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Dedication

For my beautiful friend Kassie, and in memory of Iggy the cheeky goat
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Prologue

Sunday 24th August

06.17

Angel wings lie spreadeagled on the grass, punctured by scorch marks and ash. Tab ends and a burnt-out roach decorate the netting like trashy beading. The camera points upwards to a sky streaked with soft ribbons of lilac, pink and pale orange, treetops moving gently beneath. A tuft of white hairs occasionally obscures the lens. Quick, short sniffing sounds overwhelm the audio before a magpie revs up its angry chatter in the distance. The camera points downwards towards the grass and a grating sound can be heard, like a train on the tracks. The grating stops and the camera pans around to where a fountain stands in the distance, shaped like petals atop a smooth stone column. Water trickles down gracefully like liquid silk. Neat gravel paths and well-kept lawns frame the fountain – the intense green interrupted by wine bottles, sunglasses and small pieces of discarded food. A twisted wooden dome with a covered entrance and latticed sides stands tall to the left, while to the right is a vacant stage with speakers either side of a table.

The lens stops and shakes. Violently. A fast, scratching sound.

A grand house is almost fully in view now, large and imposing. It is bordered by low-level structural hedging and stone-covered walkways. The camera moves towards the house, its brickwork bold and solid. A grey-white statue to the right reveals an amalgamation of stony human forms, a bare bottom beaming proudly into view.

The camera manoeuvres to the left of the house, heading up a small slope at speed – trip, trap, trip, trap – and then it turns to the right and enters the building. A raw stone floor is decorated haphazardly with patterned cushions and people. Endless human bodies drape across each other like layers of fleshy rock. A half-empty bottle of something cradled in broken glass, its dark blue label only partly visible, exposing fragments of gold script. Bare feet hug bare feet. Someone is snoring …

A human face comes into view, its pointed nose twitching and its top lip shiny with sweat. Its owner lets out a low guttural groan and the camera backs away. The view moves towards spiral steps, swerving to avoid a doll hanging from the wall – its eyes staring. The camera heads down the steps and stops. A pink mass fills the screen. The camera jolts in and out, a white furry chin prodding at the soft texture. The focus moves, and wiry black hair fills one half of the view, some kind of fleshy mound, flopping among the hair, completes the other half of the picture. The view moves again, scaling a limb, before panning out to reveal a hand, its fingers forming an impossible, backwards, mangled V shape. 

The camera reverses once more. A tongue sticks out and licks the ground, lapping something. Whiskers and white fur appear in the top of the screen, globules of a bright red substance lodged within them. Thick red liquid spatters the lens.




Chapter 1

Kassie

Friday

I grab my Dr Martens from beneath the cherrywood bureau and collapse onto the rug as I slip them onto my feet. I jump back up, wafting out the hem of my dress, and pluck the wicker basket from the hook where it hangs among a pile of coats.

I open the front door to my cottage and step onto the path outside, the morning sun immediately warming my pale skin. I turn to close the door and catch the scent of the jasmine climber next to me. I take a deep and satisfying breath.

Mmmmm …

I adore the dark cottage-core thing I’ve got going on and I’ll play up to it as much as I damn well want, Steven, I think, remembering my brother’s pointless taunts. I squint and smile at the same time, looking towards the blood orange star in the sky. God – I love days like this. And then I remember …

This weekend we’ll be over-run with rich drunken arseholes. Costumed-up, coked-up, boozed-up arseholes. Great.

Stay in the moment, Kassie …

I glance between my quaint cottage and our gigantic family house looming in the distance. The main hall sits face-on, while cloisters jut forward on either side, their hollow archways like missing teeth in a gaping jaw.

It’s obscene, really, that all this belongs to us.

But my cottage, while not of a good enough size or standard for any of my siblings, apparently, was perfect for me. Sure it was a little rough around the edges, but I’ve made it pretty as a picture, with jasmine, ivy and clematis growing up it, a solid wooden front door that I painted violet and adorned with a heavy iron knocker in the shape of a hare’s head, and front and back gardens well off the beaten path. Even when the grounds are open to the public I rarely feel like there’s any intrusion on this part of the estate.

Not like in the main house.

Being holed up in the west wing as members of the public wander around the rest of the building always feels a little intrusive. We’re like ghosts in our own home. But we need the income to contribute towards the upkeep of the place, and we’re not exactly doing the best job of it since Dad got ill and, rather infuriatingly, stopped living.

Steven, as the eldest and our self-appointed leader, did manage to get me a lump sum from Granny to make the cottage ‘fit for purpose’ as he described it. I was shocked by his help, which made me highly suspicious given how much of a curmudgeonly bully he usually is. Regardless, I took the money, and I gave the place a makeover.

I glance up towards the sunshine, forcing a smile as I wander down the little stone path and turn right into the rundown cottage next door to check on Iggy. It was a condition of me moving in here almost a year ago now – Steven was to allow me to keep my little goat Iggy next door, and I’d stay out of Steven’s way by holing up in the cottage.

To be fair, I’d have moved here in a heartbeat. It’s so much nicer having my own space. Bar the occasional family meeting and the expectation that we all dine together when Caitlin or Granny visit, I’m pretty much left in peace.

I walk towards Iggy’s quarters and can hear her scuffling around behind the crude replacement door with its cute little ‘Iggy’s Place’ sign attached to it.

Before moving her in I completely gutted the adjoining cottage, which had been in a state of dilapidation for years since the fire. It all happened before I was born – jackdaws nesting in the chimney or something. Dad was always planning to get it renovated, to turn it into a visitor café and let the cottage that I’m now in as a holiday home. But Steven seemed hellbent on defying his ghost. Which I guess worked out OK for me in the end.

I push the door open and, as soon as she sees me, her little tail starts wagging and she skips towards me across the hay-scattered stone floor. Her small black and white body lurches at me, giving me a wiry-haired cuddle that almost knocks me backwards and makes me drop my basket to the floor. Laughing, I regain my balance and hug her back tightly.

My baby girl.

She’s the closest any of us have got to having a child since none of us have ever shown any interest in having actual human babies. Morland spawn would be pretty horrific. There’s enough shit happening in the world.

I look around the space, checking she still has enough bedding in the far corner and making a note to muck the place out before dinner later on. I moved Iggy here from out of the ramshackle goat pen she used to live in since she was a teeny baby Bagot goat. It’s all on one floor, thanks to the stairs collapsing and being taken out, and it has enough air circulating due to the windows not being in a fit state. But, while that might seem like slumming it for us, it’s perfect for Iggy. I cleared out the debris – burnt furniture and the like – and I got a structural engineer in to check that it was stable enough to keep her safe, warm and dry. And so here she is.

I continue to hold Iggy for a moment longer before straightening back up and batting away the hay that’s now clinging to my dress. She follows me close at heel as I stock up her hay feeder, check on her water and unlock the Iggy-sized cat flap I had installed so she can come and go to graze on the lawn and scamp around as she pleases during the day.

‘Come on then, baby girl,’ I say, picking my basket back up as we wander towards the herb garden and past the greenhouse.

Our greenhouse, well, my greenhouse seeing as I’m the only one who really uses it, is a long narrow room built out of an old brick structure with a slanted glass roof that meets the ground to form the side of the building. I keep the most gorgeous flowers on show in there. The exotic primeras, with their pink spiky flowers sitting among dappled green leaves shaped like long wilting tongues. The flame lilies are also absolutely stunning – despite reminding me of arthritic fingers all coiled up like something on a villain from Doctor Who. But I kind of like the strangeness. There’s the cantaloupe melons I currently have resting in hessian hammocks like babies in slings, and the cyclamen with their twisted stems reminiscent of musical notes. And then I have my special project – my chacruna plants with their deep red berries and the soul vine, which generally needs a lot of pruning before it takes over.

I walk along the path by the side of the greenhouse, looking in through the window at the mushroom tent, which is set back behind the big, showy plants. Mushrooms thrive in the dark – which is a good job seeing as we’re not supposed to grow this particular kind of fungi. Peering in you wouldn’t have a clue what’s cultivating beneath the dark grey fabric of my little grow tent.

I spend a lot of time in the greenhouse and I just knew I had to keep it to myself when I did it up. And that was even before I became a purveyor of hallucinogenics. It’s the solitude and the cultivation for me – consumption of the finished product I can take or leave to be honest.

We’ve actually kept the greenhouse private since 2016 when it needed a refurb. It was deemed unsafe after the cottage fire spread to the roof, and then, when we finally got the work done, I said I’d take on the tending of it if I could keep it as a passion project – and keep the public out of the area.

Shame us Morlands don’t stay out of view – everything we do seems to play out in public.

I walk past the greenhouse and towards the herb garden. As much as I love Iggy, I have to draw the line at access to my herbs. I’ve cordoned that off, too, and she’s happy enough trotting about in the small paddock next to it while I gather the herbs I need for tomorrow’s party cocktails. I keep my greenhouse goat-free as well. To be honest, I try to keep it family-free, too.

I take the scissors from my basket and kneel beside the mint plants, snipping at the stems in sharp, clean cuts before placing the harvest in one area of the basket. Then I scooch around past the lavender, where bees are out early buzzing around the small flowers that always remind me of tiny purple pineapples. I’ve had enough lavender cuttings drying out by the kitchen for a few weeks now, so I don’t need to get any more of that – it’s just the coriander I need. Paul loves a spicy marg and the coriander sets it off perfectly.

After gathering everything I need, I leave the herb patch and open the little gate to the paddock, whistling for Iggy to follow me towards the house.

As you face Morland Hall there are steps leading up to the main doors – the grand entrance – but our family doesn’t use those. The building consists of the main hall ahead, and two wings on either side reaching out towards the sprawling lawns that meet the estate’s roadside entrance. I enter the west wing by the unassuming door that opens directly into our main living space and close it behind me once Iggy’s safely inside. Then I turn left and head towards the kitchen with Iggy in tow. As I approach, I can smell freshly baked bread and can hear our housekeeper, Mrs Davies, closing cupboard doors and chatting to our chef, Brian.

‘Yes, to the left of the entrance. They’ll probably need help with the glasses, too, so if we can both be on hand for that mid-morning … oh, hello, Kassie my love.’

‘Morning,’ I chirp. Brian gives me a silent half-smile that barely creeps out from under his huge gingery beard, then he quickly glances away again, needlessly rearranging the condiments with his big bear-sized back to us. Mrs Davies’ eyes glance up to the ceiling and she shakes her head with a knowing smile on her face, her cropped salt and pepper hair unmoving. There’s a reason she’s always on catering team liaison duty while Brian is hidden away in the kitchen. He’s a great cook; social skills leave a lot to be desired. Paul once joked that he could stand in for Father Christmas during our festive events programme, but, as Mrs Davies pointed out, his demeanour might add a sinister edge. I couldn’t see him ho-ho-ho-ing in any case.

I smile back at Mrs Davies, who moves towards the island top with purpose, gathering papers that she scoops up and holds in front of her crisp white T-shirt and navy tailored trousers.

‘Are they the cocktail menus I put together?’ I ask.

‘Yes. You made quite the impression there, you know. The mixologist said he’s tempted to add your version of the spicy marg to his own menu.’

‘It’s all in the herbs,’ I say, tapping my nose and placing my basket on the side. Mrs Davies positions her nostrils in the air above the basket before taking a couple of short, sharp sniffs and wafting her hand beneath her nose in a precise manner.

‘That mint is delicious,’ she says, gently squeezing my arm. ‘Brian, love, would you mind finding a container for Kassie’s herbs and keeping them fresh for tomorrow?’

Brian nods, another half-smile threatening to escape but not quite making it out alive.

Mrs Davies manages the running of the house and kitchen, and Brian reports to her – albeit with creative culinary autonomy – most of the time. Mrs Davies also serves our food and drink daily, whips out the Dyson after a party and cooks up a home-made lasagne when one of us is feeling down. She’s a real gem.

As Brian takes my basket to one side, Mrs Davies puts her arm around me and holds me close. ‘Your mother would be so proud of you, growing those herbs. You’re a natural,’ she says, holding on to me. I might be almost thirty but Mrs Davies’ hugs have been a staple since I was a kid. She’s my comfort blanket.

‘Oh what a beautiful morning, oh what a beautiful day, I’m gonna get fucking arseholed, everything’s going my way …’ My middle brother, Paul, dances into the kitchen wearing only lounge shorts and singing at the top of his voice in an accent even more affected than his natural one.

‘Hey, how come I never get a hug?’ he says, running up to Mrs Davies, forcing her to release her grip of me and scooping her awkwardly up off the floor. She grimaces and I giggle as he places her carefully back down on the tiled floor, realising he’s overstepped. As always.

‘Morning, sis.’ He turns his attention to me and kisses my head. ‘And good morning to you, little Iggy Piggy Pop!’ he says, his tone reminiscent of a hyperactive kids’ TV presenter as he grabs Iggy’s face and gives it a wiggle. She waggles her little tail in appreciation and he purses his lips towards her, his freckled nose wrinkling as he shakes his head.

‘The mixologist is apparently impressed with my take on the spicy marg,’ I say to Paul.

‘Not surprised,’ he says, ripping a corner of bread from the fresh loaf on the side. Brian looks like he could explode; his veins are popping in his neck, making his tattooed angel’s wings flutter. Mrs Davies clocks his discomfort, walks by and slaps Paul’s hand. ‘Nobody’s too posh to cut their own bread,’ she says, pointing to the knife.

‘I know,’ he says. ‘But I’m eating with my hands. Like a natural-born savage.’ He makes a strange animal noise in Iggy’s direction and she skips around in delight.

‘Did you get that DJ sorted in the end?’ I ask.

‘Hm?’ Paul says, still chewing on the bread and pulling daft faces at Iggy.

‘The DJ? From that place in town?’

‘Don’t even go there,’ he says, straightening up and lifting his hands in front of him.

‘Why? What’s up?’ I ask, noticing Mrs Davies leaving the kitchen through the back door. Paul’s boundless energy can be too much first thing in the morning.

‘You’ve not looked at the family WhatsApp yet then?’

I pull a face and take my iPhone from my dress pocket, lighting the screen up with my thumb. I swipe left to locate the little green app and open up the family group chat – entitled ‘Morland Twats’ – only to find an angry exchange between Paul and my sister, Caitlin. I scroll through the messages while Paul watches me expectantly, still chewing frantically on bread.


Caitlin: Got us a superb DJ.

Paul: FFS! Seriously?!

Caitlin: You might sound more grateful.

Paul: Control freak.

Paul: You’ll have to cancel cause I’ve already booked someone.

Caitlin: Don’t worry – I cancelled yours this morning. All sorted. Xx



‘Eh? Why has she cancelled your DJ?’ I ask.

‘Because it’s what she does,’ he says, letting out a deep sigh.

Paul was supposed to be our one-man entertainment committee for our party tomorrow. Caitlin’s supposed to be in charge of the costume and décor. Me the cocktails and natural party treats. And Steven, as ever, took the monopoly over the guest list. He’ll not be best pleased when Paul and Caitlin’s lot turn up when the sun goes down, as they inevitably will.

‘When’s she getting here anyway?’ I ask, dread rising in me at the very thought.

‘Sometime this afternoon. Granny and Caitlin in one day. Deep fucking joy.’ He grabs more bread from the fresh loaf and sneaks out of the kitchen before Brian can chastise him with a terrifying look.

‘Just going to grab some of that lavender,’ I say to Brian, not really expecting an acknowledgement. I wander out through the kitchen and towards the utility room at the back. The lavender’s hanging over a high line that’s stretched between the walls, just as you might hang weed.

Lavender has a truly calming smell, and I love how it can create the prettiest cocktails. A nice, refreshing lavender lemonade cocktail.

I place my basket on the wooden sideboard and step onto the little wooden footstool to reach the hanging flowers. I’m just gathering the dried-out stems when I hear hushed urgent voices outside beyond the half-open door. I place the lavender I’ve just plucked into my basket and listen intently.

‘You know why you can’t.’ It’s Mrs Davies. She sounds angry. And not just a bit grumpy either, but genuinely angry. It’s a tone I rarely hear from her.

I stop what I’m doing and concentrate. The only other sound is Iggy sniffing around between the stone tiles of the floor and the bottom of the tall cupboard door. I strain to hear as Steven’s impersonal, formal voice hisses in response.

‘If you had your way …’

‘You’ve had your way all your life. But when it comes to this …’

‘You’d do anything, wouldn’t you?’ he jumps in, interrupting her.

‘Yes,’ she snaps, her voice rising. ‘So you know that it will never be yours.’

I bite my lip in concentration. What the hell are they arguing about? What will never be his? The estate? Granny’s coming to speak to us about our inheritance later on – could it be to do with that? But why wouldn’t it be Steven’s? As the eldest, he’s the natural first choice. Unfortunately.

And I’ve no idea why Steven is letting Mrs Davies speak to him like that. I mean, not that she shouldn’t – he’s a right twat at the best of times. But he’s usually such an authoritative, totalitarian bully. Although, saying that, she probably had to wipe his arse when he was a kid so maybe, when push comes to shove, she really can hold her own with him. I’ve just never heard her speak so … aggressively towards him before.

He comes back at her, but his voice has lost its usual confidence.

‘It’s rightfully mine.’

‘No,’ she says. ‘You should be locked up for what you did. Pure evil.’

What on earth are they talking about? Pure evil? Curiosity sets my brain whirring at a thousand miles per hour but just then, there’s a huge clatter. I turn and can see Iggy has managed to force open the cupboard door with her nose, an ironing board falling out and making a racket against the stone tiles and everything else that was propped up with it. Iggy runs at full pelt out of the door.

‘Who’s that?’ Steven yells.

‘It’s just Iggy,’ I call through. Then I go towards the door and poke my head out, pretending I haven’t heard anything. ‘Oh, morning, Steven,’ I say. ‘Just been sorting the cocktail herbs.’

Quite distinct from Paul’s casual vibes, Steven’s morning attire consists of a preppy white polo shirt with smart jeans and tan shoes. Paul once ironed creases down the middle of all Steven’s jeans to prank him and, honestly, while he openly reprimanded Paul, I think he was secretly pleased.

Steven chooses not to comment on my herbs and instead silently drops his cigarette onto the path and puts it out quickly with his foot. He stares at me for a moment, his brown eyes appearing almost black and his brow pinched. He says nothing, then storms off to the left.

‘Right, I better make sure Caitlin’s room’s ready,’ Mrs Davies says, then she walks off quickly too and I stand there, completely bemused.

What exactly has my big brother done?




Chapter 2

Paul

Friday

I can feel Caitlin’s upcoming presence like acid reflux. I try to distract myself by pointing the remote control at the widescreen TV that sits on top of our heavy antique drinks cabinet. I flick through the channels aimlessly, then stop at Homes Under the Hammer – an intriguing show. Steven appears in the corner of the room. I’ve never known anybody look stiffer than a porn star and as nonchalant as a lemming on a cliff edge simultaneously, but Steven pulls it off well. Perhaps that’s the problem – maybe he needs to pull it off more frequently.

He looks at me, says nothing and heads to the bureau by the door.

I fix my gaze back on the TV. ‘Smoking in the house again, Steven?’ I say, imitating the old woman and keen to irritate the shit out of him. He says nothing but I can hear the spark of his lighter and soon the smell of burning tobacco floats over to me. I remain fixed on the TV, intrigued as to why the presenter, who looks like a car salesman, suggests the sorry-looking terraced house he’s standing in front of is a bargain. I chuckle, then – feeling irritated by Steven’s silence – I turn to look at him.

‘You know what she’s gone and done?’ I say forcefully.

Steven just looks at me and takes a long drag of his cigarette.

‘You know we’re not meant to be smoking in the house,’ I say, circling my pointed finger in the air. ‘Insurance or whatever.’

‘We have farmyard animals running around the kitchen and you’re worried about a cigarette. Besides, it wasn’t a cigarette that caused it.’

I raise my eyebrows. ‘Whatever,’ I say, exhaling noisily and turning back to the TV. The presenter is now standing in the middle of a kitchen surrounded by cheap melamine units. ‘Crikey,’ I say. ‘How do the other half live?’

‘So what’s she gone and done then?’ Steven says, tapping his ash in the ceramic key tray on top of the bureau. Mrs Davies’ll give him grief about that later, I’m sure.

‘What’s who gone and done?’

‘You tell me – it was your pointless story,’ Steven says dismissively. And then I remember what I was so angry about before losing myself in Homes Under the Hammer.

‘Caitlin,’ I say, sitting back up and knowing full well Steven won’t have seen the WhatsApp message. He has us on mute. He uses that group chat to summon us, but other than that, he pretends it doesn’t exist.

‘You’re bickering again I take it? She’s not even here yet.’

‘She cancelled my DJ. Booked her own.’

‘That’s it? Jesus, Paul, in the grander scheme of things …’

‘Fine. I’ll uninvite some of your guests.’

‘Not exactly the same though is it,’ he says, his patronising tone making me sneer. ‘DJs, or potential investors. I wonder who we need the most.’

‘Your investors won’t be happy if the party’s purely wank,’ I say, staring back at the terraced house on the TV and putting my feet up on the Italian marble coffee table in front of me. I study its intricate giltwood edges, then look back at the TV screen. That coffee table cost more than the bargain house on TV. I remove my feet and put them up on the sofa instead.

I wonder, would it be better living somewhere like that terraced house on TV alone than living in this huge fuck-off house with Northumberland’s very own Caligula breathing down my neck?

‘When’s she due anyway?’ Steven asks.

‘Why does everyone think I’ve got access to Caitlin’s diary?’

‘Because you probably have.’

‘Mid-afternoon or something,’ I say, even though I know she’s expected between three and three thirty.

‘Well, what can I say? Take it up with Caitlin.’ He extinguishes his cigarette. I could do with one myself to be honest.

If I argue my case, I know he won’t help and he won’t bite. So there’s no benefit and no entertainment. I change tack.

‘Got your pitch for Granny ready?’ I ask.

‘Hm?’

‘I bet it’s on PowerPoint. You using a pointer? Or a laser? Or are you just going to use your pencil dick, seeing as it won’t be able to contain itself at the prospect of financial gain.’

‘Look, Paul,’ he says, exhaling a plume of smoke as he speaks. ‘Given I’m already running the estate single-handedly, there’s not really a need for me to peacock around the old woman, is there.’

‘There’d be no need for anyone to peacock around her if we all stuck together,’ I say.

‘But where’s the fun in that? Besides, it’s a test. You know what she’s like. If we all stick together she’ll suggest we haven’t got the balls and give it to a dog’s charity or something.’

I refuse to laugh at that because he does have a point. Granny loves baiting us, divide and conquer and all that. It’s her sport. And that’s exactly what she’s doing with the estate.

Tuesday marks five years since the death of our father – and so this month is Granny’s deadline to hand the estate over to one – or all of us. The rules are simple. If we all agree to run it together, she’ll hand over an equal share to each of us. If just one of us refuses, we all have to make a play. Separately.

And of course, Steven – being the arrogant sociopath that he is – refused to join ranks. He’s created a bear pit. I just don’t think he realises quite how much competition he’s got.




Chapter 3

Kassie

Friday

My peaceful reading session hidden away in my late father’s study is interrupted by the start of a new story. A horror, no doubt. The beginning of which opens with the crunch of stones under the wheels of a Bentley Continental GT.

Leaving the Romanovs’ final days behind in the pages of my book and re-entering my own reality is a daunting prospect. A prospect that, should Anastasia Romanov have endured it in those final days, would no doubt have helped her come to terms with her impending death.

And the death of all her family.

I close my book, place it on the arm of the chair and take a deep breath as I watch my sister Caitlin and her husband, James, park their car, the sun glaring blindingly from their windscreen.

They walk towards the steps of Morland Hall, Caitlin in glamorous oversized sunglasses, and, unlike the rest of us, they go to enter through the main doors as though they’re royalty. Iggy, lying on the rug, lifts her head curiously.

They don’t know I’m watching them as Caitlin leads the way empty-handed and lips pursed, maxi dress flowing behind her – along with James who is overloaded with bags. Mrs Davies comes out to greet them and Caitlin waves towards their car. There’s clearly more to be carried into the house.

As much as Caitlin’s presence irks me, she alone is not the full horror story. She’s simply a puzzle piece of our horror story. Once we are all back in the grounds, rubbing up against each other, a chemical reaction occurs. A really shit one.

It was when I was in school with the other kids that I realised my life wasn’t exactly typical. And I don’t just mean the huge amount of money we have. I mean the huge amounts of narcissism and psychopathy that seem to co-exist in this household like jam and cream on scones. And just like jam and cream, it’s hard to work out which comes first – the narcissism or the psychopathy. They definitely complement each other, though. They definitely work together. And no, I’m not claiming to be an armchair psychologist. You don’t need to be in this case. Their traits are bright and extreme and impossible to miss.

I look up at the huge, framed paintings hanging on the walls in the study flanked by elaborate gold frames. The first is a portrait of our parents, my mother sitting on a dark green armchair, her wavy hair tied up neatly in a style that, according to Cailtin, she never really liked. My father is posed behind her, pinstripe suit and tie, nothing out of place. My mother’s eyes appear empty and I wonder if that’s really what the artist saw that day? I never did have the chance to look into them myself.

The other frames capture a generation at a time, starting with Granny and our late Grandpa (who Paul’s convinced was murdered by Granny – his sudden death aged forty-seven always did seem suspicious), and then the rest of our ancestors all standing tall with round, porcelain faces, ruddy cheeks and gentle eyes. The portraits make my ancestors look dreamy and soft in nature – which is far from Morland reality. Our temperament goes way back. It didn’t start with Granny, but it might end with us. There are no baby Morlands to keep the sociopathic nature of who we really are going strong.

But they could never fully hide the truth. If you look closely at the portrait of my great-great-grandmother Anna, you can see a mark that covers a hole in the canvas. Rumour has it, it was created by a champagne cork flying out there at warp speed. We weren’t the first to party hard in this place – but perhaps it’s time we were the last.

I leave the peaceful confines of the study and walk down the stairs towards the main hall. I can hear them all before I see them.

‘Sweetheart. So lovely to see you.’ Caitlin’s voice is thick with artificial sweetener as she draws out her syrupy words.

‘We’ve missed you, Linny,’ Paul says to Caitlin, kissing both her cheeks. Caitlin always balks if we shorten her name to Cait, so, a few years ago, Paul decided to go one further, miss out ‘Cait’ entirely and extend the final part of her name. Caitlin doesn’t react. She knows it’s better not to indulge him.

I wave over to Caitlin and smile but keep my distance for now. James, however, approaches and kisses both my cheeks and, from the smell on his breath and the greying of his lips, I can tell he’s already been at the Merlot. ‘For his nerves’.

Iggy head-butts James’ thigh enthusiastically and his face suddenly looks as grey as his lips. James is terrified of Iggy, which is why her instinct propels her towards him first. Goats love a bit of mischief.

I follow them through to our wing where they gather in the living room, Iggy trotting ahead of me. When we get in there, I feel instantly amused to find James backing away from Iggy, pressing himself against the bookcase while she wags her tail at warp speed. She would move away if I call out to her. I don’t.

‘Look at you, Kassie.’ Caitlin faux squeals, holding out her arms, her beautifully layered dress flowing out beside her as if it has a life of its own. Her body language, however, is in stark contrast to her tone, and she air-kisses me with precision.

Caitlin squeezes my shoulders theatrically, pulls back and holds my arms out. ‘Kassie. What are you wearing? You look …’

‘Delightful.’ It’s the authoritative voice of Mrs Davies that instantly puts me at ease. She walks in with a tray of drinks. Steven, following close behind, a scowl on his face, heads straight towards the bureau and picks out his cigar case. He lights one up and offers his open case to James, who accepts.

As Mrs Davies continues to walk through the room, tray in hand, she winks at me. We both know she’s saved me from another of Caitlin’s abrasive remarks. Mrs Davies places the drinks tray on the table and everyone, bar me, grabs a gin and tonic. I choose not to partake. I need my wits about me among this lot.

Caitlin looks me up and down, an expression of bemusement on her face as she takes in my almost black, long ‘shullet’ haircut, dark green smock dress and Dr Martens. ‘I’m so excited to show you your costume, Kassie,’ she says. I catch Mrs Davies rolling her eyes and I smile inwardly. ‘You’re going to look divine.’ Caitlin beams.

The party, which will take place tomorrow night, has been in the planning for months. It’s kind of a D-day blow-out. Our last weekend before we find out who’s going to be handed the responsibility of running the estate – and deciding everyone else’s fate.

We’re also hosting Granny overnight tonight. She announced she was coming only the day before yesterday, so we’ve been feeling on edge ever since. Someone must have tipped her off about the party. And while Granny knows her DNA hasn’t exactly spawned strait-laced grandchildren, she doesn’t know quite how debauched things can get at Morland Hall when Paul and Caitlin are let loose.

We always theme our parties and go to town on the costume and decor. The first big bash we threw after Dad died was inspired by Alice in Wonderland – an obvious choice. They gradually got stranger and more obscure as time went on, with Steampunk and messed-up mythical creatures until eventually we came to this year’s theme …

The party tomorrow is to be a heaven and hell themed costume party inspired by the famous Hieronymus Bosch painting – The Garden of Earthly Delights. So we’re not just talking angels and devils – we’re talking naked people emerging from broken eggs with their legs spreadeagled; birds sitting on top of thrones devouring other human figures like a snake might; and a pig wearing a nun’s veil while trying to get off with some poor fella.

Perfectly normal stuff.

Caitlin and James visited the gallery where it hangs in Madrid last summer and she’s been obsessed with it ever since. She’s even gone as far as to invest in ‘companion pieces’ from Christie’s. She spent over a hundred thousand on The Harrowing of Hell and I swear James is as scared of that as he is of Iggy.

‘I’ve carved some pumpkins,’ I say proudly. ‘In homage to Bosch.’ I was inspired by a focal point in the painting that’s like a face, but with arms and legs, and its hands are pulling its huge mouth wide open, revealing a black abyss. It looks like the rest of the painting is being puked up out of it. So I created some pumpkins with strange little limbs that look as though they are puking their insides out – seeds and gunk everywhere.

‘Pumpkins?’ Caitlin says, releasing a deprecating laugh. ‘I’m not sure that pumpkins are really an homage to Bosch, darling.’

‘Oh I don’t know,’ James says kindly. ‘I’m sure they—’

‘I’m sure they’ll be great for the kids,’ Caitlin says, interrupting him and throwing a death stare. Her sweet voice cracks into something more naturally sinister when she’s caught off guard. ‘Will they last until October, though, Kassie?’

Paul downs his G&T, places it back on the tray and picks up the one that was meant for me. He moves towards Caitlin and I. ‘But, Caitlin, I thought our party roles were fluid.’

‘Fluid? That word coming from you makes me want to gag …’

‘And thinking about your pulsating throat makes me …’

‘Give it a rest,’ Steven says. ‘It’s boring and we’ve only been in the same room five minutes.’

Caitlin always talks to Paul like dirt. And Paul always gets thrown and struggles to come up with something intelligent when Caitlin’s on his case. Don’t know why – he’s king of the riposte usually.

Paul persists, ignoring Steven who is standing to his left now, continuing to puff away on his gross cigar. ‘Seeing as how you decided to make a move on entertainment, I’m sure Kassie can have at least some say in décor.’ Paul looks at me now and I wonder whether being drawn into their bickering can ever be a good thing.

Regardless, Caitlin’s glare transforms into a smile. Not that you could tell she’s happy by looking into her eyes. ‘Of course. Of course,’ she says animatedly, her hands clasping in faux delight. ‘Why not place them outside of your cottage, hm, Kassie? That’ll do nicely. There. Sorted. Can we move it along now please?’

The fact I’m almost thirty seems to have bypassed Caitlin. And the rest of them for that matter. Being the youngest has always been a drag in this house. When did décor have to become so stiff? Surely using natural resources is better than spending a fortune on whatever Caitlin’s got planned?

‘So what’s the plan for the décor?’ I ask her. ‘It better be sustainable.’

‘I have the most wonderful designer working on it,’ Caitlin says. ‘She’s drawn up some fabulous plans, created some amazing structures and she’s arriving with it all for the big installation tomorrow morning.’

‘But is it—’

‘Yes, yes, yes,’ Caitlin replies, waving her hand in my face while looking away. ‘It’s guaranteed to be … show-stopping.’

Paul makes a noise as if he’s clearing phlegm from his throat. Caitlin narrows her eyes before looking back at me and moving her arm slowly through the air like a ballerina might. ‘Birth. Death. And everything in between,’ she says, as if she’s got those three things dancing delicately on her fingers as she speaks the words. This outward delicacy isn’t born of sensitivity; it’s born of control. I swear, if you found an opening in the back of an old wardrobe, you’d find Caitlin poised in a diamond-studded sleigh slaughtering woodland animals, a deluge of blood trailing in the snow behind her.

‘James,’ Steven says formally, clearly keen to change the subject. ‘Did that property come through?’

‘Yes. It’s currently in for planning. Keeping everything crossed,’ James says, wandering over to Steven, both still avec cigar. The smell makes me want to gag. Of course, James doesn’t need to keep anything crossed. He has the financial power to sway council decision-making.

They’re about the same age, James and Steven. Steven’s forty-three and I think James is maybe a year or two older at most. Given the proximity in age and wealth, there’s a definite competitiveness between the two. I mean, there’s a competitiveness between all my siblings, but it’s different between Steven and James. There’s a mutual respect as well, but it’s always dampened by a need to outdo one another. And now, with James being Caitlin’s not-so-secret weapon in inheritance-gate (Granny simply adores the link to James’ much wealthier family) Steven will be keeping his cards close to his chest. So, they will inevitably spend this evening playing snooker and boasting about their latest cars. Steven’s just bought the new Aston Martin Coupe. James has his Bentley. They’ll be out there later on, each with a glass and a cigar in hand, lifting up the bonnets of their respective vehicles as if they’ve any clue whatsoever as to what lies beneath them.

Of course, they don’t actually like each other.

‘I take it you’re going to manage your intake tomorrow?’ Caitlin says to Paul, sipping her gin and tonic slowly. Meanwhile Paul’s already finished his second.

‘It’s a party,’ Paul says. ‘You might be in charge of costume but you’re not in charge of consumption. Besides, there’s only room for one killjoy at a party.’ He glances in Steven’s direction and Caitlin’s eyes follow.

‘Fair point,’ she says. ‘Just, go easy on the psychedelics. We don’t need to be scooping you out of the fountain and mopping up your inappropriate behaviour again.’

‘It was paradoxical undressing,’ Paul says, exhausted by yet another reference to that night. ‘Besides,’ he adds, ‘it’s the middle of summer. There’s no harm in a bit of skinny-dipping.’ I cringe at the memory. Paul’s usually the last one standing – booze, coke, whatever, he can handle it. But when he throws more unpredictable substances into the mix, as he’s planning
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