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Praise for The Red House

‘Huge praise for this cleverly crafted, twisty standalone from Roz Watkins. Gripping and suspenseful’ B. A. Paris

‘I could not put it down … I absolutely raced through The Red House I was so desperate to find out the real story behind the murder of Eve’s family – a proper page turner with a brilliantly juicy twist’ Lisa Hall

‘I wanted to immediately start reading again to check the very clever clues … It’s a clever and engaging mystery with a resolution that will completely blow you away’ Susi Holliday

‘Buckle up, readers: Roz Watkins is about to take you on a wild ride. You won’t know where you’re going until the very last page. A genuinely delicious mystery’ Christina Dalcher

‘Tense, immersive, clever, surprising and unique. I loved it. Roz Watkins is one of the finest crime novelists writing today’ Andrea Mara

‘Atmospheric landscapes, intriguing characters and moral complexity always grace the pages of Roz Watkins’s novels, but this is her best yet. She paints it red with a gothic setting and sinister premise that will not fail to grab you’ Jo Furniss

‘Roz Watkins is a beautiful suspense writer – her writing holds you still and keeps you turning pages. I love everything she writes’ Suzy K. Quinn

‘Beautifully written, with a perfect sense of pace. I thought I was good at spotting clues, but I was baffled by this wonderfully clever mystery. I loved it’ Amanda Brittany

‘A book so full of atmosphere you have to keep checking you’re safely at home, reading, and not actually living through every dark moment with the characters’ C. S. Green

‘A believable and likeable, yet tortured, central character and an irresistible, fascinating premise, not to mention the twisty narrative which is like a game in itself. The Red House is Roz Watkins’s best yet, which is saying something!’ P. L. Kane

‘Fiendishly plotted with twist after twist after twist. A story about a game wrapped in a mystery and told like a game. Roz Watkins is at her writerly zenith’ Syd Moore

‘Brimming with tension, The Red House is an atmospheric and gripping novel which features a sinister house surrounded by marshland, a young woman desperate to leave her past behind her, and a constant search for justice. Clear your calendar… you’re not going to be able to put this one down!’ Sarah Linley

‘Everything I want from from a thriller. Clever, addictive, and left me guessing until the very end’ Jo Jakeman

‘I am a huge fan of Roz’s writing and this novel showcases her ability to expertly draw in the reader and keep them gripped. I love when a place is almost a character in its own right and the Red House is one of those places’ Melanie Golding

‘Eerie and atmospheric, The Red House ramps up the tension right up to its stomach-punch of an ending’ Emma Haughton

‘A creepy gothic mystery for the 2020s that piles twist upon jaw-dropping twist’ Dave Sivers

‘I raced back to this every night, eager to turn those pages. Roz never fails to weave a spellbinding tale!’ Marnie Riches

‘Simply fantastic, a book that confounded my every attempt at guessing who the killer was and what had happened all those years ago at the Red House… Blistering’ James Delargy

‘The Red House takes you on a dark journey full of gothic intrigue, unreliable witnesses and buried memories. It kept me guessing until the last page’ R. M. Ward
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Celestine

2002

I’m trying to be good. Mummy said, Stay in your room, be a good girl, you’ll get pink gummy sweeties. Mummy’s scary when I don’t do what she says.

I’m on my bed. It’s dark outside. Mummy and Daddy are shouting somewhere. I want to be good and get gummy sweets and I’m holding tight onto Teddy to make me stay here. Teddy’s fur’s all rubbed off on his back from being cuddled too hard.

The shouting’s really loud. I start crying. I tell my legs to stay like Mummy said, but they run me out of the door and into the long room with yellow and green flowers on the walls. Teddy’s with me, all tight in my arms.

The shouting’s in the room where Mummy and Daddy go to bed. I’m at the door now and Mummy’s crying. She’s got baby Benji. I want it to stop. Joseph’s there and he’s got something black in his hands.

There’s a scary loud noise. BANG. Then there’s blood. Daddy’s on the floor. I’m screaming. BANG again. Mummy’s hurt. There’s all red everywhere. Mummy looks right at me and she’s crying and she says, Run!

I don’t want to run but I do what she says and turn round and run away with Teddy.

I go down the stairs, really fast. The door to outside’s open. Don’t go out there. The marsh takes little girls. But I like it outside and anyway Mummy said Run.

I’m outside. It’s dark and I’m crying. My legs run me past the pool. Don’t go near the pool, there are eels in there. But the eels are nice. They’re not scary like people are.

I go into the big outside room that smells funny. Come into the barn, Cellie. You can go in with them. You can touch them, they’re cold but not slimy. I go into the glass thing and one comes and it’s round my arm. Joseph said snakes aren’t scary and I love Joseph. But I’m crying because of Mummy and Daddy being hurt, and I tell the snakes what Joseph did.
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TWENTY YEARS ON FROM THE RED HOUSE MURDERS, THE PLOT THICKENS!

An anonymous tech entrepreneur has spiced up one of the most intriguing mysteries of our time, by offering a £50,000 reward to anyone who can access the ‘hidden level’ of a notorious computer game.

For those who’ve been living under a rock or on Mars, this is the gruesome background. On a freezing winter night in February 2002, fifteen-year-old Joseph Flowers shot dead his parents, Essie and Andrew Flowers, before setting fire to their home, the creepy ‘Red House’. Joseph’s baby brother also perished, but his five-year-old sister, Celestine, somehow escaped and was later found hiding with Joseph’s pet snakes, clutching a teddy bear.

After committing the terrible crime, Joseph stole his parents’ car, drove to his friend’s house and spent the whole night working on a computer game that the two friends were designing together. Early the next morning, he drove away, but crashed the car into a tree and was badly injured. Joseph ended up in a vegetative state in which he remains to this day, sleeping and waking but never showing any sign of awareness.

Nobody knows what prompted this ordinary fifteen-year-old boy to commit such a horrific crime. Friends said Essie and Andrew Flowers were happy and very much in love, and that Joseph seemed somewhat troubled, but no more so than many teenagers.

Interest in the case intensified when the computer game was released and became an indie hit. Fans of the game believe Joseph left clues about his actions within a so-called ‘hidden level’ in the game. Nobody has ever managed to access the hidden level where it is widely believed that Joseph reveals what happened on that fateful night.

Now there’s a reward, gamers are ever-more determined to unlock the mystery. The mysterious gamer The Seeker claims to be close. Will anybody ever find the hidden level? And will Joseph ever wake from his vegetative state and tell the world why he committed such an unspeakable act?

1562 Comments

AJ213 – I don’t reckon that hidden level in the game is a goer. Not after all these years. The reward won’t make any difference. These nerdy sorts don’t do it for the money. And nobody knows for sure there even is a hidden level.

FortuneFavours – I might have a go for 50k [image: smileyimage] My mate’s friend knew the family. Said the mum and dad seemed really nice and totally doted on each other. They were like this perfect family until it happened.

DixieChick – @FortuneFavours Sure your mate’s friend knew them LOL. And haven’t you noticed everyone who gets shot in the head is always a wonderful loving person. Perfect family my arse.

FortuneFavours – It’s only circumstantial that Joseph even did it. So many theories.

DixieChick – There are theories that power-crazed reptilian humanoids live among us, dude, doesn’t make it true!

AJ213 – What happened to the little kid that survived? I’d like to know what she remembers.

DixieChick – I’m sure she’d love to talk to some randomer like you about the most horrific night of her life!!! [image: smileyimage]

FortuneFavours – Probably abroad, with a new identity. Leave the poor girl alone. She’s gone AWOL for a reason.

Show more comments
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Eve

2022

I’m in the room at the back of the shop when I first realise something’s wrong. This gloomy space, with its dusty shelves and piles of books and cobwebs in corners, feels like my natural habitat. Out front I’m like a whiskered woodland creature blinking in the light and shying away from human contact. Today I’m particularly keen to hide. We’re having one of our afternoon events.

My boss, Marcus, loves events – anything a bookshop would normally host and plenty it wouldn’t, with ‘wild mushroom tasting’ being particularly memorable but not in a good way. And since I love my job here, and I can’t see how we make enough money to justify my existence, I pretend I love events too. And then find ways to seem useful that don’t involve me actually talking to people.

This afternoon I have the perfect excuse because a rat has chewed through our internet cable and I’m trying to fix it. I have no idea how to do this but if you want to avoid being sociable, you have to be prepared to tackle this kind of thing. Marcus’s dog, Moomin, is in the shop and she’s not one for socialising with strangers either, so we’re fixing the cable together. I’m peering at the tiny wires and wondering why they were so appealing to a rat, but in the back of my mind I’m worrying about my grandmother, Granny Peggy. When I spoke to her yesterday, she sounded anxious. And she has too many responsibilities. Terrible responsibilities that nobody should have, especially someone who’s getting frail, even though she won’t admit it.

Today’s event is all about vintage computer games, something we do actually sell. Up to this point it’s been nothing special. An occasional laugh, the odd strident opinion that nothing’s ever been as good as the text-based games of the 1980s, monologues involving incomprehensible acronyms. I like the vintage-game people because they’re an odd-looking bunch, and I know that’s a stereotype but it happens to be true. So I’m not too concerned about having to meet them later. But then I sense the atmosphere darkening. Most of the voices quieten while one gets more forceful. That one’s saying, ‘Don’t piss with me, Marcus. I know you can get hold of it.’ He’s almost shouting and I know immediately what he’s talking about. The Red House game. My fist tightens around my screwdriver.

‘There is no version with a hidden level,’ Marcus says. He gets annoyed with the Red House questions, even though he’s endlessly patient with customers when they come in and ask for ‘That book, you know, the blue one’, or ‘The one by the guy off the telly’ (which hardly narrows it down). Moomin pricks her ears and stands up, which is quite a big deal for her. She’s an ex-racing-greyhound and I can see why she might not have been very successful as she rarely moves.

We get one of these Red House people about once a month, more often since some idiot businessman offered a reward to get into a hidden level that probably doesn’t even exist. I have to act like a normal person when it happens.

The man’s properly shouting now. ‘I know there’s a hidden level! I’ve seen that gamer, The Seeker, on YouTube, so don’t give me that shit. I need to get hold of that game!’

I edge to the doorway and peer into the room where the event’s taking place. Moomin’s at my side, growling softly. The man’s too close to Marcus, squaring up to him. Other people are backing away from them, muttering things like, ‘Okay, chill, mate.’

The shouty guy isn’t what I expected. He’s young, slim, even-featured – my ultimate nightmare. And he has a squaddie build and is wearing a tight T-shirt that shows muscles like taut ropes in his arms. To summarise, he could kick the crap out of Marcus.

But Marcus holds his ground and says, ‘You’d better leave.’

None of the gamer-punters are going to help Marcus. They’re shifting further away, looking down at their feet or suddenly fascinated by the poster about the Thursday Existentialism Group.

There’s a moment where it could go either way. Then the man reaches forwards and grabs Marcus’s neck.

And that’s when Moomin and I roar out of the back room together like a mythical half-dog-half-woman creature from one of their stupid games. I have the screwdriver in my hand and Moomin’s snarling like she might actually go for the guy’s throat. He takes a look at us, drops Marcus, and bolts from the shop.

We’ve finally got rid of everyone – they were all very willing to help once the actual threat was gone – and Marcus is in the back making tea. I’m on the chair behind the counter, swivelling, jittery with adrenalin. Moomin’s reverted to type and is comatose on the floor.

Marcus comes through with a tray of drinks and cake, and we move over to a little alcove in the window, where there are a couple of comfy chairs.

I like Marcus. He has long hair and a broken nose from a fight he won’t discuss, dresses like an old hippie and smells of patchouli oil. There aren’t many people like that roaming the streets of Ashbourne so I always know who he is. And he doesn’t overshare about his inner feelings or his past, which means there’s no pressure for me to talk about mine.

The bookshop’s on a narrow cobbled road that looks like something out of Dickens. A warren of tiny rooms clusters inside an old building which lists forwards under its weight as if it might one day plunge face-first onto the street, so in the alcove we feel slightly giddy. Structural engineers were consulted, and the building was bolstered with metal rods, but then they said the books should go, so that was the end of that consultation.

Marcus pushes a plate at me. There’s a woman who comes to the shop and sells cakes that she bakes for a homeless charity. They’re always really appalling, like she’s missed out or doubled up on some vital ingredient, but Marcus buys them anyway so there’s usually enough in the shop to induce a diabetic coma. I take the plate and put it to one side.

‘Thanks for your intervention,’ Marcus says. ‘Impressive.’

‘It was more Moomin than me,’ I say. ‘She has superhero qualities.’

‘The pair of you together were awesome. I don’t know what the hell that guy thought. I can’t magic up something that doesn’t exist.’

‘Is there definitely no version with a hidden level?’ I’m trying to act normal. To behave like somebody with no personal involvement. I’m so far from normal, it’s practically comical, but Marcus doesn’t know that.

‘There is no hidden level,’ Marcus says. ‘And these idiots who think they can find it and earn 50k are pathetic.’ There’s a scratch on his neck from where the crazy guy grabbed him. ‘If that man comes back to the shop when you’re alone, call me.’

I nod, knowing I probably won’t do that.

I do my best not to think about Joseph or the Red House. I’m Eve now and I have a new life. I don’t understand this obsession with visiting doe-eyed counsellors and raking over all the horrors from your childhood and trying to remember things you’ve forgotten. There’s a reason we forget stuff. But what Marcus doesn’t know – what nobody in my new life knows – is that Joseph is my brother, and that the little girl, Celestine – that odd creature who fled to snakes for comfort – was me.

I leave the bookshop and walk beside the market place. It’s rush hour and the traffic’s backed up, quarry lorries spewing out diesel and grinding gears as they shift down on the hill. A few years ago one of them lost control and plunged into the front of a shop, which keeps us all on our toes.

I’m heading for the animal sanctuary where I volunteer. We look after four donkeys, six pigs, a couple of goats and several allegedly feral cats. We also take in cats for rehoming. It’s a sanctuary for them but also for me when life gets too hard or people too confusing. The sanctuary’s perpetually broke and struggles to pay the rent on the land it uses, so it needs my free labour. I keep thinking there must be ways to monetise the animals with videos of them doing cute stuff, but the different species mainly stay apart and do their own thing instead of forming heart-warming interspecies friendships.

I take my phone out to call Granny Peggy and check she’s okay. In a way, she’s my best friend. The only person in my new life who knows who I was. After the murders, I moved in with my aunt and uncle and lived there from age five to seventeen, but we rarely talk now.

My granny answers quickly. ‘Oh, Eve,’ she says. ‘Thank you for calling me. I’ve had some troubling news.’

It must be bad. Peggy has a high bar for trouble.

I slow down and press the phone to my ear, shielding it from the traffic noise. ‘What is it? Are you okay?’

‘Can you come and see me?’

‘Of course. Where shall we meet?’

‘Can you come here?’

I swallow. ‘To the Red House?’

She pauses as if she knows the enormity of what she’s asking, then says, ‘Yes. I’m sorry.’

‘Granny, I … I can’t.’ I haven’t been there since I was seventeen – eight years ago. I’ve left all that behind. We meet in other places. Galleries and museums and cafés with loud coffee machines where we have to shout. Places where it’s easy to avoid talking about difficult things.

‘Just this once. I’m sorry. I need to talk to you. And … show you something. I’m afraid I’m not well.’

I wait for a moment, unable to speak. She doesn’t say anything either, but I hear her breathing. I know she wouldn’t have asked something so huge if it wasn’t important.

So even though it makes me feel icy inside, I end up saying, ‘Okay, I’ll come and see you at the Red House.’
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I take the A515 out of Ashbourne and head north towards Bakewell, then Baslow. It’s been raining but it’s now stopped, although the roads are still shiny with water. A faint winter moon glows through the clouds, giving the fields an other-worldly look.

A knot of worry curls in my stomach. Granny Peggy wouldn’t ask me to go to the Red House unless something was really bad. I drive in a daze, muttering to myself that perhaps she’s fallen and hurt her ankle, that she can’t leave the house but she’s basically okay. My words feel like incantations and I don’t believe them. Something is very wrong.

After half an hour or so, I’m nearing Leash Fen, a swampy mass of heather, gorse and grass, where few people venture and wildlife thrives. There are rumours of a sunken village – pieces of pottery and carved oak were found during drainage work – but it’s not confirmed.

I tell myself I’m overreacting. I’ve always been a catastrophiser. If someone’s late to meet me, I picture the car crash, all exploded airbags and bones poking from limbs, frantic paramedics applying CPR. It’s hardly surprising given my history, but usually people aren’t dead. Granny Peggy has to be okay because she’s too important not to be. I haven’t seen my aunt and uncle for eight years. Peggy’s the only relative I’m in touch with. I picture myself without her, drifting in a sea of ice that goes on for ever.

I reach the causeway that crosses the marsh, taking me to the house, which sits on a kind-of island. The area around it was previously drained and used to graze sheep, but Granny Peggy’s letting it revert to its old ways so it’s gradually being lost back to the bog. There’s just one good field left. It means that the Red House becomes more isolated as the years go by, surrounded by marsh that has a strange red glow. I know the marsh must be red because of algae or something, but there are rumours it’s the blood of animals that used to be butchered in the old barn, back when my great-uncle had the farm. And of course the blood of my family was shed here, although the sane part of me knows that didn’t run into the marsh and make it red.

The house is only about a mile from the village of Marshpool, separated from it by a patch of woodland and of course the marsh, but it feels like another world. Some areas are the treacherous kind of ‘blanket bog’ where what looks like solid land is in fact a layer of grass and other plants floating on water. I was brought up on tales of children who went into it and never came out. There was a real case of a four-year-old boy who wandered off from a family picnic and got lost. They found his body two days later, half submerged.

The house comes into view, lit by the Victorian-style lamp that Granny Peggy put by the door. A brick farmhouse, but somehow both darker and redder than it should be. The inside of the house was almost completely destroyed in the fire but the external brickwork survived, although in daylight you can still see blackened areas where it was scorched. I shake my head and steel myself. It wasn’t the house’s fault.

I pull up in the yard and a wave of sickness comes over me. But I have to do it. Granny Peggy needs me, and she’s never let me down.

I get out of my car and walk to the front door. There’s a tingling in my fingertips and I feel tiny hairs standing up on the back of my neck.

The door is unlocked and I walk into the dark hallway. I hurry past the front room and head for the kitchen. I think there’s a hint of the smell of the fire, but surely that can’t be right. Not after twenty years. I take a deep breath and it’s gone.

A flood of memories. Me as a little girl, sobbing into Granny Peggy’s shoulder because I thought my aunt and uncle hated me. The scent of the sandalwood talc she used after a bath. The moistness of the banana cake she cooked to make me feel better.

Peggy’s sitting at the table, hunched forward over a cup of tea. She’s wearing jeans and a fleece – she doesn’t do the classic ‘old lady’ look. There’s a plate of home-made biscuits and a teapot on the table and she’s drinking from a china cup and saucer. It reassures me that she’s bothered to do this. Maybe she really is okay. When I was little, she used to tip some tea into her saucer to cool it down, and then give it to me, as if she was weaning me onto it. Perhaps she didn’t want to risk me not liking tea. When you’ve suffered the amount of trauma our family has, you get offered a lot of tea.

Peggy looks up and smiles. ‘Thank you for coming.’ I realise she looks grey – several shades less healthy than the last time I saw her – and the knot’s back in my stomach, coiling like a nest of snakes.

I sit at the table, pour myself a tea, and take a biscuit. The light from the kitchen shines out through the mullioned window, and I can see a piece of corrugated metal from the roof of one of the old sheep sheds banging in the breeze. I used to stay here overnight sometimes, and when the wind got up, it was impossible to sleep. I used to imagine it was my dead parents trying to get in, and I was terrified even though part of me wanted to see them.

I force the memories away and look out onto the marsh. It glows in the moonlight, in that uncanny space between eerie and beautiful.

‘How are you?’ Peggy says. ‘How’s the bookshop? And the animals?’

‘Fine,’ I say, deciding not to say anything about Moomin and me being superheroes earlier. I need her to tell me what’s going on. ‘I have to get back to help feed the donkeys at some point,’ I add.

She sighs. ‘Okay, I’ll get to the point.’

‘No, no, I didn’t mean that. There’s no hurry.’

She swallows and frowns. ‘I might as well just say it. I’m dying.’

I gasp, reach out and grip her hand. ‘What do you mean?’

‘I have ovarian cancer and it’s spread.’

The room spins and I see myself again in that arctic wasteland, drifting fast and out of control through ice-sheets towards somewhere unknown and awful.

‘Liz says it’s probably all the stress of everything that happened. Apparently that can give you cancer.’

Liz is Peggy’s best friend. I haven’t seen her since I used to visit, but Peggy talks about her all the time. She’s an artist who has a remote studio on a hill outside Marshpool, and she and Peggy go to museums and galleries together. Without Liz, I don’t think Peggy could have coped with her life.

‘But they can cure it, right?’ I hope Peggy’s not going to insist on using crystals and positive thinking instead of chemotherapy.

‘Er, no,’ Peggy says. ‘I’m afraid I don’t have very long.’ Her voice tilts up slightly, almost as if it’s a question. ‘I’m sorry.’

The words don’t make sense. My cheeks are wet. I pull a tissue from my pocket and press it to my face. The breath doesn’t want to go into my chest, as if it’s already full and no more air will fit. And yet I feel faint as if I need more oxygen.

‘Oh, love,’ Peggy says. ‘It’s all right.’

The words burst from me. ‘No, it’s not! It’s not all right!’ I take a gulp of breath. ‘Everyone dies.’

And then I’m sobbing and she’s comforting me and I’m feeling terrible that I’m making this about me and the fact that I have no one, when it’s her who’s dying.

I sniff and blow my nose and take a shaky breath. ‘Sorry, Granny.’

She grips my hand harder. ‘No, I’m sorry. Life’s been so hard for you.’

‘I’ll be okay. It’s just the shock of it.’

I don’t want to ask how long she has.

‘I need a favour from you, Eve.’ She stops for a second as if lost in thought, and then says, ‘Will you dance with me?’ and I know that’s not the favour, but she can’t quite bring herself to ask me it yet, whatever it is.

When I used to come here as a child, we’d dance in the front room. I was often upset after an argument with my aunt or uncle, or a confrontation with a kid at school, and Peggy would put on a record, grab me and force me to spin around until I was laughing and I’d forgotten what I was upset about.

‘We can’t just dance and make this go away.’ I don’t want to go into the front room. I’m not ready for that, and tentacles of unease are growing inside me. Besides, I should be asking her about treatment and hospital appointments and what I can do to help her.

She grips my hand with surprising strength and drags me to my feet.

Is the dance an excuse to get me into that room? I pull back. ‘No, Granny, please, I don’t want to …’

She ignores me and keeps pulling and I can’t fight with her. She leads me into the hallway and I baulk again. She opens the door to the front room and I smell bleach overlaid with something animal and male. She gives a little tug and we’re in there. I close my eyes.
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When I open my eyes, there he is. My knees go liquid and I sway sideways. For a second, I’m supported by Peggy’s grip on my hand.

I make myself look at him. I’m breathing fast and feel I might faint. Peggy finally releases me and I stumble to the window and lean against the sill.

He hasn’t changed in the eight years since I last saw him. He’s in a vast tilting bed, propped a little so his head is higher than his legs. His eyes roll in their sockets and his skin is waxy and beaded with sweat. A feeding tube snakes from his stomach up to a bag, vile-looking liquid being pumped directly into his stomach. It seems wrong that the internal stuff still works, sort of. He’s pumped and aspirated and nutrified by his own organs, even though he doesn’t know it. He’s utterly broken and yet there’s a presence about him still.

Next to him is an electric wheelchair, and I remember the carers heaving him into it when I used to visit, and how Peggy used to talk to him and ask him where he wanted her to push him, her voice always sounding as if she expected an answer even though one never came. Like the house, he draws me in and repels me at the same time.

Joseph has been in a vegetative state ever since that night, although they don’t call it that any more. It’s called ‘unresponsive wakefulness’ now. He doesn’t seem awake, but then he doesn’t exactly seem asleep either. Throughout my childhood, I’d come and visit Granny Peggy and Joseph. Of course, part of me hated Joseph. I knew what he’d done and that it was his fault I didn’t have a mum or a dad. But then he looked so sad lying there in his huge bed. I remembered nothing from before the murders, but there seemed to be a kind of muscle-memory love for him. So I loved and hated him at the same time. It took a toll on me, this perpetual conflict. When I left home and went to live in Ashbourne I decided not to come here any more, not to risk people working out who I was, and the relief of no longer seeing him was overwhelming.

Peggy walks to an old record player at the far side of the room, starts a record going, and slaps the needle down. A waltz blares out, with violins and chords that don’t sound in tune. I’m sure the music she played when I was a child sounded better than this.

How can I dance when she’s dying? But how can I refuse?

She rams a hand against my lower back and gives me a shove, and I’m standing and then dancing – sort of – and I’m narrowly avoiding Joseph’s chair and wishing the music and the movement would clear the bad thoughts from my mind like it did when I was a child.

‘It always was a perfect room for dancing,’ Peggy says, waving a hand in a gesture that somehow encompasses the high ceiling, the parquet floor, the arched windows, but not the vegetative family member.

As we stumble around the room, I try to imagine what it would be like if we were an ordinary family and Peggy wasn’t dying and Joseph was my big brother watching me dancing with my grandma. If I was cocooned within the soft love of my relatives, a love taken completely for granted because I’d never known anything else. If everyone was smiling and laughing, perhaps clapping at our terrible dancing. I can’t imagine it. I was five when it happened. I’ve never known normal.

‘Please let’s stop now,’ I finally say when I realise Peggy’s panting and her skin looks purple and blotchy. It might be the pink glow coming off the marsh through the rippled glass of the old windows, but I think it’s her face.

‘I want to start doing things again,’ she announces. ‘Before it’s too late. I’ve had so little life. I never thought it would be this long. I’ve given up everything. Twenty years. Look at me now, with my swollen ankles and my wrinkled face.’

I don’t mind swollen ankles and wrinkled faces. I’m one for imperfections. People with birthmarks slapped across their cheeks, crooked spines, uneven legs, old people with skin like scorched earth. These things are a gift to me. But I’m sad for all she’s lost. Her life’s been ruined too, by this boy – man – who she seems to adore, despite what he did.

There’s a noise from behind and I jump. ‘What’s that?’

‘Probably just the wind,’ Peggy says. ‘But maybe check the doors and windows?’

‘Oh God, I can’t be seen.’ Teenagers come to the Red House, daring each other to poke around, taking stupid videos and putting them on TikTok. Peggy has to shout at them and threaten to release Joseph’s snakes.

I drop Peggy’s hand and tug the curtains fully closed, then race to check all the downstairs windows and the back door that goes from the kitchen into the yard by the old sheep pens.

There’s nobody there.

When I get back, Peggy’s turned the volume up even higher. She grabs me again and pulls me into a hesitant waltz. Joseph’s like a nucleus and we’re electrons. Our movement makes his absolute stillness seem even more shocking, and he lets out a groan, as if to remind us he’s still alive.

Peggy lets me go and moves to Joseph’s side. Shifts his arm so his hand no longer curls towards his face. The elbow and wrist had gone into spasm so it looked like he was trying to claw his eyes out. ‘There now, he looks nice,’ she says, but I catch her eye and she knows. There’s nothing nice to see here. I realise my muscle-memory love has gone. All I feel is sadness that Peggy has wasted her life looking after him.

She sinks onto one of the two modern, sanitised chairs that sit by the window. Everything has to be easy to clean, to stop Joseph getting infections. Infections kill people like him. I sit on the other chair.

Peggy nods towards Joseph. ‘He looks well, doesn’t he?’

‘Um,’ I say. It’s true that he looks young for his age. But then he has no bills to pay, no exams to pass, no boss or customers to please. Peggy loves him unconditionally and tends him patiently every day. I’ve never understood how she could do this, after what he did. Every time I saw him as a child, my conflicting emotions tore me apart. Did she feel like that all the time? She would never answer my questions about it, clamming up if I ever tried to raise the subject.

‘Why do you love him so much?’ I blurt the words out without thinking. ‘After what he did?’ It’s the first time we’ve talked about Joseph in years. I fear my years of pretending he doesn’t exist may be coming to an end.

Peggy does answer me this time. In fact, she doesn’t even hesitate. ‘There’s no mystery to that,’ she says. ‘Family is everything. You do whatever it takes. And I believe in forgiveness. He made a terrible, terrible mistake, twenty years ago, but by God, he’s paid for it. Who am I to judge him now? None of us is perfect.’

Well, that’s true. None of us is perfect. But her answer doesn’t quite ring true. It was too quick, too rehearsed. I wonder if she loves him out of instinct. Perhaps she’d loved him for so long before he did it that she just couldn’t stop.

Joseph’s eyes flick in my direction and my stomach goes cold. He looks almost properly awake. But Peggy had them wiring him up to electrodes and blasting radiation at his brain in the early days, looking for someone in there. And there was nothing.

When I used to come here, I’d talk to Joseph. No matter what I said, I could never shock or disappoint him. I actually liked talking to him for a while, despite the feelings it brought up. At least here nobody was judging my emotions, and they could ebb and flow like tides. And what he’d done was so huge, so catastrophic, it almost didn’t feel real, especially since Granny Peggy ignored it. It was only as I got older that the facts solidified in my mind, and the conflict became too much to stand.

The police were keen to talk to Joseph in the early days, obviously. They wanted their day in court. Their conviction. It’s tiresome when your murderer won’t even wake up and take questions, and they thought he might be faking. There was once a man who faked a coma for two years to avoid a fraud trial. They caught him when he left holiday photos on his computer showing him and his wife at Legoland, which I thought showed a lack of commitment on the man’s part. Anyway, in our case the police eventually accepted that there’d be no trips to Legoland for Joseph, and no murder trial either. I could never work out if that was a good thing or not. Uncle Gregory and Aunt Della said it was. Our family’s tragedy wouldn’t be showcased for all to see. But it sometimes felt as if my parents’ and my little brother’s death didn’t count for anything.

A movement catches my eye and I realise there’s something wrong with Peggy. She’s shifted forwards in her chair. Her eyes are stretched wide and her face is rigid. I try to reach out and help her but she slips through my grasp and crashes to the floor.

Peggy sits at the kitchen table, sipping the sugary tea I made, because that’s what you do, isn’t it, in these situations? I’m opposite her, my hand stretched across to touch hers. The old Smeg fridge buzzes loudly in the corner.

‘How are you feeling?’ I ask.

‘I’m fine. It was nothing. Don’t fuss.’

‘Are you being treated for the cancer?’

She shakes her head. ‘I’d rather have a decent few months than a miserable few years. They can’t cure me anyway.’

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘I’ll help you. I’ll do whatever you want me to.’

She purses her face and I see she has the literal stiff upper lip. ‘We all have to die some way,’ she says, and that’s obviously the end of the conversation. She doesn’t want my sympathy. And how can I fall apart about her cancer when she’s holding it together so well?

‘You looked really weird earlier,’ I say. ‘It wasn’t a simple fall. We need to call someone – get you checked over.’

‘No!’ She puts her tea down with a thud. ‘Please, Eve, I’m fine. The carers are in and out all day, so there’s always someone around if I need help. Please don’t tell anyone. Don’t tell Gregory. He’s already worried enough about the cancer.’

Gregory’s my uncle, my father’s brother and Peggy’s other son, who I lived with from age five to seventeen. He’s prone to overreaction. But maybe this is a situation that calls for overreaction. Maybe I’m underreacting.

‘I have to tell someone, Peggy. What if it happens again?’

‘No, please. I’m asking you not to say anything. You don’t understand. You get to a certain age and suddenly you’re not allowed to make your own decisions any more. They treat you like a child.’ She picks her mug up again, her hand trembling. ‘You won’t tell anyone about my fall, will you?’

‘I suppose not. Not if you don’t want me to.’ She’s totally bullied me into this. I know full well I should tell someone.

Peggy speaks so quietly it’s almost a whisper. ‘Thank you, Celestine.’

‘Don’t call me that,’ I say. ‘I’m not her any more.’

‘Sorry. I know it’s for the best that you changed it. But I still miss the name.’

I don’t answer. I don’t miss the name. It was too big a name for me. It drew attention to itself, full of its own importance. How could I disappear with a name like that?

‘So,’ she says, in a tone which tells me to listen hard. ‘I said I wanted to ask a favour.’

‘Yes,’ I say, thinking, Please don’t let it be to do with Joseph.

‘After I die …’ She swallows.

I instinctively want to say she’s not going to die. But I don’t, because she is, and I’d only be delaying what she wants to say to me.

‘Someone will need to make sure Joseph’s well looked after,’ she says.

I don’t respond and she carries on, her voice cracking. ‘I know this is a huge thing to ask of you, Eve. You wouldn’t have to be hands-on. Just make sure they look after him properly.’

‘But, Granny, I—’

‘I want him to stay here, you see. It’s all set up for him here. He could have live-in carers. I’ve left money.’

‘I don’t think so, Granny. I can’t …’ I tail off. There are so many things I can’t do. Come back here regularly, be involved in Joseph’s care, act like a sister to him.

‘You’re the only other person who cares,’ Peggy says. ‘Arthur despised him.’ Arthur was Peggy’s husband, my grandfather. I never liked him much. He was a pilot and very absent – away flying when he wasn’t away golfing. He died a couple of years ago. ‘And your uncle Gregory wants him dead. You do care about him, don’t you? You’re the only one who ever visited. You used to talk to him, and tell him about your life. He’s not the same person who killed your family. He’s just a poor damaged thing now.’

Is that right? Nobody could say he has the same brain now, and surely that’s what makes us who we are. Is anyone the same person they were twenty years ago? I don’t know what I think, but I am sure she’s asking too much of me. ‘He’d be better in a nursing home,’ I say.

‘No, Eve … they won’t look after him properly.’

‘What do you mean?’

She closes her eyes slowly and then opens them again. ‘They won’t see value in his life, but there is value. Come through to the living room again. There are some things I need to explain to you about him. It’s not what you think.’

‘Oh, not now, Granny, please. Can we do this another time? I just want to focus on you now.’ I can’t face seeing him again. Not yet.

‘Yes. Yes, of course. Next time. You’ll make sure he’s well looked after though? Here? Please, promise me now.’

She’s getting agitated and I’m worried she’s going to make herself ill. ‘I suppose so,’ I say. ‘Okay, I promise.’ I can talk to her again when she’s calmed down and I’ve come to terms a little more with the cancer diagnosis. I’ll explain that I can’t do it. Peggy says he’s not the person he was twenty years ago, but that’s not really true. And I’m not like Peggy. I can’t forgive him.

‘Oh, love. Thank you.’ She reaches and takes my hand in her cool dry palm.

While I fight not to cry, Peggy resolutely talks about everything but her cancer, telling me about the work the wildlife people are doing out on the marsh, how the insects are coming back, and the herons.

But my mind isn’t on the wildlife. All I can think is that Peggy’s going to die and leave me alone with Joseph. 
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I open Peggy’s front door and step into the yard. It’s dark, but there’s a bright moon that pours silver over everything. The marsh smells sweet, and flecks of foam skate across its surface. I take a deep breath and try to force that word from my head. Cancer. And she won’t even let them treat her. I want to sink to the floor and howl, but I can’t give in to it. I need to get back and help at the sanctuary.

I scan for teenagers with phones, but there’s nobody in sight. I mustn’t be seen here, or they’ll realise I was Celestine. They’ll take photos of me and put them all over social media, and my quiet, safe life will be destroyed. People are still crazily obsessed with my family, even after all these years. The killer in a vegetative state, me hiding with the snakes, Joseph going off after the murders and coding clues into his game. It’s impossible to resist, and now there’s the stupid reward too.

Peggy asked me to check the snakes and I didn’t feel able to refuse, even though I’m desperate to get out of here. The snakes were Joseph’s, and Peggy took over caring for them when she moved in to the Red House after the murders. Rather like their original owner, they refused to die. They’re Ball Pythons and I found out they can live for thirty years, so they’re barely even geriatric. Apparently I adored them when I was a little girl, and of course I hid in their enclosure after the shootings. Weird Little Snake Girl. But ever since that night, I’ve been terrified of them.

I walk across the yard past the old slaughterhouse that apparently my father had planned to turn into a holiday cottage. The work was never finished. I keep my distance from the old ‘red pool’ next to it. It’s full of eels. I was told the blood from the slaughtered animals used to run into the pool, making it super fertile, and that’s why the eels thrive. The thought of them slithering around under the shining surface, being all carnivorous, makes me cold inside.

I catch a glimpse of turrets in the distance. The Red House used to be a farm associated with a country house, but that was lost to the marsh decades ago, its ground floor now completely flooded. I saw a photograph of its old ballroom once. Huge, high-ceilinged, marble-clad. Pillars around its edges were carved in the shape of nymphs – part tree, part woman. The house had a turreted folly and that’s still visible, but it’s also flooded. Only the Red House, on its little island, survived.

I step into the barn and the smell hits me. Musky and cloying, with a hint of fish and rotting carcass. I walk over to the heated glass enclosure. There’s no sign of the snakes. And then with a jolt I realise one of them is there, utterly still, wrapped around one of the special trees, its body thick and patterned in black and gold. My heart’s pounding so hard it’s as if it could actually bounce me out of the barn and away from them. I force myself to breathe, and I spot the other one on the ground. How am I supposed to even tell if they’re okay? I’m not getting any closer. They look fine, but what does an ill snake look like? I turn away and bolt out of the barn.

Once I’m safely away, I find myself leaning over and retching. They have this violent effect on my body which bypasses my brain altogether. I shouldn’t hate them. None of it was their fault.

A shout. ‘Hey! Who is it?’

I straighten up and see a boy of about seventeen charging towards me.

This is what I dreaded. One of the TikTok kids. I pull my hood up and run, turning my face away. I leap into my car and lock the doors. Turn the ignition. The car lets out a single chug. The boy’s now outside tapping on my window. ‘Hey! Oh my God, are you Celestine? Are you the snake girl?’

The car still won’t start, although it’s turning over. I try to calm myself. This car picks up on my moods.

The boy’s disappeared. I turn the key again and the car starts.

I glance in the mirror. A black car’s behind me. An old-style Mini. He must have parked it around the back of the barn, Peggy’s loud music masking the engine noise. I accelerate, putting some distance between us. The car drops away in my mirror, but then draws close again.

‘Fuck’s sake,’ I mutter. I feel hunted. He mustn’t find out where I live. I can’t have my identity of Eve Taylor, ordinary person, being linked to Celestine Flowers, weird snake kid of Red House murders’ fame. I can’t be Celestine again.

I’m going too fast but I can’t stop myself. The black car’s still there behind me.

The old bog road is officially closed. It’s too often under water. But if you’re prepared to drive over a muddy area and ignore a load of signs with images of cars drifting away to their doom, you can still get onto it.

I slow and steer into the mud. The car jolts. I’m acting like a maniac. The snakes are in my head, all twisted together with the guy in the black car. I reach the rutted tarmac of the bog road and accelerate away.

I look in the mirror. Unbelievably, he’s followed me. The primal fear of being chased has thoroughly kicked in and I press my foot to the floor. I was chased
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