the stink can be just—’

‘Stop!’ Sandra said but it came out as a plea, a feeble whine.

‘Oh come on,’ Joy sneered. ‘Don’t be so pathetic, it’s just a story. I doubt it’s even true, just another silly rumour. I sort of hope it is, though. Because it’s proof, isn’t it? The lengths this house will go to keep things in order. What happens to people who don’t know their place. That girl never deserved the things her father gave her, so Hautmond put it right. With a little help from her stepmother, I suspect.’

She pushed up from the bath and Sandra flinched. But Joy just smiled and unlocked the door, standing aside to allow Sandra past.

‘Good talk,’ she said brightly. ‘I’ve enjoyed it.’

Sandra crossed the hallway in two strides, gripping the towel so tight that her palms smarted. She marched into the bedroom, grabbing her clothes and struggling into them, trying not to let Joy see how hard she was trembling.

‘What’s the rush?’ the woman asked, leaning on the door frame. ‘Gerry and Xander are in bed, they won’t be expecting breakfast for another half hour at least.’

Sandra stopped, looking at her. ‘I told you last night, I’m leaving. I can’t stay, not after—’

‘What, that business downstairs?’ Joy laughed. ‘Come on, it was an accident. That foul-mouthed girl was so desperate to get out of here that she probably walked smack into our friend the knight, and he dropped his mace right on top of her little chum. Serves her right for being so bloody self-righteous.’

Sandra reached for Vin’s urn, holding it for a moment, drawing the strength she knew she’d need. Then she stuffed it into her rucksack along with the rest of her clothes. ‘And what about Gerry?’ she asked. ‘What’s your excuse for him?’

Joy waved a hand. ‘Oh, he was just drunk and making a spectacle of himself. I didn’t take it seriously last night, and I don’t now.’

‘No,’ Sandra remembered. ‘You called him the lord of the manor and me the hired help.’

‘Did I?’ Joy smirked. ‘How awful of me.’

‘Well, I’m done,’ Sandra said, slinging her pack over her shoulder. ‘So if you’ll kindly get out of my way.’

Joy raised her hands, stepping back. ‘Good grief, no need to be rude. Honestly, you try to help people…’

Sandra bit her tongue as she marched into the corridor, making for the stairs. She didn’t look back, but she knew Joy was following. The portraits in the main hall seemed to glower more disapprovingly than ever, and she had to force herself not to look at the knight, at the mace lying by his feet or the pool of blood still drying on the tiles. As she retrieved her leather jacket she found that every movement seemed to require her fullest concentration, as though if she were to let her guard down for one moment she’d falter, and it would all be over.

‘Will you walk all the way to the village?’ Joy asked. ‘If you like we could wake Gerry, have him drive you.’

Sandra tugged on her boots. ‘Somehow I doubt his car would start.’

‘Maybe you’re right. Still, don’t you think you ought to at least pop up and say a quick goodbye?’

‘You can say it for me.’

Joy’s nose wrinkled. ‘Don’t you think you’re being just a teensy bit cruel, after everything he’s done for you? He is hopelessly in love with you, after all.’

Sandra tugged the front door open, then she turned back. ‘That’s not love. I don’t know what it is, but it’s not that. But you can tell him I’m sorry.’

As she marched down the steps Sandra felt that tightness in her chest again, like an invisible rope trying to drag her back. She forced herself to ignore it, putting her head down as she crossed the courtyard. The stile seemed an impossible distance away, the village even further, how could she possibly make it so far? Already she was exhausted, her joints aching from yesterday’s exertions, her head cluttered with questions that she had no way to answer. Where was she going? How would she live? What was to stop her ending up like that woman under the bridge?

She paused on the path, unzipping her rucksack and taking out the urn, gripping it in both hands. Right away her head felt clearer, her intentions more resolute. Vin may be dead but he was still with her.

She reached the stile and forced herself to climb. The tugging had become painful, a clawed fist tightening around her heart. But she held on to the urn, clinging to Vin’s memory as she scaled the final rung. She almost didn’t hear the scrambling behind her, the mad barking and the scuffle of paws.

Horatio’s jaws snapped shut as he leapt, his teeth sinking deep into the flesh of Sandra’s ankle. She cried out as she lost balance, her left knee slamming hard into the top of the stile. Her hand loosened instinctively and she saw the urn tumble, saw it strike the wood, saw the plastic crack and the lid fly free.

Then the dog gave a tug and Sandra was dragged backwards, her head cracking against the corner of the stile with all the force of her falling body. She lay in the wet grass, watching the scattered remnants of the man she loved dancing away on the stiff wind, feeling a rough tongue scrape against her cheek and hearing a distant voice cry out, ‘Good boy!’

Then the darkness took her.









CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

sandra lurched awake, gasping for breath. Her head felt like an overcrowded room, her thoughts dim and distant; there were so many other voices in there that her own was all but drowned in the static.

She forced her eyes open and winced, an uncovered bulb shrieking against bare brick walls. She wanted to shield her eyes but found herself unable; her body was constrained, arms and legs and torso. For a moment she thought she’d actually been tied up, trussed with ropes like the damsel in a silent movie. Then she looked down.

She’d been buttoned into a uniform made of thick grey twill, the material straining as she attempted to raise her arms. The dress was fastened to the neck with shiny black buttons and finished with a white apron, tied at the back. There were layers underneath too, petticoats and corsets, a prison of fabric.

Craning her neck, she looked around. She was in a room about twice the size of the maid’s quarters, but with no windows; the only light came from that single bare bulb. The floorboards had been worn so dark that they were almost reflective, and the only furniture was a tall oak wardrobe and the unmade bed upon which she lay. For a moment she wondered where in the house she could be; the attic, perhaps, or the men’s quarters? Then she looked more closely at the door, just four wooden planks nailed to a pair of crossbeams, and it all made sense. The door was shut, but she knew what she’d find if she opened it: a wooden sign bolted to the other side, and a maze of covered furniture stretching off into the dark.

‘Dressing room,’ she said aloud, the words falling dead in the stillness. She knew she ought to feel angry, to feel trapped, to feel something. But all she felt was tired and bewildered, and very far away.

Bracing herself against the wall, Sandra levered up onto her feet, a doll with rusted joints. She flexed her arms and legs, the material stretching then springing back. She fumbled with the buttons at her throat, coughing bile as she tried to undo them. But her hands were shaking, her eyes blurred. It was no use.

So she hobbled to the door, black leather shoes digging into her ankles, pain spiking where Horatio had sunk his teeth in. She tugged and rattled but of course it was bolted on the outside, so she leaned her head against the wood and tried to collect her thoughts. She could feel that tightness in her stomach again, that panicky, constricting knot, like there was something she ought to be doing, some task she’d left unfinished.

Of course there are. A hundred of them. Last night’s dishes, for a start.

Again she tried to find stillness, to just breathe, but it didn’t work. It would never work, she knew; not until she accepted what was happening. So she turned back, shuffling stiffly across the room and opening the wardrobe. What she saw would’ve made her laugh, if only she’d had the energy.

Hanging from the rail were five grey outfits, just like the one she was wearing. Beside them were five white aprons, five sets of petticoats and five cream corsets, and beneath them three pairs of shiny black shoes. Before she even opened the drawers Sandra knew what she’d find: five pairs of stockings, five sets of suspenders and six frilly handkerchiefs, plus several wired bras and knickers of voluminous size. They hadn’t even left her own underwear.

The clunk of the padlock made her jump and she turned, gritting her teeth. But it was only Gerry, ducking beneath the door frame and wringing his hands guiltily.

‘It’s not my fault,’ he said before Sandra could speak. ‘I didn’t want this. Any of it.’

She looked up at him, and knew that in all her life she’d never seen a more wretched figure. The fear was written all over his face, the terror and the misery and the real, genuine remorse. But as she lifted her eyes Gerry lowered his own, and Sandra knew that none of that was going to be enough to save her.

She wondered how he’d reacted when Joy showed him her unconscious figure, spreadeagled by the stile. Had he even tried to argue his way out of it before he finally agreed to carry her down here, to strip her naked so that Joy could dress her up again? Then she wondered if he’d touched her, and the thought made her head throb.

‘You have to believe me,’ Gerry went on. ‘The truth is, I’m in this every bit as deep as you are. I didn’t want it. You didn’t want it. But neither of us has a choice any more.’

A bell seemed to sound in Sandra’s head, a memory from long ago.

‘We’re all in the same trap,’ she muttered hoarsely. ‘Top to bottom.’

‘Exactly,’ Gerry said, taking an eager step towards her. ‘That’s exactly it. I’m as helpless as you are. Joy, too, really. And I know what Vin would say. That it’s okay for us, because we’re the ones on top. You do all the work, and we reap all the rewards. But that doesn’t mean I like it, San. It doesn’t mean I wanted it.’

Just the mention of her husband’s name made Sandra flinch; she saw the lid of the urn cracking loose, the ashes whipping away on the cold, sudden wind. He was gone, she knew, truly gone. His strength couldn’t help her any more.

‘And what about Joy?’ she asked. ‘Didn’t she want it?’

‘Not at first,’ Gerry said. ‘I don’t believe so. But this house, it just—’

‘No,’ Sandra said. ‘Don’t blame the house. She chose it. Just like her ancestors chose it. They made this place, not the other way around.’

‘Maybe,’ Gerry said. ‘But you know, it’s all going to be okay. Honestly it is. Because we know what we have to do now, don’t we? We know our parts. So there’ll be no reason for any more… nastiness.’

Sandra looked at him. ‘Our parts?’

‘That’s right,’ Gerry grinned pitifully. ‘Think of it like a play. Joy and I have our parts, and you have yours. And as long as we keep to them, everything will be fine. Anyway, what choice do you have? I don’t think that girl and her brother are going to be very keen to help you, not after last night. Your house is gone, and your possessions are all in storage under my name. So what are you going to do, live on the street? Sell your body? Because to be honest I think you might be getting a bit old for that.’

She started to object but Gerry held up his hands. ‘Sorry, just trying to lighten the mood. You know I think you’re… That I’ve always…’

‘I know,’ Sandra said, clutching at her last thread of hope, however foul. ‘And you know, I’ve been thinking about everything you said last night. We could still leave, Gerry. We could still go away together. It’d be just like you wanted.’

Gerry winced. ‘Oh, San. I wish I could believe you. But we both know that’s not true. As soon as we were away from here, you’d turn on me. The moment you had what you needed, you’d ditch me and find some young… punk to take my place. Besides, I think it’s too late for me. I don’t think I could leave now, even if I tried.’

Sandra sank back on the bed. She knew she ought to hate him, but she didn’t have the energy. Besides, she knew deep down that what he’d said was true. She had nowhere to go. Everything she owned was gone. Out there she’d be alone, falling through the cracks with nothing to hold on to, just falling and falling and falling. Wasn’t this, whatever it was… Wasn’t it better?

She’d always thought of herself as a fighter; Vin said she was and so did her mum, and deep down she’d wanted to believe them, to see herself as the kind of person who never gave up, who kept on pushing no matter what. But that was impossible, she knew it now. No one could keep fighting forever, not with the world the way it was. Sooner or later something would get you, be it sickness or the system or simple sadness, something would take away your choices and your strength, and you’d have to give in because there was simply no other way to survive.

*   *   *

The strip lights were switched on in the cellar and Gerry seemed to know the way, leading her through the maze to the steep wooden stairs. They ascended slowly, passing the kitchen heaped with unwashed crockery and the clanking, murderous boiler. The uniform was still tight around Sandra’s body but she didn’t mind it so much now; instead of a vice it felt more like a cocoon, or even a kind of armour.

Joy was waiting in the main hall, standing at the feet of the armoured knight. His mace lay where it had fallen, and beside it stood a steaming bucket of water. In Joy’s hand was a long-handled mop, and between them on the floor Sandra could see puddles of Shameeka’s blood, glutinous and gleaming.

‘You can run along now, love,’ Joy said, dismissing Gerry with a wave. ‘I’ll take it from here.’

She tilted the mop handle towards Sandra. ‘I suspect it’ll take a spot of elbow grease to get it all up. For some reason I imagine it rather like trying to clean this morning’s egg yolk off the breakfast plates, you really need to go at it, don’t you?’

Sandra took the handle, dunking the head of the mop in soapy water. She slopped it onto the floor then she pushed the mop back and forth; instantly, the white tassels turned red.

‘Looks as though the water will need changing rather frequently, too,’ Joy observed. ‘Sadly the nearest hot tap’s all the way down in the kitchen. I mean, there’s one in the little utility cupboard next to the billiard room, but that wouldn’t do, would it? Wheeling a bloody bucket up and down the gallery. Who wants to see that?’

Sandra said nothing, squeezing crimson water through a circular metal grate. She was already starting to feel better, she realised; clearer, steadier, less clouded.

‘Now, I was just having a think about supper,’ Joy went on, tapping a finger against her bottom lip. ‘No rush, obviously, I realise there’s still lots of clearing up to do after last night. But perhaps you could give it some thought too.’

Sandra paused, feeling the sweat beginning to break out on her back. She realised she had no idea what time it was, or even which day. Had she been out for a full night, or just a few hours?

‘There were lots of leftovers from the party,’ she suggested. ‘I could do a nice cold plate, with fresh bread and salad.’

Joy pursed her lips. ‘I’m sure that’d be very pleasant, but it’s rather a gloomy day for a cold supper, don’t you think? I was hoping for something a bit more warming.’

Sandra returned her attention to the mop. ‘Of course. As soon as I’m done here I’ll go and see what we’ve got in.’

Joy straightened. ‘Perfect. I’ll be having a lie down, so just come and let me know when it’s ready. Or actually, why don’t we just say seven-thirty? Might be easier to have a regular supper time we can just stick to. That way everyone knows exactly where they need to be and when, and there’ll be no need for any confusion.’









CHAPTER THIRTY

gerry had started dressing strangely. Sandra wasn’t sure when, it had sort of crept up on her, but one day she looked at him and realised he was clad almost entirely in forest green: trousers, waistcoat, even his ridged flat cap. When it was raining he’d wear green waterproofs, too – a Barbour-type jacket and plasticky over-trousers, whether or not he was planning to go outside. He’d even started carrying a pipe, a curved wooden thing, though he didn’t seem to own a lighter or any tobacco.

He’d also stopped going to work. Sandra didn’t know why, and it wasn’t her place to ask, but it had been that way for a while now; the last time she remembered him leaving the grounds of Hautmond Hall was soon after the dinner party, when he’d taken Xander off to school. Gerry had returned looking haunted, fearful, as though just a glimpse of the outside world had rattled him to the core. Since then he’d stayed put, and seemed happier for it.

She had no idea what he did with his time, after he’d risen late and taken the bacon and eggs she made for him. But it seemed to involve a lot of drifting from room to room, picking things up and putting them down again, as though searching for something. Occasionally he’d change out of his greens and into his charcoal work suit, then he’d go outside and get in the car; a few times he even started the engine. But after a while, a few minutes or an hour, he’d get out and come back into the house, looking slightly confused but essentially pleased with himself.

Joy’s movements were equally mysterious. Every morning she’d don her wellies, her overcoat and her canvas gloves, then she’d just mooch around the garden, frowning at the plants and muttering to herself. Sometimes she’d go as far as the stables, returning with mud on her boots and a flush in her cheeks, carrying some tack or a horse brush even though there were no horses to tend or saddle. Then she’d spend the rest of the day in her office staring out of the window or in the library reading old issues of Home and Garden, bookmarking images she liked then leaving them for Sandra to tidy up, never to look at them again.

Sandra tried her best not to overhear their conversations, but she couldn’t help earwigging as she served lunch on the terrace, or in the drawing room if it was raining. Mostly they’d discuss Joy’s plans for the house, how she was going to fix it up and make it perfect again, seal up the cracks and repaint the walls, open the shuttered rooms and let the light back in. She never actually did any of those things, though; never ordered any paint or booked in any workmen. Sometimes Gerry would talk about things he was going to do at the office, cases and meetings he had coming up, but again it seemed to mean nothing – in the afternoon he’d go back upstairs and fall asleep, and then it’d be time for dinner.

The evening meal was always served in the dining room now, at seven-thirty sharp. There was to be no more spaghetti on the menu either, no more shop-bought quiche, and certainly no wine with dinner. Sandra served meat and fish and at least two vegetables; white sauce and onion sauce and gravy; sponge cake and treacle pudding and custard, with Stilton to fill the corners. She would set out two plates, one at the head for Joy and one just beside it for Gerry, but sometimes it was almost more than she could manage not to lay a third place for the other who came to join them, the soundless voice that whispered in the shadows, the sightless eye that tracked her every move, making sure she was doing all that was expected of her.

After they’d eaten dinner Sandra would take her own: leftovers mostly, eaten alone in the kitchen. After a day of work it was always nice to get a little time to herself; she’d still her breath and listen to the gentle gurgling of the pipes, the contented groan of the floorboards, the happy drip of the leaky taps and the blissful whisper of the trees in the garden. And sometimes she, too, would discover that she had company: pale shadows moving in the polished brasses that hung above the fireplace, or figures glimpsed in the mirrored windows once night had fallen.

She understood who they were now, and what they wanted. They were the ones who’d come before her, the ones born in labourers’ cottages and church-run orphanages, who’d spent their whole lives within the grounds of Hautmond and were buried out in the cemetery with no dates to mark their passing. They were the ones who came because they had nowhere else to go, no families to care for them, no money to fall back on. They’d tried to warn her; they’d torn into her dreams and appeared to her in the mirrors, they’d banged on the pipes in a desperate effort to drive her away. But by the time she’d got the message it was too late.

Because the house was just more powerful, it always had been. So there was nothing Sandra could do except keep on with her work, know her place, and wait for the day when she would take her place among them, just another name on just another stone, lost beneath the blackberry bushes.

She’d finished The Remains of the Day and kept meaning to start on The House of Mirth, but when it came to it she just didn’t have the energy; by the time she’d washed the supper dishes, laid out tomorrow’s clothes and locked the house up, she was so tired that she just passed right out, into an exhausted, undreaming emptiness that was so much better than the nightmares she’d suffered before. And perhaps it was for the best; reading was a distraction, and there was always more that needed to be done. If she had to read something, surely it ought to be an old cookery book or what did they call it, Good Housekeeping.

At least she’d grown used to her uniform. At first the dresses had itched, leaving red marks on her wrists and elbows, and she realised that Joy must have guessed at her measurements and erred on the side of too tight. But after a while the material had stretched enough to be comfortable, and as long as she tied her apron properly and didn’t leave the strings dangling, Joy didn’t ask her to tidy herself up. The shoes rubbed her heels and her hands hurt sometimes, stung by lye soap or burned on the Aga, but it was nothing she couldn’t live with.

And so the days blurred, one task rolling into another: cooking to serving to washing the dishes; hoovering to sweeping to polishing the floors; laundering to drying to folding and putting away. Twice a day she’d take Horatio down the drive and let him run around, wait for him to pause and crouch. Then she’d grab a little plastic bag from the hall table and set out.

*   *   *

One rainy morning she was changing the linen in the master bedroom, pulling off the sheets and heaping them in the wicker basket, when she noticed something half-tucked under Joy’s side of the bed. It was a flower-patterned waste paper bin, almost overflowing with scrunched-up scraps. After she’d taken the laundry down Sandra fetched a rubbish sack from the kitchen and emptied the basket: a torrent of tissues and leaflets and an apple core that must’ve been weeks old.

The last thing to slide out was a yellow Post-It note that missed the bag and fluttered to the floor, landing face up. Sandra glanced at it; scribbled on the note was a phone number and a name, one she recognised: R. Shah.

The solicitor, she remembered. The one who had mysteriously stopped returning her calls. But why…

Of course. It was obvious, really. Joy had warned him off. She might even have paid him off. Because even then, the last thing she’d wanted was for Sandra to leave. That was why she’d been so set against her working at the pub, too, and so relieved when it had burned down. So had Joy… no, that was too much. Wasn’t it?

‘What have you got there?’

Gerry stepped through the doorway and Sandra glanced at the clock. Of course, it was almost time for his afternoon snooze; his forty winks, he called it, though it often lasted well over two hours. She crumpled the paper and dropped it into the bag.

‘Nothing,’ she said, tying the top. Then a thought came to her. ‘Did you ever actually talk to your friend? The one in your office, the one who could’ve helped me get my house back? I know it’s too late now, I just wondered.’

Gerry frowned. ‘It’s the funniest thing, but I never did. I really did mean to, I left reminders for myself, even set an alarm on my phone once. But it just kept going out of my head. I’m sorry.’

‘It’s all right,’ Sandra said. ‘I don’t think there was anything you could’ve done.’

She felt the loss inside her then, the loss of her home, of her history. But it was muffled somehow, buried so deep that she was able to push it aside. All she needed to do was work harder, and soon the feeling would pass.

So she picked up the trash bag and headed for the door, ready to make her way down to the kitchen and start scrubbing the oven. But before she could reach the landing, she felt a hand on her arm.

‘Hey,’ Gerry said, turning her to face him. ‘I really am sorry, you know. That I didn’t do more when I had the chance. It’s this place, isn’t it? It makes you forget to… So you can’t even…’

He trailed off, and Sandra looked up. They hadn’t been this close since the aftermath of the party; now he blushed self-consciously, placing his other hand on her shoulder. ‘I feel like we hardly ever talk any more. Do you know what I mean?’

Sandra tried to step back but Gerry moved with her. ‘Well, I’ve been busy,’ she said. ‘There’s a lot to do around here.’

Gerry nodded. ‘Of course. I understand. I just worry that we might… you know, start to drift apart. We’re still friends, aren’t we?’

‘Of course,’ Sandra told him quickly. ‘Always, Gerry.’

‘Good. Because I’d hate to think that our… situation had ruined that.’

‘Oh, me too. Of course.’

She was trying not to look at him but his hands were heavy on her shoulders and he was so close that she could feel his breath. She’d known this moment would come eventually, of course she had. The only question now was how to handle it.

‘I really ought to go. It’s like I said, there’s so much to do.’

‘It can wait,’ Gerry said, his mouth at her ear.

‘But what about Joy? What if she came in and—’

‘Oh, come on, you heard her,’ Gerry snapped, as though annoyed at being reminded of his wife’s existence. ‘She wouldn’t care a jot. Like she said, the lord of the manor and the hired help. Besides, we haven’t been a proper married couple in months. We’ve even talked about getting separate bedrooms.’

Great, was Sandra’s first thought. One more room to tidy.

Then she forced herself back into the moment.

‘I’m all messy,’ she protested. ‘I haven’t had a shower since this morning, and look, my hands are filthy.’

‘Oh, but that’s how it should be,’ Gerry said, sliding his fingers down her arm to take hold of her palm, massaging it firmly. ‘A bit… dirty.’

He leaned closer and now Sandra could feel his body against hers, his other hand slipping down to the small of her back. He leaned in for a kiss but this time she managed to avoid it so he nuzzled her ear instead, his tongue sliding against her cheek. But the feel of it was far away somehow, as though it was all happening to someone else, someone from a long time ago.

Then Gerry reached up, took a firm hold of her chin and squeezed, forcing her mouth open. Leaning forward he pushed his tongue in, forcing it between her dry lips. Sandra tried to maintain control but she could feel herself loosening, the way she had that night in the dining room; she felt her limbs go limp and her thoughts start to swim, her resistance fading as though someone else was occupying her body. She tried to kick against it but it was inside of her, what could she do?

Dimly she was aware of a distant sound; the crunch of tyres on gravel. But before she could react Gerry’s hand had moved to her neck, fumbling with the buttons on her uniform, tugging hard until they popped. She heard herself gasp as his hand clamped on her breast, trying to wrest it from the corset, grasping so tight it was painful. In his eyes she saw nothing that was familiar to her, just a terrifying emptiness and a desperate need.

Then there was a loud, electric buzzing and Sandra felt herself snap back. It came again, followed by a pounding on the front door, and Gerry stiffened, shaking his head. ‘No, I—’ he began, and that was all she needed.

Sandra pushed his hands away and retreated, snatching up the rubbish bag as she backed towards the door. Gerry just stood there, staring at his hands as though he knew they’d just been doing something, something dreadful or something wonderful, but he couldn’t seem to remember what it was. Abandoning him, Sandra fled.

She straightened her uniform as she hurried down the stairs, checking her buttons and fixing her hair in the golden mirror. It would happen again, she had no illusions about that. She couldn’t avoid Gerry forever. So how would she deal with it? Would she even get a choice?

Her hands were a little shaky and she knew that her cheeks must be flushed, but she didn’t have time to calm herself because there was that knocking again. The front door was stiff, resisting her, but she tugged harder and it flew back to reveal a single figure at the bottom of the steps, his truck parked a few feet away.

Tucker started to smile, then he saw Sandra and it faded.

‘What the hell are you wearing?’

She took a breath, gripping the handle of the door. ‘None of your business,’ she said. ‘What do you want?’

She could feel the house at her back, a coiled sense of doubt and dismay.

Tucker raised his hands. ‘You’re right, apologies. None of my beeswax. I only came to talk. Check in, you know. I thought you’d like to know Shameeka’s doing better, they say she’ll be off the ventilator in a week or two.’

Sandra said nothing. Tucker shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other.

‘I’ve also been thinking about this old place,’ he went on. ‘Doing a spot more research. I suppose I just couldn’t let it go, after Stanley and then Shameeka. If something happened to you as well, I’m not sure I could live with myself.’

Sandra frowned. ‘Well, look, nothing’s happened to me. I’m fine.’

‘You don’t look fine,’ Tucker said. ‘I mean, I’m sorry, but you look tired. I can tell something’s going on.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Are they blackmailing you? If you’re in trouble, just give me a sign. Blink three times.’

Sandra stared at him, forcing herself not to blink. ‘Read my lips. I. Am. Fine. So please, do us both a favour and go away.’

Tucker flinched, then he gritted his teeth. ‘I will. I promise. I just want to show you one thing.’ He reached into his back pocket, retrieving a fistful of A4 sheets, poorly photocopied. ‘I managed to track down a copy of the pamphlet I told you about. The one De Wynter wrote. I thought you’d be interested.’

He held the papers out. Sandra didn’t move.

‘Well, it makes for pretty hair-raising reading,’ Tucker continued. ‘The title is The Profitable Treatment of Land Workers, you remember? And it’s not pretty. Advocates flogging, the stocks, the permanent expulsion of workers who aren’t pulling their weight. Anyway, there was one bit that jumped out. It’s short. Shall I read it to you?’

Sandra sighed. ‘Fine.’

‘It’s just here,’ Tucker said, fumbling until he found a section marked with electric pink highlighter. ‘De Wynter loathed music, apparently. He writes about having witnessed certain ceremonies on his journeys east, native people using songs and rituals to come together, restore their spirits. “Never allow your workers to sing,” he writes. “Neither in the fields, nor in the kitchens, nor as they launder the linen. Keep not instruments in the house, no organ nor spinet nor any other, for it may inspire them.”’

Sandra shrugged. ‘So what’s your point?’

‘Well it tracks, doesn’t it?’ Tucker asked. ‘You said the De Wynters never had music in the house. Most houses this size there’d be some sort of music room, piano, harpsichord, but not here. Those kids, those evacuees, they weren’t allowed to sing while they worked, or even hum. Then Stan’s radio refused to work, didn’t it? Blew the whole socket.’

Sandra remembered how her phone had cut out, that day in the Long Gallery. She wondered how many weeks it had been since she’d even tried to listen to music, played a song on her phone, even sung in the shower. Now she could feel the shadows gathering at her back, the pressure building inside her head. They wanted him gone, this trespasser, and if she didn’t take care of it, they would.

‘I don’t know what you’re driving at,’ she told Tucker. ‘So music has never been a big part of life at Hautmond, so what? Now listen, I really have got a ton of work to do. So just take your pamphlet and piss off, will you?’

Taking a step back, she started to close the door, only for Tucker to throw up a hand. ‘Hang on!’ he pleaded, and Sandra paused. ‘I went to see my mother. Remember what I told you, about the threats? We’ll send you up to Hautmond? Well, I asked her about it. And she said there were always funny stories about this place. Local gossip. She wasn’t even sure if she believed it. But the word was that there was this room, somewhere in the house. A secret room where servants got taken, the difficult ones, you know, the runaways and the rebels. The ones who stole, or didn’t do as they were told. And when they came out, they weren’t bad any more.’

Sandra froze. ‘Did it have a name? This… secret room?’

Tucker nodded. ‘It did. My mum told me. They called it the Dressing Room.’









CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

for Joy, the period following the dinner party might have been the happiest of her life. At last everything was out in the open, everyone knew what they had to do and there were no secrets any more, no reasons to hide or obfuscate or sneak around. Sandra was an absolute workhorse, as Joy had known she would be – it was in her breeding, after all. But still, the sheer volume of labour the woman could accomplish in a relatively short space of time made Joy intensely proud: not just the cooking and the laundry, but dusting, sweeping, polishing, changing the linen. There were fresh-cut flowers on the breakfast table every morning and the scent of lavender on her pillow every night. True, there were things even Sandra didn’t have time for; the library shelves were clogged with dust, and Joy could really use help sorting through her piles of clothes and deciding what to keep and what didn’t suit her situation any more.

But she had a plan for that – one she was right now on her way to share with Sandra, certain that the woman would approve. That was Joy’s role, after all: to take the wider view, to be the general on the hill, making sure the house was running as it should. It was a big responsibility, but she felt up to the challenge.

In fact, she reflected, the only one who wasn’t pulling his weight was Gerry. He’d always been a bit wishy-washy, even when they first met. Of course he was charming and considerate, and his life experience had made him just a dash more interesting than most of the overgrown boys she’d gone about with at Oxford. But she’d been hoping that the move to Hautmond would’ve toughened him somehow, his role as man of the house giving him the full-throated confidence that he’d always seemed to lack. But regrettably, the opposite had happened – instead of embracing the change as Joy had done, instead of striding bravely into this new reality, Gerry had become frightened, first of Hautmond and all that it contained, and then of her. His own wife! Honestly, how pathetic.

He wasn’t even man enough to claim his rights with Sandra, the way he so clearly wanted to. He’d told Joy what happened in the bedroom; perhaps he thought she’d be proud of him for at least making an attempt. But instead, the whole affair had made him sound even more wretched – Sandra had skedaddled and Gerry had simply let her go, suppressing the voices that must’ve been screaming at him to do his damn duty. He swore he’d follow through with it next time, but Joy didn’t believe it. He didn’t have the balls, and she wasn’t the only one who thought so; they were getting fed up of him, and she could hardly blame them.

Still, she reminded herself, nothing’s set in stone. If Gerry wasn’t fit for purpose, then steps could always be taken.

She peeled off her gardening gloves as she entered the dining room, spotting Sandra on the far side of the table with her Brasso and rags. The woman turned her back as Joy entered – this was something she’d only recently started doing, but Joy had to admit, it pleased her. It felt proper.

‘Oh, there’s no need for that,’ she said generously, dropping her gloves on the table. Sandra turned to face her and once again Joy noticed how pale the woman had become, how thin. The work must really be taking a toll, she looked almost deathly. Still, all the more reason to say what she’d come to say.

‘I think you need a little help around here,’ she stated bluntly, enjoying the flicker of resentment on Sandra’s face. ‘I don’t mean that you’re doing a bad job, quite the reverse. We appreciate everything you do for us, we really do. But the simple fact is, this house is too much for any one person. There are whole rooms lying idle, an entire floor upstairs that we can’t set foot in. I’d also love to have someone to help me dress and prepare myself in the mornings – I know, you’re busy with breakfast, that’s as it should be. But I’d really appreciate an extra pair of hands, and God knows Gerry could use some assistance picking out his clothes as well.’

Sandra said nothing, clutching her bundle of cloths.

‘The thing is,’ Joy said, pulling out a chair, ‘this is a proud house, with a noble history. That’s what all this is about, really. It’s what I didn’t understand at first, and it’s what my parents, may they rest in peace, never understood at all. They wanted to whore Hautmond out to all and sundry, let them come trip-trapping round with their filthy sneakers and their little snappy cameras. But this house was never going to allow that, just as it wasn’t going to allow that old hippie and his gormless friend to start carving up the place. No wonder that boy had his little accident. My parents, too.’

Sandra looked surprised. ‘I thought your mother hung herself?’

Joy frowned. ‘Yes. Worst kind of accident, that. Anyway, if nothing else, we need to think about hosting another dinner. That’s what this place is for, after all, to entertain, to impress. But that’s not going to happen if you don’t have the time and mental space to plan the meal and execute it properly.’

‘What are you saying?’ Sandra asked. ‘You’re going to hire someone?’

Joy laughed. ‘No, I don’t think that would work, do you? Some little maid who starts at nine and knocks off at five, takes regularly scheduled breaks and goes home on weekends? That’s not the way things are done, here at Hautmond. And it wasn’t the way they were done elsewhere, until everyone starting banging on about their rights. Not that people don’t deserve certain freedoms, I know you were raised to feel strongly about that, and of course we’re not slave drivers. I just think there was a reason things worked as well as they did, back in the old days. Mutual respect, basic decency, and a recognition on both sides that if everyone just played the roles they’d been given, everything would work out for the best.’

Sandra frowned, and Joy realised that she still hadn’t got the point. Honestly, they could be so dim sometimes.

‘Obviously we can’t just go browsing around the local orphanages and poorhouses like my ancestors did,’ she admitted. ‘The honest truth is, we got lucky with you. You arrived here so broken; it was dreadfully sad, I know, but it turned out to be just what we needed. You were... let’s just say persuadable.’

‘I was desperate,’ Sandra said, and Joy laughed again.

‘Yes, that’s another word for it. I’ll admit, I started to get a bit worried when you got the job at that awful pub. But that didn’t last, did it?’

‘Did you start the fire?’ Sandra asked. ‘I’ve been wondering.’

Joy shook her head. ‘No, and I’ve honestly no idea who did. But as you know, that whole village was once part of the Hautmond estate. Perhaps we still have some… influence there. Which is what got me thinking. That girl, the one who came to help with the party. She might be a good place to start.’

‘Shameeka?’ Sandra asked. ‘I don’t even know if she’s out of the hospital.’

‘No, not her,’ Joy said. ‘I mean, can you imagine the scars? She’d petrify our guests. No, I was thinking of the other one, with the mouth. It’d be rather pleasing to teach her to keep it shut.’

‘Letitia would never…’ Sandra spluttered. ‘You saw her, she’s too rebellious, too—’

‘Oh, we can take care of all that,’ Joy said dismissively. ‘We’ve learned a lot from working with you. Lessons my ancestors already knew, but that I was too wrapped up to hear. The slow-burn approach doesn’t work, you see, the whole frog-in-a-pan-of-water thing. There’s always a chance the frog will get a job in a pub and try to hop out of the pan altogether. No, from now on we need to work faster. Get them straight down to the Dressing Room and let Hautmond go to work on them.’

‘And you really think that’ll be enough?’

‘It always has been in the past. Now, do you have the girl’s telephone number? I thought it’d be best if you made first contact.’

‘What, now?’ Sandra asked. ‘Right away?’

‘No time like the present,’ Joy said, getting to her feet. ‘You can finish the polishing afterwards. There’s actually a spot just there that you missed, I wasn’t going to mention it but while we’re on the subject.’

Sandra squinted. ‘I’m sorry, let me just—’

‘Later, later,’ Joy said. ‘For now, let’s focus. Now, you ought to start by telling the girl that you’ve got her money, the amount we still owe her for the party, plus a generous tip, but that she needs to come here to collect it. Then when she arrives you hand it over, then you say actually, there’s more where that came from if you’ll just help me out with something in the kitchen. That’ll be the moment; if she comes willingly, then we can take it from there. Now, I’ve brought you your mobile phone, so all we need to do is go upstairs and give her a call.’ She handed Sandra the device, then she gestured to the door. ‘After you.’

Joy kept her eyes on Sandra’s back as they climbed the stairs, noting her slumped shoulders, her weary tread. The woman hadn’t even tried to put up any resistance, she’d just acceded to Joy’s demands. She was so broken in, it was almost tragic.

‘You know, there’s a second reason you might welcome the prospect of getting another girl in,’ Joy said as they passed the bedroom door. ‘I mean, think about it. How long is Gerry going to keep pestering you when there’s a peppy little teenager about the place?’

She saw Sandra freeze, one hand gripping the banister so tight that her knuckles whitened. Joy felt a thrill of excitement. Had she pushed too far? No, the woman was hers, she wouldn’t dare talk back.

‘I was already thinking that her main role would be as a kind of maid,’ Joy said, wanting to laugh but forcing herself not to. ‘I could even order in one of those little French-style outfits, you know, with the push-up cleavage and the Chantilly lace? Then you and I can place bets on how long it’ll take Gerry to tear her out of it.’

Sandra turned, and Joy could see the colour rushing to her face.

‘That’s not…’ the woman spluttered. ‘You can’t…’

‘Can’t what?’ Joy snapped back. ‘What can’t I do?’

Sandra looked away and Joy felt a flush of victory. But when Sandra turned back there was something in her eyes; not defiance, exactly, but something equally unpleasant. ‘I wanted to ask,’ she said. ‘I wanted to—’

‘Go on,’ Joy said. ‘You can ask me anything, you know that.’

Sandra bit her lip. ‘Were you always like this?’ she managed at last. ‘Was this always who you were, and you were just hiding it? Or did this place really change you, like Gerry says?’

Joy was momentarily taken aback; she hadn’t even considered it. She tapped a finger thoughtfully on the banister.

‘I’m honestly not sure,’ she said at last. ‘I feel like the same person inside, it’s just that… well, I suppose that since we got here, my priorities have changed. I stopped caring about some things, and started caring about other things, if that makes sense. Anyway, I might ask you the same question, mightn’t I? Deep down, were you always just a fearful drudge? Or did we really break you, the same way we’re going to break that little girl?’

Sandra let go of the banister, reaching into her pocket. She drew out her phone, then with a single movement she tossed it over the railing.

‘No,’ she said softly. ‘Not her.’

Joy heard the distant crack of plastic and felt a rush of disbelief. She was about to yell at Sandra, tell her how outrageous her behaviour was, but one glance and she knew it wouldn’t be enough. For the moment, the woman appeared to have mastered herself.

So instead Joy took a step forward, raising her hand and dealing Sandra an open-handed slap to the face. Sandra reeled, clutching her cheek, and Joy advanced, prepared to strike again if she had to. Anything to nip this rebellion in the bud.

‘I’ll bring her here myself then,’ she said. ‘I’ll find her, how hard can it be?’

Sandra looked up, and Joy saw the struggle taking place behind her eyes.

‘We’ll put her in the room next to yours,’ Joy went on. ‘So you can listen. You’ll be able to hear every sound, every cry, as Gerry holds her down and—’

Sandra’s blow caught her under the chin; a right hook from a closed fist that made her bite down hard as she stumbled back. Joy tried to regain her footing but she tripped on the corner of the carpet; she struggled for balance but she was already falling. The back of her head collided with the steel handle on the bedroom door and she dropped, spiralling into unconsciousness.









CHAPTER THIRTY TWO
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Sandra fell to her knees, knuckles throbbing. She leaned in to check that Joy was still breathing, then she pushed the woman’s head to the side so she could get a look at the wound. There was a two-inch gouge above Joy’s left ear and a trickle of blood, but it didn’t look fatal.

Not that Sandra would’ve minded very much if it was. She didn’t know if it was her anger that had done it, or the adrenaline rush when Joy slapped her, but her head felt clearer than it had in weeks. She could still feel it, feel them watching her, wondering how to react. But for now, at least, she had control of herself.

She shoved the bedroom door open, making sure that Gerry wasn’t in there. Then she took Joy by the wrists and dragged her inside, high heels sliding loose as her feet trailed across the carpet. Sandra looked around, spotting a pair of silk dressing gowns hanging from the back of the bathroom door. She unthreaded the tie-cords then she bound Joy’s wrists as tightly as she could, worrying for a moment that she’d cut off her circulation then remembering she didn’t care.

She threaded the second cord through the first and knotted it to the bedpost, forcing Joy into an upright position. She looked like the victim of a kinky sex act gone horribly wrong, but that in itself was kind of gratifying. Sandra didn’t know how long it’d be before the woman came round, but she wasn’t taking any chances.

Of course, there was still Gerry to contend with. It wasn’t long before she heard footsteps on the stairs; she just had time to grab an oversized nail file from Joy’s dressing table before he appeared in the doorway, flustered and trembling.

‘What’s all the…’ he began, then trailed off when he saw Joy. ‘What on earth happened? I was sitting in the car when this voice..… But it wasn’t… I came as fast as I could.’

‘She had an accident,’ Sandra told him. ‘Don’t worry, I think she’ll be fine.’

‘We need to call an ambulance,’ Gerry said. ‘Quick, take my phone and go up to the—’

‘No,’ Sandra said. ‘Sorry, Gerry. But I’m leaving.’

He looked at her, and a slow realisation seemed to dawn.

‘You did this to her.’

‘Not on purpose,’ Sandra told him. ‘But yes.’

‘Then you can’t leave,’ he said, moving to block the door. ‘This is all your fault. What if she’s seriously injured? What if she chokes on her tongue?’

‘I’ve decided that’s not my problem.’

Gerry bristled indignantly. ‘You don’t mean that. She took you in, San. She fed you, gave you a roof over your—’

‘She made me a slave, Gerry. Her, and you, and this fucking house. Now get out of my way.’

Gerry braced, hands trembling. ‘No,’ he said. ‘You’re going to go and call 999, then we’re both going to stay with her until the ambulance arrives.’

He took a step forward and Sandra lashed out with the nail file, cutting a bloody gash across the back of his hand. Gerry yelped. ‘Hey! What was that for?’

Sandra brandished the blade. ‘I told you, I’m leaving. Now I don’t want to hurt you, Gerry, but I will.’

‘You already did,’ he whimpered. ‘Ow, that stings.’

Sandra looked around, spotting the open door to the en-suite bathroom. ‘In there,’ she said, gesturing with the file. ‘And don’t come out until I’ve gone.’

Gerry drew himself up, but Sandra brandished the file again and his shoulders slumped. ‘I thought we were friends,’ he moaned. ‘Honestly, you’re so ungrateful.’

‘I am,’ Sandra admitted as he trudged past her toward the bathroom. ‘I blame feminism. I mean, what’s the world coming to when you can’t even sexually assault your friends without it becoming a—’

Gerry lunged suddenly but Sandra was ready, jabbing the sharp file towards his stomach. ‘Don’t even think about it,’ she said. ‘You could probably take me if you wanted to, I mean, you’re a foot taller. But I’d cut you, Gerry. I’d stick this thing right in your belly. Maybe you’ll get lucky and you won’t lose the ability to shit straight for the rest of your life, but do you really want to take the chance?’

Gerry looked at the file then back at Sandra, and all the fight seemed to drain out of him. ‘I told you before, I never wanted this. I’m just as trapped as you are.’

Sandra shoved him into the en-suite then she slammed the door in his face, taking a stiff-backed chair and propping it under the handle. ‘You certainly are,’ she said. ‘And you can fucking rot in there for all I care.’

She pulled the dressing table over, scattering lipsticks as she shoved it up against the bathroom door. Then she crossed to the built-in wardrobe, full-length mirrors reflecting her flushed face and disordered uniform. She resisted the urge to smash the glass and instead wrenched the door open, shoving Joy’s clothes out of the way. It didn’t take long to find what she was looking for; her rucksack had been tossed in casually, beside a rack containing at least fifty pairs of shoes. Sandra tugged out her favourite pair of jeans and the smell of her old life filled her nostrils: Imperial Leather and medical disinfectant and Boots perfume. She tore herself out of the uniform, tossing it on top of Joy where she lay unconscious. Then she dragged on her clothes, returned to the dressing table, and unzipped her backpack.

*   *   *

The house was stirring as she hurried downstairs; it had been that way for a while, she realised, a growing atmosphere of unease, thumps in the walls and groans in the woodwork. The light was grey and weighted as she tugged on her jacket and boots, then she strode across the hall and took hold of the front door, yanking it open.

But it only opened a couple of feet before the door slammed shut again, wrenched from her grip so hard it almost broke her wrist. Sandra tried again but this time it barely opened at all, resisting her as though someone was tugging hard on the other side. On the third try it waited until she was pulling as hard as she could then without warning it flew open, that slab of ancient wood striking her in the shoulder so hard that she was thrown off her feet. Then it slammed shut again, the hollow boom echoing through the house.

Sandra lay on the tiles, sucking in a painful breath. ‘Score one for you,’ she muttered.

With a skittering of claws Horatio came racing into the hall, his teeth bared. He must’ve been summoned by the same voice that had brought Gerry, Sandra realised as she struggled to her feet. He was almost on her when she struck out with one booted foot, dealing the dog a kick that sent him rolling away across the tiles.

‘Leave it,’ she snapped. ‘Or I’ll do it again.’

Horatio snarled, crouching beneath the coats as Sandra marched into the back corridor, following it down past the library and the drawing room to the French doors at the far end. As she approached she saw one of them creaking all the way open, as though inviting her to step through. She slowed, eyeing the door suspiciously.

Then she put her head down and ran, sprinting along the narrow hallway. She’d almost reached the door when it swung shut again, slamming into the frame with such force that the glass panes exploded, showering her with shards.

Sandra cried out as spikes pierced her face and hands, driven on a howling wind that swept suddenly through the house. She was bleeding in several places and there was a splinter three inches long embedded in her left palm. Gritting her teeth she drew it out, wincing as blood welled from the cut. Then she heard a sound and looked up, smiling crookedly.

The other French door was creaking open slowly, beckoning her. Sandra wiped the blood from her face. ‘I don’t think so,’ she said. ‘But nice try.’

She returned to the main hall, ignoring Horatio as he came sniffing and snapping at her ankles. Instead she cast her gaze up, towards the dome. In the dim light the blue seemed almost black, the unblinking pupil in a baleful stone eye. The snake slithered around the perimeter, swallowing the silver stars.

‘You’ll never let me leave, will you?’ she called, her voice cracking with desperation. ‘Even if I did manage to find a way, you’d only fuck me up like you did before. I’ll trip on a loose stone or brain myself on a low branch, and the next thing I know I’ll be back in that fucking room, if I wake up at all.’

Her voice echoed from the ceiling but Hautmond Hall didn’t respond. She hadn’t expected it to. She took a breath, her hands on her knees, her head spinning. She tried to stay focused, to remind herself that this was her life she was fighting for. But deep inside she felt the familiar urge to give in, to crawl back upstairs and set Joy free, to return to the ease and simplicity of her existence as a drudge.

That was when she noticed something on the floor, a faint glow beneath the occasional table in the corner. Her phone lay face-up on the tiles and to her surprise it was still working, the cracked screen gleaming green. Sandra collected it, the beginnings of a plan starting to form in her mind.

‘All right,’ she said. ‘You’ve left me no choice.’

She climbed the stairs slowly, passing the door to the master bedroom but hearing nothing from within. Still she could feel eyes on her as she ascended to the second-floor landing, could hear doors slamming somewhere in the distance and water seething through the pipes. Hautmond was awake and angry.

Sandra took hold of the rusty ladder and pulled herself up, wincing at the pain in her slashed palms. The walkway shook, the whole edifice feeling more rickety than it had before. She gripped the railing as one of the stanchions loosened, a sheared bolt clattering into the hall below.

Tugging her phone from her back pocket, she held it up. ‘Hey, listen,’ she said. ‘I’m only doing what Joy told me to do. This is what she wanted.’

The shaking abated and Sandra peered at the splintered screen, scrolling through her contacts. When she found the one she was looking for she felt a momentary stab of conscience. Could there be another way? One less dangerous?

Then she saw the blood on her hands and felt the bruise in her shoulder, saw the fury in Joy’s eyes and felt Gerry’s hand tighten on her breast, and knew she had no choice. She hit the call button, and Letitia answered on the third ring.

‘Don’t hang up,’ Sandra said. ‘Please.’

The girl was silent for a moment, then: ‘What the fuck do you want?’

‘I’ve got your money,’ Sandra told her. ‘And listen, there’s more where it came from. A lot more. Maybe even enough to put you through law school. But I really need your help.’









CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

by sundown the house was calm again, like a toddler after a tantrum. Sandra swept up the glass in the back corridor, her ears pricked for sounds from upstairs. After a lot of snapping and barking she’d managed to get Horatio confined to the nursery, one of the few rooms in the house with a lock on the outside. He’d probably shit all over Xander’s toys, but that wasn’t her problem.

From the north-side windows in the dining room she could see across the gravel courtyard, down the tree-lined driveway to the road. Or rather, she had been able to see the road; now as the sun sank a haze was coming down, a muggy summer fog that clung close to the ground, surrounding Hautmond Hall like a moat. Rising above it she could still see the southern slope of the valley, but no sign of any traffic. It was as though the house was hiding itself from the world, broadcasting silent signals to Keep Away. Would it work, though? Would they sense it and turn back? Or would the promises Sandra had made be enough?

She’d fetched a pair of tweezers and a bottle of TCP from the maid’s bathroom and now she perched on the windowsill, painstakingly plucking tiny shards of glass from her face and hands and trying to ready herself mentally for the night ahead. There was no way she was getting out without a fight, not after all the time Hautmond had spent grooming her, shaping her, breaking her. She was angry, of course, bitterly so. But most of all she just felt ashamed, sick at how she’d buckled under and allowed herself to be humiliated. Well, it ended here. One way or another, tonight would decide it.

It felt like hours before she finally saw lights on the road, a distant glimmer winding down the hillside and sinking like a submersible into the fog. The glow came on slowly, hesitantly, and Sandra found herself wringing her hands, pressing her forehead against the glass and praying. They were almost at the drive now, twin headlamps coronated by the mist. A large shape, it looked like; a van or a minibus.

Turn, you bastards, she breathed silently. Turn.

The lights turned.

A battered blue Transit swung into the drive, clattering over the cattle grid and lighting up the plane trees one by one. It reached the courtyard and crunched to a halt; the passenger door opened, followed by the sliding side door. Figures climbed down onto the gravel, just silhouettes from this distance, squinting up at the house through the descending curtain of fog. Sandra pushed away from the window.

She strode to the front door but didn’t try to open it; instead she waited to hear footsteps, then a hesitant knock. ‘Just give it a push,’ she called out. ‘It’s open.’

‘I didn’t know if you wanted us here or at the side,’ Letitia replied. ‘Shit, it’s really stiff. Can you pull from your side?’

‘Hang on a second,’ Sandra told her then she turned, looking around the empty hall. ‘They’re here to make a delivery,’ she said. ‘Food and, you know, things for dinner. It’s time for another party, Joy said so.’

She felt a momentary hesitation, then the front door creaked slowly open. Letitia stood on the step, confused. ‘I hardly even touched it that time.’

Sandra shrugged. ‘Old houses.’ She peered past the girl towards the knot of people by the van. ‘Did you bring all the gear?’

‘Everything you asked for,’ the girl said. ‘But listen, what’s going on? Where’s this money you promised?’

Sandra slipped off her rucksack, hearing the contents rattle. She reached inside, drawing out an antique gold chain with a heart-shaped ruby dangling from it.

Letitia’s eyes widened. ‘What the fuck? This is stolen, what am I supposed to do with it?’

‘Whatever you want,’ Sandra said, pressing it into the girl’s hand. ‘Are you telling me none of your friends have friends who know how to shift stolen goods?’

Letitia bit her lip. ‘I mean, Viv probably does. But the assholes who live here are going to know you took it, right? Where are they, anyway?’

‘Let me worry about them,’ Sandra said. ‘Seriously, just trust me.’

‘I don’t, though,’ the girl said, peering nervously at the suit of armour standing a few feet inside the door. ‘I mean, the last time I came here my best friend got skewered.’

‘How is she?’ Sandra asked. ‘Tucker told me she was almost out of hospital.’

‘They let her out last week. She’ll be okay, her mum’s been talking to a plastic surgeon. But I’m telling you, half of anything you give me is going straight to her.’

Sandra nodded. ‘Good.’

‘Where do you want this?’

She looked up to see Paulie and Viv struggling across the courtyard, hauling a large rubberised cube between them. ‘Just here’s fine,’ Sandra said, gesturing for them to set it down on the tiles.

‘What a place,’ Viv said admiringly, hands on hips as she gazed around the hall. ‘Beats the village community centre, anyway.’

‘I told you,’ Paulie said. ‘Makes you feel like you’re in whatsit, Eyes Wide Shut.’

Letitia snorted. ‘More like eyes wide shit, if you’re the nearest we’ve got to Tom Cruise.’

Viv cackled. ‘Hey, maybe after the show we can raid the wardrobe, play lords and ladies?’

‘I don’t think anybody could mistake you for a lady, Viv.’

The man who spoke was taller even than Paulie, with a strong West African accent. He carried a saxophone case and a keyboard stand, setting them down on the tiles. ‘You’ll have to be the naughty maid who tells the dirty jokes.’

‘Get fucked, Iniko,’ Viv told him, but fondly.

‘Well, I don’t like it.’ The bass player drifted into the hall, dressed in silk trousers and a ripped Star Trek T-shirt. ‘It’s too… I don’t know. Big.’

‘But that’s why it’s perfect for a party, Stef,’ Sandra told them. ‘Speaking of which, you did invite people, didn’t you?’

‘Don’t worry, we spread the word,’ Letitia said. ‘Told our friends to tell their friends. Trust me, they won’t miss the opportunity to get a look inside this place. Not to mention getting fucked up in it. Speaking of which…’

One final figure shuffled through the door, brushing his long hair out of his eyes. ‘Just call me a glutton for punishment,’ Tucker muttered uncertainly.

Sandra strode over and took his hand. ‘You came. I hoped you would.’

‘That girl cycled all the way out to my caravan to get me,’ Tucker told her. ‘She said you were in trouble.’

Letitia blushed as Sandra turned on her. ‘So you do care. I knew it.’

‘I care about getting paid,’ the girl retorted. ‘Now, are you going to tell us exactly what we’re all doing here?’

Sandra bit her lip. ‘I will, I promise. But let’s finish loading in first, so we can get the band set up. If nothing else, you might need a drink in your hand. Which reminds me, did you hit the cash-and-carry?’

Paulie nodded. ‘All in the van. Tish told me you’d be good for it.’

‘I will,’ Sandra reassured him. ‘And what about the other stuff?’

‘I put Viv on the case,’ Letitia said and the drummer nodded, fumbling in the pockets of her trench coat.

‘This was as much as I could round up on short notice,’ she said, opening her hand to reveal a number of plastic baggies and a selection of paper wraps. ‘But they’re decent pills, I necked a couple last weekend. Coke’s a bit dirty but beggars, choosers.’

‘It’s perfect,’ Sandra told her. ‘But look, all this and the booze as well, it’s for everyone. So why don’t you just hold on to these, and if anyone asks just give them whatever they want. Same goes for you too, of course.’

The big woman nodded appreciatively. ‘Very generous,’ she said, rifling through one of the bags like she was choosing chocolates.

‘Go easy,’ Paulie warned her. ‘You still have to be able to play.’

Viv laughed. ‘Child, I could play unconscious.’

‘So where would you like us to set up?’ Iniko asked. ‘Are we playing in the garden, or…’

‘In here,’ Sandra said, leading them to the dining room doors and enjoying their expressions of incredulity. ‘I thought if we pushed the big table against the far wall and stacked up the chairs that’d give us plenty of room to move.’

‘Are you sure?’ Paulie asked, looking around at the statues and sample cases, the tapestries on the walls. ‘What if we, I don’t know, break something?’

‘Then it’s my problem, not yours,’ Sandra told him.

‘So hang on, why did we have to lug that massive fucking genny all the way here?’ Viv asked, gesturing at the rubber cube. ‘Look, there are plugs all along that wall, why can’t we go straight into the mains?’

‘Trust me,’ Sandra said. ‘This house is ancient and so’s the wiring. If the fuses blow, that’d be the end of the party. Now, how long before you can be ready to play?’

Viv snorted. ‘What’s the rush? It’s barely eight-thirty.’

Paulie tapped his lower lip. ‘First we’ve got to shift all the furniture like you said. Then we need to set up the kit, get the generator running, soundcheck the PA and the amps… An hour, maybe a bit more?’

Sandra could feel that uncertainty in the air again, unspoken doubts gathering in the corners of the room. ‘Okay, an hour. But no longer, okay?’

Paulie eyed her. ‘Look, this is legal, isn’t it? Your friends aren’t going to come charging in halfway through with a van full of cops?’

Sandra forced a laugh. ‘Like I said, let me worry about them. You just get ready for a good time.’

*   *   *

It took four of them to lift each section of the dining table and move them against the wall, then they piled the chairs at the far end and Paulie and the others brought the rest of their equipment from the van. While they were setting up Sandra returned to the window, savouring a bottle of cheap lager and keeping one eye on the road.

‘So when are you going to tell us what’s really going on?’ Tucker asked, leaning on the sill beside her. ‘I notice you’ve ditched the rather fetching uniform.’

Sandra blushed. ‘Yes, it’s gone. But I don’t… I don’t know if…’

‘Oh, just fucking out with it,’ Letitia snapped, moving in on the other side. ‘Tucker’s not stupid, and I’m certainly not. I know Shameeka didn’t have an accident, and by all accounts neither did Tucker’s boy. I know this place is dangerous, and not just because of the bad vibes. But you asked me to come so I came. The least you can do is tell us why.’

Sandra sighed, knowing she’d been cornered. ‘Fine. But you’ll think I’m a nutter. Or a liar. Or both.’

To her own surprise she left nothing out, from her breakdown at the catering warehouse to her arrival at Hautmond, from her fainting spell in the cemetery to her utter humiliation at the hands of Joy and Gerry. When she came to the part where she socked her hostess on the jaw Letitia clapped, then she realised what it meant and glanced nervously at the ceiling. ‘Wait, so they’re both still in the house?’

Sandra nodded.

‘And they’re not the only ones,’ Tucker said. ‘I mean, it makes a strange kind of sense, if you think about it. All these old houses, they used to be right at the heart of things. This was where the decisions were made, the real seat of power. But society just sort of moved on and left them behind, didn’t it? All Hautmond wants is to get back to how things used to be, but that’s no longer possible. No wonder your friends don’t seem to know what to do with themselves, no wonder everything feels so confused. This house doesn’t understand how much the world has changed. It’s been trying to drag you back into a past that doesn’t exist.’

‘I just don’t know how it’ll react when it realises what’s happening,’ Sandra said. ‘Like Tish said, this could get dangerous. If I’d had any other choice… but I was desperate. I still am.’

Tucker drew himself up. ‘Well, never let it be said that I refused to help a lady in need. I’m ready.’

Letitia nodded. ‘Me too. Hell, you stood up for me, didn’t you? I like to think I’d punch someone in the face if they threatened to let their husband rape you.’

‘I know you would,’ Sandra said, and squeezed her shoulder.

Hearing the rumble of an engine they saw a motorbike approaching, the kind with tall, branching handlebars, followed by a red Mini Cooper with go-faster stripes.

‘Typical,’ Letitia said. ‘I should’ve known they’d be the first to arrive. On the bike there is Jackie X, and the chap with her is this disco twat she’s been banging. And the car belongs to a guy called Nike, you probably saw him at the pub. He’s an electrician but he used to do pirate radio, and from the way he talks you’d think he invented grime. Anyway, he’ll probably try and snog you.’

Sandra laughed. ‘He can try. I’ve never kissed anyone called Nike before.’

‘His real name’s Mike, obviously,’ Letitia said. ‘He changed it because he loves the shoes. Now I just call him Nichael, which drives him up the wall.’

A second car entered the courtyard, an ancient silver saloon with a ripped canvas roof. Beyond it Sandra could see more lights approaching through the fog, and more beyond that. Placing a hand on the wall, she felt it tremble beneath her touch.

‘Just more deliveries,’ she whispered. ‘Absolutely nothing to worry about.’

Then she turned back to Letitia. ‘Come on then, you can introduce me round. It’s time to get this show on the road.’









CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

the party seemed to take an age to get going, as guests trickled in by threes and fours and the cars stacked up haphazardly in the courtyard. They were a diverse bunch, Sandra noted; not just ethnically and aesthetically but in age, too, from packs of hooting schoolgirls wearing way too much eyebrow tint to a knot of surly middle-aged mods who lurked by the dining room door, drinking and grunting and huddling close together as though scared to wander off.

Not that Sandra blamed them. The fog had grown dense as soup, ribbons of moisture licking the windows like cats’ tongues. And the mood it carried seemed to have invaded the house itself, muffling laughter and stifling conversation, seeping into every corner of the dining room until even the tapestries seemed muted and monochrome. Any newcomers were understandably awed at the scale of the place, wandering through in groups or alone, admiring the seascapes and the statues, the stuffed beasts and classical weaponry. But there was no real enthusiasm in it; they were like visitors to a world-famous museum who felt they ought to be more impressed than they were.

The absence of music didn’t help but Sandra refused to let them plug in the PA system until the generator was working, a process that had been slowed by the fact that Viv had forgotten to fill the petrol tank, meaning they were forced to siphon fuel from the van. Luckily, a handful of guests did seem ready to celebrate: a glamorous bearded figure in six-inch heels rolled about, yammering excitedly at anyone who’d listen, while in the centre of the room a pair of off-the-leash mums danced round their handbags bellowing Voulez-Vous. But still Sandra could feel a stiffness in the air, an expectancy, as though everyone – the house included – was just waiting for something to happen, but none of them knew quite what it might be.

‘So this is your gaff, is it?’

The bloke was younger than Sandra by a decade or so; he had painstakingly sculpted facial hair and even from here she could smell the Chanel Bleu.

‘Hardly,’ she said. ‘My friends own it. I’m Sandra. And you must be Nichael.’

The young man flushed. ‘That kid,’ he hissed, glaring at Letitia across the room. ‘I mean, I’ve known her since she was so high, if anyone tried to mess with her I’d slap them senseless. But sometimes I wish she’d keep her fucking mouth shut.’

‘You should keep that to yourself,’ Sandra told him. ‘You never know, you might need her the next time you end up in court.’

He laughed, looking Sandra up and down. ‘You’re a straight talker, aren’t you? I like that. So tell me straight, who would I have to screw to end up with a place like this? The King? Fuck, it might even be worth it. Or hang on, I don’t suppose these friends of yours…?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘It’s not impossible, actually. If you could lay your hands on a footman’s uniform, you might be just what Joy’s—’

There was a crash and she turned to see Viv standing over her drumkit, trying to hold all the pieces together and failing. Cymbals toppled and the big woman cursed, tossing her sticks to the floor. Sandra checked her phone; the hour was almost up, and they were still a long way from ready.

Then she heard a mechanical rumble and the generator shuddered, coughing smoke. Paulie gave Sandra the thumbs up and she put a hand on Nike’s arm, making her excuses.

‘Giving you the works, was he?’ Paulie enquired, and Sandra wasn’t sure if the tightness in his voice was actual jealousy or just friendly concern.

‘He’s harmless,’ she said. ‘All mouth.’

Nike had already moved on, slipping an arm round one of the dancing queens and whispering something that made her howl with laughter. Then Iniko pushed a plug into the generator and Sandra heard a hum from the PA.

They’d brought an old portable record player like Sandra had asked, and now Iniko stood rifling through a crate of seven-inch singles. ‘Any preference?’

Sandra shook her head. ‘DJ’s choice. But keep it upbeat. We need everyone to know this is a party.’

There was no need to worry; as the drumroll opening of It’s the Same Old Song came tumbling from the speakers, the mood was instantly transformed. Sandra heard a chorus of whoops, saw Letitia and her friends leading the charge onto the dance floor. The ageing lushes squealed with delight and even the mods began to tap their feet. Sandra felt the house stirring but the music was stronger somehow, drowning it out.

‘Now,’ she said to Iniko, ‘how long before you guys can be ready to—’

There was a pop, and the music died abruptly. Groans erupted across the room as Iniko flipped switches, hammering on the generator with his fist.

‘Come on, out of the way. Let the professionals sort this.’

Nike came striding in, bending over the PA and checking the leads. He yanked the plug and sniffed it. ‘Just a blown fuse, shouldn’t take a minute to… Hang on, why the fuck are you using the genny? We can just stick this straight into the—’

Before Sandra could shout a warning, he’d jammed the plug into the nearest wall socket and the PA burst back into life, lights blazing on the front panel. The needle scraped across the disc, letting out a hideous, distorted scream, then there was a crack like a gunshot and the wall socket exploded.

Nike was thrown back as the plug detonated like a grenade, unleashing a brief but blinding fireball and a rain of molten plastic. He clutched at his face, shrieking in agony, and Sandra tasted bile in her throat as she ran to his side. Both his hands were blistered and one side of his face was scorched black, streaked with melted plastic and blood, and a gummy substance that might’ve been vitreous fluid.

Sandra took hold, trying to stop the young man from touching his face, but Nike was too strong, wrenching away from her and screaming through scalded lips.

‘Fuck!’ he howled. ‘Aagh, that hurts, shit shit shit!’

Paulie ran in. ‘Quick, get the first aid kit.’

Sandra shook her head. ‘There isn’t one. Just sticking plasters and TCP.’

‘Then he needs a hospital,’ Iniko said, taking hold of Nike’s head as he wheezed and moaned. ‘We have to phone an ambulance.’

‘No signal,’ Sandra told him. ‘We’re cut off.’

‘So how did you phone me before?’ Letitia asked.

Sandra bit her lip. ‘Okay, there is a way, but I don’t think it’s safe. Trust me, we’d only end up getting someone else hurt.’

‘Well, we can’t just stand around all night,’ Paulie said. ‘Iniko, help me carry him to the van. We’ll drive, and as soon as we find a signal we can—’

‘No,’ Sandra pleaded, before she could stop herself. ‘I mean, you need to… We can’t just…’

‘Look at him,’ Paulie insisted. ‘He needs medical care.’

Sandra swallowed. She knew that if they left this would all be over, her last hope would go with them. But he was right, the young man needed a doctor.

They tried to lift Nike but he struggled hard, bucking and kicking and trying to claw at his face. So Sandra crossed to the wall, taking hold of a brightly patterned rug; she yanked hard and it slid down, crumpling at her feet.

‘Here,’ she said. ‘Roll him in this.’

Paulie held Nike down while Iniko and Viv bundled him up, wrapping the rug around him like a swaddling cloth. Then they lifted him between them and made for the main hall, the crowd parting to allow them through. Sandra strode to the front door but the handle refused to turn; she cursed and stepped aside, beckoning to Letitia.

‘You try.’

The girl twisted but it was no use; the mechanism seemed to have seized up. Nike howled, struggling inside the blanket, and from the dining room doorway faces peered anxiously, eyes pinned wide from shock and substances.

‘What’s the hold-up?’ Paulie demanded.

‘We can’t get out,’ Sandra told him, then she turned to Letitia. ‘It doesn’t want us to leave. It’s like Tucker said, it’s confused. It thinks you’re supposed to be here. Like, you’re all meant to be its servants.’

The girl strode to the window. ‘What about this? Here, if we just—’

She tried to force it with her shoulder but the frame wouldn’t budge; it was painted shut. Then a voice barked ‘Look out,’ and she ducked aside as Viv gave a great shove, knocking the armoured knight off his feet. He toppled backwards, slamming into the window and through it. There was a ragged cheer as the glass broke, allowing the damp fog to come rolling in.

Then Sandra felt the floor shake and reached out to steady herself. She heard cries of alarm, people either backing into the dining room or edging out into the hall. ‘What the fuck was that?’ Stef asked. ‘Did the floor just move?’

Sandra nodded. ‘There’s no time to explain.’

Pushing the knight aside, Paulie climbed through the window, avoiding the barbs of broken glass, then between them they managed to lift Nike through. Iniko followed and Sandra watched as they carried him to the van, heaving open the side door and rolling him in. Paulie jumped into the driver’s seat and Sandra heard the cough of the starter motor. The brake lights flickered, then died.

‘It’s not working,’ Letitia said through gritted teeth.

‘I told you,’ Sandra said. ‘It’s seen us now. All of us.’

‘What about my truck?’ Tucker asked.

‘You can try, but it won’t make any difference.’

‘So we’ve got no choice,’ Letitia told her. ‘We have to call the ambulance.’

Sandra lifted her gaze, peering reluctantly upwards. ‘Ah, fuck it.’

*   *   *

The ladder was fixed to the wall with ten steel bolts but Sandra could feel them quivering as she climbed, rung after rusty rung. Behind her came Letitia, with Tucker waiting on the second-floor landing. A hundred feet below she could see Viv helping to lift Nike back through the window, explaining to Paulie what they were trying to do. All around them the other guests stood in silence, gazing up towards the dome; Sandra wondered what they must be thinking, but that was a problem for later.

As she clambered onto the circular metal walkway she heard the ladder groan, and looked down to see Tucker starting after them. ‘Stay there,’ Sandra told him, holding up a hand. ‘This thing’s coming to bits, I don’t think it’ll take three.’

Tucker frowned, then he retreated to the landing. ‘Be careful then.’

Sandra shuffled aside to give Letitia room to climb up; the girl clutched at the railing, gazing queasily down to the tiled floor far below them. Through the small, grime-spattered windows Sandra could see the wings of the house stretching away on either side, but beyond that the world had vanished, lost in a grey sea.

‘I think we’re alone now,’ Letitia sang softly, her voice falling dead.

Sandra gritted her teeth. ‘Let’s just hope the ambulance can find us.’

She reached down to steady herself as she tried to tug the phone from her jeans pocket; at first it resisted, then it sprang free unexpectedly and Sandra almost dropped it, stumbling as she lost her balance. With a screech the walkway tilted, metal buckling as they dropped several inches.

Sandra grabbed for the railing, hooking an arm around it. In the other hand she clutched her phone. ‘I knew this was a bad idea,’ she said, trying to tap in her passcode single-handed. Her battery was low but she didn’t suppose it mattered; she’d either make this call or she wouldn’t.

Slowly she tapped in three nines, fumbling with her thumb for the speaker control. At first all she could hear was a distorted crackling, then through it she detected the distant buzz of the dial tone.

There was a click and a voice said, ‘Emergency?’

Then the walkway collapsed.

Sandra heard the hard crack of plaster and the tortured screak of buckling metal as struts tore from the wall, causing the entire structure to swing outwards and down. Letitia yelped as she lost her footing, throwing out her arms as she slid backwards down the steeply tilting walkway. Sandra grabbed the girl’s sleeve just in time, cursing as Letitia jerked to a halt, their combined weight supported by the one arm that Sandra had hooked round the railing.

The walkway came to rest, tilted at a steep angle; Sandra was reminded of the rings around a planet, the way some of them span off-kilter. Below her she could hear screams, and was dimly aware of people scrambling for the safety of the dining room as lumps of plaster rained down into the hall.

‘Can you climb down?’ she asked, gesturing with her chin towards the ladder a few feet below.

Letitia looked back, judging the distance, then she nodded. ‘Let me go.’

Sandra released her grip and the girl dropped, skittering four feet before she could grab hold of the ladder, which appeared to be largely intact. The walkway shuddered but Sandra clung on, returning her attention to the phone in her hand. The speaker was still active and she could hear the voice on the other end asking her which service she required and if she was in any immediate danger.

‘Yes!’ she managed. ‘Um, ambulance, I need help, I’m at—’

Her phone died.

The screen went black but for a moment Sandra continued to stare at it, ignoring the pain in her arm, ignoring even the drop beneath her feet. That was it, she knew. It was all over, all finished in the blink of a phone screen. She was never going to leave this place, at least not in one piece.

The walkway dropped another foot, more struts warping and snapping, and Sandra closed her eyes. She didn’t even need to let go, if she just stayed where she was then sooner or later the whole thing would crash down and take her with it. If she was lucky it might not even hurt that much.

Then she felt a hand tugging at her leg, and a voice called up from below.

‘Hey!’ Tucker shouted. ‘I’m here, grab onto me.’

Sandra looked down. The old man was leaning as far as he could over the second-floor banister, reaching for Sandra with both hands. He took hold of one foot and began to pull her towards him, straining as he reached for her free hand.

‘Just let go,’ he said. ‘I’ve got you, I promise.’

Sandra stared at him, at his wiry old frame and stoned, rheumy eyes, and didn’t believe it for a moment. More likely they’d both fall, and that’d be another death on her conscience. But then Tucker shifted his grip, both hands locking tight around her wrist, and somehow his touch was a comfort, calming her body and dispelling the clouds in her head.

Sandra braced herself against the railing and began to unhook her arm, the walkway shifting sickeningly as she tried to inch herself free.

‘Don’t worry,’ Tucker reassured her. ‘I’ve got you. I’ve—’

Sandra let go, pushing herself away from the walkway as she plummeted towards him. Tucker yanked as hard as he could and Sandra was surprised at the strength in those skinny arms; she fell and he spun her like a dancer, hefting her over the banister and onto the landing.

She came down hard, rolling onto her back as all around she heard the clamour of falling masonry and the scream of twisted metal. Sandra looked up to see the walkway finally breaking free, the last stanchions tearing loose, shattering mirrors and shredding paintings as the entire structure toppled.

Tucker bent, reaching out a hand to pull her up. But before she could take hold, one last crooked strut tore free, the rusted end slamming into the old man’s back and emerging through his chest, drenching Sandra’s upraised face in hot blood. Tucker’s eyes widened, his hand still outstretched.

‘Bugger,’ he said. ‘I think it got me.’

Then he toppled onto Sandra, the head of the spike piercing the carpet between her knees. His last breath blasted warm and weed-thick into her face.

Sandra scrambled back, moaning and wiping herself with her sleeve. Hearing a cry of horror she looked up to see Letitia getting to her feet, one hand over her mouth. Paulie took the steps two at a time, running to join them, but Tucker was dead, propped upright on his knees, his grey eyes pinned wide.

‘No!’ Letitia cried. ‘No, he can’t just—’

‘We have to go,’ Paulie said, taking hold of her. ‘Right now.’

‘Go where?’ Sandra asked but he was already making for the stairs, dragging his sister with him.

*   *   *

The house was silent again, penitent almost, as though shocked at how far things had gone. Sandra paused as she passed the master bedroom but she could hear nothing; Joy must still be unconscious, or perhaps she’d got lucky and the woman really had choked on her tongue.

The main hall was a wreck; the walkway had dropped at a sharp angle, blocking the front door and both windows as well as the entrance to the Long Gallery. The floor was littered with masonry, broken glass and torn picture frames.

‘Is there a way out down there?’ Paulie asked, gesturing to the only accessible passageway, the one that led past the library to the garden.

Sandra nodded. ‘Yes, but—’

‘Then we’ll go that way,’ Paulie said. ‘Out the back and round the side.’

‘It won’t let us,’ Sandra insisted. ‘It’ll stop us.’

‘What will?’ Paulie snapped. ‘Tell me, because I don’t think I can take any more of this. A man is dead, and another could die if we don’t get him some help. So tell me, please, what the fuck is going to stop us?’

‘The house,’ Letitia said, looking up at her brother. ‘I know, it sounds mental. But I’ve seen enough to know that Sandra’s right. Hautmond wants to keep us here.’

‘Bullshit,’ Paulie said. ‘It’s a house, it doesn’t want things.’

‘But it does,’ Sandra told him. ‘And what it wants right now is for us all to knuckle under. It wants to break all of you, the way it broke me.’

‘So what are you saying?’ the young man demanded. ‘If we can’t leave and we can’t stay, what are we supposed to do?’

‘There’s a way,’ Sandra told him. ‘At least, I think there is. It’s why I brought you all here in the first place. Because I don’t just know what the house wants. I’m pretty sure I know what it doesn’t want, as well.’

The young man sighed bitterly. ‘Fine. So what doesn’t it want?’

‘Happiness,’ Sandra told him. ‘Music. Noise. Fucking joy. That’s what this whole night was supposed to be about. That’s the only way to beat it. We have to make this a real party. We have to drink, and we have to dance, and Cyclical Puppy have got to get up there and play.’

Paulie looked at her, and for a moment he couldn’t speak. ‘That’s the most ridiculous fucking thing I’ve ever heard in my life.’

‘Is it?’ Sandra asked. ‘What about your pub burning down for no reason? What about a woman trapped inside a house with every door unlocked, forced to work from morning until night and never really knowing why she was doing it? How about two basically decent people suddenly turning into slave-owners and rapists? How about centuries of violence and oppression just boiling up inside a place until it all comes spilling out? Seriously, if you think I’m crazy, you just walk down that hallway over there. Do what you said you’d do, go through the garden and round the side. Go on, try it.’

Paulie looked her in the eye, and she could see him struggling to process what he was hearing. ‘Tish?’ he asked his sister. ‘If I go, will you come with me?’

‘Not a fucking chance,’ Letitia said. ‘I believe Sandra. And I saw what happened to Meeks. It should’ve been me. It wanted me.’

‘It still does,’ Sandra said. ‘It wants all of us. That’s why you have to play. We need to prove that we’re not its fucking servants. We need to make a whole lot of noise, and have a really good time.’

‘Good vibrations,’ Letitia agreed.

‘Exactly,’ Sandra said.

‘Um, you have heard us, right?’ Paulie asked. ‘We’re not exactly the Beach Boys.’

‘It doesn’t matter,’ Sandra assured him. ‘As long as you’re fucking loud.’









CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

but as they stepped back into the dining room, Sandra wondered if it wasn’t already too late. There was no movement or murmur of conversation, not even the clink of bottles. Her guests simply stood in silence, and all around them Sandra could feel the air pulsating, so dense that it was like wading through something, some grey miasma even thicker than the fog still sliding against the windows.

‘Hey,’ Paulie said, taking Iniko by the arm. ‘What did you do with Nike?’

The tall man stirred, then he gestured slowly. The rolled carpet had been placed in the corner but it was motionless now; whether Nike was bedazzled like the others or had simply lost consciousness, Sandra couldn’t say.

‘We’ll get him out,’ she promised Paulie. ‘Once you play, everything will be different.’ She had no real idea if this was true, but it was all she had left. It seemed absurd, ludicrous, but so did everything else about this situation.

‘Stef.’ Letitia was shaking the bass player by the shoulders. ‘Wake up. You’re on. Here, plug yourself in.’

Stef blinked, looking down at the cable in Letitia’s hand. Then they took hold, sliding it into the pickup on the amplifier. There was a deep hum, cutting through the stillness in the room, and Sandra felt the mood shift by a single, infinitesimal degree.

Viv lifted her head, looking first at the drumkit then at the sticks in her hand.

‘Is it time?’

Paulie shrugged. ‘Apparently so.’

Viv flexed her shoulders, working the stiffness from her neck, and as her eyes cleared she seemed to notice the others in the room. ‘Wow, great audience,’ she said, squinting up at the silent crowd. ‘I don’t know if it’s bad drugs or bad juju.’

‘The second one,’ Letitia told her.

Iniko switched on the PA and checked the levels. Then he slung his saxophone across his shoulder and turned to Sandra.

‘You know this is all crazy?’ he said. ‘Really, truly insane.’

Sandra nodded. ‘I know. But please, just one song.’

Paulie unsnapped the clasps on his guitar case and drew the instrument out, lifting the strap over his head. The crowd didn’t seem to notice as he plugged in and stepped up to the microphone, tapping to make sure it was on. Then he cleared his throat. ‘We’re, um, Cyclical Puppy,’ he said, the words dropping like stones. ‘And this one’s called Fucking Fuck the Fucking Fuckers.’

Viv shrugged and spat on the floor, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Then she slammed her sticks together in a fast four count, Paulie screamed and a wall of sound tore through the dining room.

The music hit Sandra like a blaze of light, rocketing all the way through her. The drums pounded and the amps bellowed, a fierce atonal blast that set the chandelier rattling and the paintings dancing on the walls. Feedback howled and the glass in the windows rippled like water, and even though she yelled as loudly as she could, Sandra’s voice was stolen away by the sheer volume of it.

Ecstasy blazed inside her skull, a pure rush that set her nerves on fire and forced her to move, to leap, to wave her arms and yell. All around she saw others doing the same; springing into life, their eyes wide with surprise, their bodies jerking in wild wonder as the noise lifted them like leaves and whirled them around.

Iniko blew and the sound of his sax was like night birds massing; Viv pounded on the toms like a boulder avalanching down the face of a mountain. Stef crouched like a crone, hair all in their face, while Paulie sliced at his guitar strings and shrieked, eyes stark staring. Sandra heard herself scream like a teenager, resisting the urge to drag him to the floor and jump on top of him, right there in the sight of God and her guests.

‘It’s fucking working!’ Letitia took hold and span Sandra around, throwing both arms around her neck. ‘Your stupid fucking plan is working!’

‘I know!’ Sandra shouted in her ear, alert for any sense of the house; there was nothing. ‘What are the chances?’

The girl hooted, kicking her legs furiously and bellowing out the words of the song, the ones she’d helped to write.

‘Fucking fuck the fucking fuckers,

Fuck them in the arse!

Fuck the fucking politicians,

Fuck the upper class!’

Sandra howled with laughter; it was so puerile and yet so perfect, so silly and insubordinate that it made her giddy with glee.

‘Fucking fuck the fucking fuckers,

Fuck them right to hell!

Fuck the ones who think that we are

Theirs to buy and sell!’

In that moment she suddenly missed her husband more than she ever had before, his absence at this celebration an unforgivable outrage. But at the same time she knew that something had changed; the guilt and resentment had burned away and all that was left was a pure kind of grief, an almost healthy pain, the certain knowledge that Vin had existed and he had loved her, and that she still existed and would always love him. She didn’t care, just then, what the future might hold – all she knew was that she wouldn’t spend it trapped in this fucking house.

She’d asked for one song but when it was over there was no question of stopping; without a word they launched into another and this was somehow even more glorious, a jerky rush of spiked guitar and synthesised noise like four different bands thrashing hell out of each other in an alley. You could still dance to it though; really dance, not just jump up and down, and looking around Sandra saw people throwing wild shapes, strutting and shimmying and pulling Travolta moves. Old mods bucked and frugged with twerking teenage girls, shy boys tore open their shirts and pranced like unicorns, and the bearded prima donna knelt to draw a Joker smile in cherry chapstick on the bust of one of Joy’s ancestors.

The mums had reclaimed the centre ground and one of them was dancing cheek to leathery cheek with Wally the narwhal, who had been liberated from his case and welcomed to the party. ‘What the fuck even is that thing?’ Letitia shrieked as the beast was passed from hand to hand, horn raised in celebration. The second song had ended and Paulie was leaning over the drumkit, discussing the next number.

‘It’s a long story,’ Sandra panted. ‘I’ll tell you… when I’ve… got my…’

There was a sudden creak, very loud and very close. She looked towards the door but it was shut, then something caught her eye and she looked up.

There was a crack in the ceiling right above her head. Maybe it had been there all along but she didn’t think so; after all, she’d cleaned this room countless times. As she watched the fissure lengthened, spilling fine dust like a tiny earthquake.

The next song started and the crowd cheered, but Sandra didn’t join them. She took Letitia’s arm and pointed. ‘Do you see that?’ she yelled over the din.

The girl nodded. ‘What’s going on?’

The crack was still spreading, north to south, and as she tracked it with her eyes Sandra could see the path it would take – directly across the centre of the dining room, dividing the ceiling in two. There was just one large object blocking its path, one thing hanging in its way.

Sandra began to run, throwing her arms wide. Paulie looked up in confusion as she pushed him down, shoving him to the floor as the music collapsed into wails of feedback and crashing cymbals. Iniko snatched at her but Sandra barrelled past him; it was Viv she had to warn, the drummer was a sitting target.

Then above the scream of industrial noise she heard it, the sound she’d known was coming. The rip and wrench of something heavy breaking loose, the almost melodic rattle of a thousand sculpted bulbs of glass all jangling together.

Then the chandelier fell, and the room was plunged into darkness.









CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

joy woke to the sound of persistent thumping. For a moment she was confused; was that Tucker character back again, had she booked him in then forgotten about it? But if she had, why on earth would he start at such an ungodly hour?

Then another racket joined the first; it sounded like a drill, reverberating through the floor and making the oak boards tremble.

Hang on, what am I doing on the floor?

She shuddered to wakefulness, struggling to sit up. She’d been tied to the bedpost, her hands behind her, her legs splayed ignobly across the rug. Her skull throbbed where that vicious little bitch had walloped her. Joy shut her eyes and took a long, bitter breath, and that’s when she realised she wasn’t alone.

There was someone tugging at her consciousness the way Xander used to tug at her sleeve, demanding to be heard. That, as much as the thumping, had woken her. The sensation was familiar, of course, from childhood and more recently, too; there’d been that incident with the workers’ cottages, and a handful of times since. But she’d never known it so agitated before, so bewildered and raging.

She wriggled but Sandra had tied her too well; Joy snarled in frustration, kicking impotently. Then a tremulous voice piped up. ‘Love, is that you?’

Joy twisted. The door to the en-suite bathroom had been blocked by her dresser, its drawers yanked out and lying empty. She stifled a fresh wave of anger but this wasn’t the time. ‘Gerry?’ she called. ‘Are you in there?’

‘I’m stuck!’ he moaned. ‘I’ve tried to get out, I really have, but—’

‘Quiet!’ Joy barked. There’d been a change, it took her a moment to realise what it was. The hammering had stopped, and so had that buzzsaw drone. Now she could hear voices cheering. Feet pounding, hands clapping.

‘People,’ she realised. ‘There are people in our house.’

‘I know,’ Gerry whined. ‘I think Sandra must’ve brought them. They’re playing music.’

Joy snorted. ‘That’s what that was? Good God.’

It started up again, that tuneless gnawing like something from the dentist, and now she could hear a voice screaming over the top; she couldn’t make out the words, if there even were any. Joy gritted her teeth. She’d make them scream.

‘Gerry, you need to untie me,’ she said. ‘You need to come out of there, right now, and let me loose.’

‘But I can’t!’ he wailed. ‘I’ve tried, honest I have. But the door’s held fast and I don’t—’

‘Stop being pathetic!’ Joy roared. ‘Honestly, I knew you were a bit feeble sometimes, but this is… Look around, man. Find something you can use. The shower rail’s a bit loose, can you unscrew it?’

‘I’ll give it a try,’ Gerry muttered resentfully. ‘You sit tight.’

Joy lay listening to the clamour below, seething and feeling the house seethe with her. She didn’t know what that woman was trying to achieve but whatever it was, she’d put a stop to it. She hadn’t spent all this time listening to Sandra whining about her dead husband and her empty bank account just to let her walk away now.

There was a clang from the bathroom. ‘I’ve got it,’ Gerry called. ‘Right, let me just…’ Joy saw the door open a crack as the shower rail was forced through. ‘I think I can sort of lever it,’ Gerry said, and the gap widened another few inches.

‘Push!’ Joy ordered. ‘Crack the door if you have to. We’ll get another.’

Gerry heaved and eventually the wood splintered, one of the door panels breaking loose to reveal his pale, fearful face. It would’ve been funny if it wasn’t so pitiful, but at least it worked; Gerry reached through, fumbling until he could get a grip on the dressing table. He tipped it flat on its face, scattering cleansing pads and expensive hand creams across the rug. Then he forced his way out and ran to his wife’s side.

‘I’m so sorry,’ he said breathlessly. ‘Are you all right?’

‘Of course I’m not,’ Joy told him. ‘I think there’s blood in my hair. And look at my dresser drawers, Gerry. She took it all, my mother’s collection and mine.’

He frowned. ‘I did tell you to put everything in the bank. I even offered to set up a deposit box account for you but—’

‘Shut your stupid mouth and untie me,’ Joy snapped, hoping she’d be able to restrain herself from knocking his teeth out. ‘Seriously, not another word.’

Gerry did as he was told, his quick breaths hot on her neck. Joy shook free then she rifled through the detritus on the floor, finding a heavy brass hand mirror for herself and a steel-tipped file that she held out to Gerry.

‘What’s that for?’ he asked.

‘Protection,’ Joy told him, and climbed to her feet.

As they stepped out onto the landing the music grew louder, and Joy heard the shrill shriek of laughter. The carpet was strewn with brick dust and chunks of concrete and looking down she saw the walkway, a twisted circle of metal lying in the hall below like the wreckage of a jetty after the hurricane has passed through.

‘Vandals,’ Joy hissed. ‘Literal bloody home-wreckers. Well, every scrap of damage, they’ll fix it.’

She balled her fists as she headed for the stairs, and was about to start down when a voice drawled in her ear. ‘Hey, great fucking party, right?’

A man had emerged from one of the upstairs bathrooms, clutching a whisky bottle in one hand and a lit cigarette in the other. His lumberjack shirt was unbuttoned to expose a sagging white belly with the words BORN TO LOVE scribbled across it in lipstick, and when he lumbered towards Joy she reacted instinctively, whacking him as hard as she could with the flat edge of the hand mirror.

The man stumbled, clutching his left ear. He reached for the newel post but he was already falling, arms flailing as he toppled backwards down the stairs. His head struck the wood and he let out a dull oof, then his neck snapped as the weight of his body kept him rolling, jackknifing him all the way over until he came to rest on his belly.

Joy clutched the banister as Gerry pushed past her, bounding down the steps two at a time and dropping beside the man. He lifted one flabby wrist then he looked up in horror. ‘Sweetheart, I think you killed him.’

Joy descended, a little shaky at first, but by the time she reached Gerry she’d recovered her composure. The fat man lay with his head turned almost all the way around, blood leaking from his head and his ear and his pox-encrusted mouth. She stepped on his hand with the toe of her shoe, grinding it hard. Gerry was right.

‘This must’ve been what Daddy looked like,’ she said. ‘Rather more handsome, of course, but that’s hardly a challenge.’

Gerry frowned up at her. ‘Love, he’s dead. You killed him.’

‘Oh, get a grip,’ Joy spat. ‘Either pull yourself together, or go back upstairs and let me handle things.’

Gerry gulped, then he shook his head. ‘I’m staying with you.’

Gripping her mirror, Joy strode towards the dining room – the source, she now realised, of that appalling din. Before she could reach it the doors were thrown open by a pair of girls who staggered into the hall, clutching one another and howling with laughter. They stared at Joy, trying to speak, but all that came out was a kind of giddy babbling, as though everything was too hilarious for words.

Joy gritted her teeth, resisting the urge to slam their faces into the wall. This was her home, didn’t they have any respect at all? No, of course they didn’t. So she’d have to teach them. All of them.

Balling her fists, she strode into the dining room with Gerry on her heels. In the centre she could see the so-called musicians: two men, one grotesque creature at the drums and some kind of wispy half-person with an instrument bigger than they were. The air stank of petrol and now she saw why – a generator, gushing fumes.

Smart, she thought grudgingly. The clever little witch.

Joy searched for Sandra, scanning the writhing crowd. She was reminded of old film footage she’d seen of native rituals, sweating dervishes beating their chests and shaking their rumps in a primitive effort to ward off evil. But the majority of this lot were just pasty English youths, the type you’d see hanging around any bus stop in town, scrawling with marker pens and sniffing glue. They were the same ones who used to snigger behind her back, the ones who’d be all smiles when the grown-ups were looking then threaten to burn her with cigarettes when they turned away. She’d despised them then and she felt no different now.

A woman bopped towards her, some filthy creature who was probably Joy’s age but looked twice that, wobbling her bare, flabby midriff and beckoning with both hands. Joy jerked back in disgust, feeling the struggle taking place in this room, the surging force of the music and the baffled, impotent fury of the house.

Well, not entirely impotent. As the song came to a merciful halt she heard a crack overhead and looked up. ‘Oh,’ she smiled. ‘Oh, this is going to be good.’

The band launched into another deafening dirge but through the din Joy could hear a voice crying out, one she recognised. In the crowd she saw Sandra running, waving her arms as she hurtled towards the band, trying desperately to warn them.

But it was too late. Joy heard a deep, shuddering groan and saw the chandelier trembling wildly before it fell, tearing from its moorings and crashing down like a supernova, a thousand shards of bright glass exploding in all directions. She felt an ecstatic shiver through her whole entire body, and had to bite back a moan.

The dining room was plunged into darkness, that hideous unmusical din cut abruptly, mercifully short. Joy clasped her hands together and took it all in, the blackness around her and the sounds that rose within it; the howls and pleas of agony and fear that seemed to resonate up her spine like shivers. She heard the shattering of glass and the tearing of flesh and clothing as they tried to drag themselves free; she heard voices keening and sensed the presence of death. And over it all she felt Hautmond Hall watching, with pleasure and satisfaction.

Silently, Joy mouthed an order to bring the lights up. The wall lamps flickered, casting the room in a harsh, unforgiving glare. In the centre of the wooden floor lay the chandelier, a tortured mound of broken glass and twisted steel, trailing live electrical cables. From beneath it Joy could see body parts protruding: a bloody hand here, a spasming leg there. She couldn’t tell how many people had been crushed but she was sure that Sandra had been among them, and those vile musicians too.

And all around them, facing the wreck, stood the others: the interlopers, the trespassers, the party guests. They were motionless now, Joy saw; their faces slack and their bodies rigid, little groans and whispers escaping their mouths like the murmur of the sea. She turned to them and smiled, holding out her hands.

‘Welcome, everyone,’ she said graciously. ‘Welcome to Hautmond Hall.’









CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

sandra had never known a weight like this. Not just the metal arm pinning her to the floor or the throbbing pain that seemed to occupy every part of her body; there was another weight on her too, the weight of loss, of failure, of knowing that she’d done all she could think to do and it hadn’t been enough. She could feel the eye of Hautmond fixed upon her once more, could almost hear crowing laughter over the screams of the dying. Was she one of them? Did it matter? All she wanted was for the pain to stop, the pain and the shame.

Then she heard another cry and this one was different from the others. This wasn’t pain, or fear: it was deep, abject grief, the kind she knew intimately. And she recognised the voice, too: it was Iniko, and he was sobbing.

Something shattered and the burden on Sandra’s back shifted slightly, allowing her to move. She rolled, biting her lip as jagged steel dug into her side. Looking down she saw the broken stump of a metal limb, the sheared end slicing her skin. She shuffled sideways, watching blood well up around the wound. But when she pressed her hand against it she found that the pain wasn’t severe; the shards of glass in her hands and face stung more, but she knew there was nothing she could do about them, not right now.

Using her elbows she pushed herself back, sliding on her backside through a shallow puddle of blood and beer. The chandelier’s bulk loomed over her, a wounded spider made of metal and glass. Beneath it shapes moved, and other shapes didn’t. As she forced herself to her feet, Sandra winced; her ankle had been twisted, and when she put weight on it bolts of pain shot up her leg. Then she heard that sobbing again and turned, squinting in the cold glow of the wall lamps.

Iniko knelt a few feet away, blood trickling from his forehead. But he paid it no mind because before him lay Viv, the drumsticks still clutched in her hand. She’d taken the full force of the falling chandelier and it had driven the life from her, shafts of steel and spikes of glass piercing her in a hundred different places. Her eyes were wide and her mouth too, filled with blood and broken glass. The crash cymbal gleamed beneath her head like a halo.

‘Oh, no,’ a voice said, dripping with false sympathy. ‘Was somebody hurt?’

Sandra turned as Joy advanced through the crowd, wiping away an invisible tear. Gerry followed, wringing his hands, and the party guests turned to watch them, like blind creatures following the heat of a moving flame. Then Sandra saw Letitia nearby, picking herself up; the girl was spattered with blood but it appeared to be someone else’s, she didn’t look injured. She shook her head and in her eyes Sandra saw confusion and struggle, a feeling she knew all too well.

‘Hey,’ she said and the girl flinched, looking up slowly.

‘So I guess the good vibes didn’t work after all?’

Sandra forced a smile. ‘No. Or at least, only for a little while.’

Joy clapped happily. ‘Well, this is perfect, isn’t it? You brought her here after all, just as I asked. And so many of her friends, too. Wonderful.’ She turned, surveying the crowd. ‘That one looks like a housemaid to me,’ she said, gesturing to a dumpy girl in a pink taffeta gown. ‘And that one’s a gardener, look, nice strong arms. That one we don’t need at all, too old and fat. You can go, dear.’

She waved a hand and Sandra saw one of the dancing queens stumbling to the door, her expression caught somewhere between disappointment, relief and utter confusion. No one turned to watch her go, not even the friend she’d come with.

‘But what are we to do with you?’ Joy asked, returning her attention to Sandra. ‘You’ve been an awful disappointment to us, really. So… uppity. If we let you stay, I’m not sure I could ever trust you again.’

Sandra nodded. ‘If you let me stay, I’ll stab you in your sleep the first chance I get.’

Joy laughed. ‘You see, Gerry? Much too wilful.’

‘But we can’t just turn her out,’ her husband muttered, unable to look Sandra in the eye. ‘She’ll tell someone.’

‘Oh, I’m not sure that’s something we need to worry too much about. I mean, if someone did come sniffing around, who are they going to believe? The homeless vandal, or the lady of the manor?’ Joy tipped her head on one side, folding her hands theatrically beneath her chin. ‘“It really is a pity, Your Honour, we did the best we could, but I think the trauma of losing her husband just tipped her over the edge. From what Gerry tells me their relationship was almost obsessive, no wonder she went mad and started smashing up the place.”’

‘Don’t you—’ Sandra began, but Joy held up a hand.

‘But you’re right, it would be a distraction,’ she admitted. ‘I was rather hoping she’d get herself flattened with the others, but no such luck. Well, Gerry, she’s your friend, isn’t she? So I think that means she’s your problem.’

Gerry’s head snapped round. ‘B-but—’ he stammered. ‘But you—’

‘Oh come on, man up,’ Joy sneered. ‘Deep down, you hate her every bit as much as I do. Admit it.’

‘I don’t hate her,’ Gerry protested. ‘I love her.’

‘Yes, that too. But come on. She used you and tossed you aside when someone better came along. Twice, I believe. You invited her here, essentially saving her life, and she wouldn’t even let you kiss her. She despises you, Gerry. This trumped-up little gutter slut looks down on you. How dare she?’

‘That’s not true,’ Sandra said. ‘I don’t despise you, Gerry. I pity you. Because you said it yourself, you’re trapped here too. It’s tragic, really. Or it would be, if it wasn’t so fucking pathetic.’

Gerry took two steps forward and smacked her, hard across the face. Sandra staggered, too shocked to defend herself as he reached in, wrapping a hand around her throat. ‘That’s right,’ Joy murmured. ‘You’ve wanted this. Now do it.’

Gerry’s fingers tightened, wrenching Sandra towards him so hard that her feet almost left the floor. She struggled feebly, and as she flailed she felt his erection through his trousers, and saw the love in his eyes as he throttled her.

Then there was a cry and Letitia sprang, landing on Gerry’s back and sinking her teeth into his neck. He bellowed and dropped Sandra; she landed badly, twisting her ankle, crumpling to the floor as pain tore through her.

Joy grabbed Letitia around the waist, pulling her off as Gerry clutched his neck and whimpered. Sandra could hear the crowd murmuring in bewilderment, turning to one another as though surfacing from very deep water.

Then a voice ordered, ‘Put her down!’ and Sandra saw Paulie climbing to his feet. His shirt was torn and his face bloody but his eyes flashed as he started towards Joy, clambering over twisted metal and the bodies of his friends.

‘Let my sister go,’ he demanded. ‘I mean it.’

Joy’s mouth narrowed and she clutched Letitia tighter, backing away. The girl struggled but Joy was too strong, possessed of a power that wasn’t entirely her own.

‘Back off,’ she told Paulie. ‘This one’s ours. Gerry, deal with him.’

Gerry gulped, holding up his hands as the young man advanced.

‘This isn’t what it looks like,’ he spluttered. ‘We’re not going to hurt her, we only want to give her a job.’

‘I don’t want a fucking job!’ Letitia protested, kicking in Joy’s arms as she was hauled towards the corner of the room. ‘You’re both mental!’

Paulie started after them but Gerry sidestepped, placing himself in the younger man’s path and shoving him in the chest with both hands. Sandra stared in disbelief; she’d never thought Gerry had it in him. But Paulie recovered and threw himself forward, ducking low and grabbing Gerry around the waist. They hit the floor, rolling and flailing, until Paulie dealt a downward blow that split Gerry’s lip and slammed his head into the floorboards.

‘Stay down,’ Paulie ordered, climbing to his feet.

But Gerry wasn’t listening. He rolled over and Sandra saw something clutched in his hands, something large and unwieldy and slick with blood. He began to rise and Paulie started for him, but the young man’s eyes were fogged with blood. He didn’t see the narwhal’s horn until it tore through his T-shirt, ripped through his skin and plunged into his stomach.

Paulie stumbled and the weight of his body drove the ivory spike deeper, into his belly and out through his back. Blood gushed over the herringbone floor and Sandra struggled up, ignoring the pain in her ankle as she ran to his side. She was only dimly aware of Joy opening the secret passage in the far corner of the room and dragging Letitia inside, followed moments later by Gerry.

Paulie lay gasping, the overstuffed narwhal clutched in both hands. Wally’s glass eyes had been ripped away so now he was just a leathery lump with fins, heavy enough to pin Paulie to the floor. Blood coursed from the wound in his stomach, and from his mouth as he tried to speak.

‘Don’t,’ Sandra said. ‘Stay still, it’ll be okay.’

Part of her wanted to laugh; this was such a long way from okay that she could barely even process it. Then she heard a shout and turned to see Iniko running over.

‘What happened?’ he demanded.

‘They took Letitia,’ Sandra said, getting to her feet and starting towards the open passageway. ‘I have to—’

Iniko reached out, his hand locking around her wrist. ‘Did you know?’ he demanded. ‘Did you know this would happen? When you invited us all, when you brought all these people here?’

Sandra couldn’t meet his eye. ‘I thought something might happen, but I didn’t… I didn’t think it would be so… But I had no choice. The things they did, they broke me.’

‘My friend is dead,’ Iniko said, his voice cracking. ‘And many others with her. And you say Letitia has been taken.’

‘But I’ll get her back,’ Sandra promised. ‘I know where they’re going, I can get her back, I swear.’

Tugging herself free, she ran to the secret passage. The panel stood wide, inviting her in, and peering through Sandra smelled that cold, foul air. She paused, her heart pounding, and deep in the darkness she thought she heard voices.

‘I can’t go that way,’ she realised. ‘I’ll never come out again.’

‘This is where they took her,’ Iniko said. ‘If you won’t go, I will.’

‘No,’ Sandra told him. ‘There’s another way. You need to stay and look after Paulie. Get him out, if you can. Please, I can end this. I’m the only one who can.’

Iniko stared at her for a long moment then he shook his head.

‘Go, then,’ he said. ‘But don’t you dare come back alone.’









CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

there was a man lying at the bottom of the stairs with his neck broken. Sandra couldn’t tell how it had happened but she couldn’t help thinking of Joy’s father. Had he known what was coming, had he the slightest premonition of the wrath he was bringing down on himself with his plans and renovations? Or were both of them simply too desperate or too drunk to heed the warnings?

Still, whatever power had sent Joy’s parents to their deaths was loose again tonight. Sandra could hear it in the shifting of the wooden staircase and the dull pounding in the walls; she could see it in the shadows carousing in the shattered mirror, the remains of which still hung above the fireplace. The walkway lay in pieces around her, like the remains of some enormous clock; only De Wynter’s portrait had escaped unharmed and now he glared scornfully, daring Sandra to challenge him.

There was a shriek of fear, and on the upstairs landing a girl came fleeing for her life, her party dress torn to the waist. She kept looking back over her shoulder as though someone were following; Sandra could see no one, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there. She wanted to go to the girl, to deliver her from whatever was pursuing her, but she knew it was just a distraction. She had to find Letitia, and she had to end this.

So she hobbled away on her tortured ankle, making for the only clear passage: the rear corridor that led to the garden. As she passed the library she saw books whipping down from their shelves as a woman stood sobbing, heavy tomes pounding her until she bled. In the drawing room a young man lay face-down across the coffee table, his trousers around his ankles as some determined presence bore down upon him. Again Sandra limped by, knowing there was no way to help.

The garden was silent in the fog, the overgrown hedges rising like ramparts. Hautmond was a black mass behind her, a sheer stone cliff, and for one desperate moment Sandra was tempted to run, to head for the far wall and scale it, just vanish into the night. But it’d never work, she knew that. She’d only end up wounded or worse, bleeding out in the grass as Letitia was groomed to take her place.

The gravel was loose underfoot and the going was treacherous, forcing Sandra to test every step as she hobbled through. Then as she reached the stretch of lawn that led down towards the kitchen she heard an unfamiliar noise and looked up, to a lit window on the first floor that she knew must be the nursery.

The sound was of claws scrabbling on glass, a desperate, determined scraping, and shielding her eyes she could see Horatio standing upright against the window. His front paws worked mechanically as he stared down at her, his lip curled into a snarl and his eyes full of wild hate. Then the noise stopped as he dropped away from the window, vanishing into the nursery. Sandra pushed on, limping through the fog-damp grass, but she hadn’t taken three steps before she heard shattering glass, followed by a descending howl and a dull, leafy thud.

Sandra turned. One of the panes in the nursery window had been broken from the inside and from the shrubbery she saw Horatio emerging, shaking his head and whining. The top of his skull was a crown of blood peppered with glass and he hobbled as he approached, growling at Sandra from the depths of his little body.

‘Stay there,’ Sandra ordered. ‘Don’t come any closer or I’ll—’

The dog leapt.

Sandra kicked with her good leg but all she managed to do was unbalance herself, crashing back onto the lawn. Before she knew it Horatio was on her, his teeth sinking into the meat of her arm, his vicious little claws scraping at her stomach and chest. With her free hand Sandra reached in to grab him by the back of the neck, squeezing as hard as she could until Horatio let go with a squeal. Then, summoning her strength, she flung him towards the house, praying he’d hit something hard on the way down.

She was disappointed. Horatio twisted in mid-air, landing neatly on all fours and bounding back towards her. Sandra lifted her arms in a desperate effort to shield herself, waiting for the clamp of his jaws around her wrist. But instead she heard a yelp and saw the dog hurtling off balance, rolling as he hit the grass.

Horatio leapt up, shaking his snout in confusion. Before him stood the wild fox, its golden eyes agleam, black blood glistening in its mist-greyed fur. Its ears pricked, muzzle lowered, and its severed tail weaved slowly: a challenge.

Horatio sprang first, lunging furiously with jaws wide. But the fox stepped nimbly away, turning to sink its teeth into his side. Blood spattered the lawn as they snapped and broke apart, circling through coils of fog. Horatio snarled and the fox growled back. Sandra watched, wondering if she ought to intervene.

But before she could find her feet Horatio sprang again, and this time his bite was sure. His teeth latched onto the fox’s neck and he wrenched, unleashing a spray of blood. But the fox wasn’t finished; it bit down too, burying its muzzle in the soft flesh behind Horatio’s ear.

The fox kicked, claws ripping at Horatio’s snout, and Sandra felt a wave of revulsion as one of his eyes was torn out, spilling blood and fluid. Then the fox lunged again, blood coursing from its neck as it burrowed into Horatio’s belly, driving him down in the blood-slick grass. They perished together, entwined in the moonlight as Sandra stumbled away, running for the kitchen.

*   *   *

As she entered the house she could feel it thrumming around her, warm and pulsating, like stepping into the throat of some enormous animal. As she hobbled across the kitchen she remembered the first time Joy had brought her down here, how welcoming it had seemed. Even now, after all that had happened, there was still a glimmer of that feeling inside her. This was my place, she thought. This was where it wanted me. And she knew that even after all this was over there would always be a part of her that belonged here, a part that would always miss this room, this warmth, this house, and the mindless sense of security that came with it.

As she passed the butchery and saw the cellar up ahead, Sandra’s hopes began to rise. The heavy door stood wide and neon light blazed from below; she wouldn’t need her phone this time, which was lucky because it was broken and flat. She paused for a moment, checking the bite on her wrist and the wound in her side; both were leaking blood but neither seemed mortal. Then, as she started forward, she heard a sudden hammering; three metallic clangs from the pipes overhead that were swiftly followed by three more, so regular and insistent they could only be a warning.

Sandra froze. To her right was the pantry, the door latched shut, while to the left she could see that hideous boiler tank crouched in its stone-walled enclosure. The copper base glowed red-hot and the nest of pipes seemed to writhe, squid-like in the gloom. The tank growled and for a moment Sandra held her breath. Then the pipe nearest to her trembled and coughed, and let out a jet of scalding steam.

She threw up her hands as boiling water sprayed into her face, first from one pipe and then another, then from a third positioned overhead. Sandra tried to protect herself but she could already feel her palms and fingers blistering; all she could do was cover her face. She stumbled blindly in the direction she thought was the pantry, trying to shield herself and feel her way at the same time.

She tumbled inside, slamming the door and pressing herself against it, sobbing in the dark as outside the pipes wheezed madly, the boiler gurgling and clanking with glee. Steam hissed through cracks in the door and Sandra moaned as blisters swelled on her palms and her forehead, white and bulbous in the moonlight filtering through the high windows. She was grateful for her jacket, the red leather shining like it’d just been sandblasted. Well, it did need a wash, she thought, and almost giggled hysterically.

But the laughter died in her throat as she realised she now had no way to reach the cellar; she’d be scoured to the bone if she tried. She was trapped in here: the pantry had no other doors and the windows were too tiny to squeeze through.

Then she heard a soft, rattling clunk, and turned.

There, in the wall, was an opening, a dark hatchway and beyond it a tiny wooden cart with ropes snaking through, top to bottom. The dumbwaiter.

Sandra took a step towards it, then she shook her head.

‘Don’t be daft,’ she said aloud. ‘I’m not getting in there.’

She couldn’t even count the number of awful things that might happen: the chain could snap or the cogs could seize, she could be stuck between floors or trapped behind a hatch in the basement that had rusted shut, with no one to hear her desperate banging. She could die alone, slowly starving.

Then a shaft of moonlight fell across the opening and for a moment Sandra saw something, a subtle movement within that square of black. It was a hand, she realised, and it was beckoning to her; the fingers seemed to be made of fine mist, droplets pearling on their tips and plashing silently on the stone floor.

‘You tried to warn me,’ she said hoarsely, remembering the thump of the pipes right before the boiler erupted. ‘Didn’t you?’

There was no reply, just the same silent motioning.

‘Can you promise me it’ll work?’ Sandra asked, taking a step closer. ‘Can you promise that if I get inside there, I won’t die?’

The fingers paused, then beckoned once again.

With a deep breath Sandra climbed inside the dumbwaiter, folding her legs and tucking her chin, feeling foolish beyond measure as she reached out to pull the hatch closed. In the dark she felt for the chain, wrapping it around her hand and feeling the cart shudder as it started down. She’d never suffered from claustrophobia, and for that she was thankful. But as she heard the chain clank and the cogs groan she remembered how old this thing was, and how rusty.

Then she heard the soft drip of water, and knew she wasn’t alone. There wasn’t room for anyone else but the girl was in there anyway, huddled in the dark, breathing wetly. Through fine cracks came slivers of light, just enough to illuminate her shadow in the gloom, clad in a thin grey gown that might’ve been a nightshirt. On her foggy skin Sandra could see the outlines of blisters, and the flesh of her face drooped horribly beneath a ragged patchwork of half-shed hair.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Sandra told her. ‘I’m so sorry for what happened to you.’

The girl raised her head, and Sandra saw the ghost of something tugging at her mouth – could it be a smile, after all this time? Then there was a bump as the dumbwaiter came to rest, heavy on the hard-packed cellar floor.

Sandra drew the hatch open, blinking in the light from the strip bulbs as she carefully, painfully unfolded herself. Looking back she could see no sign of the girl, just a warm puddle of water on the floor of the cart. But somehow she felt stronger for the encounter, just knowing she wasn’t alone.

She could see the cellar steps off to her right so she knew roughly which way to aim: into the deepest part of the maze, where the dust sheets rose like primitive architecture and those ancient wooden columns propped up the bowed stone ceiling. She was grateful for solid ground beneath her injured foot, weaving left to right around closets and cabinets, boxes and barrels, picking her way forward. At intervals she’d pause, looking back to see the stairway disappearing behind her, peering ahead into the gloom for any sign of the far wall. Then she’d force herself on, trying her best to hold her course, feeling determination grow in her chest as she—

With a clunk, all the lights went out.

Sandra froze, cursing her own stupidity. How had she not anticipated this? The house had waited until she was too far in to turn back and too far from her destination to find her way; she could see nothing, absolutely nothing, the blackness was absolute. It could take her an hour to navigate across the cellar now, longer if she got turned around. And all the time Letitia was in that room, suffering God knows what.

Sandra reached out, feeling dry dust sheets on two sides of her. She fumbled forward only to find the way blocked, so she tried the other direction and found a gap, moving cautiously through it. She felt her way along but soon she took a wrong turn and realised she was cornered, forcing her to retrace her steps.

‘This is fucking impossible,’ she muttered, and that was when she saw the light.

It danced in the dark directly ahead of her, a flickering flame that was maybe not even there at all. But in its glow Sandra could see that the way between them was clear so she moved towards it, hobbling as fast as she could. As she drew closer she saw that the glow came from a candle, reflected in the mirrored face of a wardrobe and held aloft by a shadow-figure wearing a uniform not unlike the one she’d been forced into. Then, just as she was getting close, the figure bent and blew the candle out, and the darkness descended once more.

‘Great,’ Sandra muttered, reaching to touch the mirror. The glass was warm beneath her fingers. ‘Thanks so much.’

A second soft gleam touched her face, and she turned. Another candle had ignited off to her left, illuminating a narrow passage like the base of a canyon with steep wooden crags on either side. Again she picked her way through and again she came to a mirror, this one free-standing and propped against a stack of boxes. The reflected figure was a child this time, hunched and misty-pale as the candle fluttered out.

But moments later another was kindled and another after that, leading Sandra flame by flame through the labyrinth. On every side the pillars rose and overhead the ceiling creaked, the great maze stretching into infinity. But eventually she saw a familiar outline ahead: the mahogany armoire, and in its face the final mirror.

She stood before it and this time the candle didn’t die but seemed to radiate more light, illuminating a reflection that was almost but not entirely her own. In fact there were many faces behind that sheet of dark glass, too many to count but all of them relying on her, placing their trust in her to end this once and for all.

‘I’ll do my best,’ Sandra said, then her mirror-self bent and blew out the candle and again she was plunged into the black.









CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

the slats of the wooden door were cracked and ageing, leaking enough light to illuminate the rusty handle that Sandra took a firm hold of, drawing a steadying breath before she pulled it back. It wasn’t locked, of course, and there was no surprise on Joy’s face as she appeared in the doorway.

‘My dear,’ the woman said sympathetically. ‘Don’t you look a fright?’

Gerry raised his head and Sandra saw his cheeks flush, like that time on their first date when she’d caught him peeking down her top. Letitia lay before him on the filthy, ancient mattress; she’d been stripped to her underwear and her skin was pale, like a fleshless china doll. The corset was half-tied around her torso and on a hook by the bed Sandra saw one of her own uniforms; it’d be too big, but she was sure Joy would soon remedy that. Letitia’s eyes were wide; her hands were bound and there was a rag stuffed into her mouth, sealed tight with electrical tape.

‘I had to keep her quiet,’ Gerry muttered guiltily. ‘I had to, San, she kept saying such appalling things, even you would’ve blushed.’

‘It almost made us think twice about keeping her, didn’t it, love?’ Joy said. ‘But look, she’s quiet now.’

‘Let her go,’ Sandra said, taking a step inside. ‘You know you can’t keep her here. Either her family will come for her, or she’ll snap out of it like I did and—’

‘She won’t,’ Joy interrupted. ‘Not this time. It’s like I told you, there’ll be no slow immersion, not for her. She’s already most of the way in, and when she wakes up she’ll be just as we want her to be. If her family do come calling, she’ll simply make some excuse and send them away. She’ll be all ours.’

‘But I won’t let that happen,’ Sandra insisted. ‘I’m taking her with me.’

‘And just how do you plan to do that?’ Joy enquired. ‘If I were you I’d have stopped off in the kitchen and grabbed myself a good solid carving knife. But as it is you’re going to use… what? Harsh language? Gerry’s already tried to kill you once, I doubt he’ll have much compunction about trying again.’

Sandra looked at him, at the echo of her friend standing shame-faced on the bare floor. ‘You won’t hurt me,’ she told him.

‘I don’t want to,’ Gerry whined. ‘You know me, I abhor violence. But I can’t let you take her, San. And if you actually think about it, you’ll see that we’re offering her a pretty sweet deal. A good job, plus bed and board. She’ll be set for life, won’t she? She’ll never have to suffer the indignity of claiming benefits, or stick with an abusive partner just to keep a roof over her head. She’ll never have to choose between heating and eating, or sell her body to feed her kids.’

Sandra almost laughed. ‘What makes you think she’d end up doing any of those things?’

‘Oh come on,’ Joy snorted. ‘She’s hardly Oxbridge material, is she? And don’t forget, we’ve met her social circle. She’ll be lucky to see her third decade if they’re anything to go by.’

Sandra looked down at the girl, her face slack beneath the exposed bulb. In her grey eyes Sandra saw no spark, no resistance; the trance had consumed her.

‘Tish,’ she said, but the girl didn’t respond. ‘Wake up. Everyone’s waiting. Paulie’s worried about you.’

Joy laughed. ‘I imagine he’s more worried about the narwhal horn stuck through his belly.’ Then she looked at her husband. ‘Love, we can’t very well just stand around here all night, can we? I think it’s time to finish what you started in the dining room.’

Gerry gritted his teeth then he stepped towards Sandra, raising his hands.

She withdrew, balling her fists. ‘Don’t touch me,’ she warned. ‘Don’t you dare, you fucking… fucking…’ She trailed off as a thought struck her. ‘Fucking fuck the fucking fuckers!’ she cried, and Gerry paused, frowning in confusion.

‘How does it go?’ Sandra asked, turning back to Letitia. ‘Shit, I’m so sorry, this is going to be dreadful.’

She cleared her throat and began to sing, her voice as reedy and tuneless as a frightened choirboy’s. ‘Fucking fuck the fucking fuckers,’ she began, as Joy stared at her like she’d lost her mind. ‘Fuck them in the ass! Fucking fuck the politicians, fuck the upper class!’

Letitia’s eyes fluttered and she stirred, groaning. Sandra took another step.

‘Fucking fuck the fucking fuckers,’ she repeated, feeling more absurd than she ever had in her life but not caring, because it was working. ‘Fuck them right to hell! Fuck the ones who think that we are theirs to buy and—’

‘Enough!’ Joy cried. ‘Gerry, for God’s sake, shut her up.’

Gerry advanced towards Sandra, but before he could take hold there was a whack and his eyes widened, hands clutching at the back of his head. He twisted and there behind him was Letitia, kneeling upright on the bed with an ugly, flat-soled shoe in her hand. Gerry tried to reach for her but Letitia hit him again, putting all her weight into it and sending him stumbling into the wall.

The girl tumbled off the bed, staggering towards Sandra. Their arms locked and they turned for the door, but before they could reach it Letitia cried out as she was jerked violently backwards.

Sandra looked to see Joy clutching the strings of the corset, pulling it tighter around Letitia’s waist. She yanked and the girl exhaled hoarsely as she was dragged back, almost within Joy’s reach. Sandra didn’t know what to do except hold on, letting out a cry as Letitia was squeezed vicelike between them.

Then Sandra felt something in her pocket and realised she’d been wrong before: she did still have a use for her phone. Tugging it out she flung it at Joy, a half-blind throw that somehow made contact, striking the woman in the forehead. Joy’s grip weakened momentarily and Sandra took advantage, tugging Letitia free.

The pair of them hurtled through the doorway, careening wildly until they slammed into something tall and solid. Sandra groaned, feeling the obstruction with both hands. It was a wooden pillar, one of the columns that supported the stone ceiling, and as she steadied herself she felt it tremble, almost imperceptibly. The wood creaked and cracked, and overhead those great slabs shifted.

Suddenly Sandra heard a voice inside her head; it was Vin, but not only him.

Maybe we need to start widening the cracks ourselves, it said, thick with ancient pain. Tear them open. Smash everything to pieces. Let it come apart and see what happens.

And suddenly everything came clear.

Sandra shoved at the pillar, heaving as hard as she could and hearing the bolts in the ceiling protest. ‘Come on,’ she hissed to Letitia. ‘Help me!’

The girl caught on and began to push too, her stockinged feet sliding on the smooth floor as the pillar started to edge sideways, inch by protesting inch. Dust trickled down in fine rivers and there was a deep, unearthly grumble from overhead.

‘What in God’s name are you doing?’

Joy appeared in the dressing room doorway, staring in horror as the pillar slid and the ceiling bowed, spilling torrents of earth. She started towards them but Sandra was already backing away, placing the falling pillar between them and pulling Letitia into the maze as overhead the sounds intensified, splitting and cracking and shifting.

‘Gerry!’ Joy yelled. ‘Gerry, do something!’

He staggered to the door, wincing at the din, but Sandra ignored him, looking around eagerly. Up ahead was another pillar so she threw herself at it, slamming her shoulder against the wood and feeling it start to move. Letitia cackled wildly as the ceiling shook, and Sandra knew she’d have a bruise but she didn’t care; she slammed into the pillar again and again, until she felt it beginning to topple.

Then before she knew it Gerry’s arms were around her and she was falling, dragged bodily down to the dirt floor. There was thunder all around them as he climbed on top of her and Sandra struggled, waiting for his hands to wrap around her neck for a final time.

But instead he just lay across her, his body flat upon hers and his head nestled in the hollow of her neck as above him the ceiling fell. Dimly Sandra could hear Joy wailing for him to help her, but it was soon drowned out by the tumult all around them, a noise like the end of the world.









CHAPTER FORTY

sandra lay buried for a long time, sucking breath after breath into her tortured lungs. Gerry was a dead weight, quite literally; he had saved her, had shielded her with his body, and now he lay motionless. And all Sandra had to do was figure out how deep she was buried, and how in hell she was going to get out.

One arm was pinned between her torso and Gerry’s, so she shoved upward, using him as a shield against the still-falling rubble. Loose earth and small stones rained down but she kept pushing, freeing her other hand until she was able to lever him off entirely and claw herself out from underneath. Gerry came to rest in a foetal position, curled in the dirt with his arms folded. His cheeks were swollen and his tongue protruded between his lips, the tip of it black with soil. Sandra looked at him, and knew she ought to feel something – relief, pity, sadness, gratitude. Later, perhaps.

Sitting up, she found herself in the base of a sinkhole maybe twenty feet deep, a sloping pit sided with soil and gravel and bricks. Her hands and clothes were grey with dust and tacky with blood but she didn’t seem to have sustained any injuries, besides the ones she already had. She could hear a sound echoing above her, a constant, high-pitched whooping. Gerry’s Bentley was balanced on the edge of the pit and it was the alarm she could hear, wailing incessantly. As she watched, the earth subsided and the car shifted, the front end tilting downwards. Suddenly she realised that if she didn’t move soon it’d come plunging down and she’d be flattened beneath it.

Then a movement caught her eye and to her amazement she saw a hand clawing from the earth, fingers grasping like a zombie rising from the grave. Sandra took hold and after a moment’s pulling Letitia appeared, hacking and coughing as she struggled up into the pit.

‘Fucking hell,’ she managed, spitting black phlegm. ‘That was brutal.’

‘Seriously,’ Sandra agreed, and squeezed the girl’s hand.

They got to their feet and Sandra scanned the rubble for any sign of Joy. Then the car shifted again and she knew there was no time. Taking Letitia’s arm Sandra began to climb, scaling the side of the pit as loose bricks and earth slid back beneath their feet. They were maybe halfway up when she heard voices.

‘Open it,’ someone was saying. ‘Here, put him in. No, just lie him down.’

‘Hey!’ she called hoarsely, hoping her voice would carry. ‘Down here!’

Iniko appeared at the lip of the pit, shielding his eyes. There was a glow behind him, headlamps casting him in silhouette. ‘Is she with you?’ he asked. ‘I told you not to come back unless—’

‘She’s here,’ Sandra assured him. ‘Tish, say something.’

‘I’m here,’ Letitia managed. ‘Sandra rescued me.’

They staggered up, and before she reached the top Sandra felt a hand around her wrist. Iniko hauled and she held on to Letitia, the pair of them stumbling over the edge and onto the gravel. A few feet away stood the blue van, the engine running and the side door open. Through it she could see Nike and Paulie, both unconscious.

‘Is my brother alive?’ Letitia asked. ‘Will he be okay?’

Iniko nodded. ‘He’s breathing. We’re taking him to the hospital.’

‘What happened?’ Sandra asked. ‘How did you get out?’

The tall man gestured. ‘I don’t know what you did, but I think you made your point.’

Sandra turned, looking across the remains of the courtyard towards the lightless bulk of Hautmond Hall. The sinkhole had opened close enough to the house to cause real structural damage. A long stretch of the facade had simply collapsed, peeling away and crumbling into the pit. The main hall was now a three-walled room, as were the billiard room to the east and the dining room to the west. As she watched, a pair of party guests climbed from the rubble, scaling heaps of shattered masonry.

Then Sandra spotted something, a faint blue shape half-buried in loose plaster.

‘You should go,’ she told Iniko. ‘Get Paulie to the hospital. You too, Tish.’

‘What about you?’ the girl asked. ‘You can’t stay here.’

‘I’m not,’ Sandra said. ‘But the police are going to want to talk to me, and I don’t know what I can tell them that won’t sound completely bonkers, or make me look like a criminal. After all, I invited you all here. This was all my fault.’

‘It was not your fault,’ Iniko told her. ‘And anyway, they won’t have any proof. Just a lot of confused people and some very strange stories.’

‘Well, I still can’t be dealing with it,’ Sandra said. ‘Any of it. Giving evidence. Waiting to see if there’s a trial. Fucking filling in forms. I’m leaving.’

‘What about your house?’ Letitia asked. ‘If you run now, you’ll never get it back.’

‘I know. But to be honest, I don’t think I need it any more. Vin’s not in it, after all. Those bastards at the mortgage company have probably sold it by now anyway, someone else is probably living there. I hope they love it as much as we did.’

‘So where will you go?’ the girl asked. ‘How will you live?’

Sandra shrugged. ‘I was thinking I’d go somewhere warm. Like the train robbers, off to South America or something. I’m sick of this country, you know? Sick of small-minded arseholes and flag-waving cunts and posh people and poor people and constant rain and all of it. I’m going to go somewhere where there’s sun, and sea, and I’m going to put my feet up and learn to relax.’

‘Well, great,’ Letitia said, grinning in surprise. ‘Send me a postcard, I’ll come and visit.’

‘I’ll pay for your flight,’ Sandra told her. ‘And I’ll send you some money, too, once it’s safe. But for now just go, please, quickly. The cops’ll show up before too long, and you don’t want to be here when they do.’

Letitia looked at her, hesitant and doubtful. Then she kissed Sandra on the cheek and ran back to the van, sliding the side door shut. Iniko started the engine, reversing into the courtyard and turning for the drive. Others were doing the same, retrieving their vehicles and heading for the hills.

As the noise of their engines subsided Sandra let out a breath, limping around the edge of the pit towards the house. Hautmond rose over her in the moonlight but it didn’t seem as solid as it once had, or as monstrous. It was just a building now, a man-made amassment of bricks and wood and metal and glass, no more and no less. She had nothing to fear from it.

But that didn’t stop her from feeling a flutter of trepidation as she scaled the rubble and entered the ruin of the main hall. She wouldn’t put it past Hautmond to have one final trick up its sleeve, one last, head-splitting chunk of concrete to drop on her. It didn’t, though, and as she stood looking up at the copper dome she felt a quiet sense of satisfaction; the knowledge that she’d won, despite all the terrible things they’d done to her.

She retrieved her pack and slung it over her shoulder, listening to the soft rattle of Joy’s jewellery inside. She wondered how much it would be worth, once fences and crooks had taken their cut; enough to get far from here, she suspected, and keep her in swimwear and pina coladas for at least a year or three. And after that… well, they needed cooks in paradise, right?

As she clambered down she heard the distant wail of sirens and saw blue lights descending into the valley, and for a moment she wondered what in hell she was doing. Should she stay and protest her innocence, try to furnish them with some kind of story that fit the facts?

But no, just the thought of it made her head pound. She’d been trapped for so long, she realised, first by Vin’s illness, then by her grief, and then by Hautmond Hall itself. But now there was a whole world out there, and she was finally free to see it.









EPILOGUE

the dormitory was long and high-ceilinged, with beds against either wall: iron cots that had housed generations of boys, grandfathers and fathers and uncles and brothers both major and minor. At one end was an arched window and through it the moonlight came slanting, casting uneven shadows on the worn oak floorboards.

The boys inside were all asleep, their dreams and nightmares filling the silent dormitory. Xander wasn’t sure which of the two he was having – it seemed to be both at once, just as it was both familiar and strange, comforting and scary.

He stood in the gravel courtyard facing his home, but as he looked he realised that something was badly wrong. Hautmond Hall lay in ruins, there was a gaping hole in the courtyard and the whole front wall had collapsed. He saw dead leaves blowing through the dining room and dust sheets flapping in his old nursery, and he wondered where his parents were and if they’d be coming to meet him.

Walking forward, he drew closer to the edge of the great pit. But instead of stepping around it he just kept going, and to his surprise he didn’t fall; instead he heard a rattle below his feet and saw that the huge sinkhole had begun filling itself in, gravel and rocks and earth rushing up to meet him, like a whirlpool in reverse.

Then as he came to the front door he heard a shout and the sound of hammering. But it wasn’t Mother or Daddy, it was a man in a bright yellow jacket. As Xander turned he saw a vehicle approaching, a terrifically huge crane lifting a wooden pallet heaped with slabs of stone. And when he turned back to the door he found it standing open, the walls above magically restored.

The hall was still dusty, though, littered with leaves and broken bricks and other people’s coats. Shafts of light pierced the dome, shining down on shredded paintings with shattered frames, and the broken ruin of the old elevated walkway, the one Mother had always forbidden him to climb on. But somehow Xander knew that these things, too, would be repaired, though it might take some time. And he knew something else, too: that Mother and Daddy were here somewhere, that they were in the house, even if he couldn’t see them.

Hearing a voice, he looked up. Someone was coming down the stairs, someone he couldn’t see clearly even though he was looking right at them. The figure seemed to be made of both clouds and light, ancient eyes regarding Xander with wisdom and approval and a harsh kind of love. And he wasn’t alone, either: from the dining room emerged an older lady leading a large, ferocious-looking hunting dog, while others approached from the Long Gallery and the upper landing, men and women and even some children, all gathering to greet him. Xander felt the warmth of their welcome as they surrounded him on every side, and beyond them he felt Hautmond itself, embracing him in stone and mortar, holding on to him forever.









THE CRACKS: A PLAYLIST

I tried to assemble not simply a list of songs referenced in the book but a sequenced soundtrack that actually follows the story, albeit in a fairly loose and abstract way - for example, tracks 14-18 give an idea of what Cyclical Puppy might sound like, from the daft punk of Fucking Fuck the Fucking Fuckers through the more experimental sax-core freakout that follows. Links to the whole playlist on streaming services can be found at tomhuddleston.co.uk, or feel free to go DIY and recreate it yourself.
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