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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
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