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NOW

I didn’t mean to hurt anyone but it’s irreplaceable and after it was taken I was desperate to get it back.

Now that I have it again, I’ll do anything to keep it.

Anything.

After you’ve heard my story, I think you’ll understand.

I think, perhaps, you’d do the same.








Prologue

THIRTY YEARS AGO

Somebody’s trying to break into the house.

It’s almost inaudible, the sound of the front door handle being lowered, slowly, slowly, but on her way back from the fridge with a bottle of wine, Marina hears the squeak.

Sees the movement.

Her heart pounds painfully in her chest.

Think.

Her husband is upstairs taking a shower – all of her family are upstairs. Their youngest child already in bed, the eldest supposedly reading.

Marina’s eyes are locked on the handle but it doesn’t move again – had she imagined it? There’s a raging storm battering the house.

Could the ferocious wind have rattled the door? She checks that it is locked.

The grandfather clock shows it’s only just gone 8.15 but the nights are already lengthening. From the record player in the drawing room, Flanagan and Allen sing ‘Run, Rabbit, Run’.

She’s playing the song, not because she likes it, but to remind herself.

Run.

Run.

Run.

She shivers. It’s cold in this part of the house. She thinks of the fire she has lit as she peers out of the window. Outside, the sky is inky black, the moon casting a creamy light. In the darkness the window is a mirror; all she can see is her own worried face peeking back at her.

Rain lashes against the leaded pane, a cold breeze pushing through the cracks in the frames. The beech tree creaks and bends, a branch tap-tap-taps against the glass.

Let me in.

Let me in.

Let me in.

She is just berating her overactive imagination, allowing herself to relax, heading back to the battered leather armchair that moulds around her body, when she hears the crunch of gravel from the courtyard.

A throaty cough.

Oh, god.

This is not solely a storm or a tree or anything innocuous.

Somebody is out there.

There’s a sudden whip of lightning. Startled by the flash she whimpers, her fingers tightening around the neck of the wine bottle, the source of her nightly pleasure has now become a weapon.

Thunder rumbles, low and loud.

Remembering the back door she hurries through the kitchen to double check it’s locked, feet cold against the flagstone floor. She grinds to a halt, horrified.

A face outside the kitchen window.

Eyes staring in.

Hot breath misting the glass.

She presses herself against the wall, trying to make herself invisible. The lingering scent of mince and onions from the children’s dinner turns her stomach.

The shadow lifts. The figure gone.

Hurry.

Marina rushes back to the entrance hall, picks up the phone with a shaking hand. Her fingers are trembling so violently she has to jab at the numbers several times until she gets it right.

999.

As soon as she is connected she whispers urgently, stating her name, that she lives in Newington House. That she is scared.

Somebody is trying to break in.

She garbles that she is downstairs, by the front door. That, no, she is not safe.

When she had first moved here she had loved the solitude; there aren’t any neighbours for miles. It’s so beautiful when the buttery sun melts over the woodland. Peaceful. Often the only sound is the rustling of leaves, the birds singing loud and clear, the bubbling of the brook.

Now she feels too isolated.

Aside from her family, there’s nobody to hear her scream.

‘Mrs Madley, help is on the way,’ the operator says in a calm voice. ‘Who else is in the house with you?’

‘My family.’ She runs through them even though it is painful to think of her youngest child starfished in the cot bed that has been passed down through generations, in the pale yellow nursery where cheerful ducks march endlessly around the border.

The eldest child, a teenager, concentrating on her book, forehead creased as she absorbs herself in a world which, right now, is very preferable to this one. Why oh why couldn’t she be out with some unsuitable boy tonight?

Her husband, shampooing his hair. Apple-scented suds frothing down the drain.

‘How long will the police take to get here?’ Marina asks. What should she do in the meantime?

There are precious things under this roof that she needs to protect.

The shatter of glass from the kitchen.

A creak.

The back door opening?

The phone thuds from her hand. Dizziness engulfs her. Ridiculously she is still clutching the bottle of wine. Her mouth hanging open as she draws in shallow breaths, sweat trickling from her upper lip into her mouth.

Think.

She hears the sound of a low voice muttering, the dull thud of footsteps, slow, leaden.

Somebody is inside the house.

Terror beats at her chest with clenched fists.

Run.

She darts into the great hall. Eyes wildly seeking refuge. The oak panelling Marina had once thought so elegant now dark and oppressive, closing in on her. The beamed ceiling pressing down.

She could try and find somewhere to hide but upstairs…

She has to warn her family, has to.

She raises the bottle. Can she really smash it into somebody’s face?

Yes.

Yes, she can do whatever it takes, her fight or flight response has kicked in, and she is not running away.

But she has never, ever, felt so scared.

From upstairs, the groan of a floorboard. One of the children moving around their room.

Don’t come downstairs.

Don’t come downstairs.

Don’t come downstairs.

She sprints, her socked feet slip-sliding. Has almost made it to the bottom of the stairs in the corner of the room, when an arm snakes around her neck, a hand clamps across her mouth. The wine bottle smashes as it hits the floor, liquid splattering her legs.

She writhes and kicks and tries to bite the fingers that smell of nicotine and that’s when she notices.

There is somebody approaching her.

Two.

There are two people in her house. Possibly more.

Hysteria rises.

The intruder is wearing a mask, a sheep’s head, and she has never seen anything more terrifying.

Tears leak from her eyes as she watches helplessly as he takes the stairs two at a time. She’s still fighting to be free.

Her family.

Marina is bundled roughly away from the stairs, into the drawing room. Shards of glass from the broken bottle pierce the tender skin on the soles of her feet leaving a trail of bloodied footprints behind her. She tries to resist, knocking over a side table with her elbow as she scrabbles for traction on the oak floors. A china bowl smashes on the ground, the scent of floral potpourri cloying. It had always been her favourite but after tonight she would forever associate the smell with this.

If there is an after.

She feels a momentary rise of hope that her husband might have heard the bowl smash but this is dashed when she hears the water gurgling in the ancient pipes.

He’s still in the shower.

She imagines him naked, vulnerable, unable to protect them.

She wants to weep.

The intruder throws her onto the green velvet sofa. She scurries into the corner and folds in on herself, crossing her arms over her chest both forming a barrier and trying to hold herself together.

‘Help,’ she screams.

There’s the stinging crack of a hand across her cheek. She begins to cry.

‘Please, don’t hurt me. I can give you money.’

‘Money is not what I’m here for.’ The voice is sharp from behind the mask.

Terror is a heavy pressure building in her lungs.

Breathe.

She can’t.

Think.

‘Please. Take what you want. Those candleholders are solid silver. You could sell them. I’ve got jewellery upstairs.’

‘This is not a robbery.’

‘But there are antiques, you could—’

‘I am not here for money.’

What do these people want?

But when she learns what it is, she shakes her head, shocked, confused. The intruder advances towards her, eyes blank behind the sheep mask. She cowers. Her cheek still throbbing with pain, fearing there is more to come.

Marina is shaking so violently her teeth rattle together. ‘I called the police, they’re on their way. If you leave now you can get away. I won’t tell them anything. I haven’t seen your face.’

Almost in slow motion, bathed in the orangey glow from the crackling fire, the intruder slowly lifts off the mask.

And grins.

And that’s when Marina knows with certainty, she is going to die tonight.

There’s a chilling scream from somewhere above her.

Her eldest.

‘No. She’s just a child, a teenager!’ What is the man upstairs doing to her? She staggers to her feet. Charges towards the door. Feet stinging. Feels a burning pain in her skull. Instantly there are fingers wrapped around her hair, she feels a clump being yanked from her scalp.

‘Please,’ she begs. Her arms above her head, hands holding the intruder’s wrists, digging her nails sharply into skin, clawing at it.

‘Bitch.’

She is roughly pushed away, landing heavily onto her hands and knees. A foot stamps on her back so she’s sprawled flat on the floor, clutching the edges of the rug. Rockets of pain shoot through her spine.

‘Please,’ she begins to crawl. Begging, not just for her life, but for her family’s.

Reverberating through the house, her husband’s roars of pain.

‘Please!’ Somehow she staggers to her feet. Hands held out in front of her. ‘Please stop.’ Every cell in her body buzzing with panic. Willing for someone to save her. For the sound of sirens. For anything.

Lightning whips. Thunder grumbles.

‘Mummy?’ The sound of a small voice. ‘I’m scared.’

The intruder releases her. Stalks towards her youngest child, her baby. Freshly bathed, in hedgehog pyjamas.

Innocent.

‘No.’ She leaps onto the intruder’s back. ‘No!’

The breath leaves her body in one violent rush as she’s tossed onto the floor as though she weighs nothing. As though she is nothing. Fuelled by a primal instinct she scrambles to her feet. Propels herself forward again.

She doesn’t see the knife.

Doesn’t feel it pierce her body.

She crumples. Hands automatically seeking out the wound, feeling the warmth of the blood flow through her splayed fingers. Smells the metallic tang.

She stares in horror as the intruder grabs for her child. She wills herself to move, but she can’t. She cannot give what has been demanded but she cannot bear what she is seeing. What she is hearing.

‘Please,’ she begs, no longer sure what she is begging for.

Now, finally, she hears the sirens. Through the glass, the flash of blue lights.

It has felt like hours but can only have been minutes.

The record player whirrs and clicks as it restarts the record.

Run.

Run.

Run.

She closes her eyes.










PART ONE










Chapter One

Cass

NOW

THIRTY YEARS LATER

The blindfold is tight. The knot against the back of my head uncomfortable.

I’ve never felt so small, so vulnerable. My anxiety is through the roof as I lick my dry lips and wait.

And wait.

Finally, the opening of the car door. A hand on my elbow.

I unfold myself from the passenger seat, stumble on my pins and needles feet.

‘I’ve got you.’ James steadies me. ‘We’re not going far, you won’t need your coat.’

My heart rate begins to slow as cool air caresses my cheeks. The outside bringing a sense of space that chases away the feeling of being trapped.

That all too familiar feeling that causes panic to rise in my throat.

‘Can I take this off now?’ My fingers flutter to one of James’s work ties binding my eyes.

‘Not yet. I want it to be a surprise.’

The excitement in James’s voice is palpable. I don’t ruin things by telling him that anywhere we are right now is likely to be a surprise – unlike him I didn’t grow up in the south, almost everywhere is unfamiliar.

Stripped of my sight my other senses are heightened. I use them to search for clues. I can’t hear any traffic so we must be somewhere remote, although from what I’ve seen of the area where James grew up, everywhere is remote. It’s impossible to reach anywhere without driving past acres of green fields first.

The birdsong is loud and there’s the rustle of leaves so we must be surrounded by trees. I inhale; the early morning rain has intensified the smell of grass. I can taste the freshness on my tongue – there’s no pollution here.

The ground underfoot crunches before hardening. Gravel and concrete.

It isn’t so much where we are that I’m desperate to know, but why we’re here? Why the secrecy? Images of an ice bucket propping up a bottle of Champagne, a board of pungent cheeses and a punnet of strawberries come to me. A red tartan picnic blanket. James on one knee. A glittering ring…

But surely not today, autumn nipping at the tip of my nose, my cheeks. It’s too cold.

Too soon?

Although I’ve never been as certain about anything as I am about James, we’ve only been together six months. It’s both no time at all and a lifetime. I can’t imagine being with anyone else.

Despite what my father might want.

‘Almost there,’ James says.

I refocus. Wanting to solve the puzzle. I’ve identified sounds, taste, touch and smells but now there’s something else.

A feeling.

A slow crawl of trepidation from the tips of my toes to the top of my scalp.

I stop abruptly. ‘James,’ my tone is urgent now, ‘I don’t like this anymore…’

‘Relax, Cass. We’re here.’

He fumbles to untie the blindfold and then I’m blinking in the unaccustomed brightness. Curved around me is a horseshoe-shaped manor house. With its wings stretching either side of me I feel like the house is holding me.

Gripping me.

Despite the low temperature a flush of heat rushes through me. I push up the sleeves of my jumper. Stepping back, my eyes scan the black and white Tudor timber work above the entrance. The iron ‘Newington House’ sign, blistered with rust.

Ivy clings to the stone building. There’s a sense of someone watching me through the small leaded windows.

This is not a tourist attraction. That much is clear from the unkempt courtyard. The tangle of weeds and nettles.

A crow lands in the tree to my left; he screeches and it sounds like a warning.

My mind is crowded with questions but before I can ask any of them the front door slowly swings open.

A middle-aged woman steps outside. ‘Hello again, James.’ She smiles warmly at him before she turns to me. ‘You must be Cassandra?’

‘It’s Cassie but most people call me Cass. And you’re…?’

‘Fran.’ She must register my blank look because she elaborates. ‘Frances Phillips. I’ve come to show you around.’

She glances down, her gaze lingering on the zigzag scar on my arm before she looks into my eyes with such intensity I feel all my secrets are exposed.

‘Cass.’ She’s still holding my hand. Her attention flickers back to my arm once more and I feel judged somehow. I want to cover up my scar. To tell her that my dad didn’t mean to hurt me, that he loves me, but that would be ridiculous. I don’t really know what she’s thinking, I’m oversensitive because of the way I left things with my father.

He is over two hundred miles away and I can still feel his fury.

‘Fran?’ James cuts through my thoughts. Obviously, her thoughts too because her hand suddenly drops mine. She’s flustered as she invites us inside.

I hang back because although I can’t quite decipher it, I’ve some deep-rooted instinct telling me that if I step over the threshold, my life will be irrevocably altered and I’m not sure I’m ready for that. But James has a light touch on my lower back, gently propelling me forward.

The entrance hall is dark, oppressive. Low-beamed ceilings and oak panelling make the space feel smaller but really, it’s almost the same size as the cramped lounge in my father’s flat. On the wall, a fox’s head. His beady eyes follow me as I take in the grandfather clock, its hands suspended at half past eight. A shoe rack nestles against a dusty pew. There’s a single pair of sunshine-yellow wellington boots. The contrast of the bright, modern footwear against the dated interior is unsettling.

‘Come through.’ Fran’s heels click over the black and grey flagstones. We follow her, James ducking through the doorway, into a larger, grander, space.

The floor is now oak, but both the panelling on the walls and the beams on the ceiling remain the constant. Solemn portraits in gilded frames hang suspended from a picture rail. Cobwebs stretch between the wall lights like paper chains at Christmas except this is not a family home. It is filthy and unloved and there’s a coldness to the air that chills me to the bone. A mustiness that fills my nostrils.

‘I’m so glad you’re here, Cass,’ Fran says softly, with such sincerity for a moment I am glad I’m here too, even if I don’t understand why. ‘Both of you.’

I stand awkwardly, not sure what I should be doing, saying. James, on the other hand, is like an excited puppy. Rushing to all corners. Trailing his fingers over the intricate carvings on the largest inglenook fireplace I have ever seen.

‘I have to be honest’ – I pull an apologetic face – ‘I’ve no idea where I am or what I’m doing here.’

Fran throws a confused glance at James. ‘You’re here about the vacancy? We were all so impressed with your application—’

‘Can you please give us a moment?’ James dazzles her with his winning smile. Fran glows under its radiance. She’s obviously already fond of him.

Who is she?

‘Of course. I’ll be in the drawing room.’

The drawing room!

‘Okay.’ I’m feeling, not exactly duped, but confused. ‘What’s going on?’

‘This property has been empty for years,’ James tells me.

‘No shit?’ I’ve only been here for a couple of minutes but already I’m dying for a shower to wash away the grime.

‘It was sold to a development company almost thirty years ago. They didn’t maintain it because the plan was always to knock it down and build on the land but they never did. It isn’t easy to get permission to demolish a Grade I listed building unless there’s no viable option and there’s nothing wrong with this, structurally. I think they wanted—’

‘James.’ I can’t work out what this has to do with me, with us, and I want him to get to the point. Being blindfolded for the journey has left me feeling queasy.

‘Sorry. The development company went bankrupt.’ James looks remarkably pleased at this. ‘So, it went to auction and Richardson’s Retreats snapped it up. They have plans for an exclusive retreat but in the meantime they want to hire a caretaker to keep an eye on the place.’

‘And you’ve applied for the job?’ I’m hurt that I didn’t know this. That he’s apparently planning a future without me in it.

He reads me. ‘I’ve applied for us. They want a couple. I guess couples are less likely to have wild parties. Take advantage.’

‘For us?’ It’s too much to take in. Part of me is annoyed that James has dropped this on me without giving me time to formulate my thoughts but then his spontaneity and zest for life is precisely why I adore him.

‘I can still keep my job in pharmaceuticals. It’s not like I’m on the road that much. They literally just want a presence here so vandals don’t break in, that sort of thing. You can set up a studio. Paint.’

‘But…’ I’ve so many questions, so many doubts, I don’t know where to start. ‘This is so far away from home. From my dad.’

‘I know.’ He’s suddenly serious as he encloses my hands in his. ‘And I don’t want to put you on the spot. I know we haven’t been together that long, Cass, but when I think of my future all I see is you.’

‘Same.’ I grin.

‘I hoped if you saw this place, you’d be wowed.’

‘I’m… something.’ Could I ever feel at home here? It’s a world away from where I’ve come from.

The shabby flat I share with Dad.

That cupboard.

The sense of feeling trapped. Stuck. Screaming and screaming – help, help, help – until Dad lifted me out. My arms around his neck.

I shake the thought away. Focus on James telling me all of the things I want to hear.

‘Look, Cass. I want to be with you, live with you, but I can’t ask you to move into my place even if the landlord wasn’t selling it. I’ve got the smallest room as it is and my housemates are, well, you’ve met them.’

He pulls a face and he’s right. They’re idiots. At thirty-four and with a good career, James should perhaps have his own place and I haven’t questioned too deeply why he doesn’t because at thirty-three I still live at home and the last thing I want to talk about is why.

‘I wish we could afford to buy a place together, but we can’t. We could look at renting, though it doesn’t have to be here, of course. I could move to yours.’

‘But it’s miles away. You love your job and the head office is here.’

‘I love you more. And…’ he tries to lighten his voice, ‘your dad could always move in. It’s big enough.’

‘He wouldn’t go for that,’ I say. We both know that what he wouldn’t go for is me living with James. He has never liked him. Half the time I think he doesn’t like me either. It’s just his way.

‘But it’s…’ I look around helplessly, lower my voice. ‘How can we possibly live here—’

‘Come with me.’ Fran beckons us from a doorway. We pass through to the next room. It’s smaller. Cleaner. Cosier with the large faded red Persian rug in the centre of the room. A green velvet sofa and a squashy leather armchair face the roaring fire. James holds his hands in front of the flames to warm them but I am wary. Scared almost. Perhaps because I’ve never come into contact with a real fire before, only radiators.

‘It may seem overwhelming,’ Fran says, ‘but really, this is small for a manor house. As well as the great hall and this drawing room there’s the dining room, kitchen, off the kitchen is the housekeeper’s room that was last used as a study, three bedrooms, a bathroom, a library and a chapel.’

‘A chapel?’

‘It’s not as fancy as it sounds. It was once a bedroom. We’ve cleaned the rooms we think you’ll use. Obviously it’s draughty, as old houses are, but there is heating and you can light fires. There’s even a TV in that cabinet.’ She pointed at the corner and laughed. ‘All the mod cons. Can I show you around?’

I nod, not sold on the idea by any stretch but certainly intrigued.

We traipse back into the great hall, to the staircase in the corner.

It’s made of stone. Less to hoover, I think.

Stop it.

I haven’t agreed to anything yet. But my posture has changed, my spine straighter as I imagine being a lady of the house in times of old, feeling quite at home. James flashes me a smile, knowing I am falling for the house the way I fell for him. I try to neutralize my expression but I can feel my mouth stretch wider, turning up at the corners.

Stop it.

When we reach the landing he bows deeply from the waist and kisses my hand. ‘My lady.’ He gestures for me to go first.

‘My lord.’ I drop into a curtsy.

We turn left and then right, walking down a long landing. From out of the window, across the courtyard, I can see the opposite side of the house. We reach the far end and pause in front of the door. ‘This is the master.’ Fran stands aside so James and I can enter first. I drink in the tapestry on the wall, the oak four-poster bed. Again, a fire burns in the grate. The smell of smoke merges with the lingering smell of cleaning products. Fran has really made an effort.

We move to the next room.

‘The nursery,’ James says before he opens the door.

He’s right.

‘Have you been here before?’ This room is cold. Untouched. Faded yellow ducks march around the walls, the dusty wooden cot bed pushed against the wall, long enough for a small child. A mobile hangs above by the window, cows and pigs and chickens spinning slow circles.

‘No.’ He frowns. ‘Lucky guess. It makes sense to have the nursery next to the master bedroom, doesn’t it?’ His breath mists in front of him as he speaks.

I rub my arms, it’s freezing.

‘Let’s go back down to the kitchen,’ Fran says, perhaps sensing I am changing my mind.

She hurries us back the way we came, past the front door and into the kitchen.

I don’t know what I’d been expecting, a cauldron above a fire perhaps, but it’s bright with its cream walls and, not exactly modern with its Eighties country pine cabinets but at least I’d be able to cook when we move in.

If.

I wander over to the window and gaze out onto the tangle of wildflowers, imagine painting them. The textures and the colours, the vibrancy.

‘What do you think?’ James slips his arms around my waist and nuzzles my neck. ‘If we lived here we could save everything we earn for a deposit on our own place.’

‘Let’s have a coffee and a chat.’ Fran opens the cupboards and pulls out mugs.

A thought occurs to me.

‘Why didn’t the family take any of their possessions when they moved out?’

Fran and James exchange a glance. Again, unease feathers down my spine.

‘What?’ I cross my arms.

‘There is something…’ James begins, just as Fran says, ‘Full disclosure.’

I wait.

Fran swallows hard and I know that whatever is coming is worse than the things I am imagining. ‘The Madley family, three of them were killed. Both parents and their—’

‘Killed?’ I repeat but she can’t look me in the eye. ‘Do you mean… murdered?’

There’s a beat, her brow creases, she bites her lip and I don’t know whether her expression is one of sympathy for the Madley family or worry that we won’t want the job anymore. How many other candidates might she have lost when she revealed the tragic history?

‘There was a break-in,’ James says gently. He’s having problems meeting my eye too and I realize he dropped this information on me so I couldn’t google the house beforehand.

I’d never have come.

‘So they were murdered? What sort of person kills a baby during a robbery?’ I feel sick to my stomach thinking of the nursery upstairs.

‘The child who died was a teenager. The youngest was a toddler. I haven’t been able to find much but they survived, apparently,’ Fran says, as though that makes it better and it does, marginally, until I think of those small yellow wellington boots by the front door, forever waiting to be worn.

I turn to James. ‘Did you think I wouldn’t find out?’ I am incredulous. I can’t believe he brought me here. Expects me to live here.

‘I was going to tell you but I thought if you knew you wouldn’t want to come and look.’

‘Of course I wouldn’t. A family were slaughtered here.’ What was wrong with him? Earlier I’d been so certain I knew him well enough after six months to want to spend the rest of my life with him. Now he feels like a stranger.

‘I’m sorry. I didn’t know how you’d feel about the history. Some people wouldn’t mind, it’s not as though it affects the present. I want to live with you, Cass. It doesn’t have to be here. We can walk away now.’

‘It’s horrible,’ Fran says quietly. ‘But opening a retreat here will give the house a second chance. A fresh start. Everyone deserves a fresh start, don’t they, Cass?’ She looks at me so imploringly.

Have I overreacted? Can I live with the history of the house?

There’s an appeal to living here. No distractions.

No Dad.

No Leon.

It’s far enough away that he can never find me.

I could actually focus on my work rather than jumping every time I hear a sound. Each time somebody knocks on the door.

But still, people were killed here.

Murdered.

Again, I think of Leon.

Don’t I have blood on my hands too?








Chapter Two

Cass

Blood on your hands.

Blood on your hands.

Blood on your hands.

The train wheels churn out the rhythm while I think of Leon during the long journey back home. Think about the house. The Madley family who aren’t here anymore and the people who are. James. My dad.

I think of my mother, imagine her really softly brushing the hair out of my eyes, telling me to follow my heart. I was so young I can’t quite remember her. When I try, my mind conjures amorphous memories. Sounds. Smells. Music and laughter and then… nothing. My dad comforting me but also, something else.

Pain in my arm.

A zigzag angry scar.

My father apologizing over and over.

Once, at primary school, one of the boys was bragging he had watched his dad’s copy of A Nightmare on Elm Street. He had laughed at me, pointed at my arm and called me ‘Freddy Krueger’. Looking back through adult eyes I can see it was a gross exaggeration but he was showing off. The only one in our year who claimed he had seen the film, we were all far too young. Impressed by his knowledge of the horror genre the rest of the boys had joined in with the chanting ‘Freddy, Freddy’, and although I’d held it together in the playground, the second I got home I had burst into tears. Dad had found me in the bathroom, scrubbing and scrubbing at my arm with the nailbrush, trying desperately to wash away the puckered skin.

Gently he had taken the brush off me and dabbed me dry with a soft, white towel.

‘You can’t wash away a scar,’ he said. ‘It’s part of who you are.’

‘What happened to me?’ I’d never thought to question it before because he was right. It was as much a part of me as my nose or my ears. And it never hurt, until that day.

‘It was my fault,’ Dad said.

‘Why?’

‘I dropped a whisky bottle and you cut yourself on a shard of glass.’

He used to drink a lot. That, I remember clearly. His sour breath. Bloodshot eyes. I think that must have started after my mother died. We never talk about her. He can’t.

Or won’t.

I wonder when he turned from being my hero to the one I sometimes feared? My memory told me that he had saved me on more than one occasion as I’d banged on the door of the cupboard with my small fists, terrified.

Trapped.

But sometimes, I wonder if he had put me there too.

Locked me in. But why would he? He isn’t an abusive man, despite how it might sound.

I remember the sense of relief though, of safety, when he had leaned in and lifted me out. My arms tightly around his neck. I wouldn’t let him go, not for a long time.

Am I ready to let him go now?

Will he let me go?

He relies on me and I’m worried that if I’m not around he’ll start drinking again and that never ends well. Is it selfish to want my own life?

Follow your heart, my mum would say.

Wouldn’t she?

The ringing of my mobile drags me back to the present.

‘Hey, you.’

‘Hey.’ I stuff my air buds in my ears and settle back to talk to James properly.

‘I’m missing you.’

‘I’ve only been gone four hours.’ But I smile, the feeling mutual.

‘How’s the journey?’ he asks but what he’s really asking is if I’ve made a decision and I’m not quite sure I have yet.

‘It’s okay. Had a dry egg sandwich.’ I’d saved the crusts in a napkin, and when I’d changed trains I had fed the pigeons who stalked the station platform. ‘And my coffee was cold but the giant chocolate chip cookie was amazing so I had a second to make up for the sandwich.’

‘You should have a third to make up for the coffee.’

‘That’s why I love you.’

‘That’s why you should live with me.’

There’s a beat.

‘I’ve read the contract twice now. It’s a great opportunity,’ he says gently. ‘I know the money isn’t amazing but with the bonkers price of everything these days it’ll be great to not have to pay rent, the bills.’

‘And there’s no small print? No catches?’

‘No. It’s like Fran explained. Now Richardson’s own the property they want a presence there to protect the place.’

‘I don’t know what good I’d be if anyone tried to break in.’

‘I don’t think that’s likely. The way the house is shielded from the road, you’d have to know it was there. It hasn’t even appeared on any urban explorer videos that I can see. If it was plastered all over the internet I’d be thinking differently. I wouldn’t want to leave you there alone if I thought there was a risk.’

‘You’ve really looked into this.’

‘Yeah.’

‘So we literally just have to live there. No maintenance or gardening.’

‘No. Richardson’s will be doing their own renovations when they’ve drawn up the plans and got the relevant permissions. I’ve looked into that too. Getting permission to change even the interior of a listed building is quite a process. There’s the inventory, of course.’

‘I’ve been trying to block that bit out.’ Fran had explained the company wants a list of everything in the house so they can decide what to restore and put back in and what they might sell. ‘I don’t know how to describe half of that stuff, “creepy painting one”, “creepy painting two”.’

‘Fran isn’t expecting you to identify and value everything. You aren’t presenting the Antiques Roadshow. She said you can number things and take photos of anything you’re unsure of.’

Right now I’m unsure of everything.

‘So. I’ve been thinking about my mother.’ I don’t ease in to the change of subject. I don’t need to. James understands. He’s lost his mother too. It was the first common ground we found. When you’re a grown-up you’re supposed to be able to cope, aren’t you? But it was at that time when everything had escalated with Leon and I wasn’t coping. Not with him.

Not with anything.

Anyway, the only reason I’d gone out that night was because my old college friend Shobna was getting married.

‘It’s my hen do, Cass. You can’t miss it.’

Shobna was one of those people with bucketloads of friends. She’d scarcely notice whether I was there or not but she had been so good to me when I had badly needed a friend and so I had gone along to the bar hoping it might make me feel less lonely. Less sad. Less guilty because what I wanted to feel was… more.

Complete.

Instead, I had leaned against a pillar, gripping a glass of Prosecco, uncomfortable in my black dress that clung tightly around my stomach and hips – I am not one of those women who lose weight when they’re stressed. Shobna and her friends had danced with abandon in their short sparkly dresses, arms above their heads, hair flying wild around their faces. Shobna’s mum had stood on a table, wearing a bright pink silk ‘Mother of the bride to be’ sash and made a heartfelt speech.

‘Here.’ Someone offered a tissue and it was then I realized I was crying. I dabbed at my cheeks, embarrassed.

‘Sorry,’ I said to the man standing in front of me. ‘Weddings always make me emotional.’

‘Love is a powerful thing,’ he said, rolling up the sleeves on his white shirt.

‘I think that’s what it is.’ I drained my drink, my fourth. My head spun and my lips were loose. ‘Seeing how much Shobna’s mum loves her, it made me… sad, I guess. Sorry. I’m not usually the type to offload on a random stranger.’

‘Can this random stranger buy you a drink? I’m here on business and I don’t know anyone.’

I hesitated.

‘I’m James, if it helps. Not a stranger anymore.’ He offered his hand and I took it and it felt so natural it was as though he had held it before.

Soon, we were in a table by the window, fresh drinks in front of us, looking out at the city lights twinkling below us.

‘So, random stranger—’ he began.

‘Cass.’

‘Cass. Why does love make you sad?’

‘Not love exactly. More a lack of it. Sorry, I’m coming across as very tragic.’

‘You’re coming across as someone who apologizes a lot. You should never apologize for the way you feel.’

I thought of the million apologies I had made since Leon.

James didn’t rush me, he didn’t seem remotely uncomfortable with my display of emotion and so I told him how seeing Shobna’s mum here for her special night highlighted the fact that my own mother is never, would never be, by my side when I needed her.

‘She was decorating my nursery. Dad had painted it mint green before I was born because they didn’t know what sex I’d be but when I arrived Mum wanted it to be pink. She fell off a ladder, hit her head. It was instant, apparently.’

‘That must be so tough, not having any real memories of her.’

‘Yes. I have some grainy Polaroids taken at the hospital of her holding me, and this pendant she always wore.’ I fiddle with the silver swan around my neck. ‘But that’s it really. I have to imagine what she was like because Dad can’t bear to talk about her.’

‘Perhaps he feels guilty? Like he should have been the one up the ladder.’

‘I think so. When I was young I believed it was because he loved her so much that the very thought of her caused him so much pain, and it probably was that, to a degree, but he must blame himself too. Our relationship has always been complicated.’

‘My relationship with my dad is fractious. It was as if he never wanted me. I always seemed to irritate him whatever I did.’ James opened up to me. ‘My mum, she was wonderful though… she died, last year.’ A look of utter pain etched into his face. I knew that look, had worn it myself.

‘Oh god, I’m so sorry.’

Instinctively, I took his hand again. It wasn’t as though my loss was recent like his but still it hurt. Would probably always hurt. My mother had left a gaping hole in my life, in my heart, that I just couldn’t fill.

We talked long into the night. Not superficial-we’ve-just-met chat but real I-want-to-know-you-properly conversations. We discovered that we had a lot more than deceased mothers in common: strained relationships with our fathers. We shared a love of art. A mutual loathing of opera. But it was more than that, more than the superficial, even then. I really believed something had brought us together. That the one in a million chance encounter perhaps hadn’t been random at all. We had both lost something but we had found each other. Been given an opportunity to form a new family and although we are living miles apart, that is what we’ve become over the past few months.

I want to build on that.

Suddenly, I am certain.

‘I think in a way my mum – our mums – brought us together and I think that maybe that was for a reason. I don’t want to be so far away from you anymore. So yes,’ I say now urgently into my phone, as the train rushes past a row of neat terraces.

‘Yes?’ James questions.

‘Yes to the house.’ I feel my words lift, light as a balloon, knowing I’m not just saying yes to the house. I’m saying yes to James, to everything, all of it.

Our future.

It is dark by the time the train approaches my station. I wait by the door, suitcase between my legs, swaying with the gentle movements. The train slows, stops. The doors hiss open. The fumes noxious. I’m the only one who alights, the station quiet. Bright lights creating dark shadows. There’s a figure with his back to me. He turns, slowly.

Leon?

My hand tightens around the handle of my case, but it isn’t him. Ridiculous to think it could be, but I still walk briskly to the taxi rank. Don’t let myself relax until I am safely inside a cab. If anything, the scare has cemented my decision. Set it in stone.

I’m leaving.

My stomach churns. I feel sick again. It isn’t because of the cloying traffic-light air freshener dangling from the rear-view mirror. It’s the thought of telling Dad.

What am I going to say?

Help-help-help.

Sometimes, inside my own head, I still think I can hear myself screaming. Desperate for Dad to rescue me from that cupboard. Dependent. But, if I’m honest, I think that’s the way he likes me because it’s kept me close and I’ve relished always having that safety net because I’ve made mistakes.

Leon.

I close my eyes and think of my future. Of Newington House. But all I can imagine is blood and the screaming in my head morphs into the terrified screams of that poor family. By the time we pull up outside my flat – Dad’s flat – I am shaking, slicked in a thin layer of sweat. But ready. Ready to be the hero of my own story. Despite what Dad might say.

What he might do when I tell him my news.

I shudder.

It’s been many years since I’ve been shut in that cupboard but I still fear it.

Deep down, I still fear him.








Chapter Three

Cass

‘The Madley family were murdered there.’ Dad pales, covers his heart with his hand. I can feel my own breaking. Why had I been so transparent when I told him? A triple murder is hardly likely to convince him that it’s a good idea I move to Newington House, is it, and more than anything I’d like him to be happy for me.

‘It was a long time ago,’ I say. ‘The…’ I hesitate. Not wanting to say the word ‘murderers’ but recognizing that ‘killers’ didn’t sound any better. ‘The intruders responsible were caught.’

I had googled the house as soon as I’d got onto the train. There weren’t many results, which surprised me, but then it was over thirty years ago. Not everything ends up on the internet. The newspaper report I read, though, said that there had been two perpetrators – one had been found dead in the house and the other had been arrested and later sentenced.

The police officer who attended the scene said it was one of the most horrific scenes he’d ever come across and didn’t believe it was ‘indicative of a robbery’.

From there I’d trawled the internet for some reassurance that tragedies didn’t always mean negative energy, ghosts. Forums seemed to be split 50-50 with half not believing in spirits and the others convinced that almost everywhere was haunted.

I don’t know what I believe in, except love. I believe in love.

I want to be with James.

‘Dad, this isn’t something I’ve agreed to lightly. As soon as I heard the history of the house, I wanted to leave but whatever happened there is in the past and it has no bearing on my future. Bad things happen every day. We don’t know anything about the former tenants of this flat but—’

The smoke alarm begins to trill.

From the oven, the smell of caught pastry. I’m touched he’s taken the time to cook for me, my favourite leek and potato pie. He’s shaky as he pulls himself to his feet and flaps a red and white chequered tea-towel at the smoke alarm.

I feel a swell of love for him. Growing up, our relationship was one big contradiction. On one hand there was his drinking, his mood swings. My confusion that one minute he’d be nurturing and kind, and the next he’d be distant, angry. My bewilderment that each time he lifted me out of the cupboard he’d stroke my hair and tell me I’d put myself there although I had no recollection of it. But then, there were all the times he’d sit on the edge of my bed and make me giggle, making up stories of the animals who lived in the forest, putting on different voices for Faulkner the fox and Bartholomew the badger. On sports day he’d stand at the finishing line, cheering loudly as I ran towards him, balancing an egg on a spoon. He’d always enter the fathers’ race. He never won.

Perhaps when I move, when there’s a distance between us and we aren’t living on top of each other, our relationship will be on more of an even keel. But still I’m wary as I watch him trying to silence the smoke alarm, trying to second guess what he’s thinking.

I should have waited until we were sitting around the table, Dad making his usual jokes about how restaurants would charge more for the lumps in his mashed potato and me laughing it’d be worth every penny. I shouldn’t have blurted out the news almost the minute I walked in but I am cold and tired and scared that if I wait, if I sit on my familiar chair with the wobbly leg, and use the same fork I have always used with the bent middle prong, that moving will seem too overwhelming. Too enormous. That I will resign myself to staying here where everything is exactly as it always has been.

Safe.

I glance at the cupboard in the hallway. Feel the jolt of panic as the sense of being trapped seeps through me.

Safe?

But my demons are here and I know who they are, where they are. What if I get new ones when I move into that big old house with its dark, dark history?

The beeping noise stops and Dad turns to me. His face displays it all – shock, fear, anger – but then it settles on such an unbearable sadness I stand and rub his upper arms with my hands. They’re thinner then they used to be. He’s ageing. Should I really be leaving him?

‘It’s so far away, Cass,’ he says in such a small voice.

‘It’s just a train ride.’ I force a smile because I’ve just got off that train and I know it’s three changes and five hours and it’s exhausted me. It isn’t a journey a sixty-year-old with angina should be undertaking regularly.

‘Are you leaving because of me?’ His voice cracks. I’ve never heard him sound so vulnerable and it tears me apart. I cross to the oven and pull open the door. Flap away the smoke with one hand, while I slide the dish onto the worktop. The pie is home-made. He’s rolled our initials out of the leftover pastry just like he used to, glazed them with milk and they sit on the top, shiny and fat.

Sing a song of sixpence.

The nursery rhyme from my childhood.

I imagine those four and twenty blackbirds fighting to be free under the crust. Wings beating furiously. Beaks pecking. Suddenly everything seems so fragile.

I feel so fragile.

I want to travel back in time. Back to popcorn in front of Beauty and the Beast, being carried to the park on Dad’s
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