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14 December 1994

It was the day of the murder, a dark Wednesday in south London, and Diana was listening to the lodgers. They were on the staircase, all three of them. She couldn’t see them from the ground floor, but she heard them clearly; she felt their shock. Lee Delaney was shouting orders at his wife and child. There was fear in his voice, in the quiet of the house. One of them whimpered and puked on the carpet.

‘Do you hear me?’ Lee said. Ruth and Cookie replied that they did. He ran up to the next floor, told them not to move.

Diana listened. She located the mother and son from their voices: they were together on the stairs, halfway up. Out on the street she heard rain bouncing off the tarmac, a car horn on the far side of the Rye. A door slammed at the top of the house. Cookie spoke, frightened words that Diana didn’t catch. But she knew his voice, with its adolescent tremor. She pictured him, stooped and awkward in his school uniform, all at odds with himself. That strange boy.

‘Let me think,’ Ruth said to her son. ‘Be quiet a minute.’

Diana wished she had never let them into her house, this family with all their problems, but you couldn’t pick and choose lodgers in this part of town. And the house put most normal people off. She had lived here all her life, as had all the Lloyds before her, not because it was a beloved family home but because no one had ever managed to sell it. It had been grand once, apparently. But nothing had ever gone right in the house on Rye Lane. It was a house of mistakes, of luck turned bad, of love gone cold. Most people knew that before they got through the door.

Ruth stepped down into the hallway. Diana heard her shoes on the tiles, the skim of her shower-proof coat. Ruth despised her; Diana had cottoned on to this too late. She’d thought Ruth was reserved. A bit surly. But it ran deeper than that, and stronger, more poisonous for being suppressed. It had scared her when it rose to the surface.

‘Don’t look down,’ Ruth said to Cookie as he followed her.

But Cookie looked. His face was the last face Diana would see: his pale fright at the sight of her. She caught the smell of vomit on his socks. Her left foot dropped from the bottom stair as he stepped over her, and her head rocked back. She saw a different patch of ceiling then, before her vision darkened.

Ruth Delaney stifled a scream.

Diana was not scared now. It was too late for that. But she was angry at this old lady’s death she’d been given: a bag of old bones at the foot of the stairs. She knew that when she was found there would be sympathy, and she would not be able to refuse it. There would be questions, but she would not get to ask them. This was the thing that really got her. She would die without answers, without knowing which of the Delaneys had given her that shove. Whose hands she had felt at her back.

She died in the minutes before the ambulance arrived, before the house was searched and the Delaneys were pushed into police cars. She heard the rain and the shouting. Then only rain. She thought that the house might rest now, with the last of the Lloyds gone. She thought, surely now there can be happiness here; people will bring love inside and it will live.

The house heard this last thought of hers, swallowed it into its history, and buried it.
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12 September 2008

Maxine pushed open the gate and led the way up the steps to the front door. Seb was slow to follow. He was on the phone, telling someone he would call them back. She felt his reluctance, the bad mood that fell over him whenever they came to the house. The renovations bored and frustrated him, whereas she would happily spend the day watching it all happen, planning colour schemes and room layouts, discussing where they might move a door or a light fitting. She thought about it constantly, when she couldn’t be here. From the first viewing she had loved this place, and if you’d asked her why she would have said it had bags of potential, with its original Georgian fixtures and fittings, its aspect looking out across the Rye at the morning sun; its location at the good end of Peckham, which was on the up. She would have said it was cheap, even when you factored in the cost of the work they’d need to do, which was considerable. It was a project, but she loved a project. She had the optimism of a woman who badly wanted everything to be fine.

A breeze blew in across the common, shaking conkers out of the trees. Maxine opened the door.

‘Can we be quick here, Max?’ Seb stood on the threshold, tall and sharp in his suit. ‘I don’t fancy the full tour.’

She put the keys in her pocket and held the door open with her foot. ‘I just need a quick word with Alexander. I missed a call from him earlier.’

‘His van’s not here.’ Seb turned and pointed out at the street, the space next to the skip where the van would normally be. ‘He’ll have knocked off early. It’s Friday.’

She pushed the door shut behind Seb and stood at the foot of the stairs breathing disturbed air: brick dust and plaster. Dust sheets were spread out over the tiled floor, covered in boot prints. She called out hello, but she could tell by the quiet that the builders had left. There was a huge saw leaning against the wall and a crowbar blocking the steps down to the kitchen. A black bucket on its side. It looked like they might have downed tools and left in a hurry.

‘I hope there wasn’t a problem,’ she said.

He stood beside her and looked up the stairs. ‘Looks like it’s still standing, which is all I need to know.’

‘Did you hear from Alexander today?’

‘Possibly. My phone hasn’t stopped.’ He smiled weakly, pushing his glasses up his nose. ‘Listen, Max. I was going to wait until we got home.’

She heard something in his tone. Something new. She turned to him and held him by the sleeve.

‘Things aren’t good at work,’ he said.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I think you were right. The rumour you heard about Barclays.’

She stared at him. A lorry passed the house, shaking the ground-floor windows.

‘I mean, it’s just a rumour,’ he said. ‘But people are saying Barclays have pulled the plug.’

Maxine looked down at her feet, because she didn’t want to hear this, or to see Seb looking at her with that expression on his face. She wanted to walk through the rooms measuring progress, checking jobs off her list.

‘Let’s not worry about it now,’ she said. ‘My source wasn’t sure it was true. I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it.’

‘Jason’s rattled.’

‘Doesn’t mean we need to worry.’

‘No. But Jason thinks—’

‘I don’t care what Jason thinks.’ She ran her hand down the smooth oak of the bannister and felt the height and depth of the building, the weight of the abandoned rooms above her. ‘You’d get another job,’ she said, ‘if the bank went under. You’d be all right?’

‘I’m pretty tied to Lehman’s, money-wise.’

She nodded, taking this in. She wished he didn’t look so scared. ‘How much of your money’s tied to Lehman’s?’

‘All of it,’ he said.

‘I didn’t know that.’

‘None of it’s vested yet.’

‘What does that mean?’

‘It means I can’t sell the stock. There’s nothing I can do, Maxine.’

She tried to think of something to say that wasn’t what she was thinking. ‘It won’t happen,’ was the best she could do. ‘There’ll be some kind of deal.’

He dropped his head, took off his glasses. She thought for a second he might be about to cry. In the year they’d been together she had never seen him cry. He was a few years younger than she was, and he had told her on their third date that he didn’t want anything serious. He’d tried to break it off when she’d said she was getting to the age – nearly thirty – where she couldn’t really mess around. But he’d called her a week later and asked if he could take her biological clock to the cinema. They’d met up for drinks first, got talking and missed the film. They’d spent every weekend together after that and he’d told her that he’d known from the first date he was going to fall in love with her. He was scared, he’d said, but he couldn’t stay away.

‘We’ll be all right,’ she said.

He wasn’t crying, but she ran her thumb sideways across his face as he stood beside her at the foot of the stairs. He wasn’t vain enough for contact lenses and he was blind enough that his glasses were part of his face, his eyes big and blurred without them. He looked familiar but strange, vulnerable. She tried not to worry. The house was in her name, bought outright with the money her dad had left her; Seb was funding all the work Alexander was doing. This was the deal they had struck. The whole renovation project was dependent on Seb, his inflated banker’s salary, his bonus.

‘Come on,’ she said, fitting his glasses back onto his face.

They went up to the top floor, and Seb stood at the garret window looking out across the common. The loft room was dark and cluttered and it smelled bad, like something was off; like the decaying underside of a root vegetable. Maxine kicked gently at an abandoned sleeping bag in the corner of the room, and it wheezed spores of mould over her shoe.

‘What are you looking at?’

‘That’s Canary Wharf through the trees,’ he said, pointing. ‘You could see our trading floor with a decent telescope.’

She stepped around the filthy old sofa, which was probably where the smell was coming from. There was a blanket beside it on the floor, and underneath that she could just see the back pocket of a pair of jeans, one grubby trainer.

‘Show me,’ she said, coming to stand beside him.

He held her by the shoulders and guided her so she could see it from where she stood: the pyramid roof of Canada Tower with its red light on top, and the cluster of skyscrapers around it. ‘So it is,’ she said. ‘Look at that.’

A plane flew low overhead. The common was an expanse of brown, pocked earth, fringed with rush hour traffic. ‘It’s been common land since forever. Never been built on,’ she said, nodding out at the boggy grass. ‘The Rye, they call it, locally. I think it’s Old English.’ She didn’t look at him. She knew he loved this kind of thing. He was the only person she’d met who could stand in front of a burial mound on a windy Sunday afternoon in a state of rapture. Stone ruins and monuments blew his mind. ‘Some historians believe Boudicca’s last battle was fought on Peckham Rye.’

He turned to her. ‘Did you make that up?’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘To distract me.’

She smiled, and he pulled her close against him. He was warm, and his shirt smelled of the dry cleaners. She wished she hadn’t told him about that rumour at work.

‘I’m sure this will all blow over,’ she said.

‘I hope you’re right.’

‘I mean, too many people have too much to lose.’

‘True,’ he said, looking down at the roof of a bus. ‘Way too much.’

Maxine stayed there with her arms around him, trying not to stress. The money was one thing. The other thing – in some ways more scary – was whether she could keep loving him through this. She didn’t want to fall out of love again: her old, bad habit. She had moved down to London from the remote part of Scotland where she grew up because she had needed a fresh start, away from her romantic track record. She had bought a house and found a good man who loved her. She had a career and an expensive trouser suit. She was brand new.

The sun came out and the grass brightened, the trees stood out rich green against the traffic.

‘Did you see this?’ Seb ran his fingers over a row of small holes in the woodwork of the window, in the horizontal strip where the panes were divided. The paint was peeling away, and he scratched at it with his thumb. ‘Someone hammered nails into it. Tried to keep it shut.’

‘D’you think?’

‘It’s old,’ he said, examining the timber. ‘Might be the original window.’ He pulled his hand back and looked around at the open door leading to the staircase. ‘Do you ever find it creepy? The house, I mean.’

She laughed. ‘It’s been empty for years. It just needs a good airing.’

‘But there’s something. Isn’t there?’

‘Can’t say I’ve noticed.’

‘Maybe it’s just me.’ His phone beeped in his pocket and he jumped. They both laughed, jittery laughter that sounded too loud, too bright in the dark room.

Maxine led the way down the stairs, past the big, sad rooms where she managed not to notice the change in the light, the watchful walls. She locked the front door and they shut the gate behind them, stood together on the street looking up at the house. It was tall and old and dignified, despite the dirty brick and the cracks in the mortar, the heavy growth of ivy and the crumbling steps leading to the front door. The curtains were pulled shut on the second floor, except for an opening at the left-hand window, the one with the crack in the pane.

‘Should we mention that window to Alexander?’ she asked Seb, but he had turned from her, walking away with his hands in the pockets of his coat, his head down. She chased after him and pushed his shoulders back until he stood up straight, all six foot two of him, handsome with his thick hair cut short and his good skin. Heavy glasses and soft eyes. She’d told him, slightly drunk one night, that he was the perfect combination of metrosexual and geek. Too hot to be a banker, she’d said, and he’d laughed and said he wouldn’t argue with that.

‘Do you mind if we stay in tonight? We can watch TV,’ he said. ‘I’ll cook.’

‘Fine by me.’

‘Sorry I’m not the best company. I can’t put it out of my head.’

‘I’ll distract you,’ she said, and there it was: his wolf grin. She took his hand.

It was warm for September, that Friday before the crash. Maxine kissed Seb at the junction as the lights changed from red to green and back again. A motorbike cut through the pedestrians at the crossing. A bus nudged forward from the other direction. A woman with a shopping trolley broke into a run and made it to the kerb by a whisker.

‘Come on, it won’t happen,’ Maxine said, although she wasn’t really surprised when Lehman Brothers went bankrupt a few days later, bringing the world’s economy crashing down around it, sending house prices into freefall, wiping out businesses across the globe. It was a bigger surprise, in many ways, when Alexander called to say he’d told his men to leave early that Friday afternoon because they hadn’t been paid. Not a single penny. She’d had to send him what he was owed out of the remains of her inheritance money, plus a bit extra by way of apology. That had been the first alarm bell, but she didn’t hear it at the time.
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19 October 1994

Cookie Delaney sat down on the stairs and took a textbook out of his bag. He held it open on his knees. Traffic passed by outside: tyres against the wet street and the regular, dull clank as wheels hit a drain. It was almost two months before the murder. Almost six weeks since the Delaneys had moved into the loft room at the top of this house. It was a cold, creepy hellhole on a road near a four-way junction, and they were living on top of each other like rats.

From upstairs he heard his mum raise her voice, then his dad replying; he didn’t catch their words, and he didn’t need to. They had the same argument every time his dad showed his face. He turned to the page he needed in his book.

A force is a push or pull.

Friction is a force that stops two objects sliding past each other.

From the loft his dad raised his voice, which meant things were coming to a head. He would walk out before long. Cookie was glad when a siren passed along Rye Lane, slow and loud, stuck in traffic at the lights. For a minute it was all he could hear. When it passed he heard his mum, shouting because of the recent noise: ‘Are you gambling again?’

‘Will you keep your voice down?’

‘Will you answer the question?’

Their voices faded and Cookie stared at his book. The word in his head, that he was still hearing, was gambling. It went from making no sense to making perfect sense in one nauseating moment. He looked down the stairs at the thin carpet and the dark wood of the bannister. He had not wanted to know this. He tried to push it away, to find his place in the world again, the person he had been. But that person had known something was wrong, anyway.

Tension is a pulling force.

The faster an object is moving, the greater the air resistance.

He’d never heard his parents argue when they lived in Rotherhithe. He’d had his own room in their old house, and they’d had their own front door, their own bathroom and a separate living room. His dad had been working, most of the time. Things had been good. It seemed to Cookie that his life had been sliced in half by the move to Peckham: his childhood on one side and on the other, this person he was now, who was not the same.

At some point over the summer, while they’d been packing their things for the move, Cookie had grown almost three inches. His school uniform was already tight and his toes were closing in on the leather of his shoes. He was taller than most of his classmates, taller than some of the teachers. When he was alone in the bathroom he found coarse black hairs growing out of pale skin, shocking in their ugliness. He hated the thought of them. Worse still was the thought that people might know this about him; they might look at him and somehow know this hideous private thing. He twisted inside with the shame of it, sitting on the stairs with his textbook. He wanted to stop it, to be eleven again, or ten, or seven. He often dreamed he was becoming a monster.

Up in the loft, his mum was using a lot of bad language and his dad was trying to calm her down. Cookie read the same two sentences three times.

Magnitude is the size of a physical quality.

Vector quantities have a magnitude and a direction.

The door to the loft room opened then, and his mum’s voice was loud at the top of the house: ‘When did you last stop here for more than an hour?’ she said. ‘When did you last spend a night in my bed?’

His dad bounced down the stairs towards him, followed by his mum’s voice: ‘This is no way to live, Lee!’

Cookie bent his neck low over his textbook. He didn’t want to look at his dad, with this new knowledge in him. But when he reached the first-floor landing Cookie looked up from his book and smiled at him, and his dad smiled back, same as always.

‘What you doing there, son?’

He brought his knees together and held his book against his chest. ‘Reading,’ he said. ‘Physics. We’ve got a test tomorrow.’

‘What are you learning about?’

‘Forces.’

‘Forces.’ He held the newel post at the top of the stairs and frowned as he remembered. ‘Friction and resistance. Right?’

Cookie nodded.

‘Velocity?’

‘We haven’t done that yet.’

Lee passed his hand over his forehead, up over his crown then down again. His hair was receding, forming two bald peaks with a lick of still-dark hair in the centre. Flecks of grey at his temples. ‘Velocity is the speed at which an object travels in a particular direction,’ he said.

‘OK.’ He smiled. Velocity.

‘All good, is it? With the new school?’

Cookie held the book tight against his chest. He thought of the strange classrooms and the grey Formica desks, the plastic chairs which were sometimes hurled across the room. The shoving in the corridors and the fights in the lunch queue. The breaktimes walking around on his own.

‘It’s fine,’ he said.

‘That’s good.’ Lee glanced up the stairs. ‘Your mum’s had a rough day. Bit tired, I think. We had words.’

‘I know.’

‘Right.’ He gave a long exhale. ‘Sorry you had to hear that.’

Cookie mirrored his dad’s expression: What can you do? They smiled at each other. ‘That’s OK,’ he said.

His dad gripped the top of the post with his big hand. ‘I’d best be off, then.’ He put one foot down on the step below.

‘Dad?’

Lee Delaney stood with his legs straddling the stairs, half up half down. Jeans that could have been cleaner, and a sweater with a zip at the neck that hung loosely on him. He looked to Cookie like he might not have shaved for a day or two, and he might not have slept in that time. He looked like he wanted to leave.

‘What is it, son?’

‘Where are you going?’

This was the wrong thing to say. He knew it as soon as it was out. His dad was already turning from him, his eye contact lost. He sounded like his mum, like he was trying to keep him here in the house, when in fact what Cookie wanted was to go with him, wherever he was going. He wanted to follow him down the stairs and out into the street, to hold his hand and talk to him as they walked. But he was too big for all that.

‘There’s a bit of work going, over in Nunhead. I said I’d go and meet a bloke to see if I can help him out.’

‘A job?’

‘Kind of.’ He looked away.

‘That’s good,’ Cookie said, and a quietly treacherous part of his brain wondered if it was true. He waited for his dad to look at him. ‘Good luck,’ he said.

‘Thanks.’ He took a few steps further down the staircase, turned and looked again at Cookie, their eyes level. ‘Look after your mum, would you? She’s having a hard time.’

‘Dad,’ he said.

His dad raised his eyebrows in reply. Cookie wanted to ask, What kind of work is it, that you go out to meet a bloke without changing your jeans? Have you been gambling? Do I have to turn thirteen? But he didn’t want the answers to these questions. So he said, ‘Do we have to live here a long time?’

‘I don’t know, son.’

‘Nothing’s the same, since we came here.’

From one of the rooms along the landing, they heard movement behind a closed door. A stifled cough and the squeak of upholstery. Mrs Lloyd, the landlady, lived in these rooms on the first floor. It was her house, and she had a huge bedroom, with her own bathroom beside it, which the Delaneys were not to use. They shared the big kitchen on the ground floor. On the second floor there were three more rooms which were out of bounds.

Lee registered the noise, and he rolled his eyes at Cookie. It was a family agreement, a sort of pact, that they couldn’t stand Diana Lloyd. It seemed to be the only thing his parents agreed on these days; the only thing holding the three of them together. It was them against her. Cookie rolled his eyes back at his dad, and they both smiled.

‘I’ll get going, son,’ Lee said. ‘Good luck with your test.’

Cookie stayed where he was. He watched his dad spring down the stairs and take his coat from the hook by the door. Cold air and rain entered the house as Lee let himself out, then he stood for a short time at the top of the steps leading to the concreted space out the front where they kept the bins. He looked up and down the street, hands pushed deep into the pockets of his coat, then he pulled the door shut behind him.

From the bedroom down the hall, another cough. Cookie stood, pushing his textbook back inside his bag. He was at the turn of the stairs leading up to the second floor when Mrs Lloyd opened her bedroom door. He turned and she smiled at him, pulling her woollen cardigan down over her hips. Her white hair was bright in the gloom of the house, and she was small and soft-looking, with a face that folded into a fleshy smile. She winked at him.

He smiled back at her, before he could help himself, and she carried on down the stairs towards the kitchen. Cookie stood where he was for a second or two, his bag pulling heavy on his shoulder, and he thought that he had a hard time disliking Mrs Lloyd. He knew she was charging them rent to live in a small room at the top of her big creepy house. But she liked him, and sometimes when his parents were out she brought him down to the kitchen and gave him a slice of Victoria sponge. He looked forward to the cake. He’d considered mentioning it to his mum, but lately she seemed angry a lot of the time and so the weeks had passed and the secret had grown bigger than he’d intended. He pushed it out of his head as he climbed up through the house. The stairwell darkened and he held the handrail, shut his eyes, and thought of magnitude and friction and velocity.
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25 May 1843

Horatio stared across the room at the window. It stood wide open, the curtains parted, the stench of the river dense in the air. It was incredible that nobody listened to him, when he had been perfectly clear that every window in the house must be shut. Without exception. He put his papers down on the desk and lowered the sash, managing as he did so to trap a fly on the inside: a small, quick thing that threw itself against the pane, then became lost in the folds of the curtain. The river was attracting these flies. It had burst its banks again in the recent rain and the view across the Rye was of an expanse of filthy water reaching almost to the track at the front of the house. Human waste, with its deadly stink. But still the servants left the windows open, even here in his own study. They did not respect him, he knew this. The fly settled on his arm and he slapped at it, sending it into wild circles around his head.

Isobel had known how to handle the servants.

From the landing he heard the light tread of footsteps, the rattle of crockery on a tray. He had asked that all his meals be left outside his door. Under no circumstances was he to be disturbed. He stood at the window and listened as the girl put the tray down. He felt her nervous hesitation. She was young, only seventeen, and had not been with them long. She knocked, and when he didn’t respond she knocked again.

‘What is it?’ He didn’t turn from the window. Behind him the door opened, and he bristled at the intrusion.

‘Pardon me, sir.’ A rattle as she picked the tray back up.

He did not turn. He could picture her standing there with the tray, her body stooped with the weight of it. She had something about her that brought Isobel to mind. He hadn’t made this connection before now, but he knew that if he turned to look at her he would see thick, healthy hair, lifted from the neck with a series of pins. If she were to let it loose, it would fall heavily down her back.

‘What is it?’ he said, louder than before.

‘Where might I set down your tray?’

‘You can leave it outside,’ he said. ‘There is no need to come in. Simply leave it outside and knock to alert me.’

‘Sorry, sir,’ she said. ‘Only I wanted to ask—’

‘I have a great deal of paperwork. I must not be disturbed. I thought I had been clear about that.’

He heard her behind him, setting the tray down on his desk. He smelled fried meat and onions. Still he could not look at her, and her proximity was unsettling. Her name was Alice, this girl, and he could not put aside the thought of her dark-blonde hair, which in his mind’s eye was long, with a wave through it like Isobel’s; lighter at the tips than at the crown. He turned his face so that she could not catch his expression.

‘Will you be wanting me to clean, sir?’

‘Of course,’ he said. ‘My living quarters will need to be cleaned today.’

She did not reply, or move. Horatio felt foolish, standing with his back to her, and he disliked her for this. He frowned out at the view across the Rye. A new property was going up on the far side of the river, separated from this one by the wide stretch of low-lying grass and a fringe of newly planted saplings. They had thought it beautiful, he and Isobel, when they had chosen this plot. Isobel had truly loved it. And she had loved him. She had believed in him.

He could no longer see beauty in this aspect. He saw sodden fields and dark skies. Dozens of crows dotted across the grass, motionless, facing east.

The girl coughed.

‘Why are you still here?’ he said.

‘I meant the first floor, sir.’

‘The water closet? By all means, yes.’

‘Sir, the master bedroom has not been cleaned since—’

He turned then, and the girl stepped backwards. Fear in her face. A thin, fragile girl with none of Isobel’s stature. Her hair was darker than he’d remembered. Somehow this stoked his anger and he boomed at her: ‘Have I asked you to clean the master bedroom?’

‘No, sir,’ she said. ‘But I don’t like to see the dust gathering.’

‘I will decide when it is time to clean in there.’ The anger in his chest was hot and loose, and he let it fill him, enjoying the lift of it, the distraction from his pain. ‘I will decide, and you will follow my instructions, is that clear?’

She nodded. She was afraid of him, and he was glad.

‘Do you have the window open, in your room?’

‘No,’ she said, glancing away.

‘I want it shut at all times.’

‘Of course, sir.’

‘The same throughout the house.’

She looked at her feet. She thought he was unreasonable, that he didn’t understand. It was early summer, and the days since the funeral had been warm but not bright. He was hot in his black mourning suit. He was not sleeping well or eating well, and he could not keep his mind on his work. But he did not want or expect this misery to end. The world was wretched, as it should be.

‘The same throughout the house,’ he repeated. ‘To counteract the miasma from the river. Do you see?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘The miasma is quite deadly.’

She did not look up. The fly circled the room, enraged. ‘Yes, sir,’ she said.

When she had gone, he lifted the domed lid away from the dinner plate and considered the fried meat beneath: diced onions swimming in gravy. The food did not smell as it should. His hand shook as he returned the lid; all the energy had leached from him and he was not sure if he felt hot or cold. He pulled out his chair and sat down at his desk. Alice would be down in the scullery by now, telling Archer and Mrs Reeves what he had said; that he had raised his voice in anger. He knew the servants were gossiping, circulating rumours about the way Isobel had died. He knew they thought it was his doing. And when he wasn’t careful with his thoughts, he knew they were right.

He pushed the tray aside. The flocked walls closed in on him. The carriage clock on the mantelpiece ticked with loud disapproval. Horatio hung his head low over his desk, his hands spread over his knees. He would insist that his meals were left outside his study from now on. If these rooms on the second floor became insufferable, he would go to the Kings Arms on the corner of the Rye and he would take his meal there. He hoped that he might learn to live this way. He might be able to believe that Isobel was downstairs, that she had asked for privacy in her room, as she so frequently did.

The fly settled on his stack of papers. He watched it, his limbs heavy, his shirt wet against his back. It took off again, returning to the window where it persisted in its furious buzzing. Horatio stood, moved back to the window and pushed the curtain aside. The day had brightened a little, and he thought perhaps a breeze had picked up: the saplings leaned sideways, their leaves shook. Slowly, he lifted the window and held it open until the fly escaped. He despised the small creature for its persistence; for gaining his mercy.

He lowered the sash with more noise than he had intended. He stood at the window and his gaze seemed to darken the scene, sending clouds across the sun, giving flight to the crows out on the Rye.
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Seb ran the hot tap in the tiny bathroom on the top floor. The pipes roared, which got his hopes up, but then a rusty plug of grit dropped into the basin, followed by a weak trickle of water which barely made the soap lather. He turned it off again and wiped his gummy hands on the towel. They should have got the plumbing done first. They’d rewired the whole place but they hadn’t got round to the plumbing before the economy tanked.

He heard a door swing shut lower down in the house, but when he got back to the second floor it was as he’d left it, with all the doors pushed open to get a bit of light into the place. The house was full of sloping floors and uneven surfaces; loose, irregular floorboards and doors that wouldn’t stay shut. The whole building was lopsided, asymmetrical, with rooms that had been divided and rooms that clearly hadn’t been used at all in decades. His first impression of it, when he’d come to see it with Maxine, was of an old man leaning on a cane, tall and thin, slumped sideways on wasted muscles. But Maxine had thought it was charming, and he’d agreed, mostly because she was charming.

He wondered if it could have been the front door that he’d heard. Maybe Max had come home early. He leaned over the bannister but all he could see was the turn of the stairs and the black and white tiles on the ground floor.

‘Max? You home?’

No reply. He listened, but the house was quiet. A bus passed along the street, slow and heavy. The pipes were still recovering from that short burst of water he’d drawn from the tap. They’d moved in three weeks ago and it had been as bad as he’d known it would be: cold and draughty and damp. Brick dust everywhere. Maxine was working long hours at the paper and he was here all day, kicking around in the debris. Nothing in his life was familiar to him. He woke up every morning in a strange room, to the sound of crows, and asked himself what the hell he’d done.

He went back to the biggest of the rooms on the second floor, where he’d stripped the mouldy flocked paper from the walls. It was criminal, he’d said to Maxine. The paper was almost as old as the house. But it was too damaged to save, and it made the room smaller and darker than they wanted it. The room ought to be beautiful, with its two generous windows overlooking the common and the wide, original fireplace. But the light was flat in here, and it felt stale. He’d tried and failed to open the windows; they were jammed shut and he was scared to force them in case he damaged the glass. One pane was cracked already and Max would kill him if he made it worse. Without the paper the walls were pink and raw, and the room had the offended look of a skinned cat. Standing among the fragments of paper he felt shocked at himself. Guilty, even. But maybe that was nothing to do with the wallpaper.

It was getting late. He was done for today. He saw the room through Maxine’s eyes and thought, surely she’ll be happy with this. She hadn’t been happy with much lately. She seemed to think he was going to renovate the whole place single-handedly, now that he wasn’t bringing money in. It wasn’t going well. He wasn’t the sort of guy who was handy with a screwdriver or who knew how to fix a washer. He could barely hang a picture straight. The more time he had on his hands, the less productive he seemed to be.

He’d found himself thinking, as the long days stretched into long weeks, that his big mistake had been to fall in love with Maxine. That had never been the plan. She’d unhinged him right from the first date, that wine bar near Waterloo where he’d met a few other women, mostly because it was handy for the Tube. Max had drunk water and kept her coat on. She’d been nervous, self-conscious, more beautiful than her profile. He’d wanted to kiss her but hadn’t dared, not because he didn’t like her enough but because he did. She was funny and natural and unpretentious and complicated.

It turned out she’d borrowed something from her sister that night, a dress that she felt uncomfortable in, that she didn’t think was right for the wine bar. Something with small white polka dots, he knew that much because the hem showed under her coat. She never wore dresses usually, she’d said. She was more of a jeans and sweater girl. So on the next date they’d gone for coffee, somewhere quiet and laid-back, and she’d worn jeans and Converse, a grey turtleneck. She’d teased him about his corporate weekend wear and he’d said he wished he’d kept his coat on. He’d been falling for her by then. Couldn’t stop thinking about her. It was on the fourth date – the one where they didn’t make it to the cinema – that she’d told him about her dad, the way he’d died and the shock of the financial settlement. He’d joked that she shouldn’t tell strange men she was moneyed up, and she’d said she didn’t think he was that strange. And besides, he was moneyed up too, she’d said. So that made it OK.

He squatted down by the fireplace and worked his fingers along the edge of a narrow strip of paper that still clung to the wall. He pulled hard at it, ripped it too quickly and it came free in a cloud of crumbled plaster, leaving a hole in the wall two inches deep, from the top of the fireplace to the floor. He stood and looked at it in disbelief. He kicked the wall and another chunk of plaster fell at his feet, like some kind of tit-for-tat game, like the house was trying to wind him up. He threw his head back and shouted at the stained, flaking ceiling. His voice was strange in the dark house. He didn’t like the quality of the quiet afterwards.

On the far side of the room his phone rang. He let it ring out. Then he picked it up and sat down on the floor with his legs stretched out, the bare wall cold against his back. The call was from Jason, as he’d thought it would be. A siren began its long wail on the far side of the common and he followed it in his head, turning onto the East Dulwich Road, weaving through traffic at the junction, heading north towards the hospital. It faded out after a minute or two. He brought his phone to his ear and listened to Jason saying that he needed Seb to call him back. He didn’t say why, but Seb already knew why, and Jason knew that. He shut his eyes and felt the dust, sharp in his cornea. He ran the tips of his fingers over the smooth contours of his phone. Then he turned it off.

He stood, picked his hoodie up off the floor and decided to bag up the wallpaper later. He was thirsty and starving. He didn’t know how he hadn’t noticed that earlier. Hours must have passed while he was working up here, but he didn’t remember much about the day. He was halfway down the stairs when he heard the groan of the pipes. He stood still, looked up the stairs and listened. There was the usual tap and clank, the silty hum, then a loud rush of water from the bathroom in the loft. He ran back up. 

The taps were both turned on fully in there, water rushing into the basin and splashing onto the floor. He turned them off and stood looking at the water draining into the plughole. His T-shirt was wet and the cold fabric clung to his skin. He didn’t understand how this had happened. He pulled his hoodie on and figured he must have left the taps on earlier, after he tried to wash his hands. Either that or there was some fault in the plumbing, something to do with ancient pipes and water pressure that would make perfect sense if he knew anything about it. He used the hand towel to mop the water from the floor and double-checked the taps were turned tightly off. He put the lid down on the toilet seat. It was a horrible room, windowless, filthy with
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