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Prologue

Midsummer

Houses know. They watch, taking in every small thing. They see when you’re lonely or loved-up or lying. They know all your untold hiding places. And when you’re heartbroken, or afraid, they might watch a little closer. Houses are witnesses. They carry the secrets of those who think they’re safe inside.

A house will tell you those secrets. If you’re patient enough to listen.

Tonight, Woodland House learned a new secret.

The summer kitchen is empty. There’s no one in the courtyard through the wide open bifold doors. Beyond, in the apple orchard, the sounds of laughter have stopped. At the large metal sink, she runs water over her hands. It isn’t the first time she’s washed blood from them.

She scrubs her nails, even though there are no traces of blood left. With shaking fingers, she pulls at the buttons of the blouse she’s wearing but her hands are wet and unsteady. She tears it over her head, a button flying across the flagstones, and thrusts the stained fabric under the stream of water. Watching the tainted water swirl down the drain, she pushes the images from her mind: the unmoving body. The reddened knife on the floor.

From the room next door come the sounds of others. A man’s low, keening cry. A woman’s anguished voice. She takes the bar of soap from the sink and begins to scrub again.




CHAPTER ONE

FOUR WEEKS EARLIER

I steered my bike into the narrow, winding road, past high stone walls and iron gates, where large houses hunkered in landscaped gardens. Tall trees peered over the walls, time-worn sentries keeping guard. To the left, a stone plaque declared The Woodlands in gold lettering.

When I reached the bend in the road, I checked my watch. Twelve minutes after nine. It was a dangerous corner, the turn sharp. Hedgerows leaned in, making the lane even closer. There were fewer houses here, and it felt secluded. Cut off from the rest of the world.

The distant rumble of a lawnmower, a faint fiddle endeavouring, the thick blinds on upstairs windows as parents tricked their children into falling asleep. The summer night sun brighter than I could ever have imagined.

Everyone safe inside their houses.

And out here, only me.

I took the bend, stopping when I saw the large pothole, the tarmac crumbled into the deep crevice. I sized it up, willing my heart to slow.

At the end of the lane was a sign marked ‘Private!’ It didn’t stop people from climbing the gate and entering the bluebell woods, though. I was there only yesterday, my feet planted in the carpet of blue-purple flowers on green. Their little noddy heads on my bare ankles, while butterflies rose and landed. From around me came a low hum of bees.

I checked my watch again. Nine thirteen.

Then, behind me, I heard a low roar. A car accelerating as it turned out of the T-junction, heading this way.

I waited, gripping the bike handles, and counted down from forty. At fifteen, the car was nearer, on the far side of the sharp bend. I pushed down on the pedals.

Nine, eight. Holding tight, I picked up my pace, making sure to aim for the rut in the road just ahead. Push harder, go faster.

Seven, six, five. There was so much room for error here. My hands were slick with sweat, and I grasped the bars even tighter.

Four, three, two—The car took the bend. Squeezing my eyes shut, every muscle in my body tensed, I hit the pothole.

The wheel jammed into the crumbling tarmac, and the judder spread from my hands through my bones. Letting out a yelp, I fell forward, jabbing my hip on the handlebars. All I knew was gravity, the pull of the rough ground, the blur of the wildflowers on the side of the road. I bounced off my knee and landed hard. For a moment, I was jolted out of my skin, out of my body.

Sharp pain tore through me. I clutched my knee, cursing under my breath. It hurt so much more than I’d thought it would: everything felt bruised and raw. The world seemed to tip to the side.

The Jeep screeched to a stop. Doors flew open, and two men in soccer gear rushed out. I looked down to find that my old grey cotton joggers were ripped at the knee and blood was trickling from the broken skin there. There was a pile of fresh dog shit where I sat cradling my knee, and the stench of it turned my stomach. I gulped deep breaths to steady the wildness inside.

‘Are you all right?’ The younger man – the driver – called as he glanced at me, then the bumper. He was lean and athletic, with dark blond hair and striking features. He moved nearer until he was towering over me. ‘What happened?’

‘Did the Jeep hit you?’ The older man crouched beside me as I dropped my backpack from my shoulders. He flicked a practised eye over me. He didn’t look like a man who was easily fooled, so I made sure to twist my face with pain. It wasn’t hard. ‘Where does it hurt?’

The smell of dog shit rose from the ground, and with it my discomfort. These men and their easy confidence, their after-sport glow.

‘The Jeep didn’t touch you.’ The driver sounded uncertain, though. ‘Was it the pothole?’

‘It came so fast.’ I gestured to the sharp bend. ‘The car.’

The two men glanced at each other, and a dart of satisfaction shot through me. They knew they had been going too fast. It was a blind corner, and habit was a dangerous thing. They were used to the road being quiet after their weekly soccer game. Strangers didn’t often venture this way. I was a deviation, a break in the norm.

‘I’m Lincoln – Linc,’ the driver said. ‘And this is Paul.’

‘You took an awful tumble,’ Paul said with cheerful sympathy. ‘Let’s get you back on your feet. Sure, you’re still in one piece.’

He straightened up, reaching out a hand, but I ignored it.

‘It hurts,’ I pushed. ‘Maybe we call the police?’

The men looked at each other, worry shadowing their eyes, and Paul dropped his hand, saying, ‘How about we see if anything is broken first?’

‘I live right there.’ Linc pointed to a house hidden behind trees. But I knew that already. ‘And Paul here is a doctor. Please, come inside and we’ll patch you up.’

If only it were that simple.

‘Bring her in, and I’ll move the Jeep and the bike,’ Paul said. He was a bear-like man, tall with a body that straddled the line between muscular and overweight. His cheeks were slightly jowly, and his thinning hair was a little longer than you’d expect. Despite the concern clouding his expression, he seemed like a man who smiled a lot.

Linc nodded at the bike. ‘Your wheel is damaged.’

I let out a gasp of real dismay when I saw the skewed front wheel. I couldn’t afford to get it fixed.

Linc held out a hand and this time, I took it. I tried a step, but my ankle buckled and my hip screamed; my head spun and I thought I might fall again. At my halted intake of breath, Linc looked at me and said, ‘May I?’

Then he lifted me into his arms and stepped towards the gate. It was unexpected and intimate, and I felt my cheeks grow hot. Tentatively, I wound my arm around his neck, but I couldn’t look at his face, suddenly too close to mine. I barely dared to breathe. Instead, I turned away, looking at a black cast-metal sign that said Woodland House in silver Celtic lettering.

Linc walked up the garden path, carrying me in his arms as if I were a bride. The delicate perfume of the flowers in the summer night, the steady feeling of his chest and arms as he held me. The reassuring rhythm of his breathing. I wondered if he, like Nico, enjoyed playing the saviour.

The house loomed above us, old-fashioned in style with large bay windows and an imposing door frame. It was unlike anything I was used to back home. But the smell of sweat on Linc’s soccer jersey was strangely comforting. Familiar, somehow. Like Nico, long ago, when he coached the under-twelves down at the civic centre. The thought of Nico in the sunshine on the threadbare pitch made me smile, and for a brief, welcome moment, I forgot. But too quickly, it all came rushing back and my smile fell.

The front door opened, and I turned my head to see a woman waiting at the threshold. She watched us approach.

‘That’s Amber, my wife.’ Linc glanced down at me as he carried me between the rose bushes. I met his gaze, took in his hazel eyes and golden-brown hair, and it felt like I was on a wild carnival ride. Being here, in The Woodlands, so far away from home, carried in the arms of a stranger. Everything was finally starting.

But as he studied me, Linc’s brow creased. Something was bothering him. Maybe I seemed familiar. As if he knew me from somewhere – but how was that possible? A foreign girl picked off the side of the road. Feeling a flash of alarm, I averted my eyes, fixing them on the woman instead.

Centred in the white door frame, she was like a Polaroid image come to life. Amber.

Her face was carefully blank, her arms folded. She was blonde and slim, dwarfed by an enormous red-and-cream kimono, a barefoot queen in her robes. Beneath, she wore black leggings and a tank. For some reason, I drew closer to Linc’s chest.

‘A little accident at the bend,’ Linc called out as he walked me up the steps.

‘We’re going to fix her up,’ Paul said cheerfully, climbing out of the Jeep, which he’d parked in the drive. ‘Amber, can you bring the antiseptic cream? Gauze?’

Still holding me firmly, Linc stepped over the threshold on to geometric tiles. Wide-eyed, I took in the stained-glass front door we’d passed, the staircase with the iron railing, the chandelier. I noticed everything, committing it to memory.

On the left was a living room with velvet and leather and magazines. On my right, a room with floor-to-ceiling shelves of books. Two large, lean dogs watched from the living room. One of them let out a low growl. Mama Bear always said that dogs had a nose for trouble, that they could smell robbers and ghosts. These dogs eyed me carefully, as though they knew.

‘That’s Edward and Bella.’ Linc nodded to the dogs. I raised an eyebrow. Linc laughed, and I felt a rumbling in his chest, ‘Not my choice. I prefer books written before the twenty-first century. Amber is a terrible romantic.’

We moved to the large kitchen, which had clearly been modernized recently. Linc carried me past the kitchen island and the long blonde-wood dining table to the glass walls, where couches and armchairs were arranged. I could imagine Amber curled up, tea in hand, the sun streaming into the room.

‘What’s your name?’ he asked, placing me gently on the brown leather couch.

‘Esmie.’ My knee throbbed with pain. Short for Esmerelda Theodora Lorenzo. Loves music, cats, volleyball. Excellent cook. Daughter of Beatrice Lorenzo, known as Mama Bear by those who love her. And sister of Nico.

In this unfamiliar place, it was easy to forget who I was, so I made myself repeat those words like a mantra, as though they could keep me grounded.

‘Can I?’ Linc waited for me to nod before he rolled up my joggers, carefully skimming my bloodied knee. He examined it a moment, then raised troubled eyes to mine. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘You didn’t hit me,’ I conceded reluctantly.

‘I spooked you.’

It’s not your fault, I wanted to say. But I didn’t. Because it would be easier to get what I needed if he felt guilty. If he thought he owed me.

‘Let me take a look at that.’ Paul sounded jolly as he came into the kitchen holding my backpack. He placed it beside me and pulled up a footstool. I thought then that he must be a good doctor – that his calm, confident manner must work well to settle jittery patients.

Would it work on a patient who was jittery because she was lying?

‘Esmie?’ I realized I’d missed a question from Linc, who’d crossed to the other side of the kitchen.

‘Sorry, what did you say?’

‘Can I get you something to drink?’ Linc opened a cupboard. ‘Tea, or something stronger?’

‘Something stronger.’

‘Whiskey OK?’

I nodded, and Paul examined my ankle. ‘Does it hurt anywhere else?’

‘My hip.’ My lips were dry. Despite my discomfort, I couldn’t help looking around the room. The flooring and fittings were smart, but the place was messy. Pots and pans spilled from the sink. There was a half-drunk glass of wine and a book on the table. The floor hadn’t seen a mop in days. Outside, through the glass doors, many, many apple trees disappeared into the distance. My eyes ate it all, greedy.

Linc set a glass of amber liquid on the table beside me. Neat, with no ice. I eyed the drink, wishing he’d asked how I took it. I’d never drunk whiskey without Coke.

Paul pulled on surgical gloves and wiped some grit out of the graze on my knee. His touch felt strange outside a clinical white room.

‘You’re from abroad?’ Paul asked, as he cleaned my wound with his blue-gloved bear paws.

‘I am.’

‘Where from?’

I made a show of wincing. ‘Ouch.’

‘Sorry. You long in Ireland?’

‘I came last week.’

‘You’re here for the language classes? To improve your English?’

‘I am here to learn, yes.’ Though perhaps not in the way he understood.

‘There’re plenty young folk like you about town. From Brazil, Mexico, all over. Must be a right blast. So, what’s the verdict, then? Do you like it here?’

‘Sure.’ Then, without meaning to, I added, ‘I like the Irish music.’

‘Ah yes, the music. Do you play?’

‘Banjo. And guitar.’ It had been a while. I’d lost the urge when Nico came home nearly six months ago. When things had changed so much, and for reasons I couldn’t fully understand.

‘Where did you say you were from again? Brazil?’

To avoid answering, I took a drink of whiskey, but with nothing to dilute it, the burn that came with the large gulp had me sputtering.

Paul chuckled. ‘Takes a bit of practice.’ He stood up. ‘The ankle isn’t sprained but if it hurts, put it on ice.’

I nodded, but I was distracted. On the far side of the island, Linc and his wife were having words. With her arms straight down beside her, her body was a rigid line. She hissed, ‘Always too fast.’

‘You’re good to go.’ Paul peeled off the blue gloves, his mind already elsewhere. I felt a burst of alarm. Not yet. Not before I’d done what I came to do.

I reached into my backpack and pulled out a few cropped, photocopied sheets, ‘I was bringing these. Before the accident.’

I spoke carefully, as if I were unaccustomed to the words. When I landed in this strange new land a week ago, I’d realized that when most people looked at me – brown-skinned, accented, quiet – they simply saw ‘foreign’. They assumed things – that I liked spicy food for example, though that one happened to be true. That my mother tongue wasn’t English. Also, true – but that didn’t mean it didn’t come easily. Not that they needed to know – I’d get what I came here for more quickly if they didn’t think I could understand them.

‘I came for work.’ I handed two flyers to Paul, who passed one on to Linc.

‘You’re a cleaner?’ Linc asked.

I nodded again. Paul read the flyer. I looked down at my hands, feeling self-conscious as he said the words aloud: ‘Hardworking. Committed. Reliable. Accepting new clients now. Call Esmie.’ There was a stock image of a sparkling feather duster – I so obviously wasn’t a graphic designer.

‘Well, how’s this for timing?’ Paul laughed.

‘Serendipitous,’ Linc agreed.

Serenfuckingdipitous, Linc.

‘You’re in luck, Esmie.’ Linc smiled at me as though I’d won the lottery. ‘Just this week, our cleaner told us she’ll be away for two months. Family illness. Amber’s been in a flap, saying how hard it is to find someone to fill in, especially since we’re out of town and these narrow country roads can be a little off-putting.’

‘But you obviously don’t mind a bit of a cycle,’ Paul added.

‘Laura looked after a group of us,’ Linc continued. ‘Three houses, all here in The Woodlands.’

Amber watched from behind the kitchen island. She pushed back her hair to reveal long drop earrings with a yellow-brown topaz stone that matched her eyes. She’d said nothing to me yet.

‘I can work three houses.’ I tried not to sound too eager. ‘I like cycling.’

‘That’s great.’ Linc beamed. ‘Isn’t it, Amber?’

‘It’s getting late,’ Amber said, clearly reluctant to commit now. ‘We should talk in the morning.’

‘Just give it a go, Amber,’ Linc coaxed. ‘If it doesn’t work out, then …’

He shrugged. How easy that shrug was, how privileged. If it doesn’t work out, then no harm done. Not for him, anyway.

‘We only need a cover for two months.’ Amber turned those topaz eyes on me. ‘You don’t look much more than eighteen. How much experience do you have?’

I held her gaze. ‘I am twenty-five. I’m only in Ireland for two months.’

Still Amber hesitated. ‘Let me get back to you tomorrow.’

I twisted the edge of the flyer in my hand, trying to quell the panic sparking in my chest. ‘Please, my bike. It is broken.’ I sounded wheedling and pathetic. ‘I have to pay to fix it. I promise, I am a good worker.’

Amber chewed her bottom lip. Resentment flashed in her eyes. I’d made her feel guilty, and she didn’t like it one bit.

‘I have reference,’ I added.

‘Amber, come on.’ Linc waved an impatient hand. ‘She has references.’

Amber stared at Linc. Paul stabbed a single, large finger at his phone as he composed a message. Linc slung an arm around Amber’s waist, resting his hand on her hip. The silence in the kitchen grew.

‘Fine.’ Amber relented. ‘Come Monday at ten. I’ll talk to the others.’

‘I’ll be here.’ I restrained myself from letting out a loud exhale.

Amber gave me a tight smile and picked up her wine from the table. She walked out of the room, her kimono fluttering behind her.

‘I’ll run you home,’ Linc said, reaching out a hand. ‘Can you put weight on your ankle? And don’t worry about your bike. I’ll see to it.’

I took his hand and he helped me up. I tested my ankle, felt the dull throb in my hip, my knee, and nodded.

As I limped from the kitchen, I ran an eye over the food-spilled surfaces, the red spatters on the backsplash. The caked mud near the door, the dog hairs layering the floor. Then, in the passage, the dust gathering on the intricate geometric pattern on the tiles, the smudges on the stained-glass front door.

I had my work cut out for me. But it would be worth it.

In the front seat of the Jeep, I studied Linc as he clipped in his seatbelt. In his mid-thirties, he was attractive. Sporty. He turned and smiled, catching me staring.

‘You all right?’

I felt a faint blush colour my cheeks, and nodded. I was now. Just not in the way he meant.

We backed out of the drive, and Linc took the bend slower this time. Chastened, as if he’d learned a lesson.

The dark was creeping in, finally, casting the rolling fields, the low, jagged stone walls in blue light. The trees were in full leaf, and tiny winged insects dived down to the windscreen. Vibrant scents of earth and grass and flowers wafted in through the open window. I watched as the Irish countryside passed by, so different from home, and elation swelled inside me. I had to press my lips together to keep from smiling.

I’d done what I’d set out to do.

I would be coming back.

Linc drove through town, following my directions, and stopped at the house where I was staying, not far from the centre. Without traffic, the drive was only ten minutes, but it was a different world from The Woodlands. He idled outside the run-down three-bedroom bungalow, where two cars and a van were packed into the small drive.

‘I’ll let you know about your bike.’

I thanked him, got out of the car, and walked up the short path. I felt his eyes on me all the while. Shutting the door, the smell of damp long settled into the walls still hit me; I didn’t think I would ever get used to it.

I leaned against the door as I let out a breath. Only then did I allow myself to feel relief. I’d done it.

After a moment, I checked my phone, my heart sinking as I saw a missed call. Mama Bear. Finally. I’d been texting and texting, but I hadn’t heard from her for several days.

Everything OK? I sent off a quick text, fear squeezing my heart. Nico?

The response came immediately: No change.

Nico is a fighter. My thumbs flew across the screen. He’ll get through this. But I didn’t know if I believed my own words. How do you fight when you’re not even conscious?

Nico was in a coma. In a terrifying white room with beeping machines that meant uncertainty and peril. He was out of reach, and we couldn’t know if he would come back to us. With each passing day, it became more unlikely.

And while he slept, I had to keep running.

I walked to my room, the pain in my heart making my palms ache, thinking about Nico and how much we loved him.

Nico, who’d been lost to us long before the terrible night he was rushed to hospital.

There are many ways to kill a man. A stab to the heart, a gun to the temple, a head held under water. A fistful of pills, a garrotte, a rope.

Then there’s the way that makes a man witness his own death. Where day after day, month after month, he watches himself diminish. Whatever had happened in The Woodlands, it had destroyed Nico, slowly and surely. The cruellest murder kills from within.

I sank to my bed, thinking of Nico when he returned to us. The uncertain months that followed. And then, that cool May night when I was forced to run. Now, eleven days later, he was still in a hospital bed, unable to wake. Like Snow White, in her coffin of glass. Except this was no fairy tale. No one was going to save Nico with a kiss.

But I could get the witch who poisoned him.




Home

EIGHTEEN YEARS AGO

The girls didn’t remember when they’d first met. It must have been in the time before memory, because neither could think of a life without the other. It seemed to Esmerelda that Simone had always lived with her dad in the run-down house next door. There was never a Friday evening when Simone didn’t come to theirs, clutching a shopping bag that held her pyjamas and underwear.

Esmerelda never asked why Simone stayed every weekend. She understood with that same intuitive knowing why Simone’s dad got that lazy look in his eyes, that strange, sharp smell on his breath, why his tongue turned even meaner. They never spoke about how every weekend the house next door filled with unfamiliar men who arrived with bottles tucked under their jackets, the women with their tiny shorts and high heels. The music and laughter that pierced through their dreams. Esmerelda understood, before she had the language for it, that Simone’s dad was not a good man; and Mama Bear had taught her that good was everything.

Mama Bear was like a mother to Simone. She wasn’t given to idleness or fun, but she made all three children feel loved and cared for. She gave the best hugs – deep, tight, squashy hugs where the children were enfolded in her soft breasts – which was why Nico had named her Mama Bear.

Mama Bear worked as a cleaner and had little patience for mess of any kind. She brought much-needed order to Simone’s world with her sharp-edged view of life. There was good and bad, right and wrong, proper and improper, seemly and unseemly. She taught this clear moral terrain to both girls. She taught them, kindly but firmly, that actions had consequences.

They learned this the hard way the day of the fire.

It had taken the two girls twenty minutes to pile the wood and stuff it with rolled-up newspaper in their small cement-and-dust backyard. Simone lit the match, meeting her best friend’s eyes; dark brown, just like her own.

‘Make a wish,’ Esmerelda told Simone, then shut her eyes. When she opened them, Simone was staring at her, the match lit.

‘Did you wish?’ Esmerelda asked.

Simone nodded, then dropped the match. Standing on the brown grass, the girls watched, hand in hand, as the flame caught.

They’d meant to make a small fire. They’d wanted to see the flame take hold. They’d wanted to whisper all their wishes, then watch the pile burn down to nothing.

But the flames grew higher.

‘Esmie! Simone!’ Mama Bear had yelled from the window, her voice thin with fear. ‘What the hell are you doing?’

They hadn’t expected the fire to grow so quickly. They hadn’t realized how the wind and dry grass would cause it to spread. They were just two young girls who’d played with matches. The wood pile collapsed, sparks flying, and Esmerelda turned to see the terror and fascination play on Simone’s features. The fire began to eat the old fruit crates stacked at the side of the fence, greedy flames searching for more.

‘Ma,’ screamed Esmerelda, jumping back as a spark landed on her T-shirt. ‘Ma, help.’

Then, suddenly, Nico was there. ‘The hose,’ he said. ‘Esmerelda, catch.’

There’d been a hosepipe ban that summer, and it was wound up like a snake. Nico threw the pipe towards the girls, but it was tangled. Simone darted forward to untwist it while Nico set upon the stiff tap, struggling to turn it.

Mama Bear stomped outside, her bad back making her gait heavy. Tossing water from a bucket, she doused some of the flames. Then water spurted from the hose – first one reluctant burst, then another, before a steady stream came out, spraying Simone’s face and soaking their shoes.

When the fire was out, Mama Bear lined up the three children in the kitchen. Only Nico could meet her eye. She was shaking, with rage or fear or both, and they had never before seen that look on her face. And then, only one time after.

‘Who did this?’ she said, her voice ominously low.

Simone pressed her lips together. Esmerelda looked into the distance.

‘I will ask just once more.’ Mama Bear’s voice went even lower.

‘It was her.’ Esmerelda couldn’t help the words. ‘Simone lit the match.’

Simone turned to her best friend, her betrayer, her eyes narrowed.

‘I didn’t,’ Simone burst out. ‘It was your idea.’

Mama Bear rarely raised her voice. But she’d been taught that discipline, which was a kind of love, required pain. Since Simone’s dad didn’t care enough to give her a belt, Mama Bear wouldn’t hesitate to show how much she loved this girl who wasn’t her daughter. Her mouth set, she opened the kitchen drawer.

‘I did it,’ Nico said quickly. ‘It was my idea. I lit the match. I started the fire.’

Mama Bear stared at him a long time. ‘Are you sure?’ she asked eventually. ‘Actions have consequences, you know that.’ She took the leather strap from the drawer.

Nico paused, then gave one quick nod. ‘I started the fire.’ This time he lied more firmly.

Mama Bear released a slow breath. ‘If that’s how you want it.’ She examined the two girls solemnly. Simone studied the laces on her shoes. Esmerelda was riveted by the wood whorls in the kitchen table. Then Mama Bear said to the girls, ‘Leave.’

Nico bowed his head, ready to accept a punishment that wasn’t his. Before they left the kitchen, he glanced up at the girls, giving them a smile that was as quick as it was dazzling. They watched him, feeling warm and afraid and loved.

‘Come.’ Simone grabbed Esmerelda’s hand, the brief betrayal forgotten, and they ran to the window. They peered inside where Nico leaned on the table, his hands gripping the edge. Mama Bear’s mouth was tight; she took no pleasure in this. She raised the man’s belt, a remnant from long-ago days that neither Nico nor Esmerelda could remember. Nico dipped his head as the hard leather hit his bare thighs. Esmerelda’s hands went to her mouth. Simone breathed in sharply. Mama Bear raised the belt again.

Nico looked up at the two girls. His eyes shone with unshed tears.

He smiled.

Simone had never really paid attention to Nico before; he was simply the older brother she ignored. The older brother Esmerelda adored. But as he held the table, taking her consequences, she began to suspect that he was more than she first thought.

Esmerelda didn’t take her eyes off Nico, watching as he flinched. She knew that he’d meant to spare her, but how could he, when every hit caused her heart to squeeze with a pain worse than ten belts on her legs.




CHAPTER TWO

Monday

The bell pealed through Woodland House as I waited outside at nine fifty-five on Monday morning, thinking about actions and consequences. It felt almost cosmic: this single most important lesson that had been drilled into us from childhood was the reason I was there. It was why I now peered through the stained-glass door, seeing a woman take shape on the other side.

Because, consequences.

Amber opened the door, giving me a quick smile, saying she had to take a call now but I’d find everything I’d need in the utility room. She gestured in the direction of the kitchen and said, ‘Go on through,’ before disappearing into the study.

Alone in the entrance hall, I imagined Nico here for the first time, raising an eyebrow at how grand it was. I imagined him looking up at the huge chandelier, amusement playing at his lips. I imagined him placing a hand at the side of his mouth, whispering, Someone’s overcompensating.

But Nico wasn’t here.

Walking down the passage, I thought about how he’d pumped his fist and roared when he heard he’d been awarded that fucking scholarship. He’d be studying in Ireland, with some of the best in his field.

The tense ride to the airport the day he left. His tight hug near the departure gates as he grabbed each one of us in turn. I’d held back my tears, catching my breath at how much it hurt. In contrast, light shone in his eyes: he was living the dream.

‘It will be worth it, I promise,’ he’d said softly.

‘Look after yourself,’ I’d half laughed, half sobbed while I smacked his arm. Then he’d turned to leave.

Three years without Nico.

How would we live without him, this golden man? Four years older, Nico had always taken charge. He was everything: helper to the older people in our road, soccer coach, youth counsellor who lit up a room every time he entered it. He was a good son and a good brother. He was my best friend.

We’d watched him walk away, each of us holding him in sight until he turned the corner. At the very last moment, he glanced back and grinned, melting the hearts of the three women who loved him. The older woman, her shoulders stooped from years of hard labour. The younger two – his sister and his fiancée, our hearts full, as he blew a last kiss.

And then he’d come here.

Today, memory felt like a weapon.

Outside the kitchen door, I paused. I pressed the heels of my palms beneath my eyes, making sure that no tears spilled.

Get it together, I scolded myself. I counted to five, but the memories persisted. I made myself think of music, of quick, light fingers on banjo strings. The bell-like chuckling that always made me feel all right. A little calmer, I pushed open the door.

Linc was at the kitchen table. He was typing, hands flying across his laptop keyboard. He reached for the mug beside him, not taking his eyes from the screen.

It was like I wasn’t even there.

I found a bucket and cloths in the utility room, grabbed some cleaning potions with unfamiliar names.

Holding the bucket, I said, ‘Linc?’ I had to ask him about my bike – I’d walked over this morning and I really needed it back. I tried his name again, but Linc was absorbed in his screen. Nico hated it when I interrupted his work, so I gave up, resolving to try later. I went upstairs, peering inside each room, and taking mental snapshots of their lives.

Houses tell you about the people who live in them, and Linc and Amber’s bedroom had a lot to say about her. A mirrored closet took up an entire wall, the clothes shoved inside and falling from the shelves. The fine silk dresses carelessly dropped to the floor. Amber was lazy.

Long blonde hairs clogged the shower drain. Toothpaste spit flecked the mirror. Discarded make-up pads littered her dressing table. Amber was messy as hell.

Beside her bed was a tall stack of romance novels where large-muscled men held pretty women in pretty dresses. Amber believed in happily ever after.

A spread of make-up. Bottles and vials and serums and creams, many of them promising the same thing. Amber had more money than sense.

Prescribed antidepressants labelled Do not drink alcohol on the bedside table next to a glass stained with the dregs of red wine. Amber had a complete lack of regard for consequences. More than that, she probably craved the consequences because they brought adventure to her life of privilege and plenty.

Why did Amber need antidepressants? Had something triggered a depressive episode? Was Nico that something?

I poured out the bucket of dirty water and examined Amber’s now gleaming en suite bathroom. Then I went to the top of the stairs, where I’d placed the dustpan and brush.

Voices came from the study below, and I stilled. Amber was talking, her words fast and annoyed.

I peered down. Through the iron railing, the study door was open. And inside, I glimpsed Linc’s muscular calves, dusted with golden-brown hair as he crossed the room. If I went down only a few steps, I’d hear more. I hesitated, my feet at the very edge of the top step. Unseen, I reminded myself. Invisible. I took a deep breath to steady myself.

Picking up the hand-brush, I moved slowly. Down two steps, then another. On my knees, I positioned the brush on the top step and listened.

‘This can’t go on indefinitely,’ Linc railed. ‘It’s been months, Amber. Months.’ One of the dogs sleeping in the hall cocked an ear.

I swept the top step, digging the brush into the corners.

‘Ceanna’s not herself, Linc. She’s … troubled.’ Exasperation crept into Amber’s voice. ‘You know how my dad’s death affected her. She’s back in that same dark place, and no one can reach her there.’

Out of reach. Like Nico. My knees ached on the hard step.

‘What’s Ceanna’s plan?’ Linc pushed on. ‘To keep Eden’s papers shut in the safe for ever? To smother her genius in a locked box?’

‘Probably.’ Amber sounded gentler now. ‘Would that be so bad?’

I brushed harder, sweeping the bristles down the skirting, along the banister. The wooden hand-brush bashed into the iron rail, a loud clang echoing.

The silence was laden. I waited with bated breath, shoulders up to my ears. I could not get caught eavesdropping on my first day. It would ruin everything.

‘Amber.’ Linc’s voice was taut. ‘You know what they mean to me.’

I sank to the step, leaning against the wall as my shoulders released. The dog watched me with soulful, accusing eyes.

‘Yes,’ Amber replied. ‘Everything.’

I couldn’t tell if she was resigned or bitter.

‘You have to reason with her,’ Linc said. ‘Tell Ceanna we’ll find an expert, one who understands antiques. One who’ll cause minimal damage.’

‘What about the safe trap? Dad was so oddly paranoid those last weeks. He could well have armed it.’ Linc swore softly as Amber continued, ‘But what does that matter – you know Ceanna will never risk the damage. Not to an antique that’s been in Dad’s family for God knows how long.’

‘Ceanna needs to stop clinging so tight to the dead.’ Linc’s voice rose, all remnants of calm lost. I could almost hear Amber flinch in the following silence. ‘Sorry, I shouldn’t have said that.’ A drawer slammed shut, making me jump.

I inched down another step and resumed brushing. Fine dust flew into the air, catching in my throat as I tried to understand how Amber was caught between her husband and her sister. Was this a warped mirror image of my own situation, our own cursed triangle?

‘It’s killing me, Amber,’ Linc went on. ‘I could be the world authority here, the top of my field. Everything I ever dreamed of, so close. I need to get into that safe.’

There was another pause, and Linc pushed on, softer now. ‘Your dad’s death broke something in all of us. We need to find a way to heal. That’s what Malachy would have wanted. Just as he wanted me to have Eden’s papers.’

As I bent over the step, breathing in their dust, I could picture them in the study. The tall windows and high ceilings. She with her beach waves and silk kimono, glowering at her husband, not forgiving his harsh words.

Nico had once told me that in every couple there was the lover and the beloved. The one who wooed, and the other who was elevated by their affections. It didn’t take a genius to figure that Amber was the beloved here. Propped on the pedestal of Linc’s adoration.

Which meant that every argument between them was predetermined: he would always cave first.

‘Amber,’ Linc said, his voice now cajoling. ‘I said I’m sorry.’

Leaning down towards the study door, I saw his legs again, now moving closer to Amber. Silk falling on her smooth calves. I looked away, fixing on the dirt on the banister; these hadn’t been cleaned properly for some time.

‘I suppose you’ve asked the ghouls to come on Wednesday evening?’ Amber still sounded peeved.

‘We talked about this,’ Linc sighed. ‘Come on, babe, let’s not fight.’

‘They’re boring, Linc.’

‘Other people aren’t there to entertain you.’ His voice was clipped now, as though the shadow of a different argument hung on to his words. ‘They’re not ghouls, they’re my research assistants, and I like them.’

‘Fiona’s boring. And you’re boring when you’re with her.’

There was a rustle and a bump, the click of a latch, and when Linc spoke again, his voice was muted. ‘Can we do this later? The cleaner’s here.’

‘The new Laura is upstairs. She can’t hear us.’ Amber dismissed me easily. I had no illusions that I mattered to her, yet still I felt a disgruntled churning inside. The new Laura. Did she even remember my name?

‘She seems nice.’

‘Nice,’ Amber repeated disparagingly. I could almost see her shudder, her pretty face twisted with distaste. ‘Yes, I think she is nice.’

‘Amber …’ Linc made her name sound both placatory and like a warning.

The floorboard creaked beneath Amber’s light step. The dog stood up, eagerly watching the door, and I resumed my brushing with vigour. There was a layer of grime on my hands, my skin gritty from their dust and dirt.

‘Does the new Laura seem, I don’t know … familiar?’ Amber was a little nearer now, right at the door. My brushing hand stalled. Heart drumming, I listened for Linc’s reply.

‘Familiar?’ Linc sounded distracted.

‘Yeah, like I’ve seen her somewhere before.’

I held my breath.

‘Don’t see how that’s possible. She’d barely been in the country a week when we plucked her out of the ditch. Must have one of those faces.’

‘I suppose you’re right.’ Amber paused. ‘Where’s she from?’

‘What’s that? I’m right? Now those’re words I don’t often hear.’ Linc sounded playful.

‘Must be a rare star alignment. Where’s the new Laura from?’

‘Brazil? Or was it Mexico?’ Linc was walking now. ‘That’s what Paul said.’

I rolled my eyes at Paul’s remarkable ability to decide the facts from unanswered questions.

Moving down another step, I pushed my earphones into my ears as Linc emerged from the study. A leather satchel in one hand, he lifted a set of keys from the hook beside the front door with the other.

I watched Linc from the corner of my eye, thinking how he worked at the same university where Nico had studied while he was here. Linc was arts faculty, while Nico had been a science PhD student. Through word of mouth, Nico had learned about the room-for-rent at Ceanna’s, heard she was looking for a responsible graduate student lodger. He’d moved in soon after he arrived, immediately liking the quiet, green neighbourhood. In those early days, he’d told us all about the neighbours he’d met: Ceanna and Amber, the mismatched sisters. Their dad, Malachy, a silver-tongued old rogue. Linc, who was married to Amber, and Paul, the next-door neighbour, both of whom loved sport as much as Nico did. And Paul’s wife, Isabelle, who was reserved and kept to herself. In time, the stories stopped, like a veil had closed over Nico’s life in The Woodlands.

The dog – Bella, possibly – danced around Linc, its nails clacking on the tiles. He rubbed Bella’s head, then Amber tugged on his T-shirt and pulled him in for a kiss. I turned my back to them.

‘Be good,’ Linc said, and I heard the door shut as he left for work wearing shorts and a faded T-shirt. Nico had been so careful with his grooming, always neatly dressed in shirts and jeans, aware of how his background made him different, how he always had to compensate. The utter privilege of Linc going into work in shorts almost made me laugh. Linc, I’d bet, never worried about being taken seriously.

I felt Amber’s eyes on me, watching me on the stairs. I continued down, brushing with brisk efficiency.

But inside, I was taking stock of the conversation that I’d heard, noting the tensions that had been revealed. Filing away everything I’d learned.




CHAPTER THREE

Monday

Amber hadn’t moved from the bottom of the staircase. ‘You don’t have to do that.’ She sounded irritated. I ignored her, brushing the dirt that had caked on the outside of the banister. The old Laura clearly wasn’t very thorough. ‘You don’t have to do that.’ This time the words were louder, almost laced with anger.

I straightened up and turned to watch her warily. I pulled the earphones from my ears, even though I wasn’t listening to anything. I just wanted Amber to think I couldn’t have been listening to her and Linc.

‘We do have a vacuum cleaner, you know.’ Her hands were on her hips now. ‘It’s quicker. Easier.’ And under her breath: ‘It’s not the damn eighteenth century.’

‘I prefer …’ I held up the brush and trailed off.

Mama Bear preferred the brush, too. I had a sudden image of her vigorously sweeping the backyard. There was a large jacaranda tree nearby, and the ground was often carpeted with the fallen purple blooms. It had vexed Mama Bear during the flowering season, which had endlessly amused us.

I dropped my hand holding the brush, feeling a sharp ache in my chest.

Amber regarded me for a moment, then said, ‘Come.’

She stalked down the passage towards the kitchen. I followed, scurrying down the stairs. Her kimono swirled as she stepped through the kitchen doors, then into the bright utility room. Cleaning products lined the shelves, and I’d never thought a washing machine or tumble dryer could be beautiful, but somehow Amber’s sleek, gleaming machines were. I counted three vacuum cleaners – robot, cordless and plug-in – and a steam mop that looked like it had never been used.

Amber lifted the cordless vacuum from where it hung on the wall. ‘Use this.’ It was a command.

I held back a moment, taking time to study her again. Those remarkable yellow-brown eyes that matched her topaz pendant earrings.

Then I realized that Amber was also studying me. Not bothering to hide it, her eyes examined mine; my wide nose, my cheeks that must have been pink from cleaning, my dark hair tied in a short ponytail.

‘You’re pretty,’ Amber said, and I frowned at the unexpected judgement. Just as when she’d called me nice earlier, it felt like an insult.

‘Amber?’ A voice called from inside the kitchen.

Amber was still watching me, her outstretched arm gripping the vacuum. ‘Be careful.’

I stared at her, hackles rising. Amber was right; I did need to be careful. But where did Amber see danger? My shoulders braced, as if for attack. Was Amber warning or threatening me?

She reached her arm closer to me, impatient. ‘It’s expensive.’ Then she muttered, ‘God knows there’s enough broken around here.’

She was talking about the vacuum, I realized with some relief.

Smiling politely to mask the hardness inside me, I took it from her.

‘Amber.’ The voice came again, louder now.

‘Coming,’ Amber called. She returned my smile with a tight one of her own. ‘Always take the easier path. Now, come meet Isabelle. Paul’s wife.’

I followed Amber into the kitchen. Standing behind the counter was another woman. This one was the opposite of Amber. Just looking at her, I could tell this was a quiet woman who didn’t like drawing attention to herself. She was composed, with black shoulder-length hair and dark eyes lined with shadows. She looked to be in her forties, older than Amber by at least ten years. The slight sag of her cheeks lent a sadness to her face.

‘You must be Esmie,’ she said. ‘I’m Isabelle Blake. You met Paul, my husband.’

The garden door opened, and we all turned to look at the woman stepping inside the kitchen. She was very like Amber, though her figure was fuller, her face pale and haunted. This was a more serious version of Amber, without the tiger eyes. It had to be the sister, the one Amber and Linc had been arguing about only minutes ago.

‘Cee, hello.’ Amber’s greeting sounded strained. She pushed her hair behind her ears, unable to meet her sister’s eye. ‘I didn’t know you were coming over.’

‘How could you?’ the woman said mock-graciously. ‘You didn’t bother to answer my phone calls.’

Ceanna’s catty remark, Amber’s barely concealed eye-roll – the obvious tension between the two women was just like being at home.

Amber recovered herself quickly. ‘It’s good you’re here. You can meet Esmie. She’s filling in for Laura for the next two months.’

The woman turned to me, and the blood red of her lipstick stood out on her pale face. ‘I’m Amber’s sister, Ceanna. I live down the boreen.’

‘We’re so relieved Linc and Paul found you,’ Isabelle said. Found me. Like some lost thing.

‘Hello.’ My throat felt tight. The unfamiliarity of my surroundings, the daunting luxury, made me sound timid, which I wasn’t – but no harm to have these women think I was. Let them not know they’d let a snake inside until it was too late.

‘Paul said you’re from Brazil?’

‘Mexico,’ Amber corrected helpfully.

Now would be the time to settle the misunderstanding. But I didn’t.

In her hands, Isabelle held a typed sheet. ‘We’re going to keep ticking over with Laura’s schedule – two four-hour days here with Amber.’ Her eyes and skin suggested mixed racial heritage, some South Asian perhaps, and she spoke with the same lilting accent I’d heard around the city. I was curious how she fitted in; if she hovered at all at the edges as I did. I didn’t think so. Not when she spoke so confidently and carried herself with an assured elegance. We might share a similar skin tone, eyes and hair texture, but I guessed that was about it.

‘Two days here?’

Amber raised her eyebrows at me defiantly. ‘The house gets messy. The dogs, you know.’ She picked a hair from her sleeve and let it float to the floor, her eyes locked on mine.

‘And two four-hour sessions at mine – I run a tight ship.’ Isabelle dipped her head and checked me over. Her lips pursed ever so slightly, as though she were assessing if I was up to the challenge, but found me wanting. ‘Then one three-hour afternoon at Ceanna’s.’ She pointed to the days marked on the schedule.

‘And the cottage.’ Amber held Ceanna’s eye as she said this, and Ceanna scowled. I looked between the sisters, hungry to know why Amber seemed so frosty, why Ceanna was mute with fury.

‘The cottage?’ I asked, trying to follow the unspoken conversation. In the pocket of my leggings, my phone buzzed with an incoming message.

‘My dad’s cottage,’ Amber said airily. ‘Three Oaks. Friday afternoons OK?’

‘We’re not selling the cottage, Amber,’ Ceanna snapped.

‘We still have to sort and clean it,’ Amber hit back.

‘I can do Friday afternoons,’ I interjected, before the sisters really got into it. I allowed myself an inward smirk at Amber’s ‘we’, when there was zero chance she was getting those delicate hands, with their perfectly rose-pink nails, dirty.

‘Good.’ Amber clasped her hands together. ‘We need it scrubbed down and everything boxed. We’ve sorted most of his personal items, but Three Oaks has been in Dad’s family for eighty years so there’s a lot to do.’

My phone buzzed again; a second message.

‘He’s dead,’ Ceanna added abruptly. The words clearly caused her pain, and she used them like a blunt instrument. ‘Six months ago. To the day.’

My mind raced, searching my memory for Nico’s mentions of Malachy Kelly. Because six months ago, give or take a few days, Nico had lost his scholarship and was forced to return home. But I couldn’t recall much: Nico had liked the old man, found him hilarious. He visited when he could.

‘That’s Dad, there.’ Ceanna pointed to a photo on the fridge.

I moved closer, examining the picture of a younger Amber beside a tall man with a craggy face and thick eyebrows. He seemed distinguished and imposing, and charged with vitality. On Amber’s other side was Linc, in university robes and a ridiculous hat.

‘At Linc’s graduation.’

Graduation. The word was a knife.

Nico would never graduate. Not after what had happened here.

Before he came here, Nico used to talk about that damned degree as if it were a magical elixir. With this degree, he’d told us, he’d dance into his dream job as a neuroscientist. With this degree, we wouldn’t need to live in that tiny four-roomed house any more. With this degree, he’d take care of Mama Bear so she could retire after decades of hard, physical labour. With this degree, he’d say, my girls will wear gold.

He’d say those words as if they were a mantra, a prayer. A vow. With this degree.

Then everything changed. When he came back six months ago, it was unexpected, with a year of his time abroad unfinished. He didn’t dance into his dream job; he couldn’t, not with his studies abandoned. The four-roomed house was still home. Mama Bear still cleaned. None of us wore gold.

When Nico walked away from us the day he left, when he turned for that last glance, we didn’t know that this was an ending. That Nico as we knew him would never come back to us.

The three women were giving me odd looks, and I realized I hadn’t yet responded. ‘I’m sorry,’ I murmured, trying to keep my voice bland and uninterested. ‘It was sudden?’

‘He’d been sick.’ Amber sounded unnaturally bright. As though this was so painful she had to pretend it wasn’t. ‘Heart problems.’

Nothing to do with Nico then. I filed the information away, relieved.

A third message vibrated in my pocket. Was it Mama Bear? News of Nico? Nausea rose at the back of my throat.

‘Right, glad that’s all sorted,’ Isabelle said, looking down at something, and I took the moment to check my phone.

Three alerts from a messaging app. When I left home, I’d deleted all my social media accounts, all apps with private messaging. Or I thought I had.

Glancing up to make sure the women were still talking to each other, I quickly opened the app. There were three unread messages, all from a user I didn’t recognize:

Where are you?

Where ARE you?

Where the fuck are you?

It felt like a hand was covering my nose and mouth, and I couldn’t get air. I read the words again. I knew who’d sent them.

Relax. I forced myself to take a deep breath. She doesn’t know where you are.

‘Esmie?’ Ceanna was looking at me curiously. ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost. You OK?’

‘Fine.’ I tried to smile, but it felt like a grimace.

Isabelle handed me the schedule, a neat table of the week with times colour coded. Beneath was the hourly rate and Amber’s, Ceanna’s and Isabelle’s phone numbers. Linc and Paul might have found me, but managing me had quickly become the women’s job.

‘Now, if you could just provide the contact details for your references?’ Isabelle said.

My heartbeat picked up again. ‘I only have one?’

I didn’t like how Isabelle was looking at me. Were her dark eyes suspicious? Or was she just cautious by nature? She struck me as uptight, unyielding.

Amber was entirely uninterested in references, preferring instead to examine her split ends. Ceanna was on the other side of the kitchen, getting a drink of water. She caught my eye and smiled with her
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