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1

The Two Houses sit grey and brooding beneath a pale sky. They cling to the hillside, cowering from the wind, because always, before everything up here, there is the wind. In the not-quite-light of a November afternoon, this whole strange world is beaten by it; the spindly trees, the long sedge grasses, even the houses themselves seem to bend under its assault.

The Two Houses were not always two. But if it is human to build – even up here, in this blasted northern hinterland – it is human to break, too.

And he could not have known – the man whose hand carved 1712 in deep, angular strokes above the doorway – that his work would both last and not last. For it is more than three hundred years that this wind and these stones have been battering each other, more than three hundred journeys around the sun, and still his stones stand. But the middle of his great house is missing. Its central rooms have been cut out, removed, sliced clean away as if a stinking wound or canker. His one great house rent and rendered into two.

Jay walks out into the space between, into the gap between the two houses that, in 1712, were built as one. A house so haunted, the locals say, that its last owner simply took out the middle. Took out the rooms where objects hurled themselves across the carpet and dogs whimpered and even in the heat of summer – what summer there is, up on these hills – the air could on a sudden turn to clouded ice in front of you. One house made two; void and vacuum in between. Bad things happened here, they murmur; this is bad land.

Jay walks out into the space between, because it is in this space that the builders have been digging. Because wouldn’t it be perfect, they said, to have her studio here; to connect the two houses, to bring them together again? And Simon, with his architect’s brain, with his love of stone and glass and building, had eagerly put pen to paper.

Up here, high above the world, the rain is as relentless as the wind. In the silence of the fading year, Jay has been making a taxonomy of it. Thin rain, fat rain, rain that doesn’t fall but hangs around you like a shroud; rain that drives itself horizontal, pricking dull needles into the skin. Today it drips, ticklingly slow, down the back of her neck, catches dew-like in her hair and eyelashes.

You see everything and nothing from Two Houses. Everything, because they sit above the valley’s road, looking out over the sweep of empty hillside, the curved fells with their wind-whipped green and ochre grasses. Nothing, because the village is further up the dale, hidden from view, and it’s ten miles down to town the other way. They are the only souls for miles, Jay and Simon, the builder and his lad.

There are spades lying on the earth between the houses. A digger, abandoned, its claw limp against the ground. Beyond the damp, Jay can smell the wetness of newly churned soil, its rich secrets meeting air for the first time. Her knees crack as she bends down to the place on which all eyes are fixed.

‘Jay—’

It is Simon, hovering behind her somewhere. He is always so sensible, her Simon.

‘—maybe you shouldn’t …’

But it is too late. Her fingers have touched it, this strange, unearthly protrusion from the land at which they are all looking. And as they do, everything swims into crystalline focus. Every sharp intake of breath when the Two Houses are mentioned; each darkly guarded reference to the things that happened here. Suddenly, she understands.

Behind her, the builder’s lad retches. The smell of his soured breakfast carries on the bitter air, and a new silence descends as they wait, held in uneasy tableau around the unburied earth. For there is no doubting it now: this thing beneath her fingers has the irrefutable hardness of bone.
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This is how it starts, on a Thursday afternoon in high spring with the frantic choking of birdsong outside the window. A crack in the firing. A line, filigree-fine. And as she turns the vessel with her hands, suddenly it is as if she herself is on the potter’s wheel, her feet unrooted from the scuffed and dusty floor, and she is turning. Turning, turning, and she is falling now into this crack, this infinitesimal maw that has opened up in front of her. Crack break rupture ruin, and in their frenzy of mating and making the birds don’t care, louder than ever in their feathered song. Jay spins faster than the world on its axis as the great cracked vessel slips and falls, its porcelain shattering in long seconds across the ground.

It happens, she tells herself that afternoon. That evening. Through the suffocating hours of that sleep-starved night. It happens it happens it happens. But when Simon finds her pacing the kitchen in the cold dawn of the third day, in those half-light hours where everything is silvered and white, her hands shaking uncontrollably, her heart a leaping dance inside her chest, she is forced to admit that the break is in her. That, somehow, it is she who has broken.

She cannot work. No difference, the calendar on the studio wall with 13 May circled in ominous loops of red marker. No difference, the telephone calls from gallery assistants, then gallery directors, asking in increasingly panicked tones about the appearance of her work. No difference, the friends who come and who she refuses to see. The telephone rings. The meals that Simon makes grow cold and congealed on her plate. Her head and heart have fallen into that porcelain void, and there is nothing – no words, no thoughts – only white and aching emptiness.

It is absolutely not about not being able to have children.

‘Is it about not being able to have children?’ Podge asks delicately, his hand on her forearm, his voice overly prepared and sickeningly sympathetic.

No it’s bloody not, she wants to scream. I am more than the sum of my parts, the fruit of my womb, the torpor of my ovaries.

‘No, Podge.’ Podge, with his shaved head and his big silver earrings, her best friend these twenty years, and yet somehow he could ask that question. ‘It’s about the work. You know me.’

Podge nods solemnly. ‘I know you. It’s always about the work.’

And yet and yet and yet, slamming her forehead into the bathroom wall just for the cold, reverberating crunch of it. This agony of not being able. She, who sailed through school, sailed through Chelsea. First to get a dealer, first to get a sale, a show, a four-figure advance. The only one of the cohort to be having a retrospective – a retrospective at forty-two, for crying out loud, that’s something to talk about. She who walked into a room, locked eyes with Simon, picked him, married him. She who has done everything she ever wanted without even having to think about it. To her, this inability is corrosive. It gnaws at her unproductive innards.

And no matter, really, the question of whether she wanted them. Whether she wanted to swell up, to be leached off, thick and blubbery as a whale. She thinks of Sally Armstrong, the weakest of the Chelsea set, fat and happy in the suburbs last she heard, oozing with milk and maternity like some great dairy cow. Jay never could stand Sally; the frilly lips of her vases, their twee glazes.

And yet, and yet (the clonk of her forehead, bruised now, against the tiles). It is novel, this not being able within her skin. She wants to rip it off, to cleanse herself of it.

She spends the summer in her bed. Friends whispering anxiously at the bedroom door, on the threshold, the cusp. As if breakdown might be contagious, as if despair might be caught.

White sheets, white walls, the black and white collie dog fluff of Bella lying in the bed next to her. Bella, growing fat now that her walks have petered out. Jay diminishing, folding in on herself while the dog fills out, tongue and tail lolling in the summer heat.

The broken vessel haunts her dreams, flits across her retinas in this strange, timeless place between wake and sleep. Things have broken before; obviously things have broken before. The magic of the kiln is quicksilver, inscrutable. But this had been so long in the planning. A vessel – not vase, not urn – half as tall as she is. Wide curved sides tapering to a small, delicate mouth. Months of experiments, trials, tests, and finally she’d worked out how to get the clay so fine it would feel like paper. So pale that coming into the workshop at dusk, it seemed for a moment as if you’d stumbled upon some smooth, fallen moon. A planet brought down to earth.

A summer in bed squeezing her eyes shut, and yet still she feels the clay’s coolness against her palms, the strong vital curve of it, waxing rich and plentiful beneath her hands. How she’d coaxed it; the hours, the weeks. For what? A crack in the firing. A hollow shell. Worthless, unfulfilled, unfilled.

She cannot explain to Simon, who sits by her side, that her mind is a dance of all these forms unformed. That the date of the retrospective approaching – being – passing – does not make her feel sad, for she does not feel anything at all.
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‘I don’t want to be here any more,’ she whispers. Her words cut through the stale heat of the bedroom, the thick summer air through which Simon, in turn, is delicately folding a page of newspaper. It dangles, black and white and ever so slightly trembling, from his hand.

I don’t want to be here any more.

Outside, there is a team of men drilling in the street. In a garden, someone’s child is crying; next-door’s builders have their radio blasting. A bus tears along the main road and planes circle lazily overhead. It is London in August, its noise and chaos hurtling in through the open windows.

And Simon, gently replacing his page of newsprint, chooses to take ‘here’ as London. Chooses the specificity of time and place, the airless bedroom and the particularly noisy coordinates of Southwark. It is warm, his skin is sticky, and anyone would be forgiven for finding the city’s smog and rattle overwhelming. Greased by the beads of sweat that have been forming on his brow since long before dawn, Simon’s glasses insist on sliding down his nose. Pushing them back up for the umpteenth time, he refuses to entertain the possibility that ‘here’ might mean something larger.

‘I think we should get out,’ he says.

Her turquoise eyes stare up at him from the pillow into which she has sunk these last few weeks, skin and bone.

‘What?’

‘I think we should get out. Find a place outside London. Somewhere to do up. For holidays, weekends. We always said we would.’

His wife looks at him, pale and listless, her long red hair fanned out behind her. A Pre-Raphaelite portrait; Millais’s Ophelia, drowning in her bed. She is so pale now, her skin faded to milk, networks of blue veins criss-crossing her like a map. Even her hair has dimmed, as if the pigment has been leached out of her.

The woman Simon married was full of colour, bright and vivacious, a russet mane and dazzling jewel-like eyes. She was the life of the party. Always making, creating. If she wasn’t at her wheel or tending her kiln, he’d come home to find her up a ladder stringing garlands around the living room, or in the kitchen cooking an impromptu supper for fifteen of her nearest and dearest. These are not things that Simon would have done himself, but he has always enjoyed them, in his own quiet way; has always looked on admiringly from the sidelines, waiting patiently, contentedly, for the moment when the front door closes and he has her to himself again.

Simon has, on occasion, worried that he’s too sensible for Jay. He suspects that her artist friends find him rather square. Podge, the painter, whose shaved head and bulging belly share the same round form; Gavin, the stick-thin poet; Hélène, who doesn’t ever seem to do anything except travel to Nepal and Bhutan in search of inspiration. To them, architecture is about lines and measurements. They deal in the business of creativity – in the uncorking of bottles, the staying up into the small hours – while he goes to an office for early-morning meetings, wearing a tie to boot. (Not that he says it to Podge and co, but Simon actually thinks his knitted ties are pretty avant-garde.)

But Jay has never said any of this, never begrudged his early-to-bed, early-to-rise nature. She has always pored over his plans, talked through his trickiest installations, offered ideas and solutions while he stared mesmerised by the light playing over her auburn hair. When a pair of outrageously coloured jays took to pottering around their tiny London garden, pale pink and turquoise, he started calling her his Jay-bird. She laughed, strutting like a crow and feathering their nest. His Jay. His Jay-bird.

‘Space, Jay-bird,’ he says gently, over the whine of the drill and the hum of the traffic. ‘Peace and quiet.’

She pulls herself up in the bed, wrapping her arms around her knees. With her shoulders arcing forward, he can see each veterbra jutting out from her skin, the dark, newly cavernous recesses beneath her collarbones.

‘You sound like Podge,’ she murmurs. ‘I don’t want to join the rest of the circus down in bloody—’

Margate. Simon knows that’s where she’s going. Margate and Rye and, lately, Whitstable, and all the other once-abandoned seaside towns, newly taken over by the trendy London crowd, the same faces there at the weekend as you’d find in Soho or Clerkenwell during the week.

‘No, Jay-bird, not Kent. Really out somewhere. Somewhere wild and remote, where we can just be us.’

Where we can just be us and you can just be you again, he adds silently, somewhere between hope and prayer.

‘Weekends?’ she asks thoughtfully, twiddling the ends of her long hair.

Simon nods. ‘Weekends. The odd week here and there, even.’

Jay sighs.

‘I don’t know. How far could you get in a weekend anyway?’

She turns from him, back to her pillow, her horizontal world. But Simon remains undeterred. He saw the faint glimmer of interest. And he is an architect. He knows that things are only built stone by stone, brick by brick.

Later that night she comes downstairs to find him at the kitchen table, maps and train timetables spread across its surface.

‘I mean it, Jay. Let’s go.’

‘It’ll only be for weekends,’ he overhears her telling Podge the following week as she packs a bag for their northern expedition. Podge, his fellow nursemaid and gatekeeper during this – Simon doesn’t know what to call it. The doctor said ‘breakdown’, but he was sat behind a shiny mahogany desk in the padded comfort of his private practice, and Simon found his terminology trite, his consultation scant for the fees demanded.

Podge’s nasal voice rings out, high and incredulous. ‘Weekends?’

For all the uneasy truce of their relationship – Podge’s perpetual need to assert that he was Jay’s best friend long before Simon came along – Simon has to admit that he has been a brick these last few months, staunch and stalwart.

‘Long weekends,’ Jay counters. ‘Simon can work from home, sometimes.’

‘And what about you? What are you going to do in the country?’

There is something vulgar about the way he says it, as if the dirt and manure it conjures have somehow landed on Podge’s tongue.

‘I’ll work. It’ll be peace, quiet—’

Podge mutters something that Simon cannot hear. Packing up his work for the night, he wonders what Podge makes of Jay’s newfound lack of work. Jay, who has always been working, always busy with her fingers – until now. To Simon, it seems somehow just as improbable that she would start again as that she had stopped in the first place. The low utterances continue in the bedroom until Podge exclaims dramatically: ‘I don’t know why you don’t just come to Margate with the rest of us!’

And Simon, victorious, smiles.
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‘Shit!’

The Volvo swerves violently up onto a verge, its hulking great nose stopping just centimetres from the drystone wall in front of them. Simon sees his wife thrown against the passenger side window, hears the soft clunk of her head against the glass as they grind to a halt.

‘Are you alright?’ he asks.

Jay rubs her temple. ‘What was that?’

‘No idea.’ Simon readjusts his glasses, hands trembling.

‘A pothole?’

‘The wheel?’

They clamber out into a rough-edged afternoon, the air chill and damp. No matter that London talks of an Indian summer. They have come north, climbing high above the sunlit cities and picture-postcard valleys. No one sweats in deckchairs here, or pulls out the sundresses they had thought to retire for the year. September has barely started its rotation, but already the light is dribbling limply through the clouds; a few hours yet off dipping, but with that autumnal laziness that knows a long night is coming.

In the city, people will be stepping out into baked streets, braving a Tube journey in tropical humidity. They will be rushing past each other, unlooking, unheeding, spun off course by the thump of colliding into someone else’s shoulder. Simon and Jay are a long way from that on this empty stretch of road. The brown grass whispers, flattening itself under the air’s command, and in the distance, a bird – or perhaps it is the wind? – sings a mournful note.

Simon joins her on the passenger side and together they stare down at the front wheel, or what’s left of it, all sag and warp around the hubcap.

‘Can you drive on it?’

Simon crouches down, touching his fingers to the rapidly cooling rubber as if to coax it back to life. ‘We can limp on, I think.’

Jay kneels next to him, but it is not the wheel that meets her hand. He watches her fingers stretch out towards the ochre mud. She pushes it between thumb and forefinger, and somewhere inside him a memory stirs.

‘Are you sure you want to be touching that?’ He gets up and leans on the Volvo’s bonnet, rolling his shoulders, cracking his neck. This is their fifth hour in the car today, the fourth property, and it’s impossibly far from anything to be the one they’re looking for.

She does not move. Turning in on herself again, he thinks, as she buries her nose in the clod she’s pulled from the earth. Yet another thing that closes her off from him.

‘Come on.’ He calls her back, a sharpness he can’t account for in his voice. A gust of wind whips along the deserted road, and if he could he would call back his words. But the wind carries them off, and she is standing up, letting the earth fall, slipping wordlessly back into the car. Simon remains on the roadside, wishing for all the world that he had not extinguished that brief, familiar spark.

They do limp on, wonkily, the moan of the wheel like an injured dog, as if the car itself is hurting. The sides of the valley rise steeply above them, grey-green and foreboding. There are few trees here, just bare land criss-crossed with stone walls and tumbledown barns. The outside hush creeps into the car. The radio has long since stopped spluttering, and Jay and Simon peer out cautiously, silently, at the barren landscape.

It was arbitrary, in the end, the choosing of place. Simon’s maps crept across the kitchen, unfolding themselves across every surface, and ultimately it came down to the blind stabbing of fingers against the crinkled paper. Not Kent, they’d decided that. Not the Cotswolds (too conservative). Not the Peak District (too touristy). Wales was, in Simon’s words, too … Welsh. Finally Jay had searched for the land that was the least veined, the least laced with roads and arteries. Oxygen bubbles in clay cause explosions in the kiln, and if the summer in her bed had been a self-starving of air, a compression not unlike the way she wedged and pounded clay to push those bubbles out, she wanted that here, too. Looking down at the illustrated land as if it were a body, she did not want the embroidery of roads, veins, lifeblood.

She did not like the first houses they saw. A twee cottage with falsely jolly window boxes. A sixties bungalow replete with gun turret windows and metallic floor tiles. The third appealed to Simon, an old vicarage looking over a postcard-perfect village green, but Jay stood stony-faced and shook her head. Already there were old ladies peering through the lacy curtains to get a look at them, stopping Simon on the garden path to make pointedly casual conversation.

‘I want to be left alone,’ she told him.

‘Is there anywhere else?’ Simon asked the estate agent, his mouth downturned.

‘Afraid not, not down here.’

Simon was just turning back to her, wheeling around ready to admit defeat, when the man said: ‘Well, hold hard. There is somewhere. Much further up dale. A bit of a wreck, to be frank. Council finally getting around to selling it off. Let me ring Herbert, see if he can take you round. You’d have to drive up on your own, mind. Out of my way, is that. A dead end, to boot – top of the dale just stops, like.’

So now with their busted wheel they are crawling slowly up the single road at the bottom of this deserted valley, this dead-end dale. ‘Nel-der-dale,’ Simon announces cautiously, one eye on the road, one on the map. They pass through a tattered town, grey and run down, half its shops out of business, their blanched facades barricaded against some unknown threat.

‘You sure you want to look up here?’ Simon asks.

Jay does not answer, because she is looking, leaning forward to drink in this strange world. For it is strange to her, with its great treeless hillsides rising above them, rounded over like so many hunched backs, so many cold shoulders. As if, like her, the land wants to keep itself to itself. From here the hills look velveteen, vast and unpeopled. They climb, the road looping serpentine along the valley floor, and their ears pop as they pass first one abandoned house – windows boarded, roof collapsed – and then another. By the side of the road an ancient telephone box comes into view, its once-red walls faded now to pink and rust.

‘Can you stop?’

Simon’s head snaps around to look at her, eyes wide behind his glasses. ‘Stop?’

‘Yes, stop, stop.’

He does, and she scrambles out of the car, turning back to the telephone box, strange relic of a bygone time. The wind is fierce, metallic cold, but she doesn’t know if it’s that or the thrill of pulling back the old glass door that pricks gooseflesh along her skin. Inside, it is quiet, musty. Cocooned from world and weather, it is a tiny space from another time, with its rotary telephone and politely printed notices, faded now and age-stained. Little’s Sheep Dip – the most trusted. Arkwright Cough Syrups – best for man and beast. The wires have long been cut, but for a moment Jay peers out through grimy glass at the empty landscape, not a building in sight, and wonders who could have made a telephone call here. How lonely it must have sounded if anyone ever tried to call back, its peals ringing and ringing across the desolate valley.

‘Jay—’ Simon is pulling open the door and with him comes a roar of chill air.

Her fingers alight on the cold buttons. ‘Isn’t it magical?’

He nods, pulling the collar of his jumper up around his neck. ‘Amazing. But we should go, the man is waiting for us.’

Buffeted by the wind, they stagger back to the car like drunks, the force of air plunging them in zigzags across the road, Jay’s hair lashing itself into wild tangles before her eyes.

‘Simon?’

But this wind, this wind, it snatches the words from her, whisks away the sound of her voice before it reaches him.

‘Simon!’

Halfway into the driver’s seat, his head pops up comically above the roof of the car.

‘Yes?’

‘Why is it called “The Two Houses”?’

He pauses. The wind drops, leaving a silence that is sudden and soft. ‘I don’t know, Jay-bird. I think the agent said something about there being a bit missing.’

‘Like me, then.’ She flashes a hard smile and sinks into her seat.

Simon frowns, concentrating on the road. Her words echo between them, reverberating in the cool air until they are almost nothing. Words for which there are no easy answers, no pat responses. Words it is easiest to ignore, to leave until the silence grows loud enough that it is as if she had hardly said them.

‘Oh, hello,’ Simon murmurs. In the distance, Jay can make out the tubby figure of a man, arms waving, pointing them up off the road onto the hillside. ‘I think we’re here.’

Somewhere in the pit of Jay’s stomach, it feels like homecoming, and the fingers that have been clutched around her heart release.
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Folk say that time does not make a noise. That time is dull and silent. But folk say stupid, unfounded things, because a house – or two houses – left to their abandonment would tell you about time’s noises. As would we, abandoned, who listened to them.

You stand still enough, long enough, you’ll hear it. The creep of ivy growing through a window, its tendrils sucking, clasping, against a bedroom’s walls. The flake and fall of paint, each loss fluttering, clattering to the ground. The shriek of water frozen in a pipe. The bullet crack of glass in the dead of winter. Oh yes, there is a cacophony to decay. A favourite word of my mother’s, cacophony.

It is loud, time, and it is cruel, for no matter how hard you tug at the weeds, how hard you try to remember what things once were, it marches on, deafening.

Wood splinters. Windows break. Leaves find their way in under doors, rattling against the floorboards until they are paper skeletons, until they are mere dust. And even the dust hisses, moved by the wind that breathes inside the walls, trampled by the footfall of children who’ve no right to play here or the rodents that come by night, and if they could have seen it thus, oh …

Mouldering curtains sigh. Ragged wallpaper chatters in the breeze. The hooks of a heavy light fixture creak and groan as gravity does its worst until one day the whole glass orb falls, shattering clean away, and it does not matter, then, how much it was loved.

A world is not silent just because there is no one left to hear it. I was left to hear it.

Jay’s eyes take a moment to adjust to the gloom, her ears to learn the loud noiselessness of this place, as if they are hearing quiet for the first time. In front of her, a wide hallway appears; a dark wooden staircase, complete with two turns. It is grand, elegant in its decay; the kind of staircase in hotels or stately homes that makes her feel she’s lady of the manor. Even in the half-dark, though, she can see that most of the bannisters are missing, that the handrail is caked with years of bird shit. Its pale, lunar excrescences are strangely familiar to her; she smiles, thinking of the clay splattered on the studio floor.

She feels her way into the first room. Its wide bay windows are cloaked by dark curtains, arm-achingly heavy. Hauling them back, she frees decades of dust whose motes dance and sparkle in the new shafts of light. Herbert, the tubby estate agent, walks into the cloud of it.

‘Of course,’ he splutters, trying to clear his throat, ‘forty year empty’s left a fair bit of muck.’

And yes, the windows are silvered with grime, argentine, but with what light there is Jay can make out an ornate fireplace, frothy Victorian cornicing, a vast room littered with years of neglect. Old newspapers lie forgotten on the floor beneath chunks of fallen plaster; a leather-bound book, its pages bloated with rain; odd forgotten bits of wood and metal. Heavy floral wallpaper sags away from the walls, and the air reeks of acrid smoke, the black stains of long-ago fires streaking up the walls.

Jay does not see what Simon and Herbert see, does not hear the sensible things they discuss (‘empty a long while … going for a song’; ‘good bones … a decent floor beneath this muck’ …). Instead, she is moving out of this room into a second hallway, peeling away the stiff, flocked wallpaper like wrapping paper and running her hands over the plaster beneath. Cool, clay-like, mottled beautiful with age.

Beyond this corridor is a kitchen, its tiled walls still keeping the air frigid. There is a sour smell in here, something half-decayed and maggot-moving in the corner. But Jay finds that if she presses her cheek to the tile, runs her fingers along the great black cooking range, she can imagine warmth, as if some heat is held residual, locked away in the very walls. She can close her eyes and smell bread in the oven, something rich and meaty on the stove. Surely that is the sound of water boiling, its steam rising up over the tips of her fingers. Opening her eyes, it flies from her, but she is not sad to be left alone in this dark, mouldering corner.

Sidestepping guano and broken planks, she climbs the stairs. In one bedroom she finds a thimble – silver, dented – that fits perfectly on her finger. She turns to tell Simon who has come into the room behind her – ‘Si, look’ – but he is not there, and those cannot have been footsteps she was so sure she heard approaching. She pauses, waits to see if the steps will start again. But they do not so she creeps on, into another empty room whose bedframe has left a trace of itself against the paint, ancient bedposts in perfect silhouette; into another whose child’s wallpaper has faded almost into nothingness, so that pink-jacketed riders and ghost horses jump along its walls. Here, there is fade, but in other rooms, colour: rich russet stains in the bathtub, a lace curtain turned crisp and ochre, a vibrant green flourishing of mould next to the grand staircase, where the beginnings of a corridor suddenly stop.

‘Simon?’

Again, she thought him closer than this, could have sworn he was just in the next room, just a few steps behind her. He is not, and for a time she is alone with the pounding of her heart, the faint clouds of her breath peppering the dark air, the creak and groan of long untrodden floors. There’s no such thing as ghosts, she tells herself.

‘Yes, love?’

Here he is, picking his way gingerly up the staircase, the small, somewhat queasy-looking estate agent in tow.

‘What’s this bit here?’ She points to the indentation in the wall, where the skirting board and cornicing turn, as if around a corner, before coming to an abrupt halt.

‘I don’t know, Jay-bird.’ Simon runs his hands along the wall, steps back for a moment to take it in. ‘It looks like it was meant to be a doorway of some sort.’

‘But why does it just stop?’

The agent speaks, licking his lips nervously before and after. ‘That’s where they cut it out.’

‘Cut what out?’

‘Middle of the house.’

‘What?’

‘Middle of the house. It were symmetrical before. Hestle Hall they called it, same name as the village up yonder. Look.’ The agent shuffles through the printouts he’s holding. They quake and flutter in his hand, but sure enough she sees it now. He’s pointing at a photograph of the house they are standing in: a large bay window on the left, a front door that was once the centre of the building, and then a gap, a space, before another slender building on the right.

She points at the other building. ‘Is that part of it too?’

‘Yes, ma’am.’ It sounds like he’s saying mam.

‘But you have to go outside to get to it?’

‘Yes. Across the grass. They put a door in at the back. Two Houses. Been called that since they took the middle out.’

‘When was that?’

‘Oh, long time ago. Must be seventy year at least.’

‘But why?’

‘Jay …’ Simon’s voice has the slightest edge of warning, as it does sometimes when she asks too many questions, asks too much of people. Both of them are mildly surprised by it: her last few months have been so quiet that there have been no probing questions asked, no interrogations to stop.

‘Well …’ The agent swallows hard, blinking furiously behind his glasses. ‘They said it were haunted, like. Dogs barking and that. Things that moved. Odd noises. He’d lost his wife, the last one of them, the owner that is, that was. Lost his wife and then it started – only in the middle rooms, mind. So he cut it out. Cut out the rooms that she were haunting, her rooms. Long time ago now, as I said. Sure there’s nothing to it, like.’

But Jay can sense the sweat on his palms, can see it beading on his upper lip. She catches Simon’s eye. He has that look he gets sometimes when he is thinking about work or trying to solve a difficult crossword clue. He is her wise owl, he is a grandfather clock, for though his pale face is calm and inscrutable, if she holds her breath she can hear the whir of gear and mechanism beneath.

‘Can we see the other house?’ she asks.

‘See it from here. Look.’

Herbert the agent marches over to the window, wrestles with the long-rusted catch. It swings open with a gasp, a shock, as if the whole house recoils at this sudden violation, this sudden inrush of other air. Obedient, Jay and Simon hang their heads out of the window.

They look out over the unhallowed land, over the space between in which all these ghostly things have happened. Evening is rolling in, a chill mist with it that cloaks them all in an extravagant whiteness. The rain spatters the backs of their necks as they crane out at the other house. It is exactly that: the other part of the house they stand in. It looks, from this sideways window perch, of the same stone, same scale, as if it had just drifted free one night in a flood. Bobbed its way across the garden to a place where it could breathe, a place where it could be.

‘Fascinating,’ Simon murmurs, his cogs turning. ‘I wonder, which way do the beams run? You might almost think of putting them back …’

Jay thinks back to the clutter of their London street; new builds and old flats and tiny terraced houses all crushed together. The endless honking of angry drivers unable to pass, unable to park. The tree roots bringing the pavements up into sharp volcanic mountains, as if they, too, were yearning to break free. How claustrophobic it had become, suddenly, to hear someone else’s television through the wall; to be privy to the sounds of love and anger. To look up through the fume-haze to a sky latticed by aeroplane trails, and to have always, always, the builders, the roadworks, the lorries, the buses, the foxes, the wailing babies, the shrieking mothers on their mobiles – to have that as the soundtrack to everything.

The estate agent’s hands jitter, fumbling with his dossier. The clatter of paper, the fall of rain. And beyond that, there is silence. A dark, desolate world in which they can cocoon themselves. In which they can find peace. Jay remembers standing barefoot in their scrubby square metre of London grass, trying desperately to ground, to connect. There is so much space here. So much earth.

‘Simon, it’s perfect.’

Her breath makes clouds in the quickening night, and just like that, it starts.
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The rumour of it flies up Nelderdale. Past the desolate tumbledowns, the abandoned farmhouses, the forgotten phone box faded to pink and rust. It swoops along the ribbon of road, high up along the hillsides, up above the empty schoolhouse and the deserted mine workings where old scars rend the land, spilling ancient rock waste onto the hilltops. Finally it circles down through the village streets, arriving at those few still lived-in houses Hestle has to offer, slipping in on the air under doorways, down chimneys, through the cracks in the windows.

It is not clear how the news arrives. It never is, in a place like this. But it settles as snow on those who are left, dropping uneasily onto their shoulders, onto the very tips of their noses.

Someone drives the twelve miles down to town and asks Little Herbert the estate agent about it. He’s not little any more, squat and sweaty behind his thick varifocals, but nothing changes here, least of all a nickname.

‘Aye,’ he says, swallowing loudly. ‘Buyers for Two Houses. London folk.’

But he refuses to divulge any further information, and so the rumour takes to wing again, hovering above the village, fluttering its feathers until the air is nothing but wing-beat, loud and panicky above them.

Even Tom Outhwaite can’t help looking as he drives past. Tall and greying, with a chiselled jaw and no-nonsense eyes, he’s not the sort to succumb to idle chatter. To drive out to look at the houses as if they’ll offer up some kind of secret. Only one road in the valley, he tells himself defensively, but he can’t deny the long glance as he passes, the letting up of the accelerator. As he looks, the car stalls. Furious, he starts it up again, ramming it full throttle along the darkening lane.

Tom draws up into the village and parks in front of the pub. His pub, or the pub he runs, at least. The pub that got passed on to him when Norman Neal left the village, and Tom … well, Tom needed something to do.

The pub is a square, slate-coloured building. Two benches with broken slats flank its doorway, alongside a faded sun umbrella. He turns off the engine and sits for a moment; he can’t remember a time of proper sun. What he does remember, against his will, at all hours of the day and night, are the swirling patterns of the ancient rugs that line the pub’s floor. The noisy, glinting labels of the bottles. The burn of the electric light behind the bar deep into his retinas, so that, in bed at nights, it is this harsh, bright world that swims endlessly before his tired eyes. He was not made, Tom, to work indoors.

And now this to-do at Two Houses, a to-do he could have done without. It’s been a long time coming. They all knew it might, knew the council might one day, finally, get round to selling the old wreck off. And yet …

Ridiculous, he chides himself, unloading the cash and carry bags from the boot. Daft. To get so het up over a load of London folk who aren’t even here yet and who’ll likely take one look at it in the cold light of day before pushing off back where they came from. Probably won’t last two months up here. Why would they? Probably nothing to worry about.

But as he walks into the pub it is abuzz with worry, as abuzz as a pub with a half dozen customers can be.

‘You heard about them new folk?’

The question is out of Angela’s mouth before the door closes behind him. Angela, her peroxide hair piled on top of her head, cigarette dancing nervously between her lips. Tom heads over behind his bar.

‘You’re not meant to be smoking them in here.’

‘Oh give over, Tom.’

‘I mean it, Ange. My name above door. Me who’s in trouble if the authorities come knocking.’

‘Like anyone comes knocking round here.’ She stubs it out nonetheless, her long, painted fingernails clacking against the ashtray. Out of habit, Tom glances at it. Three cigarettes, all lipstick-stained. He can always tell Angela’s at the end of the night.

‘You heard, then?’

Tom pulls out a tea towel and begins methodically drying the glasses on the tray. They’re not really wet, but he’d rather this than look at her. ‘Heard what?’

‘About the new folk at Two Houses.’

‘Well?’

‘Well what?’

‘What do you want me to do about it?’

‘I don’t want you to do anything, Tom!’ Angela’s voice is shrill and sharp, and Tom is glad he doesn’t have to hear it too often.

There was a time he thought Angela Metcalfe the best thing in the world. When his awkward teenage self would have done anything to walk next to her in the haze of cigarettes and cheap perfume and run his fingers through her blonde hair. It was only years later that he realised how thick with hairspray it was, sharp and straw-like. She’d picked another bloke by then, anyway. Tony Hanley, two years older, with a motorbike and muscles, a liking for the drink and fists that flew too easily in her direction. By the time she came back to the village in her late twenties, she was smaller, paler, shriller, bruised. Besides, Tom was married then, and glad of it. But there are moments now – not when she’s working, helping out in the pub, but in the lonely minutes of his sleepless nights. Then, sometimes, unused to the cold vastness of an empty bed, Tom wonders … But then he sees her, and the cloud of perfume, as strong as ever, has lost its allure. Tom wants something real. Something to hold on to.

‘John says it’s true, Tom.’ She starts again. ‘That they’re really buying.’

John has stains on his shirt. When he shifts in his seat, his potbelly drags against the edge of the bar. He is a man old before his time. Years of too much drink, too little work have turned him fat and grey; grey eyes, grey skin, grey teeth.

‘Is that so?’

‘Yes.’ John rolls his jaw around, clicking it loudly. ‘And soon at that.’

‘Right.’ Tom turns back to his glasses.

‘Well?’ Angela’s voice is even higher now.

‘Well what?’

‘It’s not good, is it?’

‘Not good, not good,’ comes a quiet murmur from the corner of the bar. It is Jacob, Tom’s kid brother.

Special, they called him at school. Sensitive. Jacob, with his clenched fists and turned-in knee and the shoulders that slope diagonally from left to right. Jacob, who came out of the womb with the cord around his neck, who’s spent his whole life scrunched and strangled. Jacob, in his late-thirties now and still helpless, mooning over his half pint as if the suds of froth might give him a message, might tell him something as he rocks back and forth, back and forth on his bar stool. Tom claps a forceful hand on his brother’s arm, bringing the rocking to a stop.

‘Nothing to worry about, pal. They’re just city folk playing country. They’ll be out in a month or two. What the hell would anyone want up here?’

The pub is temporarily silenced. John toddles, unbalanced by the heft of his stomach, towards the ancient jukebox. Simon and Garfunkel start up, their voices thin and reedy on the old machine. It’s the last thing Tom wants to listen to, but he is glad of the distraction. He avoids Angela’s eyes, caked in mascara and steely above her pint glass. Three songs later, as the music peters out, the door opens.

The woman in the doorway is old. Small and skinny, she has a puff of white hair that makes her look like a dandelion. Her leggings gape around her ankles and age has hollowed two perfect o’s in the centre of her cheeks. She hovers uneasily on the threshold, left hand clamped firmly over right.

‘Evening, Heather.’

‘Evening Tom, Jacob.’ She keeps her eyes firmly averted from Angela. Old battles. Tom can’t even remember what that one was about.

‘What can I do you for?’

‘A sherry please Tom.’ Heather pulls her cardigan more tightly around herself as she approaches the bar. She has the coins ready in her hand.

‘Here you are.’

‘Thanks.’

She takes a slow sip from the glass. There is a pause.

‘What of Two Houses, then, Tom?’

‘Nothing to it.’

‘No?’

‘They’ll be out before we know it, Heather. Mark my words.’

Slowly, she finishes her sherry. Tom can hear the faint tapping of her rings against the glass.

‘Night then, all.’
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