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Praise for Saltwater Mansions

‘Saltwater Mansions delves into an engrossing mystery through a kaleidoscope of lives, and the result is thrilling, moving and searingly profound. I loved it’

Chris Whitaker, author of All the Colours of the Dark

‘I inhaled it in a sitting – what an exhilarating book. Brave, revealing and unexpected, this is a wise and original exploration of the extraordinary nature of ordinary lives and how they are interpreted by others’

Cathy Rentzenbrink, author of The Last Act of Love

‘Brilliant. A proper read-it-in-one-go book, opening up an advent calendar of lives behind the doors of a block of flats. Beautifully written, humane and soul-baring’

Adam Kay, author of This Is Going to Hurt

‘Magnificently told and devastatingly moving, Saltwater Mansions is a treasure trove of human truths – a bittersweet dive into the profundity, melancholy and strange sweetness of being alive, bound by a totally original, utterly compelling true crime narrative’

Harriet Gibsone, author of Is This OK?

‘An utterly incredible book. The memoir of a seaside town, a portrait of an absence, and a hymn of grief. I am still thinking about it’

Dan Davies, author of In Plain Sight: The Life and Lies of Jimmy Savile

‘A beautiful, humane, compelling book. What begins as a humble inquiry into a small-town missing person’s case becomes a plaintive, intricately nested set of untold stories. Each quietly extraordinary person who’s entangled in this narrative is illuminated with such vividness and compassion you can’t help but recognise the fragments of your own experience in all of them. David Whitehouse has always been a brilliant writer of Britain’s overlooked characters, and this is his finest work yet’

Benjamin Wood, author of The Young Accomplice

‘David Whitehouse is such an original and compassionate writer. His search for the mysterious Caroline Lane is engrossing and intriguing … a remarkable book’

Donald McRae, author of The Last Bell

‘Compelling, insightful, moving. I don’t know where to start with describing how much I loved this book’

Jennie Godfrey, author of The List of Suspicious Things

‘No other writer could go out for a haircut and wind up years later with a treatise on why we ask why? that reads like a diary, a thriller, a tribute to all the world’s untold stories and the lost art and tragedies of being unknown’

Michael Holden, author of The Reluctant Carer

‘A gripping mystery that becomes an immersive journey into memory, legacy and grief. Saltwater Mansions is a story masterfully told by David Whitehouse, and it will stay with you long after you reach the end’

Neil Forsyth, writer and creator of The Gold
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The story you are about to read is a work of non-fiction. Some names and details have been changed to protect the identities of those concerned. Where the author wasn’t present, occasional scenes have been dramatised for narrative purposes. The intention, though, is to keep the truth intact.





One

As I walked along Margate promenade, the beach was full from berm to shore. Pinkening idlers bobbed in shallow water. Eager children dug in hot sand. Teens on beers threw themselves off the harbour arm under a heatwave sun the orange of blood in yolk. The view, if they ever looked back, was of a town in constant flux, and the scars left behind by violent changes in fortune: deprivation and regeneration, exodus and influx, faded glamour and fresh wind. I knew nothing yet of the woman who had vanished, but this was the perfect place to disappear, if that was what you needed, or were made, to do.

Peeling off at the clock tower, I cut towards the High Street, a hill from the job centre to the sea. Halfway up it stands the entrance to a small shopping precinct called The Centre, where my friend, Grace, had just opened a hair salon. I’d hidden my surprise when she first told me about it. I know nothing about business and even less about hairdressing, still, opening a hair salon off the High Street didn’t make a whole lot of sense. Margate is a tourist town. The cafes, art galleries and souvenir shops that draw day trippers and their money from the beach are clustered around the quaint cobbled roads of the Old Town, down at the bottom by the coast.

The High Street has little of that same seaside charm. It comprises a squat strip of pound stores, bookmakers and fast-food restaurants, pocked by the wounds of empty units that closed for good when their customers were lured to the giant out-of-town shopping centre at Westwood Cross. Visitors don’t travel this far from the front, so these streets are left to the sedate pace and shallow pockets of the locals. The Centre seems a tough place to make a new salon, a new anything, much of a success.

But Margate has been changing lately. Suddenly a bunch of new businesses have opened in The Centre that feel more like the kind you might find in gentrified Portland, Hackney or Brooklyn than in a run-down, faded English coastal town for so long synonymous with unemployment, shut pubs and bored youth. Now there’s Mariachi, a mezcal and tequila bar. Curve, the flagship store of a Margate-based speciality coffee roasters. Elsewhere sells craft beers and second-hand records above an intimate basement music venue. And across the courtyard, Palms Pizzeria does a fennel sausage, nduja and red onion pizza as wide as a tyre.

Grace had always wanted a place, a chair, a mirror of her own. Though the vacant unit in The Centre was small and hidden away in a corner, she knew it would be perfect for her needs. She plumbed in a sink, painted the walls bubblegum pink and peppered them with pages torn from glossy 1990s fashion magazines, Playboy and posters of Pamela Anderson. When it was done, she named the salon ‘Rinsed’, its logo designed with colourful dots between the letters, like the titles from the sitcom Friends. On the morning she opened for business she finally left behind the long, difficult days of doing cuts at home while her two young daughters blasted one another with the dryer. In the five years since she arrived in Margate, the town, like her dreams, had come alive.

While Grace cut my hair we made small talk about how hot it was outside. We have children of the same age who attend the same school, so we compared notes on their teachers, and how tough it is raising kids. I’d moved here from London too, in 2015, when my partner Lou was pregnant with the first of our two sons and the realities of renting a small flat in the city with a baby quickly revealed themselves to be deranged.

Grace wanted to know about my latest book, so we spoke for a while about that, and she asked what I was working on next. The truth was nothing, but I didn’t feel able to get into the reasons why, so instead I said I didn’t really know.

There was a pause then, a brief moment of silence that at the time felt natural, but which, on reflection, Grace might have manufactured, as if to bring my focus to what she was about to say, this thing that I might need to hear.

‘I’ve got a story for you,’ she said. It was something her previous client, Dee, whose hair Grace dyed pale pink, had told her just an hour or so before. ‘I haven’t been able to stop thinking about it since. I’ll tell you. But if I do, you won’t be able to stop thinking about it either.’ The scissors were still and her eyes were vivid. This was her guarantee.

It was a year or so ago when Dee moved into a top-floor flat at Saltwater Mansions further along the esplanade. There was no lift and lots of stairs, up which she had to lug what seemed like a hundred boxes or more. She’d barely even begun to unpack when she discovered something had happened there, something remarkable, to the woman who lived on the ground floor. A woman named Caroline Lane.

Caroline Lane moved into flat nine, Saltwater Mansions, almost two decades ago, in the summer of 2005. There wasn’t anything particularly unusual about Caroline. Those who met her might have said she kept herself to herself, but there was nothing peculiar about that. They’d all have said she was intelligent, stylish and well dressed. What conversations they’d had with her hinted at a good job and sophisticated interests. She enjoyed going to the theatre. She liked literature and art galleries, that kind of thing. She didn’t miss a mortgage payment. She always paid her council tax and TV licence on time. There were never any problems with noise or parties, like there was in some of the other flats. She didn’t have a dog that would shit all over the car park. And she never left the building’s communal front door open at night. On paper, she was a perfect neighbour. The problem was that these days she only existed on paper. If there was anything strange about Caroline Lane, it was that Caroline Lane wasn’t there.

The last time anyone in Saltwater Mansions saw Caroline was in May 2009. Since then the neighbours had tried to find her lots of times, but it never came to anything. Even the private detectives they hired drew blanks. Nobody could give any reasonable explanation for her absence. Nor for how a series of automated bank transfers maintained a life she didn’t appear to be living. Perhaps stranger still was that no one ever came looking for her. No one called asking where she was and no one reported her missing. In fact, there wasn’t a single other person whose life seemed to change in any way at all when 45-year-old Caroline Lane vanished from the centre of her own.

Dee hadn’t been living in Saltwater Mansions long, but she and a few of the neighbours quickly became friends. It was that kind of building. People chatted on the stairs and caught up by the bins. They looked out for one another when and how they could. Some of them would meet in flat five every couple of months for a glass of wine. These nights would always end the same way; it was never long before they were talking about Caroline. Trading theories about what might have happened to her had become a grimly irresistible collective pastime. Did she take her own life? Was she abducted? Was she killed? Did she have a breakdown? Was she who she said she was at all? Then, by the end of the first bottle, the questions would deepen. Why did nobody notice? How does someone just disappear off the face of the earth like that? And what does it say about the world we live in if they do? They were questions without answers. They were stories without ends.

For the residents of Saltwater Mansions, thirteen years of absence made Caroline the subject of a shared obsession. How could it not? It was wild and strange, big and unsettling, and they were reminded of it every time they passed her door. She had vanished, yet she was still there. The heart of a mystery. The ghost in a ghost story. The missing woman of flat nine, Saltwater Mansions, Caroline Lane.

Grace was right. I couldn’t stop thinking about it. The mystery of Caroline Lane was as alluring as it was sad. As Dee had explained it when she’d sat in this chair: the search had been all but abandoned. The trail had gone cold. Nobody even turned up asking where Caroline was. If it wasn’t for the handful of Saltwater Mansions residents obsessed by her fate – if it wasn’t for Dee telling Grace about her one day at the hairdressers – she might have been forgotten entirely.

There were groups of friends and smiling families outside the salon, laughing and enjoying the sunshine together. So perhaps it was the weather, perhaps it was my mood, or perhaps it was a combination of both, but by the time Grace finished cutting my hair, I’d decided that, when I left the salon, I was going to go straight to Saltwater Mansions to try and find out about Caroline for myself. It was a decision that would have a profound impact on me and those I love, one that would come to dominate the next year of my life.

When I think about this moment, I remember one of my favourite lines from The Simpsons, when Chief Wiggum catches his son Ralph and Bart trying to get into a locked cupboard in his attic: ‘What is your fascination with my forbidden closet of mystery?’ But if I was to tell you that mere curiosity is what drove me up the esplanade that day, it would be a lie. Curiosity – strong, persistent, writerly or otherwise – is only a part of why I fell down the rabbit hole of Caroline Lane.

I can now see the real reason clearly, but that too would be disingenuous to include here, because I didn’t really know – or was unable to acknowledge – it at the time. I can only say that the truth was obscured from me by the intense opacity of something I could barely comprehend. Looking back, I understand it better. Now I see that Caroline’s story was not the only one I was searching for. But sometimes you have to get to the end to see what brought you to the start.

I waved goodbye to Grace through the salon window and headed for Saltwater Mansions. Into the sun, along the front and past the beach, where once I disappeared too.





Two

My parents had three kids by August 1986, so they were experienced enough to know that, between the sunburn and the tantrums and the chances of drowning, a trip to the seaside with children was about as taxing a family day out as it was possible to endure. On the train that morning they made their case for Broadstairs, a couple of miles round the Thanet coast. There were fewer tourists there. It was unfussy and posh, quaint and serene. Refining their sales pitch as we neared the station, they swore the sand was better too. Finer. More golden. A dream for building castles. But their children, Alison, Glenn and I, lobbied hard for Margate; its famous fairground and snaggle-toothed front of amusement arcades, loud and colourful and working as designed, to suck us from the beach and the change from their pockets.

A trip to the seaside was a rare thing for our family. Money was an issue. Not yet perilously, but there wasn’t enough of it. And home was Nuneaton, in the middle of the Midlands, about as far from the ocean as it was possible in Britain to get. This was to be the highlight of the few days we were to spend visiting Mum’s side of the family in Chatham, a Medway town about an hour up the track. That’s where Mum and Dad first met, at Chatham Dockyard, in October 1968.

Keith Whitehouse was in the Royal Navy, an electrician who slept in the belly of a warship. Gill Vizard was sixteen and pretty, her hair coaxed into a neat little beehive. She lived round the corner on Silver Hill, where a trembling suitor once posted a love letter through her door with a poem that began ‘Jill, Jill from Silver Hill …’ (she spelt her name Gill because it was short for Gillian, but everyone else spelt it Jill, so there was some confusion later, among her children, over whether she’d gone through life spelling her own name wrong). The boy was nice enough but she didn’t fancy him. She could only think about Keith. His short scruff of curly black hair. How handsome he looked in his uniform.

Within a couple of months, Keith had her name – with a G – tattooed on his forearm, scrawled across a heart between the words ‘true’ and ‘love’, above a bluish seabird already beginning to blur. She was angry and embarrassed but secretly enamoured. His smile got it past her father.

The five of us stepped out of the station and the sight of the main sands unfurled as a scene from a pilgrimage, a mass of people stretching to the lip of an ocean withdrawn as though ceding the land. It seemed inconceivable there might be space for us. I clung to Mum’s hand even more tightly than usual. I’d a fear of getting lost that some mistook for shyness. I wasn’t shy. I just enjoyed listening to the conversations of adults. I liked hearing the stories they told one another and the things they revealed about themselves. But I was also convinced that if I was to stray from my mother’s line of sight I’d never see her again. So I was always at her ankles in one way or another, my knuckles bunched in the hem of her dress.

Dad lifted our bags from the pavement. He was a strong man with broad shoulders and a determined sheen to his eyes. In some small but never-closing drawer of my imagination he was made from rocks (the shape of him, those big arms, wide fists, a boulderish back and chest; I’d once watched him pick up a fridge). He would approach the task ahead – to lay our towel down on the sand, to set up camp – with the same unimpeachable momentum with which he approached everything he did. To keep moving forwards until the job was done. He prided himself on that. I was too young but somehow understood it anyway: never looking back was his thing. We followed him along the promenade through the thickening crowd.

Mum remembered Margate from her own childhood. She came when she was seven with her parents and four siblings on a day trip in August 1958. They were armed with sandwiches and flasks of tea because they couldn’t afford to eat in the bustling cafes at the base of the harbour arm, where the women wore elegant dresses and the men wool suits despite the heat.

Their family had been the first on Silver Hill to get a TV, for the Queen’s coronation in 1952, so they already knew who the famous comedian Eric Morecambe was when their father, Bill, told them Morecambe had married Miss Margate, Joan Bartlett, and that they’d had their wedding reception above The Bull’s Head, the busy pub run by Bartlett’s father in the Old Town, which stood before them now. Mum sat outside it eating an ice cream, and as she licked the drips that streaked like missiles down the cone she thought the whole place impossibly glamorous. More how she imagined the Mediterranean than the drizzly, attritional Britain she knew.

Dad remembered Margate too. His family holidayed here when he was a child. There were six of them, all sharing a small room in a little guest house, net curtains stained with rococo curls of yellow by decades of cigarette smoke: him, his parents, two brothers and a sister, Ann. He was the youngest. The room was cramped, only fit for sleeping or arguing, so they’d hit the beach at sunrise and not return before nightfall. Their parents would rent candy-striped deckchairs and keep their shoes on. The kids would go paddling and digging, begging change for another ride on a forlorn donkey, or to pay the man who’d let them have a photograph with his pet monkey. They’d chosen that week because it was the factory worker’s holiday and Dad’s father, my granddad Douglas, had time off. It meant nothing much then, but years later this small, crucial detail allowed my parents to say they’d been on the same beach on the same day when they were children. Maybe even close enough to touch.

They both recalled fizzing with excitement as they approached the west end of the promenade. This was the entrance to Dreamland, an amusement park that, beside the sands, had long been the town’s biggest draw. It had a big wheel and an ornate carousel, but its main attraction was the Scenic Railway, the oldest rollercoaster in the UK, distinctive for being made entirely from an elegant lattice of wood and requiring a brakeman to travel with the train, manually controlling its speed. A strong wind carried the screams of the passengers as far as it carried the gulls.

By the time I first visited Margate in the summer of 1986, the Scenic Railway’s rickety charm stood in stark contrast to the Looping Star, an ugly steel rollercoaster the Dutch Bembom brothers had introduced when they bought the park in 1981 and changed its name to Bembom Brothers White Knuckle Theme Park. While the new name left punters in no doubt what they were paying for, it lumbered uglily on the tongue. But like most British seaside business owners, the Bembom brothers were stuck somewhere between the old and the new, wrestling with how best to combat a looming threat to their very existence.

Margate’s traditional economic base, the one my parents had been a part of – working-class holidaymakers staying for a week or more, supplemented by day trippers on weekends and public holidays – had started to crumble. The rise of cheap package holidays abroad in the early 1980s sounded a death knell for residential holiday trade, effectively destroying footfall on summer weekdays. While weekends remained buoyant, the shift obliterated five-sevenths of the seaside economy. This loss of revenue meant the town struggled to maintain its infrastructure, which in turn began to erode its appeal. At five years old, I only took in the big wheel’s size, not the rust round its rivets. But by 1986 Margate was showing signs of weariness. The slow, undeniable beginnings of a corrosive, catastrophic decline.

We eventually found a spot on the beach. Mum unrolled the windbreak. Dad thumped it into the sand with a mallet. I was exhilarated by the sweet-salt tang of brine and candyfloss air, the noise of hundreds of children playing in the blinding white sunlight that flashed off the water. I forgot about getting lost and followed my brother and sister to the edge of the ocean. I liked watching the surf swallow my feet, the dizzying feeling as the earth slid back and forth beneath me. I inched forwards, hopping the waves, up to my ankles, then my knees, then my hips. I enjoyed pretending one of them might knock me over, right up until one of them did.

The tide pulled me out until the water was deeper than I was tall and held me underneath it. I tried to right myself, but could no more feel anything beneath me than I could rise upwards to where I needed to be. Had I a fatal misunderstanding of how land works? Was it not that the ground gently tapered beneath the ocean, down to the bed? Was the edge of a country in fact a ledge? And if you fell from it, was your destiny as mine seemed now: to be forever tumbling, foul cold saltwater flooding my throat, the remorseless blackening sea.

Maybe seconds passed slowly, maybe minutes fast, before the tide pushed me in face down and head first. My eyes and mouth were bunged with wet sand. I scooped it out so that I could see, so that I could breathe, and found myself in a new place entirely. None of the landmarks – the big wheel, the Bembom Brothers’ sign, the slimy green rock of the tidal pool’s walls – were where they’d been when I entered the water. The sea had dragged me down the shoreline. My world had been hastily redrawn.

I wandered for a while until a woman heard me crying. She used her towel to wipe my eyes and asked me if I knew where my parents were. I couldn’t catch my breath to tell her they were gone.

It was some time before my dad emerged from the crowd. He called my name. We thought you’d disappeared, he said, and he carried me back in his arms.





Three

What should have been a twenty-minute walk from Grace’s salon to Saltwater Mansions took longer in the heat. I found it down a backstreet, far enough from the main sands that the noise of arcades dimmed to nothing. This was a road I used regularly when I went with my sons to the beach. Though I must have passed by here a hundred times or more, I’d never once stopped to look at Saltwater Mansions, or at least not to pay it any significant attention. That there might be a story behind its door was true of any building. But not a story like the one I would soon learn.

Saltwater Mansions was a fine example of the kind of quietly breathtaking Victorian architecture often found in British seaside resort towns. It would be an impressive place to live. The kind of place where you’d closely watch your visitors’ faces for signs of awe. Gentrification had changed Margate beyond measure in the thirteen years since Caroline Lane was last seen. Standing on the steps of Saltwater Mansions, I wondered whether she’d still recognise its faded splendour, or if it would only feel hauntingly familiar, like the face of a lost love appearing in a dream.

Grace had done me the favour of texting ahead, but I was nervous as I tried to explain myself to Dee through the intercom. I said that I wondered if I might be able to talk to her about Caroline Lane. Only now did I stop to consider how weird it might be to have a stranger arrive at your door wanting to discuss a missing neighbour. It had begun to feel like an out-of-character episode brought on by the heat. Floundering to right the situation, I told Dee I was just curious, that I could well be wasting her time.

Dee laughed. She said she’d been hoping someone would turn up asking about Caroline one day. It wasn’t an inconvenience, she welcomed it. She loved talking about Caroline. For Dee, as for most of the residents of Saltwater Mansions, Caroline was the subject of an extraordinary obsession. Now that I had heard about her, how could I not want to know more?

The lock buzzed open. As I stepped inside I was relieved by the rush of cold air that escaped out past me, how it made the sweat freeze on my back. Making my way up to the top floor, I looked only fleetingly towards the darkness at the foot of the stairwell. A broken bulb hung above Caroline’s door. I thought it might flicker. I was wrong.

Just as the outside of Saltwater Mansions featured some distinct peculiarities, the inside had the architectural logic of an Escher creation. Dee’s flat had a strangely shaped staircase leading to a maze of adjoined bedrooms, and a children’s playroom with a tiny, hidden door. From the lounge, a panoramic sea view of wind farms twinkling in the distance, like stars adrift on the water. On the walls were dozens of bright, surreal paintings. Her husband Carl was a keen artist. But it was their son who’d made the living room his own. A spongy, multicoloured play mat was spread across the floor, a parade ground for a disorganised squadron of superhero figurines.

Dee made us coffee and explained how her interest in Caroline began. The previous owner of her flat had been a director of the Saltwater Mansions management company, a formal organisation of residents who oversaw the running of the building. When he moved out, a vacancy arose. Dee grew up in Kent, so preferred to call herself a BFL, a back-from-Londoner, rather than a DFL, a down-from-Londoner, the nickname given to the gentrifiers by the locals. She was the type to roll up her sleeves, involve herself in her community and do what she could to improve things, so she immediately applied for the role. At her first meeting she was given a rundown of who her new neighbours were: a costume designer who primarily lived in London, a woman who worked in hospitality, an elderly couple, a few private tenants, and the lady in flat nine they said wasn’t there, though nobody could explain quite why.

Dee’s life was busy. She had a young son and they were working hard to make friends and settle in a new town. But whenever she had free time she spent it trying to find out anything she could about Caroline Lane. It wasn’t easy. Caroline had no internet presence. Nobody who might have known anything about her ever came calling. And most of the neighbours only moved into Saltwater Mansions after she vanished, way back in 2009. Those that had met Caroline remembered she was quite a private person, though none of them had spent enough time with her to gain any meaningful insight into her character. By all accounts she wasn’t an easy woman to get to know, even when she was around. Just as Caroline’s disappearance was a mystery, so was the woman herself.

Except, there was this one thing. Dee slid a cardboard box across her dining table towards me. It was almost a foot high and close to bursting at the seams. Inside, she said, was something that, had Dee not rescued it to try and make sure Caroline wasn’t forgotten, would have been destroyed: thirteen years of Caroline’s post. Every letter that had been pushed through her door since she left Saltwater Mansions and never came back.

Caroline’s direct debits had remained operational, meaning she continued to exist, if not at home then in the circuitry of a bank’s server somewhere. The humdrum mechanics of living, like the daily visit of a postman, had continued on in her absence. In this context, the box of post was an eerie, vaguely depressing testament to how much of modern life can be reduced down to the regular, automated transfer of money between one party and another, how that reads as presence in the same way we once considered locked eyes or the touch of someone else’s skin.

There is a long biographical tradition of attempting to discern the truth of someone’s life through their correspondence. While it applies more to historical figures than it does to someone who could feasibly have chronicled their breakfasts on Facebook, it was perfectly reasonable to believe that what was in the box might offer a glimpse of who Caroline was, and how she could have vanished into thin air without anyone seeming to notice. Dee smiled. She wanted me to have the lot.

I had worked as a journalist before, though I’m hesitant to use the term and do so only in the loosest sense. I’d never done any serious investigative reporting. Most of the work I’d had published in newspapers or magazines tended to be interviews with actors and musicians about a new film or record they’d made. Ironically, because of the constraints of time, modern public relations and the subject’s general willingness to engage with their fifteenth interviewer of the day, it was usually almost impossible to tell their story – which was my job as I saw it – with any real insight or degree of depth beyond their recent experiences making whatever it was they were there to promote. I realised quite quickly that this could only be achieved
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