


[image: image]






Carly Reagon lives in the countryside in South Wales with her husband, three young children, and elderly dog. She works as a senior lecturer at Cardiff University, is a keen runner, singer and vegan cook. Her number one passion, other than writing, is wandering around historical sites and getting lost in the past.






Copyright

Published by Sphere

ISBN: 978-1-4087-2643-3

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © Carly Reagon 2022

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

The publisher is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

Sphere

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.littlebrown.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk




Contents

About the Author

Copyright

Dedication

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Chapter 40

Chapter 41

Chapter 42

Chapter 43

Acknowledgements




For Steve




TWELVE MONTHS AGO




1

[image: image]
The house was further away from the town than Kelda had expected, a mile or so along the Old Turnpike Road. She’d spied it from a distance, a darker smudge against the dull green-brown of the autumn fields.

‘It’s over there!’ Dylan pointed from the back seat of the car, telling her what she already knew.

Apart from the house and a wood behind, the landscape was featureless. A landscape she wanted to love but which left her feeling cold. All this space: the streams and little ditches, the flat fields used for growing cabbages and potatoes, the dead straight road. She fought the instinct to make a U-turn back into town, ring the estate agent and say she’d changed her mind. But after the effort of finding the place, she knew she couldn’t do that. It was all she could afford, the leftovers from savings she’d put aside for university, five years living at home and working flat out in Tesco.

They parked beneath a shuttered bay window and got out, stretching their legs from the journey.

Dylan wrinkled his nose. ‘The house doesn’t look very happy.’

‘What do you mean?’ Although she knew exactly what Dylan meant. The photos on Rightmove had been deceptive, taken in a better light. The front of the house was dirty and there were weeds sprouting from the mortar. But it was more than that. There was something not quite right, something she couldn’t pinpoint.

‘It looks like it’s crying.’

‘Old houses often look like that,’ she said, pushing the feeling aside. ‘It just needs some TLC, that’s all.’

The house sat squarely on the road, an old toll house from the time when the route had been busy. She could still read the tolls for various horse- or mule-drawn vehicles stamped in black metal above the bay window. Nowadays, the main road into Stonebridge – the town she couldn’t quite see from here because of another larger wood – cut through the fields on the other side of the river, winding through an industrial estate. It was hard to imagine the Old Turnpike Road as it had been, busy with carts and carriages and horses spreading muck.

She glanced at the empty road, instinctively reaching for Dylan’s hand.

Dylan pulled back. ‘Mum!’ he pouted. ‘I’m not a baby anymore. I’m almost six.’

‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘Only six.’

‘Can we go and get ice cream now?’

‘Not until the estate agent arrives. Then I promise you, ice cream. Come on, let’s explore the garden.’

They followed a path around the side of the house to the back. It was far from grand, smaller even than the house they’d shared with Mum, but perhaps that added to its charm, made it more homely? She peered through a narrow window into what seemed to be a kitchen: a sink with a dusty bottle of Fairy Liquid, a cupboard set in the wall, doorways leading off on either side. She tried to imagine living here, away from Mum and her childhood town, away from the job she hated. A new life with her own rules.

Behind her, Dylan was balancing on the pile of stones near the path.

‘Look at me!’ he shouted, wobbling. He spread his arms wide and sailed into the grass.

‘Careful,’ she said, smiling.

She crossed the path onto the lawn. Everything was unkempt: tangled bushes, shin-high grass, weeds instead of flowerbeds. But at least it was enclosed. She imagined Dylan playing here, splashing in a paddling pool or racing across the lawn with his Batman figures. She climbed onto the stones and looked over the garden wall. Apart from the small wood behind the field at the back, it was the same stark landscape as everywhere else.

When they’d finished exploring, they sat on the lawn, enjoying the early autumn sunshine and playing rock-paper-scissors until Dylan got bored. She plucked the long grass whilst Dylan hunted for sticks, thinking of the new job she’d found advertised on the internet, PA for a small market research company. She’d applied on a whim, not thinking she’d get it, but she’d been offered it there and then at the interview.

‘Mum! Look over here!’ Dylan was trying to prise something out of the wall, levering it with his stick. An earthenware pot, wedged in a crevice.

She pulled herself up, lethargic, like time had slowed down. Her limbs felt heavy. A feeling she could sleep right there if she allowed herself to. But Dylan was insistent. ‘Come on, Mum.’

‘Here, let me.’ She walked towards him and wriggled the pot back and forth, getting dust on her hands, freeing it with a jolt.

‘What is it?’ he said.

The lid was crawling with spiders. Trying not to flinch, she lifted it off and laid the pot on the grass.

Blank eyes stared back at her. Perfect whites.

She gasped, drawing her hands away, almost toppling the pot.

‘What is it?’ Dylan tugged at her sleeve.

‘Nothing.’ She shook her head and looked again. ‘It’s just a pile of pebbles. For a moment, I thought … ’ An odd feeling crept over her: there was someone there, someone watching them crouched on the grass. She drew an arm around Dylan and surveyed the empty garden.

‘Thought what?’ Dylan said. He dug his hands into the pot, the pebbles rippling through his fingers.

‘Nothing. I’m just being silly.’ The feeling deepened. A stirring in the pit of her stomach. Not someone but something. The house. It seemed to want her, need her, like it had claimed her already. Perhaps this is what it meant to call a place home? She looked across at the dull windows and crumbling brickwork. The house wasn’t perfect, far from it in fact, but it could be hers. Theirs. And no one else’s.

A creak as the garden gate swung open. She jumped up, stifling a cry. Behind them, on the path, was a man in a suit. ‘Miss Johnson?’

She relaxed – it was just the estate agent, it had just been the estate agent – and dusted herself down. ‘That’s right. Call me Kelda. And this is Dylan.’

The estate agent beamed as he crossed the lawn.

‘Pleased to meet you,’ he said, ruffling Dylan’s hair. ‘Right young man, shall we take a look inside?’
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The silence is unnerving, a deadly hush, not even the hoot of owls in the wood. I climb the stairs, lantern raised high, watching my shadow as it dances along the banister. There’s a stillness in the air, thick with the heat of late summer, only the flickering of moths in the shadowy light. I run up the last few steps and across the landing, throwing wide the bedroom door.

The midwife spins towards me. ‘You should not be in here.’

I push past her to the bed, catching my feet on the clothes on the floor. My wife lies silently in a heap of twisted linen, her eyes shut tight as if she is praying.

Fear grips my chest. ‘Why is she quiet?’

The midwife wipes her brow; the hours of attending to my wife have taken their toll.

‘She needs cutting, that’s why. The poor girl’s exhausted. The shoulder’s stuck. Look here.’ She picks up a knife and points it at Bella’s legs. There are marks on her thighs and darkness between them on the sheets. I had not realised the business of childbirth was quite so bloody.

I take hold of Bella’s hand and squeeze it tight. No response. ‘Hurry to the town,’ I say, setting the lantern on the table. ‘Fetch Dr Marsh.’

‘Dr Marsh? That charlatan? I wouldn’t trust him with my life, not with all his books and his grand ideas.’

‘Good God, look at her! She needs a medical man. Someone with experience, with knowledge.’

‘It’s a mile and a half to the doctor’s house. I’ve done the cutting before.’

A moan from the bed. Bella’s eyes flick open, latching on to mine. A tremor of understanding. I reach over, snatch the knife from the midwife and hurl it at the wall.

‘Now!’ I scream. ‘For God’s sake, go now!’

‘Sir, I must insist!’

‘Damn you, woman. She’s dying!’

The midwife crosses the room, drops her bloody apron in a heap, then gives me one last look before disappearing into the darkness.

‘Bella!’ I kneel beside the bed, brushing away the herbs laid on the pillows, sweeping a pile of white pebbles to the floor. A tinkle as they land. ‘I am here. Do not be afraid.’

Bella moans almost imperceptibly, her cheeks the colour of milk. ‘Please,’ she whispers, little more than a breath. ‘Please … I need … ’

‘Do not fret. She is gone and I am here. Your husband.’ I reach for her hand.

‘But the midwife … Where is the midwife?’

‘Shush. Shush. Calm yourself. It is not such a bad thing, calling the doctor at a time like this.’ My eyes stray to the herbs scattered on the floor; how much Bella trusts her own medicines. I squeeze her fingers. ‘You cannot always rely on your herbs, my love.’

She sinks back into the pillow, her eyelids closing. I think of all the times I’ve watched her, running her hands over her swollen belly, wonder shining in her eyes at the life within. After all her losses, it’s the one hope she clings to. She will do anything, anything, to protect this child.

The minutes slip by. Her hand grows clammy in mine. The silence deepens, only the occasional tremulous sigh. At last, I hear the clop of a horse outside.

I kiss Bella’s damp forehead. ‘He is here! Dr Marsh!’

The lantern light jumps ahead of me as I run down to greet him. ‘Thank the Good Lord you are come.’

The doctor ties up his horse and follows me gravely into the house, swinging his bag. When he sees Bella, he frowns. ‘You should have called me sooner.’ He gets to work, lifting the hem of the shift that is hitched above her waist, grabbing hold of the baby’s head. It’s an unearthly thing, hairless and shiny with fluid.

‘Go downstairs,’ he says without taking his eyes away. ‘Fetch me more water.’

I pick up an upturned basin from the floor and hurry down to the garden. It takes an age, lowering the bucket into the well, pulling it back up again. The sky is speckled with stars, but the house at my back is dark and brooding. Bella’s blanched face swims in my mind as I slosh the water from the bucket into the basin, then stumble back inside, careless in my haste. Water spills over the rim and splashes on the floorboards as I carry it through the house and up the stairs.

The bedroom has changed in the short time I’ve been gone. The stench is worse. The stillness near complete. Only the doctor’s heavy breathing punctuates the quiet. I watch as he slides his fingers further beneath my wife’s taut skin, expecting her to cry out, to protest. But she doesn’t. She doesn’t say anything. This time, she makes no sound at all.

Something snaps.

The baby slips from Bella’s body like an eel, trailing its long silver cord and landing in the doctor’s lap. He rubs it for signs of life, but there’s no cry. No shuddering breath. Silently, he wipes his blood-bathed hands on a rag, then picks up the baby and carries it to Bella.

‘I’m sorry,’ he says, shaking his head as he feels for her pulse. ‘It’s as I feared. The strain was too much for both of them.’

I push the doctor aside, his words making no sense. ‘Bella!’ I shake her roughly, lifting her shoulders up off the sodden sheets.

Bella’s mouth is open, but there is still no sound.

‘My love.’ The words choke in my throat as the truth jolts through me. My eyes flit to the baby at her side, laid in the crook of her elbow, its skin like curd. ‘Please, don’t leave me. Not like this. Not before our time is done.’ I climb up next to her, not caring what the doctor thinks.

I close my eyes, shutting out the room, but it’s still there in my mind. Not Bella but Ma, the night they laid her out; the same bed, the same dark covers, the same yellowed sheets. I remember Pa bending over me and lifting me away, his rough hands digging into my sides. But I wouldn’t go, not that easily. I was only a child at the time, but I clung on to the body with all my might. They had to prise my fingers from her clothing, one by one.

I nuzzle into Bella, drinking her in, smelling the sweat on her skin and the grease in her hair, feeling the lingering warmth of her body through the thin weave of her shift.

Midnight slides towards morning.

Doors open and close. Words are spoken, soft as feathers. There is movement of pillows and linen and blankets. The lantern is long extinguished. A breeze from the window. The heady smell of late August.

Dr Marsh rouses me. Bella is tidied up and the baby is nowhere to be seen. The doctor looks tired. Red eyes, face as white as paper, his hands scrubbed clean of her blood.

‘You need to let her go,’ he says. He turns to the window, to the sound of coach wheels rattling towards the tollgate. ‘There is work to do. It is time to start the day.’

NOW
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‘Mummy, I’m scared.’

Kelda forced herself awake, feeling a slither of cold on her bare arms as Dylan climbed in next to her. She drew an arm around him, knowing full well she shouldn’t. Shouldn’t set precedents. She should take him back to his own room, tuck him up in bed and tell him a story until he fell asleep again, but she couldn’t let go of him, not yet. Too tired. Too comfortable. She nuzzled deeper, inhaling the smell of his Batman pyjamas and strawberry shampoo. It was the middle of the night, hours before dawn, before the rush of getting him dressed and breakfasted and strapped in the back of the car ready for school.

She consulted her alarm clock and groaned. ‘Dylan, it’s three in the morning.’

The thought occurred to her that Dylan never usually did this, at least he hadn’t for years. Not since he was a pre-schooler.

‘I know, Mummy, but I’m scared.’

There it was again. The word that struck her more than anything: Mummy. Dylan hadn’t called Kelda Mummy for months. She’d been Mum since they’d moved into the toll house. A growth spurt had sent her scouring second-hand shops for the next-size-up clothes and the name change had come with it. Mum not Mummy, which made her feel sad though she knew it was inevitable. The only time she was Mummy now was when there was something seriously wrong: the time he’d scratched his legs on brambles; the time he’d come down with chicken pox; the time Georgie had punctured his Batman football with his dad’s screwdriver.

‘It was only a bad dream,’ she said. ‘A nightmare. Come on, I’ll take you back to bed.’

She peeled back the duvet and felt the floor with her feet. Dylan’s hand seemed smaller in the dead of night, the moonlight shafting through the window on the north side of the house, enveloping them in stillness like they were doing something they shouldn’t. Seven steps from her room to his, past the tiny bathroom. Now that it was just the two of them, she liked the fact the toll house was so small. Two bedrooms and a bathroom upstairs; a kitchen, lounge and hallway below. When Nick had stayed with them for a couple of months just after they’d moved in, they’d stumbled over each other, piling their things – her books, Nick’s model kits, Dylan’s artwork – in precarious mounds.

‘Uncle Nick’s coming for breakfast,’ she remembered.

Dylan gripped her hand, not seeming to hear. ‘I don’t want to go back in there.’ He froze by his bedroom door. She could see the window on the left, the one that looked over the garden and the wood and the miles of flat countryside.

‘It’s all right,’ she said, going first, plumping his pillow, smoothing his duvet. Pat, pat, pat. ‘In you get.’

He climbed in, still holding her hand. Reluctantly, she got in with him and shivered down beneath the duvet. She hadn’t realised how cold Dylan’s room was until now. It wasn’t even proper autumn. She wondered whether it was too early to turn the central heating on. And there was something else. A smell above the muskiness. So faint she couldn’t quite place it.

‘What was the nightmare about anyway?’ she said, stroking his hair.

‘I wasn’t asleep.’ He turned away from her to face the wall.

‘Of course you were asleep. Nightmares only happen when you’re asleep.’

‘I was awake. It was over there.’

He pointed over his shoulder, to where the lava lamp floated purple and silver against the wall beneath the window. The lava lamp she’d given him for Christmas last year, one of his stocking presents.

The smell was stronger now, unmistakable. Lavender.

‘What was over there?’

‘A woman. She was trying to get me. She had her arms stuck out like this.’ He stretched his arms out into the darkness.

For a heartbeat, she faltered, but then she thought of the move, the new town, the change of school. All those fears that surfaced in the night-time. ‘It’s okay,’ she said, folding his hands back beneath the duvet. ‘Sometimes dreams feel real, that’s all.’

She smoothed his hair again, the mop of brown curls that bounced across his forehead, over and over like she had when he was a baby, feeling him relax and eventually drop off to sleep. She knew she should get up and go back to her own room, double-check her alarm was set for the morning, but she felt herself drifting. Purple. Silver. The weird muddy Technicolor of sleep.

An hour later, she awoke with a start, wondering where she was and what had shocked her awake. She was in Dylan’s bed, that was all. She’d woken herself. Just a dream that ran away from her before she could catch it, make sense of it; an impression, a feeling that she couldn’t comprehend. The room was icy cold, and the lava lamp had somehow switched itself off. It was pitch black, like staring into a dark hole. Only the feel of Dylan next to her and the rhythm of his breathing told her where she was and that everything was all right.

She slipped out from beneath the covers, wrapped her arms around herself, and tiptoed back across the landing.

She spent the rest of the night tossing and turning, unable to sleep, wondering whether there was something wrong with Dylan. Earlier they’d had an argument and he’d got so mad, he’d thrown a saucepan at the wall. Maybe the nightmare and the bad mood were something to do with the school and the new teacher, Mr Yeo. Dylan hadn’t taken to him like the teachers in his old school or Miss Reynolds in year one. She’d listen to his babble of criticism in the car on the way home, feeling guilty for making him change schools, change towns, make new friends: ‘Mr Yeo made me eat all my lunch’, ‘Mr Yeo told me off for painting on my hands’, ‘Mr Yeo sucks’. Maybe Mr Yeo had transformed from villain to nightmare in the middle of the night? She’d always defended him in front of Dylan, but she suspected Mr Yeo was too harsh on the children. He seemed friendly enough when she met him at the school gates, but there was something old-fashioned about the way he called her Mrs Johnson, though she’d made it clear she was Ms or Miss. Maybe she should talk to him. Or maybe the nightmare and the argument were one-offs, unconnected to school. After all, Dylan had said he’d seen a woman, probably a character from TV or one of his books.

She got up early and sat in the kitchen waiting for Nick. The kitchen was sandwiched between the hallway and the lounge, a tiny space with just enough room for a table and chairs.

‘Hello?’ Nick poked his head around the back door, making her jump. He was early.

‘I made coffee,’ she said, pleased to see him. He’d been away for a couple of weeks, a conference in Brighton, and then he’d been busy catching up on work. ‘You sure you don’t mind taking Dylan into school? Just I’ve got this meeting.’

‘No really, it’s a pleasure.’ Nick smiled and sat down. ‘I can pick him up, too, if you like?’

Nick looked at home in the kitchen, although it was too small for three people. They’d only lived there two months before he’d moved in for the summer after splitting with his wife. A late-night phone call in which she’d bailed him out before Rachel made him homeless. ‘Of course you can stay,’ she’d said, not really minding but worried all the same. They’d just been getting used to living on their own, their own routine, their own rules and no one else’s. In the end, it had turned out fine. Nick had spent the whole time trying not to get in their way, and she’d spent the whole time trying to include him. She’d liked the chaos, the comfort of someone else in the house.

He picked up Dylan’s football top which she’d been mending and smoothed the patch. ‘I miss him,’ he said.

She smiled. ‘He misses you too.’

They took their coffees outside, a routine she followed regardless of the weather, and sat at the picnic table. She was proud of what she’d done with the garden so far: growing apple trees along the fence, making flowerbeds, rehoming an old stone bench she’d found in a salvage yard.

‘I’m worried about him,’ she said to Nick. ‘He had a nightmare last night. Said there was a woman in his room.’

‘Not unusual for a six-year-old. The nightmare, I mean.’

‘No. Except he hasn’t had a nightmare for ages. It scared me, that’s all. There was something about him that wasn’t quite right.’ She remembered the clammy feel of his skin against hers. ‘He was terrified.’

Nick threw her a friendly frown. He thought she worried too much and was always telling her to chill, to let things happen. But it was easy for Nick. No commitments other than a job with a liberal interpretation of flexitime and a half-hearted girlfriend, a rebound from Rachel.

‘Anything wrong at school?’

‘He doesn’t like his teacher.’

‘Anything else?’

Kelda shook her head. ‘Probably just me being silly. I’d better go and wake him.’ She stood up and stretched, achy from the restless night. ‘Pancakes for breakfast?’

‘Let me do the honours. Pancakes are my speciality.’

Upstairs, Dylan was curled in a ball, hair springing across the pillow. She needed to take him to get it cut; yet another job, another expense. All the other boys wore it short, crewcut short, but she didn’t like the idea of Dylan all grown up like that.

‘Dylan, wake up, time for school. Uncle Nick’s making pancakes.’

He shifted in his sleep, refusing to wake. She glanced at the lava lamp, shifting purple to silver to purple again. It must have switched itself back on after she’d left.

‘Wake up, Dylan.’

He opened one eye, then the other, testing them out, teasing her.

‘Time for school. You slept late. Do you remember waking up in the night?’

Dylan sat upright, hair on end, pyjamas scrunched on his chest. He shook his head. ‘I didn’t wake up. I was asleep. It was night-time.’

Downstairs, Nick was wearing her ‘Best Mum in the World’ apron, tossing pancakes, at home with her lopsided cooker and plastic spatulas. She set out the plates whilst Dylan wrapped himself around Nick’s legs.

‘Hello, Uncle Nick!’

‘Hello, cheeky monkey.’

Nick wasn’t really an uncle, just an old friend from university. Kelda had met him in her first term, a drunken evening in the Students’ Union. At twenty-three, she’d been considered a mature student, and as Nick was older too – he’d been starting the final year of his MA – they’d got talking. Everyone assumed they’d end up together, but Nick was too nice to be boyfriend material. They’d been friends for eight years now, losing touch only briefly when he was on a gap year in Germany.

Nick untangled himself from Dylan and hunted in the pantry for the golden syrup.

‘You are coming on Saturday, aren’t you, Uncle Nick?’

‘Saturday?’

Birthday party, Kelda mouthed.

‘Of course. Wouldn’t miss it for the world. You’re into Frozen, right?’

Dylan kicked him. A series of leg tussles which made her smile.

‘I’m going to be seven.’

‘Seven? Whoa!’

‘And I like Batman.’

‘Batman. Okay. Right. Will make a note.’

Kelda hurried them along, picking up the plates when they’d finished. ‘Dylan. Teeth. Now.’

‘Mum!’

‘No arguments. Uncle Nick’s taking you to school today and I can’t trust either of you to be on time without me.’

After Dylan was gone upstairs, she washed the dishes, stacked them in the drying rack and sat down again. She was frayed from the night before and wished she didn’t have to spend the day alternating between meetings and catching up on paperwork. It amazed her that the world ran on people like her, not actually making anything, just shuffling emails from folder to folder. But at least it was a job. Something that used her brain. Before, after she’d dropped out of university, she’d worked part time in a café for one of Mum’s friends.

‘Busy day ahead?’

‘Just knackered.’

‘What happened over there, by the way?’ Nick pointed at the gash above the kitchen table, in the wall dividing the kitchen from the lounge.

‘Dylan,’ she said. ‘Yesterday. We had an argument, he threw a saucepan. Honestly, he’s different when you’re here. Better. Sometimes I don’t know if I’m doing the right thing.’

‘That’s quite a dent.’ Nick stood up and ran his hands over the cracked plaster. ‘More than a dent. You can almost see behind it.’

‘I’ve been thinking of pulling the wall down anyway,’ she said, pushing aside the thought that it had only been a dent, at least, at first. In the space of twelve hours, it seemed to have cracked open. ‘Make it into one big room. Sort of open plan.’

‘Wouldn’t you need planning permission for something like that? How old is the cottage? 1700s?’

‘Seventeen eighty-three. There’s a plaque on the wall.’ She ran herself a glass of water. ‘Anyway, who would know? It’s not like we’re inundated with guests.’

Nick stretched and somersaulted his car keys. ‘I’ll give you a hand, if you like? After I’ve picked the monkey up from school.’

She came home early from the office. She was tired and Cassandra had said she could finish her work at home. She went upstairs, into the bathroom and ran the taps. Like everything else about the house, the bathroom was a work in progress. She had visions of pulling out the dated suite, ripping the tiles from the walls, putting in a proper walk-in shower. She’d go for a contemporary look rather than mock-Victorian, though she knew the latter was better suited to the house. White tiles with flecks of silver rather than the stark matt white that was currently here, which reminded her of tiles in public lavatories.

She poured in bubble bath and slipped her clothes to the floor. She was sticky. Still hot from the drive home. She got in, glancing at her watch through the bubbles. Dylan would be in after-school club right now. Dylan went to after-school club every weekday which made her feel guilty, but today at least, she needed the time to relax and officially she was still working. She’d do that later, sort invoices with a glass of wine when Dylan was asleep.

Lathering herself, she closed her eyes and ducked under.

It had been a hell of a day, sitting through meetings and taking notes, listening to Cassandra drone on, full of her own self-importance. Afterwards, Cassandra had pulled her aside. ‘Everything all right? You seem to be a little – what’s the word?’ Cassandra had pretended to think, pretended to look concerned though Kelda knew it was just an act. ‘Distracted.’ In the background, Lucy had raised her eyebrows. ‘I’m fine,’ Kelda had replied. Even if she wasn’t, she wouldn’t tell Cassandra. Cassandra had laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘Can’t be easy being a single parent.’

She pulled herself up from the water, playing with the bubbles, moving them over her knees, making peaks. A feeling crept over her: of being watched, of someone else being in the room with her. She froze, the bubbles popping lightly on her knee. She was sure there was someone there. She could feel it. Someone behind her, staring at the back of her neck, her naked shoulders, the ripple of her spine. A feeling that she’d had before, the first time they’d seen the house. A feeling that she was wanted. She swivelled around, splashing water over the sides of the bath, onto the tiles. The bathroom was empty apart from herself. She was being stupid, of course there was no one there. She laughed nervously.

A sound cut her short.

She sat bolt upright, catching her breath in her throat, waiting, listening. It came again. The creak of the loose floorboard near the window in Dylan’s room. She remembered Dylan’s expression in the moonlight, the grip of his hand in hers. Her heart raced.

Mummy, I’m scared.

Silly. She was being silly. The house was old. Decrepit, Mum had called it. A million other things could have made a noise like that. It was probably just a pipe, something to do with running the bath. She closed her eyes and counted to ten before opening them again.

Everything was how it had been. Silent apart from the squeak of the bathtub against her back. Those awful white tiles. The smell of bubble bath. Lavender bubble bath. God, the smell was nauseating. She’d always liked it before or at least not noticed it; a gift from Mum along with a folding clothes rack when they’d moved in. She stood up and searched for her towel, ensuring everything was in place, that nothing had changed. But of course it hadn’t, the bathroom cupboard was open just as she’d left it: Dylan’s toothbrush was next to hers in a plastic cup, her make-up bag bulging with Superdrug bargains. She just needed to check the room next door, test the floorboard herself.

She pulled the towel from the rail and wrapped it around her. Another sound, this time from somewhere downstairs. This time it was real, not imagined, not just a creaky old pipe. She opened the bathroom door and stood dripping in the doorway, huddled in the towel, feeling the chill on her shoulder blades.

‘Hello?’

Footsteps.

Silence.

Footsteps.

Someone was here. Someone was in the toll house. She felt light-headed. Sometimes the postman left parcels at the back door, the only door they used, but she’d already found a pile of bills on the mat when she’d come home, so the postman had been.

‘Hello?’

She was out on the landing without remembering walking there, one hand on the banister looking down. For a split second, it was last night and she was crossing from her room to Dylan’s. That smell again. Deep. Permeating.

Lavender.

A shadow fell across the stairs from the kitchen doorway. She suppressed the instinct to scream.

‘Kelda, is that you?’

Immediately, she relaxed. Nick!

‘I’m sorry,’ he said, appearing in the hallway. She realised she was trembling. Just the temperature change from the bath. ‘I called and called, but no one answered.’
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‘So, what do you want to do exactly?’ Nick shone a torch at the hole in the kitchen, angling it one way then the other, peeling flakes of plaster away with his fingers. ‘It’s like there’s a cavity. A wall hidden behind a wall.’

‘It’s because of the cupboard,’ Kelda said, indicating the wall-length cupboard at right angles to the back door. ‘I suppose whoever built the wall wanted to incorporate the cupboard.’ She wasn’t really in the mood for DIY. Except DIY was the reason Nick was here, bunking off work rather than pretending to read academic papers in his attic flat. She ought to play along with it. ‘I suppose I could take the cupboard out and knock the whole wall through. Do you think it’s safe? The last thing I want is to bring the whole house down on top of me.’

Nick went along the wall, tapping it with his knuckles. ‘In my very unprofessional opinion, I don’t think the wall has any bearing on the structure. This was obviously one big room at some point. Probably the toll keeper sat here all day watching traffic through the lounge window.’

She reached across to the top of the fridge and lifted down a bottle of wine. She didn’t often think about the history of the house, although the estate agent had said it was ‘interesting’. History was more Nick’s thing than hers.

She opened the wine. ‘Drink?’

‘No thanks. I’ve an early start tomorrow, I’d better be off in a mo. Walter wants me in at nine.’ Nick wrinkled his nose. Usually, he worked at home on his laptop rather than the university thirty miles away, the city where he’d lived with his wife. ‘And Alexa’s cooking tonight. She’d be furious if I missed it.’

She glugged wine into her glass. Alexa didn’t often stay over at Nick’s during the week so he was usually on hand to help after school. But Kelda hadn’t seen Nick since Brighton. Perhaps things had moved on between him and Alexa.

‘How’s it going, the two of you? Do I hear the sound of wedding bells?’

‘Hardly. I’m not divorced yet, remember?’

She screwed the top back on the bottle.

‘You know her parents are traditional? I’ve only been introduced once and that was enough.’

‘For you or for them?’

He grinned. ‘For them, I think.’

She listened to his description of a wedding he’d attended in London, one of Alexa’s cousins: the Greek Orthodox ceremony; the hotel they’d stayed in with the rest of the family; the pretence they’d booked two rooms not one.

‘You should have seen the look on her mum’s face when she caught us leaving the same room in the morning.’

She stifled a yawn; she’d heard the story before. She realised she wanted to talk about the house after all, she wanted his reassurance. She thought about the noise she’d heard from the bathroom, but she knew it had been nothing. Nothing at all. She’d feel stupid even mentioning it.

‘Her mum went crazy.’

She swallowed a mouthful of wine. ‘You’re a grown man. You’ve been married. You are married.’

‘Not according to Alexa’s parents. I’m a fresh-faced college boy, apparently.’

She let him talk without really listening, wondering if this was cathartic for him, telling her about his love life and the difficulties of enmeshing himself with Alexa’s family. She remembered when he’d told her he was marrying Rachel, giving her the details of the big church wedding. She wondered if he talked to Alexa about her in the same unconscious way.

As he talked, she watched Dylan through the window, dribbling a football around the picnic table, hair flopping over his forehead.

‘What about you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Invited on any dates?’ Nick nodded at her ancient laptop.

‘Oh, you know.’ She picked up her glass of wine, covering a smile. Someone had sent her a message on the dating app, but she wasn’t going to tell anyone yet.

‘Bet they’re flooding in.’

‘Actually, I can’t keep up.’

‘Anyone suitable? Do you need me to vet?’

She shook her head. ‘I’m grown up, remember?’

He laid a hand on her shoulder. ‘In my mind, you’ll always be twenty-three.’

‘And you’ll always be—’

‘A prat, I know.’

He gathered his keys and she wondered quite what she would have said if he hadn’t stopped her. She thought again about the noise she’d heard in Dylan’s room and wondered if she should say something after all. But there was nothing to say; it was just her mind playing tricks – she was stressed about her job, worried about Dylan – or, more likely, something to do with the house. Something structural.

‘See you soon,’ he said, pecking her on the cheek. ‘And let me know what you decide about the wall.’

‘Will do.’ She glanced up at the gash. ‘I’ll have a think. But I probably ought to get a second opinion before we start knocking things down. Not that I don’t trust you, of course.’

He grinned. ‘Very wise. According to Alexa’s parents, I can’t be trusted at all.’

He was out of the door, running towards Dylan, tackling him for the ball, when she remembered: ‘Saturday.’

‘Saturday?’

‘The birthday party.’

Dylan shot the ball into the imaginary goal between the apple trees and whooped. Nick turned to Kelda and smiled. ‘Wouldn’t miss it for the world.’

She got Dylan to bed early. He was tired though he’d never admit it, rubbing his eyes in front of the TV. She read him stories, perched on the side of his bed, then switched on his lava lamp, checking the lead trailing from the back to the wall. No loose wires. Since buying the toll house, she was proud of her achievements: wiring plugs, changing fuses, cleaning gutters, even getting rid of a family of mice. The memory of the mice still made her shudder. She’d caught them one by one using a humane trap, letting them free in the fields behind the wood, watching them dart from the trap. Flashes of brown. She had a phobia of mice, something to do with their tails, something to do with the way you only ever half saw them. The fields weren’t far enough, Lucy from work had told her, but four months later, they hadn’t returned.

‘Goodnight, Batman,’ she said, kissing him on the cheek.

Usually, Dylan made a show of wiping it off – Aw Mum, yuk – but tonight he closed his eyes and snuggled down into the duvet. A few minutes later, he was asleep. She sat for a while, watching the slow rise and fall of his chest beneath the covers, remembering the first time she’d held him, still wrinkled from birth, the skin of his fontanelle pulsing gently in and out. She’d realised at that point, she’d never been in love before, truly in love. Before Dylan, love had always been conditional, limited, a series of ifs and buts and maybes. But with Dylan it was different. Love was linked to his vulnerability, his need for her. She tiptoed out, wondering whether Dylan remembered the woman in his nightmare, but there’d been no sign he was scared. Just stress from the start of term, she thought.

Downstairs, she emptied his school bag. An uneaten apple rolled from the bottom of it onto the floor and wedged itself beneath the grate of the antique range. She fished it out and ran it under the tap. As far as she could tell, the range hadn’t been used for years, probably not since Victorian times. There’d only been one other owner since, Mr Pritchard, the old man she’d bought the place from, who had moved to one of the retirement homes in town when his wife died. Before that, the toll house had been empty for decades. The estate agent had been quick to point out all the original features: the range, the fireplaces, the space in the kitchen wall for a safe, the toll board outside. No doubt he’d been trying to distract Kelda from the flaking paintwork and the peeling wallpaper and the general atmosphere of disuse. Kelda supposed she should make something of the range, make it into a real feature rather than a place to dump things on. One day, she’d sort the house out, transform it into the home she’d imagined when she’d first seen it on Rightmove, cosy but uncluttered, a place Dylan wouldn’t be ashamed to bring his friends.

She bit into the apple, tangy, not quite ripe – one of the apples from the trees in the garden – and inspected the gash Dylan had made in the wall that seemed to have opened up. It was even bigger now that Nick had been playing with it and there was a smell. She leaned in. The smell of cold bricks. Something sweet floating on the edge.

She threw the barely eaten apple into the composting bag next to the sink. She couldn’t clear the tang from her mouth. It was worse than unripe. There was something rotten about the taste. Something bad. She wondered whether she’d accidentally eaten something she shouldn’t, a bug that had crawled into the middle of it. She rinsed her mouth with the wine she’d been lingering over since Nick left and retrieved the envelope still nestled at the bottom of the school bag. A note from Mr Yeo asking her to meet him tomorrow afternoon to discuss Dylan’s behaviour. She downed the wine and poured herself another glass. Dylan hadn’t said anything to her about his day, just the usual evasive comments about football and Georgie and Mr Yeo being a poo. She’d have to ask Cassandra if she could leave work early again tomorrow and she hadn’t even done the work she’d promised to finish today. She pulled the other papers from his bag and opened them one by one. Paintings he’d created that afternoon. Paintings of her. She smiled at that, despite Mr Yeo’s letter. She hardly ever wore dresses, but that’s how he’d painted her: a long brown dress that reached to the floor, her hair sweeping over her shoulders.

She smoothed the paintings out onto the pile of artwork next to the box of Lego, her mind turning to yesterday’s argument. It seemed stupid looking back. She’d asked Dylan to tidy his toys but he’d pretended not to hear.

‘I wish you’d just listen for a change!’ she’d snapped.

She’d watched as Dylan had deliberately spread Lego pieces further across the kitchen tiles.

‘Georgie’s got a playroom and a garden,’ he’d said, running out of space.

A piece of Lego had jabbed her bare foot. ‘We’ve got a garden.’

‘Not a proper one.’

She’d winced as she’d stood on another piece of Lego. She was trying her best with the garden. She liked it. She liked the fact you couldn’t see the road or the miles of empty countryside unless you stood right by the gate, just the back of the toll house and the wood behind. She liked the little stone bench she’d bought and the lip in the cottage wall where she could sit and watch Dylan play. She liked the idea she had for building a rockery from the pile of stones near the path. She had an idea for a bird bath too and a tree house for squirrels. The garden felt like hers. Theirs. Whereas the house still felt like it belonged to someone else.

‘Come on, I’ll help you,’ she’d said, getting on the floor, putting the pieces into a plastic tub.

‘Georgie’s going to America at Christmas.’

‘Lucky Georgie.’

‘Can we go to America?’

‘No.’

‘Why not?’

She’d sat back on her heels and tried not to look frustrated. ‘Because I thought we’d go camping next summer. Cornwall maybe. We could ask Uncle Nick?’

Dylan had pouted. ‘Boring.’

‘That’s not very nice.’

‘You never let me have any fun.’

‘It’s not about fun. We can’t afford it. I’m not rich like Georgie’s parents.’

‘I wish you were. I wish we didn’t have to live in this stupid house. At least at Grandma’s there was a climbing frame.’

She’d gritted her teeth. Dylan hardly ever mentioned Mum. He never said he wanted to go back to their old house, their own way of life, living with Mum on the estate; he never talked about the rickety old climbing frame that Dad had erected years ago, a present for Emma. She’d thought he was happy here.

‘You ought to be grateful,’ she’d said. ‘Some people have nothing. Some kids even have to live on the streets.’

‘No, they don’t.’

‘Yes, they do.’

She’d snatched his Batmobile and thrown it into the plastic tub along with the rest. It was then that her phone had pinged with a message from the dating app. She’d picked it up and seen a photo of a man taken in the shadows. Even at a glance, he was obviously handsome. Dark hair, dark eyes. Next to the photo was a message, inviting her for a drink. She’d put the phone down – she’d read it properly when Dylan was in bed – at the same time as Dylan had jumped up and grabbed the saucepan.

‘You don’t care about me. All you care about is your stupid phone.’ The shock of the saucepan smacking the wall had sobered them both. Dylan had started crying.

They’d hugged. Ragged sobs into her sweater.

‘I’m sorry,’ he’d said.

‘It’s okay. We’re both tired. I shouldn’t have shouted.’

She’d pulled his face back, wiped his tears with her sleeve.

‘Shh, shh.’ She’d pretended she couldn’t see the dent he’d made, pretended it didn’t matter about the wall.

But it did matter. She didn’t like it. Didn’t like the way it looked even wider now the night was setting in. She stood up and collected a torch from the pile of tools jumbled on top of the microwave, then peered in – that smell again – moving the torch up and down. There was something in there, catching the torchlight, reaching towards her through the gap. She grabbed a chair for a better view, climbed up and leaned over the table, bending down a little, peeling the plaster.
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