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Chapter 1 — The House in the Glass

[image: ]


By the time Tessa Lorne reached the hill road, the afternoon had begun to lose its shape.

There was still light in the sky, but it had thinned to the colour of old pewter, the kind that belonged to water, stone, and fields seen through rain. The satnav had stopped naming the roads three miles back. Now it offered only a blue thread across a blank green space, with the car shown as a small arrow insisting on certainty where there was none.

The lane narrowed after the last village. Hedges scraped both sides of the hired car. Twice Tessa slowed because the road curved sharply round stone walls slick with moss. Once she stopped altogether for a sheep that stood in the middle of the tarmac and looked at her through the windscreen with the flat patience of an animal accustomed to outlasting people.

She waited.

The sheep chewed.

Behind it the road climbed again, disappearing into the next fold of hill.

Tessa did not sound the horn. The quiet seemed too large to disturb. It pressed against the car in wet layers: the ticking engine, the rain working softly at the glass, the faint click of the indicator she had forgotten to cancel after the last turn.

At last the sheep moved, not hurried, not frightened, merely deciding the car had become boring.

Tessa drove on.

Five years had not made the road shorter.

That was foolish. She knew it was foolish as soon as the thought came. Roads did not lengthen because the destination was unpleasant. Hills did not remember who had gone up them and who had come down again. A house did not stand at the end of a lane gathering intention.

People did that.

People remembered. People lied. People softened the outline of what had happened until it became something they could bear to repeat.

She changed gear for the final rise.

The house appeared after a left-hand bend, all at once, as though the hill had opened its hand.

Pale stone. Black metal. Glass from floor to ceiling along the front, catching the dimming sky and returning it colder. The building sat above the drop of the valley with the confidence of something designed to be looked at. Its roofline was low and clean. Its terrace projected from the slope, bordered by glass balustrades that seemed, from a distance, not quite sufficient to keep anything safe.

Tessa stopped outside the gate.

The engine idled.

Beyond the house, fields fell away into grey-green distance. A dark line of trees marked the ridge. Far below, the village was only a scatter of roofs and the first weak lights coming on early because of the weather.

The house was beautiful.

That was the problem with it.

Old houses were allowed to be oppressive. They had beams, smells, histories in the walls. They creaked and settled and shut out light because age had given them permission. This house had no such excuse. It had been made to be transparent, calm, desirable. Every surface suggested openness. Every window offered the view as if view and truth were the same thing.

Tessa switched off the engine.

The silence afterwards was not complete. Wind moved over the exposed grass. Rainwater ran through a gutter somewhere with a low, impatient chuckle. The car ticked itself cooler. But inside the car there was that small sealed pause before action, when the body waited to see whether the mind would give it orders.

Her phone showed one bar. Then none.

She looked at the house again.

The glass reflected the sky, the lane, the black hedges, and the car. For a moment, because of the angle, she saw herself sitting small and pale behind the windscreen, doubled inside the front of the house.

Then the reflection shifted and she was gone.

Tessa got out.

Cold took hold of her hands immediately. She pulled her coat tighter and opened the back door for her bag. She had packed lightly because she did not intend to stay one minute longer than necessary. One change of clothes. Wash bag. Notebook. Charger. The folder of printed statements she had told herself she would not need.

She took the folder anyway.

The path from the gate to the house was slate, darkened by rain. Ornamental grasses leaned over both sides and brushed wet seed heads against her coat as she passed. The front door sat under a narrow porch, with a glass panel beside it and a key safe mounted discreetly against the stone.

Alice had sent the code twice.

Once in the practical email.

Once in a separate message with a heart at the end.

So glad you’re coming. I know it won’t be easy, but perhaps being there together will let something shift.

Tessa had not replied to that part.

She entered the numbers. The key safe resisted for a second, then opened with a plastic click. Inside was a single key on a white fob labelled GLASS HOUSE in neat black marker.

Not Rowan Fell Retreat. Not Hilltop Glass. Not whatever Alice was calling it for guests.

Glass House.

For once, Alice had let a thing be plain.

Tessa unlocked the door.

The entrance hall smelled of stone dust, floor cleaner, and air that had been warmed without being lived in. Underfloor heating came up through the slate, steady and expensive. A row of coat hooks stood empty above a narrow console table. On the table sat a shallow ceramic dish, a folded welcome card, and a single white plate.

Tessa paused with her hand still on the door.

The plate was clean. Plain white. Dinner size. It sat exactly in the centre of the console table, where a person might put keys or post, but not a plate. No crumbs. No cup ring. No evidence of use. Just a plate, placed with care in the wrong room.

She looked into the house.

“Hello?”

Her voice travelled forward and returned faintly from hard surfaces.

No answer.

The house gave her its ordinary sounds: the faint hum of ventilation, a fridge somewhere beyond the hall, one small click in the heating system beneath the floor.

She shut the front door.

The latch caught more loudly than expected.

The plate remained where it was.

Tessa put her suitcase beside the wall and picked up the welcome card instead. Alice’s handwriting. Of course it was.

Tess,

Thank you for agreeing to this. I know being here asks a great deal, but perhaps the only honest way through the past is not around it, but into the room where it still lives.

Love, Alice x

Tessa read it once. Then again.

The room where it still lives.

Alice would have been pleased with that. Tasteful. Sensitive. Just literary enough to make discomfort sound curated.

Tessa put the card back beside the plate.

She did not touch the plate.

The main room opened from the hall into light and glass.

It was larger than she remembered, or perhaps memory had compressed it to make it survivable. Kitchen to the left: black appliances, chrome taps, a stone island with two stools tucked beneath it. Dining table ahead, long and pale, positioned before the glass wall. Sitting area to the right: low grey sofas, built-in fire, black television screen mounted flush to the wall. Everything clean. Everything pale, expensive, and arranged.

The front of the room was almost entirely glass.

By day, it gave the valley.

At dusk, Tessa knew, it would give the room back to itself.

She stood just inside the threshold and listened.

Rain touched the windows, light and irregular. The fridge hummed. Somewhere in the house, a pipe clicked once and settled. These were good sounds. Ordinary sounds. Sounds that belonged to a building brought up to temperature for guests.

She made herself catalogue them.

Fridge.

Ventilation.

Rain.

Heating.

Nothing else.

Her reflection stood far ahead of her in the glass wall, overlaid on fields and grey sky. Because the outside was still brighter than the interior, the image was faint: a woman in a dark coat, hair tied back, one hand holding a folder too tightly.

Behind the reflected woman, the dining table appeared doubled over the valley.

One place had been set.

Tessa looked at the real table.

Nothing.

No plate there. No knife, no glass, no folded napkin.

She looked back to the window.

The reflection showed a white plate at the far end of the table.

She turned.

The real table remained bare.

When she looked back again, the reflected plate was gone.

Tessa stood very still.

The explanation came quickly. The plate in the hall. Angle. Reflection of the console table carried into the glass somehow. Layered surfaces. She had seen the entrance table behind her in the front window and mistaken its position. Glass did that. Houses like this were designed to confuse near and far, inside and outside.

She walked back to the hall.

The white plate was still on the console table.

She lifted it. The underside was cold.

Too cold, perhaps, for a house already warmed, but plates stayed cold longer than rooms. She opened the nearest kitchen cupboard and found more of them stacked inside, identical. She added the hall plate to the pile and closed the cupboard.

There.

A plate in a cupboard.

A problem solved.

She returned to the car for the rest of her things.

Outside, the rain had strengthened enough to stipple her coat. The hills were beginning to blur. She dragged the suitcase over the slate path, its small wheels catching in the joints. At the door she glanced at the glass panel beside it.

Only her reflection. Dark coat. Suitcase. Wet hair at the temples.

No more than that.

Inside, she carried the suitcase down the hallway to the room Alice had assigned her.

The bedrooms were too white. White walls, white bed linen, grey throw folded with unnecessary precision, one abstract print in black and beige. The window looked towards the slope behind the house, where a stand of trees moved in the wind. The wardrobe had mirrored doors.

Tessa stood in the doorway and looked at the mirror.

“Of course,” she said.

The house said nothing.

She left the suitcase unopened at the foot of the bed and went back to the main room. She did not want to unpack. Unpacking was a vote of confidence.

In the kitchen she found mugs on the second attempt, tea in a labelled tin, milk already in the fridge. Alice’s doing again. Thoughtful, if one wished to call control by its more attractive name. Tessa filled the kettle and watched water run from the chrome tap.

The tap reflected the sink in miniature, the ceiling lights, and her hand bent silver around its curve. For a moment the reflected kitchen looked deeper than the kitchen itself, as if there were another stretch of counter behind her.

She turned.

Nothing.

The kettle began to hum.

She put her folder on the island and opened it.

She had printed the statements despite knowing them almost by heart. Marcus Dane’s was first. Neat paragraphs. Polite grief. A man who had understood, even then, that tone was a form of defence.

Elin was upset and went outside for air.

Tessa looked at the line.

For air.

As if air were something one sought on a freezing, rain-heavy hillside after midnight, in party clothes, away from light.

Helen Dane’s statement used different words but built the same room.

She had been drinking. She was emotional. I thought she wanted attention.

Joel Pryce had been vaguer.

I heard something at one stage but assumed it was weather.

Alice Merren had been softest.

We were all confused. None of us understood she was in danger.

Tessa closed the folder when the kettle clicked off.

The tea came out too strong because she forgot to remove the bag. She carried the mug to the dining table and sat with her back to the wall, facing the glass. The room around her held its polished quiet. Rain made faint vertical marks across the valley view.

Her phone found one bar near the window. Then lost it.

She opened Alice’s Wi-Fi instructions, connected, and watched the signal symbol return with an obedience that irritated her.

The others were due between six and seven. Alice would bring Joel from the station. Marcus and Helen would drive together, unless the state of their marriage had changed enough to require two cars but not enough to prevent theatre. They would arrive with bags, wet coats, careful faces. They would use her name in different ways depending on how guilty they felt.

Tessa drank the tea.

It was bitter.

The house warmed her back while the glass cooled the front of the room. She noticed that. A slight difference in temperature, ordinary enough in a room made mostly of windows. She noticed everything because noticing was the only thing that had ever helped.

She noticed the puddle twenty minutes later.

At first she thought it was shadow. A dull irregular patch beneath the far end of the dining table, near the leg closest to the glass. The concrete floor was polished enough to hold light oddly. Rain was moving outside. Reflections shifted.

But the patch remained.

Tessa set down her mug and crouched.

Water.

Not much. A shallow oval, no wider than her hand, gathered around one table leg. The wood was dry above it. The ceiling above was clean. No glass of water on the table. No vase. No leak visible. The puddle had edges too definite to be tracked rain.

She touched it with two fingers.

Cold.

She smelled her fingers. Water and stone. Nothing else.

Tessa looked towards the terrace door. Locked. No wet trail from it. She looked back towards the kitchen. The sink was dry. Her boots were by the hall mat, not here.

Water on the floor.

A plate in the hall.

A reflected plate that had not been on the table.

She wiped the puddle with kitchen roll, slower than necessary, testing whether the concrete around it was damp. It was not. Only the puddle itself. When she finished, she put the wet paper in the bin and closed the lid.

The bin clicked.

The house resumed its ordinary sounds.

Fridge.

Ventilation.

Rain.

Heating.

Tessa stood in the centre of the room and waited for something else.

Nothing came.

After a while she laughed once, very quietly.

“This is ridiculous.”

The words sounded too abrupt in the empty house.

She went back to the hall, took off her coat, and hung it on one of the hooks. The white plate was not on the console table. Good. It was in the cupboard, where she had put it. The welcome card lay alone in the shallow dish.

She checked the cupboard anyway.

The plate was there. Top of the stack.

She closed the door.

The main room dimmed by degrees as the outside light continued to drain from the valley. At five thirty she turned on two lamps and the under-cabinet lights in the kitchen. Immediately the windows shifted allegiance. The hills receded. The room appeared in the glass in darkening layers.

This was what she remembered most clearly from the day she had come after the death.

Not blood. There had been none left for her to see.

Not police tape. That had already gone.

Glass.

The obscene amount of glass. The way the room watched itself from every angle. The way Alice had stood in front of the view and said, She wouldn’t have wanted you to see it like this.

Tessa had thought then, and still thought now, that nobody had earned the right to speak for what Elin would have wanted.

She went to the glass wall.

The reflection met her there: face pale, hair pulled back, dark jumper, arms folded. Beyond the reflection, the terrace was a wet black strip. Beyond that, the fields were nearly gone.

She lifted one hand.

The reflection lifted its hand.

A fraction late.

Tessa lowered hers.

The reflection lowered its hand.

This time with her.

She tried again.

Nothing. Exact.

The first delay had been expectation, then. Tired eyes. Rain on glass. The mind catching up with movement.

She stepped back.

In the black glass, the room stood behind her: kitchen, table, sofa, lamps. The table was bare.

She turned to look at the real table.

Bare.

When she looked back, the reflection was also bare.

Good.

She made herself move through practicalities. Checked the bathrooms. Found spare towels. Located the fuse box in the utility room. Counted bedrooms. Read the heating controls without changing them. Tested the back door. Locked. Tested the terrace door. Locked. Tested the front door. Locked.

At the end of the hallway, near her assigned room, she paused.

The air was cooler there. Bedrooms often were. Doors were closed; heat moved differently. From behind the last door on the right came a faint sound.

One soft rattle.

Tessa listened.

Nothing.

She knew the room was empty because she had checked it ten minutes before. Twin beds. White walls. A black-framed window looking towards the rear trees. No wardrobe mirror, only a small dressing-table mirror angled downwards.

The handle moved.

Not fully.

Just enough for the metal to answer its own weight.

Tessa remained where she was.

The hallway light hummed softly. Rain worked at the roof. Far away, below the hill, a vehicle moved on some lower road and vanished.

The handle was still.

“Hello?” she said.

No answer.

She walked to the door and put her hand on the handle.

Cold metal.

She opened it.

The room was empty.

Two beds, untouched. Window darkening towards the trees. Curtains open. Dressing-table mirror reflecting the opposite wall. Nothing on the floor. No person behind the door. No draught she could feel.

Tessa stood there long enough for her hand to warm the handle.

Then, from the main room behind her, came the sound of crockery touching wood.

One plate.

Set down carefully on the dining table.
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Chapter 2 — Everyone Arrives
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The plate was on the dining table.

Tessa did not go to it at once.

She stood in the doorway of the empty bedroom with one hand still on the handle, listening to the house settle around the sound that had just occurred. It had been precise, domestic, unmistakable: crockery placed on wood by a careful hand. Not dropped. Not shifted by vibration. Set down.

The bedroom behind her remained empty.

Two beds. White linen. Dark window. A dressing-table mirror reflecting the opposite wall and nothing else.

In the hallway, the air held the faint warmth of underfloor heating and the cooler thread from the room she had opened. Rain worried softly at the rear glass. Somewhere in the main room, the fridge hummed with a steady indifference that made the other silence larger.

Tessa released the handle.

The door stayed open.

She walked back towards the main room without hurrying, because hurrying would mean she had accepted a shape to the thing, and she was not ready to grant it that much.

The plate sat at the far end of the table.

White. Plain. Clean.

The same plate.

She knew this not because it had any mark — it was identical to the others — but because there are moments when the mind refuses comfort. It had been on the console table. Then in the cupboard. Now it was here, placed where someone might sit if dinner had already begun without them.

Tessa crossed to the kitchen and opened the cupboard.

The top plate was gone.

She looked at the gap where it should have been, then back at the table.

There was an explanation, in theory. She had not put it away. She had imagined doing it. She was tired from the drive, unsettled by old statements and bad weather. The mind misfiled small actions all the time. People put milk in cupboards and keys in fridges. A plate on a table was not an event.

She closed the cupboard.

The sound was louder than she intended.

Headlights swept across the entrance hall.

Tessa turned.

A car engine came up the last stretch of lane, slow and close, then stopped outside the gate. A door opened. A man’s voice said something she could not make out. Another door closed with more care. Wind entered the gap before the front doorbell rang.

The chime was soft and electronic, designed to be heard without offending anyone.

Tessa looked once more at the plate.

Then she went to answer the door.

Marcus Dane stood under the porch light, rain darkening the shoulders of his coat. He looked older in the particular way of men who had become more successful without becoming less frightened: weight at the jaw, silver at the temples, eyes trained into steadiness. He held an overnight bag in one hand and his car keys in the other.

“Tessa,” he said.

Not Tess. He had never presumed intimacy with her.

“Marcus.”

Behind him, Helen removed her scarf slowly, folding it over one arm as if she had been asked to demonstrate restraint. Her hair was shorter than Tessa remembered. The cut suited her. It made her face look more exact. She looked past Tessa into the hall before looking at Tessa herself.

“Hello,” Helen said.

“Hello.”

Rain ran from the porch roof in quick silver lines. The lane beyond them was darkening. The car headlights remained on, making the wet slate path shine.

Marcus gave the smallest practical smile. “The lane’s worse than I remembered.”

“It hasn’t improved.”

“No.”

There was a silence in which each of them might have offered something ordinary — weather, traffic, apology, a remark about the house — and none of them did.

Tessa stepped back.

“Come in.”

Marcus entered first, wiping his shoes on the mat with unnecessary thoroughness. Helen followed. She brought a faint, dry perfume with her, something clean and expensive that did not belong to rain or stone.

Marcus paused by the console table.

Tessa watched his eyes move to the shallow dish, the welcome card, the empty space where the plate had been. He could not know what was missing. Still, he looked there.

Helen removed her coat and hung it without asking. “Where’s Alice?”

“Not here yet.”

“I thought she was arriving first.”

“She didn’t.”

Marcus put his bag down. “Is Joel with her?”

“That was the plan.”

“Right.”

He said it as if Joel’s arrival with Alice confirmed some private arrangement he had not liked but accepted. Helen looked towards the main room.

“They’ve changed it.”

“Yes.”

“More glass?”

“Somehow.”

Helen’s mouth tightened. “Of course.”

The three of them moved through to the open room.

Tessa let Marcus and Helen enter before her.

It was a small thing. Almost nothing. But she wanted to see what the house did with them.

Marcus stopped just inside the main room, looking towards the glass wall. The valley had nearly vanished. The windows now held the room in darkening layers: kitchen lights, dining table, pale floor, the three living figures arriving at different depths inside the glass.

Helen noticed the plate first.

She looked at it, then at Tessa.

“Are we eating formally?”

“No.”

Marcus followed her gaze. “Alice?”

“She isn’t here.”

“Then why is there a plate on the table?”

Tessa crossed to it and picked it up.

The underside was cold.

“It was out when I arrived.”

“That’s odd,” Helen said.

“It was in the hall first.”

Marcus’s face changed by no measurable amount. “The cleaners, probably.”

“Probably.”

Tessa carried the plate to the kitchen cupboard, opened it, and put it back on the stack.

Marcus watched her do it.

Helen watched Marcus.

Already, Tessa thought. Already the room was doing what rooms did when people brought secrets into them. It gave them surfaces to look at instead of one another.

“Tea?” she asked.

Marcus said, “Please.”

Helen said, “No, thank you.”

Tessa filled the kettle. The chrome tap reflected her fingers, the sink, and a thin curve of Marcus standing behind her. His reflected face stretched around the metal, smooth and unreadable.

Helen walked to the glass but stopped a few feet away from it.

Beyond the pane, rain blurred the terrace. Inside the reflection, Helen stood nearly doubled: one real, one black-window version. The reflected Helen looked a little taller because of the angle. Its face was crossed by the vertical line of the window frame.

“This place does not improve in bad weather,” Helen said.

“Does any place?”

“Some places are honest about being bleak.”

Marcus said, “Helen.”

“What? It is bleak. That was always part of its charm, apparently.”

Tessa put mugs on the island. “Alice called it stillness.”

Helen gave a dry laugh. “Alice would.”

The kettle began its low work.

Marcus took off his coat and laid it over a chair, then seemed to think better of it and hung it properly in the hall. When he returned, Tessa noticed that the chair he had used was no longer tucked beneath the table.

It stood angled out.

Not dramatically. Not across the room. Only turned slightly, as if someone had risen from it in a hurry.

She had not seen it move.

She had not heard it.

Marcus saw her looking.

“I knocked it,” he said.

“Did you?”

“I must have.”

He moved to push it in.

“Leave it,” Helen said.

He stopped, one hand on the chair back. “Why?”

“I don’t know. Because this whole weekend is absurd and I’d like one thing not tidied before anyone admits it exists.”

Marcus let go of the chair.

The kettle clicked off.

Tessa poured water into two mugs. Steam rose, thick and ordinary. She left the teabags in longer than necessary because the simple timing of it steadied her.

“Are you both staying the night?” she asked.

Marcus looked at her. “That’s what Alice arranged.”

“I know what Alice arranged.”

Helen turned from the glass. “We brought bags.”

“That isn’t an answer.”

“No,” Helen said. “It’s evidence of intention.”

The line might have been amusing in another room.

Marcus took his mug. “We’re staying unless the weather makes leaving sensible.”

“The weather will make leaving difficult,” Tessa said. “Not sensible.”

He looked at her. “You checked?”

“I drove the lane.”

“That isn’t checking.”

“No. It’s arriving.”

Helen’s reflection in the glass turned its head a fraction before Helen did.

Tessa saw it.

A small error. Barely more than delay. The reflected Helen’s face shifted towards Marcus while the real Helen still looked at Tessa. Then the real Helen followed, and the two aligned.

Tessa set the spoon down.

The sound was small against stone and rain.

“What?” Marcus asked.

“Nothing.”

Helen looked at the glass again. “There’s too much reflection in here.”

“That’s the house,” Marcus said.

“Yes. I remember.”

The second car arrived at seven minutes past seven.

This one came faster up the lane, then braked too hard outside, tyres hissing on wet gravel. Alice’s voice carried before the door opened fully.

“I know, I know. I’m sorry. The station car park was underwater and Joel insisted on coffee.”

Joel Pryce answered from outside, “I insisted on coffee because you said this would be a long night, which is the sort of thing people say before either a funeral or amateur theatre.”

Alice came through the door with a wet coat, a tote bag, and a paper-wrapped bunch of white tulips. Joel followed carrying two overnight bags and a carrier bag from a service station. His hair was damp across his forehead. He looked thinner than he had five years ago, or perhaps merely less assembled.

“Tess,” Alice said, and then corrected herself as her eyes touched Tessa’s face. “Tessa.”

“Alice.”

Alice kissed the air beside Tessa’s cheek. The gesture was warm enough to be noticed and distant enough to be safe.

“I’m so glad you came.”

“I said I would.”

“Yes. I know. Still.”

Alice looked past her into the main room. For the first time since Tessa had known her, real apprehension crossed her face. It passed quickly.

“Good,” Alice said. “Everyone’s here.”

Joel lifted one hand in greeting. “Everyone surviving?”

“No one’s died since I arrived,” Helen said.

Joel’s hand dropped.

Alice went still.

Marcus said, “Helen.”

Helen looked at him. “It was a joke.”

“It wasn’t.”

“No,” she said. “It wasn’t.”

Rain battered briefly against the porch roof, then softened again.

Alice recovered first. “Right. Rooms. Food. Dry things. We can do all that before anything else.”

She carried the tulips into the kitchen and placed them on the island, still wrapped. Tessa watched her move through the room with practised ownership. Alice knew where the scissors were. Alice knew which cupboard held vases. Alice knew how to turn a house into a setting before anyone had consented to the scene.

Joel stood by the entrance to the main room, looking at the glass.

“Still does that,” he said.

“What?” Tessa asked.

“Turns into another room at night.”

Marcus said, “Most windows do.”

Joel gave him a brief look. “Most windows don’t charge this much.”

Alice smiled too brightly. “Don’t start on the rental value.”

“Wasn’t going to.”

“You always do.”

“Only when houses are smug.”

Tessa looked at him more closely. The humour was there, but it had a thinness under it. Joel’s eyes moved from the glass to the table, then to the chair Marcus had left angled out, then away.

“Tea?” Tessa asked.

“Please,” Joel said. “Or whisky. But tea sounds better as an opening lie.”

Alice unwrapped the tulips. “There’s wine.”

“There’s always wine,” Helen said.

The tulips were white, still closed, their stems wet from the florist’s paper. Alice found a clear glass vase and filled it. The tap ran loudly. For a few seconds the house was full of ordinary preparation: water, paper rustling, cupboard doors, bags set down, Alice giving gentle directions, Joel failing to find somewhere useful to stand.

Then Tessa saw Marcus’s phone.

It lay face-up on the island beside his mug. He had put it there five minutes earlier after checking the signal. She remembered because he had made a small irritated sound when it showed no service.

Now the phone was face-down.

No one stood near it.

Tessa looked at Marcus.

He was by the hall, speaking to Alice about rooms.

Helen was at the far end of the table, not touching the chair.

Joel was still near the glass.

Tessa picked up the phone and turned it over.

The screen lit.

No signal. Six missed notifications. Time: 7:11.

Marcus saw it in her hand.

“What are you doing?”

“It was face-down.”

“Yes?”

“You left it face-up.”

He crossed the room and took it from her. “Did I?”

“Yes.”

He looked at the phone, then at her. “I don’t remember performing the placement ceremony.”

Joel laughed once, then stopped because nobody else had.

Tessa said, “Fine.”

Marcus put the phone in his pocket.

Alice placed the vase on the dining table, not at the centre but nearer the glass, where the tulips would be doubled after dark. “There,” she said. “Less bare.”

The chair beside the flowers was still angled out.

Alice noticed it and pushed it in.

No one spoke for a moment.

Then, from the bedroom hallway, a door gave a short rattle.

Joel turned.

Too quickly.

Tessa saw it. So did Marcus.

Alice said, “Probably the wind.”

“All the outside doors are closed,” Tessa said.

“Internal draught, then. These houses breathe strangely when the heating is on.”

“Houses breathe,” Joel said. “That’s reassuring.”

Alice looked at him. “You know what I mean.”

“Yes. That’s the trouble.”

Marcus put his mug down. “I’ll check.”

“You don’t have to,” Alice said.

“I’m not frightened of a door.”

Nobody had said he was.

He went down the hallway. They heard his footsteps on the polished floor, then the opening of one bedroom door, then another. His voice came back once, indistinct, speaking to no one or to himself. A wardrobe door slid. A bathroom fan clicked on, then off. After a minute he returned.

“Nothing.”

“Which door?” Tessa asked.

“Does it matter?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t know. They’re all shut.”

“They weren’t all shut,” Tessa said.

He looked at her.

“The one at the end was open.”

“I closed it.”

“Why?”

“Because open doors move in draughts. Closed doors usually don’t.”

Helen said, “Unless something rattles them.”

Alice set both hands flat on the island. “Can we please not turn the first half-hour into a performance?”

Tessa looked at her. “Whose performance?”

Alice’s expression tightened. “Everyone’s.”

The word gathered them.

Everyone.

Five people in a glass house, none of them saying plainly why they had agreed to come, all
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