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      She stands in a cellar, her husband at her feet. He’s lying on his back, twisted at the waist, one arm flung out, the other bent across him. She squats down and touches the clammy skin below his ear, the tangle of his wet hair. She can’t discern a pulse. She straightens quickly with a gasp. His eyes are open wide, startled, as if he’s been surprised in the middle of a task; but the pupils are unseeing, already clouding over. Darkness leaks from his neck, from his chest, from multiple wounds where the blade has sliced through fabric, through flesh and gristle, hitting bone with the force of its thrusts. The knife in her hand shines red. She is standing in blood. It pools around him in a slick puddle, seeping into the dirt floor. She drops the weapon.

      He’s dead.

      He will never move again. Never speak to her softly, never lie to her, never betray her. He will not touch her again, either with tenderness or rage. She backs away from his body, her legs almost giving way as she stumbles in the semi-darkness, turning, her mind numb.

      The cellar is a dimly lit cavern. Daylight trickles through an open door at the top of the wooden stairs. A baby cries from higher up in the house, the sound escalating into a wail. The shrill noise snaps her back into her mind, into her body, and she finds that she can think, and the thought is – run, get away, run away.

      There’s only one exit. She looks up the steep flight of steps towards the open door leading into the hall. She mounts the steps quickly, the sound of the baby outside and inside her head, urging her on, like a siren. She makes it to the top, then her feet go from under her; the world turns, and the only sound is her own scream, and the rush and tumble of empty air.
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        Rosie

      

      

      A house. In Notting Hill. Her house. In Notting bloody Hill.

      Rosie tightens her grip around the bunch of keys in her hand and repeats the mantra; but words can’t dispel her disbelief. Overnight, she’s been given a house she’s allowed to live in rent-free for the rest of her life. It’s crazy, she thinks, the very last thing she would ever have expected to happen. She wants to turn cartwheels and shower blessings on whatever deity is looking down on her on this March morning. How lucky can one girl get?

      As she and Eli walk into Arundel Crescent, the fumes of the main road drift away and she hurries along, turning her head from side to side to take it all in. It’s one of those ubiquitous tree-lined crescents the area is famous for, the houses painted in pastel shades of rose petal pink, sky blue and lemon sorbet. These homes are semi-detached, or detached, three or four storeys high, and they have bay windows, wrought-iron first-floor balconies, abundant front gardens. They are gorgeous. They are worth a fortune.

      ‘Hey, we’ll be here for the carnival this year, won’t we?’ Eli gestures around him. ‘Man, how cool is that?’

      ‘We could have a party,’ she says, smiling at his Californian enthusiasm. ‘Make everyone dress up.’

      Number thirteen is semi-detached, hidden from view behind a tall, shabby fence scrawled with graffiti and pasted with Keep Out and Danger signs. There’s a padlocked door. Rosie pushes the smaller key in the lock. Her heart rate accelerates; her palms are moist around the metal.

      The four-storey house rears up out of a tangle of brambles and undergrowth like something from a post-apocalypse movie set. It might once have been a particular colour, but now it’s listless grey, with raw patches of bare brick showing where the stucco has fallen away. The ground-floor windows are boarded up, and as she moves her gaze upwards, she notices that the frames of the un-boarded-up ones on the higher floors are rotting, paint peeling away in slivers. There are gaps in the tiles on the roof, and the guttering sags. Rosie bites her lip, feeling her mood slip a fraction. Okay, so it needs work. But she knew that would be the case. Thirty years of neglect is going to have an effect. Her eyes go to the missing mortar and brick around the wrought-iron first-floor balcony, leaning outwards like a drunk. Nobody could stand there without risking their neck. In fact, the whole place looks like a booby trap.

      ‘Whoa.’ Eli lets out a low whistle. ‘It really has been abandoned for all these years. I couldn’t believe it before – not with the value of property around here.’

      ‘Didn’t the solicitor say there was an attempt by the council to reclaim it? Anyway…’ She blinks up at the house, her house. ‘They didn’t succeed.’

      They are standing knee-deep in scraggly weeds. Rosie moves forward, stepping over an empty beer bottle and the glitter of broken glass, kicking away heaps of dead leaves and dirt. She uses two labelled keys to remove the second padlock and unlock the front door.

      As daylight floods the interior, something is startled into a whirl of activity, and a living thing flies straight at her face. Beak, eyes, claws. She screams and ducks as it brushes past. A pigeon. Just a pigeon. She straightens, putting a shaky hand to her head. But Eli is frowning at her cheek. ‘Blood,’ he says. ‘It must have scratched you. You need to get that seen to. They’re flying rats.’

      She touches the wound. It stings.

      They stare into the dark hall. Wafts of decay from the drains (or is it faeces?) hit the back of her throat. Animals have clearly taken up residence, but hopefully not human squatters. They might be harder to shift.

      ‘This is going to cost a fortune to put right,’ Eli says, crossing the threshold and dropping to his haunches to examine the broken spindles on the banisters. ‘There’s no handy chunk of inheritance money to go with the place, is there? Because it’s going to be a stretch on your salary.’

      ‘Nope.’ She shakes her head. ‘You heard the man. Just the house.’

      He’s scratching his ear. ‘We can do it up slowly – it doesn’t have to happen all at once.’

      She loves him for his optimism. ‘It’s probably good I can’t sell it. Otherwise, let’s face it, it would be a major temptation.’ She widens her eyes. ‘Difficult to say no to a cool five million, right?’

      ‘Yeah. I’m still a bit confused about the whole situation.’ He stands up, his hand on the banister. ‘I mean, it’s your house, but it’s not your house? And anyway, I thought you Brits were all about traditions – doesn’t tradition usually say sons inherit?’

      ‘Apart from the fact there is no son, and we’re not in Downton Abbey, as you know, it turns out that my family did things differently.’ She goes further into the hall and runs a finger through a layer of dust on a side table. ‘The trust is a clever way to make sure the house stays in the family and to avoid inheritance tax. God. Can you imagine how much that would be on a five-million-pound property?’

      ‘Jeez.’ He goggles his eyes at her and barks out a laugh. ‘Major nightmare.’

      She blinks into the gloom. ‘Isn’t it strange to think that my birth parents lived in this house before the accident that wiped them both out?’

      She absorbs the truth of her own words. She was once a baby here. Her actual parents walked this hall; they might have cradled her in their arms exactly where she’s standing now. The house is hushed and still, a shrine to their final moments on this earth, as if their last thoughts and words are caught inside the dusty air.

      ‘And your grandma was a die-hard feminist?’ Eli is saying. ‘Chaining herself to the fence at Greenham Common, going on marches?’

      ‘Emilia.’ She remembers the name. ‘Yes, kind of amazing to know I’m related to someone like that. And what did Mr Keynes tell us… it was her who bought this house back in the seventies when it was a very different neighbourhood. And it was her decision to make a will to favour daughters over sons and set up the trust, and to give away the rest of her money to feminist causes.’

      Eli gives a low whistle. ‘Your nana was really into girl power.’ He comes over and takes her hand. ‘You must be stoked it’s yours – even if it’s gnarly. You’ll transform it.’

      ‘Gnarly?’ She raises an eyebrow as she gives his fingers a squeeze. Her Californian boyfriend – surfer-blond hair and eyes as azure as a sunlit ocean, with a vocabulary out of Clueless – they’ve been together since meeting at a party five months ago. Another piece of luck. She’d been in the right place at the right time. He’d told her his full name when they met, Elijah Olson, but everyone calls him Eli.

      She’d taken Eli with her as moral support to see Mr Keynes of Keynes and Randal, after getting a letter out of the blue asking her to make an appointment. Eli had been by her side when she faced the solicitor over the desk in his office, not knowing what the meeting was about. He’d begun by explaining that he hadn’t been the Fraser-Whites’ original solicitor or trustee. That firm had been taken over by his own ten years previously. He had given her a paternal smile and read out the will left by her dead grandmother. And although she’d been told since she was seven that she was adopted, this was the first time she’d known that she’d been born Rosie Fraser-White of Notting Hill, only daughter of Violet and Rupert Fraser-White. The will stated that the house belonged to a trust set up by her grandmother and that, on the death of the mother, the oldest daughter of the family would become a life tenant. Or, if the oldest daughter was the only surviving female in the family, she would inherit on her thirtieth birthday, as Violet Fraser-White had done herself. After Rosie’s parents’ tragic demise, the house was simply boarded up and left to deteriorate, as there were no instructions for renting or selling the house under the trust.

      Mr Keynes had cleared his throat. ‘I don’t suppose that for one moment they’d anticipated the sad events that were to befall them when you were still a baby. Especially as, I believe, they’d neglected to appoint guardians for you.’ Then he’d gone on to detail a number of clauses. Rosie had listened to them, but they’d all seemed dry and mundane besides the headline – that she was to take complete and total possession of an entire house, with no mortgage. Under the terms of the trust, she was not the legal owner, but the life tenant, meaning there was no inheritance or capital gains taxes to pay, but also, it was not hers to sell.

      She stands on the dirty terracotta tiled floor now. How incredible that she good as owns these filthy tiles, these bricks, each and every particle of stone and wood, every nail and wire. This house has been here all through the years she’s grown from baby to adult, and she’d had no idea that it was waiting for her, promising another kind of future than the one she’d imagined.

      ‘Hey, where does this lead to?’ Eli is pulling at the handle of a narrow door. ‘A cellar!’ he exclaims. ‘Maybe there’s wine down here. Your dad might have been a collector.’ She hears the hope in his voice. Eli fancies himself as a wine buff.

      He’s already edging down the steep run of stairs into the black hole below. She follows him to the brink and stops dead. Stale, icy air rises, bringing the smell of old coal dust and damp. It’s as if cold fingers are closing around her throat. She lurches away. She has an irrational urge to slam the door and press her weight against it.

      ‘No light bulb,’ he says cheerfully, mounting the steps. ‘Can’t see as thing. Dark as hell down there. It can wait.’ He shuts the door. ‘Rosie?’ Eli gives her a concerned glance. ‘You okay?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she says, clearing her throat. ‘Let’s keep going.’

      They make their way around the property. There are two large reception rooms on the ground floor, shabby, floral curtains hanging at windows: the boards outside block out most of the light. In the front room, there’s a baby grand piano. Eli runs his fingers across the ivories, and a run of discordant sounds echoes. ‘Ouch. Needs a retune,’ he says.

      ‘Can you play?’ she asks, prepared to be impressed, but he shakes his head.

      ‘Nah. I can pluck a tune on a guitar, but that’s it.’

      ‘I wonder which one of my parents played,’ she muses. ‘Maybe both. I had lessons as a kid, but I wasn’t exactly Mozart, much to my adoptive mum’s disappointment.’

      They find a kitchen at the back, looking onto the garden. There’s a cracked sink, with what look like mouse droppings peppering the surfaces, and a scullery smelling of damp. Upstairs, on the first floor, they peer into a large bedroom with a double bed, French windows leading onto a small balcony. The next one they come to has a name plate on the door. She reaches up and touches the wooden surface. ROSIE has been hand-painted in big letters, pink roses decorating the borders. With her heart in her mouth, she pushes the handle and stands on the threshold of a nursery (her nursery!) with a cot in the middle, teddies and soft toys arranged on a little bed in the corner. There’s a mobile above the cot, dangling stars and moons, and a rag doll inside slumps against the bars. Rosie leans over and picks it up: a smiling face with embroidered features, woollen hair the colour of straw, a gingham dress on the soft body. The doll has been waiting for her to come back for nearly thirty years. Her eyes fill with tears. She puts the doll down and closes the door.

      They keep going and discover another room with a heavy wooden desk and old-fashioned manual typewriter. She touches it, wondering why someone chose to type by hand, when computers had been available. A metal wastepaper bin next to the desk is full of burnt paper, sunk into a damp pile with some pale scraps amongst the mess. She picks one out. Inside its charred edges, the typed letter ‘x’ is repeated over several lines.

      The last door opens into a bathroom with mildew on the back wall.

      Up another flight of stairs, the top floor has another bathroom and three more bedrooms – one of which has no bed, but an easel set up in the middle, a blank canvas standing ready, and a jam jar full of brushes with stiffened bristles. The house isn’t empty – there are slumped sofas, beds still made up with sheets and pillows, rotting carpets, even old clothes in a wardrobe. There are photographs, paintings, books on the shelves, cups and plates in the cupboards. It was never emptied. She hadn’t been expecting that – she isn’t ready to start poking into the details of her parents’ everyday lives – not yet. The garden at the back is a small, impenetrable jungle with a falling-down shed.

      She can’t take it all in. There’s too much to look at, to absorb. Everything is furred with dust, as if it’s Sleeping Beauty’s castle. She stops on the top landing and covers her face with her hands, struggling to supress the grief surging into her throat, choking her. ‘You alright?’ Eli touches her back.

      She swallows. ‘It’s just… a lot. You know?’

      ‘Of course, it is,’ he says, putting his arm around her shoulders. ‘This is your history, right here.’

      One that I didn’t even know about, she thinks, a dark wave of regret washing over her. She straightens her shoulders and sniffs; she needs to get back to feeling bright. It’s what she does without thinking, a knee-jerk reaction: put on a happy face, look for the positives, never admit to anything but success.

      Even if she missed out on life with her real parents, she is one of the lucky ones. She had a secure, loving childhood. She has a sudden memory of her adoptive dad, Peter, singing, ‘Always Look on the Bright Side of Life,’ while doing a silly dance and swinging a six-year-old Rosie by the hand as she yelled out the words with him, and her adoptive mum, Sally, shaking her head fondly at the foolishness as she turned away to polish, disinfect or sweep away some imagined germ.

      When they leave, Eli nudges her. ‘Aren’t you going to take a selfie of you outside the house?’

      ‘Is the Pope Catholic?’

      She checks her face in her hand mirror, wincing at the sight of the pigeon scratch. She adjusts her hair and applies lip gloss, holds out a hand to Eli. ‘Sure you won’t be in it with me?’

      He shakes his head. ‘Your followers don’t want to see me.’

      She disagrees. She knows her followers would love to see her handsome boyfriend, and pictures of the two of them together. Eli has asked if she’ll post about his new surfing venture, include photos of the boards and equipment he’s hoping to build into a lifestyle brand – Surf’s Up – but if he’d just include himself, she’d have something worth posting. His surfer-boy good looks are the perfect selling point, but he’s stubborn. She’s learning that about him. Once he’s made up his mind about something, it’s like trying to turn the Titanic.

      ‘You know what I think about that.’ She shakes her head, kissing him to soften the criticism. ‘You can’t be shy if you want to use social media to your advantage.’

      She angles her face upwards, tilting it to hide her scratched cheek, holding her mobile high, and gives the camera a hundred-watt smile. She posts it onto Instagram, typing a message.

      
        
        Fairy tales really do come true! Guess who’s just inherited a house in Notting Hill! A wreck. But watch this space for the transformation.
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        Susan

      

      

      She’s been up since four. The dentist office was her first cleaning job; she’d enjoyed the silent waiting room, appreciated the peaceful, empty rooms with reclining chairs and blank screens on the ceilings. Then she’d had two private clients, each wanting four hours apiece, as demanding and rude as each other. Mrs Roberts, in Holland Park, was probably the worst as she seems to think Susan’s a nanny as well as a cleaner, leaving her in charge of her five-year-old while she popped out to ‘get a manicure’. Susan had fed him packets of biscuits and put him in front of Netflix.

      Now she’s starving. She sits on her usual bench in the public square, tilting her face towards the weak sunshine for a moment before she takes out her sandwiches for a late lunch. Her back and shoulders ache from bending over vacuum cleaners, lugging them up and down stairs. She rotates stiff wrists, flexes her fingers.

      There’s a nip in the air, despite the early spring sunshine. In her next job in Westbourne Grove, they make her wear a blue maid’s uniform. They keep it for her, hanging on a hook in the utility room. They have a live-in housekeeper and a driver, and a gardener who comes several times a week. The privilege still takes her breath away.

      She begins her working day from the high-rise flat she shares with her mum, going down flights of piss-smelling concrete steps when the lift is broken – which it usually is – averting her eyes from the local druggies slumped in the communal entrance. Then a short walk later, she’s in another world, where carpets are cream, kitchens are marble, and she’s ordered to toss away food not even past its sell-by date and throw open windows when the underfloor heating is turned to tropical.

      She hunches into the collar of her anorak, zipping it to her chin as she chews her mouthful of white bread and ham. She wishes she could be something useful in the world – a civil rights lawyer, maybe. Fat chance. Her schoolgirl dream was more realistic. She’d wanted to be a primary teacher. Even that’s out of reach. She kicks her feet at the pigeons gathered hopefully at her feet. But they’re on the make like everyone else, trying to survive on other people’s scraps.

      She finishes her sandwich, tips out the crumbs for the birds, and carefully smooths and folds the silver foil to use again. She should get moving. She stands, stretching her stiff neck, and heaves her rucksack onto her back. She leaves the square and starts off down her short cut along Arundel Crescent. She likes looking at the rows of pretty, painted houses lining the street, but there’s a derelict one down here, number 13, partly hidden behind a tall fence. She daydreams about buying the place and doing it up. It’s just a game, of course – but she’s being doing it for so long, she’s begun to feel proprietorial towards the sad-looking house. It’s been abandoned since she can remember. Must be worth a fortune. She wonders who really owns it, how they can afford to just let it rot.

      As she approaches the house, she notices that the usually padlocked door in the fence is standing open. She hesitates, intrigued, and peers through the opening into the small, overgrown front garden. She blinks in surprise. Two strangers stand on the doorstep of the house. A blonde woman and a tall, blond man. They look like an advert for something glamorous, a perfume or an expensive watch. The woman is about the same age as Susan, and she’s dressed in simple bootleg jeans, white shirt and tailored jacket. The cut and fabric spell luxury brands. Her shiny hair is blow-dried, swinging below her shoulders.

      Have they just bought the house? As Susan stares, the woman holds up a mobile and snaps a selfie, before the couple descend the steps in Susan’s direction.

      She moves back quickly, faking an interest in her phone as the couple emerge. They lock the door in the fence before they saunter along in the direction of the main road. Susan trails behind them, watching them laugh and chat; he has his arm around her shoulder, and she has one of those tan handbags hooked over her arm – the kind most of the women she works for own, a little triangle spelling the name: Prada. The woman keeps tossing her hair around, sunlight catching in gold strands. Susan touches her own hair, scraped back into a tight ponytail and in need of a wash. She increases her pace, catching up to them, trying to hear their conversation. She’s got so close that, when the woman stops, Susan nearly steps on her heels. She turns away quickly, pretending to look for something in her rucksack.

      The woman pulls out her mobile again, holding it to take another selfie with the street name behind her. She grins into the lens, holding up two fingers in a victory sign.

      ‘Rosie Brown – fashion diva and now proud house owner,’ she hears the man announce in a teasing voice, turning his fist into a pretend microphone under her chin. ‘How do you feel right now?’

      She laughs. ‘Like the luckiest girl in the world.’

      He gesticulates, turning back towards the house. ‘Your new makeover project,’ he says. ‘Your followers are going to want to see “before” pictures inside the house.’

      ‘I’ll do those next time, when I’ve had time to get my head straight.’ The blonde shoves her mobile into her pocket. ‘Shall we have a quick, celebratory lunch?’

      ‘Sorry. Can’t, babe,’ he says. ‘Got to catch up with work.’

      They kiss on the pavement as if they’re in a rom-com, and it’s the end shot when the girl gets the boy before the credits roll. She even lifts one foot. Who does that in real life? Susan watches them disentangle and go in opposite directions. Then she takes out her own phone and goes onto Instagram. Rosie Brown.

      It takes a bit of detective work, there are lots of variations on the name, but then she clocks her: Rosie Brown, senior fashion editor of Nell, stylist, writer.

      Susan exhales, like a hunter with their finger on the trigger. ‘Got you.’

      Photos of the blonde woman pop up: images of her at parties, laughing, holding glasses of champagne; posing on gleaming sand beaches, huge sunglasses on. There are reels of her wearing different outfits, demonstrating the right way to position a belt or roll up hems on jeans, six ways with a white shirt. The gloss and glamour of her. She grins out at the world as if she’s a queen and everyone else is there to worship at her feet. Susan can’t stop scrolling.
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      Shit! Shit! Where the hell is her other shoe? The Uber has been waiting downstairs for fifteen minutes. Rosie scrabbles on her knees on the none-too-clean carpet, picking through tangles of clothes and discarded Jimmy Choos to try and find the errant sandal. God. It’s disgusting down here. Her mum would have a fit. Rosie rolls onto her stomach, stretching to reach under the bed, hoping she’s not ruining the black chiffon dress she’s ‘borrowed’ from the fashion cupboard.

      ‘Got you!’ She kneels in triumph, dangling the missing fuchsia sling-back by its flimsy ankle strap. She stands up, carefully avoiding stepping on the floaty hem. There’d be no way to explain her way out of a heel-sized hole in an irreplaceable Chanel sample. She slips the shoe onto her left foot, sweeps her hair behind her shoulder, and grabs the matching fuchsia clutch from the bed. A quick glance in the dusty mirror next to the front door brings a fleeting smile of self-approval. She’s wearing thousands of pounds’ worth of designer items. Nobody would believe she emerged from her dump of a flat looking like this.

      She remembers the shock on Eli’s face when she’d finally brought him back here – they’d been dating for weeks, and she’d kept putting it off, going to his place instead, which wasn’t exactly a palace either. But even after she’d done a major tidy-up in his honour, the poky rooms and smell of mildew obviously hadn’t been what he’d expected. She’s not exactly houseproud. All her money goes on clothes and shoes.

      As she settles in the back seat of the Uber, the car nosing through London traffic, she realises they’re cruising past some of the grand detached houses in Holland Park – and she leans forward to gaze at the white stuccoed mansions, substantial front doors reached only after circumnavigating the collection of Aston Martins and Porches parked in the driveway. These people will practically be her neighbours in a week’s time. The house will be habitable by then because Mum, true to form, is coming up tomorrow to help do some cleaning before Rosie moves her stuff. She’s had to pay for a builder to take a look at it to make sure it’s safe to live in. Luckily, the only dangerous thing is the balcony attached to the main bedroom, which apparently needs completely rebuilding.

      When she has the exclusive use of a whole house, Rosie intends to live like a grown-up instead of a student, keeping the place tidy and clean, choosing sumptuous soft furnishings and tasteful ornaments. She’ll start collecting beautiful things – hand-painted lampshades or Lalique glass, maybe. She’ll pad around her house in a designer cashmere lounge outfit, instead of eating cold Chinese takeout in her knickers and an oversized old T-shirt in bed; she’ll have a fridge full of healthy food, whizz up fresh juices for breakfast, invite friends over for brunch and cocktails. Her everyday will be like a spread in Elle Interiors.

      Eli is waiting outside the hotel entrance. He’s bought them tickets for this event – it’s a charity gala for disabled water sportsmen and women; Eli is hoping to make contacts. Seeing her through the car window, he tugs up his sleeve to expose his high-tech, water-resistant Tide Watch in a meaningful and quaintly old-fashioned gesture. She gets out and sees his expression soften as he notices the way her dress shows off her curves. He rolls his eyes and holds out his elbow so that they can go in together. ‘You look gorgeous,’ he murmurs. ‘But you’ll still have to make it up to me for being late.’

      She keeps a straight face. ‘I can’t think what you mean.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Next morning, the beep of her alarm pulls her from sleep. Eli is on his back, snoring. How does he manage to look sexy with his mouth gaping? His parted lips show a hint of wet tongue and the top row of his teeth, perfectly straight, courtesy of orthodontics during his Californian childhood. She loves his accent. He grew up in Paradise with his mother, became a track star at college, smashing records for the four hundred metres, but then he was injured in a skiing accident and spent a year in recovery.

      He told her the thing he remembers most about the times his English dad came to the States was going to the beach and surfing: the wild waves, salt in his hair and his dad laughing and applauding. When he came to the UK, the two of them surfed in Cornwall. His dad died the same year Eli was injured, so he couldn’t go to the funeral. Now he’s started his own small company – Surf’s Up – to import surfboards and surfing gadgets and has a grand ambition to find backers for a surf lake outside London.

      She removes his fingers from her hip and slides out of bed, checking her phone. The selfie she posted last night with the info about the charity dinner has over six hundred likes. She scrolls through some of the comments. All of them positive. The buzz is better than coffee.

      She throws on vintage Levi 501s and a plain sweatshirt; then she carefully packs the clothes she borrowed for last night’s gala dinner into a carrier; she’ll get a car to take them back to the office. She empties out the matching satin handbag, tipping out a lipstick, a comb and a tissue, a silver spoon tumbling after them. She frowns, remembering the feel of it in her hand as she sat at the table, clutching it tightly as the man on her left droned on and on. She has no memory of transferring it into her bag.

      She glances at Eli’s sleeping form. He knows his way around her flat; he’ll let himself out. They’ve been spending at least three nights a week at each other’s places – she’s hoping he’ll spend even more time with her now she’s going to be rattling around in a huge house on her own. It’s early days in their relationship to be talking about moving in together, but she has a strong feeling that this could be it, the happily-ever-after relationship, the until-death-do-us-part one.

      She’s meeting her adoptive mum, Sally, at the tube station and they’re going straight to number 13, to make a start on sorting out the house before Rosie moves in. When she’d phoned Sally to tell her about the surprise life tenancy, Sally had been silent for so long, Rosie had thought they’d been cut off.

      ‘You mean… this trust was set up years ago… for you?’ Sally had stuttered once she could speak. ‘And the house – it’s still full of the original furniture?’ There was a pause while Rosie heard her mum swallow, and she knew Sally had been thinking, your real, biological parents’ things. She’d cleared her throat loudly. ‘Are you sure you want to live in it, love? Old places need a lot of maintenance. It will be a money pit, you mark my words.’

      When Rosie had said she was excited about moving in, her mum had sighed and switched into practical mode. ‘I’ll be there right away, love. You’re not to go back without me. You need support. We’ll tackle the cleaning together – I want to be there for you – my goodness.’ She’d let out a shaky laugh. ‘This is a shock.’

      Rosie had half-heartedly tried to persuade her not to come, not with her sore knees. But Sally Brown is the last to complain, the first to bake cakes for the WI sale for refugees, the first to offer to pick up a neighbour from hospital or take a stray cat to the RSPCA.

      Rosie had been a sort of stray, too – a baby unmoored from her family, lost in the world. Sally and Peter couldn’t have kids. You were a blessing, she’s always told Rosie. Our little blessing. It felt as if you were delivered to us by the angels themselves. Only eighteen months old, and so pretty and round.

      Rosie was seven when her mum had told her she was adopted, explaining that her real parents had died in a car crash when she’d been fifteen months. But Daddy and I couldn’t love you more, Rosie, not even if you were our own flesh and blood.

      Sally has been Rosie’s rock. Always there for her, always in her corner. Peter had been the same, teaching her to ride a bike, how to skim stones, hoisting her onto his shoulders whenever she demanded it, giving her pretend pony rides. She was lucky to have adoptive parents like them. They weren’t rich – Sally had always been a stay-at-home mum and Peter an air-traffic controller – but they’d made sacrifices to send her to the local public school, and had made sure she’d had all the extras, piano tuition, and ballet and tennis lessons. They’d always wanted the best for her.

      Sally is waiting outside Notting Hill tube station, her perm tousled by the wind, face matt with powder, mouth coloured in the pink lipstick she’s worn since Rosie can remember. She has a large wheelie bag with her, which Rosie guesses is full of cleaning equipment. Sally has an entire cupboard at home devoted to every kind of spray, liquid, powder, and cleaning tool – she’s made exterminating germs her private war.

      They greet each other with a hug and then Rosie leads the way to Arundel Crescent, dragging the bag for her mother. As they turn up the path to number 13, Sally gasps, her hand to her throat. ‘This is it? And it’s all yours, love? It must be worth a fortune.’

      ‘Only if I could sell it,’ Rosie says, ruefully. ‘But I can’t. It’s not officially mine. I just get to live in it.’

      Inside, Sally tuts and shakes her head. ‘It’s going to take a lot of elbow grease to get this place habitable,’ she says, already heading to the back of the house. ‘Where’s the kitchen?’

      Sally unpacks her cleaning equipment on the draining board, snaps on her marigolds, and takes command of the operation. ‘Right, you said you’d found a hoover here? Let’s see if it still works. Otherwise, we’ll have to go out and buy one.’

      Luckily, the machine, pulled from a cupboard, starts with a roar, and Sally nods approvingly. ‘These old-fashioned hoovers were built to last.’ She motions to Rosie. ‘You do the kitchen,’ she says. ‘I’m going to have a quick nosey around.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      ‘No, no. Too much to do. I can open a few doors on my own; then I’ll start on the living room,’ she says, leaving with a bucket of bottles, dragging the hoover after her. ‘Quicker if we split up,’ she calls over her shoulder.

      Rosie is finishing the kitchen when Sally calls out to say she’s going upstairs. ‘Why don’t you do the bathrooms, love?’ They’ve been going at it for hours and Rosie’s back aches. She makes a cup of tea and takes it up, finding Sally in the master bedroom, staring at a bank of framed photographs lined up on the chest of drawers.

      ‘Mum, I’ve made you a tea,’ she says. ‘You must be exhausted.’

      Sally turns with a strange look on her face. ‘I’ve just given them a dust,’ she says in a tight voice. ‘Do you want me to leave them out?’

      Rosie doesn’t let her gaze stray to the photos. She can’t look at images of her real parents in front of Sally. She wouldn’t be able to control her reaction; she’s certain her face would give away her feelings – need, grief, joy – she doesn’t even know which emotions might break free. ‘Yes, for now,’ she says, trying to sound casual. ‘I’ll think of somewhere to put them later.’ As if she’s unconcerned, as if she’s not desperate to drink in the features of her birth mother and father. But it would be a betrayal of Sally and Peter, of her happy childhood.

      Sally nods, and bustles past, lugging her yellow bucket. Rosie spots tears glistening on her cheeks. ‘Mum?’ she calls after her. ‘Are you alright?’

      Sally shakes her head. ‘Dust in my eyes.’

      ‘Don’t you want your tea?’ Rosie trails after her.

      ‘Too much to do,’ Sally replies.

      ‘I’m going to do the nursery,’ Rosie says.

      ‘I’ve already done it,’ Sally says.

      Rosie glances over her shoulder towards the bedroom and the family photographs arranged on dressers and mantelpieces. Sally is her usual bright and breezy self, but Rosie can tell she’s bottling things up – it must be disorientating, hurtful, even threatening, for her to be in the same house that Rosie lived in as a baby before the tragedy that meant Rosie became hers. There’s something manic in her behaviour, a sign that she’s trying to hold it together. It makes Rosie’s skin itch, a warning to be careful. Sally can turn into an ice queen if Rosie doesn’t do and say the right things.

      Back in the kitchen, Sally is scrubbing the sink and surfaces with a look of determination; liberal squirts of disinfectant and bleach make Rosie’s nose itch. ‘Mum, I’ve already done the kitchen; if you punish that sink any more, it’ll disintegrate!’

      Sally gives the taps a hard rub with a cloth. ‘I always wondered when you’d start asking questions,’ she says. ‘You never did when you were little.’

      ‘That’s because you gave me such a wonderful childhood,’ Rosie says carefully. ‘I had you and Daddy. I didn’t need anything or anyone else.’

      ‘But now… things have changed.’ Sally pushes some hair from her forehead with the back of her wrist. ‘Moving here, it’s bound to stir things up. Don’t worry, love. It’s natural to be curious.’ Her voice is tight.

      ‘Do you know anything about them?’ Rosie asks, tentatively. ‘Violet and Rupert?’

      Sally shakes her head and turns back to the task in hand. ‘They don’t tell you anything at the adoption agency. I just knew about the car crash. But it was better like that, I always thought – a clean slate, a fresh start.’

      ‘So, you didn’t know I was going to become a life tenant of the house?’

      ‘No, love. I’d never heard of such a thing. And we weren’t told anything about a will or a trust.’

      Rosie looks through the window into the jungle of nettles and weeds. ‘Maybe Eli can do some clearing at weekends,’ she says, her voice trailing away, because Eli’s happiest when he’s firing on adrenaline: surfing or skiing. She can’t really see him out in the garden, on his knees with a trowel.

      ‘If only Daddy was himself,’ Sally says wistfully, ‘he’d be out there like a shot.’

      But Peter has dementia, and he’ll never be himself again. Their garden in Kent had been his pride and joy. Blooming dahlias and prize-winning roses filled the beds in front of the bungalow; he’d kept a neat vegetable garden at the back, and a lawn so perfectly green and smooth, it looked like carpet.

      ‘Maybe I’m ready for that cup of tea, now we’ve done the basics?’ Sally says, rubbing swollen knuckles.

      ‘Good idea. You sit down, Mum. I’ll do it.’ She fills the kettle at the sink. Pipes belch and rattle, the water running a pale shade of rust. The utilities have only just been turned back on and have a reluctant feel. She puts the old-fashioned kettle on the stove, turns on the gas, and stands back as the hiss of vapour catches with a whoosh of flame.

      ‘That nearly took your eyebrows off! You should get a gas technician to check it,’ Sally says, and gestures towards the cracked mug in her daughter’s hand. ‘And you should chuck that. It’s unhygienic.’

      After a replacement mug has been unearthed from the cupboard, and it’s been given a thorough wash, the two of them have their tea, and then Sally gets her things together to go back to Kent. She’s never away for long; she visits Peter at The Laurels every day.

      ‘I’m leaving my cleaning things for you under the sink,’ she says. ‘I’ve got plenty more at home.’

      Rosie waves goodbye, standing on the pavement. ‘Give Daddy a kiss from me!’

      She turns back to the untidy front garden and wide-open front door.

      The house is huge and echoey. She’s not used to so much space. She walks around, looking into rooms, wishing she could wave a wand and make it look as she’d really like it: bohemian glamour, jewel-bright colours, velvet sofas, big oil paintings. She doesn’t have the money to redecorate. But at least the place is looking habitable now. Thank God for Sally. Her mum has been amazing, as usual. They’d vacuumed carpets and shaken out rugs and curtains together, cleaned and polished until their fingers were raw. No need for a cleaning company to come in and scour away the last thirty years of neglect. But Rosie can’t let Sally do any more unpaid, manual labour. She noticed her mother was limping slightly as she went off to the tube station, dragging her empty wheelie bag behind her.

      Now that she’s alone, Rosie goes up the stairs and opens the door to the nursery. She’s ready for a proper look. She takes a deep breath and steps inside. She hadn’t noticed before, but the wallpaper is covered in a pattern of miniature teddies and ribboned bows. The cot stands in the middle, and a small single bed with roll bars is pushed against the wall, ready for Rosie the baby to grow into, heaped with dolls and soft toys. A comfortable-looking armchair in the corner is covered in a soft, cashmere shawl. She picks it up and finds it peppered with dozens of tiny holes; a moth flutters free, circling her head. She snatches at it, but her fingers close on nothing.

      She strokes a white rabbit figurine on the mantelpiece, picks up a portrait of herself as a fat baby, sitting on a rug and gurgling up at the camera. She runs her hand over the smooth wood of the cot, touches the mobile hanging over it, little fabric stars and moons swaying, a mechanism to play a tune while it revolves. She winds up the plastic cog; but of course, the batteries are dead. She picks up the rag doll. She’ll keep it in her bedroom.

      It’s a lovely room, but she has no memory of it – no memory of staring up at the stars and moons rotating above her to a nursery rhyme. No memory of playing with the rag doll, or looking at the teddies on the wallpaper, or her mother’s face leaning over, her smell, her skin. Rosie had still been so young when that life had been taken from her – only fifteen months.

      She shuts the door and walks next door to the master bedroom. She stands in front of the photographs, just as Sally had done, then she scoops up the photographs and sits on the unmade bed with them in her lap, examining them one at a time, looking at the people who’d brought her into the world. Her eyes water and blur, fragmenting the images. It’s the first time she’s seen their faces. Sorrow tugs deep in her belly. She misses them, even though she can’t remember them. Her mother, Violet, has an elfin look: small, rosebud mouth, and pale blonde hair. Delicate brows arch over violet-blue eyes.

      Her father, Rupert, is taller than her mother, dark-haired, with a wicked grin. He looks as if he was fun – as if he was a bit of a one, as Sally would say – a character. And there she is, in their arms, a squinty-faced baby. She wishes she could summon up a memory of being with them. What would her life have been like if they hadn’t been killed in that car crash, and she’d grown up here, in Notting Hill, as Rosie Fraser-White? How different from Rosie Brown in a bungalow, in suburban Kent.
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        Violet

      

      

      The house is packed, with mostly strangers to her, people snorting coke in the bathroom, cluttering up her kitchen with their shouted conversations, and Rupert is everywhere, threading his way through knots of people, touching shoulders, turning the music up so the smoky rooms are hectic with the driving pulse of electronica.

      ‘It’ll be just a few people,’ he’d said. ‘It is my birthday, Vi.’

      A party is not the right place for a baby. Especially not this kind of party. Violet has retreated to the nursery with Jack, keeping the door shut against the smell of cigarette smoke. Even so, the thump of bass comes up through the floorboards. Violet sits in the armchair with Jack in her arms and tries to forget about what’s happening downstairs. His fingers curl against her pale breast as he suckles; she hopes the anger she feels at Rupert isn’t finding its way into her milk. Hiding up here with Jack also gets her out of seeing anyone. She doesn’t have the energy for conversation, couldn’t pretend to be having fun.

      It’s midnight when there’s a loud knock at the front door, the bell ringing insistently. The music is abruptly silenced. That will be the police arriving on the doorstep. One of their neighbours complaining again. Mrs Lambeth next door, Violet guesses. Not that she blames her.

      She hears Rupert calling out goodbyes to people, hears his hoot of laughter. She sighs. ‘Your daddy,’ she tells the baby, ‘is incorrigible.’

      Before she became a mother, she could party with the best of them, then everything changed when she got pregnant. But Rupert won’t let go of his old life. At first, he’d been the besotted new dad, but as the months wore on, he’d become edgy and restless. He makes her feel like a killjoy. He thinks it’s her who’s wrong – he thinks they should be having sex by now. He was there at Jack’s birth, the terrifying, emergency caesarean section, with Violet rushed into a blinding white operating room, convinced her baby would die. And then poor Jack, traumatised by his own brutal entry into the world, had been a restless, colicky newborn, screaming and refusing to feed or settle, until he fell into an exhausted sleep, tears trembling on his eyelashes, leaving Violet just as exhausted, hardly able to close her own eyes for fear Jack would stop breathing in his sleep.

      She’s given Rupert the son he said he wanted. She even let him be christened with Henry as his first name, after Rupert’s father. She puts her own finger inside her son’s curled fist and feels him tighten his grip. She frowns. Where is all the beautiful, fulfilling love she thought she’d feel, the joy of motherhood? Instead, she’s consumed with terror that she’s not doing things right, that she can’t manage. When she’s not afraid, she moves through the days in blank exhaustion. She’s a bad mother. Her eyes fill with tears, and a watery splat lands on her son’s forehead.

      She listens to the sound of the party breaking up. Feet on the stairs, drunken voices, the clink of bottles being tipped into a bin.

      The nursery door opens, and Rupert staggers inside and sits on the bed in the corner. ‘That was a good bash, shame you hardly came down.’

      ‘We have a baby, in case you’d forgotten,’ she says.

      ‘Of course, I haven’t forgotten,’ he says. ‘But it doesn’t mean we can’t have fun any more.’

      She adjusts Jack’s sleeping head, heavy in the crook of her arm, and carefully stands, lowering him into the cot. As she steps back, Rupert grabs her from behind, his nose in her neck, his hand fumbling through the gap in her unbuttoned blouse to squeeze one of her sore breasts. His breath stinks. She twists out of his grasp and pushes him away. ‘You’re drunk.’

      ‘It’s been ten months,’ he slurs. ‘I miss you, Violet. You’re always too tired to listen to me. You never hug me any more, let alone have sex. It’s been over ten months, and I want my wife back.’

      She wants her husband back, too – the loving, funny man she married. She suspects that he resents Jack – resents the attention the baby gets from her. He thinks of it as something taken from him, something lost – stolen. She’s struggling to care for her real baby properly. There’s no way she has the energy to give attention to her grown-up baby of a husband as well.

      ‘Oh, go to bed, Rupert,’ she says. ‘You’re good for nothing.’

      ‘Happy birthday to me,’ he mutters.
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        * * *

      

      Early next morning, Jack is crying, sobbing from his bed in the room next door. Violet sighs. Why does her child wake in tears? She longs to hear him laughing in the morning. She pushes her feet out of bed, stumbling out of the darkened bedroom into the nursery to feed him and change his nappy. She has a thumping headache even though she didn’t touch a drop of alcohol. After breakfast, when he’s settled in his playpen, she’ll get on with clearing up the chaos. The stink of ash and old booze and weed out here on the landing is making her retch. Behind her in the stuffy bedroom, Rupert is still in bed, passed out and snoring. No point in waking him. He’s useless with nappies. His skill is in making the messes, not clearing them up. But she can’t be expected to clean the house on top of everything else. She’ll tell Rupert, no more parties.
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        Sally

      

      

      She stares out of the train window, unseeing, limp with exhaustion. It’s the emotional strain on top of a day of physical labour: shaking out heavy rugs, carrying boxes up and down stairs, scrubbing filthy floors. Her knees and hands couldn’t take that kind of thing nowadays. But she’d do anything for her daughter. What did a bit of pain matter?

      Fear had gripped her from the moment Rosie told her about the house. It would hold evidence; and she knew she had to get rid of it. She keeps her hand on the bag beside her. Peter is the only other person who knows what she did – but he’s beyond all that, not even recognising her most of the time, his own wife. Except, she goes cold at the thought, what if he blurts something out one day? Says the wrong thing at the wrong time? It could happen. It’s not as if she can explain anything to him or give him instructions. Facts and memories surface at random times and he has no filter, as the younger generation say.

      As the train approaches her station, she flips open her powder compact, giving her nose a quick dust, checking that her lipstick hasn’t worn off. She needs to keep up appearances, keep her mask in place. They’ve lived in the village for so long, she knows everyone, and they’ll expect her to be her cheerful, normal self: Sally Brown, pillar of her community.

      When she’s out of the station, she trundles the wheelie bag around the back of the station car park to the big communal bins. She unzips the case and pulls out three plastic supermarket bags stuffed full and tied at the tops, and after glancing around to check that nobody is looking, she throws them into a bin one at a time. Good riddance, she thinks, as each disappears with a soft thud.

      Back at the bungalow, she takes the stack of photographs from the bottom of the case. She glances out at the garden, considering burying them in the flower beds, digging a hole in the soft soil and covering them over, as she’d done all those years ago with the body. Instead, she removes the pictures from the frames, and smashes them with one of Peter’s hammers. The thin wood splinters easily. She pushes the wrecked frames and the glass rectangles into the dustbin. Then she roots around in the kitchen drawer for a box of matches. She strikes one, balancing it on the lip of the sink, before pinching a photo between her fingertips and holding it over the sink as she sets the flame to the bottom edge. She watches the image glow gold and blue, the heat curling upwards, turning the paper into charred ash. The ritual feels satisfying; she keeps going until they are all burnt.

      The smoke alarm starts bleeping. ‘Bloody thing!’

      It bleeps and bleeps, its siren getting under her skin like a swarm of wasps. She wafts a tea towel at it in frustration before taking the broom handle and jabbing it so hard it cracks, the front flopping open to expose the wires. That shuts it up. But the noise has unsettled her, her heart leaping about under her ribs.

      The sink is full of blackened scraps and the ends of matches. She turns the cold tap on full, washing it all away. The last of the evidence swirling down the plughole.
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        * * *

      

      When she arrives at The Laurels care home, the smell hits her, as it always does. Over-boiled vegetables, gravy, bleach and urine. It nearly makes her gag. She pastes on a smile before she enters his room. He’s sitting in an armchair, staring into space. Her husband, her once tall, handsome air force pilot, then an air-traffic controller, is now a hunched old man with drool on his lips.

      ‘Hello, love,’ she says, touching his arm, as she pulls up a chair opposite him.

      He doesn’t react. Doesn’t look at her. It’s terrifying how the disease has prematurely aged him. He’s ten years older than her, but still, men in their seventies aren’t old. She wonders what he’s seeing, what visions are playing deep inside his brain. She takes the lid of the Tupperware box she’s holding, releasing a sugary, yeasty smell. It’s not one of her own. There wasn’t time to bake for him as well as helping Rosie. But Peter won’t know the difference, and it’s the thought that counts, although she’d die if anyone from the WI found out.

      ‘Look,’ she says, as if talking to a reluctant toddler. ‘See. It’s your favourite.’

      He turns towards her then and there’s a light in his eyes, a glimmer of understanding. Her heart lifts. ‘Janet,’ his voice croaks. ‘Where were you? I was worried.’

      Sally tightens her lips. Janet was his older sister, dead these last ten years. She sighs. ‘I’m right here, love.’ She pats his specked hands, knobbly with veins. ‘Don’t you worry about a thing.’

      She cuts him a slice of cake, breaks off a piece and offers it to him with her fingers. He opens his lips obediently, a baby bird, stares at her as he chews and swallows.

      She puts a larger chunk of cake in his mouth and wipes her fingers on one of the paper napkins she’s brought with her. ‘Well, I went to see Rosie’s house,’ she says. ‘It’s in a terrible state and it’s too big. All the time I was there, I felt like I was being watched by the dead.’ Her left eye twitches.

      His cheeks bulge. He chews, gazing at her as if he can’t quite place her – as if she’s someone he met once, a long time ago.

      ‘But she’s determined to move in, so I’ll have to get used to it. She can’t even sell it. It’s like a millstone around her neck. What kind of inheritance is that to leave a child?’ She slumps in the chair, needing suddenly to lie down. ‘I don’t like to think of her there…’ Panic crawls from under her ribs. ‘I combed the place thoroughly. But I might have missed something.’

      She sniffs, fishing a hanky from her handbag to blow her nose. ‘Do you remember when we went to collect her?’ She doesn’t expect a response from him, of course. But it’s a relief to pretend even for a moment that she can share this with him. ‘It was like the angels had given her to us – one perfect little daughter, chosen especially for us. And she’s a credit to us now, isn’t she? We were all she ever needed – we gave her everything. Everything.’

      Peter makes a sudden wheezing noise. He rocks forwards, choking. He gasps, face reddening, eyes open wide. His hands twitch and spasm on the arms of the chair. She looks at him for a second, before she gets to her feet and thumps him on the back. On the third thump, something flies out of his mouth and lands in his lap. She picks it up. A walnut.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Six a.m. She has a celebrity shoot today. Amira is a superstar on the rise, up for a Brit this year as Best New Artist. They’re going with four fashion pages and a probable cover. After a quick shower, she dresses and makes for the door. She climbs into the back of the Uber, texting her assistant, Debbie, to pick her up a flat white on the way and checking that the Prada and Chanel samples got returned yesterday. For the rest of the journey, Rosie scrolls her Insta feed and checks celebrity blogs for anything she should be covering. She hopes Amira won’t turn out to be a demanding nightmare.

      The studio is ready. Lights arranged for the first full-length shot. Rails of clothes waiting to be chosen. Shoes and boots and belts on a table, arranged in neat rows. The make-up artist and hair stylist, both requested by Amira’s PR, are drinking coffees and exchanging gossip. Debbie presses the flat white into Rosie’s hand. A wide-eyed, dark-skinned girl hovers at Debbie’s elbow. ‘This is Etta,’ Debbie explains. ‘The new intern.’

      ‘Hi,’ Rosie says. ‘Debbie will give you something to do. But mainly, just enjoy the day, watch, and learn.’ She turns away and then swings back. ‘Oh. And don’t talk to Amira. Not unless she talks to you first.’

      ‘She’s my icon,’ Etta says. ‘I love her style.’

      ‘We all do,’ Rosie says. ‘But I’ve heard she can be a bit… diva-ish. So, we don’t want to annoy her.’

      ‘I’m not gonna do anything to annoy her – or the Amirians.’ Etta raises one eyebrow.

      ‘Sorry – the what?’

      Etta gives her a cool gaze. ‘You do know that her fan base is huge, right? And they are, like, obsessed. Their fandom name is the Amirians.’

      ‘Oh, yeah,’ Rosie bluffs. ‘Of course.’

      The singer arrives thirty minutes late with a retinue of personal assistants. ‘Let the catering people know,’ Rosie whispers to Debbie as she welcomes the posse in, sizing up Amira as she greets her – the woman has enough attitude for a stadium of pop stars, but she’s even prettier in real life; it’s hard to believe such a big sound can come from that tiny ribcage.

      Amira flicks through the outfits Rosie and Debbie have prepared and dismisses most of them with a head toss and a sigh. She’s brought a stack of her own clothes. These are unzipped from bags by her assistants and hung in reverential ceremony on the rails, which sag under the extra weight. Amira reluctantly agrees to wear one of the Versace belts and a pair of Alaïa boots on loan from the designers, but she’s insisting on her own silver jumpsuit for the first shot. It’s her lucky outfit.

      It’s going to be one of those days, Rosie thinks, trying not to roll her eyes.

      In front of the camera, Amira swings her hips, dances, gives a ninja kick, and laughs with her head thrown back. She is effortless and charismatic. The pictures popping up on the screen behind the photographer resonate with energy and glamour. Maybe the day will be a success, after all.

      The main profile piece has already been done by the deputy editor, but Rosie wants to glean some style quotes for the fashion pages. Amira is in hair and make-up again for the next shot – this time she’s agreed to wear one of the outfits chosen by the magazine. Rosie perches on the edge of the table, pen and notepad in hand. After a quick warm-up chat, she gets to the point. ‘Your father’s Nigerian and your mother’s half Jamaican and half Irish.’ She leans forward. ‘How does your mixed heritage affect your style?’

      ‘You’ve seen my stage clothes.’ Amira scowls. ‘What do you think?’

      Rosie swallows. ‘Yes, but I’d love your take on it – could you elaborate?’

      ‘That headdress you wore in your “Stay Low” video,’ comes a voice from behind Rosie. Etta is approaching Amira. ‘So cool. Such a clever cultural reference – kind of ironic, but not, at the same time.’

      Rosie sends the intern a warning look, but Amira is grinning, hand reaching up for a fist pump.

      Rosie forces a smile, clears her throat. ‘Can you tell me about the silver jumpsuit?’ she presses on. ‘You said it was your favourite piece of clothing. Who’s the designer?’

      ‘You designed it yourself after watching an old Dr Who episode,’ Etta pipes up, standing next to the singer and smiling at her in the mirror. ‘You love all things sci-fi, and Dr Who was your favourite show when you were growing up.’

      ‘Glad someone’s done their research.’ Amira laughs.

      Rosie feels her neck prickle, colour creeping up her cheeks. How is she messing this up so badly? Undermined by the intern. She let yesterday’s gala dinner distract her. But she should have been paying attention to her job, and now the shoot and the interview are slipping away from her. She nips her bottom lip hard.

      The room darkens, sways. She can’t breathe. She clutches the edge of the make-up table, her pen clattering to the floor. At the edge of her vision, she understands that someone has picked it up for her and is pressing it into her hand. She gets up on unsteady legs and manages to croak, ‘Sorry. Just need a drink of water.’ Behind her there’s a pause of held-in breath, then laughter.

      A roaring in her ears. She bangs past reception, cheeks flaming, and out onto the street pulling in gulps of London air. She can do this. She’s dealt with plenty of difficult stars and models and photographers in her time. She needs to shake it off and go back in and do her job. She can’t blame the intern for being a fan of Amira or having ambition and nerve. Etta will go far, of that Rosie has no doubt.

      But this is her shoot, and she needs to get it back in her control.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She shuts herself into the toilet cubicle and mops her armpits with loo paper, pastes her smile in place with a slick of lipstick, counts to ten and goes back to the studio. She glances at her mobile, surprised at the time. Later than she’d thought.

      With dogged determination, she manages to get a few sound bites from Amira between takes. But the main thing is, they’ve got the shoot in the bag. At the end of the day, the camera and lights are dismantled by the photographer’s assistant, while Amira’s assistants busy themselves with their phones and laptops, AirPods in, gesticulating into air. Rosie discusses potential retouching and dates with the photographer, relieved it all went well. They’ll get a cover from this. She can relax. Out of the corner of her eye she sees Etta helping Debbie pack up the outfits. The intern has been tasked with making sure Amira’s own clothes don’t get muddled with the things they brought in from the magazine. Rosie doesn’t trust Amira’s personal assistants not to make a mistake. She can’t afford to lose one of their borrowed samples.

      Amira is ready to leave, sunglasses on, wrapped in a huge fur coat that Rosie hopes is fake. One of her assistants leans in and whispers in the singer’s ear, and suddenly, Amira has shrugged off the coat and is shouting at her team, who scurry around her.

      ‘What’s going on?’ Debbie is at Rosie’s side.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Rosie says, as she steps forwards. ‘Amira. Can we help with something?’

      ‘My silver jumpsuit,’ Amira snaps. ‘It’s missing. Nobody leaves this studio till we find it.’

      ‘I’m sure it’s in one of your bags – but we can double-check our things too,’ Rosie says, trying for a calming tone, motioning for Etta to come and help her and Debbie recheck the pile of zipped-up clothes bags and carrier bags waiting to be loaded into a taxi and taken back to the office. ‘We have an inventory of items for the shoot. Debbie? Can you bring it so we can go over it again?’

      Zips are undone, bags emptied, red and orange fabric spills out, shiny and slippery, like guts after a massacre. The energy in the room is alert, humming with anxiety, charged with urgency. And over it all, Amira berates her assistants, demanding they hurry up and find it.

      ‘Got it,’ comes Etta’s voice.

      Rosie swings around. Etta is standing over Rosie’s own bag: her apple-green bucket holdall from home with her water bottle and spare charger and extra jumper, her laptop, keys, lipstick, and clutter of screwed-up receipts and chewing gum wrappers. Etta has snooped through Rosie’s personal belongings? Outrage flares and then stutters into disbelief as she realises the situation. Why is Amira’s jumpsuit in her bag?

      The whole studio stands back, aghast, watching Amira stalk across and take the silver fabric from Etta, bundling it into her arms like a lost child. ‘You tried to steal it.’ She points an accusing finger at Rosie. ‘You resented me wearing it in the first place.’

      ‘No. No,’ Rosie says. ‘This is a mistake.’

      The situation is blowing up. Amira’s assistants are typing fast into their phones, casting glances in her direction. She sees one of them take a picture of her and throws up her hand to block it. ‘Wait,’ she says, remembering. ‘It was Etta who was in charge of checking Amira’s stuff⁠—’

      Amira comes closer. ‘Are you stupid?’ she hisses. ‘It’s 2025. You think you can pin this shit on the person of colour in the room?’

      ‘What… no,’ Rosie stutters. ‘I didn’t mean…’

      Amira snaps her fingers, and her assistants hurry to scoop and zip everything up. At the door, she pauses and looks at Rosie, eyes blazing. ‘This doesn’t end here.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’s called into a board meeting the next day to explain her behaviour. ‘I didn’t do anything wrong,’ she persists. ‘I can’t account for how the jumpsuit ended up in my bag.’ She tries to make them understand that she hadn’t been directly blaming Etta, not at the time, just that the intern might have known where the jumpsuit was, since she had been overseeing the singer’s clothes. ‘But look,’ she says, her voice shaking with frustration. ‘Either Etta or Debbie must have put it in my bag – I don’t know if it was a mistake, or a deliberate move to discredit me.’

      They stare at her as if she’s said something appalling; there’s an uncomfortable silence. The more she tries to explain, the more she seems to dig a bigger hole for herself. They point out that it hasn’t gone unnoticed that she ‘borrows’ clothing samples for her own personal use. ‘But everyone does it!’ she protests. ‘And I always look after them and put them back.’

      But they shake their heads. Her behaviour has been detrimental to the company, they say. It isn’t the way they want to project the ethics of the organisation. To put it plainly, she’s a criminal; worse, she’s unleashed a scandal that reflects badly on the magazine. Luckily for her, the managing director says Amira isn’t pressing charges, but they’re sure Rosie will understand, they have no choice but to let her go.

      The word is out. Trolls queue up on all her social media platforms. Her followers write that they’re disappointed.

      
        
        I thought you were someone to look up to. I wanted to be just like you. I used to love you. Now I despise you. I feel sorry for you. You’re pathetic.

      

      

      But Amira’s mega fans are out for blood.

      
        
        You’re evil. Racist. Scum.

        

        You should be dead.
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        Susan

      

      

      Susan has the flat to herself, but she can’t relax. She doesn’t know when Mum will get back. Every noise outside the front door makes her tense, bracing for the sound of the key turning in the lock. She’s lived in this high-rise, two-bedroom apartment her whole life. She doesn’t even have a door on her room since Mum removed it when Susan was fourteen. She thinks about the blonde woman, Rosie Brown, who must be about the same age as her, owning a huge house. No doubt she’ll get some fancy interior designer in to style it up, after a building firm has created a kitchen extension, put in wall-to-wall glass, and installed en-suite bathrooms in all the bedrooms, just like the rest of the places Susan cleans. Rich people are sheep. Once Rosie Brown is installed in Arundel Crescent, she can do whatever she likes: throw all-night parties or choose to be alone, like some black-and-white movie star. Inside that house there’ll be a whole selection of doors to shut. She can put gold-plated locks on them if she wants.

      The day Susan had seen the couple on the doorstep of number 13, Rosie Brown had posted a picture of herself outside it: Fairy tales really do come true! Guess who’s just inherited a house in Notting Hill! she’d boasted.

      Someone had given her a house. The thought still sticks in Susan’s throat like a chicken bone.

      Mum will expect Susan to have made dinner. She shuffles into the kitchen and gets out some frozen burgers and chips, tips them onto a baking tray and puts them in the oven. She’s too tired to give it much thought, and Mum is more interested in opening a beer and having a fag than eating food.

      Susan slumps on the old pleather sofa. Its thin covering is peeling in places, foam stuffing poking out. There are cigarette burns in the fabric, and it holds the smell of greasy food, spilt beer and cigarette smoke. Rosie Brown would never have an ugly thing like this in her house. What would she be into? Tassels and jewel colours and velvet like the Boho lot, or else – more likely – minimal and pale with invisible appliances in the kitchen, miles of Italian stone or marble, every surface curated by an interior designer in shades of cream or grey.

      Susan hates the old pleather sofa, hates the memories hidden in its shabby cushions. How old was she that time Mum told her to sit on it and not to move till she got back? Six, maybe? Time had crawled past, and her tummy had gurgled like bath water running down the plug. She was so hungry. God, she’d just been a kid, abandoned with nothing but a book to keep her company. She remembers turning the hard pages. It wasn’t a proper story; it was a baby book naming different farm animals. Outside the window, far, far below, she heard children’s voices. Shouts and screams. She longed to be down there with them. They sounded happy; it was a Saturday, and all the kids were in the playground at the front of the estate.

      An aeroplane roared overhead. The wind whipped around the building. Where was Mum? Before she’d left the flat, she’d pointed her finger at Susan, her gaze narrowed and hard. ‘You stay put on that sofa,’ she’d said. ‘Or else.’

      What if Mum didn’t ever come back? Tears prickled her eyes. She mustn’t cry. She wasn’t allowed to cry. It made Mum angry. She had to be quiet and do EXACTLY what she was told.

      She imagined ice-cream cones with chocolate flakes sticking out of them. She thought of big white sandwiches filled with raspberry jam. Her mouth watered as her tummy gave another big rumble. She stretched out a foot and touched the carpet. Nothing bad happened. She waited, pressing her toes into the crispy give of the carpet, listening for the sound of the door. Then she’d put her other foot down and stood up. The clock on the mantelpiece ticked. Nothing bad happened. She went into the kitchen, dragging a chair over to the counter to stand on. She stretched onto tiptoes to open the cupboard. It was empty, apart from some half-finished jars of jam and pickles and a packet of cornflakes. She took it down and put her hand inside, feeling past the crackle of paper to scoop up dry cereal, shovelling it into her mouth fast as she could. Then she put the packet back, closed the door and got down, pushing the chair across the floor, legs shrieking against the Lino.

      She went into the toilet and had a wee, flushing the chain after her, then she clambered back onto the sofa, heart drumming in her chest. But it was okay. Nothing bad had happened. And her tummy felt a bit better. She lay down and closed her eyes.

      She’d woken to the smell of bleach and familiar perfume. The whistle of the kettle boiling in the kitchen. Her chest fluttered with relief. She blinked into the afternoon. Mum came into the room. ‘You got off the sofa,’ she said. ‘There were cornflakes all over the place.’

      Susan pulled her knees close to her chest, hugging them. ‘I was hungry,’ she whispered.

      ‘I was only gone a couple of hours,’ Mum snapped. ‘I have to work, Susan. I have to work so you can have a bed to sleep in and food to eat. I only asked one thing. Just one thing. And you couldn’t even do that.’

      ‘Sorry,’ she whispered.

      ‘Not good enough,’ Mum said. ‘I’ve had to clear up your mess – the last thing I wanted to do after working my fingers to the bone for you. I need to know you’re safe when I’m out at work. I need to know I can trust you.’

      Susan had been hoping that maybe they could have beans on toast for dinner. She could see a shopping bag on the floor. Mum had been to Asda on her way home. But Mum sniffed and shook her head. ‘I can’t cope if you’re disobedient.’

      Susan’s throat closed. Bad things were going to happen, after all. She could feel it, like a dark cloud brewing. Her insides turned to jelly. Her naughtiness had unlocked the evil witch that lived inside Mum.
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        * * *

      

      She remembers herself on the upright chair in her bedroom, ankles bound to the wooden legs and her hands tied behind her back. ‘You’ll stay like that all night,’ Witch-Mum had said. ‘Maybe by morning you’ll have learnt that when I say, don’t move, I mean it.’

      The knots dug into her skin. Her shoulders ached, and her feet were numb. It was cold. She shivered. The sound of the TV came through the door. A blast of loud music, shouting, gunshot. Mum liked films about gangsters.

      It wasn’t completely dark. The big, bright lights of the estate slid their brilliance through the slats of the blind, making bright stripes on the carpet. She watched the stripes wavering as if underwater. The TV had gone off. There was the sound of the flush from the toilet. Pipes rattled. A door slammed.

      Susan blinks the memory away, getting up to stand at the window and look down at the scrubby square of grass, far below. When she was a kid, she used to fantasise that her absent dad would turn up and rescue her one day, but when she’d dared to ask Mum who he was, Mum said he was a tosser, and he hadn’t wanted Susan.

      She knows how stupid it is to blame herself each time Mum punishes her – and that night, tied to the chair, was no exception: she’d really believed she was a bad girl. She’d told herself she must try harder to be good. I’ll do better tomorrow had become her childhood mantra.

      But Susan has never managed to do better. The lessons are impossible to learn. Now she’s an adult, she knows Mum will never love her in the way Susan’s craved her whole life. Whatever she does, she can’t avoid being punished, and her punishments are never justified. And yet, it’s still impossible not to obey her, not to long for crumbs of affection, for a sign, any sign, that her mother holds some feelings of love for her, even if they’re buried deep down.
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        Rosie

      

      

      A month after seeing Mr Keynes, the solicitor, she’s done it – she’s moved in. She doesn’t own any large objects, so it was a man-with-a-van trip. Her rental flat had been furnished, and she’s yet to possess a fridge or sofa or bed. She’ll make do with the old furniture left over from her parents – it’ll be fine now it’s been cleaned and aired. What she does have are clothes and shoes. Once she’d boxed them up, it’s almost embarrassing to realise the size of her wardrobe.

      It’s been unbelievably costly to make the place habitable. She’s had to use all the deposit she got back from the flat to pay a builder to remove the fence and the boards over the windows, fix the broken glass, and patch up the holes in the roof. She’ll arrange for him to come back later in the year to repair the crumbling brickwork under the balcony, but he’ll need scaffolding for that, and she was shocked when he gave her a quote. Until it’s fixed, nobody must use the balcony – it’s unstable, the builder warned.

      On her way down to the kitchen to start on supper, she scurries past the cellar door. Icy air seeps from under the door. Eli has been down there to explore, banging his head on the low ceiling; he’d left disappointed by the lack of wine bottles, saying it’s got the original dirt floor. ‘And lots of spiders.’ He’d laughed, wriggling his fingers, knowing she was terrified of them. ‘Oh, and there was a baby toy down there, too.’

      He’d handed it to her – a soft, faded pink rabbit, covered in grime. ‘Can’t think how it got in the cellar,’ he’d said. ‘It was wedged under the wine rack.’

      She’d cleaned it with soap and water, got all the muck off, but the fabric itself was cheap and bobbly, stained with something that looked weirdly like old blood. Holding it, she’d had stab of something that felt like fear and her breath had caught in her chest. It bothered her to think anyone would take a baby into a grim, dark place like that – and she’d been that baby, carried in one of her parent’s arms. Then she’d dropped her pink rabbit down there, probably her favourite toy. No wonder she doesn’t want to go down those steps – the memory must be stored away in her subconscious. She put the rabbit in the bin.

      It’s cold everywhere in the house. The sash windows let in the wind and suck out any heat; but she doesn’t want to turn on the clunky radiators because it would be too expensive, and she’s worried about the boiler exploding.

      It’s sleeting outside. Typical early spring weather. ‘In like a lamb, out like a lion,’ Dad liked to say every March. But it’s April now. She huddles into her thick cardigan as she makes herself a cup of tea and eats two slices of lemon cake – since the nightmare of the silver jumpsuit, she’s either stuffing her face or starving herself – swinging from depression to anxiety. The house and the effort of moving has helped to keep her from dwelling on the shit-show her life has devolved into, but now she’s here, she’s alone with a head full of hateful words.

      She wishes she’d never read any of the comments online. She can’t get them out of her mind. She wonders why human brains are wired to remember negative remarks over positive ones. It’s so unfair. She hasn’t done anything wrong. Did someone frame her? It must have been Etta, or Debbie. Nobody else would have had anything to gain from it. Either woman could have been after her job.

      As she wipes up the crumbs from her plate, pushing them onto her finger, her mobile rings, making her jump. Any kind of communication fills her with dread. But it’s her mum.

      ‘Are you all moved in, love?’

      ‘I am,’ she says. ‘Not that I had much stuff.’

      ‘When are you going back to work?’ Sally asks.

      Rosie swallows, crossing her fingers. ‘Next Monday.’

      ‘Anything exciting to look forward to? Isn’t this when you usually do your summer issue shoot, somewhere nice and hot?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Rosie forces a smile into her voice. ‘St Lucia.’

      St Lucia is the planned destination for the shoot. But Rosie won’t be going. She can’t tell Sally the truth because it would break her mum’s heart. And Eli – the thought of telling him terrifies her. What if he believes what the rest of the world are saying about her?

      ‘Oooh, how exciting!’ Sally is saying. ‘St Lucia. I’ll look it up on the map.’

      When Rosie was little, they’d holidayed in the British Isles – Blakeney in Norfolk, and once, the Isle of Wight – picnics on the beach, usually wrapped in blankets, eating sandwiches with gritty fingers.

      ‘Got to go, Mum,’ she fibs. ‘I’m in the middle of cooking supper.’

      Sally doesn’t use social media. All that’s for the young ones, she says. I just like the puzzles on my phone.

      Eli doesn’t use it either, saying he doesn’t want his private life out there. His assistant, Lisa, does all the social media for his company. Rosie had hoped to persuade him to change his mind. But he wouldn’t even let her post a picture of him. It had seemed a bit paranoid. Now, she thanks her lucky stars he’s like that. But how long can she keep up the lie? She knows it’s pointless – the truth will come out sooner or later. Yet, in some twisted way she can kid herself that if the two most important people in her life don’t know what’s happened, it somehow keeps the situation from being final, from being real. She can pretend it’s all a blip. Normal service resuming soon.
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        * * *

      

      She’s making pasta with tomato sauce from a jar, when Eli turns up, late, carrying a bunch of lilies. ‘Happy moving in,’ he says, his kiss just missing her mouth as he pushes the flowers into her arms. He smells of beer. The yellow stamens transfer a spill of gold onto the sleeve of her cardigan.

      She puts the flowers into a jug she unearths from under the sink and ladles the food into two bowls. ‘There’s a bottle of white in the fridge,’ she says, sliding her gaze towards him. It’s not like him to be late.

      He pours two glasses, and they clink. But he seems distracted, keeps fidgeting and touching his hair.

      Halfway through the meal, he puts his fork down. ‘Have you got something you want to tell me?’

      Her stomach flips. Warmth rushes to her cheeks. ‘What do you mean?’ She can’t meet his gaze.

      ‘You know what I mean,’ he says quietly. ‘Lisa told me. Did you really think she wouldn’t find out and let me know?’

      Shame washes over her. ‘I’m sorry.’ She hangs her head.

      ‘I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me. I had to hear about it second-hand from my own assistant.’

      Her chest tightens. ‘I was scared you’d look at me like everyone else.’

      ‘Rosie… I’m not everyone else.’

      She nods. ‘I know. But I feel under attack.’ She swallows, not meeting his eyes. ‘I don’t know. I guess it’s shaken my confidence.’

      ‘Babe.’ He takes her hand in his. ‘Don’t you have any faith in me?’ He sounds hurt. ‘I know you,’ he says. ‘I know that you’re not the person they’re making you out to be. It must be a nightmare for you. All that hate. Jeez. Lisa showed me some of the comments. And to lose the job you love. I wish you’d told me.’

      She raises her eyes to his, and a sob erupts from her throat. Suddenly, she’s shaking with big juddering gulps. The relief is overwhelming. He’s not looking at her as if she’s a monster. There’s nothing but acceptance in his eyes. He’s moved into the chair next to her and she’s in his arms, making his shirt wet. He kisses her hair, her ear.

      ‘I didn’t know what to do,’ she says, sniffing. ‘I handled the situation badly. But I have no idea how the jumpsuit got into my bag.’ She bites a fingernail, rips it down to her cuticle. ‘It must have been Debbie or Etta.’ She wipes her eyes.

      ‘I guess you can’t prove it, though.’ He’s shaking his head. ‘It will blow over,’ he tells her. ‘Look, you just need to make yourself into a grey rock. Don’t reply or post or do anything on social media. Remove yourself from the situation.’ He sighs, rubbing his nose. ‘Thing is, I’ve had a bit of experience with this kind of thing. My ex – the one I told you about? Well, she stalked me on social media after the break-up. That’s why I keep away from it now.’

      ‘I didn’t know,’ Rosie says. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘It’s okay. It doesn’t rule my life any more. All you need to do is keep quiet, and eventually the trolls will get bored and move on to someone else.’

      It’s what she’s been hoping. But she couldn’t resist checking her Instagram the other day, her heart sinking when she’d seen she’s lost half her followers. She’d spent so much time and energy creating her image, building her profile. She’s not going to go on X again – she knows it would destroy her to see more comments.

      ‘It’s ridiculous that anyone believes you’d steal a jumpsuit,’ he says. ‘You hardly need any more clothes. You have enough to last a lifetime already. And you’d never do anything to risk your job. You love your job.’

      ‘I know,’ she says. ‘None of it makes sense. But now I don’t have a job. People aren’t answering my calls. And I’m worried sick about money – I’ll have huge bills to pay here.’

      He sits back. ‘I wish I could help out.’ He sighs again. ‘But you know I’m building Surf’s Up from scratch. Everything I have goes into it, and London is a crazy expensive place to live.’

      ‘I know,’ she says quickly. ‘I didn’t mean… I wasn’t expecting…’ She grabs his hands and clutches them tightly. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘Thank you for believing in me. It means… more than I can say…’ Her voices breaks.

      They make love in the big bed in the master bedroom. The ancient mattress is lumpy, but her sheets are smooth and clean, and the street light filters through the long, faded curtains, casting wavering patterns; behind them tall French windows lead onto the off-limits balcony. She’s lit a scented candle on the chest of drawers and the room is redolent with fig and basil. Eli climaxes with a single cry, muffled in her hair. As she wraps her arms around his shoulders, she wonders if her parents made love in this bed. They must have. She might even have been conceived in it.

      Afterwards, they lie in a tangle of limbs, her cheek pressed against his warm, damp chest. She listens to the thump of his heart, tasting salt on her lips.

      ‘I love the little birthmark on your butt,’ he says. ‘It’s like a cloud. I like that it’s secret. A secret cloud. Only I know about it.’

      ‘I forget it’s there,’ Rosie says. ‘I can’t see it without getting into contortions.’

      ‘Yeah, it’s all mine.’ His fingers find her buttocks and squeeze them. ‘I’ve been thinking…’ He rubs her arm with one finger. ‘Hear me out. This is just an idea, but we were talking about living together eventually, right? And you’ve got so much space here. How about I move in, and pay you some rent?’

      ‘You mean it?’ She sits up, grinning. ‘Yes! Yes!’ She pummels him with her fists playfully, making him laugh, and leans down to kiss him. ‘When? When can you move in?’

      ‘I just need to give notice at my place. So, officially, a month. But I may as well start moving my stuff bit by bit.’

      It’s a relief, knowing she’s not going to be alone. She’s never lived anywhere as large, and all the empty rooms unnerve her a little. Getting some regular rent money will really help – because it’s not going to be easy to get another job in the fashion world.

      ‘Have you told your mom?’ he asks, after she’s lain back in his arms. ‘About what’s happened at work.’

      ‘No,’ she admits. ‘She’s so proud of me. And I don’t want to worry her. She’s got enough on her plate with Dad.’ The thought of disappointing Sally makes Rosie shiver.

      ‘Understood,’ he says, rubbing her arm. ‘I won’t breathe a word if she visits. But, babe, you’ll have to tell her at some point.’

      They fall asleep with the candle sputtering in the breeze coming through the gaps in the window frame. Tomorrow, Eli leaves early – a Surf and Skate Expo in France. He’ll be away for three days.
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        * * *

      

      First thing next morning, she half surfaces from dreams as he kisses her forehead, eyes still closed, caught between sleep and waking. His feet creak on the stairs, and then there’s the bang of the front door. Her eyes snap open and she flings herself out of bed, suddenly needing to say goodbye properly, needing to have a last hug. She struggles with the clasp on the French windows, pushes them open, and leans out, careful not to put any weight on the balcony. ‘Eli!’

      But he’s already halfway along the street and doesn’t see her hanging over as far as she can, waving. She pulls on a dressing gown and goes down to the kitchen to make herself coffee. There’s nothing for breakfast, except the remains of the lemon cake.

      There’s an envelope on the mat. She picks it up, glancing at the front: The House Owner. She rips it open, not concentrating, planning on what to buy when she does a food shop later. No more extravagances in her grocery bill; she’ll have to count her pennies, even with Eli’s rent. She glances down. A few sentences scrawl across the page in block capitals.

      
        
        You think you’ve got it all, don’t you? With your perfect face, perfect hair, perfect life. I bet you think you’ve got it made. But I’m watching you.

      

      

      She gasps, the paper slipping from her fingers.

      Heart thundering in her ears, she checks the front door, trying the handle to make sure Eli shut it behind him. Fumbling for the chain, she slides it into place, then peers through the spyhole into the street, seeing the crab-apple tree in the front garden shrunk to a distorted teardrop.

      She’s afraid to open her mobile. Afraid of the words that lurk inside, the hatred that flies out like the trapped pigeon, aiming straight for her throat with sharpened beak and claws. Has one of the haters found out where she lives? Are they out there, waiting for her in her own street? She thinks of the last comment she’d read on her Facebook feed.

      
        
        You should be dead.

      

      

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Susan

      

      

      She watches the boyfriend leave the house, towing a wheelie bag, striding down the street as if he’s in a hurry. The upstairs French windows are flung open, and the woman hangs out, waving into the morning, her long, blonde hair straggling over her face. She looks a mess, kind of desperate. Susan wouldn’t let herself be seen like that if she’d just acquired a house in Notting Hill. She’d dress the part in designer clothes, be groomed to the max, like the celebrities in the magazines Mum buys, never caught without full make-up, smiling from their perfect lives.

      Susan still thinks of it as her house. As if she could ever have anything like that. She’ll be lucky if she inherits the council flat she’s lived in her whole life. And her mum would have to peg it first, and that’s not going to happen. If Death comes for her, Mum will give it the finger, or charm it into submission. Either way, she’ll find a way to wriggle out of dying.

      Susan admits to herself she might be spending a little too much time hanging around number 13 waiting for a glimpse of Rosie Brown, but for weeks now she’s resisted stalking her on social media. She’d begun checking Rosie’s accounts from the moment she’d discovered her name: all those glossy photos of her at events and shoots. Seeing Rosie in her successful, shiny life had been a knife through Susan’s heart, but she couldn’t stop stabbing herself. In the end, she’d banned herself from looking, proud of her restraint. But now she’s too curious to resist – she needs to know why the house isn’t being ripped apart by builders and why there’s a desperate look on Rosie’s face – she takes out her mobile and checks X, scrolling through posts and comments and finds a thread that’s still live, still gathering tweets even as she reads. Her breath catches in her throat.

      What the actual fuck?

      
        
        I’m glad you got fired.

        

        You deserve to die.

        

        You are vile, lady. The worst kind of vile.

      

      

      Susan reads on, her mouth falling open. This is serious shit. Maybe she’s having a breakdown. Maybe she’s getting hate on the street as well as on social media. That’s probably why she wears oversized sunnies every time she leaves the house, and why she looks like a stressed-out mess.

      Susan loiters on the pavement a bit longer, waiting to see if anything else will happen. It’s like she’s suddenly got front-row seats at a disaster movie – but it’s happening in real time, in real life. The house remains silent and there’s no sign of Rosie Brown. Susan had had an inkling that something wasn’t right when there’d been no building activity these last weeks; she’d expected a bustle of scaffolding going up, vans arriving, a company erecting boards with their name on, noise and dust. The fence and the planks over the windows have come down, but as far as she can see, Rosie Brown has moved in without doing anything to renovate. Now she knows why – Miss Perfect has slipped up.

      Susan bites her fingernail. She knows what it’s like to lose a job – she got the sack herself yesterday, from the stuck-up cow on the Portobello Road. She’d accused Susan of being lazy, not doing her job properly. But Susan knows it’s really because of what Susan discovered on the husband’s laptop – he’d left it open in the study when he went to get himself a coffee, and when she was in there emptying the bin, the pink flesh on his screen caught her eye – not something she wants to keep in her mind – she didn’t even know it was possible to get into that position with another human. Then in comes the wife, oh, Susan, could you just… stops mid-command when she sees the picture on the screen. Didn’t say another word, flipped the laptop closed, gaze like ice, the smell of coffee drifting from the kitchen.

      Then, at the end of the day, she’d given Susan her notice. Marching orders straight off. No pay-off or even a couple of weeks’ grace to find a replacement job. And all because she must have been embarrassed that Susan knew her husband watches porn. Susan scowls. So stupid. She doesn’t care what any of her clients get up to. Nothing shocks her after all her years of cleaning their houses.

      Mum’s going to kill me. Susan pushes the thought from her mind. That client was eight hours a week, so that’s a loss of £120 a week, and Susan hands all her earnings over on a Friday for rent and food. She gets some back, but not much. If she can find another job before next week, maybe she doesn’t have to confess. But Mum can always tell if Susan’s keeping something from her – cash or truth – she has a nose for these things.

      She’ll write out an advert, print some leaflets in the library, hand out flyers in the area. It’s not going to be easy. People around here, they mostly go through agencies. Mum won’t use agencies to get Susan work because they take commission. The way Susan gets work is word of mouth. She’ll ask her other clients if they know anyone who’s looking. Except, she chews her fingernail, they’d already have talked to her if they did. She sets her shoulders straighter, nods to herself. She’ll find a replacement job herself. Or else. The words ring in her head. Or else.

      She walks away fast. She can’t be late. Can’t risk losing another client. But there’s an idea bubbling up, a plan forming as she reaches the bus stop, and by the time she joins the queue huddled under the shelter, she knows what she’s going to do.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Rosie sits at the kitchen table, trying to work out what she can afford to spend on paint. Her birth parents had obviously been fans of moss green, plum and chocolate brown, but the dark colours leach light from the space, casting shadows, sucking the life out of the rooms. She wants to give the house a fresh coat of white. She adds up the figures. Maths is not her strong point, but even she can see she can’t afford enough emulsion to cover the entire house. Not if she wants to pay the water bill, the council tax, her food, and the rest. She catches herself chewing her nails again. A bad habit she’s acquired since the jumpsuit incident.

      That all happened over a month ago now; maybe things are beginning to cool off? She should ring some of her friends in the business and test the water. None of them has called her or replied to her messages since she was fired. So that doesn’t bode well.

      The first two people she tries go to voicemail. The third one is answered by a receptionist, who tells her that Penny is in a meeting and can’t be disturbed. The fourth is answered by Elaine, fashion editor of Ruby. Rosie’s mouth is dry. ‘Elaine? Hi, how are you?’

      Silence. And then: ‘Rosie. I didn’t expect to hear from you.’

      ‘Well, I’m not dead, not yet, anyway,’ she says, with a forced laugh. The joke falls flat. She pushes on. ‘I know what everyone is saying about me, but it’s not true, Elaine. I’m not a thief and my comment about Etta was misunderstood. Obviously, I wouldn’t throw blame around like that – not about anyone.’

      ‘Look,’ Elaine cuts in. ‘I don’t really have time to chat, Rosie. Was there something in particular?’

      ‘I just wanted to touch base,’ Rosie stumbles on. ‘To be honest, I need a job, so I thought I’d see if you knew if there was anything going…’

      ‘I’m sorry, Rosie,’ Elaine says. ‘You’re the talk of the fashion world, and not in a good way.’ She sighs. ‘If I was you, I’d think about a rebrand… and a new career.’

      The line goes dead.

      Rosie pushes her mobile away across the table. If Elaine has dropped her, and the others are still ghosting her, then nobody’s going to give her a chance. She picked those five friends to contact because she’d thought they were her closest allies, the ones she could trust. But now she understands that they were never friends. They just happened to work in the same business. When she was a fashion editor, she was useful, someone to know – now she’s an embarrassment, a nobody. It doesn’t matter if they believe the crap people on social media are writing about her, or just worry that failure is contagious; either way, they don’t have her back, not unless it’s to stick a knife in.

      Working in fashion is the only thing she knows – the only thing she’s ever wanted to do. She’s not qualified to do anything else. Panic slithers into her chest, taking away her breath. She sits at the table staring through the glass into the back garden. Banks of undergrowth and nettles stand taller than a man; briars loop through the tangled bushes, strangling other plants like thorny lassoes.

      She drops her head into her hands. There’s a steady drip, drip in the sink. A sudden rattle of glass from one of the windows in the front of the house as a heavy vehicle passes in the street. The emptiness around her seems to become tangible, a held breath, a stealthy presence. She’s never felt so alone.

      Her phone beeps. She takes a deep breath before reading the message:

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey babe, missing you. Have given notice to my landlord. Can’t wait to squeeze you.

      

      

      

      

      

      She rereads the message. It’s like a warm hug. Eli hasn’t forsaken her. She sends one back.

      
        
          
            
              
        Great! Hope it’s going well at the expo. Can’t wait to squeeze you too. XXXX

      

      

      

      

      

      She walks around the house, going in and out of empty rooms, feeling at a loose end, unable to settle. In the sitting room, she stops to press some of the piano keys. They make a terrible noise; even she can tell they’re completely out of tune. She’d managed to scrape a pass at Grade 3 when she was younger. She remembers how Sally had made her a special pink satin dress for a piano recital in the village hall, but on the day, Rosie had fumbled the notes. She didn’t know if her shame had been for herself or her mum, sitting in the audience, her own fingers moving across her lap, willing Rosie to be perfect.

      When they’d got home, Sally had been tight-lipped, had made her sit at the keyboard and practise until she’d got it right.

      As she goes back into the hall now, a knife-edge draught makes the hair rise on her neck. The cellar door is ajar. Her heart misses a beat. How did that happen? She takes three strides and pushes it shut again. The catch doesn’t seem to fit properly; the door keeps reopening on its own. She needs a padlock.

      Where is she going to find one? She can’t even think what kind of shop would stock them. She could just order one, but she wants to lock it before the evening. It’s irrational, her fear of what’s down there. The anonymous note hasn’t helped her state of mind. Her cortisol levels are off the scale.

      Outside, she ducks her chin into her collar, braces herself against the chill wind. Even with her sunglasses on, the light dazzles, slicing the pavement into stripes of bright and dark, bouncing glitter from car windscreens and bonnets. Notting Hill Gate is full of estate agents, wine bars, and cafés. There are overpriced health food shops, high-end clothes stores, an independent cinema. She stumbles, unsure of what’s beneath her feet. Blinded for a moment, she turns down a side street, walking into shadow. She pauses, aware that the shop window next to her is filled with nuts and bolts, hammers, and screwdrivers. She buys a can of white vinyl matt emulsion and a solid-looking padlock.

      On the way back, she passes a woman taking a selfie outside a pastel blue house with a bright pink door. The woman has co-ordinated her outfits to match the spring colours and is angling her face for the camera, her smile practised. Rosie grimaces at the irony of living in one of the most Instagrammable areas in London, while unable to post a single photo.

      As she nears home, she realises that someone is sitting on her doorstep. A young woman, dressed in black jeans and hoodie, shoulders hunched against the cold. A stab of terror. Is this the troll? The person who wrote the note? She forces herself to keep walking up to the door. ‘Hello?’ she says, trying to sound authoritative. ‘Can I help you?’

      The woman stands, taking her hands out of her pockets. ‘I’m here for work,’ she says. ‘I’m a cleaner.’

      ‘You’ve made a mistake.’ Rosie shakes her head. ‘Sorry. I don’t want a cleaner.’

      The cleaner blinks at her. Her skin is grey, her eyes dark hollows. She runs a tongue over cracked lips. ‘I’ve got references.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t want a cleaner. You’re wasting your time.’

      But the woman doesn’t move out of Rosie’s way, just stands there as if she hasn’t spoken. Rosie indicates that she wants to get past. ‘Excuse me,’ she says with a meaningful nod at the front door.

      As the woman steps sideways to let Rosie past, she staggers, seems about to topple over. Rosie reaches for her instinctively, catches her elbow before she goes down. The cleaner slumps against her, and through the cheap material of her jacket, Rosie feels how thin she is, smells the sour aroma of unwashed hair, a chemical tang.

      Unlocking the door, Rosie helps the woman into the hall. ‘You’d better sit down. I’ll fetch you a glass of water.’ Rosie leads her into the sitting room, guides her to the nearest sofa, where the woman drops down with an oomph, collapsing against the moulting cushions with her eyes closed.

      When Rosie comes back from the kitchen with the water, she finds her sitting up and staring around her. She takes the glass from Rosie and gulps it down, her eyes sliding away, fixing on the carpet.

      ‘Well,’ Rosie says, nodding through the doorway towards the hall. ‘If you’re feeling better…’ She lets a pause open. ‘I need to get on,’ she finishes, briskly.

      The cleaner tilts her head, considering Rosie. ‘You’ve just moved in,’ she states. ‘This place is in a right state. You could do with some help.’

      ‘No,’ Rosie says. ‘I already told you; I’m not looking to employ anyone. Now, if you could leave.’

      ‘But I know who you are,’ the cleaner says. ‘I know what you did.’

      The cleaner’s words hang between them, neon letters spiking the air. It’s like being punched. Every atom of oxygen leaves Rosie’s body.
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      She holds her breath, heart beating double time. Maybe the woman will call the police? Could Susan get arrested for being threatening, for suggesting blackmail? She’ll deny it. It’s the other woman’s word against hers. And Rosie Brown’s word won’t count for much now she has a reputation for being a thief. She’s gaping at Susan. Then she seems to collect herself, her brow furrowing. She straightens her spine, crossing her arms and gives Susan a hard stare. ‘How do you know who I am?’

      Susan doesn’t want to give too much away, but how else to explain it? ‘I was passing the other day, and the guy you were with mentioned your name.’ She shrugs. ‘I was curious who’d moved in here. So, I looked you up.’

      ‘You can’t blackmail me,’ the woman says. ‘First of all, I’m already cancelled. And secondly, I don’t have any money. I haven’t even inherited this house – I’m basically a tenant – and I don’t have the cash to do it up. Or to employ a cleaner,’ she adds.

      Susan throws up her hands. ‘I’m not trying to blackmail you, honest to God. I’m sorry about what I said. I was nervous.’ She stands up and gives the glass back. ‘I don’t care what you did. It’s not my business.’

      ‘No, it isn’t.’ The woman’s glare is glacial enough to freeze Susan to the spot.

      Susan doesn’t believe her about the money. If her family were rich enough to let a house like this rot for years, they must be loaded. And what’s all that about being a tenant? On the Instagram post she said she’d inherited the house. Susan thinks quickly, decides to pretend to go along with it. She’s come this far; she can’t give up. ‘Look,’ she says. ‘I didn’t mean to give you a shock. I started off on the wrong foot because I was nervous. I just need another client, that’s all. I’m a legit cleaner – done it for years, got clients in the area who’ll vouch for me.’ She gazes around the room, letting her eyes linger on the chipped paintwork and sooty fireplace. ‘You could do with someone like me.’ She indicates a rip in the fabric on the sofa arm. ‘I’m a hard worker. I’m handy with a needle and thread. I can do simple DIY. I could even put a lick of paint on the walls. My work doesn’t have to be just cleaning.’

      ‘I told you,’ Rosie Brown says, her voice hard. ‘I can’t afford to pay you.’

      ‘How about we barter, then?’ Susan says, in desperation. She eyes up Rosie’s conker-coloured belt, and the silver bracelet around her wrist. ‘I know you worked in fashion. You must have a ton of stuff you don’t even wear. You could pay me in clothes, or accessories.’

      ‘Barter?’ The woman’s eyebrows shoot up. ‘You’d sell them?’

      Susan nods, sensing a flicker of interest, crossing her fingers. Please.

      ‘Why me… I mean, why do you want to work for me?’ The woman crosses her arms, leaning back. ‘How do I know you’re not a stalker? You’re acting like one: following me around, listening in on my private conversations.’

      ‘Honest. I’m not following you.’ Susan widens her eyes, aiming for innocence. ‘This street is my cut-through to work. I saw you’d moved in and, yeah, I was curious. I thought you might not have a cleaner lined up yet – most people round here are already sorted with staff.’ She looks down, swallows. ‘I really need a job. That’s the only reason I’m here.’

      The blonde woman chews her bottom lip for a moment, staring at Susan, then she turns away and looks out of the window. She seems to be thinking. Susan clenches her teeth, holds her breath. The woman swings back. ‘Give me a couple of names and numbers of your other clients. If what you say is true, then maybe we could give it a try.’

      Susan tries not to look too eager.

      ‘I’m Rosie Brown,’ the woman says. ‘But… you know that already.’

      ‘Susan,’ Susan says. ‘Susan Bishop.’

      ‘Give me your number. I’ll call you if your references check out.’

      They stand on the doorstep. Susan sticks out her hand, and after a second the other woman takes it. Her skin is buttery soft, not scaly and dry from cleaning products. ‘Thank you, Miss Brown.’ Susan zips up her anorak. ‘Thanks for giving me a chance.’

      ‘Don’t get ahead of yourself. Those references had better be glowing.’ The blonde scowls. ‘And for God’s sake, call me Rosie.’

      Susan is grinning as she turns into the street. She’s got the job – she knows it – knew it the second the woman caved. She has a nasty scratch on her cheek, and she hadn’t even tried to cover it with make-up. She’s fallen from her high horse alright. She’d been living the dream, but one stupid action, one thoughtless comment, and Rosie Brown’s perfect world has blown up in her face.

      Susan walks past the row of colourful houses, stopping to let a yummy mummy herd a couple of kids into a Range Rover, watching a Filipina housekeeper lug shopping bags down some basement steps. As well as making up the shortfall in her weekly wages, she’s found a way to get inside number 13 and close to Rosie Brown. Susan’s curious to see what happens now that the likes and follows have stopped, now the party invites have dried up. Susan will have a close-up view of Rosie Brown’s downfall. Much more satisfying than stalking her when she was the perfect darling of the internet. Susan spends her life working for people who think they’re better than her. People whose money, power and privilege makes them untouchable. This will be an interesting change.

      She’s not going to tell Mum about the new job – if she can start work before next week, she might just get away with it.

      Keeping a secret from Mum is dangerous. But she’s filled with an unfamiliar sense of power – her ploy worked like a dream. It’ll be easy to sell the clothes. She might even earn more this way. She might even be able to keep some of them. It only took a bit of nerve.
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      Rosie stands in her bedroom by the French windows watching eddies of cherry blossom and magnolia petals swirl into the gutter. Sudden gusts make the chimneys howl. In the flat, she used to hear her neighbours through the walls, the buzz of their TV, hum of voices. She’d never felt scared there. But this echoey darkness is unnerving, the empty rooms, unexplained creaks and whispers, sudden rattle of pipes, the rustle of something living in the kitchen.

      She imagines she can feel the ghosts of her parents here – their soft footsteps as they walk up and down the stairs, going in and out of rooms. Perhaps they are restless, angry about their lives cut short, the mess they left behind – the rotting house, the abandoned child.

      Has she done the right thing, employing that girl, Susan? It was weird the way she’d turned up on her doorstep, the way she’d snooped on social media. But her references had checked out. Both employers had been complimentary about her. And Rosie could do with the help. She doesn’t want Sally coming up again – it was too much for her last time. And it’s too emotionally fraught having her adoptive mum in her real mother’s home. It’s a casual arrangement, she reassures herself. If the cleaner puts a foot wrong or even looks at Rosie the wrong way, she’ll be out.

      A hair-raising scream comes from the street. She startles, hand to her mouth before she realises it’s a fox. Probably a vixen. She’s heard that fox-sex is painful for the females, more like torture than mating. God. She needs a drink. She badly wants to hear Eli’s reassuring voice. She tries his number, but it goes to voicemail. She leaves a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hope it’s all going well. Miss you. Wish you were here. XXX

      

      

      

      

      

      In the days before her girlfriends ghosted her, she used to meet them for cocktails in Soho after work, perching on stools at high tables, talking fashion and swapping gossip, until the second or third drink kicked in and they’d moan about how unfair it was that their Baby Boomer parents had bought property with their first salary in the eighties, before house prices were unaffordable by anyone without a trust fund or a job at Goldman Sachs, whereas now even thirty-somethings with decent careers were still living with their parents or sharing rented houses like students.

      She has a fully-paid-up house to live in but no job and no money. And nobody to have cocktails with, no one to share a moan and a laugh, gossiping in the loos, applying lipstick in the mirror while catching up on boyfriend dramas, selfies with their faces pressed together, living their lucky, lucky lives. She misses her social life, her friends. She misses her job – and she has no idea how to get a new one now the fashion and magazine worlds have closed their doors to her.

      As evening falls, she walks around the house, checking the locks on rattling sash windows, drawing the Miss Havisham curtains closed against the night. The cellar door is safely locked with the new padlock. She double-checks all windows and doors again before she goes upstairs to bed, resisting the urge to take a bottle of wine with her. There hasn’t been another anonymous note, thank God. But someone out there wants to frighten her, or worse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      At eleven on the dot, the next morning, the doorbell rings. Susan is waiting on the step in her anorak, drooping under the weight of her rucksack. ‘Morning,’ she says stepping into the hall and supressing a yawn. ‘What would you like me to do first?’

      Rosie has never had a cleaner before, never needed one. The flat was tiny, and she’d hardly spent any time in it – it had just been a place to store her clothes and sleep – she’d never cooked in it and had rarely bothered to clean it.

      There must be a list of chores that need doing. Rosie should have had a plan, she realises now. Should have thought of what Susan could do in the four hours she’d be here.

      Susan unzips her jacket. ‘Maybe you could take me on a quick tour of the place, then show me where the cleaning stuff is?’ she suggests.

      Rosie leads her upstairs, opening door after door. Susan follows, meek and nodding, very different from the person who’d sat on the sofa. I know who you are. I know what you’ve done. When they get into the basement kitchen, Rosie opens the cupboard under the sink where Sally put the cleaning products and pulls back the droopy curtain concealing the mop and vacuum cleaner. Susan seems impressed with the sprays and creams and bleaches stacked up on the shelf and rolls up her sleeves. ‘Right. I’ll start in here, shall I?’ she says, suddenly decisive and business-like.

      Rosie goes upstairs into her room. She’d decanted Violet’s old clothes from the chest of drawers and wardrobe into some of the empty moving boxes, unable to deal with them when she’d first discovered them. The bump and muted roar of the hoover coming from below is comforting; it’s reassuring not to be alone in the house.

      She pulls out blouses and skirts, jeans and dresses, holding them up against her. Her mother was slighter than her, more a size 6 than a 10, and from the length of her jeans, she was shorter. Rosie picks up a blouse, rubbing the fuchsia silk between her fingers, bringing it to her face, trying to detect a lingering aroma of her mother – but it smells like any item found in a charity shop, musty old fabric, a hint of long-faded perfume. She thinks of Susan aiming to sell whatever Rosie gives her and wonders if she could sell some of these things – they are vintage eighties and nineties, after all. Killer shoulder pads. She sits back on her heels clasping a pea-green mohair jumper to her chest. A moth flutters free, a tiny blur stitching the light. She investigates the clothes more closely and finds them shot through with holes. She can’t sell them in this condition. She clasps a hand over her mouth. What if the little buggers eat her own clothes?

      While she’s googling how to get rid of moths on her laptop – cedar blocks, lavender oil, moth traps, and freezing knitwear for twenty-four hours – Susan calls up the stairs that she’s off. The time has gone fast. Rosie goes down, noticing that things do look cleaner, tidier. She hands Susan a boxy jumper from Poetry – Susan should be able to get at least £150 for it. ‘This should cover this week and next week,’ she says. ‘Is that okay? It was £300 new, and I’ve hardly worn it.’

      Susan takes the jumper from her and examines the orange lambs wood and cashmere mix and looks at the label doubtfully. ‘Never heard of it.’

      ‘Good quality. Not high fashion. But they’re popular. You should be able to sell it quickly.’

      Now that they are standing close, Rosie notices that, despite her under-eye circles and dull complexion, Susan is pretty, with high, round cheeks and a curving mouth. Shame she doesn’t seem to care about her appearance. If Rosie was still at the magazine, Susan would be a good candidate for a makeover.

      Rosie stands at the door and watches Susan leave, a slight figure on the pavement, walking away quickly with her head down, slouching; she’s out of place in this area, in her scruffy jacket and cheap trainers. But she’s done a great job, and next time, Rosie will have thought of chores for her to tackle. Rosie has plenty of clothes and accessories she doesn’t want or need – it seems a good exchange to get practical help in return. Susan had quietly got on with jobs without bothering Rosie. She hadn’t chatted on her phone or demanded endless coffee breaks. Rosie feels pleased with herself for taking the risk. The cleaner is harmless – she’d just been desperate for work. And Rosie can identify with that.
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        Violet

      

      

      Jack is strapped into his high chair in the kitchen; Violet perches on the chair opposite his tray trying to get him to eat some baby rice, but he’s spitting most of it out. She opens her own mouth as she manoeuvres another teaspoon of mush towards her son’s closed lips. Rain beats down on the garden, drenching the grass, battering the yellowing leaves of the silver birch. On the radio, the news presenter says that a historic agreement has been reached with the exchange of letters between the PLO and the state of Israel, confirming their mutual recognition of the other’s right to exist in peace. Rupert makes a sound of approval. ‘At last, maybe now the mess in the Middle East can be resolved.’ He is making a pot of coffee. She notices his hands tremble as he measures out the grains. He was up late last night, writing.

      ‘Mind if I turn this off?’ He nods at the radio. ‘I’ve got a headache.’ He looks at the dirty dishes in the sink, the basket of unwashed clothes on the floor. ‘I think I saw a mouse under the cooker when I came in this morning,’ he says. ‘Maybe you need to put stuff away, Violet. Like the bread and things?’ He looks meaningfully towards the breadboard, covered in crispy, old breadcrumbs and smears of butter.

      A wave of fury rushes through her. She grips Jack’s spoon tighter. ‘I’m exhausted,’ she says quietly. ‘I do all the childcare, and Jack still keeps me awake most of the night.’ She glares up at Rupert. ‘Why can’t you help more? There’s loads that needs fixing, too.’

      He never does any DIY. Door handles keep falling off, and the paintwork on the outside is peeling and cracked. Sometimes it feels as if the house is falling to bits.

      ‘I’m working,’ he says. ‘And I need space to write.’

      ‘But you don’t have to lock yourself into the study for the whole day,’ she says. ‘You could take some time out to help me. Maybe it would be good to take a break from writing.’

      He shakes his head, stepping closer, sitting next to her. ‘You have no idea how hard it is to pull a story out of… of nothing. Thin air.’ His breath is hot on her skin, coffee-scented. ‘It’s not easy. It takes a lot of mental effort.’

      ‘You could at least get up sometimes when he cries,’ Violet persists.

      ‘What’s the point of me going to him?’ Rupert asks. ‘He only wants you. You’re the one who feeds him. If you gave him a bottle sometimes instead, maybe I could help.’

      ‘I told you,’ she says as patiently as she can. ‘I’m not giving him formula. Babies need their mother’s milk. The longer I can feed him myself, the more it will protect him and make him stronger. You’d know that if you’d read the childcare books I gave you.’

      ‘God! I can’t breathe in this house when you nag me,’ he snaps, banging his hand on the table. Jack startles at the noise and bursts into tears, staring up at his parents, cheeks flushed.

      ‘Now look what you’ve done!’ she exclaims. ‘I’ll never get him to eat his breakfast.’

      Rupert slams his cup down and gets up so fast the chair tumbles over behind him. He doesn’t pick it up. He leaves the room. She hears him stomping down the hall. The front door bangs. The truth is, Violet doesn’t enjoy breastfeeding Jack. She does it because she knows she should, because it helps to stop her feeling guilty about being a bad mum.

      Violet holds her anger close, a familiar hard knot in her stomach, as she goes through the motions of the day – looking after Jack, tidying up a bit in the kitchen – all the time tensed for the sound of Rupert returning. But when he’s not home by Jack’s bedtime, she starts to worry, begins to want him to come back. Should she apologise? She hates arguing with him.

      Later, sometime before dawn, lying in bed with Jack in her arms, she hears Rupert downstairs. She lies rigid under the covers, listening for his footsteps. The landing creaks. She can tell he’s trying to tread quietly. There’s a rustling outside the door, but he doesn’t come in – he must have gone to one of the spare rooms. Tears seep from under her lashes, trickle across the side of her face into her ear as she curls onto her side.

      What’s happened to them? Their marriage is falling apart. Rupert is selfish. Or is he? Is it her? Her head is foggy, and it aches all the time. It stops her being able to think or make decisions. She can’t feel any joy, can’t summon any energy for anything but the basic necessities. Is she just hopeless at being both a wife and a mother? She scrabbles for her diary and writes:

      
        
        Is it me or Rupert? We can’t go on like this. I’m so lonely.

      

      

      She stares at the words on the page. She still loves him. She crosses the words out. They feel like a betrayal, or a premonition. They’re both under stress. He’s writing a novel, and she has a baby to look after. And money is tight. Thank God for the house, even if it is falling apart. At least they have no mortgage to pay. The house is Violet’s birthright though the trust. Violet’s mother, Emilia, was a feminist who’d wanted to smash the patriarchy and who marched for women’s rights and against racism. She’d had Violet as a single mum. She’d used her inheritance to buy this house in the seventies and filled it with activists and other women who needed a place to crash. She didn’t stop campaigning, even when she was in the last stages of her illness. Violet has never felt equal to her, never been able to fill her shoes.

      When she’d met Rupert, Violet had felt that at last she’d found something of her own to care passionately about. Rupert was a novelist. It seemed so romantic. And he was excited that she was an artist, whereas Emilia and all her friends hadn’t cared about art – they were only interested in politics. When Violet had become the life tenant on Emilia’s death, Violet had vowed to make her and Rupert’s home into somewhere where creative expression ruled, where they could be bohemian, free from the constraints of materialism and the outside world.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early next morning, the smell of coffee rises from below and she hears Rupert moving about, then his footsteps going into his study. A door closes. After ten minutes she hears him typing. It’s typical of him to insist on using a manual typewriter. They both agree that the world is losing its soul. Things are moving too fast, and computers will be the death of real art. Maybe part of his bad temper is creative stress over his work. She knows it’s difficult to be an artist and a parent at the same time – she’s shelved her art completely. Since having Jack, she hasn’t had the willpower to pick up a paintbrush.

      Jack is blinking at her from the pillow. He smiles as she returns his gaze, and she manages a smile back. She’s noticed he’s happier when he’s not sleeping in the nursery, but Rupert says they shouldn’t have him in their room, otherwise they’ll never have any time as husband and wife. By that, she supposes he means sex. But they still haven’t been intimate, not since before Jack’s birth. Another reason to feel guilty.

      ‘Breakfast time,’ she says aloud, trying to sound positive. The cat jumps onto the bed with a chirrup, her long, fluffy tail stuck with bits of twig from the garden. Violet picks them off and gives the cat a stroke between her soft ears. ‘You, too, Tilda,’ she says, clicking her tongue at her as she scoops Jack into her arms, settling him on her hip. Funny how she feels love for the cat. If only she had the same warm uplift in her chest when she saw her own child. Her lack of love for Jack is a terrible secret she could never admit to anyone else – not the health visitor, or Rupert. Tilda follows them downstairs.

      In the kitchen, there’s coffee in the pot and a note from Rupert.

      
        
        Sorry about last night. I didn’t mean it. I love you. Going to write now. R. x

      

      

      She slides Jack into his high chair and pours herself a cup of coffee. She believes in Rupert. His first novel didn’t get the recognition it deserved, didn’t get the sales he’d wanted or expected. This next book will be a success. He’s so focused on it. He will win prizes and gain more readers and they will live off the royalties.
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        Susan

      

      

      She gets in from her last job of the day, panting from walking up eight flights, both lifts out of order again. Everything aches as if she’s ninety, not thirty. After throwing her key into the bowl on the hall table, she makes her way into the sitting room, and comes to a sudden halt. Mum is sitting on the pleather sofa, an unlit cigarette in her hand, a bottle of opened beer on the floor, and on the seat next to her, the orange jumper.

      Susan’s heart bangs out a warning in her chest. She can’t move. It’s an effort to swallow. She hasn’t had time to sell it yet. The jumper had been hidden at the bottom of her drawer, under her hoodie, her spare jeans and her Primark long-sleeved tops.

      Mum flips the lid of a lighter and ignites the end of her cigarette. She takes a long drag and releases a slow stream of smoke. Susan stands, immobile, frozen. The fridge hums from the kitchen. There’s the faint hum of a vacuum cleaner in the next-door flat and the sound of someone else’s TV. Mum flicks some ash into the saucer she uses as an ashtray. ‘Well,’ she says. ‘How do you explain this?’

      She nods towards the jumper; its brilliant citrus colour, the obvious luxury of the fabric, its softness, are alien against the cheap pleather cushion, the tawdry surroundings.

      Susan swallows again, licks her lips. Her mind is blank.

      ‘Be careful,’ Mum says, her eyes narrowing. ‘Don’t even think about lying to me.’

      ‘Someone gave it to me.’ Susan tries to keep her voice steady. ‘One of my clients.’

      ‘Cut the bullshit.’ Mum reaches out a hand and pinches folds of the wool between her stubby fingers, her long nails digging into the fabric. ‘This is worth a mint.’

      Susan blinks through the faint drift of smoke towards the woman on the sofa. Her knees are weak. She wants to sit down. But inside, a stubborn voice is insisting that this is her business, and nothing to do with Mum. Susan shouldn’t be made to feel she’s done something wrong. Why does she have to tell Mum everything? Why can’t she ever have something just for herself?

      Mum uncoils herself from the sofa. Susan flinches, but there’s nowhere to run. The slap comes fast and hard. One of Mum’s rings catches Susan’s cheekbone. A flash of pain. She puts up her hand and touches stinging skin.

      ‘We’ll do this the hard way, then, shall we?’ Mum says, and takes Susan by the arm, dragging her over to the understairs cupboard. Susan can’t resist. She allows herself to be shoved inside, bowing her head, stooping to step into the small, musty interior. The door shuts. Susan squats in the dark, half sitting on the broken hoover, other bits of unknown clutter sticking into her spine, jostling her shoulder. She touches the tender flesh under her eye, already swelling. She can hear the TV going on. When she was younger, she spent a lot of time locked in this cupboard. Her stomach rumbles. She places a hand over her belly. It’s no good. She’ll have to tell Mum the truth.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I got fired from one of my jobs,’ she admits, when she’s let out, and she’s standing in the sitting room facing Mum, who’s back on the sofa, like a ruling monarch. ‘It wasn’t my fault. Then I noticed someone had moved into the derelict house in Arundel Crescent. Some… some rich bitch,’ she says, using Mum’s language. ‘I guessed she might not have got herself set up with a cleaner, so I went over to try and get her to employ me, but…’ Susan takes a breath. ‘She said she was a tenant, not the owner, and she didn’t have the money for a cleaner. She must be lying. But I suggested she pay me in clothes or accessories, and I sell them on.’ She clears her throat. ‘She’s got lots of high-end stuff because she used to work in fashion. I can make money from her. She doesn’t know what she’s doing, but I do. There’s eBay and Vinted and all those sites.’

      She waits, head down, expecting another slap. Expecting to be told to stop messing around with bartering and get another job for hard cash.

      The silence is broken by the long, slow exhalation of Mum’s smoke. ‘Sit down.’

      Susan looks up in surprise. Her mother is indicating the seat next to her on the sofa.

      Susan sinks into it warily.

      ‘This woman,’ Mum says, ‘how old is she?’

      ‘I don’t know. Thirties, probably.’

      ‘And she says she doesn’t own the house?’

      Susan nods. ‘She posted on socials that she’d inherited the house. It’s in bad condition and it’s full of junk and old stuff that must have belonged to the people who lived there before.’

      Mum bites the end of her thumbnail, cracking the pink nail polish. She’s wrinkling her brow. A sign that her brain is concocting a plan. ‘Keep the job,’ Mum says. ‘You can be useful for once. I want you to be my eyes and ears. Report back on anything that goes on in that house. I want to know what this woman’s up to. If she’s really got money. If she’s lying about being a tenant.’

      Susan clears her throat. ‘That’s it?’

      ‘For now,’ Mum says. ‘For now, I just want information. Let’s see. Let’s see how it goes.’ She gazes off into the distance, thoughtfully, curling her lips. The smile of a predator who’s just spotted their prey.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Eli leans over her. ‘Wake up, sleepyhead,’ he says. ‘I’ve brought you a cup of tea.’

      He’s been back a week. Since he’s been sharing her bed again, she goes out like a light every night, making up for those lonely evenings when she’d lain awake, alert to every scrabble or thump in the dark recesses of the house. She’s hooked on the reassuring bulk of him next to her, the rhythm of his breathing, even his snoring. She’d planned on begging him to move in immediately, but it was like he’d read her mind: he’d called her from the airport, saying he missed her, and did she mind if he went to get his stuff right away? He’d arrived in a taxi with several suitcases and transferred May’s rent into Rosie’s account. The money is a relief. But more than that, it’s bliss to have her tall, wide-shouldered, confident Californian here, sweeping away her doubts and fears, making everything better.

      ‘What are you going to do today?’ He sits on the bed while she struggles up, still stupid with dreams, bleary-eyed, reaching for the tea.

      ‘I guess I should be job-hunting,’ she tells him. ‘And sorting the house. I need to get into the attic. There’s so much stuff up there.’

      ‘Glad you’re keeping busy, babe,’ he says, kissing the end of her nose. ‘I know it’s a difficult time.’

      His mobile beeps with a text. He looks at it, eyebrows scrunching over the bridge of his nose.

      ‘Everything okay?’ she asks, sipping the English breakfast.

      ‘I had to let Lisa go,’ he says. ‘I’m looking for a new assistant.’

      ‘Oh?’ She touches his hand. ‘I’m sorry. I thought she was good?’

      ‘Turns out she was two-faced,’ he says with a grim expression.

      ‘Two-faced? What did she do?’

      ‘I won’t bore you with the details. Anyway, there’s plenty more fish in the sea. Isn’t that something you Brits like to say?’

      ‘About love interests.’ She laughs. ‘Not assistants.’

      He stands up, handsome in his suit. He’s got meetings with potential sponsors today. ‘Got to run,’ he says. ‘See you tonight.’

      She listens to the front door closing and lies back on the pillow. Her parents stare at her from the top of the chest of drawers. She tugs the duvet higher. She mustn’t give in to depression. She picks up her mobile, hesitates, and then clicks onto X. The comments stun her – the thread is still live, even all this time later. The words stab and pinch, bullies in a playground, cornering her, crowding her with hate. She shudders and clicks it off, throwing the phone from her.

      All through her career, her readers and her followers have admired and respected her. I love your taste. That outfit is lush. Other women wanted to be like her – they wanted to be her. They even said it. I wish I could have your life. She’ll just have to be a grey rock for a little while longer.

      She gets out of bed, padding into the bathroom. It’s nearly midday and she hasn’t got out of her nightclothes, her hair hangs over her shoulders in dull ropes, and her skin is puffy. The woman in the mirror looks as if she’s lost all self-respect and hope. Rosie blinks. Her life has been stolen from her – and she’s just let it happen. She needs to fight for what’s hers. She turns on the shower; the pipes belch and groan. She stands under spurts of alternate cold and warm. An hour later, she is clean and fragrant, dressed in a Chloé skirt and a Miu Miu jacket, fully made up, with shiny hair.

      The early May weather is glorious: blue sky, a riot of pastel blossom clinging to branches, and sunshine gilding the plane tree leaves. She travels the tube and gets out at Oxford Street. It’s odd to be in her old stamping ground. She hasn’t been back since she was fired. She turns into the street where she used to work, shivering inside sudden shadow, the sun blocked behind the large, brutalist magazine building. There are people ahead of her going into the reception. Her courage fails and she ducks into the entrance of the café opposite. Outside the double doors of the reception, a couple of photographers she knows chat to each other, and there’s a steady flow of young girls all in black, with dark glasses on, clutching their portfolios, going in and out on their round of go-sees. It’s all so familiar and yet alien. Rosie’s heart skips in terror.

      She recalls her reflection in the mirror at home. Remembers her anger. The men on reception know her. She’ll have to slip past without being seen. She grabs a newspaper from the stand next to the café and waits for the next group of models to enter reception, then bolts in after them, holding the newspaper up to her face, as the girls crowd around the reception desk. She makes it into a lift alone, pressing the top button. The lift slides past four floors housing five magazine departments. Then she’s outside the managing director’s office. She swallows, before turning the handle.

      His secretary is on the phone and looks up with a frown. Rosie doesn’t waste time trying to explain or persuade, she goes straight for the next door and pushes her way inside. Felix Shapcott is sitting at his desk. He looks up, surprise widening his eyes. She marches over and stands, hands balled into fists at her sides.

      ‘Sorry to burst in on you unannounced,’ she says. ‘But you got rid of me without any proper investigations. I was framed – unfairly dismissed.’ She pauses for breath. ‘I didn’t take it. Someone else did.’

      ‘That’s a serious allegation.’ He gives her a cool look over the top of his glasses. ‘Of course, we went through the proper process: interviewed Debbie and the intern. But someone else has come forward, someone who was in the room when you took the jumpsuit off the hanger.’

      ‘What?’ Rosie stares at him. ‘They’re lying.’

      ‘It’s you who’s the liar, Miss Brown. We have proof you’re a thief and you’re lucky not to be prosecuted. Now, please leave, or I’ll have to call security.’

      His secretary is in the room, standing just behind Rosie. ‘Mr Shapcott?’

      He motions to her with a nod. ‘I advise you to leave quietly, Miss Brown,’ he tells Rosie, gesturing towards the door as he leans back in his chair.

      ‘Really?’ Rosie says with a choked laugh. ‘After all the years I put in here, the hard work, the successful covers, and you’re not willing to even listen to me when I tell you I’m innocent?’

      Her elbow is grabbed. She looks down at a strong hand, the navy cuff of a uniform. It’s Frank, one of the security men from reception. He tugs at her, the look on his face apologetic. ‘Come on, Rosie,’ he says in a low voice. ‘Don’t make this even harder.’ She allows him to guide her out of the room. They walk past the secretary, who glares at her, hands on hips.

      Frank and Rosie go down in the lift, not speaking. Behind the broad shoulders of the security guard, she catches a glimpse of someone staring out of the smoky mirror. A wild-eyed woman. She doesn’t recognise herself. As they come out of the lift, Frank still has her arm in his firm grip. ‘Got to see you off the premises,’ he mutters.

      In reception, people are staring, whispering. She sees iPhones pointing in her direction. Closes her eyes. And then she’s on the pavement, outside the building, caught in its cold shadow. Frank lets go. ‘Sorry it had to be like this, Rosie.’

      She stands, dazed, unable to move. Someone rounds the corner, approaching at a brisk walk. Debbie, her old assistant. She’s got her head down, looking at her phone, bags over her arms. She hasn’t seen Rosie yet.

      ‘Debbie?’

      Debbie startles, eyes widening as if she’s facing a killer. She looks as if she’d like to run. ‘Rosie? What are you doing here?’

      ‘I… I just happened to be passing,’ she lies. ‘How are things, at the magazine?’

      ‘Fine,’ Debbie says, her expression hardening.

      ‘Who’s got my job?’

      Debbie’s eyes slide to the left. ‘We don’t know yet. There was a guest editor. A couple of people have been interviewed from other publications. And… they asked me to apply.’

      Rosie leans in. ‘Did you do it?’ she hisses. ‘Just tell me the truth. Did you put it in my bag?’

      Debbie’s mouth twists, and she glances over Rosie’s shoulder towards reception. ‘Don’t make me call security,’ she says loudly. ‘I’ve got to go.’ She edges past, frowning. ‘I hope you’re getting help, Rosie. I really do. Seeing a therapist or something.’
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        * * *

      

      Rosie walks towards the tube station, swallowing down panic. Look on the bright side, she hears Peter’s voice say. Always look on the bright side of life. She goes down the steps into the bowels of the earth, stumbles onto a tube carriage. The scream of metal on metal as the train barrels through tunnels is a blade slicing into her head. She loses herself in the chaos of sound, the push of strangers, the stink of stale air. Can’t let herself think. Don’t think.

      At home, there are a couple of letters on the mat, bills by the look of them. She picks them up, finding a handwritten envelope underneath.

      
        
        To The House Owner

      

      

      It’s the same wonky capitals as before. Her breath judders as she opens it with trembling fingers.

      
        
        I’m going to make you pay for what you did.

      

      

      She gasps and crumples it in her fist. Then she rips the note into shreds. But her heart ricochets against her chest, a punchbag after a killer jab.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Susan

      

      

      She rings the doorbell at eleven. It’s opened by a man. The one she saw before – the boyfriend, handsome as a leading man, like a young Brad Pitt. He’s looking at her with curiosity. ‘You must be Susan?’ He’s got an American accent.

      She nods, sidling past him through the door.

      ‘I’m Eli.’ He makes a grimacing face. ‘That’s some shiner you’ve got there.’

      She glances away, pulling her hair across the bruise. ‘It’s nothing. Walked into a wall.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’ The question hangs, disbelieving.

      She ignores him. It doesn’t matter if he believes her or not. It’s none of his business. He looks like he should be permanently jogging up and down in the surf.

      ‘I need to get on,’ she says, shrugging off her anorak and making her way down the hall to the kitchen. She hears him going up the stairs.

      Getting the job had made Susan feel powerful and independent. But now it’s all messed up because it’s not her secret any more. It’s become like everything else in her life – controlled by her mum and full of conditions.

      Rosie is sitting at the kitchen table with a coffee. She’s typing into her laptop, sighing, deleting the words, and starting again. ‘Morning, Susan.’ She doesn’t look up. ‘You met Eli? He’s living here now.’

      Susan nods and gets the cleaning things from under the sink. Runs the tap to fill the bucket. As usual the first gush of water is rust-coloured. She squirts floor cleaner into it. ‘Where do you live, Susan?’ Rosie asks. ‘Do you rent a room, somewhere?’

      ‘I live with my mum,’ she says warily. ‘But I pay towards my keep.’

      ‘I’m going to rent out a couple of the rooms here,’ Rosie says. ‘But I don’t know how much to ask – I mean, look at it – the place is in a state, so I can’t ask the kind of money people would usually get in this area. I’ll probably have to get the rent in cash, too, if I don’t want to declare it. That could be another problem.’ She frowns, gesturing towards the screen. ‘I’m trying to word an advert.’

      Susan shrugs. ‘I wouldn’t know. Sorry.’

      Rosie glances up and gasps. ‘Oh, that looks painful. How did that happen?’

      ‘Walked into a wall,’ Susan says. ‘I’ll start upstairs, shall I? If you’re down here.’

      Rosie makes a noise of agreement and goes back to frowning at her screen.

      Upstairs, Susan makes her way quietly to the far end of the corridor at the back of the house, not wanting to see the boyfriend again. She pushes open the door of one of the spare rooms. She puts the bucket down and sits on the bed. It squeaks, the mattress sagging under her weight. The dark green wallpaper is peeling away in strips. There’s a smell of damp and the carpet is moth-eaten, falling apart. But the generous sash window overlooks the tangled garden, and the original fireplace is marble.

      When she was a child, Mum had been careful not to leave bruises where other people would see them. She doesn’t seem to care any more. Her anger is unpredictable. However warily Susan watches her, weighs up her own words, assesses the situation, she keeps getting it wrong. She touches her swollen cheekbone, pressing until the tenderness intensifies into a jab of pain. Last night, when Susan explained about the job, she’d seen something else in her mum’s expression – more complicated than rage, it was closer to hunger. It had felt dangerous.
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        Rosie

      

      

      The advert got responses immediately. Several people turned up that evening. ‘Looks like damp on this wall,’ one of them said. ‘I thought the price was too good to be true,’ said another, who seemed to consider it anyway, before disappearing never to be heard from again.

      ‘Is this wiring even legal?’ One man was angry she’d misrepresented the state of the room, even though she’d clearly stated the house needed modernisation. ‘What a dump,’ he’d complained. ‘Wasting my time.’ ‘The kitchen is unhygienic,’ another woman said, wrinkling her nose. ‘And the garden must be infested with rats.’

      Someone who looked like a drug dealer lounged against the landing wall, on his mobile. Said he’d take the room there and then, cash wasn’t a problem, peeling a wad of it from his back pocket. She told him it had already been taken.

      The next day, the doorbell goes. Another viewing. Rosie supresses her feeling of dread as she goes to answer it. The young man on the step is slim with dirty blond hair, thinning at the temples. Round glasses. Neatly dressed in conservative jeans and polo shirt under a jacket. ‘I’m Jonathan.’ He pushes the glasses up the bridge of his nose. ‘I’ve come about the room?’ He steps inside and she notices a red birthmark on his left cheek, a stain spreading from his jaw, across the bone up to his eye. ‘Shall I take my shoes off?’

      ‘My mum would love you.’ She laughs. ‘No. Don’t worry. As you can see, it’s all in need of some serious redecoration.’

      As she leads him up the stairs, she’s tensed for the inevitable negative comments. None come; in fact, she can’t hear him at all and thinks for a minute he’s done a runner. She turns to find him on her heels, practically breathing down her neck. On the top floor, she pushes the door to the red bedroom open; it’s the one that looked as though it had once been used for an art studio, and the biggest spare one. She’d found dried-up paint brushes in jars and some canvases in here; they’d turned out to be some watercolour still lifes with Violet’s signature scrawled on the bottom; one was a view from a window Rosie thought must be the back garden before it became overgrown, nothing exciting, and, disappointingly, no portraits. She’s hung the paintings up around the house. They’re pretty but she doesn’t think they’re great art.

      She watches him wander around, looking at the bare mantelpiece, the iron bedstead that Susan and Rosie had dragged in from the smaller room, and the chest of drawers, still splattered on top with paint. He stands at the window, looking down into the garden. ‘This will do me,’ he says. ‘I could move in this weekend?’

      Rosie keeps her expression neutral. ‘And you can pay in cash?’

      He nods.

      She wants to snap him up straight away but hears Sally’s warning voice in her ear. Never trust anyone. ‘Do you have any references?’

      ‘Of course. I’ll give you the contact details of my last landlord.’

      She shows him the rest of the house – the bathroom he’ll be using, the kitchen and the living room; Jonathan doesn’t appear to be fazed by any of it, even when a mouse scuttles from under the fridge and sprints across the floor. ‘I’ve put down humane traps,’ she says quickly, but doesn’t add that the mice are wise to them, whatever delicacy she places inside, even chocolate. Cocaine for mice, according to the internet. She shows him out, promising to be in touch.

      As she shuts the door, her mobile goes. ‘You’re back,’ Sally exclaims. ‘How did it go?’

      Rosie’s mind stalls. Then she remembers, she’s supposed to have been shooting the summer issue in St Lucia. ‘Yeah. It went well, thanks,’ she blusters, and changes the subject. ‘How’s Dad?’ She should really offer to go and visit them both soon.

      ‘He’s the same, love. By the way,’ she goes on, ‘I’ve just bought the latest issue. I loved your fashion spread – the one with the baby chicks and the daffodils? Yellow isn’t a colour I’d normally wear though.’

      The last shoot she did for the magazine, the last to have her down as fashion editor. Next month, it’ll be the guest editor’s name on the by-line, and Sally will want to know why. At the thought, her heart kicks in her chest. ‘Eli has moved in,’ she says to change the subject.

      ‘Oh, love.’ Sally drops her voice. ‘Is that wise? I know you young people think nothing of living together outside marriage. But in my experience, it’s better to get a ring on your finger first.’

      ‘Don’t worry, Mum,’ she says. ‘I’m pretty sure he doesn’t consider me a fallen woman.’

      ‘It’s all very well joking about it, but I haven’t even met this young man, yet,’ Sally says, sniffing disapprovingly.

      ‘You will soon, Mum. I’ll arrange it.’ She clicks off. Her mobile is like a dead thing in her hand now all her apps have been deleted.

      ‘Listen, babe,’ Eli had said. ‘The answer is simple: get rid of your presence on social media. Start again in a few months with a clean slate. You could even use a different name.’

      She knew he was talking sense. She’s wiped her entire historic Facebook activity, all her past tweets, her Instagram posts and her Google profile. She no longer has an online presence; her digital footprint has been erased.

      It feels like a grief and a relief at the same time. Now there’s nowhere for the haters to direct their venom. For the first time since her world blew up, she feels she’s making progress: she has a cleaner, a potential lodger and, best of all, Eli. She suddenly feels optimistic that she’ll find herself a job soon too.

      To celebrate, she goes for a walk. It’s a beautiful day. Bright sunshine, birds singing above the sound of traffic, late-blooming cherry trees making pink clouds against the clear sky. She wanders along Notting Hill Gate, window shopping. Stops when she sees a notice in one.

      
        
        We’re looking for a sales assistant. Apply inside.

      

      

      Rosie pushes the door. The place is airy and light, soft music playing, a couple of customers browsing the racks of clothes; she runs her fingers over them. Designer labels. It’s nicely curated. She’d wear most of this stuff. She sniffs, inhaling the aroma of new fabric, clean wool, leather. She approaches the counter. A girl is folding something in tissue. She looks up smiling. ‘Can I help?’

      ‘I saw your advert?’ Rosie says. ‘Is your manager here?’

      ‘I’m the manager,’ the girl says. ‘Have you got a CV?’

      ‘Not on me.’

      ‘Well, have you had much experience in fashion?’

      ‘So much!’ Rosie exclaims, leaning over the glass counter. ‘I actually used to be a fashion editor, and influencer. I’ve lived and breathed fashion since forever.’ She widens her eyes, grinning.

      ‘Really?’ She’s looking at Rosie doubtfully. ‘So… I could look you up? What’s your name? What magazine did you work for?’

      ‘Um.’ Rosie’s face is hot. ‘No,’ she says. ‘Forget what I said about the magazine. That’s in the past.’

      ‘So what socials are you on? Instagram?’

      ‘Actually,’ Rosie’s cheeks are burning. ‘I just deleted my accounts.’

      ‘And now you want to work in a shop,’ the girl states, her voice flat, disbelieving. ‘Okay. How much experience have you had in sales?’

      ‘Well,’ Rosie swallows. ‘I haven’t. Not really. But I can learn. I’m a fast learner.’

      ‘I’m sure you are,’ the girl says smoothly. ‘But I’m afraid we need someone with at least a year of relevant experience. Sorry.’

      Rosie can’t breathe. Her chest is tight. The shop darkens and slows, as if she’s in a nightmare. The floor pitches under her feet, vertigo making her squeeze her eyes shut, her breath trapped in her lungs.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      The voice snaps her back into the moment. She’s holding something. She opens her fingers to reveal a beaded bracelet. There are several looped around a velvet column on the counter, but one of them has found its way into her palm. She drops the bracelet. ‘Nothing.’

      ‘Get out,’ the girl says. ‘Before I call the police.’
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        * * *

      

      She’s in Holland Park. Shock has her by the throat. Her legs feel numb. She keeps walking through the park, not knowing where to go or what to do. She doesn’t remember picking up the bracelet. Why can’t she remember doing it? White noise hisses in her head. All the beauty has been sucked out of the day. She notices a red-faced mother shouting at her sobbing child. Rubbish lying around a bin. A dead crow. The water on the lake is full of scum, as if it’s toxic.

      She keeps walking along gravelled paths, not knowing where she’s going, just that she needs to keep moving to stop herself collapsing in a heap. As she rounds a corner, she sees a photo shoot going on in the Japanese garden. A photographer leans into his camera, a model swishing her skirt, smiling as she turns. Three people huddle behind the photographer, earnestly watching. She flicks an anxious glance in their direction, hoping she doesn’t know them. But she recognises a hair stylist she’s worked with, and at the same time sees him clock her and whisper something to the woman next to him. They turn in her direction, gazes like lasers.

      Heart beating wildly, she turns away, stepping over a low fence and plunging through bushes. Twigs tear at her clothes and hair. She bats her way through leaves, stumbles down an earthy slope onto a footpath on the other side, and sets off along the path at a run, arms pumping at her sides as if she’s sprinting for her life.
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        Violet

      

      

      Rupert loves this house as much as she does. It’s not just his home, it stands for something that matters to him. It’s a symbol of success, prestige. Before Jack was born, they’d both painted the rooms moss and damson and chocolate, hung paintings; the bookshelves are full of serious novels; the place is bohemian, artistic. Rupert likes people looking up to him. He jokes that being a writer who lives in a house in Notting Hill is a good image, will get him halfway to publication again without typing a word. He’s on a final draft of the novel, and he’s taken to working in the British Library most days, taking his notebook and pen, returning looking pleased with himself, almost jaunty. Work must be going well, which is good, because they need this book to be a success. She even saw him tipping his hat to the awful Mrs Lambeth the other day.

      She’s in the sitting room with a heap of jumpers and socks that need darning, Jack snoring next to her. He’d fallen asleep after toddling across the floor with his push-along cart of wooden bricks, sinking to his knees, still hanging onto the cart. He’ll be walking on his own soon. She’d transferred him to the sofa where he sleeps, limbs sprawled and thumb in his mouth.

      They got a letter from the bank this morning. They’ve reached the end of their overdraft, and all the money Rupert inherited from his grandparents has gone. She’s using coins she’s been collecting in old jam jars to pay for nappies and food. The fridge is practically bare. She keeps the heating off during the day, trying to save money.

      Her hands are numb with cold. She pricks her finger on the needle and swears under her breath. She’s useless at sewing. As she sucks a bead of blood, she realises her cheeks are wet with tears. She must stop crying all the time. Pathetic. It won’t solve anything.

      She doesn’t hear Rupert come in, but suddenly he’s there, wrapping his arms around her gently, wiping the salt from her face. ‘Hey. Hey, darling. Don’t cry. Everything will be alright,’ he says. ‘I love you. Have some faith.’

      She melts into his caresses, needy as the cat when she pushes herself against her hand. Then they’re kissing. He kneels between her knees, his lips soft against hers, his tongue probing, testing the boundaries. Jack is still asleep on the sofa next to her. The moment opens, and she lets herself be pulled to her feet and led upstairs to their bedroom, lets him undo her buttons and zips, pulling off her clothes, kissing her neck, her shoulders.

      They make love for the first time since Jack’s birth. Rupert is gentle with her, and afterwards she wonders why it has taken her so long. It didn’t hurt – only a tiny bit at the beginning. Her body is relaxed, easy and loose in his arms. It feels like coming home. The joy of lying skin to skin with her husband. She turns her face into his chest and puts her mouth to the bony dip at his sternum, tastes his sweat, snuggles closer, warm at last.

      Now they’ve had sex, she thinks, things will be different – it will be like it was at the beginning. Maybe her head will clear, and she’ll love her son properly, and stop feeling guilty all the time. She won’t think about the letter from the bank. They can survive on very little if she’s clever, if she makes do, gets cheaper cuts of meat, bulks meals out with beans. They need to be grateful they have the house, a roof over their heads.

      The wind blows the French windows open, a sudden gust making the curtains flap and twist. Jack’s wail comes from downstairs. A thin, high note of distress as he wakes up alone. With a stab of guilt, Violet rolls away from Rupert, his arm sliding across her belly as she sits up. She pushes her feet onto the floor and stands, grabbing a dressing gown as she hurries towards the stairs to her son.
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        Susan

      

      

      They’re in the kitchen in the flat; overhead, the fluorescent light stutters and blinks. They’ve eaten in silence, a soap on the TV in the sitting room the only sound of human interaction. Susan stabs an oven chip with her fork, dips it in the blob of ketchup on the side of her plate.

      Mum finishes her food and lights up, blowing a stream of smoke in Susan’s direction. ‘So, you said she’s got a lodger in, and she’s looking for another?’

      Susan chews her mouthful quickly and nods. ‘She’s strapped for cash. She wasn’t lying about that.’

      ‘And the boyfriend has moved in, too. A muscle-bound Yank?’

      Susan nods again. She still has no idea why Mum is so interested in Rosie.

      ‘Hmmm,’ Mum says, tapping ash onto her plate, a scattering of grey over the smears of red. ‘Well, that settles it – you need to move in. You be the other lodger.’

      Susan stares at her, open-mouthed. ‘Me?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Mum scowls at her. ‘We don’t want another stranger in there.’

      Susan can’t believe that she’s being allowed to leave the flat, to move out, to have her own room somewhere away from Mum. There must be a catch. She watches Mum closely, looking for a sign, a clue as to what’s going on in her mind.

      Mum taps a long fingernail on the table. ‘You move in, then you’ll be able to do surveillance all the time. You won’t miss anything important, and…’ she pauses, holding up her finger ‘…you need to get to work for me. There’s something in that house that belongs to me.’

      Susan blinks through the cigarette smoke. ‘What is it? How come it’s there?’

      ‘You don’t need to know the details,’ Mum snaps. ‘But there’s a green velvet case somewhere in the house, this big.’ She holds up her hands, measuring a shape in the air, about seven inches by four. ‘It’s mine by rights. I want you to find it and bring it to me. Don’t open it.’

      Susan chews her thumbnail. The house is huge and rambling and full of junk – it’s not going to be easy to find something that small. And how come something of Mum’s is in the house in the first place? Susan didn’t know she’d ever been inside it. Or maybe she hasn’t – maybe one of the ex-owners robbed her of this green case. They’re probably relatives of Rosie’s; she’d said the house had belonged to her parents. That explains Mum’s interest in her.

      ‘But first things first. Make sure she agrees to you as a lodger.’

      Susan nods, trying not to look too eager. If this means she can finally get out from under Mum’s scrutiny, can have her own door to shut, she’ll agree to anything.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Morning sunshine reveals the extent of the grime on the outside of the kitchen windows. Another job that needs doing. Rosie turns away from the dirty glass and her view of the tangle of weeds outside. She’s still in her pyjamas, but Eli is aromatic with aftershave, smart in a suit, and revved up for his second meeting about potential sponsorship for his proposed surf lake. The first lot didn’t go for the project – and she can tell he’s trying to stay positive. He stands, draining his coffee. ‘Have you had any luck with job hunting?’ He puts his cup in the sink.

      The memory of finding the bracelet in her hand comes back to her, the shock and humiliation, hurrying out of the shop like a criminal. The manager’s look of pity and revulsion. She hasn’t attempted to find another job since.

      ‘Not yet.’ She clears her throat. ‘By the way, talking of money, your next rent will be due soon. Did you set up a standing order?’ She feels heat rush to her cheeks. It’s embarrassing to be discussing hard cash with her lover.

      He runs his fingers through his hair, distracted by his mobile beeping with a notification. ‘Yup – I’ve set it up.’

      ‘Did you replace Lisa yet?’

      ‘Not yet.’ He glances at the screen on his phone before he pulls her in and kisses her on the mouth. ‘Got to run. See you this evening.’ He stops at the door. ‘When’s that guy moving in?’

      ‘Jonathan?’ She blinks at him. ‘Tomorrow. We could do with a second lodger as well.’

      ‘I don’t like the idea of sharing our space with strangers.’

      ‘I know.’ She gives him a conciliatory look. ‘But I need to get some renovations done – even paying bills is a stretch, while I’m not working. Everything’s more expensive in this house. God knows what we’ll do in the winter when the heating goes on.’

      ‘Let’s not worry about that yet,’ he says, frowning. ‘We’ll work something out. I need to go to work with a positive mind-set.’

      They kiss briefly on the mouth, and he’s gone. But even before he’d physically left the room, he hadn’t been there, not really. He’s only half listening, half seeing her. Come to think about it, he’s been distant ever since he’s been living here.

      Maybe they’ve moved in together too fast. She bites her nail, ripping into the cuticle. Is he regretting it?
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        * * *

      

      Rosie trundles the black dustbin onto the street for refuse collection. Has Eli really pulled away from her, or is she being paranoid, oversensitive?

      She becomes aware that someone is speaking to her. A man has stopped on the pavement beside her. ‘I’m glad someone has finally moved in,’ he’s saying. ‘This place has been an eyesore for years.’

      He’s tall and elegant, with a broad jaw and generous features. He puts out his hand. ‘Robert Cooke. I live at number twenty-four.’

      ‘Rosie,’ she says, taking his hand. ‘Rosie Brown.’

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ he says. ‘Welcome to the neighbourhood. I’m glad you weren’t put off by its history.’ He gestures towards the house. ‘Always thought that was why it stood empty for so long.’

      Rosie frowns. ‘What history?’

      ‘The tragedy.’ He raises an eyebrow. At the sight of her blank expression, he scratches his head. ‘You didn’t know. I’m sorry.’

      ‘Wait,’ she says. ‘Do you mean something bad happened here?’

      ‘It was a long time ago,’ he says, looking uncomfortable. ‘Apparently a husband and wife were found dead in the house.’

      All the breath leaves her body. No, she thinks, that’s wrong. He can’t be talking about her parents. They were killed in a car crash. She stares at him. ‘Dead? In the house?’

      He’s shifting from foot to foot, clearly regretting his words. He gives a brief nod.

      ‘But how?’ she asks. ‘I mean, what happened to them?’

      ‘Ah.’ He clears his throat. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t know the details.’

      This must be a mistake. Her mouth is dry. ‘What… what were their names? This couple.’

      ‘A double-barrelled surname, I think. Can’t recall. I was told about it by another neighbour who used to live here at the time, next door, in fact.’

      Rosie feels as if her head is exploding. ‘Next door?’

      ‘Yes. But she moved a while ago.’

      ‘So, you’re saying that thirty years ago, the couple that lived here were found dead?’ She says it slowly, wanting him to contradict her, for it to be a misunderstanding.

      He nods. The pavement tilts. She’s aware of him standing close, a tentative hand on her elbow. ‘Are you alright? Should you sit down?’

      ‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘No. I’m fine. It’s a shock. That’s all.’

      He lets go of her elbow. ‘People are superstitious. But there’s no such thing as ghosts.’ He’s nodding again as if to emphasise his words. ‘It’s a beautiful place. I’m sure you’ll be very happy there.’ He’s backing away, looking mortified. ‘I’m so sorry. I should never have said anything.’

      Inside, she grabs her laptop and googles her parents’ names, the name of the street, the house itself. All she gets is a load of estate agent sites listing houses for sale in the area. It would have been reported in a newspaper, surely? There’s the Notting Hill & Bayswater Independent. Or would it have made it into a broadsheet? But 1996 was a long time ago. She finds the number for Kensington Central Library. The automated voice tells her the call will be recorded for training purposes, whatever that means. ‘Just let me speak to a human,’ she hisses.

      A female operative tells her they don’t have backdated copies of the local paper, but she could try The Times Digital Archive. ‘There’s two hundred years of back copies available.’

      Rosie logs into the library site. She doesn’t know when in 1996 her parents died. She starts with January and begins to scroll through every section of the paper. What if they died in December? It’s going to take forever to go through an entire year of newspapers. And perhaps their deaths never made it into the news in the first place. Why would they? They weren’t famous. They weren’t household names.

      She closes her laptop, wondering if Robert from number twenty-four knows where the ex-neighbour lives. She’ll be the best source of information. Rosie needs to ask her mother about it too – it was her who told her that Violet and Rupert died in a car crash. Was that the story the adoption agency handed out?

      She sits on the bed and stares at the floor. Did both her birth parents die together here, in this house? How? She’s too agitated to sit still and jumps up, knocking over the little blue vase on the bedside table. It tumbles onto the floor and rolls onto its side on the carpet. Luckily it hasn’t broken, and as she stoops to pick it up, she sees a small ball of crumpled paper has rolled out. She opens it. It’s got a torn edge, and something has been written on it. She presses her thumb to smooth it out.

      
        
        I hate him. I’ll never forgive him. I want to kill him.

      

      

      The words make her startle. She reads it again, heart thumping. What does it mean? Who wrote it? Her only chance of getting any answers is to track down the ex-neighbour. Rosie prays she’s willing to talk, and that she can remember the people who lived next door to her thirty years ago.
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      Sally does what she always does in a crisis. She cleans. The bungalow is vacuumed, dusted and polished until there’s not a speck of dust anywhere. She works up a good, healthy sweat scrubbing the windows with newspaper and vinegar. Next, she bakes a Victoria sponge, dusting the top with icing sugar after sandwiching it together with raspberry jam. Rosie’s favourite flavour.

      She tries to stop her thoughts from spiralling. Has Rosie discovered something? Is she coming here with questions that Sally doesn’t want to answer – cannot answer? Rosie said she’d walk from the station, not to meet her, so Sally sits in the living room, perched on the edge of Peter’s armchair, waiting. The velveteen cover has been worn by his hands over the years. She spreads her own fingers over the bare nap and considers how much it would cost to have the whole chair recovered. Or perhaps she should just put some nice crisp white cotton arm protectors over the arms? Antimacassar: the name comes to her, foreign and fancy. But even if she couldn’t see the darker, thinner patches, they’d still be there.

      She finds it hard to forgive Peter for plunging headlong into early dementia. She visits him every day at the home because it’s the right and proper thing. People expect it of her – the devoted wife and mother. But it’s unbearable to see him in his shuffling, confused state, to know he soils himself sometimes, dribbles when he eats. Thank goodness Rosie is still her beautiful, blonde daughter, so pretty and slender, so stylish and clever, and successful. She loves to tell people what Rosie’s doing, brushing off their comments – you must be so proud – with a bashful smile. It balances out the pitying glances she gets whenever Peter’s name comes up.

      She’d enjoyed telling the WI about Rosie’s latest trip to St Lucia. She’d looked it up on Wikipedia, so she had some facts to tell them about it being a Caribbean island and a place where they grow bananas and mangoes; she described the Pitons, those strange, lush volcanic peaks she saw in the photos. Oh, they said, it sounds as if you’ve been there yourself, Sally! ‘Rosie tells me everything.’ She’d smiled. ‘It feels as if I have!’ They’d laughed along with her at that.

      Actually, Rosie hasn’t talked about it at all. She’s been busy, poor love, organising building works, while rushing around being a fashion editor. At least, Sally hopes that’s the reason they’ve hardly spoken these last few weeks.

      The doorbell rings and she leaps to her feet, heart racing. She takes a breath, smooths down her skirt, pats her perm, recently set and coloured, and opens the door.

      ‘Love, oh, come here for a hug!’ She pulls her close. ‘You don’t have to ring the bell like a stranger!’ As she speaks into Rosie’s sweet-smelling hair, she feels knots of tension in her daughter’s body.

      She steps back. ‘You look a bit tired. Is the house too much for you?’ Rosie is surprisingly pale, considering she’s just come back from a Caribbean island. ‘You’ve got a lot on your plate, holding down an important job too.’

      ‘I don’t have a job,’ Rosie states in a dull voice. ‘I didn’t tell you before, but you’ll find out soon anyway. I’ve been fired.’

      ‘Fired?’ Sally shakes her head. ‘Sorry. I don’t understand.’

      ‘Fired. Sacked,’ Rosie says wearily. ‘They told me to leave.’

      Sally’s mind darts around, weighing up this information, calculating the damage. Rosie has lost her job. That’s bad, and not something Sally wants anyone else to know – all those nosey parkers in the village love other people’s failure. But if this is why her daughter’s come to see her, the reason for the tension in her body, then it’s better, far better, than the other scenario Sally dreads. Look on the bright side, as Peter would have said, Rosie will get another job.

      ‘What happened? I’m so sorry, love. Sit down.’ She gestures towards the sofa. ‘I’ll make us a nice cup of tea and you can tell me all about it.’

      Rosie sits with her hands twisted in her lap. She doesn’t meet Sally’s eye, doesn’t touch her slice of cake. ‘I got caught stealing, and then everyone thought I’d made a racist comment when I didn’t – or, at least, I didn’t mean it. It was all a shit-show after that.’

      Sally winces at the expression as her brain rewinds to take in the whole of what Rosie has just told her. ‘But… you didn’t really take whatever-it-was, did you?’ she asks.

      Rosie’s eyes glisten. ‘No, of course not.’

      Sally sits back in her chair, speechless. She moistens her lips. ‘So, you were framed?’ She thinks of the TV shows she watches. ‘People must be jealous of you. Does someone want to harm you? Or take your job?’

      Rosie shoots her a sharp look. ‘My old assistant probably did it – she wants my job. But I have no proof.’

      Sally fills her lungs slowly, exhales slowly. She wants to scream at Rosie – how could you let this happen to you? Instead, she forces herself to lean forwards and take her daughter’s cold fingers in her own. ‘You’ll get through this, love. You’ll get another job. You’re so talented.’

      Rosie pulls her hand away and sits up straighter. ‘It’s not that easy. I’ve been cancelled.’

      ‘Cancelled?’ Sally frowns.

      ‘It’s what they call it when social media thinks you’ve done something bad. It’s when people stop liking you. They unfollow you. Post mean things about you.’

      ‘Did all this happen after you got back from the trip to St Lucia?’

      ‘I… I didn’t go to St Lucia. I’ve been out of work since I got the house.’

      Sally stares at Rosie. ‘You lied?’

      Rosie turns her head to look at Sally. ‘I’m sorry.’ She swallows. ‘I know I’ve let you down.’

      Sally folds her lips to stop herself agreeing with Rosie’s statement. This is all so out of character. She feels the warmth inside her begin to dissipate, turning to ice. She gives Rosie a frozen glare.

      ‘And I wanted to ask you about something else,’ Rosie goes on, ‘something terrible I’ve just found out.’

      Sally flinches, afraid of what will come out of Rosie’s mouth next. The ice in her body seems to fracture. She folds her arms around herself.

      ‘Did you know my biological parents didn’t die in a car crash?’ she asks, never taking her eyes from Sally’s. ‘They were found dead in the house.’

      Sally startles and claps her hands over her mouth. ‘Who told you this?’

      ‘A neighbour who’d heard it from someone else. I can’t find any information about it online. Did you know, Mum?’

      It’s one of the things she’d wanted to keep from Rosie. What had happened to her real parents was horrible and sordid. If it got out it would cause a scandal. Better to sweep it away. ‘No, love.’ Sally shudders and shakes her head slowly. The last thing she wants is Rosie snooping around for information about her past, and if she starts digging, who knows what else she might find. ‘This is news to me,’ she says firmly. ‘I was told they died in a head-on collision.’ Her eye is twitching. A tiny nerve pulses under her lid. She presses a finger over it. ‘Some things are better not to know. I’m sorry the neighbour told you. Because it’s all in the past, isn’t it? We can’t change it. All we can do is get on with our lives.’ She’s aware her voice has taken on the wheedling tone she’d used years ago whenever Rosie had been obstinate. ‘But however they died, it’s not a nice thing to think about. You’ll be wondering about it all the time. If it doesn’t seem a good place to live now, I’d totally understand. Maybe it’s time to move out, love, go somewhere easier to manage, without that kind of darkness hanging over it?’

      ‘I’m not moving,’ Rosie says with surprising vehemence. ‘It’s my house. Whatever happened there. However hard it is to find the money for the bills. It’s my birthright.’ She sweeps a hand over her eyes. ‘I just need to know the truth.’ She leans forwards with flushed cheeks. ‘I need to know what happened to them.’

      ‘I can’t help you with that.’ Sally’s mouth is dry, but she’s feeling confident that she can steer this conversation onto safer territory. ‘I think you’ve had a lot of shocks recently,’ she says, gaining practical ground. ‘What with the problems at work, moving into the house, and now this. It’s a lot for you to cope with, love. You don’t need to know the details – it will only be upsetting. My advice is to look to the future.’

      Rosie sits in silence for a moment, as if she’s considering Sally’s words, and then she seems to make up her mind. She nods. ‘Maybe you’re right.’ She picks up her plate and nibbles some of the cake. She gazes out of the window into the garden with a small frown. ‘How’s Dad? I could visit him with you before I get the train home?’

      Sally shakes her head. ‘I don’t think you should, love. Not today. He’s got a nasty sore throat and the staff have said no visitors.’

      Sally wonders how long she can keep giving excuses. But she doesn’t want Rosie near her dad, not when Sally can’t trust what will come out of his mouth. The stress is giving her a headache. By the time Rosie leaves to get the train back to London, Sally feels that a near-fatal collision of her own has been averted. But for how long?

      When she’s alone, she tips the rest of the cake into the bin. It feels tainted now with images of Violet and Rupert’s dead bodies and Rosie’s lies and joblessness. Sally hardly knows which part of the afternoon’s revelations are the worst. She washes up, dries, and puts the cups and plates away and then scrubs the spotless kitchen, wishing she could scrub away the past. It’s a blow that Rosie knows her parents didn’t die in a car crash. Sally had hoped the story would go unchallenged forever. She knew Rosie’s move into that house would stir things up, but who knows what other dark truths might still crawl into the light? And meanwhile, how is she, Sally, supposed to avoid the rest of the village knowing their business, this shameful thing that Rosie’s lost her job over? Her daughter, accused of being a thief!

      She’ll keep her head down, stay out of the shops until it’s blown over, pretend she has flu until Rosie has another job and things go back to normal. If it goes back to normal, a mean little voice in her head adds.
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      She’s kneeling on the floor of the top bathroom, scrubbing at marks around the base of the toilet when she hears the lodger leave his room. Jonathan. He seems the quiet type, keeps himself to himself. She’s overheard Rosie talking to Eli about him, saying how they’re lucky that he’s low-maintenance and undemanding, and has paid his rent up front. But in Susan’s opinion, it’s the quiet ones you have to watch.

      She slips inside his door. There’s a jacket draped over his chair, slippers placed neatly next to the bed, and a pile of books on his bedside table, but otherwise you’d hardly know he’s moved in. She glances at the title of the first book on the pile. It’s about Fred West. She recoils. The one underneath is about Ted Bundy. She shudders. Jonathan’s one of those types who likes reading about murdered girls and kidnappings. Makes her feel sick – why people want to know all the gory details is beyond her.

      She drags the vacuum cleaner inside and plugs it in, begins to push the nozzle over the carpet, as she looks around her, wondering if the green case could be hidden in here. She lifts the long fringe of the bedcover and hoovers underneath as far as she can reach. The end of the nozzle bangs up against something. She gets on her knees and leans down to investigate. There’s a box under there – plastic, with a lid. She glances behind her at the closed door and reaches for it, taking off the lid. It’s full of folders. No green case.

      ‘What are you doing?’ The voice makes her jump out of her skin.

      Flushing, she looks up. ‘Cleaning,’ she says. ‘I didn’t mean to pry.’

      She didn’t hear him come in because stupidly she’d left the hoover running. She switches it off and the room is full of dusty silence. He’s blinking at her through his glasses. ‘That’s private,’ he says. ‘You shouldn’t be going through my stuff.’

      She stands up, worried now that he might complain to Rosie, get her fired. ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t see anything.’

      ‘It’s not that I have anything to hide,’ he says, taking off his glasses. ‘It’s the principle of the thing.’

      She nods, twisting her hands together. ‘You won’t say anything, will you?’ she says. It’s today that she’s planning on asking Rosie the big question and she doesn’t want this to mess it up for her.

      He sweeps his hand towards the box. ‘Just put it back and we’ll forget about it.’

      ‘Thanks.’ She’s so relieved she could kiss him, even though he’s a nerd with no sex appeal and probably has sweaty hands. She doesn’t mind the port-wine stain over his cheek. It adds a bit of character.

      ‘You don’t need to clean in here,’ he says. ‘I’m used to doing my own tidying up. Save you the bother.’ He holds up a new padlock and attachment in its packaging. ‘I’ll be locking the room in future.’

      Susan looks at the lock in dismay. ‘Shouldn’t you ask Rosie before you start screwing things in?’

      He gives a short laugh. ‘What? With the state of this place? You think a couple of screws in a wall and door will give her a heart attack?’

      She shrugs. ‘Just saying.’ She’s backing away, the hoover following like a reluctant dog.

      When she’d opened the file on the top, she’d glimpsed what looked like legal documents. But she hadn’t had time to read any of the print. The way he’d taken off his glasses when he said he’d ‘nothing to hide’ made her certain the opposite was true.
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        * * *

      

      She waits in the kitchen after work. Rosie comes in with a black, silk skirt in her hands. ‘Me+Em,’ she says. ‘Nearly new.’ As Susan reaches to take it, Rosie grabs her wrist and holds it. ‘Ouch. Is that a burn? Looks nasty.’

      Susan thinks of the moment her mum had pinioned Susan’s arm over the steam from the kettle. ‘You’re not holding up your side of the bargain,’ she’d hissed. ‘You’d better try harder.’

      Susan had squirmed and gasped as her skin cooked. Sometimes she thinks her mum might kill her. She blurts out her request to Rosie. ‘If nobody else takes the other room, can I have it?’

      Rosie stares at her. ‘You want to move in?’

      Susan nods. ‘I could pay with more hours. I could clean every day, do the washing and ironing, and I could cook sometimes, even do shopping for you… or if you wanted just the cash,’ she goes on desperately. ‘I could find it.’

      ‘I do need the cash,’ Rosie says slowly. ‘But it would be useful to have daily help. Maybe we could compromise. You give me some of the rent in cash and some in cleaning and chores. But I’d obviously stop giving you clothes to sell, and you’d have to buy your own food.’

      Susan nods eagerly. ‘I’d be no trouble. And I’d work hard.’ She clenches her fingers. ‘I wouldn’t get in your way.’

      ‘I know what a hard worker you are. But maybe I should run it by Eli, now he’s living with me.’ Rosie nods. ‘And obviously you’ll need to let your mother know. She might be relying on your rent.’

      ‘Oh, you don’t have to worry about that. She wants me out from under her feet,’ Susan says. ‘She’ll be really happy if I tell her I’m moving out.’

      Rosie smiles. ‘Okay. It’s a deal. It is my house, so I guess I can make the decision without Eli’s permission, and he’ll be cool with it anyway.’

      ‘I can move in?’

      Rosie smiles. ‘Want a cup of tea to celebrate?’

      ‘Please.’ Susan grins. ‘So, the house is yours, then?’ She sits at the table while Rosie gets some cups out and puts the kettle on the stove. ‘Because you said before that you were a tenant?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Rosie drops teabags into the cups. ‘It’s a bit of a weird one. The house is tied up in a trust. My parents lived here. Before that, my feminist grandmother owned the house and she set up the trust to make sure the house stayed in the family, going to the oldest daughter, who’d be a life tenant. So, yes, it’s as good as mine, but I can’t sell it.’

      ‘I’ve never heard of anything like that before,’ Susan says, thinking it’s too complicated not to be true. Rosie puts the cups of tea on the table and Susan picks hers up and blows on it. ‘You can’t ever sell it?’

      ‘No,’ Rosie says. ‘There is a clause in the will, if I remember right, that says if I have no kids and there are no other siblings, my husband could sell it.’ She laughs. ‘But only after I’m dead!’

      ‘Right.’ Susan echoes her laughter. ‘Better not get married then!’

      Rosie rolls her eyes at the joke. Susan lowers her gaze and takes a sip of tea. Inside, she’s dancing. She’s done it. She can move in. And she can’t wait to pass on this information about the trust to Mum. It will prove how valuable she’s going to be as a live-in spy.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Susan’s settled into the small room at the back. She arrived with one suitcase, looking like a refugee. Rosie had to conceal a gasp of horror when she noticed Susan’s bottom lip was split open, and her chin seemed to have been in an argument with a cheese grater. When Rosie asked her what happened, Susan waved it away, saying she’d fallen on an uneven paving stone in the dark. But her red, puffy eyes told a different story. Rosie worries that she might have an abusive boyfriend. She hopes he’s not going to turn up at number 13, causing trouble. Maybe that’s why Susan wanted the room here, to escape from him. At least there are two men in the house now. There have been no more anonymous notes through the letterbox, and the cellar door is securely locked.

      Robert Cooke, from number 24, has found her the forwarding address of the neighbour who’d lived in the street at the same time as her parents. This morning, she’s going to an old people’s home in St John’s Wood to see a Mrs Janet Lambeth. According to maps, it should only take thirty minutes on the tube, and then a five-minute walk.

      She hadn’t been able to sleep from nerves all night, then when she’d nodded off, she’d had vivid dreams of all the ways her parents might have died: illness, a gas leak, poison, being attacked by intruders. When morning finally came, she’d woken with a headache, and in her hurry to leave the house, she’d blundered straight into Susan, nearly knocking the poor girl over on the landing. Susan had apologised as if it was her fault, her expression almost frightened. ‘It’s my fault,’ Rosie had reassured her. ‘I’m just in a flap because I’m off to see someone who might have some information about my parents. My real parents.’

      Susan had looked interested, so Rosie had added, ‘I’ve never met this person before, but she used to live next door. Wish me luck!’

      ‘Good luck!’ Susan had called after her.

      Rosie sets off towards Notting Hill tube station. Her mobile rings and she checks it. An unknown number again. She frowns. She’s not sure if it’s the same one as before. They didn’t leave a message last time. She’ll look later. Sally usually rings every day for a quick chat. But she hasn’t called since Rosie’s visit.

      It had felt like a relief to confess everything to Sally, although she’d been nervous of her mother’s reaction. But perhaps now she and Sally can re-establish their mother-daughter relationship on a more realistic basis. It’s exhausting to try and live up to her mother’s idea of who she is; not just exhausting, but impossible.

      She doesn’t know if she’d believed Sally when she’d denied knowing about her parents being found dead in the house. Rosie would have understood why she didn’t tell Rosie the gruesome truth when she was a child. But there’s no reason to lie now that Rosie is an adult, is there?

      She turns into the dark mouth of the underground station and holds her card against the machine at the gate, wondering what else she’ll discover from Mrs Lambeth. She wants to know the truth – but she’s not sure she can handle any more shocks.
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        * * *

      

      This is no ordinary old folks’ home. It’s nothing like the place her dad lives, with its utilitarian décor and school-dinners aroma. These are basically luxury flats, set up for the elderly, with stairlifts, panic buttons and safety bars. There’s a reception, with a vase of lilies on the desk, a sofa and chairs for guests with glossy magazines arranged neatly on a coffee table. Notices on the wall advertise pottery classes, Bridge evenings, a trip to the Wallace Collection. Uniformed nursing staff move around unobtrusively. The place smells like Harrods.

      She’d called ahead and spoken to a receptionist, asking if she could visit, explaining she’s doing some research into the history of Arundel Crescent. They’d checked and called back to say that Mrs Lambeth would be happy to talk to her. Rosie hadn’t liked to turn up empty-handed, so she’s bought a bunch of flowers from the booth outside the tube station. She looks at them doubtfully. They’d only had pink carnations.

      The man at reception buzzes up to Mrs Lambeth to announce her, gives Rosie a visitors’ badge, and sends her up to the third floor.

      Mrs Lambeth must be in her nineties. She’s a still-elegant woman, stick thin, with a dowager’s hump distorting her slim frame. She’s dressed as if for a cocktail party, long gold earrings dangling from stretched lobes, gnarled fingers heavy with jewels. She takes the carnations without looking at them, dumps them down and gestures to a chair. ‘Sit,’ she says.

      Rosie obeys, folding her legs beneath her, as she prepares to introduce herself. Her plan is to make a bit of small talk, then ask some benign questions about Arundel Crescent before working up to the day her parents were found dead.

      Mrs Lambeth has lowered herself with difficulty into the opposite chair.

      Rosie smiles. ‘I’ve recently moved to Arundel Crescent. I believe you lived there for many years and have seen the changes from gentrification through to⁠—’

      ‘Tell me why you’re really here,’ Mrs Lambeth interrupts. ‘I don’t buy your story about wanting to know the history of that street. There’s only been one thing of any interest there. And that’s what happened at number 13.’

      Rosie eyes widen. ‘You’re right,’ she admits. ‘I did want to talk to you about that.’

      ‘I knew it. Well, speak up. I’m hard of hearing, even with these damn aids in.’

      Rosie glances around the flat. It’s crammed with polished antiques, framed photographs and oil paintings on the wall. ‘The truth is,’ she says, leaning forward and enunciating her words with care, ‘the dead couple were my parents. I was adopted as a baby, and I know nothing about my real parents. I always believed they died in a car crash, so you can imagine my confusion when Robert Cooke, from number 24, told me they were found dead in the house.’

      ‘So, you’re their daughter? Well, well. And you want me to tell you what I know about the Fraser-Whites,’ Mrs Lambeth says, with satisfaction. ‘First of all’ – she points a finger at Rosie – ‘you should know that living next to your parents was a nightmare.’ She clasps her knees. ‘They had parties all the time. Rowdy affairs. There’d be unsavoury characters in the street. Loud music blaring. I had to call the police on numerous occasions.’

      ‘Oh,’ Rosie says. ‘I’m sorry.’

      ‘What are you sorry about?’ Mrs Lambeth sniffs. ‘You were just a baby. I felt sorry for your mother. She was a beautiful creature, and she had to cope with her husband who was nothing but a layabout.’

      Rosie feels herself shrinking. ‘Why did you think he was a layabout?’ she whispers.

      ‘What’s that? Speak up!’

      She repeats herself, raising her voice.

      ‘He called himself a writer,’ she sneers. ‘But I never saw evidence of it. He was a charmer, alright. A flatterer. And a good-looking man. But I didn’t trust him. The two of them were always shouting at each other, airing their dirty laundry in public.’ Mrs Lambeth’s mouth turns down disapprovingly. ‘The language I was forced to hear! It was the kind of filth I might have expected of a common navvy. But they thought of themselves as bohemians, arty types.’

      Rosie presses her hand to her forehead. ‘I had no idea.’

      ‘Well, why would you?’ Mrs Lambeth says, impatiently.

      ‘And do you know what happened?’ Rosie forces herself to ask. ‘That day. The day they died.’

      ‘It was early summer, but already hot. I don’t remember the exact date. I could hear screaming and sobbing. I went to knock on the door, to complain, but nobody answered. The crying carried on. So, I called the police. They turned up, and then an ambulance. The news spread quickly that the couple had been found dead.’

      ‘But how did they die? A gas leak or something?’

      ‘Oh, no,’ Mrs Lambeth says. ‘It was murder.’

      Rosie gasps. Murder. Her mind flashes up images. An intruder killing them both in a robbery gone wrong. A madman breaking in with an axe.

      Before she can speak, Mrs Lambeth is talking again. ‘The conclusion the police came to was that your mother murdered your father, and then afterwards slipped and fell down the stairs, breaking her neck.’ She adds, ‘He’d been stabbed multiple times, apparently.’

      The flat spins around her: Mrs Lambeth’s face, the shine from her rings, the oil painting behind her. A blur of colour. ‘My God.’ Rosie grips the sides of her chair, knuckles whitening. ‘My mother killed my father?’

      ‘There was a lot of blood. Her prints were on the knife.’

      The words waver and slide away. White noise crackles between her ears. She leans forward, feeling sick. ‘My mother killed my father?’ she asks again, looking up, head swimming. ‘Why would she do that?’

      ‘I expect she snapped.’ Mrs Lambeth clicks her fingers to illustrate her point. ‘It was a turbulent relationship. They’d probably been drinking. Or taking drugs.’ She touches a long gold chain around her neck. ‘It’s just a shame they left their offspring orphans. And the house, left to decay.’ She tuts. ‘It was an eyesore in the street.’

      Rosie can hardly breathe. She stands up. ‘I… I have to go.’

      She turns towards the door; something the old lady said snags in her head. She stops. ‘You said “orphans”. But there’s only me.’

      ‘I’ve never taken much interest in children.’ Mrs Lambeth sounds bored. ‘But there were two of you living there. Two wailing brats.’

      ‘No,’ Rosie says. ‘It was just me.’

      ‘Well…’ Mrs Lambeth waves her hand. ‘Whatever you say. It hardly matters now.’ She smiles. ‘You can show yourself out. And make sure you close the door properly.’

      Rosie stands outside in the plush, hushed corridor, her hand over her heart. What a horrible woman. She’d delighted in giving bad news. Rosie blinks away the image of her mother stabbing her father in a frenzy of rage. She recalls her father’s face in the photographs, his broad smile and twinkly eyes. She couldn’t imagine him behaving badly or cruelly. Maybe her mother had been mad, sick in the head in some way? That’s easier to believe. She remembers the note that had rolled out of the blue vase: I hate him. I can’t forgive him. I want to kill him. To do something so desperate, Violet must have been severely provoked. What could he have done that was so terrible?
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      Rosie arrives back at number 13, exhausted, reeling from the new information about her parents. Layabout. Bully. Murderer. She stumbles inside and shrugs off her coat, hanging it on the newel post of the broken banister. Murderer.

      ‘Babe?’

      Eli is reclining on the sofa in the sitting room with a mug in one hand and his laptop open on his knees. ‘How did it go?’ he asks, closing his computer. ‘What did you discover? Come and tell me. Want a coffee? This is my third today – I’m buzzing. There’s some in the pot.’

      The relief of him. The feeling of home. She bursts into tears.

      ‘Hey?’ He jumps up, concern creasing his face, and wraps his arms around her. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘It’s true. What that man, Robert, said—’ She chokes on the words, attempting to get them into order, and leans into his chest. ‘Mrs Lambeth just confirmed it,’ she continues when she can speak. ‘They died here, in this house. My mother murdered my father.’ She gasps as a realisation hits her. ‘God. I was probably here when it happened. Maybe I even saw her do it.’

      She sinks onto the sofa and buries her face in her hands. He sits next to her and rubs her back. ‘Wow. That’s insane,’ he’s saying. ‘What a crazy story. What happened to her? Did she go to prison?’

      ‘She fell down the stairs and broke her neck.’

      ‘Damn.’ He looks stunned.

      She looks up, wiping her nose on her sleeve. ‘Eli, we can’t live here. I can’t stay in this house.’ She widens her eyes, half rising. ‘She even said I had a sibling. When I know I don’t.’

      ‘Hang on. You’re over-reacting,’ he says, pulling her back down. ‘You’re not thinking straight. She sounds like she’s a bit mad, right? Telling you about a brother or sister who doesn’t even exist? If it’s true about your parents – then it’s a tragedy. But it happened a long time ago. All old houses have had bad things happen in them, right? People die in them. You just don’t know.’

      ‘But it’s not just any people. It’s my parents. It was murder. It’s going to haunt me.’

      ‘No, it’s not going to haunt you,’ he says. ‘Look at me.’ He takes hold of her shoulders, and she meets his gaze. ‘This is your home, Rosie. One day, you’ll have the funds to do it up. How many people our age get to live in a place like this? There’s nothing here that can hurt you. The past stays in the past.’

      ‘Okay.’ She nods, trembling.

      ‘Shall I get you a Scotch – or, I don’t know, what else do people take for shock? Tea with sugar?’

      She shakes her head, shivering. ‘I have a headache. I need to lie down.’

      ‘And I can bring you that tea if you like?’

      He pulls her close again, his lips in her hair. At least she can stop worrying that he’s gone off her, or that he regrets moving in. He’s starting a new business from scratch; of course he’s going to be busy, distracted sometimes. She has to get a grip.

      There’s the sound of the front door opening and closing. Susan going off to one of her jobs, no doubt. Getting some rent from her and full rent from Jonathan is helping cover the daily expenses. She remembers that Eli’s next payment hasn’t landed in her account. But she doesn’t want to mention it – not after he’s been so supportive and kind. Money doesn’t seem as important any more, not now she knows the truth about how her parents died – not now she knows she’s the daughter of a murderer.

      In the hall, Rosie takes her coat off the newel post to hang it up properly, and as the coat swings against the wood, there’s a muffled clinking noise. Rosie stuffs a hand into her coat pocket and comes up with a figurine of a brown dog with a chain collar. Oh God. She knows it’s valuable. It must have come from Mrs Lambeth’s flat. She has no memory of even noticing the ornament, let alone picking it up – there’d been so much stuff in that little, crammed flat, and she’d been too focused on what Mrs Lambeth was telling her to look at her surroundings properly – maybe it fell into her pocket as she’d brushed past an overcrowded table? She’s not going to return it, not to that horrible woman. She’d probably just call the police and demand they prosecute her.
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      She’s in her bedroom with headphones on, the music turned up loud. Mozart’s piano concerto No. 21, the second movement, surges into her ears. She finds piano music soothing, always has, ever since she cleaned a house where Classic FM played continually. She knows a bit about famous composers now; people are always surprised when they find that out, realising she’s not completely thick, in the same way they’re shocked she doesn’t listen to hip-hop or grind. If you live on an estate, that’s what they expect.

      Glancing at the time on her mobile, she jumps up. She’ll get it in the neck if she’s late for her job in Ilchester Place. She grabs her bag and starts for the stairs. At the top of the flight, she notices Jonathan below, standing outside the living room. There’s something about his stance and the look of concentration on his face that makes her pause and take her headphones off. The house is silent, apart from Rosie and Eli’s voices murmuring from the living room. She clears her throat as she goes down the stairs, and Jonathan startles and moves away, towards the kitchen, nodding without making eye contact.

      She’s not going to say anything about him snooping to Rosie. She doesn’t want to cause any trouble. She loves her room. Loves the fact that she’s no longer in the flat with Mum breathing down her neck, watching her every move.

      As she passes the living room, she glances in, glimpsing Eli with his arm around Rosie. Susan walks on quickly. She closes the front door behind her as her phone pings in her pocket. The sun is in her eyes as she squints at the message:

      
        
          
            
              
        Find it. Don’t make me wait.

      

      

      

      

      

      She flinches. The Or else is unspoken, but Susan hears it loud and clear.

      Susan had feared that finding the green case wouldn’t be an easy task, and she hasn’t managed yet. While she was searching through the kitchen yesterday, she’d come across a bunch of keys hanging from a brass ring. They’d been shoved to the back of a dusty drawer in the old dresser, hidden under some old telephone bills from the nineties. As she was bending over the drawer, Eli had sneaked up on her. ‘What are you doing?’ His voice from behind had nearly given her a heart attack. She’d managed to slip the keys down her top before she turned to face him. ‘Sorting through drawers,’ she’d said. ‘Rosie asked me to.’ She hadn’t. But hopefully he won’t check. Later, when she tried them in the locks of the house, she discovered they fitted the bedrooms. She’s labelled them and stashed them away in her room without telling Rosie. They could come in handy, and for now she’s made use of the one that fits her own lock.

      She thought she’d be safer once she’d moved into number 13. But she’ll never be safe. Her mum can get to her wherever she is – and if it’s not her, it will be one of her friends. The men Susan grew up having to avoid. Men with neck tattoos and sly smiles, who sometimes slid their hands over her bottom as she passed them. Not that Mum ever put up with that. ‘Any funny business with my daughter and you’re out,’ she’d say. But if one of them paid Susan any attention, it wasn’t just them who got punished, Susan did too.

      She’ll have to hurry up and find what Mum wants. She doesn’t have a choice. A lock on her bedroom door isn’t going to save her.
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      Eli comes up with the tea and sits next to her on the bed. ‘Get some rest,’ he says. ‘You’ve just had a big shock.’

      ‘Eli.’ She holds the warm mug with both hands. ‘I’ve been thinking about the other thing Mrs Lambeth said about there being two children in the house. I’ve always thought I was an only child. But… what if I’m wrong. What if I have a sibling?’

      He frowns. ‘What did she say exactly?’

      ‘Nothing really. Just that there were two children in the house with my parents.’

      He puts his hand on her leg. ‘Maybe another child came over with visiting parents? Or she’s pretty old, right? Maybe she just got confused.’ He squeezes her knee. ‘You’d know if you’d had a brother or sister.’

      ‘Yes.’ She nods. ‘You’re right. She did seem a bit mad.’

      He leans forward and presses his lips to her forehead. ‘I’ve got to go out now. Will you be okay?’

      She attempts a smile. ‘Of course.’

      But when she hears the front door closing downstairs, and Eli’s feet on the path, she’s horribly aware of herself as the only human in the house. She looks out of the French windows at Eli walking away. She wants to call him back. He has his mobile to his ear, and he’s talking earnestly. From this distance, he seems angry about something, one arm gesticulating wildly into the air.

      She turns back to the empty room. Her breath feels too loud. Silence thickens, closing in on her, a creeping avalanche coming to bury her.

      She gets up and crosses the room to the chest of drawers. She’s hidden the china dog under her jumpers. She’s trying to pretend it doesn’t exist, but the little brown dog with its gold, painted collar, is obstinately there. She doesn’t know what to do with it. Except, it’s the least of her problems. It pales into insignificance against the revelations about her parents.

      She stares at a photo of them. Violet is smiling up at Rupert. She’s much smaller than her husband, slightly built, delicate-looking. She has a gentle air about her, a little whimsical in her flowing, pale dress. Rosie can’t imagine the woman in the photograph plunging a knife into her husband, rage driving her to hack him to death.

      Rosie shudders. Maybe she should clear them away, sweep them into a drawer so she doesn’t have to be reminded of what happened. Except, how can she ever forget? The knowledge and images of violence are stuck in her head. She wonders where the murder took place. Mrs Lambeth said something about her mother falling down the stairs.

      She stands on the landing at the top of the first flight of stairs and looks around her, running her hand over the dark paint on the walls; then she kneels, examining the chipped skirting boards, the spongy carpet. She can’t find any blood splatters, and even after all these years, there might be some remains of the crime scene. There would have been a lot of blood; and it would have been hard to clear up.

      The doorbell rings, making her jump. She goes down into the hall, her pulse skittering under her skin. Through the spyhole a face swims into view: a middle-aged woman in a pink anorak. Rosie has never seen her before. Her hand hovers over the door handle. Should she open it to a stranger? She’s alone in the house. Maybe she should pretend she’s not here.

      The bell jangles again. Rosie gets the feeling that the person on the step knows that she’s here, on the other side of the wooden divide. Her heart bangs in her chest. She doesn’t want to let this person in, but it’s as if an invisible force makes her hands move to open the door; she keeps the chain on, and peers around. ‘Yes?’

      The woman is sturdy, with a wide-boned face, too much blue eyeshadow. A strong smell of floral perfume makes Rosie’s nose itch. Rosie has an odd conviction that she’s met her before. ‘Rosie Brown?’ the woman asks.

      Rosie nods warily, her fingers gripping the edge of the door, ready to slam it shut.

      ‘I’ve been sent by Mrs Lambeth. She says you have something that belongs to her?’

      Rosie’s mouth drops open, and through the crack the woman gives her a pitying smile. ‘Don’t worry. You’re not in trouble. But if you could fetch it for me?’ She tilts her head to the side. ‘You know what I’m talking about. There’s no need to involve the police. You don’t want that, do you, dear?’

      Rosie’s throat is dry. She unclips the chain and pulls the door wide. ‘You’d better come in,’ she says.

      The woman stands in the hall, looking expectant. Her pink jacket strains across her chest. Her pancake make-up accentuates rather than hides her wrinkles, although Rosie guesses she must have been attractive when she was younger.

      ‘I’ll go and get it,’ Rosie says, and hurries upstairs to her room. She plunges her hand into her drawer, feeling under the jumpers and comes up with the figurine. She goes back downstairs and gives it to the woman, eyes downcast in embarrassment.

      ‘Why did you take it?’ the woman asks. ‘If you don’t mind me asking?’

      ‘I didn’t take it,’ Rosie mutters. ‘It must have fallen into my pocket.’

      The woman gives a little snort. ‘Try telling that to the magistrate, dear.’

      Rosie shoots her a look of panic. ‘You said Mrs Lambeth wasn’t going to call the police?’

      ‘Calm down. She isn’t going to – she just wants it back,’ the woman says. ‘But you have to admit that your story isn’t too convincing.’

      A tear escapes and trickles down Rosie’s hot cheek. ‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I don’t remember taking it.’ Frustration makes a hard ball in her chest.

      ‘No need to cry,’ the woman is saying, her hand on Rosie’s shoulder. ‘Why don’t we go and have a nice strong cup of tea.’

      In the kitchen, Rosie sits at the table while the woman bustles about and boils the kettle. She’s opened the fridge. ‘Where’s the milk?’

      ‘Should be some in there.’ Her head is spinning. Mrs Lambeth has turned out to be kinder than Rosie gave her credit for, but next time she may not be so lucky. She’s going to end up in prison at this rate.

      ‘You were saying?’ The woman has put the kettle on and is rooting around for mugs, opening cupboards. ‘You don’t remember taking the little dog?’

      ‘No,’ Rosie says, as the kettle boils. ‘The cupboard on the left of the sink,’ she points. ‘I’ve never told anyone else, but… this isn’t the first time it’s happened. I’ve found other things that don’t belong to me in my pocket or bag before.’ She swallows. ‘Maybe… maybe I took those things too.’

      The woman places a steaming mug in front of Rosie. ‘There’s a name for it, isn’t there? Taking stuff you don’t need or want. It’s a mental health disorder. In my day, it was just plain thieving, but’ – she shrugs – ‘things have moved on since then. It’s all ADHD this and OCD that. I’ve put some sugar in,’ she adds, taking a seat next to Rosie. ‘I’m Mrs Bee, by the way. It’s what everyone calls me.’

      ‘Are you a friend of Mrs Lambeth’s?’

      ‘Bless you.’ Mrs Bee laughs. ‘I suppose after all these years we are friends. But I used to work for her many years ago when she lived next door. Started with cleaning, but then I became a bit of a companion for her.’

      ‘Were you working for her thirty years ago?’ Rosie tilts forward in her chair. ‘When the Fraser-Whites lived here?’

      ‘Thirty years?’ The woman screws up her forehead. ‘No. Not that long ago.’ She blows on her black tea, takes a sip, and scoops a couple of spoons of sugar in, stirring it. ‘The Fraser-whats?’

      Rosie tries to hide her disappointment. ‘Fraser-Whites. They were my parents. They lived in this house then.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Mrs Bee looks blank. ‘That doesn’t mean anything to me.’

      ‘They… they died in the house. There was a murder.’

      ‘Murder?’ Mrs Bee’s expression falls. She puts her tea down, her hand pressing against her heart. ‘Oh, my Lord. What a terrible thing!’

      ‘I was hoping you might have been at Mrs Lambeth’s at the time,’ Rosie admits, ‘Because Mrs Lambeth said there were two children in the house, which confused me, because I’m an only child.’

      Mrs Bee rolls her eyes. ‘Between you and me, Mrs Lambeth’s memory isn’t what it was, if you take my meaning.’ She raises her mug and drinks. ‘And of course, she never was too fond of kids.’

      Rosie wraps her fingers around her own cup. Mrs Lambeth must have been mistaken then. And surely Rosie would remember if she’d had a brother or sister – even if she’d only been a toddler wouldn’t she have a memory, a feeling of belonging, a sense of sharing her space with another?

      ‘You’ve just moved in, have you?’ Mrs Bee says, staring around her. ‘Beautiful house. In need of a bit of TLC though.’

      ‘I moved in at the end of March,’ Rosie says. ‘It’s exactly as my parents’ left it. The house was abandoned after they died back in the nineties. I don’t have the funds to do any renovating right now.’

      Mrs Bee sucks air through her teeth. ‘The price builders charge, it’s criminal.’ She gets up and puts her mug in the sink. ‘And you can’t get a decent plumber for love nor money.’

      Rosie sees Mrs Bee out, watching her walk away into the sunshine, an ordinary, ungainly figure. She almost wants to call her back. After her first reaction, Rosie had found the woman’s solid, practical presence comforting, reassuring.
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      That evening, Eli messages to say he’ll be late home, and Rosie makes herself a sandwich for supper and eats it in the kitchen. Kleptomania. The word clatters through her mind. But she has no memory of stealing anything. There must be another explanation. She can’t think about it now.

      She stares into the garden. There’s no blind on the window. The light is dying, and shadows consume the tangle of plants and trees, turning it into a scramble of monochrome shapes. Rosie shivers. Anything or anyone could be hiding in the undergrowth. She gets up quickly, clattering her unwashed plate into the sink.

      ‘Evening.’ Susan has appeared in the doorway, making Rosie jump. ‘Mind if I make myself something to drink?’

      Rosie is glad to see her. Having her in the room pushes the gloom away, makes everything more normal. ‘Of course not,’ she says. ‘I was just leaving.’

      ‘Don’t go on my account,’ Susan says. ‘I treated myself to a giant bar of chocolate. If you’d like to share it?’

      Rosie joins Susan at the table. Susan heats up a cup of cocoa and divides her chocolate into chunks. It’s seventy per cent. ‘Help yourself.’ She pushes the flattened wrapper nearer Rosie and takes a piece herself. ‘Don’t know what I’d do without this,’ she says, popping it in her mouth. ‘It’s my drug.’

      Rosie does the same, letting it melt on her tongue. She sighs with pleasure. ‘This is the good stuff,’ she says. ‘Are you settling in okay?’

      Susan nods enthusiastically. ‘I love my room.’

      ‘Good.’ Rosie smiles. ‘I wondered if you needed to… well, get away from something or somebody?’

      Susan looks startled. ‘What?’ She blinks. ‘Why did you think that?’

      ‘The bruises, Susan. And that burn.’ Rosie lowers her voice. ‘I was worried you might be in an abusive relationship.’

      Susan looks away, her shoulders stiffening.

      ‘Sorry,’ Rosie says quickly. ‘I have no filter. It’s none of my business.’

      ‘No.’ Susan looks at her. ‘It’s okay. I guess I have been in an abusive relationship for a while now. But… coming here. It’s changed things.’

      ‘I’m glad,’ Rosie says. ‘And this chocolate, by the way – it’s delicious. I needed it, too.’

      ‘It must have been hard for you,’ Susan says. ‘All that rubbish about you on social media.’

      Rosie nods. Then she’s telling Susan about the day Amira’s jumpsuit ended up in her bag, and how the fashion world has ghosted her. She wants Susan to have her side of things – not just the version on social media. ‘So you were, like, framed?’ Susan asks, eyes wide.

      ‘Yes,’ Rosie says. ‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘I think so.’

      She even tells her about the anonymous notes. It’s a relief to share it with someone. And Susan makes an attentive listener, nodding, sometimes repeating things, but not interrupting. ‘I haven’t told anyone else,’ Rosie admits. ‘I suppose I didn’t want to face up to them being real.’

      ‘Well, I’m flattered you’ve told me,’ Susan says. ‘But… I think you should tell Eli. He’d want to know.’

      By the time the cocoa and chocolate are finished, Susan has also revealed how much she hates cleaning and about her ambition to become a primary school teacher. ‘You should do it,’ Rosie tells her. ‘You’re wasted as a cleaner. The country needs good teachers.’

      After Susan goes up to bed, Rosie stays downstairs, checking windows and doors are locked. She’s glad she accepted Susan’s offer of sharing the chocolate. Rosie misses her girlfriends – her ex-girlfriends – it was good to feel that comradeship with another woman again. In the sitting room, she goes to the window to draw the curtains. The street lights are on, casting pools of light. There’s a figure on the opposite pavement. She lingers, expecting them to walk on or cross the road. But they continue to stand in the shadows as if they’re trying not to be seen. As if they’re watching the house. Rosie’s heartbeat accelerates. She closes the curtains with sharp tugs.
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        Sally

      

      

      She can’t put off going to the shops any longer. Her fridge and cupboards are bare. She even thought about doing an online shop and getting it delivered. But it seems lazy, and she doesn’t trust anyone else to pick her items for her or pack them without making a mess of it. And then there’s the delivery charge on top.

      She’s in her best navy wool jacket, and a tweed skirt in the style of the late Queen, God bless her. Her hair needs a wash and dry, but she’s been avoiding the hairdresser’s, so she mimics the Queen on that front too, tying a silk scarf around her drooping curls and knotting it under her chin. Face powder and a slick of bright pink lipstick, and she’s ready, basket over her arm.

      It’s all going well in the village. She’d bumped into the vicar and had a quick chat; she’s said good morning to a couple of women from the WI, waving at them from the opposite side of the road. In the butcher’s, she buys a pound of best mince and a couple of lamb chops, exchanging pleasantries with Mr Bird, a bald man in a red-stained apron. She’s missed this everyday conversation. Being part of the community.

      Feeling reassured, she pops next door to the fruit and vegetable shop, where she gives some pears a squeeze and chooses some Maris Pipers, thinking all the time how sad it is that she’s not able to keep on top of Peter’s vegetable plot – before his illness, she hardly ever had to buy any veg or salad – but it’s too big a job for her now, with her knees. Her own health has gone into a decline since Peter went into the home. She has indigestion all the time – it’s the stress, she thinks, or perhaps, if she’s honest, her fury. She stifles a burp behind her hand. Dementia is a distasteful disease – it’s somehow shameful, to lose yourself like that.

      The idea that he could come out with an indiscretion at the wrong time has preyed on her mind. It’s a real risk. She has no idea what he’ll remember, or what he’ll say at any given moment. She needs to keep preventing Rosie from visiting him.

      ‘Hello, Sally. Haven’t see you in the village for a while.’ Alison Miller who runs the post office is smiling at her expectantly, holding a bag of oranges. ‘Have you been in up in London with Rosie?’

      Sally snaps back into the present. She thinks about lying and saying she has, but someone will have seen her driving to the home to visit Peter. ‘I’ve had the flu,’ she says. ‘I was worried it might be Covid.’ She gives a discreet cough behind her hand.

      ‘And how’s Rosie getting on in the Big Smoke? Still enjoying her job on that magazine?’

      ‘She loves it,’ Sally says, suddenly wary of where the conversation is going. There’s a nasty glint in Alison’s eyes, and she’s a known gossip.

      ‘The new issue is out,’ Alison says. ‘And your Rosie’s name isn’t in it. My Katie says there’s been all kinds of chatter on social media about it.’

      Sally grips the handle of her basket tighter. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘I wasn’t supposed to say, but Rosie has got another job, on another magazine.’

      A couple of other people have gathered around, listening in. ‘That’s not what I heard,’ someone mutters.

      Sally ignores them. ‘It’s another glossy one,’ she says. ‘I can’t say the name though. I’m sworn to secrecy.’ She attempts a laugh.

      ‘Really?’ Alison smirks.

      ‘Yes,’ Sally says firmly. She doesn’t like the way they’re looking at her. ‘Anyway. I have to get on. Excuse me.’

      She abandons her shopping on the side and hurries out of the shop. As she leaves, there’s a hoot of laughter, and she could swear the word scandal follows her out. They know, she thinks. They all know. How can she go back into the village ever again? Tears sting her eyes, and she brushes them away.

      Back at the bungalow, Sally goes into Rosie’s old bedroom. Sally has kept it exactly as it was when Rosie was a teenager. The pink coverlet on the bed is covered in pretty scatter cushions that Sally embroidered herself with butterflies and stars and roses. She sits on the bed and gazes around at bookshelves filled with novels, little pottery animals Rosie made in her first year at primary school, her old teddy lopsided on the chair in the corner, the oval mirror slung with necklaces of beads, stuck around the edges with photos of Rosie and her friends taken in photo booths: young, hopeful faces pressed together. On the top shelf are all the silver trophies Rosie won for gymnastics. On the wall, alongside posters of pop groups, are framed ballet certificates and First Prize awards for art. Rosie had been surrounded by symbols of love and success, she’d been given the perfect springboard for a life of shining achievement. But she’d taken that privilege, taken all Sally’s endeavours, sacrifices and commitment, and thrown it back in Sally’s face. Sally winces, as if a wave of filth has hit her full in the mouth.

      There had been a couple of occasions when Rosie was at primary school when another child had accused Rosie of stealing her toys, and another time the teacher told Sally and Peter that some missing items from the school Nativity project had been found in Rosie’s locker. Sally had defended Rosie every time. She knew her child wasn’t a common thief. But now this. It’s too much. She gets up and stands on tiptoe to reach the biggest silver cup, carefully polished by her every week. She weighs the solid shape in her hand. Then, with a yell that comes from the pit of her belly, she hurls it as hard as she can at the mirror.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Eli crept in late last night, and he’s still out for the count, lying on his back with his arm thrown above his head, lashes dark against his cheeks. She can smell alcohol on his breath. She slips out of the sheets. It makes a change for her to be the first one out of bed; it makes her feel less like a victim, as if a fresh start is possible.

      There are sounds from the bathroom at the top of the house, the one that Susan and Jonathan share. A rush of water. One of them is in the shower. She guesses it’s Susan; she’s the early riser, often out of the door at the crack of dawn to clean a dentist’s office before it opens. Jonathan gets up much later and seems to spend a lot of his working life on his laptop in his room. When he does disappear for the day, Rosie presumes he’s gone to an office. He’d said he wrote data for a pharmaceutical company, and it sounded so boring, Rosie’s mind had closed off to the details.

      After splashing her face and cleaning her teeth in her and Eli’s bathroom, Rosie applies some moisturiser, scraping the pot with her finger. The last of her luxury cream. She used to get freebies from the beauty department; her friend, now her ex-friend, the beauty editor, would drop bottles of perfume and tubes of body lotion on her desk as she passed, or hand her the latest mascara and super-matte lipstick in nude over lunch. ‘Here you are, doll,’ she’d say. ‘Give me feedback when you’ve tried them.’

      Now her bathroom shelf is looking empty, and she’s not going to be able to afford high-end brands. Her mother’s vintage clothes are infested with moths, so she can’t sell them. She could try selling some of her own clothes, but she can’t bear to part with any of the really good things, some of them are irreplaceable one-offs, sample pieces direct from the designer. Selling her clothes wouldn’t be enough to sustain her life, anyway. She needs a proper job. Eli’s June rent still isn’t in her account. She’ll have to talk to him about it. Maybe he was mistaken when he said he’d set up a standing order.

      She dresses quietly, pulling on her clothes from the day before. She’d had a split second of thinking she’d choose something else, but it hardly seems worth finding a new outfit when she has nowhere to go and nobody to see. In the hall, there are more bills on the mat, and a familiar-looking envelope with handwritten capital letters. Her heart lurches.

      She rips it open.

      
        
        I’m watching you.

      

      

      She bites the side of her finger to stop herself crying out. Why can’t people leave her alone? Hasn’t she been punished enough? This must be the same person – it’s the same wonky capital letters, addressed to The House Owner.

      She runs upstairs and sits on the bed. ‘Eli, wake up.’

      He opens his eyes and gives her a bleary smile, but when he registers her expression, he props himself up on his elbow, yawning. ‘What’s up?’

      She pushes the note at him with shaking fingers. ‘This was on the doormat. It’s the third one. I think from the same person. And I saw someone watching the house last night…’

      ‘What? Hang on.’ He sits up properly, taking the scrap of paper; he reads the note. ‘You’ve had others like this?’

      She holds up two fingers.

      He’s frowning. ‘And you saw someone watching the house?’

      ‘I think so. Yes.’

      ‘What did they do? What did they look like?’

      ‘They just stood there for ages, across the road. It was a woman. Youngish.’

      ‘And you think they wrote this note?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’m guessing they did.’

      He stares at the writing on the paper. ‘They shouldn’t be allowed to get away with it.’

      She clenches her fingers, digging her nails into her palms. ‘Should I go to the police? Show them this? I ripped the others up.’

      He swings his legs over the mattress so that he’s sitting next to her. He slips his arm around her shoulder. ‘No,’ he says quickly. ‘Don’t go to the police. They won’t do anything. You’ve got me. I’ll protect you. This person just wants to scare you. Don’t let them. They’re fucking with your mind, babe.’ He scrunches the note in his fist. ‘Why didn’t you show me the first ones?’

      ‘You weren’t here,’ she says. ‘And I wanted to ignore it. Pretend they hadn’t happened. And, well, you’ve been a bit distracted recently.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ He kisses the side of her head. ‘I’ve let work get on top of me. Look. If they come back – the person watching the house. I’ll deal with them. Okay?’

      She lets out a sigh. ‘Okay.’ She can’t ask him about the money now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When she enters the kitchen, there’s a hunched figure at the table – Jonathan drinking a cup of tea. She still gets a jolt when she finds him in her space. There’s something a bit sly about him, although maybe that’s not fair, maybe he’s just awkward and it comes across wrong. He’s paying his rent on time, in cash, and he’s quiet and respectful, and disappears from a room after she comes in. He looks up. ‘Good morning.’

      ‘Morning.’

      The light slides in through the window, catching the port-wine stain across his cheek. She wonders if the mark on his face bothers him, if it takes away his confidence in social situations. Maybe it’s why he’s reserved. She feels a stab of guilt.

      She goes across to the sink and empties the coffee pot, refilling it with fresh grains and water, and sets it on the stove to boil. The words in the note march across her mind. I’m watching you. Her fingers tremble. She clenches them, folding her arms across her chest. She needs a caffeine fix.

      ‘Are you alright?’ he asks.

      ‘Yes.’ She turns to him. ‘Why?’

      ‘You seem a little, I don’t know, jittery?’ He’s looking at her quizzically. She glances away. It’s too intense. She’s noticed before that he has a way of holding eye contact too long.

      ‘I’m fine. Just not a morning person,’ she answers, turning from him to get a mug from the cupboard. She takes two down. Eli will want a coffee as well.

      Jonathan stands up and washes his own cup at the sink, soaping it meticulously, and then drying it slowly. She can’t watch him. She concentrates on measuring milk into a pan. She wants him gone. She needs to relax.

      ‘By the way,’ he says, finishing with the cup at last and replacing it in the cupboard. ‘I’d be happy to do some clearing in the garden one weekend.’

      ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘I wouldn’t expect you to do that.’

      ‘But I’d like to,’ he persists.

      ‘No.’ She shakes her head. ‘That’s nice of you. But I couldn’t afford to pay you.’

      ‘I wouldn’t want paying,’ he says with a hurt expression. ‘I don’t have much on at weekends and I’d enjoy some manual labour after sitting at a computer all week.’

      ‘Alright,’ she says. ‘If the mood takes you, be my guest.’ She gestures towards the rampant, entangled greenery. ‘It’s a tough job.’

      He pushes his glasses up his nose with one finger and for a second the sunlight hits them so she can’t see his eyes. ‘Thanks,’ he says quietly.

      ‘Oh God. Sorry, I didn’t mean to be ungrateful,’ she says. ‘It’s me who should be thanking you.’

      She has no idea what’s going on behind those pale eyes. Does he know about her – did he see any of the posts or comments on social media before she deleted them?

      ‘Well. Have a good day.’ He picks up his jacket from the back of the chair.

      ‘Bye,’ she calls after him.

      As he reaches the doorway, Eli is coming in; the two men squeeze past each other. ‘Alright, mate?’ Eli says. Jonathan grunts in reply. Eli glances over his shoulder at Jonathan’s retreating form and then makes a face at her. ‘Not exactly Mr Cheerful, is he?’

      ‘Shhhhhh.’ She puts her finger to her lips and makes a face at him.

      Eli grins and catches her around the waist, hugging her close. Her face is crammed into his shirt, stopping her breath. She’s aware of his greater strength, the power in his arms. She’s relieved she’s told him about the notes.

      She pours out the coffee, puts some slices of bread in the toaster. She should ring Mum after breakfast. Rosie can almost feel the chilly air of her mother’s disappointment after Rosie’s revelations. She wishes she had some good news to share, like getting another job.

      ‘Eli,’ she says, setting his cup before him. ‘I hate to mention it. But could you check with your bank. The rent isn’t in my account yet?’

      ‘It isn’t?’ He picks up his drink and takes a sip. ‘Yeah. I’ll contact them. Don’t worry.’

      She looks at him over the rim of her cup. She’d like to talk to him about finding the dog figurine in her pocket, and Mrs Bee turning up to collect it, ask him what he thinks, but he’s engrossed in his phone, staring at the screen with a growing look of annoyance.

      ‘What’s the matter?’ she asks.

      But he waves her away, and gets up, leaving the room as he makes a call. ‘Yes,’ she hears him say as he disappears up the stairs. ‘I know the situation. But I’ve got it under control⁠—’

      Then a door somewhere in the house slams and she’s left in silence.
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        Susan

      

      

      As she’s coming down the stairs, she hears Eli emerging from the kitchen on his mobile. He stomps into the sitting room, slamming the door. She doesn’t like the way he watches her. It’s making it even more difficult to search for the green case.

      In the street, Susan walks quickly, head down, backpack on her shoulders, gripping the straps with both hands. The other evening, it was luck running into Rosie in the kitchen and getting the chance to bond with her over chocolate. Rosie had been much more forthcoming about her problems than Susan had expected. Maybe Susan really can gain Rosie’s trust. She’s very different from the woman Susan obsessed over on social media. The Rosie in those posts and tweets had been confident, popular, and successful. Being cancelled and losing her job has changed her. Nobody visits. No friends in sight. She seems isolated. She’d looked lonely in the darkening kitchen. She’d looked like a victim.

      Someone is watching the house. Susan saw them from the landing window. It was a young woman – nobody Susan recognised. She couldn’t make out why the stranger was so interested in the house, but she didn’t think it was anything to do with her or Mum. Maybe it was one of the trolls that Rosie told her about, an internet stalker in the flesh.

      Susan has given herself an extra fifteen minutes to get to her first job. Mum knows her timetable, knows her routes to and from each house, so Susan is trying to vary the way she goes each day, avoiding her normal short cuts and taking longer, more circular variations. Susan is very aware that it’s taking too long to find the green case. Although maybe she’s being paranoid, because she has been able to supply the other thing that Mum wanted: information. Like the other morning, when Rosie had said she was anxious about meeting the woman who used to live next door.

      She gets to her first employment without being waylaid by Mum and gets on with the cleaning. Susan is mopping the floor in the master bathroom when she hears the doorbell chime. It’s not her role to answer it, so she keeps pushing the mop over the tiles. She hears voices, and then feet on the stairs, and Mrs Kennedy, her boss, puts her head around the door. ‘There’s someone at the door for you, Susan.’ She raises one plucked eyebrow in disapproval.

      ‘Me?’ Susan straightens, gazing at her.

      ‘I told them to go away. But they said it was urgent.’

      ‘Who is it?’

      ‘I’m not your secretary or your butler,’ Mrs Kennedy snaps. ‘Get rid of them. And don’t let this happen again. You know I don’t allow personal calls on your phone, let alone someone turning up on my doorstep.’

      ‘Yes. Of course. Sorry.’ Susan leans the mop against the wall, wipes her hands on her jeans and goes down the stairs slowly.

      A man stands on the doorstep. He’s chewing gum, leaning against the doorjamb, arms crossed. His muscles ripple in Popeye-style bulges through a tight T-shirt, his bald head gleams in the sunlight. ‘Yes?’ She remains just inside the threshold.

      He doesn’t speak, just gives her a crafty stare.

      ‘What do you want?’

      ‘Nothing,’ he says.

      ‘Nothing?’

      ‘Yeah, and you’ll find I’ll be wanting nothing again if you don’t do what she’s asked.’

      ‘Tell her I’m on it. I’m trying,’ she hisses. ‘It’s not that easy. I need more time.’

      ‘I’ll pass the message on,’ he says, winking at her. ‘Oh, yeah. Carla says pick up your phone too if you know what’s good for you.’

      ‘I’m not allowed to use it when I’m at work.’ She glances over her shoulder. ‘I’ve got to get back.’

      ‘Maybe see you again soon, princess.’ He laughs, pushing himself away from the wall. ‘I’m good at wanting nothing.’ He wanders down the path, whistling.

      Mrs Kennedy is waiting at the foot of the stairs, her Botoxed face a stiffened mask of fury. ‘Well?’

      ‘It won’t happen again,’ Susan says quickly. ‘It was a family emergency.’

      ‘It had better not,’ Mrs Kennedy says.

      Susan sneaks her mobile out of her back pocket when she’s sure Mrs Kennedy is safely in the kitchen. It’s on silent and she sees she’s missed five calls. She takes it off silent and texts:

      
        
          
            
              
        Give me more time. Please.

      

      

      

      

      

      She waits, pulse thumping. Her phone pings.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Susan shuts herself in the bathroom and locks the door. The call is answered straight away. ‘Don’t ever do that again, Susan. Don’t make me hunt you down. You need to be available whenever I want you.’

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Listen, I’ve got a new plan,’ Mum says. And Susan can hear a throb of excitement in her voice. ‘It’s big. Really big. Something you said gave me the idea. And I need you to lay the preparation for it – so I want you to start by driving a wedge between the woman and her boyfriend. And the other lodger.’

      ‘What?’ Susan startles. ‘Why?’

      ‘That’s not for you to know. Not yet. You just do what you’re told. I don’t want her to trust either of them. I want her to trust you. You befriend her. Get her to listen to you.’

      ‘How would I do that?’

      ‘I don’t know, do I? That’s your look-out.’ Susan hears an inhalation on the other end of the line and imagines Mum sucking on her fag. There’s a long exhalation. ‘But get on with it. And don’t stop looking for the green case, either. I still want that.’ The line goes dead.

      Susan hears a noise outside the door and quickly slips the phone into her pocket, flushing the loo. How is she going to turn Rosie against her own boyfriend? Rosie’s besotted by him. It seems cruel to try and poison their happiness. She can’t imagine why Mum wants to make Rosie distrust Eli and Jonathan, but whatever she’s up to, it won’t be good news for Rosie. Susan pushes down the glimmer of pity she feels for her, the tick of guilt in her chest.
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        Violet

      

      

      She sits on the loo with the little stick in her hand and stares at the blue lines with blank terror. Memories of Jack’s birth flash through her mind – being rushed through white corridors, flat on her back on a gurney, the panic in the doctor’s eyes as he called for help. It won’t be like that next time, she tries to reassure herself. She used to want a big family, lots of children. Four, at least. What an idiot.

      They can’t afford to pay the bills and feed the three of them as it is – how is Rupert going to react to the news of another baby? But they’re so much happier. He’s full of little thoughtful gestures: bringing her tea in bed, kissing the back of her neck as he passes her in the kitchen, teasing her, playing with Jack. She’s just begun to feel that she could claw her way back to normality.

      That night when he undresses, turning away from her to step out of his trousers, she sees four scratches on his pale back. They run from his shoulder down the side of his spine – long, red marks that rake across his ribs. ‘What are those?’ she asks. ‘On your back.’

      He peers over his shoulder. ‘What?’

      ‘You’ve been scratched by something – it looks bad.’

      He remains facing away from her as he picks up his trousers. He shrugs. ‘Must have been the cat.’

      He’s allergic to Tilda, sneezing when she’s near, brushing her hair off his clothes with annoyance. She’s an old girl now, a bit deaf. Violet has promised no more feline pets after she’s gone. Maybe Tilda launched herself onto his back. She used to do that a lot when she was younger – springing from the top of the fridge onto shoulders, giving people the fright of their life.

      ‘Rupert,’ she says, as he slides into bed next to her. ‘I’m pregnant.’

      He stares at her, eyes wide; the phrase ‘rabbit in the headlights’ occurs to her. But then he smiles. ‘That’s wonderful. When?’ he says. ‘When is it due?’

      ‘It must be early days. So, I guess around next March?’ She inches closer to him, touching his arm. ‘Are you pleased?’ She needs him to be enthusiastic, or she’ll break down and tell him how scared she is – she’ll admit she doesn’t want another baby; she can’t cope with the one they already have.

      ‘Of course.’ He hugs her tightly. ‘It’s just a surprise, that’s all.’

      ‘And the book?’ she asks carefully. ‘When will that be finished?’

      ‘Don’t put pressure on me, Vi.’ He pulls away from her. ‘I’m doing my best.’

      He’s rolled over, presenting her with the triangle of his shoulder. She bites her lip; it doesn’t sound as if he’s anywhere near finishing it. She’d thought he was on the final draft – she must have been mistaken. She hugs herself, as she stares into the dark, thinking of the tiny speck of human life inside her. Will she manage to love this one?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Violet has begun to take an inventory of things they could sell – there’s the ugly oil painting of Venice in the living room, her baby grand, and her great-grandmother’s diamond necklace. She doesn’t know if they are good diamonds. She presumes they’re real and not paste. Rupert’s already pawned his watch – he thinks she doesn’t know. She’ll get the piano, the painting and the necklace valued one by one without alerting him. He won’t want her to do it – he’s proud. He’ll think it’s a sign that she doesn’t believe in him, in the novel. Whatever money she can get, she’ll put into a separate bank account. Money for bills, for food, for the necessities.

      Her head pounds. She’d left Jack playing with Duplo on the kitchen floor, but now she hears a long, shrill scream. She dashes along the hall and into the kitchen. He’s lying flat on his back on the tiles, wailing at the top of his voice. She realises that he must have tried to climb onto a chair to reach his cup of juice she’d left on the table and fallen. He might have hit his head. She should pick him up. But she can’t move. Snot and tears leak from his nose and eyes; his mouth is an open, pink cavern letting out red sound: angry, accusing, unbearable sound. Her hands curl into fists and she raises them to her temples. A black creature beats its wings inside her head, pecking at her mind with its sharp beak. She wants to run away, far away from this house, from an overwhelming feeling of violence. The thing with feathers in her head urges her to smash the source of the noise. To stop the wailing. To have peace at last.
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        Rosie

      

      

      The next evening, Rosie glances out of her bedroom window. Across the road, the watcher is there again, standing in the shadows, just outside the pool of light from the street lamp. Only their silhouette is visible, but Rosie’s certain it’s the same woman.

      Eli is in the sitting room glued to a surfing championship on the TV. Even up here, she can hear the roar of the waves and Eli above it, yelling encouragement at the screen.

      She runs down the stairs and bursts into the room. He’s sprawled over the sofa, a beer in one hand. ‘Whoa! Wipeout!’ he yells at the screen.

      ‘Eli,’ she repeats and he glances up at her, a fleeting expression of annoyance puckering his forehead.

      ‘She’s outside,’ she tells him breathlessly. ‘The same person as last time.’

      He sits up, suddenly alert. ‘You’re sure?’

      ‘Yes.’

      He gets up and goes to the window, tugs back the curtain and peers out. ‘Right,’ he says. ‘I’m going to have a word with her.’

      ‘Shall I come?’

      ‘No.’ He’s at the front door, pulling it open. ‘Stay here.’

      She glances through the window. The woman is marching straight across the road. Rosie shrinks back from the glass. She holds her breath as she watches Eli stride into the street. Behind her, the commentator on the TV continues to talk. Eli meets the woman halfway, remonstrating with her, waving his arms, gesturing towards the house. The woman seems to be drawing herself up to her full height, squaring off to him. She’s gesturing, too. Their voices are raised but Rosie can’t hear what they’re saying.

      She watches as Eli grabs the woman’s arm, yanking her close. He’s talking right into her face, leaning down. Rosie puts her hand over her mouth. She didn’t expect there to be anything physical. Should she go out there? Maybe she could defuse the situation?

      He drags the woman back to the far pavement, where she struggles out of his grip. She turns and marches away. Eli shouts something after her, arms folded across his chest. He recrosses the street only after the woman has rounded the corner and disappeared. He slams the front door behind him.

      ‘Who is she?’ Rosie rushes into the hall to meet him. ‘What did she say?’

      He shakes his head, going past her into the sitting room. ‘She wouldn’t admit to anything,’ he says. ‘But I suppose it won’t have been hard to find your address.’

      ‘Oh my God.’ Rosie slumps onto the arm of the nearest chair. ‘I can’t believe she hates me enough to stalk me, send me notes.’

      ‘Don’t worry. She won’t hurt you.’ He pushes a hand through his hair. ‘I told her if she came back, we’d call the police.’

      ‘So, you think that’s it?’ Relief floods her; her shoulders slump. ‘She’s gone?’

      ‘She’ll regret it if she comes near us again.’ He picks up the remote and sits down. He pats the seat beside him. ‘Want to watch this with me? It’s the big one in Hawaii.’

      But she can’t sit down. Her adrenaline is fizzing, her pulse pounding. She shakes her head. ‘Think I’ll go upstairs.’

      She gets onto the bed and settles against the pillows, picking up a paperback from the nightstand. But she can’t concentrate on the novel, a light-hearted romance. She turns the pages, skimming the words, not taking anything in. It had been a shock to witness Eli grabbing the woman’s arm – she’d never seen that side of him before. She can’t get the image of him out of her head looming over the smaller figure, his bulky form threatening and intimidating, the way he’d shaken the woman as he’d seized hold of her.

      She reminds herself that there are different kinds of threats, different ways of doing violence to another person. The things people had said about her on the internet had been brutal and cruel. If that woman had been part of the online bullying, if she’d written the anonymous notes, then she’d deserved what she’d got.

      She closes the novel. It was odd though, because she’d had a strong impression that Eli and the woman had known each other. She shakes her head. He would have said, wouldn’t he? She’s staring at the photos on the chest of drawers. Her parents with their fixed smiles, unaware of fate waiting around the corner.

      What made Violet do it? There must have been so much blood. She remembers the little pink rabbit, stained browny red. She goes cold. What if it had been blood, her father’s blood, and the murder had taken place in the cellar, at the bottom of those steep stairs, not the main staircase? In that case, she would have been with them as her mother stabbed her father to death. She’d witnessed both their deaths. No wonder she can’t remember anything of her childhood. Trauma has wiped her memories.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Early on Saturday morning, Rosie finds Jonathan in the garden, swinging a scythe at clumps of brambles and nettles. He’s already made an indent into the banks of weeds, and there’s a heap of jumbled greenery piled up on the cracked patio just outside the back door. She watches him lift his arm above his shoulder and let the blade fall in a practised, lethal arc, noticing that he has more muscle power than she’d given him credit for.

      ‘You certainly know what you’re doing with that thing,’ she calls from the open doorway.

      He stops, wiping his brow with his forearm. ‘Thought I’d make an early start,’ he says. ‘You don’t mind?’

      ‘Of course not,’ she says. ‘Do you want a cup of tea?’

      ‘Thanks.’

      She nods at the scythe. ‘Did you find that in the shed?’ The path to the shed is no longer blocked by sprawling bushes and thorny tendrils.

      He nods. ‘Some useful tools in there. All needing a bit of spit and polish, though.’

      ‘Milk? Sugar?’

      ‘Both, please,’ he says, wiping the sweat from his glasses. ‘It’s going to be a hot one, today.’

      She watches him through the window as she fills the kettle with water and drops a teabag in one of the mugs. He’s cutting and slashing as if he has a personal vendetta against the undergrowth. It’s a relief to see some of the weeds come down.

      She calls him when the tea is ready and he puts down the scythe and comes inside, bringing the scent of green sap. ‘There’s going to be a big pile of weeds and things,’ he says. ‘We could burn them later today, if that’s okay with you.’ He goes to the sink to wash his hands. ‘It’s damp enough out there that it will be safe.’

      He’s rolled his sleeves over his elbows, and as he soaps his forearms, she notices a tattoo of a pistol inked over his skin. There are words too, but she can’t make them out. He dries himself on the towel and turns to her, tugging down his sleeves. He doesn’t seem the type to have tattoos, especially one of a weapon.

      He takes the tea from her. ‘Cheers.’ He smells of sweat and fresh air.

      She can’t place his accent. There’s a trace of London, and a hint of something like Essex, maybe. ‘Where did you grow up?’ she asks.

      He slurps his drink and wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘All over. Moved around a lot as a kid.’

      ‘Were your parents in the Forces?’

      ‘Not the most stable childhood.’ He drains his cup, wipes his mouth with the back of his hand. ‘What about you? Were you brought up in one place?’

      ‘Yes,’ she says. ‘I was lucky. I lived in Kent with my adoptive parents. I had a happy childhood.’

      ‘And are your parents still alive?’

      ‘My real parents died when I was a baby. This was their house, in fact. My adoptive dad has dementia, unfortunately,’ she tells him. ‘Mum still lives in the bungalow I grew up in – she’ll probably come and visit at some point. She can’t stop herself helping out, always wanting to be useful.’ She grins. ‘She’ll probably turn up with a home-made cake.’

      ‘She sounds lovely.’ He has a wistful look on his face. ‘What’s her name?’

      ‘Sally Brown.’

      ‘Maybe I’ll meet her if she comes to visit.’ He gets up and puts his mug in the sink.

      ‘I’ll wash it,’ she says.

      ‘I’ll get back to the garden, then.’

      As she rinses and dries his mug, and starts to make coffee, she sees Jonathan kneeling on the ground, examining something. He stands up, pushing his hands through his hair. ‘Rosie,’ he shouts. ‘I’ve found something.’

      She leaves the coffee pot on the stove, turns off the gas, and goes outside.

      ‘Look,’ Jonathan indicates with a nod of his head.

      A small, rounded grey stone sticks out of the earth. It’s a tiny headstone, she realises. She sinks to her knees, pushing grass and weeds out of the way, and leans close, squinting. There are letters engraved on the front: Beloved.

      ‘It’s a grave, isn’t it?’ Jonathan says.

      She gets to her feet, rubbing at the damp patches on her knees. ‘Must be,’ she says.

      ‘What do you think it could be?’ he asks.

      She shrugs. ‘No idea.’

      ‘Didn’t this used to be your real parents’ house?’ he goes on. ‘Is there anyone in the family who might know who this belongs to?’

      ‘There is no family.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’m it. The only one left.’ She doesn’t want to talk to him about this; it feels too personal.

      ‘So, there’s nobody to ask?’ He gives her a searching glance.

      ‘I told you. It’s just me,’ she says.

      He turns away abruptly and starts to slash at the bushes at the back of the garden, the long blade slicing the air with precision, his efficient strokes felling the greenery with merciless intent.

      She nudges the tiny gravestone with her toe. What’s buried under the earth? A pet, probably. Beloved.
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      Susan’s eyes snap open into darkness, heart stampeding. For a second she thinks there’s a familiar perfume in her nostrils, the stink of cigarettes. Her mouth is dry as she reaches down to touch her thighs, feeling the puckered flesh, the coin-shaped scars on the tops of her legs. ‘It’s okay,’ she whispers into the night. ‘I’m here. I’m safe.’

      She remembers the first time it happened – she must have been about eight – woken by searing pain skewering her skin, the stink of her own burning flesh. The covers had been pulled off, and Mum was leaning over her, taking a drag on her cigarette. ‘That woke you up, didn’t it?’ Her words slurred as she breathed a cloud of smoke into Susan’s face. ‘Maybe you won’t forget to pick up your clothes next time.’

      Then the bangs and crashes of her staggering around in the next room. Susan too afraid to cry, despite the raw pain of her legs. She’d pretended to be a mouse, not moving, not blinking, hoping she’d be forgotten, that maybe she’d be able to curl up until morning without any more burns or pinches or being dragged out of bed to clean the toilet floor.

      Susan sits up now, hugging her knees under the covers, eyes becoming accustomed to the lack of light; she makes out the shapes of the furniture, the pale edges of the curtains. Her own room. Her locked door. Living at number 13 has made her braver. She’s not too old to start again. She could go back to college and get some exams. Talking to Rosie about it had made it seem possible. Maybe one day she could become a nursery school assistant, even a primary school teacher. Mum made her leave school after her GCSEs and start cleaning full-time.

      Susan frowns. She can’t spend the rest of her life shackled to Mum. She’s thought about running away countless times before, but she has no passport, no bank account, and she knows Mum would track her down. She wouldn’t get far. But if this big plan comes off, maybe things will change, and Mum will let her go.

      Outside, a fox screams. She shivers. She can’t go back to sleep – there’s a riot of squabbling foxes hissing and yelping outside her window. Her mind is restless. She slips on a cardigan and tiptoes downstairs to the living room, lifting the lid on the piano. She can just see the ebonies and ivories in the moonlight. She’s been memorising a new piece, and she begins to play it now, her fingers caressing the keys without pressing them. She’s been doing this since she arrived. Taking the opportunity of practising on a real keyboard when the others are in bed. Most of the houses she cleans in have pianos, too. And almost none of them get used. If her clients are out, she takes a risk and sneaks in a twenty-minute practice session. She’s been teaching herself with YouTube tutorials.

      Next morning it’s Saturday, and she has the day off. Her two-week deadline is almost up. She needs to find the green case. It will get Mum off her back, give her more time to deal with Jonathan and Eli. She opens the trapdoor into the attic, managing to use the hook to pull down an unfolding metal ladder. She climbs the steps and pokes her head into the dark space. There’s a light switch on the side, but it doesn’t work. She takes out her phone and uses the torch. Clambering up, she stoops to avoid banging her head on the sloping ceiling. The smell of dust and stale air clogs her throat. She shines her torch around, picking out boxes and suitcases.

      The space is full of cobwebby secrets – full of another family’s memories. She doesn’t know much about Rosie’s family, except her real parents are dead, and this was their house. There’s something sad about all this stuff being left to rot up here for years. She sits on a large piece of luggage, a trunk done up with straps – big enough to hide a body in. The whole place is full of hiding places. It would take years to search every inch of it, every corner, every crevice. Her quest feels hopeless.

      ‘Who’s up there?’

      Eli. She has a sudden sense of being trapped and jumps up, banging her head on a low strut. Rubbing her forehead, she peers down through the trapdoor. ‘It’s me,’ she says, reminding herself that she has cleaning as her excuse for being anywhere in the house.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘Sorting things.’

      ‘Did Rosie ask you to do that?’

      ‘Well, no. But⁠—’

      He glares up at her. ‘Just because you rent a room in the house doesn’t give you the right to go poking your nose into everything.’

      She climbs down the ladder, holding herself meekly, feeling the force of his anger and knowing she must be submissive to defuse it. ‘Sorry,’ she says, as she reaches the floor, not meeting his gaze.

      ‘What are you up to?’ he asks, leaning in close. ‘You’re always sneaking around, always going into places you’re not supposed to be.’

      ‘Nothing.’ She keeps her eyes downcast. ‘I’m not doing anything. I’m only doing my job.’ She lets her body go limp. Best not to poke the wasps’ nest any more than she already has. She glances up to check his expression.

      He gives her a long, assessing look. ‘Rosie likes you, and she needs a friend right now,’ he says. ‘So, I’m not going to say anything to her. Not yet. But I’m watching you.’

      She goes downstairs, wanting to get as far away from him as she can, knowing he’s still standing there, his eyes boring into her back.
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      Rosie stands outside the door to the nursery, looking at the hand-painted name plaque. ROSIE spelled out in pink, blue and yellow paint, roses twisting around the border. She turns the handle and pushes.

      She’s on a mission to find anything that might suggest there was another baby or child in the house. She kneels to pull open the top drawer in the painted chest, and finds tiny white babygros, frilly dresses, yellowing with age, pink socks, floppy sun hats, small cardigans. When she lifts them up, she sees they’ve all been eaten by moths too. A lavender sachet has been pushed into the corner of the drawer, the scent more a memory than an actual smell. She tugs at the next drawer down. The coffin-like space is empty of anything, even dust. She sits on the narrow single bed, her chin in her hands, and then lies down amongst the soft toys and teddies, trying to imagine what her life would have been like in this room. As she turns her head towards the window, her gaze falls on something under the cot. She gets onto her hands and knees and reaches for it, finding a smooth piece of painted wood. It’s another wooden name sign, but this one says JACK in red, white and blue, with tiny painted boats sailing around the border. There are screw holes at each corner.

      A boy’s name. Her mouth is dry as she turns it over, looking for an explanation. There’s nothing on the back. But she has a name. The name of a male child who must have lived in this room. Her brother. Except, how could that be, when there’s no other evidence of him existing? She goes outside the room and runs her fingers over the surface of the door. Below her own name plaque, there are four small drill holes.

      She wants to tell Eli about the discovery. But he’s at work. She clambers onto her bed and opens her laptop, googling how to find a birth certificate. It’s done through the General Register Office’s public index online. She has a rush of hope. She has a name: Jack Fraser-White. But no date or place of birth. Without those, she can’t find anything. She’s run into a wall before she’s even started.

      She waits for Eli in the kitchen, texting to ask when he’ll be home.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry, babe. I’ll be late. Don’t wait up.

      

      

      

      

      

      Disappointed, she sits at the table, staring out into the garden. The tiny gravestone isn’t visible from here, although Jonathan has done a thorough job, the brambles and bushes cut back to reveal a patchy lawn. What happened to Jack Fraser-White? Did he exist? If she has no birth certificate, she has no real proof. She opens the fridge and finds a half-drunk bottle of wine, pours herself a glass.

      Susan comes in, dumping her bag on the table. ‘What a day,’ she says. ‘Every client was difficult. My knees and wrists are killing me.’

      ‘Have a glass of wine,’ Rosie says, indicating the bottle on the table. ‘I can’t imagine how hard it must be – all that physical labour. I keep thinking how you said you want to be a teacher and do a job where you get to use your brain more.’

      ‘Yeah, well.’ Susan pours herself a glass. ‘At least I have a job.’ She holds up her wine. ‘Cheers.’ A faint smell of disinfectant and sweat comes from her as she slips off her jacket.

      Rosie nods, her gaze drifting back to the garden.

      Susan sinks into a chair with a sigh. ‘You seem lost in thought,’ she says.

      ‘Something odd just happened,’ Rosie says. ‘I found a little painted sign in the nursery this afternoon. It’s got a boy’s name on it. And the nursery has a bed in it as well as a cot. I think I had a brother called Jack. The woman who lived next door to my parents said there were two babies in the house.’

      ‘Sounds like one of those TV shows,’ Susan says. ‘Lost Family or whatever. It’s possible, isn’t it?’

      ‘I googled how to find a birth certificate online, but I don’t have a date or place of birth.’

      ‘But why start by looking online?’ Susan says. ‘This house is crammed with old papers. Every time I open a drawer, old receipts and bills and things fall out. I don’t think your parents were very good at filing.’

      Rosie puts her glass down and stares at Susan. ‘Of course, how stupid of me. I assume everything is digital now. But we’re talking about the nineties.’

      ‘I’ll keep a lookout for it,’ Susan says, kicking off her shoes and bending to massage her toes. ‘It’s a big house. Plenty of places for things to get lost.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rosie wakes, pillow wet with tears, and stretches out a hand for Eli. Her fingers search across the sheet, but his side of the bed is empty. She didn’t see him before she went to bed, so she hasn’t told him about her discovery. What was the dream? It had been dark, shadowy, terrifying: Violet was there begging Rosie for help, a small boy in her arms. Rosie remembers an oppressive sense of malice. She can’t recall any details.

      She gets dressed and goes downstairs. As she reaches the hall, she’s aware of a chill against her skin. The cellar door stands wide open. Someone has unlocked the padlock. She clamps her hand over her mouth to stop herself from screaming, edging towards the gaping doorway, until she’s standing at the top of the steps looking into a void. She teeters there, her lungs flailing for air, a feeling of falling rushing through her body, a vertigo-like pull towards stepping into nothing.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Eli’s hand is on her arm. He yanks her back. ‘I thought you wanted to keep it shut?’

      She turns to him, pressing her forehead into his chest. Her legs are shaking. ‘I didn’t open it,’ she manages. ‘Did you?’

      ‘No.’

      She stands with her fingers over her eyes, listening to him close the door, clicking it shut, rattling the padlock on the handle. ‘The key’s still here,’ he says.

      She stares at him. ‘Someone took it and opened the door to spook me.’

      ‘Why would anyone do that? Let’s not jump to conclusions.’ His voice is deliberately calm. ‘Where do you usually keep the key?’

      ‘Upstairs,’ she says. ‘In my jewellery box.’

      ‘I’ll put it back after we get some breakfast into you.’ He gives her a questioning look. ‘Let’s get you some coffee.’

      She allows herself to be led away. In the kitchen, Jonathan is eating a bowl of cereal at the table. When he notices her, he finishes a hasty last mouthful and stands up as if to leave.

      ‘Did you do it?’ Rosie demands.

      ‘Sorry?’ Jonathan asks, one eyebrow raised. ‘What?’

      ‘The door to the cellar. Did you open it?’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ he says quietly.

      There is an uncomfortable silence, broken by a bee hurling itself against the inside of the window. The frantic buzzing intensifies as the atmosphere prickles with embarrassment. Jonathan gazes at the bee as if mesmerised by it.

      ‘Babe.’ Eli’s arm is around her, squeezing her at the waist. ‘Let’s forget about it, okay? Jonathan needs to get on with his day, right?’ He looks at him. ‘She’s not feeling too good this morning,’ he goes on, as if she’s not there. ‘We need some privacy.’

      Rosie wants to protest. Her state of health has nothing to do with this. She blinks into the morning light as Jonathan scurries away, not meeting her eyes, leaving his breakfast things on the table.

      Eli has guided her into a chair. He’s opened the window to let the bee out and is already making coffee.

      ‘I found a sign on the nursery floor, like the one with my name on the door,’ she tells him. ‘It says “Jack”. So, I did have a brother. I don’t understand why I don’t remember him, and nobody has ever mentioned him to me.’

      ‘Where is this sign?’ He sits down.

      ‘Upstairs,’ she says. ‘In our bedroom. But it’s proof, isn’t it? I had a brother?’

      ‘I don’t know, babe.’ He’s looking anxious, rubbing his chin. ‘Maybe you could check the births and deaths register or something. If there was a child, there should be a record of it.’

      ‘I didn’t get anywhere online – but I’m going to look for a hard copy of his birth certificate. There must be one in the house somewhere.’

      ‘Okay,’ he says slowly, not meeting her gaze. ‘But don’t stress about it.’

      ‘I’m not crazy,’ she snaps. ‘I’ll get the sign for you.’ She stands up, her legs shaking. She can’t have him doubting her sanity.

      She stalks up the stairs and opens her bedroom door, goes to the chest of drawers, sweeping her hand across the wooden surface. The sign is not where she left it. Her mouth is dry as she looks on the floor in case it’s fallen off, lifts her jewellery box, peers down the back of the chest of drawers, into the narrow gap between its back and the wall. It’s gone.

      She goes to the nursery door and runs her fingers over the indentations under the ROSIE plaque. The only proof another child lived in the house has been reduced to four tiny screw holes in a door.

      Eli has followed her up the stairs. He stands close. ‘What are you doing?’

      She puts her palm against the door. ‘It went just here.’ She turns and looks at his face. ‘Someone’s taken it,’ she says, her voice wobbling. ‘It’s gone.’

      His eyes crinkle with concern; he touches her cheek. ‘You look tired, babe. I think the stress is getting to you.’ He links his elbow with hers, starts to lead her away. ‘Listen, don’t get mad, but maybe you’re imagining things. There’s no reason anyone in the house would open the cellar door or steal a name sign, is there?’

      ‘What? So, I’m lying or crazy?’

      ‘No,’ he says quickly. ‘Neither. Just… exhausted and stressed.’

      She lets herself be guided towards the stairs. She bites her lip, shivering. Her heart seems to shrink in her chest. Perhaps he’s right. But then she remembers Susan’s reaction. She’d believed Rosie, had taken her seriously and offered to help find the birth certificate.

      And the thought strikes her: Susan is the only other person in the world, apart from Eli, Rosie can talk to. Since being cancelled, she’s the only person she can call a friend.
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      Jack puts his ear against her stomach, cooing to the baby, babbling away. It breaks her heart. His innocence. How could she have feelings of rage towards him? How could she imagine harming her own child? She’s a terrible person. Her belly is swelling every day. She feels the ripple and plunge of her daughter somersaulting inside, a private communication between the two of them. She’s certain she’s having a daughter. This pregnancy has been different from Jack’s – easier, no spotting and less sickness, and she’d started showing almost immediately.

      Rupert is excited about the pregnancy. He comes home with her favourite custard tarts from the Portuguese café in Portobello, turns up with bunches of flowers, whispers words of love to their unborn child. At night, he holds Violet, spooning her, his hands around her belly. It makes her think that she can do this – she can have two children and show them both the love they need and deserve. She can pull herself out of this bleak, darkness she’s stuck inside.

      She doesn’t leave the house. The pavements are treacherous with sodden leaves and fallen branches. She sits at home, knitting, playing with Jack, too tired to do any domestic chores. The house is filthy, the sink piled high with unwashed pots and pans, the bath ringed with grime. It doesn’t matter, she tells herself, the main thing is to grow the baby safely and stay calm, keep her feet up, make sure she doesn’t get pre-eclampsia a second time. She prods the flesh around her ankles, checking for water retention.

      She’s begun to play the piano again. When she does, the baby stops moving, and Violet knows she’s listening. There isn’t much opportunity for it, with Jack demanding her attention. But when she’s at the piano, Violet remembers that she’s an artist. She hasn’t set foot in her studio since giving birth.

      Rupert is still spending lots of time at the British Library. He has research to do, and it helps him to concentrate to be surrounded by all that quiet industry. He says Jack’s noise and her piano playing are too distracting. She’s alone most of the time. She doesn’t feel like making the effort to phone anyone, and anyway, her girlfriends from university all have careers; even her best friend, who has a daughter, has gone back to her law firm, hiring a full-time nanny for her child. Violet is secretly envious. She wishes she could have some help too.

      The days are long and cold. They can’t afford to put the heating on. Violet wears several jumpers and wraps herself in Rupert’s dressing gown. She uses a three-bar electric heater, takes it from room to room.

      One afternoon, she fetches some oil paints from her studio and a piece of wood and makes a name sign for Jack on the kitchen table. He watches while she cuts and prepares the wood, rubbing it down to smoothness and uses bright, primary colours to paint little sailing boats bobbing around the border. Then she does a quick sketch of Jack with pencil while he’s busy scribbling over some paper she gave him. She doesn’t normally do portraits, but as she stands back from it, she realises that it’s a decent likeness. She decides to leave it in Rupert’s study as a surprise for him. Maybe he could frame it and keep it on his desk. ‘Today is a good day,’ she tells Jack as she takes his hand to lead him up the stairs. ‘We can do this. We can be happy, can’t we?’ She opens the door to Rupert’s study, the hallowed space.

      ‘Now, don’t touch anything,’ she tells Jack. ‘This is Daddy’s important study where he’s writing his important book.’

      All those hours he’s spent locked away in here while she’s tiptoed past, careful not to disturb him, keeping Jack away, keeping Jack quiet.

      She goes over to the desk and puts the sketch down. Next to his typewriter is a pile of pages. She flips through them with one hand. They are all blank. The piece of paper rolled into the typewriter has X’s typed out, lines of them. Senseless gibberish. She frowns at it. She opens drawers, rifles through the piles of books lying on the floor. There’s no manuscript, no nascent novel. He must have it taken it with him. But she would have expected to find something of the book here. A previous draft, some notes.

      He’s standing in the doorway. ‘What are you doing?’ His voice is sharp.

      She didn’t hear the front door or his feet on the stairs. Her heart was beating too loudly. ‘Where’s your novel?’ she asks.

      He broadens his chest. ‘I told you not to come in here.’

      A clattering fear is racing through her, cutting off her ability to draw breath. ‘Is it in there?’ She gestures towards the leather satchel, hanging from his shoulder.

      He doesn’t move.

      ‘Give it to me.’ She snatches the bag and tips it up. A well-thumbed Hemingway novel falls out, a packet of cigarettes, some old biros, a silver flask. She stares at the untidy pile at her feet and then at him. ‘Where is it?’

      He doesn’t need to speak for her to know the answer.

      ‘You’ve been lying to me.’ She puts her hand to her mouth. ‘All this time.’

      Jack starts to sob, and she pulls him into her arms. He hides his face in her neck. Rupert looks pale. He grimaces and shakes his head. Before she can say anything else, he’s turned and left.

      She hears the front door slam shut. She sinks onto his chair, Jack on her lap, hugging him against her shoulder. Hailstones hit the windows. The house is dark as a cave. Jack screams and struggles. Violet tries to calm him. She gives up on the bedtime routine and takes him into her room, crawling into bed with him, offering him her breast. Jack is surprised by the unexpected turn of events and stops crying. The cat jumps up and settles at her feet, a warm lump by her toes. She stares into the darkness. She should never have got pregnant. It was a terrible mistake. She has no way of supporting herself and her children. Debts are mounting. They can’t even sell the house.

      Rupert has lied to her about his writing – all these months when Violet had thought they were happy, when she’d trusted that he was writing a book – a great novel – he’d been play-acting, pretending. What’s he been doing all this time? The wind howls around the house. In the distance, there are sirens. Jack is asleep on his back, arms spread wide as if he’s falling. Violet switches on the sidelight and takes her diary from the drawer, she begins to write, all her anguish spilling out onto the page.
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      She’s been hiding away at home for too long. It was over a solitary cup of tea and a digestive biscuit yesterday that she came upon the solution – a visit to London to see Rosie. It would answer her cravings for company and action, and she could get Rosie’s news first hand. Rosie has been cagey and uncommunicative every time she’s managed to get her on the phone, and she has an inkling her daughter might put her off if she revealed the plan. A surprise visit would be best.

      She got the train to London Bridge and then endured a hot and dirty tube journey, but she already feels better to be out, walking with a purpose, heels striking the pavement with a satisfying clip. She’s not really a city person, but she has to admit that the city is at its best in its summer green. She’s dressed carefully in a flattering rose pink cardigan and pleated navy skirt with matching brogues. She’s learnt to do her own hair at home. Not quite up to the standards of Here and Hair on the high street, but she looks presentable, and it’s saved her having to go into the village and face difficult questions about Rosie.

      As she turns into Arundel Crescent, there’s a woman in front of her who could do with some style tips. From what Sally can observe from her back view, she’s middle-aged with a bad hair dye job, wearing an unflattering nylon jacket in a nasty shade of pink, nothing like Sally’s tasteful cardigan. And her bottom half is encased in unsuitable black leggings – far too tight for both her age and her figure.

      It takes Sally a second to understand that the woman has stopped at the front gate of number 13, with her hand on the latch as if she’s about to walk up the garden path. Maybe she’s delivering leaflets or hoping to sell something. Sally approaches her. ‘May I help you?’ she says in her best imperious tone. ‘My daughter lives here.’

      The woman looks startled and then shifty, shrugging her shoulders. Sally thinks she’s probably foreign. One of those migrants. Maybe from Ukraine. The woman shakes her head as if she can’t understand, and carries on along the pavement, crossing the road. Good riddance, Sally thinks.

      She tugs at the bell, an old-fashioned one that sets up a clanging inside. After a couple of minutes, there’s a shuffling sound and Sally has the feeling that she’s being observed through the spyhole. The door opens and Rosie stands there gaping. ‘Mum? What are you doing here?’ Her expression switches from surprise to concern. ‘Is Daddy okay?’

      ‘Your father is just as he always is.’ Sally tightens her grip on her handbag. ‘Do I need a reason to visit my only daughter?’

      ‘No, of course not. Sorry.’ Rosie’s cheeks are flushed. ‘Come in.’

      Sally walks past into the hall, while Rosie shuts the door. Now that Sally takes a proper look at Rosie, she’s shocked: her daughter has let herself go in the last few weeks. She’s dressed in a scruffy blue shirt and a pair of jeans that have seen better days, with some sort of slippers in a beaten-up leather. And her once-beautiful hair hangs in lank strands over her shoulders. She looks too thin and she’s not wearing any make-up.

      Rosie touches her hair. ‘Sorry. I know I look a wreck. I wasn’t expecting… anyone.’

      ‘So, you haven’t found another job yet?’ Sally holds herself aloof, mouth pinched.

      Rosie bites her lip. ‘I’ve blown my chances with magazine work. I’m thinking of other directions to go in.’

      The hall smells musty. One wall is half painted in white emulsion, but the other walls are a dirty wine red. Sally had forgotten how dark the place is, how uneasy it makes her feel. There are memories here that could destroy her. She must stop fretting about the past. She clutches her bag. ‘Well, aren’t you going to offer me a cup of tea?’

      In the kitchen, Sally bustles about, opening cupboards, poking through shelves. ‘You haven’t done much with the place,’ she says, sniffing. ‘Looks the same as it was the last time I was here.’

      ‘I’ve got lots of ideas,’ Rosie says, loitering beside the sink. ‘It will just take a bit longer to sort out. Until I get another job and a salary.’

      Sally tuts when she opens the fridge. ‘You need to do a shop,’ she says. ‘There’s not enough to sustain a mouse in here.’

      ‘Mum, sit down, let me make the tea.’ Rosie’s voice is tight.

      Sally makes herself comfortable at the kitchen table, and Rosie puts two cups of Earl Grey on the surface, the right colour, Sally notices, but no biscuits on offer. The garden has been cleared. It’s got a hacked-about look and the grass is in a shocking state, more bare earth than green blades, but at least the tangle of nettles, weeds and brambles have gone.

      ‘Did Eli do the garden?’

      Rosie shakes her head. ‘It was my lodger, Jonathan.’

      ‘Your lodger?’ Sally doesn’t remember Rosie saying anything about that before. ‘I hope you got references for him. I wouldn’t like to have a stranger under my roof.’ She keeps her voice cool. Rosie needs to understand that she’s letting herself down.

      ‘Yes, I checked his references,’ Rosie says meekly. ‘He’s fine. And he’s very quiet.’

      The front door slams.

      ‘Who’s that?’ Sally asks, tilting her head towards the sound of footsteps in the hall above. ‘Is that him. The lodger?’

      A tall, blond man appears in the kitchen doorway. ‘Hi, you must be Mrs Brown?’ he says, walking into the kitchen with a broad smile. ‘At last. This is a nice surprise. I’m Eli.’

      ‘Call me Sally, please,’ she says.

      He shakes her hand, keeping eye contact. He’s a handsome man, and as he asks her questions and chats to her about his job, she checks out his clean nails and white teeth. She glances down at his feet, happy to see that he’s wearing conker-brown brogues polished to a shine. She doesn’t trust a man in trainers. She can see that he must make a good living from this surfing thing he’s involved in. Rosie’s done well. It would be a good idea to get a ring on her finger sooner rather than later. Though a man like Eli will expect his girlfriend to take better care of herself than Rosie’s doing. If she made a successful match, it would be something to talk about, something positive to share with other people. The fact that he’s Californian adds a touch of glamour, too.

      ‘Please excuse me,’ he’s saying. ‘I have an online meeting I need to be on in…’ he glances at his watch and laughs ‘…approximately one minute.’

      He kisses Rosie on the mouth, and with a playfully raised eyebrow, pecks Sally on the cheek before he leaves the room. As he’d bent close, she’d caught a nice whiff of his lemony, spicy cologne. She misses the smells of a healthy man: cologne and shaving foam.

      ‘You look tired, love.’ She pats Rosie’s hand. ‘Maybe you and Eli should have a city break – a little holiday together? You need to work at a relationship.’ She clears her throat. ‘I hate to say it, love. But you’ve let yourself go a bit.’

      ‘We don’t have the money to go on holiday.’ Rosie snatches her hand away. ‘Eli puts everything he has into his business and this house is sucking me dry. I’m doing my best, Mum. But things are difficult right now. Stressful.’ She stares down at the table, shoulders hunched.

      Sally’s always believed carrots work better than sticks. Rosie responds well to approval. Simply removing it usually makes her come to heel. A little encouragement is what’s needed now.

      ‘All I’m saying is, you’ve got yourself a good man, Rosie,’ she murmurs. ‘You hold on to him.’

      Rosie nods, blinking. ‘I know,’ she says.
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      Her mum’s approval is like a familiar blanket wrapping her in warmth and safety. Without it, the world feels colder. So much colder.

      Every time a school report had landed on the mat in the hall, Rosie had gone to her room, hands clasped, listening for her mum, waiting to see her reaction. Rosie wasn’t naturally academic; she’d had to work extra hard to try and stay on top of maths and science subjects. The door to her bedroom would open and her mum would come in and wait for a moment before speaking, but Rosie could tell what her report had said from the atmosphere. Mum had a way of transmitting her disapproval without any need for words. An icy chill would permeate the room, and Sally would shake her head slowly, letting the report sag from her fingertips. ‘You could do so much better,’ she’d say. ‘If you just tried harder.’

      And then there would be the removal of affection. No kisses, no hugs, no warm looks or kind gestures. Mum would go on cooking and cleaning and looking after Rosie as efficiently as ever, but without speaking or looking at her. It could go on for days. Rosie had tried to reason with it – knowing her mum pinned all her hopes on Rosie, expected great things. She took any kind of failure as a personal slight. But this current episode in Rosie’s life is the ultimate low point, her big failure. It’s amazing Sally is talking to her at all. She knows that meeting Eli has made all the difference. He’s the reason her mum warmed up before she left.

      A noise behind her makes her jump. Jonathan has entered the room in his usual silent way. ‘God, you’re like a ninja,’ she exclaims.

      ‘Sorry,’ he says, pushing at his glasses with one finger. ‘I’m going out for the evening, so I thought I’d have something to eat.’ He gestures towards the fridge. ‘Do you mind?’

      She shakes her head. ‘Of course not.’

      Neither Jonathan nor Susan seem to eat much – or cook. They’re trouble-free lodgers, tidy and undemanding.

      ‘I’m sorry about the other day,’ she says. ‘I was out of order, throwing accusations around about the cellar door.’ She needs to be more careful about what she says. What if one of them decided to go on social media and broadcast it?

      ‘No problem.’ Jonathan goes to the bread bin and takes out his own loaf of white bread and starts to make a sandwich. She watches him cut wafer-thin slices of cheese, using the knife with the precision of a surgeon.

      ‘You just missed my mum, actually,’ she says.

      ‘Your mother?’ He stops, holding the knife still. ‘Sally Brown?’

      ‘Yes,’ Rosie says, amused by his use of her mother’s name. ‘It was a surprise visit.’

      He turns away and cuts another slice of cheese. ‘Shame I missed her,’ he says.

      ‘I’m sure she’ll be back soon,’ Rosie says. ‘And I’ll introduce you. Where are you going this evening?’ she goes on. ‘Somewhere nice?’

      ‘A crime event,’ he says.

      ‘So, what happens at this event?’

      ‘Usually, a talk about a particular murder or murderer. Often a cold case, but not always. They have psychologists, detectives, forensics experts – it’s fascinating. And afterwards, you get to chat to other people with the same interests.’

      ‘What?’ She laughs uneasily. ‘You mean an interest in murder?’

      He finishes making his sandwich and transfers it to a plate, turning to look at her with his pale eyes. ‘Exactly.’

      Sitting opposite her at the table, he begins to eat, taking small bites, chewing with concentration before dabbing at the corners of his mouth with paper towel. She finds she’s staring at him and looks away. She remembers that Susan said he’d asked her not to clean in his room. That didn’t strike her as particularly odd then, but now she wonders, why doesn’t he want anyone else in his room: has he got something to hide?

      After he washes up his plate with his usual fastidiousness, he disappears upstairs. She waits for him to leave the house. She hears the front door open and close and goes to the living-room window, watching him turning onto the pavement in the direction of the tube station. When she’s sure he’s gone, she runs up two flights of stairs to his room. She lets out a hiss of frustration when she sees the padlock.

      He’s fixed it to the wood. She bends down and looks through the keyhole but can only see a small section of neatly made bed and closed wardrobe.

      As she’s straightening up, Susan appears at the top of the stairs. ‘Hi,’ she says, cheerfully as she spots Rosie. ‘How’s it going?’

      ‘Did you know about this?’ Rosie gestures towards his door.

      ‘Oh, yes,’ Susan says. ‘Sorry. Should I have told you? I thought he must have asked you?’

      ‘No.’ Rosie shakes her head.

      ‘He is very secretive,’ Susan says. ‘Maybe he’s a spy or something.’ She laughs.

      ‘Seriously though,’ Rosie says. ‘I’ll have to have a word with him. He shouldn’t put locks on doors without at least asking first.’

      ‘For sure,’ Susan says. She makes a face. ‘He is a bit of a creep. Something not quite right about him.’
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        * * *

      

      Rosie is in the kitchen with a glass of wine when Eli gets back. He’s in a good mood, excited that he might have found the first potential backer for his surfing lake. She listens to him talk as she makes them some pasta. Sally was right – they’re running out of food. She’ll have to do another shop soon, but there are bills to pay too. ‘Darling,’ she says. ‘Did you manage to check your bank account and standing orders – you know, the rent for this month, because it’s nearly time for July and you haven’t given me June’s yet?’

      He stops mid-flow. ‘It should be in your account now,’ he says. ‘Sorry it was late.’

      Her heart lifts. She knew he’d come through for her. After he finishes telling her about his afternoon and the new client, she tells him about Jonathan locking his room.

      Eli shrugs. ‘It’s not a big deal, is it?’

      ‘But it’s a bit extreme, don’t you think, to screw a lock onto his door?’

      ‘I think it’s common in shared houses.’ Eli pours himself a glass of wine. ‘We’re strangers he happens to be living with – he doesn’t know us.’

      ‘I don’t like it.’ Rosie frowns. ‘He’s obsessed with murder. And then he goes and locks his room. It seems suspicious.’ She blinks. ‘Susan agrees with me.’

      Eli sighs. ‘I admit he’s weird, but so what? He keeps himself to himself and that’s what you want in a lodger.’

      ‘He’s gone to a true crime event,’ she continues. ‘I think he has an unhealthy interest in murder.’

      Eli laughs. ‘Why does that not surprise me?’ He slaps his thigh. ‘Just the kind of thing he would be into. Bet he gets off on all the gory details.’

      ‘Yuk.’ She shudders. ‘Don’t.’

      ‘Look, none of it is against the law,’ he says. ‘Or any of our business.’ He grabs her and pulls her onto his lap, nuzzling into her neck. ‘Don’t worry about it, babe,’ he whispers. ‘I’m here, and I’ll never let anything bad happen to you.’

      His lips find hers and they kiss, long and deep, but she can’t let herself relax into it. Sally’s visit has unsettled her. Mum has obviously taken a shine to Eli, and has – typically – jumped ahead to hearing wedding bells, but Rosie needs to know if he’s really on her side. The other day, he’d seemed to doubt her sanity; he’d even suggested she’d been making things up. It had felt like a rug had been tugged from beneath her feet.
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      She’s searched through every drawer in the house, pulling them right out, emptying them. She’s found old shopping lists in writing she presumes is her mother’s, numbers scribbled down, adding and subtractions, sums pencilled onto the back of envelopes, and a jar filled with pennies and sixpences. She’s found a comb with wisps of pale hair caught in the teeth. There are screwed-up receipts, hairclips, safety pins, stubs of crayons and broken biros. But no birth certificates.

      Then she remembers the study on the first floor. There’s a desk in there. It must have drawers. She runs up the stairs, bursting into the room, breathless. She sits at the leather desk chair and finds two long drawers either side of the gap. She pulls out the one on her left, discovering battered-looking notebooks filled with rough scribbles and doodles, pens, a half-finished packet of ancient mints, and a silver flask. She opens it and sniffs. Whisky.

      She closes the drawer and opens the other one. On the top, there’s a pencil sketch of a small boy with a serious expression and round cheeks. Her breath catches in her throat. Is this Jack? Underneath the drawing is a folder marked Family. She opens it and slides out some papers, discovering Violet and Rupert’s marriage certificate, Violet’s birth certificate, and at the bottom two more birth certificates. Her fingers tremble on the paper. One for her, and one for Henry John Fraser-White. Not Jack. Henry. She frowns. He was born in Queen Charlotte’s Hospital, on the 27th April 1993. That would make him around two when she was born. A brother. She has a brother. Her heart leaps in her chest. But where is he? The answer comes quickly. He must have died. It’s the only thing that makes sense, or she would have known about him.

      She takes his birth certificate into her room, sits on her bed, and opens her laptop. She googles the resister of births and deaths and puts in his name. It comes up with his birth, but not his death. Then, he’s alive. Excitement bubbles in her chest. She googles his name. She puts his name into Facebook. She tries every search she can think of, but there’s no mention of Henry John Fraser-White anywhere. She tries Jack John Fraser-White, too, just in case. There are some other Fraser-Whites. But nobody who could be him.

      Her brother exists, but only as a ghost in the world. A name on a birth certificate. The name, Jack, painted on a piece of painted wood. A pencil sketch of a little boy. She rips a sliver of nail with her teeth in frustration. How is she going to find him?
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        * * *

      

      When Eli comes home, she waits for him to open a beer and sit at the kitchen table before she hands over the certificate and pencil sketch, sitting in silence while he looks at them.

      ‘Wow,’ he says, gazing up at her. ‘You were right. You have a brother called Henry.’ He screws up his face. ‘Not Jack?’

      ‘Maybe Jack was his nickname.’

      ‘I’m sorry I didn’t believe you before.’

      She leans over and kisses him lightly on the lips. ‘You’re forgiven,’ she says. ‘I know I sound and act a bit crazy sometimes.’

      ‘True,’ he says with a smile. ‘But that’s not a reason to doubt your word. I won’t do it again, babe. Promise.’

      ‘There’s no record of his death.’ She picks up his beer bottle and takes a swig. ‘I think he’s out there somewhere. I wish I could find him.’ She rubs her nose. ‘I’ll just have to figure out a way.’

      But that night, she has a nightmare, like the one she had before: Violet running through the house with a little boy in her arms; but this time, the child is dead, limp limbs hanging down. Blood runs from a wound on his head, darkening his waxy face, his eyes open, staring blindly at her across the years.
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      She’s prone on her bed with her swollen feet up the wall, hands slathered in cream. There’s a noise outside on the landing. She wipes her greasy hands on her jeans and opens her door a crack to see Jonathan locking the padlock on his door, transferring the key to his pocket. She listens to the creak of his feet on the stairs and the sound of the front door opening and closing. Hurrying after him into the hall, she peers out of the living-room window to check that he’s heading in the direction of the tube. Eli and Rosie have already gone out to dinner – a rare event. She’s alone in the house.

      The only two rooms she’s been unable to search are Jonathan’s and the cellar. She knows how to pick locks. Mum showed her when she was ten. The lock on Jonathan’s padlock is a simple one. She unzips her set of picks and takes out a tension tool. She inserts this first, and then uses the smallest pick, rotating it in the cylinder until she feels the tension on the tool diminish. She fiddles with the pick some more, twisting and turning, until she hears a click, and the shackle opens. She smiles. Not so clever, after all, Jonathan, she thinks, as she slips the padlock free.

      Inside the room, she closes the door behind her and looks around. She’s looking for two things: the green case and anything to discredit Jonathan. She needs to do this systematically. She gets on her hands and knees, and crawls across the floor, prodding the carpet, feeling for floorboards beneath that aren’t nailed down. Then she stands up and runs her palms over the walls, checking for hidden edges, maybe a safe that’s been papered over. She opens a door to the built-in wardrobe and peers inside. Jonathan doesn’t have many clothes. She moves a long coat on its hanger further along the rail and gasps – the fall of fabric had been hiding a collection of vicious-looking knives, even a machete. Several weapons dumped in a careless pile. Damn. The guy is a lunatic, she thinks, with a shiver. What kind of massacre is he planning?

      She needs to get a move on before he comes back. She delves into the pockets of the three jackets hanging up. In the last one, she finds a piece of folded paper. She brings it into the light, unfolding it. It’s got the HMP logo at the top. It’s a paper licence with standard licence conditions listed for his release from prison. That must be what the legal paperwork is in the folders under his bed. She doesn’t have time to look at them now; she needs to search the cellar before any of them come back. She adjusts the long coat and jackets back to their original positions on the rail, puts the letter from the prison services into her pocket and switches off the overhead light.

      As she refastens the padlock, she wonders what he was put away for. From his weapons stash, he must be dangerous. She pats the letter in her pocket. There’s no way Rosie will tolerate Jonathan under her roof when she knows who he really is; and until he gets chucked out, Susan has something on him to use as blackmail if she needs it.

      She goes into Rosie’s room and takes the key for the cellar from her jewellery box. As she opens the cellar door, a waft of icy, musty air rises. She shivers. She understands why Rosie dislikes the cellar. It’s more than spooky. She tries the light switch, but the bulb hasn’t been changed. Nothing for it, but to venture into the dark. The short hairs on the back of her neck prickle as she negotiates the steep steps; she switches on the torch on her mobile and keeps going, telling herself not to be a wimp. It’s just a room. At the bottom, she’s standing on a packed earth floor. She shines the light around, picking out a low ceiling criss-crossed with pipes, clumps of sticky cobwebs clinging to every surface, grey with dust. There’s the grid shape of a metal wine rack against the far wall, empty of bottles.

      She squats on her haunches, stretching her fingers in front. The floor is damp and cold and covered with a kind of slimy residue. She shines her torch down, looking for a trapdoor. But these are the dirt foundations of the house – she’s pretty sure there’s nothing deeper than this. She stands up and examines the wine rack, wondering if it’s properly fixed to the wall. She runs her hands along the structure. When she aims her torch at it, she sees how discoloured it is in parts – not just with age, but something else. Rust, she thinks, rubbing at it with one finger. Or is it old blood?

      Her breath catches, muscles tensing. She steadies herself, and steps towards the bare brick wall on her left, shining her torch over the pitted texture of the bricks, and she sees darker stains here, too. Blood spatters. She doesn’t know what to think. Her chest is tight, the confines of the cellar closing in on her. She has the urge to get out of there, fast. Then she hears the front door open and close, and Rosie’s laughing voice, Eli answering. She freezes, listening. They’re back earlier than she expected. They sound drunk and happy. Will they go straight up the stairs or to the kitchen? If they turn left into the hall, they’ll pass the cellar and might notice the door is ajar, the dangling padlock.

      She turns off her torch and crawls up the stairs on her hands and knees, listening.

      Rosie giggles. ‘I need a cup of tea. Need to sober up.’

      Two pairs of footsteps stagger along the hall. Susan crouches in the dark, waiting for them to pass the cellar, holding her breath. Rosie giggles again. There’s a rustle, and a soft bump as if they’ve leant against the wall, wet noises, and a grunt from Eli. Please don’t have sex, she thinks. She puts her hands over her ears, but then a scream rings out.

      ‘Oh my God, Eli!’ Rosie’s voice is hysterical. ‘The door. It’s open again!’

      Susan turns off her torch, slithers down the steps, and couches on the floor, pressed against the cellar wall, jamming her shoulder against the wine rack. If Eli investigates, there’s nowhere for her to hide. His head appears through the opening, the door swinging wide behind him, letting in light from the hall. She cringes, closing her eyes. He must be able to see her. She waits for his exclamation, his discovery of her.

      ‘Nobody here, babe,’ he says.

      She hears the door bang shut, the scrape of a key in a lock.
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      Darkness. Heart kicking at her ribs, she blunders her way over to the stairs, climbing them on hands and knees. When she reaches the door at the top, she presses against it, leaning with all her weight. It doesn’t budge. She fumbles across until she finds the light switch. But of course, it doesn’t work. There are no more noises coming from the hall – Eli and Rosie must have gone to the kitchen or up to bed. Cold terror crushes her. She wants to kick the door down, to batter it with her fists until someone comes. She forces herself to breathe, not to give in to panic. She thinks of all those times in the flat when she’d been shut in the understairs cupboard or tied to her chair in her room. She’s tough, she tells herself. It will take a lot more than being locked in a cellar to break her.

      It’s going to be a long, cold night. She sits on the top step, resting her back against the door, trying to think. She’ll have to alert one of the others tomorrow – get them to let her out. Her one hope is that it’ll be Jonathan. She has the prison letter to use as leverage, and her knowledge of the knives, not that she wants to tangle with him. But if it’s Rosie or Eli, she’ll be forced to explain what she was doing here in the first place, and they’d know she’d taken the key from Rosie’s jewellery box. Susan presses her face into her hands. She’ll get kicked out, and Mum will murder her. She can’t let that happen. But what choice does she have? If she doesn’t start banging on the door tomorrow morning, she’ll rot in here.

      She takes out her mobile, wondering if she should text someone to tell them where she is – but who? Not Mum. Not Rosie. She sees that her mobile has no signal and is about to run out of battery. A sliver of red says 3%.

      She sits on the stairs and falls into restless, disturbed bouts of sleep, waking into pitch-black cold, then dozing off again. She wakes with the sense that someone is in here with her. Her ears strain to pick up sounds – alert as a hunted animal: she hears breathing, smells the metal of fresh blood, feels chilled fingers at her throat. She doesn’t know what’s real and what’s nightmare. She loses track of time and where she is. Her body is sore from lying curled over the hard steps, the wooden edges poking her ribs. Things crawl across her, whisper around her head, scuttle into unseen corners.

      She wakes again, her cheek digging into the rough wood of a step, mouth parched, bones aching. The darkness is infused with grey. She holds up her hands, able to see their outlines for the first time since being locked in. She realises the door behind her is open a crack, letting in a sliver of dawn light from the hall. Someone has unlocked it.

      She gets onto her feet, muscles wound tight, and cautiously lets herself out, peering to the left and right. Relocking the padlock with the key – she’ll return it to the jewellery box when she can – she creeps up the stairs. She unlocks her door and goes into her room, plugging in her dead phone. When it comes to life, she sees it’s five o’clock in the morning.

      There’s a piece of folded paper on the floor; someone must have slipped it under the door. She picks it up.

      
        
        Susan, I hope you spent a comfortable night. I don’t know why you’re snooping around in the cellar, but if I catch you somewhere you’re not supposed to be again, I’ll tell Rosie and I’ll personally put you and your stuff on the street.

      

      

      Bastard. He locked her in on purpose. He wanted to punish her – warn her. But he’s an amateur. She collapses onto the bed, closing her eyes. She yawns, exhausted. Thank God it’s Sunday and she doesn’t have any work. She gets the prison letter out of her pocket, thinks of the collection of knives she found in Jonathan’s wardrobe. She’s found a way to get rid of him. But she can’t do anything until she gets the go-ahead from Mum.
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      The restaurant is a local Italian, with the ubiquitous checked tablecloths and candles dripping wax in old wine bottles – old-fashioned, family-run. Rosie settles into her chair and takes a deep breath, looking around her at the other customers. It’s odd to be out of the house. Since moving into number 13, she’s avoided being seen in public places, and there’s been no money for unnecessary luxuries like meals out. Once upon a time, she ate in fancy restaurants nearly every day, without thinking anything of it; now, this humble little place feels almost overwhelming. Eli had insisted on it – said it was his treat and they deserved a night out. Her rational brain is sure none of the other customers knows who she is, or cares, but she can’t stop herself examining faces surreptitiously, checking that nobody is taking an unusual interest in her. She’s afraid that the person who sent her the hate notes, who wants her dead, is here too.

      They eat bowls of pasta and drink red wine. The wine helps her relax and she drinks quickly. ‘I want to apologise,’ he tells her after they order a tiramisu to share for pudding. ‘I admit that I didn’t believe you when you said you’d found Jack’s name sign. I worried you were hallucinating. I thought maybe stress was making you see things that weren’t there. It freaked me out a bit. When you presented me with Henry’s birth certificate, it was a shock. And I felt bad I’d doubted you.’

      She takes his hand. ‘Thanks for saying that,’ she says. ‘It’s a horrible feeling, not being believed. And the worst thing is, it makes you doubt your own sanity.’

      ‘Never again,’ he says. ‘I’m on your side, Rosie. Always.’ He takes something out of his pocket and pushes a small, square box across the table.

      She looks at it and then up at him.

      ‘Rosie,’ he says, a tremor in his voice. ‘Will you marry me?’

      She claps her hand over her mouth. ‘Yes!’ Tears prick her eyes. ‘Yes, Eli. I will.’

      He laughs and pretends to wipe his brow. ‘We don’t have the money for a diamond ring right now—’ he nods at the little box ‘—but I’ve got my dad’s signet ring. I’d like you to have it. At least until we can afford a real engagement ring.’

      She opens the box and takes out a chunky silver ring. She pushes it onto her finger. It slides on easily. There’s an engraving on it. His dad’s initials.

      ‘I know I’ve been distracted lately,’ he says quietly. ‘And I intend to make it up to you.’

      ‘It’s okay. I understand,’ Rosie says, spreading her fingers to admire the ring. ‘We’re both under pressure. But now we have something to look forward to. We can do a low-key thing. Registry office.’

      ‘Yeah,’ he agrees. ‘And let’s do it soon. Soon as we can.’

      ‘I don’t really want pudding,’ Rosie says, aware that she’s slurring a little. ‘I just want you. Shall we go home?’

      ‘You bet.’ He leans across the table, and they kiss, a fire igniting in her groin, desire taking her breath away.
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        * * *

      

      Next morning, Rosie wakes to the sound of rain. But the weather isn’t going to dampen her happiness. Eli left early to sort out a problem with a shipment of surfboards. But he promised to be back soon, and they’ll spend the day together. She goes downstairs, moves around the kitchen slowly, making herself a cup of tea, pouring a glass of water. She’s got used to the slight taste of rust and gulps it down, pours herself another. She fiddles with the ring – it’s not really her style, and it’s too big and slips down onto her knuckle – but she’s touched that he’s given it to her; she knows how much it must mean to him.

      She’s getting married! She has nobody to tell, no friends to call. Once, she’d have put the news straight onto social media, sharing all the excitement of the wedding preparations with her followers, posting herself posing in different potential wedding outfits, looking for flower arrangements, taking photographs of beautiful cakes.

      She takes out her mobile. ‘Mum? Guess what?’ She waits a beat. ‘He just proposed.’

      ‘Oh, that’s wonderful!’ She hears excitement in Sally’s voice. ‘You could get married here, at St Luke’s. I’ll come up to town to help you choose a dress,’ she’s saying. ‘This is just the news we all needed.’

      Rosie feels relief. She’s done something right. The first time since being fired and cancelled.

      Susan comes into the kitchen. ‘Good morning.’ She yawns.

      ‘Got to go, Mum. We’ll speak later.’ She clicks off the call and smiles up at Susan, pleased to have another person to share the news with.

      Susan is putting the kettle on the stove. ‘Can I get you a tea or something?’

      ‘Actually—’ Rosie can’t contain it any longer. ‘I have something to tell you. Eli proposed last night – we’re getting married!’

      Susan straightens. An expression crosses her face, a fleeting look of dismay before she gives a forced smile. ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘That doesn’t mean things will change here,’ Rosie says quickly, guessing that Susan’s anxious about losing her room. ‘You and Jonathan can continue to be our lodgers.’

      Susan doesn’t look as relieved as Rosie expected. She half turns away, taking out her mobile. She frowns at the screen. ‘Sorry. It’s late. I need to get to my first job.’

      ‘I didn’t know you worked on a Sunday?’

      ‘A one-off job,’ Susan says quickly.

      ‘Aren’t you going to have breakfast?’

      ‘No time.’ Before she reaches the door, Susan pauses and turns back. ‘I am really pleased for you, Rosie,’ she says formally. ‘It was just a shock because it seems really sudden. But if you’re happy, then I am too.’

      After Susan leaves, Rosie gets up and makes herself a tea. Susan looked even more tired than usual, with bruised rings under her eyes. Weird that she’d rushed off like that. Rosie had hoped for more genuine excitement, a hug, maybe. But this is between her and Eli. After all the bad things that have happened, this is her chance to begin again, to make a life with the man she loves. She’s only just in her thirties. She could become a mother herself. They’ve never talked about kids, about starting a family. She doesn’t even know if he wants them.

      She stands at the sink, staring into the wet garden; she and Eli will be happy here, despite the past. They won’t make the same mistakes her parents must have done to end up the way they did.

      Her phone beeps with a message from an unknown number.

      
        
          
            
              
        I need to speak to you. It’s urgent.

      

      

      

      

      

      She’s about to delete it, her finger hovering over the button. Then she types back:

      
        
          
            
              
        who is this?

      

      

      

      

      

      The answer comes straight away:

      
        
          
            
              
        Lisa.

      

      

      

      

      

      It takes a second for it to click: Eli’s old assistant, the one who told him about Rosie’s humiliation on social media, the one he sacked. Why would she be contacting her? It must be to cause trouble.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have nothing to say to you. Don’t contact me again.

      

      

      

      

      

      She turns her phone off. When will this sense of violation go away? When will the world leave her alone and let her be happy? She’s afraid to leave the house in case there’s a troll waiting to harass her, but she’s not even safe here, in her own home. She doesn’t know when anonymous notes will fall through the letterbox, when the next unwanted message will pop up on her phone. There’s someone out there who hates her. She doesn’t know if they’ll go beyond cruel words, whether she’s in any physical danger. Eli says he’ll keep her safe, but how can he save her when he’s out most of the time?

      She’ll start to plan her wedding – take her mind off everything, focus on the one positive thing in her life. It will be hard, not going into a shop to try things on, and Sally will be disappointed, but she can order potential wedding outfits online and return the things she doesn’t want. She’ll have to do the whole event on a budget anyway. She’s going to protect her happiness – hold it close like the tender, vulnerable thing it is. She won’t let anyone crush it or steal it from her.

      The front door opens and bangs shut. Eli comes into the kitchen shaking wet from his jacket. ‘It’s miserable out there,’ he says. ‘Shall we slob out and watch old movies today?’

      ‘Sure,’ she says, returning his grin. ‘That’s what rainy Sundays are made for.’

      He opens his arms, and she goes into them, her future husband, the love of her life. Everything feels better when she’s with him.
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        Susan

      

      

      In her bedroom, she stares out of the rain-splattered window into the back garden. The branches on the silver birch droop under the deluge. She’d been hoping Eli would stay out, but she can hear him back already. She’s annoyed that, in her panic, she told Rosie she had work today. It means she needs to go out into the rain and stay away from the house for at least a couple of hours. It was just a shock, hearing that Eli had proposed. The worst news. Not only has Susan failed to split them up, but now they’re getting married. She can’t let Mum know.

      She hears Jonathan leaving his room. She peers out, watching him lock his padlock before heading for the stairs. Where’s he off to? She nips over to her bed, grabs her bag and hurries after him. She glances into the sitting room as she passes. Eli and Rosie are lying across the sofa cushions, her feet in his lap, an old black-and-white movie on the screen. She closes the front door quietly behind her. On the pavement, she looks both ways, glimpsing the back of Jonathan’s head as he turns the far corner. She breaks into a jog to catch him up.

      In her hurry, she’d forgotten to grab a jacket or cap. A passing car throws up a wave of dirty puddle, splashing her jeans. Her trainers squelch. Her hair is soaked, and dribbles of water run down her face. She blinks away the wet, staying far enough back that she can turn away or slip into a shop, if he looks behind.

      Jonathan is walking fast, head down, hands shoved deep into the pockets of his long overcoat. After ten minutes, as Susan dodges across a road and follows him down a side street, she realises he’s heading in the direction of her own estate at the end of Portobello Road. She frowns, speeding up so as not to lose him.

      The rain eases up as she trails behind him into the estate; he’s slowed down, turning his head from side to side as he walks past parked cars towards the two big high-rise blocks. It’s as if he’s looking for something or someone. Instead of turning into either of the communal entrances, he ducks down the side of the furthest building, past the big bins. Susan follows, making her way around a discarded old mattress, a dumped TV and a pile of old paint tins.

      She stops at the corner of the building, peering after him. Jonathan is talking to a huddle of male teenagers, dressed in black hoodies and jeans. She knows them: troublemakers, gang members, running drugs for bigger fish. Jonathan is talking earnestly. The boys shake their heads. She senses a frisson of tension, but Jonathan keeps talking, gesticulating. One of them flips his hood up over his face, hunching his shoulders. Susan holds her breath. Is Jonathan going to get shanked right in front of her? The boy with his hood up slips his hand under his top, and she catches her breath at a flash of silver blade. But Jonathan’s hand snakes out and takes the handle, transferring it to the inside of his overcoat. The kids touch fists with Jonathan in a parting gesture.

      Susan ducks away and hurries over to the slumped mattress, slipping behind its damp bulk, standing up against the wall. She presses herself flat as she sees Jonathan coming around the corner and walking in the direction of the exit to the estate.

      Susan texts Mum.

      
        
          
            
              
        Susan

      

      
        Are you in?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Mum

      

      
        Yes.

      

      

      

      

      

      She uses her key fob to get into their block. The lifts are working for once, and she steps around a dubious puddle on the floor and presses the fourth button. It’s the first time she’s been back to the flat since she moved out. As the door closes behind her, a feeling of dread squeezes the breath from her lungs. The place smells of old cigarette smoke and cooking oil. It smells of misery. She’s never moving back here, never.

      Mum is in the kitchen, eating a piece of toast and reading the Mail on Sunday. She keeps turning the pages, as Susan pulls out a chair and sits opposite her.

      ‘You look like a drowned rat,’ Mum says, as she looks up.

      ‘I’ve just seen Jonathan, the lodger at number 13. He was here, on the estate, having a pow-wow with Stevie Jones and that lot,’ Susan says. ‘One of them gave Jonathan a knife. He’s got a collection of blades in his room. And I found this yesterday in one of his pockets.’ She takes out the release letter from prison and slides it across the table.

      Mum puts the newspaper down and takes the letter, reading it as she chews a mouthful of toast. ‘What do you think he’s up to?’ She pushes the letter back over to Susan.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Susan admits. ‘Maybe he’s planning to rob Rosie. But she’s got no cash in the place.’ She chews her lip. ‘Those knives. Do you think I should tell her about them?’

      ‘Not yet.’ Mum shakes her head. ‘And we don’t want the police sniffing around.’

      ‘But he could be planning to murder her – or all of us?’

      ‘Nah.’ Mum shakes her head. ‘My gut feeling is he’s after the same thing I am,’ she murmurs. ‘He must have got wind of it, somehow. Anyway, he’s going to be history soon.’

      ‘You mean he’s after the green case?’

      Mum ignores her, and Susan plucks at the damp fabric of her jeans and shivers. ‘So, when should I tell her about the knives?’

      ‘You need to get some dirt on that boyfriend of hers, first,’ Mum says. ‘We need him out of the way, too. I want her on her own in the house.’

      Why? The word screams inside Susan’s head. Why does Mum want Rosie alone in the house? The obvious answer is unsettling: it must be to make sure Rosie has nobody to protect her, nobody to witness anything that might happen to her. Susan shivers with foreboding. She can’t ask the question though. She’d just get slapped down. Mum only gives answers when it suits her.

      ‘You want me to get Eli removed from the house?’ Susan says instead as she rubs her forehead hard. ‘That’s… not going to be easy,’ she says carefully.

      ‘Nothing worthwhile ever is,’ Mum says. ‘But I need both those men out on their ears at the same time. We need a window of opportunity before she can get another random person in as a replacement lodger. We need her all alone. You’d better get busy, my girl. I want results. We haven’t got forever.’

      ‘You mean… you want them gone so we can find the green case?’ Susan watches Mum’s face to check she hasn’t overstepped the mark.

      To her surprise, Mum laughs. ‘Oh, I want that case, alright,’ she says. ‘But that’s not why I want the men out of the way. I’ve got something very special planned for Rosie. This is the biggest scheme I’ve ever had.’ She smiles. ‘My time in the sun is long overdue and this is my chance. Don’t blow it, Susan. Or you’ll be sorry.’ She lights a cigarette. ‘Very sorry.’

      Susan tries to still the fear fluttering in her chest. She gets up and cleans the table, washes the dishes. She doesn’t want Mum to see the terror in her face. Rosie is a marked woman. Mum obviously has something nasty she’s cooking up.

      ‘I used to be a real looker,’ Mum says behind her. ‘A head-turner. But the stress of having a baby, having to struggle and scrimp to put food on the table aged me before my time.’ She lights another cigarette. ‘You ruined my life. Now’s your chance to make amends.’

      Susan wants to tell her that she didn’t ask to be born, didn’t ask for this life, but instead she finishes clearing up the kitchen, drying the plates and putting them away. ‘I’m sorry,’ she mumbles. ‘I’ll get Eli out of the way. And I’ll find that green case. Promise.’

      When Susan leaves, the smell of nicotine stays in her nostrils, the stink of it clinging to her hair. She goes down in the lift, trying to think of ways to get in between Eli and Rosie. Maybe he’s having an affair? He spends enough time talking on his phone behind closed doors. She allows herself a flicker of hope. If she could catch him at it, that should be enough to end the relationship, stop the wedding in its tracks. She bites her lip hard. She needs to be cleverer than that – she needs an idea that doesn’t rely on something outside her own control. She needs to be able to engineer it to crush Rosie’s belief in him, turn him from lover to monster in her eyes.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            43

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rosie

      

      

      Rosie can’t stop wondering who got her job at the magazine. She’s sure it must be Debbie. And if it is, then that will prove her guilt. Rosie is on her laptop, and her fingers seem to move of their own accord to the online version of Nell. She clicks onto the list of editorial staff. But the name next to Senior Fashion Editor isn’t Debbie’s; it’s Elaine, Rosie’s ex-friend, once the sharer of cocktails and confidences. She’s jumped ship from Ruby and taken Rosie’s place.

      But Elaine wasn’t at the shoot. She couldn’t have had anything to do with the jumpsuit. Rosie scrolls through the rest of the magazine and stops at an article about Amira winning the Best Newcomer Brit award. They’ve used one of the photographs from Rosie’s shoot to illustrate the piece. Amira is wearing the silver jumpsuit. Rosie stares at the photograph, examining the singer’s smiling face, her movement – caught mid-jump – pinned into glossy freeze-frame. She spins back in her mind to the high-ceilinged, white studio, the smell of make-up and coffee, the click and flash of the camera, pop music in the background.

      Racks of clothes. Amira’s assistants on their phones. Another memory: the slither of scaly fabric coiling into her hands, the lustrous shine of it, the feeling of power as she pushes it into her bag.

      She slams the laptop shut and closes her eyes to stop the room from tilting.

      She took it? There’s a blank in her memory from the moment she’d rushed out of the changing room to being in the street and catching her breath. She recalls how she’d looked at her mobile in the toilets and wondered how it had got so late. She has no memory of what she did in the lost minutes in between. Except now she does. She’d put the jumpsuit in her bag.

      A message pings onto her phone. She opens it with trembling fingers, thinking it will be Eli.

      
        
          
            
              
        Call me back. It’s Lisa again. I have something important to tell you.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rosie shakes her head. She needs to block Lisa. She doesn’t even know how she got her number. She stares at the message a moment longer. Her shock at the horror of the truth wipes out her other emotions, makes her numb; she has a weird sense of calm as she presses call back. When Lisa picks up, Rosie says, ‘What do you want?’

      ‘I have some information,’ she says. ‘I want to help you.’

      ‘I don’t need your help, Lisa.’

      ‘But you and Eli are living together, right?’

      ‘So? Is that any of your business?’

      ‘I feel it’s my duty to warn you off him.’

      Rosie gives a short laugh. ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘I found something out about him when I was his assistant – when I confronted him about it, he sacked me.’

      Rosie knows she should end this call now. But she keeps listening, as if under a spell.

      ‘The thing is – he targets wealthy women – then he lives off them. He’s a parasite.’

      Rosie laughs, relieved. ‘I’m not a wealthy woman.’

      ‘But he thought you were when he met you,’ Lisa says. ‘I overheard him talking to someone on the phone. He said when he met you at a party, you were head to foot in designer clothes, as if you were loaded. Then when you took him back to your flat he realised you didn’t have a cent. He was about to dump you.’

      Rosie’s heart is thundering, blood rushing between her ears. ‘No,’ she says. ‘You’re lying.’

      ‘I’m not,’ she says. ‘And you know why he didn’t dump you? Because of the house. Because you inherited that house.’

      ‘I don’t believe you.’

      ‘Why do you think I bothered to stand outside for hours, hoping you’d appear so I could speak to you? But Eli spotted me and threatened me.’

      ‘That was you? The watcher across the street.’

      ‘Yeah.’

      ‘Well, you freaked me out for nothing.’ Rosie’s face is hot.

      ‘Not for nothing,’ Lisa says. ‘Be careful. He’s clever and he’ll try and control you.’

      ‘He’s just asked me to marry him, and he knows I’m not exactly an heiress.’ She grips the mobile. ‘I don’t own the house. Did you send me those notes?’

      ‘What notes?’

      ‘Don’t bother me again, Lisa.’

      Rosie clicks off. She’s shaking. She should never have taken the call. Lisa is a bitter woman who’s trying to get back at her ex-boss. What did Eli say about Lisa? Rosie screws up her face trying to remember. Two-faced. That’s it. He called her two-faced. Rosie had been warned.

      ‘I can’t wait to be married to you,’ he’d said at dinner, across the checked tablecloth. ‘Let’s not bother with all the trimmings – let’s do it as soon as possible.’

      Be careful. He’ll try and control you.

      She frowns, pressing her fists into her eye sockets. She mustn’t let those words take over her mind; she won’t let a spiteful ex-assistant ruin this for her. Eli is the one good thing left in her life. She loves him. She pushes away bad thoughts with images of flowers. She could carry a small bouquet of blush-coloured roses. Would Daddy be capable of giving her away? Of even standing next to her at a registry office? She sighs. Probably not. She misses her dad – how he used to be before he became ill, how safe he made her feel. She should visit him.

      She hears a creak behind her and turns to find Eli standing at the threshold. How long had he been standing there? He crosses the room in a couple of strides and pulls her in for one of his bear hugs. ‘You’re a sight for sore eyes,’ he says, when he releases her. ‘It’s been a hell of a day. Want to crack open a beer with me?’

      ‘Yeah,’ she says, leaning into his arms. ‘And I need to tell you something. Something important.’ But she’s not going to tell him about Lisa. It would only upset him.

      At the kitchen table, she spills it out, how she’s certain she stole the jumpsuit. And the ceramic dog ornament. And all the other little things that have ended up in her possession without her knowing how they got there. ‘I’m a kind of kleptomaniac, I think,’ she finishes. ‘But I can’t remember taking any of those things. It’s like I have a mental blank whenever I do it.’

      She blinks at him, trying to read his expression. Maybe he’s going to withdraw his proposal. Who wants to be married to a madwoman? A criminal?

      He leans across and takes her hand, his fingers chilled from the bottle. ‘That’s a heavy burden, babe,’ he says, kissing her knuckles. ‘Thanks for telling me. And it makes sense, you know. Because it always felt a bit off that your assistant, or the intern, would try and frame you like that.’

      ‘Yeah, I feel terrible I accused them. But I don’t know when I’m going to steal something again,’ she admits. ‘I’m scared. I could get caught. Get a criminal record.’

      ‘I wish I could pay for you to see a good psychiatrist,’ he says. ‘I’m sure you could get help with this. But until we can afford it, I don’t think you should leave the house without me. Okay?’

      She nods. Lisa was lying about him. Rosie needs to trust her instincts. He’s not abandoning her. Even after she told him the truth, he’s still supportive and kind. She’s so used to her mum shutting down on her whenever Rosie fails or does something bad, she thinks everyone will be the same. But not Eli. There’s no way he’s out to try and control her or do her harm. Lisa was lying. She turns the silver ring on her finger. He loves her.
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        Violet

      

      

      Next morning, Violet is in the chilly sitting room with Jack when Rupert comes back. He’s been out all night. He stinks of cigarettes and alcohol. The smell makes Violet want to gag. She gets up and opens the window, letting in a blast of cold air, and goes back to the sofa, ignoring him. Rupert sinks into a chair opposite. ‘I’m sorry, Violet. I’m an idiot.’ He leans forward, his eyes searching out hers. ‘Please don’t leave me,’ he says. ‘I love you, Violet. And we have a family.’ His voice is pleading, desperate. ‘I hit a writer’s block. I haven’t been able to make a start on the book. Every time I do, it doesn’t work, and I destroy it. It’s been going on for months. I was too ashamed to tell you.’

      His face is haggard, shoulders slumped. She takes a breath. She wants to ask him where he went when he’d told her he was at the library. But something stops her. She can’t deal with any more shocks. ‘We need to talk about money,’ she says instead. ‘I’d been counting on you getting an advance for your novel, and that giving us something of an income.’

      Jack is playing with building blocks on the floor, and he stops and looks up at his parents.

      ‘I know,’ Rupert says, eager to agree. ‘But I haven’t given up hope. I can write it.’ He clears his throat. ‘I know I can.’

      ‘But that could take… years. Meantime, we have nothing to live on,’ Violet says. ‘The bank won’t extend our overdraft. You need to go to the unemployment office. Claim benefits.’

      ‘No. We should sell the house,’ he says in a rush. ‘I know you love this place. I do too, but have you any idea what it’s worth now?’ He gives a short laugh. ‘We’re sitting on a gold mine. We could move to a smaller, cheaper house and bank the money.’ He looks expectant, his eyes wide. ‘It would solve all our problems.’

      ‘You know we can’t do that,’ she tells him. ‘The will is final. The trust says the house stays in the family.’

      Rupert frowns. ‘You could change it if you wanted. Go and see a lawyer – contest it.’

      Jack begins to cry, and she picks him up and settles him on her lap. ‘No,’ she says. ‘That’s not how it works. I can’t and I won’t.’ She shushes Jack, rocking him. Inside her, her daughter kicks out in protest. This house will be hers one day.

      ‘For God’s sake – won’t you even consider it?’ he snaps, getting to his feet. ‘You’re so stubborn!’

      ‘Don’t start berating me,’ she says. ‘I won’t be bullied by you. You’re in no position to talk to me like that.’ She swallows. ‘You’re not the man I married, not the man I fell in love with.’

      ‘You put too much pressure on me.’ He raises his voice. ‘I can’t live up to your expectations.’

      ‘And you’re pathetic,’ she shouts, putting Jack down on the sofa and heaving herself onto her feet. She steps forwards and pokes her finger in his chest. ‘A liar!’

      Just then the cat comes in, padding over to Violet, her plume of a tail waving like a flag. Rupert aims a kick that catches her mid-belly. She lets out a yowl of fright and jumps for the open window.

      Violet gasps, running to the window to call her back. But she’s fled straight across the road. Violet hears the thump as the car hits her.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Facing up to the truth is brutal, but it’s cleansing too. She’d sent messages to Debbie and the intern, Etta, apologising for accusing them, wishing them well, admitting that she has realised it was her who took the jumpsuit. Marrying Eli is her chance to start again, but how can she make a new life in the house, if she hasn’t solved any of its riddles? If she doesn’t know the truth about its past?

      She stands outside the cellar door, her hand on the padlock. It’s time to go down those steep, dark steps and get over her terror. If she was in the cellar with her parents when the murder took place, maybe being down there will trigger something useful, something to help her understand what happened that day, help to understand why she has these blackouts, and why she takes things, things that hold no meaning or value for her.

      She slides in the key and turns it, pulling the door towards her. Dank, dusty air rises, hitting the back of her throat. Slowly, she edges down the steps. Eli has recently fixed a low-wattage bulb in the single bare light fitting, and she flicks the switch. The dim light leaves the corners in shadow, inky tongues licking the bare walls, sweeping across the floor.

      She’s made it to the bottom of the steps. The ceiling is so low, if she put up a hand, she’d touch it. A tangle of pipes runs above her head, wreathed in old cobwebs. Suddenly, spiders don’t seem so frightening. It’s humans that are dangerous. And the things you can’t see.

      Her breath is stuck in her throat. Her lungs flail in her chest. She opens her mouth, panting, sucking in stale air, as if she’s being crushed by something, a weight of evil pressing her down. Her knees buckle and she stumbles, putting out a hand to stop herself falling, fingers grasping the cold metal of the empty wine rack. A buzzing fills her head, like a swarm of bluebottles; she feels the stickly slip of blood between her fingers.

      Images fill her head. A scream. A fallen body. The sound of crying.

      Her mother was a murderer, but did she kill Henry, too? Did she also kill her only son? Is that what the stone marker in the garden is for? Beloved. Is that why he’s vanished into thin air, why he’s been erased from the world?

      Beloved son.

      She turns in the small space, like a caged animal, needing to get out, to run away. She starts up the steep stairs, loses her footing, falls hard against a step, banging her knee and elbow with a cry. She gets back on her feet, pain shooting through her bones, and scrabbles up the rest of the flight, leaves the cellar door swinging behind her.

      Outside, July blazes. Sunlight on her face. The hot pavement under her feet. Traffic noises. Her mind is numb. All she knows is that she needs to keep moving; the only possible thing is to be in motion, to be in flight. She walks and walks. Hears horns blare, people shout. Still, she puts one foot in front of the other. Don’t think.

      Eventually, her feet bring her home. She looks down at them. Somewhere along the way, she must have kicked off her shoes. Her soles are filthy, blisters on her heels. Looking at her mobile, she realises hours have passed, although she has no memory of them.

      She lies on her bed, limp and exhausted, falling into a deep and dreamless sleep. When she wakes, Eli is sitting on the bed. ‘Where have you been?’ he asks. ‘I was worried about you. I went to look for you. You’ve been gone for hours.’

      She sits up, groggy from sleep.

      ‘Your feet, babe!’ He touches her blackened soles. ‘What happened?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ she says. ‘I went into the cellar… and then… I don’t remember.’

      ‘Listen,’ he says, his voice changing, becoming serious. ‘I need to talk to you about something, okay? And I don’t want you to get upset.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ She stares at him, anxiety building.

      ‘Where did you go today?’

      ‘I told you – I don’t know.’ She reaches for a tissue to blow her nose. ‘I don’t remember. I just walked.’

      ‘And took off your shoes?’

      ‘They must have been hurting or something.’

      ‘You don’t remember?’

      She shakes her head.

      ‘Did you go into any shops?’

      ‘No.’ She frowns. ‘Why?’

      ‘But you don’t remember anything,’ he says in a low voice. ‘So how do you know you didn’t?’ He turns his head, looking at the corner of the room. She follows his gaze and sees two pools of silky fabric lying on the floor, dumped like dirty laundry or clothes discarded after a long day.

      Rosie gets out of bed. She picks up some of the fabric, shakes it out, finding a dress, a sliver of pink silk, cut on the bias. Her mouth is dry. She unfolds the other one. It’s another slip dress in baby blue. Both have their price tags dangling. She reads them and gasps at the figures. Harvey Nichols. Some of the fabric has been sliced open where the security tags must have been cut out. She closes her eyes, trying to remember. Had she tried them on, and then stuffed them into her handbag in the changing room? They would have fitted in her handbag easily – the fabric is slippery and thin, scrunches up small. Her handbag is also on the floor, near the foot of the bed, lying open on its side.

      She drops the dress and steps back, hands to her cheeks. A sound comes from her throat, half cry, half moan.

      ‘It’s okay.’ Eli has his arms around her. ‘Take it easy. Just breathe, babe.’

      ‘My God,’ she says, turning her face into his chest. ‘I have no memory of taking off my shoes or going into a shop – nothing – my mind is a blank.’ Panic scrabbles in her throat.

      ‘Hey.’ Eli guides her back to the bed. ‘Sit down. Listen, we’re going to get you some help. As soon as we have enough money, we’ll find the best person.’ He strokes her hair from her face.

      She nods, tears falling. She’s unhinged. Mad.

      ‘I’m here for you, babe. The last thing you need is to be prosecuted for theft – apart from the obvious, it would set social media alight. Remember, I said don’t leave the house without me? Promise not to do that again?’

      ‘Yes.’ She blinks a blur of salt from her eyes. ‘I promise.’

      ‘Good,’ he says. ‘Now why don’t you lie down again. Have a rest. You’re exhausted.’

      She lies back against the pillows, aware of him drawing the curtains against the baking afternoon, the soft click of the door as it closes.
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        Susan

      

      

      Susan runs her fingers over the clothes she transferred to her own wardrobe last week. She likes to examine them, feeling the luxurious fabrics, admiring the way they’ve been cut and stitched, holding them against her. It’s a crime to keep them locked away and never worn. She’s never owned anything as lovely. Her clothes come from Primark or TK Maxx. She’ll give them back if Rosie asks. But Rosie hasn’t even noticed they’ve gone.

      Rosie is still in her bedroom. Susan had peeped through a gap in her door and seen Eli coming out, a closed, unhappy expression on his face.

      Susan had been setting off to work earlier that morning when she’d seen Rosie bolt out of the cellar and rush from the house as if a monster was chasing her. She’d texted her next client to say she was sick, as she’d hurried after Rosie, noticing she seemed uncertain of where she was going. The other woman had nearly got run over a couple of times, just striding out into the traffic like a sleepwalker. Susan had wondered if she should abort the plan and grab Rosie’s arm, guide her back home safely. But when Rosie had slipped off her shoes and left them lying on the pavement, stumbling on without them, Susan had known that this was the perfect opportunity. Rosie must have been in the middle of one of the blackouts she’d told Susan about. She wasn’t going to remember anything when she came to.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Susan shuts her wardrobe and goes downstairs. She gives the kitchen a tidy-up. Someone hasn’t cleared their lunch things from the table. An empty plate and cup are still there, next to a little notebook. A movement outside the window catches her eye: Jonathan. He’s in the garden. Susan takes a damp cloth and wipes the table, cleaning the breadcrumbs, and fragments of lettuce, sweeping them into her palm. As she tosses them into the bin, she glances outside. Jonathan is squatting with his back to her, pulling out weeds from a newly made flower bed. She picks up the notebook from the table and flicks through it, skimming pages covered in spidery, cramped handwriting, almost impossible to read. Only one thing jumps out as legible: a name and address picked out in capitals:

      
        
        SALLY BROWN,

        32 BEECH CRESCENT,

        WINBOURNE, KENT

      

      

      She hears the back door handle turning and drops the notebook, picking up the dirty bowl and cup as her excuse for being there and moving towards the sink.

      ‘You don’t have to do that.’

      Jonathan comes close enough that she smells the warm earth on him, his sweat. He takes the crockery from her. ‘I’ll do it.’

      She avoids eye contact with him. Has he discovered that his letter is missing from his jacket yet? She doesn’t like living in the same house as him. He’s dangerous. But if Rosie breaks off her engagement, Mum will give Susan the nod to tell Rosie about the knives and Jonathan’s stint in prison. She glances back to the notebook, wondering why he’s written down Rosie’s mum’s name and address. Another bit of information to store up for future use.

      Her last chore, before she leaves for her next job, is to empty the recycling bin. As she tips the recycling into the big green bin at the front of the house, she notices a white shopping bag crumpled at the bottom. She leans in and pulls out the Harvey Nichols carrier. It’s empty except for a screwed-up receipt for two items. She flattens the receipt out, shaking her head at the prices, then glances around to check she’s not being observed. She shoves the bag and the receipts into the bottom of the green container, before emptying out the rest of the recycling on top of it, releasing torn-up pieces of cardboard, empty yoghurt pots, plastic containers, and washed-out tins.
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        Violet

      

      

      She’s on her knees in the garden, Tilda’s body in an old silk scarf beside her. She wants to bury her under the silver birch, but the ground is too hard. The spade refuses to break the frozen rim of earth; she’s tried and tried, but her hands are sore and the impact of metal hitting the ground hurts her bones. She’s given up, slumped over her huge belly on the cold grass, shivering.

      Rupert kneels next to her. ‘I’m sorry,’ he whispers. ‘I never thought she’d…’

      She pushes him away with a sob. ‘Leave me alone. Haven’t you done enough damage?’ Her breath makes white puffs in the air.

      ‘Please, Violet,’ he says. ‘Let me. I’ll dig the hole. Go inside. You’re freezing.’

      She waits in the kitchen, watching through the window as he slices into the frozen dirt. His shoulders shudder with effort as the edge of the spade strikes the earth.

      Jack is in his playpen. He cries and lifts his arms to her, a chubby fist clutching his toy bear, but she brushes past. Let Rupert look after his own son for a change. She needs to be alone.

      She goes upstairs, shuts the door, locks it, and takes out her diary.

      
        
        I hate him so much. I’ll never forgive him. I want to kill him.

      

      

      She curls up on the bed, won’t answer the door when he knocks.

      She cries herself to sleep. Later, when she wakes, it’s dark and she’s hungry. Rupert knocks again. ‘I’ve brought you some soup.’ His voice comes from the other side of the divide. ‘Violet?’

      She gets up and opens the door and he comes in with a tray.

      ‘I’ve put Jack to bed and tidied the kitchen,’ he says, switching on the side lights, as she gets back onto the bed. He sits on the edge of the mattress, hands between his knees, head down. ‘I know I’ve behaved badly,’ he says softly. ‘I should never have lied to you about the book. I’m sorry.’ He shoots a quick glance at her. ‘I’ve been unable to write for ages,’ he admits. ‘It made me feel like a failure. Desperate. And I guess, us not having a physical relationship for so long, I was lonely, too. I couldn’t talk to you about it.’

      ‘That’s your excuse?’ She swallows a spoonful of soup, wipes her mouth. ‘And what about money?’ She frowns. ‘If there’s no book, no income, how are we going to pay the bills, put food on the table?’

      ‘We’ll find a way,’ he says. ‘I’ll go and sign on at the unemployment office. I won’t ask you to sell the house again. I’m sorry. I know we can’t do that. I know the trust is final. I was just clutching at straws.’

      ‘We can sell my piano.’

      ‘No. Don’t sell it,’ he says, earnestly. ‘You love that piano. It was your mother’s. I’ll go and see my parents. Get a loan from them too. I’ll beg them on my knees if I have to. I just need enough to tide us over until the book is published. I know I can do it – I can do it this time.’

      After he takes the tray away, Violet opens her diary and looks at the words she wrote earlier. Rupert hates having to ask his parents for anything – they were remote, strict older parents who’d bundled him off to boarding school when he was only four. She sighs. She’s going to give him another chance. She loves him and he’s her children’s father. It’s her duty to try and make it work. She rips out the last part of the page and screws up her words, drops the little ball of paper into the blue vase on her bedside table.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He drives down to Sussex that afternoon. When he gets back, he walks like the old Rupert, shoulders back, his stride long. ‘They’ve given us a generous loan,’ he says. ‘It took some persuading. But in the end, they want me to succeed. And I want you to have some help. Proper help. I explained that you’re exhausted. Mother said you should get a nanny. She said it was essential.’

      ‘I don’t want someone else in the house,’ Violet says, biting her lip. A nanny will see what a bad mother she really is – will be able to tell that she doesn’t love her son properly. ‘You said yourself, your mother palmed you off with a nanny and then boarding school. She was never there for you.’

      ‘I know.’ Rupert kisses the top of her head. ‘But I think my mother is right about this. You’re not like her. You’ve been a wonderful mum to Jack, but now you must look after yourself after what happened last time. I’m worried about you. And the house is a mess. I’m not blaming you. But let someone else clear it up and help with Jack. We can rethink things later, after the baby is born.’

      ‘No. I don’t trust anyone else with Jack.’

      ‘But darling, that’s just it. You can’t protect him forever. He’ll go to school, go out into the world. If you mollycoddle him and don’t let him out of your sight, how is he going to cope in the real world?’

      ‘I don’t mollycoddle him,’ she snaps.

      ‘Okay,’ he says, raising his palms. ‘But you’re having another baby. You said yourself you need to wean Jack before that. And it would be better for us, for our relationship, if we had more time together. Please, Vi. We can afford it now.’

      She sighs. The lure of having help is too much to resist. ‘Alright,’ she says. ‘I’ll advertise in The Lady.’ She twists her head to look up at him. ‘Let’s invite your parents up for lunch to thank them. They haven’t been here for ages. Jack hardly knows who they are.’

      ‘Let’s not,’ Rupert says. ‘I did suggest it. But they said they couldn’t get away. I think they want to see if I can make a success of my life before they visit. They hate me being a writer. They’ve always wanted me to work in finance or be a barrister or surgeon. And they’ll just criticise the house and you and Jack.’ He squeezes her closer. ‘Getting a nanny is going to make all the difference. You’ll be more relaxed. It will be better for our relationship. Most importantly, you’ll get a proper rest.’
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        * * *

      

      The first woman to come for an interview is tall and thin, with an unhappy face. Her hands are claw-like, the nails yellowing. Violet can’t wait to get her out of the house. The next one is too young, too giggly. Violet would never trust her with Jack.

      Violet has no hope in her heart as she opens the door to the third candidate. A buxom, curvy woman with scarlet hair stands on the doorstep. She has big, brown, cow-like eyes, lashes heavy with mascara, a generous mouth, and too much blusher on her cheeks, but she shakes Violet’s hand with a firm grip. ‘Hello, Mrs Fraser-White? I’m Clare.’ She has a London accent that Violet finds comfortingly down to earth.

      ‘Come in.’ Violet moves back to let the other woman enter and shows her through to the kitchen. Clare stands with her hands on her hips, looking around her, her gaze falling on the dirty dishes in the sink, stale breadcrumbs and opened pots of marmalade and honey on the surface, Jack’s washing hanging over the cold radiators. Violet holds her breath, but Clare doesn’t reel back in horror. Jack is in his high chair, and before Violet can start the interview, Clare has perched on the chair next to him and is talking to him about the Matchbox car he’s playing with on the tray. He responds at once, smiling, joining in with the broom-broom noises Clare is making. Violet watches with a sense of relief.

      She conducts a short interview with Clare, who tells her about the children she’s looked after and slides two letters of recommendation across the table.

      ‘Would you like me to do a trial afternoon?’ Clare suggests. ‘I could start now? You don’t need to pay me.’

      She gets to work immediately, persuading Jack to eat all his porridge, then wipes his face and whisks him into her arms. ‘Right,’ she says. ‘We’ll go to the park for a couple of hours, and I’ll be back in time for his nap. You said he napped around eleven a.m.?’

      Jack is open-mouthed, but strangely compliant in her arms, his stubby fingers clasping her bright hair. Violet’s stomach drops with a swoop of fear – nobody has ever taken Jack away from her before. Can she really trust this woman? Tears fill her eyes. ‘Sorry.’ She brushes them away. ‘Hormones.’ She gestures to her bump.

      ‘Don’t you worry,’ Clare says. ‘He’ll be fine with me.’

      And Violet lets her take her child. She goes upstairs and stands at the French windows, waiting for them to return, unable to settle. But her back aches, and she knows that it’s not good to stand for too long, not with her tendency to pre-eclampsia, so she lies on the bed, and falls asleep without meaning to. She has a nightmare about Clare stealing Jack – but when she wakes, Clare is tidying up in the kitchen, listening to Radio One, and Jack is asleep in the nursery, the baby monitor on.

      ‘Did you have any luck?’ Rupert asks when he’s back from the library.

      ‘I did. I’ve employed a nanny. Clare Beech. She’s starting next Monday. She’ll live in. She can have one of the rooms on the top floor.’

      ‘Well done, darling.’ Rupert smiles.

      And Violet sleeps properly for the first time since giving birth to Jack. Knowing Clare will be in the house is a weight off her shoulders. She’s been released from full-time care of her son. Maybe now she can do better as a mother.
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          2025

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rosie

      

      

      She loves hearing him singing off-key in the shower; she loves to put her nose to his neck, inhaling the clean scent of him, the sharp green of his cologne; she loves his fingernails, pink against his broad tanned hands. He is clear about who he is, what he believes and what he wants. And he wants her, despite everything.

      Lately, it seems as if her contours are blurred, her voice smaller, her face in the mirror indistinct. Once they’re married, she’s hoping being Mrs Olson will imbue her with a new identity. But she’s not managing to sort out the wedding arrangements. She’s failed to tick off any of the things on her list. She never gets further than scrolling through images from online stores, gazing at hemlines, wavering over colour choices. In her working life, she created pages of content, organised shoots abroad, wrote articles, interviewed celebrities.

      Finding the stolen dresses on the floor of her bedroom has tipped her over the edge. As soon as Eli had left the room, she’d got out of bed and ripped the price tags off, tearing them into fragments, then dumped them and the dresses in the bathroom bin, scrubbing her hands at the sink afterwards as if the clothes were contaminated. But she can’t get rid of the facts. Her lack of memory is terrifying. The fear of it happening again flattens her, leaving her limp and lethargic.

      When she tried to explain all this to Eli, he said not to worry; she should stay in the house, and he’d sort everything out; he’d book a slot at the local registry office; they could turn up in jeans for all he cared. ‘Stop stressing, babe,’ he’d said, and kissed her nose. ‘We’re getting married. Dress or no dress.’

      Sally phones every day. ‘Where are you holding the ceremony?’ ‘Wouldn’t it be lovely to have it at home in St Luke’s?’ ‘Haven’t you got a date fixed yet? You’ll need to get moving.’ ‘Why can’t we have a day out together? A mother and daughter outing to find the perfect dress? We could have tea out, too. Even a glass of champagne.’

      Rosie wants to scream out the truth about her kleptomania. But her mum would not be able to cope. Instead, she says she doesn’t feel like going out in public yet. That she’d rather shop online. Sally sniffs and says that sounds like Rosie is being a coward. ‘You can’t let silly people on social media get to you,’ she says. ‘You need to get on the horse after a fall,’ she says. ‘You can’t let life defeat you.’

      ‘It’s not about that. This is going to be a wedding on a budget,’ Rosie says. ‘Everyone shops online nowadays.’

      Sally sniffs again.
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        * * *

      

      Rosie stops outside her bedroom. The door is ajar. Her breath catches in her throat. She can sense the weight of another person displacing the air inside. Not Eli. He went out to buy more ground coffee and bread. She hears the creak of a floorboard as a foot presses and releases, a quiet rustle. She pushes the handle and the door swings open. It’s Susan. Rosie almost laughs. She’s becoming paranoid. Susan is cleaning. It’s her day for doing the bedrooms.

      Susan has her back turned. Her headphones are in, so she can’t have heard the door open. The strange thing is, Susan is looking inside Rosie’s wardrobe, pushing clothes back and forth on the rail, as if she’s in a shop, checking merchandise.

      Rosie strolls over and taps the other woman on the shoulder and Susan shrieks and wheels around, eyes wide. She pulls her earphones off, cheeks flaming. A tinkle of piano music comes from the earphones.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Rosie asks.

      ‘Checking for moths,’ Susan says quickly. ‘Thought we should get some of that repellent stuff.’

      But Rosie has stopped listening because there, on padded satin hangers, are the two stolen dresses she’d put in the bin. Her heart rate accelerates; the room swings sideways. She points at them. ‘Did you do that?’

      Susan looks confused. ‘What?’

      Rosie rubs her eyes. ‘Those dresses. Did you take them out of the bin?’

      ‘The bin?’ Susan repeats. ‘These?’ She touches the dresses. ‘What were they doing in the bin when you’ve just bought them from Harvey Nichols? They’re gorgeous.’

      The room slams back, nearly knocking her off her feet. Susan’s words jumble and spill. ‘Harvey Nichols? Who told you they came from there?’

      ‘I saw the bag. In the recycling. It was shoved right down at the bottom. It still had the receipt in it.’

      ‘Receipt?’ Rosie walks backwards, away from Susan, until her calves bump the bedframe; her knees give, and she sinks down onto the mattress. ‘Someone bought them?’ she whispers.

      ‘Well, yes,’ Susan is saying. ‘Wasn’t it you?’

      Rosie’s mind is blank and buzzing. She can’t feel her body. She wants to be sick, but there’s nothing in her stomach. She forgot to eat breakfast. She goes into the bathroom and spews up bile into the sink.

      ‘Are you alright?’ Susan hovers behind her. She holds Rosie’s hair back from her face with one hand and rubs her back with the other.

      Rosie wipes her mouth.

      ‘Are you ill? Do you need a doctor?’

      ‘No.’ Rosie shakes her head. ‘I just don’t remember putting the dresses in my wardrobe. I stole them, Susan,’ she blurts out. ‘I stole them without knowing what I was doing. And now someone has taken them from the bin and hung them up.’

      ‘Perhaps Eli? He would have thought it was a mistake, wouldn’t he, for them to be in the bin?’

      Rosie frowns. ‘He was the one who found them on my floor. He’d know I didn’t want to see them ever again.’

      Susan shrugs. ‘Then I can’t explain it.’ She touches Rosie’s arm. ‘Anyway, I’m here,’ she murmurs. ‘If you need me.’

      Back in her room, Rosie brings up Lisa’s number on her phone. It’s answered straight away. ‘What’s he done?’ Lisa asks. ‘Are you alright?’

      Rosie moves to the French windows, looking into the street. She can see Eli returning from the shop. He’s strolling along in the sunshine with his dark glasses on, a packet under one arm, a loaf of bread under the other. He’s whistling. She whispers into the mobile, explaining what she’s just discovered. She hears the front door open and close. He’ll be in the hall. What if he comes up here? She couldn’t look at him in the face. He’d see the doubt in her eyes, the awful suspicion that’s growing in her mind like some virulent weed.

      Without thinking, she slips through the French windows onto the out-of-bounds balcony; her back pressed against the wall, mobile pressed to her ear. The front garden is a patch of green far below. She grips the phone. ‘You need to get away from him,’ Lisa says. ‘He’s dangerous.’

      Rosie stares out into the branches of the crab-apple tree. She wants to tell Lisa she’s wrong. Eli would never do anything to hurt her. He loves her. But she can’t speak. The words don’t come.

      A bang behind her makes her startle. She switches off the call. The French windows have blown closed. She inches her way over and tries the handle, but the catch on the other side is down. She peers through the glass into the empty room.

      The thin platform under her feet trembles. There’s a tearing sound, a groan as a chunk of brick and mortar beneath breaks free. She hears it crash onto the doorstep below.
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        Rosie

      

      

      She rattles the door handle of the French windows, slapping her palms against the glass. ‘Help?’ she calls. ‘Anyone? I’m locked out!’ She presses her nose against the window, her gaze roaming over the empty bed and the chest of drawers with the rows of framed photos. The bedroom door is shut too. There’s no wind today.

      She looks at her mobile. Who should she ring? Susan is the only one she trusts, and she’s out on a cleaning job. She turns around and peers over the edge of the thin wrought-iron railings towards the street. A car passes, a mother pushing a pram. She calls after them, but they don’t look up. Then a flash of bright pink catches her eye. She squints at a figure across the street, partly hidden by the foliage of a small tree. She’s almost certain it’s Mrs Lambeth’s companion. What’s her name? Rosie hunts through the clutter in her mind. ‘Mrs Bee!’ she shouts, waving her arms.

      The woman moves from under the branches of the tree, strolling along the pavement; but when Rosie repeats her name, she pauses and turns her head from side to side as if listening.

      ‘Mrs Bee!’ Rosie yells again. ‘Up here!’

      This time, the woman swings her gaze around to the house, tilts her head, shading her eyes from the sun and spots Rosie. She puts up an arm in greeting.

      Rosie beckons her closer, edging nearer the railings in her eagerness. A loud crack beneath her feet sends her lurching back, pressing her trembling fingers against the rough texture of the wall, holding her breath as if that will make her lighter. Mrs Bee has entered the garden and is standing on the path, staring up. ‘Be careful,’ Rosie calls down. ‘Some of the bricks might fall on you. I’m locked out.’

      ‘What can I do, dear?’ she calls up.

      ‘Can you ring the doorbell?’ Rosie shouts. ‘Then come up to the first floor, the bedroom at the front. The French windows.’

      Swallowing her nerves, Rosie waits, listening to the sound of the doorbell clanging inside the house, and the front door opening. She hears Eli’s voice raised in surprise. There’s a rush of activity as footsteps clump up the stairs at speed. The bedroom door is flung open, then the French windows. Eli’s top half appears as he leans out, offering her his hand. ‘Jeez,’ he’s saying. ‘What are you doing out there?’

      She grabs his fingers and steps into the room. He pulls her to his chest, arms circling her in a tight bear hug. ‘Did you lock me out?’ Her voice is muffled against his chest.

      ‘I only just got back,’ he says. ‘I didn’t know you were there. I locked the doors because nobody is supposed to go out there.’

      Mrs Bee is standing just behind him, her broad chest heaving from the exertion of galloping up the stairs, her brow shining with sweat. She’s got her usual pink anorak on, although it’s too hot for jackets. Rosie struggles free of Eli and steps towards her. ‘Thank you,’ she says. ‘I don’t know what I would have done if you hadn’t been passing.’

      ‘As long as you’re alright,’ Mrs Bee wheezes.

      ‘Why didn’t you ring me?’ Eli says, his gaze falling on the mobile in her hand.

      ‘I don’t know, I guess I just panicked,’ she lies. ‘I wasn’t thinking straight and then I saw Mrs Bee.’ She gestures to Eli. ‘You two don’t know each other, do you? Mrs Bee, this is Eli, my boyfriend.’

      ‘Fiancé,’ he corrects her.

      ‘Mrs Bee used to work for Mrs Lambeth. The woman who lived next door.’

      ‘I think I’ve seen you before,’ he says. ‘Do you live in the area?’

      ‘In this area?’ Mrs Bee laughs. ‘Not much in the way of social housing left around here. It’s all luxury flats nowadays.’ She blinks. ‘Sorry. Going off on one. What was I saying?’

      ‘I wondered if you lived nearby,’ Eli repeats.

      ‘I work for an elderly gentleman near here,’ she says. ‘I’m a companion. A kind of housekeeper. Like I was with Mrs Lambeth before she moved into the home.’

      ‘Whereabouts does this old gentleman live?’

      ‘Eli.’ Rosie puts a hand on his bicep and squeezes hard. ‘Don’t quiz her. She just came to my rescue.’

      ‘Well, she didn’t need to,’ he says. ‘I was in the house. You should have shouted. Or used your phone.’ He sounds like a sulky child.

      ‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Mrs Bee says, her gaze flickering between the two of them. ‘Glad to have been of use.’

      Rosie steps forwards. ‘I’ll show you out.’

      Mrs Bee shakes her head. ‘Don’t you worry yourself. I know the way.’

      After she leaves the room, Rosie turns on Eli. ‘That was rude,’ she says.

      ‘You’re the one who’s behaving strangely,’ he says. ‘You should have phoned me. I was downstairs for God’s sake. You didn’t need to call some random old lady to come to your aid.’

      ‘She’s not a random old lady,’ she says. ‘She’s not old. And I know her. And I wasn’t thinking straight.’

      ‘Okay,’ he sighs. ‘I’m just worried about you.’

      She thinks of the dresses hanging in her wardrobe. He once told her that the person who was writing the notes was trying to mess with her head. Is that what he’s doing? Grief closes her throat – she loves him. To believe he’s betraying her, on top of everything else, is too much to contemplate.

      She can’t believe it of him. She can’t.

      She won’t.
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        Sally

      

      

      It’s pleasant to have something exciting to talk about again. She’s told everyone in the WI about it, and as she buys all the latest bridal magazines in the newsagent’s, she has a nice chat with Mr Singh, the Indian man behind the till. She can almost forget he’s foreign; he speaks such good English, and he doesn’t wear dresses or any of those funny turbans that some of them wear. She blanches when he rings up the magazines. ‘My goodness, they charge a fortune for these things!’ she says light-heartedly, not wanting him to think she can’t afford them.

      She gathers the four glossy volumes to her chest, and waves one hand regally as she leaves the shop.

      There’s the vicar across the street. ‘Coo-ee!’ she calls to him. He doesn’t appear to hear and keeps walking. ‘Coo-ee!’ she shouts again, louder.

      She hurries across the road to the opposite pavement. He turns to her, and she glimpses a flash of impatience before he gives her his professional, patient smile. He’s a busy man, she can forgive him this once. ‘You know my Rosie is getting married?’

      ‘I had heard,’ he says. ‘Congratulations.’

      ‘Her fiancé is from California,’ she says. ‘A lovely man. Very polite and successful. I’m hoping they might choose St Luke’s for the ceremony. A late-summer wedding.’

      ‘They would be most welcome,’ he says. ‘Just tell her to get in touch. We’d need to have a preliminary meeting, get the banns read. And of course—’ he laughs ‘—we’ll need a date. Weekends book up fast if they want to do it this year.’

      ‘Yes.’ Sally echoes his laughter, fighting a surge of panic. ‘They’ll be pinning one down any day now. Any day.’ She tightens her grip on the magazines. ‘I’ll tell her to call you.’

      She plans to go home, have a nice cup of tea and a couple of chocolate Hobnobs and read the magazines from cover to cover, picking out her favourite dresses. Then she’ll call Rosie and see if she can extract a sensible plan out of her. There must be some way of getting out of the ridiculous will, or trust, or whatever it is. If they could sell the place, they’d be rich. They could buy a nice new build with en-suite bathrooms. Sally could even move in. She’d be there to help when the first grandchild arrived.

      She scans the street. Disappointingly, there’s nobody else to talk to about the wedding. In fact, large drops of rain fall from a gunmetal sky, splattering onto her nose, and then her left shoe. She doesn’t have an umbrella with her. The wet will ruin her perm, and she can’t get the magazines soggy. She puts her head down and walks faster.

      She collides with someone, the impact making her bite her tongue and drop the wretched magazines. They spill in a heavy fall of shiny pages, exposing images of brightly smiling models, white frothy dresses, bouquets of pink flowers, adverts for toasters and air fryers.

      ‘Let me get those for you.’ The voice is male. The shoes are trainers, greyish and worn. She looks down on a man’s head. The hair a dirty blond, thinning on his crown exposing a pinkish scalp. He straightens, holding out the magazines. She takes them, looking up at him to voice her thanks. Sound catches in her throat. Her body tightens.

      She stares at the birthmark across his left cheek. A port-wine stain. His eyes regard her through round glasses. His mouth is closed, unsmiling. They gaze at each other, and her insides contract. She hurries on, stops, and turns at the end of the street to look back. He’s staring at her. He hasn’t moved from his spot on the pavement.

      She increases her pace, the rain falling properly now, soaking her light summer jacket and thin skirt, making her stockings damp. She gets to the end of the village, and sees the bungalow ahead, almost hidden by the spread of green beech leaves. Her spine tingles. The skin at the back of her neck is prickling with an awareness of being watched. Is he following her? She doesn’t dare look back.

      She goes through the garden gate, up the path, and fumbles for the keys in her handbag with trembling fingers, managing to slot the key into the door and push inside the house, magazines tumbling out of her arms. She shuts the door and leans against it. At the front window, she lifts the lace curtain a fraction, peering out. Is that a figure under the beech tree? She squints through the distortion of raindrops on the glass, her heart beating faster. Yes, she’s sure there’s a man there, standing still, his face turned towards the bungalow. She drops the curtain and steps back, aware of a taste of metal in her mouth. She touches her tongue, finds blood on her fingertip.
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        Violet

      

      

      The first morning after Clare moves in, Violet comes down to the kitchen with Jack, to find Clare already there, red lipstick on, dressed in a low-cut floaty top and red cardigan over leggings. She’s made a pot of tea and prepared Jack’s porridge. The surfaces are spotless. ‘I didn’t know what you have for breakfast,’ she says. ‘But I’ve done Jack’s.’

      ‘Thank you so much,’ Violet says, sliding Jack into his high chair. ‘That’s really kind. But you don’t need to make anything for me and Rupert. That’s above and beyond your duties.’

      A loud yawn behind her makes Violet turn as Rupert enters with his face screwed up, mid-yawn, tucking his shirt into his jeans.

      ‘Darling,’ Violet says. ‘Meet our new nanny, Clare.’ She gestures towards the figure in bright colours by the sink. ‘Clare, this is my husband, Rupert.’

      ‘Pleased to meet you,’ Clare says, with a broad grin.

      Rupert stops just inside the entrance. He stares at her, eyes wide, mouth hanging open. He clears his throat, then gives a curt nod in Clare’s direction.

      ‘Are you having toast?’ Violet asks him, transferring Jack into his high chair. Clare sits next to Jack and begins to spoon porridge into his mouth, humming.

      Rupert frowns, looking at Clare. ‘I’m not hungry. I’ll grab something later.’

      He leaves the room. After a few minutes, the front door slams. Violet gives Clare an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry – he’s a writer. He lives in his head. He didn’t mean to be rude.’

      ‘Don’t give it a second thought,’ Clare says. ‘I’m not easily offended.’
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        * * *

      

      Rupert is out at the library all day. While Jack has his nap, Clare rearranges all the shelves in the kitchen, moving pans and plates, throwing out old tea towels, polishing the windows. The house smells of bleach. Violet doesn’t mind handing the domestic reins over to another woman. She’s always hated housework, never cared much for cooking. It’s a relief to have another responsible adult in the house. She’s pleased with herself for finding Clare. Violet is at that stage in the pregnancy when she’s getting clumsy, her large belly tipping her off balance, her ankles puffy. Now that Clare is here, she can spend more time with her feet up.

      The only thing Violet is uncertain of are Clare’s nails. She keeps them long, pointed and painted. ‘Um, Clare, would you mind trimming your nails,’ she says, when they sit down for a cup of tea. ‘Just in case you hurt Jack by mistake.’

      ‘Don’t you worry about that,’ Clare says. ‘I won’t hurt him. I’ve had these talons since forever. They’re part of me. Nobody gets scratched unless I want them to.’ She laughs.

      Rupert phones to say he’s met a friend and is having supper out. Violet stops herself from questioning him about the cost of dinner at a London restaurant. The new funds mean she has full-time help at home. She can’t begrudge him a night out.

      It’s late when he slides into bed with her; his cold feet wake her. She smells alcohol on his breath. ‘Did you have a nice time?’ she murmurs, beginning to drift back into sleep.

      ‘Vi,’ he says into her neck. ‘I don’t like that woman. The nanny. What’s-her-face.’

      She opens her eyes. ‘What are you talking about? You don’t know her. She’s really good with Jack. And she’s very efficient.’

      ‘But she’s… common,’ he slurs. ‘Too loud.’

      ‘Darling, that’s not very PC of you.’ Violet smiles.

      ‘Couldn’t you find someone else?’

      ‘No,’ she says. ‘I like Clare and so does Jack.’

      ‘Clare,’ he repeats her name, turning it in his mouth as if it’s a bitter fruit. ‘Christ. What a joke.’ And he laughs, a drunken sobbing laugh, before he starts to snore.
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        * * *

      

      Violet hasn’t ventured into her art studio, but she’s begun to play the piano every day. Rupert was right. She has hours to herself, to rest, read, sleep, and play her favourite sonatas. She’s in the sitting room, fingers moving over the keys, the baby hushed inside her. Jack is upstairs in the nursery with Clare. She’s playing Mozart’s ‘Rondo Alla Turca’, enjoying the rousing, playful sound. She glances up at the oil painting of Venice as she plays, noticing how the silver of the painted water gleams, tricking the eye, making it seem as if the surface of the canal moves. The rest of the painting is dark. There’s a heaviness about it. But it must be worth something. Should she get it valued? Rupert’s parents won’t bail them out forever, and Rupert hasn’t specified exactly how much they’ve given them, but he says he’s inspired again. He disappears to the library every day, coming home late in the evening with his satchel over his shoulder. He looks pale, haunted, with dark shadows under his eyes. He’s unusually quiet at home, but at least he’s civil to Clare, although it’s obviously an effort for him to be polite. She’s not sure why he’s taken against her. He’s usually the more sociable one.

      She finishes the Mozart piece and puts her hands in her lap. She hears Jack’s laughter from upstairs and smiles. She won’t get the painting valued just yet – it would be a sign that she didn’t believe in Rupert. He deserves a second chance. And now she has a second chance, too. With Clare here, Violet already feels better, more cheerful and alert, more able to love her son.
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        Rosie

      

      

      They haven’t had sex since she found the dresses in her wardrobe. She’s offered all the usual excuses: she has a headache, she’s tired, she doesn’t feel well, maybe she’s coming down with something. She doesn’t tell him the truth – she doesn’t know who she’s sharing a bed with any more. She turns away from him at night, hugging her pillow, holding her breath until she hears his breathing changing. She wakes in the middle of the night, her body clenched, heart racing.

      ‘I’ve booked a date for the ceremony,’ he tells her. ‘The 14th of September.’

      Still, she doesn’t speak. She doesn’t ask the question, throw the accusation at him, because if he’s tricked her into believing she’s stolen the dresses, then it can only be because he wants to take away her confidence and independence. Even if she does ask him, he’ll deny it. And it will get her no closer to understanding the situation, but he’ll know she suspects him.

      They have an appointment at the local registry office for the preliminary meeting.

      That morning, the taste of coffee turns her stomach, and she pushes her cup away. She looks at the man she loves, used to love, still loves, but doesn’t trust.

      ‘What happened with your ex?’ she asks, trying to sound casual. ‘In America. You never talk about it.’

      ‘There’s not much to say.’ His voice tightens. ‘She turned out to be… highly strung. To be honest—’ he rubs his hand over his chin ‘—she behaved badly. It was a shock. It got nasty.’ He sighs. ‘Let’s not talk about it. Not today. Today is about us.’

      She attempts a smile.

      He opens the front door. She realises she hasn’t been out of the house for days. She squints into the brilliant sunshine. Pollen thickens the air, tiny particles catching in her throat. It’s green – the green of summer, shiny and lush, before the late-summer heat burns and destroys, turning leaves limp and grass yellow. He takes her arm, looping it through his, holding her close as they descend the steps, as if he’s afraid she will tumble down, or make an escape. She has a flash of insight: this is what it feels like to be old, frail, dependent on others. A prisoner.

      She steps away from him at the end of the path, pretending to push her hair behind her ears. She glances back at the house, seeing movement behind the landing window. Susan’s face appears, lifting a hand in a salute. I’m not alone, Rosie thinks, her breath coming easier. She waves in reply, then turns and walks next to Eli towards the main road.

      The waiting room is small. One other couple are before them. They lean into each other, whispering and giggling. He puts his arm around her shoulder, plays with her hair. Rosie drags her gaze away from them. That’s what it’s supposed to feel like. Not this awkward silence. They’ve been given forms to fill in, and Eli is bent over his sheet, scribbling out his answers. His hair has got long, curls over his collar. The gloss and shine of his skin seems to have dulled recently. She notices a spot on his chin, an angry red eruption.

      She looks down at the form on her lap, twiddling the pen between her fingers. She has an instinct to throw it on the floor and run. She can’t get Lisa’s words out of her head. He’s dangerous. He preys on wealthy women. There were those weeks when he kept being late with the rent, when he was evasive about money. He didn’t tell her that Lisa was the watcher across the street; he let her think that it was a troll out there, but she’d guessed they’d known each other: a gut feeling. She should trust her instinct. Only it’s sending her mixed messages. Her thoughts and feelings are tangling together, intertwined and muddled. Even now, she wants to reach out and fold her fingers over his hand, feel the solid shape of his knuckles, separate his fingers, linking them with her own.

      He glances up at her and nods towards her blank form. ‘You okay, babe?’

      She swallows and shakes her head. ‘I feel a bit faint.’

      He looks concerned. ‘It is stuffy in here.’ He touches her arm. ‘Shall I get you a glass of water?’

      He comes back with the water, but she doesn’t take it. ‘I can’t do this,’ she says, her voice coming out strangled and loud; the form slides off her lap onto the floor.

      The other couple glance over, frowning at the momentary glitch in their happy bubble. Their gaze falls on the dropped pen, the scattered sheets of paper with unanswered questions.

      ‘What?’ He gets onto his knees and picks up the form, the pen. ‘What can’t you do?’ There’s an edge of panic to his voice.

      ‘It feels like we’re rushing it,’ she says. ‘I’m not ready. Not ready to get married. I’m sorry.’

      His brows furrow, his eyes narrowing as he leans close. ‘I don’t understand. You said you wanted this.’

      ‘I’ve changed my mind.’

      ‘Has something happened?’

      She thinks of the dresses hanging in the wardrobe. She thinks of what Susan told her about the Harvey Nichols bag with the receipts in the recycling bin, and how Eli had told her not to go out of the house without him. He’ll try and control you.

      She clears her throat. ‘Just give me more time,’ she says. ‘There’s just too much to cope with at the moment.’

      ‘Okay,’ he says, placating, his big hand covering hers. ‘I’ll go and tell them we’re cancelling the appointment.’

      She watches him stride over to the receptionist, leaning across, speaking quietly. The receptionist glances over at her. Rosie averts her eyes, looking at the ceiling, noticing a dirty mark in the shape of a cat. From the corner, a small glass eye regards her, a CCTV camera recording the scene.
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        Sally

      

      

      He’s there again, standing under the beech tree. What does he want? She should go out there and confront him. But when she thinks of it, her knees become jelly and her insides turn to water. If only Peter was here. She’d send him out to deal with the man – Peter would tower over the stranger; he’d send him packing. But Peter is useless to her now.

      When she lifts the curtain to check. The shadows under the tree are empty. A light wind rustles the leaves, lifting drifts of yellow pollen, swirling a plastic bag against the kerb. Sally frowns. She can’t abide the sight of rubbish.

      Later, in the afternoon, as she goes to visit Peter, she glances left and right as she leaves the house. No sign of the stranger. Relieved, she gets into the car and flips the lock as soon as she’s inside, clicks the safety belt into place. She doesn’t like driving. Peter was the driver in their relationship, and he was the one who persuaded her to pass her test after they were married.

      On the way to The Laurels, she checks her wing mirror to make sure she’s not being followed. Her hands clench the wheel, as she leans forward to peer out of the windscreen. She can’t seem to get out of third gear, and the engine groans and squeals as she grapples unsuccessfully with the gear stick. A car beeps behind her and she swears under her breath. People have no patience and no manners any more; it’s all hurry, hurry, hurry.

      Peter seems pleased to see her, although she’s not sure if he really knows who she is – they sit in the corner of the day room and play a game of snap. ‘We have to keep up appearances,’ she tells him. ‘That’s what really matters.’

      Peter shouts out, ‘Snap!’ and gathers the pile of cards towards him, his big hand greedily scooping, his mouth hanging open in a stupid grin.

      She balls her own hand into a fist in her lap. She wants to slap his cheek, shock him back into being himself.

      ‘You always were a silly old fool,’ she says quietly. ‘Remember that kitten you bought for Rosie? I told you I didn’t want any animals in the house. Dirty things. But, oh, no, you knew best.’ She stops, sniffs. ‘And look what happened. It ran away, and she was upset for nothing.’ She remembers how Rosie had gone out into the garden morning and evening, calling and calling, coming back empty-handed, tears streaming down her face. It had been heart-breaking.

      Peter peers at her, a slight puzzled frown on his face.

      ‘Rosie and Eli will get married at St Luke’s,’ she says in a louder voice. ‘I spoke to the vicar the other day. It’s going to be a glorious occasion. The talk of the village.’

      She hasn’t been able to speak to Rosie for days – she’s tried, but Rosie’s mobile just goes to answerphone, and she doesn’t have a landline. It’s almost as if her daughter is avoiding her. Sally swats away the idea. Rosie is busy preparing for a wedding, but a sliver of hurt has lodged under Sally’s ribs that Rosie’s not asking for her advice about bridesmaids and flowers, cakes and marquees. Sally hasn’t even seen the engagement ring yet, so when people have asked about it, she’s had to make one up. ‘Oh, it’s a single diamond, big as an egg.’ She laughs. ‘Set with sparkling sapphires.’ She thinks she might have Princess Diana’s engagement ring in her mind. But nobody else has to know that.

      When she leaves The Laurels, he’s there again, his lanky frame leaning against a wall like a spectre; his cheek of mottled, darkened flesh, blank eyes turned towards her. She hurries over to the car and gets inside, starting the engine with shaking fingers. The Fiat bunny-hops and stalls. Blinking away tears, she tries again. It starts, and she pulls out of the parking space with a squeal of tyres.

      At home, she double-locks the front and back doors and checks the window locks are on, then she draws the curtains with sharp tugs, shutting out the bright evening sky, and the figure of the stranger. Perhaps he’s not real? Perhaps he’s a ghost, or figment of her imagination? Stress can do that. Make the brain do strange things. She shudders. Her brain is perfectly normal, thank you very much. She can’t be doing with all this talk of stress and mental health conditions – young people nowadays are weak. That’s all it is: weakness.

      She gets out the hoover and sets to over the living room carpet. She polishes and dusts every ornament, photograph, and picture. When she finishes, the air is bristling with chemicals, and there isn’t a germ left. She’s exhausted, a light sweat itching her skin. She goes into the bathroom and runs the water, pouring in some salts. She peels off her clothes, catching her reflection in the mirror – an old woman with sagging breasts and a fold of belly flesh flopping down.

      She lifts her droopy arms, finding the familiar fine, long scars she got from frantic claws all those years ago. She was going to drop the creature off at the RSPCA. Pretend it was a stray. But the nasty thing had struggled and scrabbled. She’d closed her fingers around the tiny neck for a moment, just to stop it misbehaving. To teach it some manners. But she’d misjudged how long it could go without oxygen. She’d buried it in the flower bed. She doesn’t know if Peter ever came across the bones, but he never said anything.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            54

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Rosie

      

      

      The world is burning. It’s hotter every day. The heat is gritty, stale, oppressive. Rosie stands at the French windows watching people walking past in shorts and T-shirts, carrying ice-creams; cars roaring along with their windows open, the thud of base booming out. Green parrakeets flock to the crab-apple in the front garden, screeching, opening iridescent wings.

      She hasn’t been able to get Lisa’s words out of her head. She’d said that Eli was only with Rosie because of the house. But he knows they can’t sell it. So how could it be of any value to him, except as a place to stay? Then she remembers the clause that had said a husband could sell the house if she was dead. She goes cold, as if the sun has been swallowed up. Except, she reminds herself, the tax on five million would be crippling, impossible. She turns back into the room, picks up her laptop on the bed and googles inheritance tax.

      Rosie’s mind spirals into a void.

      A husband doesn’t pay inheritance tax after the death of his wife.
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        * * *

      

      The house is dark and cool. Flies gather outside the cellar door. She swats at them with her hands, dispersing them for a buzzing moment, before they come together again, like atoms reforming. It’s almost as if they’re waiting for something in that spot in the hall. It makes her flesh crawl. She goes around shutting all the windows, but still, they get in and hover in obstinate clouds.

      Rosie needs to tell Eli that it’s over. The wedding is off. But she can’t. There’s still a glimmer of trust. Is she over-reacting, making a mistake?

      Susan and Eli are out at work, and she hasn’t seen Jonathan for days. His room is locked, and he’s left no message to say when he’ll be back.

      Her mobile rings; it’s Sally again. She sighs. Her mum will want to talk about the wedding. Rosie bites her lip, picks up, puts it on speaker.

      Sally launches straight into questions about the location of the wedding. She’s selling St Luke’s hard. ‘I’ve spoken to the vicar. He’s on board. You just need to ring him yourself, Rosie. You’re leaving it very late. Dates go quickly.’

      Rosie takes a deep breath. ‘Mum,’ she says, ‘I’m having doubts.’

      ‘Doubts? What do you mean?’ Sally’s voice is sharp.

      ‘About Eli. I… I think he might be after the house. I think this whole thing might be about money.’

      ‘You don’t have any money,’ Sally snaps. ‘And I thought the house was tied up in a trust. Can’t be sold.’

      ‘But if I marry and then die before I have children, then my husband could sell it. And he’d get it all.’

      There’s silence at the other end of the line.

      ‘Mum?’

      ‘Listen to me.’ Sally’s voice is low and serious. ‘You’re lucky to have him. You need to forget all this nonsense. It sounds as if you’ve been reading the wrong sort of books. It sounds like paranoia to me. You’re not yourself at the moment, love. You need this marriage.’

      ‘But what if I’m right? What if he only wants to marry me to get his hands on five million? He tried to make me believe I’d stolen again. I think he might be messing with my mind.’

      ‘Now you stop this right now, young lady,’ Sally says. ‘I won’t have you going doolally on me. I’ve already got your father to deal with. We need something nice and normal. Something to celebrate. I won’t hear any more about it.’

      Rosie swallows. ‘Right,’ she says. ‘Okay.’ She can’t argue with Sally.

      She takes a book out into the garden and sits in the grass under the silver birch tree. The light dazzles her. She shuts her eyes, the heat clamping a hot hand on her skin.

      ‘Rosie?’

      A shadow falls across her, cold and dark. She startles. She hadn’t heard Eli arriving home. He’s standing above her, and she can’t see his features.

      ‘Were you asleep?’

      ‘No.’ She struggles to her feet, feeling woozy. His hand is there for her to take, but she avoids it, pretending she hasn’t noticed. How long has he been home? Did he overhear her conversation with Sally?

      ‘Are you hungry?’ he asks. ‘Shall I make my famous pasta with tomatoes?’

      Her stomach is tight with nerves, and she shakes her head. ‘I’m not hungry.’

      ‘Okay.’ He sighs heavily, his arms dangling loose at his sides. ‘We need to talk,’ he says. ‘Don’t we? Ever since the registry office you’ve been avoiding me. What’s going on, Rosie?’

      She walks past him into the cool kitchen, aware of him right behind. She puts the table between them, standing with her hands gripping the back of a chair. ‘Did you buy those dresses?’ she asks.

      ‘What dresses?’ His face creases – he looks genuinely confused. She can’t work it out. Is he just a good actor?

      ‘You know which ones, the ones you said I’d stolen. The ones that then mysteriously ended up in my wardrobe even though I’d thrown them in the bin.’

      ‘Whoa!’ He throws up his hands. ‘What are you talking about?’ He scowls. ‘Hang on. Are you accusing me? Of, what… setting you up to believe you’d taken them?’

      Her throat has closed. She can’t speak. She nods.

      His shoulders tense, the cords in his neck standing out as he leans across the table. ‘Why would you think something like that?’

      Her mouth is dry. ‘Because Susan found a Harvey Nichols bag in the recycling, with receipts for the dresses.’ She swallows. ‘I retrieved them from the recycling. They were paid for with your American Express.’

      ‘I lost my American Express card last week,’ he says quickly. ‘I’ve cancelled it. I didn’t tell you. You had enough to worry about.’

      ‘Then let me look in your wallet.’

      He stares at her as if he doesn’t recognise her. Then he shrugs. ‘Fine.’ He takes it out of the back pocket of his jeans, tossing it across the table.

      She catches it, flips it open and checks the contents. She pulls out a card. ‘This one?’ she says.

      ‘Wait.’ His eyes widen. ‘It wasn’t there⁠—’

      ‘I need you to leave.’ She tries to keep her voice steady. She’s suddenly aware of his height and breadth, the sheer muscled force of him. She should have waited for Susan to come home. ‘Take the necessities. I’ll pack the rest of your stuff,’ she says, pulling herself up to her full height. ‘Get it sent or something. Just go. Please.’ She pulls the silver ring from her finger and tosses it onto the table.

      He ignores the ring. ‘You can’t throw me out.’ His face is red. ‘You’re acting irrationally. Not making sense. A week ago, you agreed to marry me.’

      ‘I don’t want to talk about it,’ she says. ‘But you need to leave. This is my house. Please.’ What will she do if he refuses? She can’t physically force him.

      He moves around the table towards her, and she side-steps, keeping the wooden furniture between them. ‘What? Now you’re scared of me?’ he says, blowing out his lips. He rubs his palm against his chin. ‘Fine. I’ll go.’

      He picks up his jacket from where he’d hung it over a chair, turning to her. ‘Just… look after yourself. Call me if you need me.’

      Tears sting her eyes. She waits in the kitchen, listening to his footsteps in the hall. They pause, and she holds her breath, listening. He’s gone upstairs. She strains to hear. After ten minutes, she hears his feet on the stairs, and the front door slams. He’s gone. She sinks into a chair and puts her head in her hands. She sits without moving, as sunlight slides across the house, throwing the kitchen into dusty gloom.
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        Susan

      

      

      It’s been a long, hard day. Her fingers and back ache, and she’s looking forward to having some time alone to make something to eat and relax, but Rosie is slumped in a chair at the kitchen table. Rosie raises her head. Susan notices her red-rimmed eyes and blotchy cheeks. ‘What’s the matter?’ Susan’s heart is pounding with anticipation.

      ‘I’ve broken up with Eli,’ Rosie whispers. She’s got something in her hand. It’s the silver signet ring he’d given her. She puts the ring on the table and stares at it. ‘He didn’t take it back. It belonged to his dad.’

      Susan wants to punch the air. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says, pulling her mouth corners down. ‘When?’

      ‘Just now.’ Rosie nods. ‘He’s gone. I told him to leave.’

      ‘Let me make you some tea,’ Susan says, turning away to compose herself. She picks up the kettle to fill it. ‘Or maybe something stronger?’

      ‘I think there’s a bottle of wine open in the fridge,’ Rosie says.

      Susan pours two glasses and sits next to Rosie. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

      Rosie’s face crumples. ‘I can’t.’ She gulps. ‘Not yet. It’s too… raw.’

      Susan puts her hand over Rosie’s. ‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘Take your time. You’ve done the right thing. I didn’t trust him.’

      ‘I know,’ Rosie sighs. ‘And you were right.’

      Susan shakes her head, not wanting to over-egg it. ‘I don’t like to jump to conclusions about people,’ she says carefully, ‘but when I found the bag with the receipt, it had obviously been hidden in the bin.’ She shrugs. ‘I couldn’t see an innocent explanation. Not after you told me what he’d said to you about finding the dresses on the floor.’

      Rosie frowns into her glass. She takes a sip. ‘I’m obviously a terrible judge of character,’ she says. ‘All my so-called friends from the magazine world have ghosted me. People I thought would be there for me dropped me as soon as I was cancelled.’

      ‘Appearances matter to people,’ Susan says, tasting the wine on her tongue, cold, slightly sour. She pushes her glass away, wishing she could push her guilt about lying to Rosie away too. She doesn’t have a choice – soon, it will be over, and maybe then Susan can escape the flat for good, start to live her life away from Mum’s control. ‘Believe me,’ she says, ‘cleaning houses really lets you in to the truth behind the facade. I hear and see all sorts of things that would make the hair stand up on your neck.’

      ‘I can imagine,’ Rosie says. ‘But it’s depressing to see the world in such a negative light – I don’t want to be like this – I’m usually a glass-half-full kind of person.’

      ‘You’ll be fine,’ Susan says. ‘You’ll get over it.’ She gestures around her. ‘You have this house. And you’re talented – you could do anything.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Rosie raises a slight smile. ‘I appreciate your faith in me.’

      ‘Do you think we should get the locks changed?’ Susan asks, as if she’s just thought of it.

      Rosie looks startled. ‘God. I didn’t think of that.’ She nods. ‘Maybe we should.’

      ‘I can arrange it, if you like?’

      ‘But what about Jonathan? I don’t know where he is,’ Rosie says. ‘We’ll need to get another set of keys for him and let him know.’

      Susan’s pulse jumps. This is it, the moment she needs to let Rosie know about the letter. ‘I’ve got something to tell you about him,’ she says slowly. ‘He’s spent some time in prison.’

      ‘Prison?’ Rosie spills her wine. ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I found a release letter in his pocket,’ Susan says.

      ‘Oh my God,’ Rosie says, sounding breathless. ‘There was something not right about him. But Eli persuaded me I was being silly.’ Her eyes widen. ‘Do you know what he was in for?’

      Susan shakes her head.

      Rosie bites her lip. ‘His interest in murder is weird, isn’t it? And the way he keeps his room locked?’

      ‘Yeah. It is.’ Susan waits a beat and then says. ‘Also… I saw your mum’s name and address in his notebook. He’d left it open on the table.’

      ‘My mother?’ Rosie’s head snaps up. ‘Sally Brown? Are you sure?’ Her voice has risen.

      Susan nods, her mouth dry. Has she made a mistake telling her? Mum didn’t give the order. But if Eli is gone, it must be time for Jonathan too.

      ‘Why would he have her address?’

      Susan decides not to mention the weapons. Rosie would be angry that she hadn’t mentioned them before. Rosie is nipping her lip so hard Susan expects to see a drop of blood appear. ‘Do you know where he is?’ Rosie asks. ‘He’s been gone for a couple of days, and he never said anything to me about being away.’

      Susan shakes her head. ‘Nor me.’

      Rosie stands up and then sits down. ‘I have a bad feeling. You should have told me before, Susan. I mean, when did you see her address in his book?’

      ‘A few days ago – I think it was the last time I saw him.’ She blinks. ‘I didn’t think it was suspicious at the time. You could have given it to him for all I knew.’ She tries not to sound defensive.

      Rosie has got her mobile in her hand; she’s listening to the ring tone. ‘My mum’s not answering,’ she says. ‘Damn.’ Then she tries another number. ‘And neither is he.’ She gets to her feet. ‘I’m going to Kent – I need to make sure Mum is okay. I’ll get the next train.’

      ‘Shall I come with you?’

      ‘No,’ Rosie says, suddenly purposeful. ‘Stay here in case he comes back. Arrange to get the locks changed. I’ll call you. And if Jonathan reappears, let me know immediately.’

      Susan watches Rosie grabbing a few things and putting them in her bag, scrolling through train times on her phone, anxiety making her fumble and drop her keys, her sunglasses. Then she’s gone, running down the front path and jumping into a waiting Uber. Susan has no idea why Jonathan might be at Rosie’s mother’s house. Could it have anything to do with his prison sentence? Whatever – it’s bound to be the last straw as far as Rosie is concerned. Timing is everything, Mum likes to say, and Susan hopes she’s landed this just right. Maybe Mum will finally congratulate Susan, will say the words ‘well done’.
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        Violet

      

      

      January. The weather is bleak, but the household has settled into a comfortable routine. Since Clare arrived, the house has transformed, everything neat and tidy. The nanny feels like part of the family; she never asks for extra time off and was only away over Christmas for a couple of days. Even Rupert can see that she’s good with their son. He’s got over his strange prejudice against her. Violet is confident that, if Clare is here, she’ll manage when the new baby arrives.

      She’s getting Jack undressed for his bath when she notices a bruise on his thigh. A large, green hand-sized bruise muddying his perfect skin. ‘How did you get this, darling?’ she asks, suddenly suspicious.

      Jack raises his eyes to her, bottom lip trembling, but looks away as Clare walks in, a towel over her arm. ‘Come on, Jack,’ she says. ‘Your bath is ready.’

      ‘Clare.’ Violet stands up. ‘How did he get this bruise on his leg?’

      ‘Silly boy ran into the slide at the playground, yesterday, didn’t you, Jack?’

      He nods, taking her proffered hand.

      ‘Can you tell me next time,’ Violet says, stiffly. ‘If he has an accident?’

      ‘It was nothing,’ Clare says. ‘Kids are tougher than you think. He’ll be in nursery soon, won’t he? You can’t keep him a baby forever.’ She swings Jack’s arm. ‘A little bruise isn’t going to do you any harm, is it?’ She looks up at Violet. ‘He’s a boy. He’ll get plenty of bruises in his life.’

      Violet sits on his bed, listening to water splashing and Jack laughing in the bath. Inside, her daughter kicks out, a sharp foot stamping on Violet’s bladder. She grimaces and heaves herself up, wandering along the hall to the open doorway. Clare is sitting on the closed loo seat, plump and placid. She’s put on more weight since starting the job. Her smock top strains across her large breasts. She sits with the towel ready on her lap, smiling at Jack, who’s playing with his plastic cubes. Jack doesn’t even look up at his mother.

      Of course Clare hasn’t smacked Jack. She loves him. Violet rubs her face. The pregnancy is making her paranoid.

      Rupert is working from home again, locking himself in his study with cups of coffee, the sound of keys being bashed. Clare and Violet tiptoe past his door. Violet takes long naps every afternoon, falling into a deep sleep, a pillow between her knees. She’s weaned Jack. She doesn’t think she could have managed that without Clare to take him off to the park and entertain him, even going to him in the night with a bottle of juice when he wanted his mother. The thought of Clare leaving fills Violet with dread.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’s in bed early with a book when Rupert comes up.

      ‘What were you and Clare laughing about?’ she asks him.

      He frowns. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Earlier today,’ she says. ‘When I was having my nap up here, I heard you laughing together downstairs. I just wondered what was so funny.’

      ‘I thought you were sleeping.’

      ‘I woke up.’ She gestures to her enormous middle. ‘This is uncomfortable.’

      ‘I can’t remember,’ he says as he slips off his shirt. ‘Something silly Jack did I should think.’

      She sees scratches on his shoulder. Red rakes against his pale skin.

      ‘How did you get those?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Those scratches on your shoulder?’

      He looks startled, feeling with one hand over his shoulder, then he grimaces. ‘I don’t know. Must have walked into something.’

      He climbs into bed with her and holds his arms out for a hug. ‘Come here,’ he says. ‘I love you, Vi.’

      They manage an awkward hug, and she turns and arranges her bulk as comfortably as she can, while he spoons her, his hand warm on her belly. He hasn’t asked for sex for weeks, and she’s grateful. She’s not in the mood while she’s so big and has heartburn and flatulence and all the other delights of pregnancy.
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        Rosie

      

      

      She sits on the train, staring out of the carriage window unseeing, her mind going in circles. Why would Jonathan have her mum’s address? Is he a thief? Has he targeted Sally, thinking she’s wealthy? Did Rosie give him that impression by mistake? She goes over their conversations, trying to remember what she said to him, what questions he asked her. One thing’s for sure, he’d been interested in meeting Sally. And he’d seemed disappointed when he’d missed her coming over.

      She gets a taxi from the station straight to the bungalow and asks the driver to wait for five minutes. As she hurries up the garden path, she’s aware of overgrown grass and tangled flower beds. She fumbles in her bag for her key and lets herself in, calling, ‘Mum? Are you here? Hello?’

      The air is spiky with air freshener; the carpets swirl with hoover tracks; cushions sit in neat formation on the sofa. As she walks through the rooms, there’s no sign of human inhabitants: no magazines lying around, or shoes on the floor; no pans on the draining board or empty mug on the kitchen table. Surfaces gleam, spotless, polished. Nothing has been disturbed. There’s been no break-in here.

      She opens the door to her old bedroom and freezes. Her mirror is smashed. Jagged shards of glass lie on the carpet below, old photos scattered amongst lethal slivers. One of her trophies has fallen off the shelf and has rolled onto its side. She picks it up and notices a dent, rubbing her finger into the hollow as if it might offer a clue; but she can’t make sense of any of it. Something is very wrong.

      She dashes out to the waiting taxi and asks him to drive to The Laurels. ‘Fast as you can. It’s an emergency.’

      At the home, she glances into the day room. ‘Is my mum here?’ she asks one of the nurses she recognises.

      ‘You’re Peter’s daughter?’ The woman smiles. ‘Yes. I believe she’s in his room with him.’

      The nurse’s reaction quietens her heart. A sense of normality slows her pulse. Perhaps this is all a wild goose chase, and her parents are fine. She’s over-reacting. She walks the corridor to the end, pushing her dad’s door.

      Sally is standing next to Peter, sitting in his armchair, shoulders hunched. He’s rocking back and forth and whimpering quietly. Sally is stock-still, not looking at him. Her attention is on the man next to her.

      Rosie swallows down her scream. ‘What are you doing here?’ Her voice feels hoarse.

      ‘I thought I’d pay these two a visit,’ he says, casually. ‘It was easy enough to find out when she visited Peter. I told the staff I was family and they let me in. Sally was a little surprised when I walked through the door.’

      ‘But why?’ Rosie swallows. ‘Why did you want to visit them?’ She looks at her mother’s face, but Sally’s expression is frozen and blank.

      ‘You could ask her,’ Jonathan says, sitting on the edge of the bed. He looks at Sally. ‘No? You don’t want to tell your daughter what you did?’

      Sally’s mouth is working. She shakes her head. ‘Don’t listen to him, Rosie. He’s a liar. He’s wicked.’

      ‘I wasn’t wicked when I was a little boy, though, was I?’ Jonathan’s voice cracks. ‘When I was a child in care with my baby sister? Then two prospective parents came along, and guess what? They chose the perfect little girl and left the little boy behind.’ He lowers his head. ‘They rejected me because I’d become mute. And I had a mark on my face. They left me behind because I was flawed.’

      The room begins to spin. ‘What are you saying?’ Rosie gasps.

      ‘I’m your brother,’ he says.

      ‘You’re… Henry?’

      He nods. ‘Except I never got called that. Ma and Pa called me Jack.’

      ‘My God.’ Rosie sinks into a chair.

      ‘After you were taken off to live your perfect childhood with these two—’ he gestures towards Sally and Peter ‘—it took a year before my voice returned. I was shunted from different foster homes to care homes and back. Along the way I was abused and bullied.’ He swallows, his Adam’s apple moving up and down his thin neck. ‘I got in with a bad crowd when I was older. Did a stint in prison. Through one of my foster parents, I found out what had happened to me as a child, how I’d had the chance to be adopted, but had been rejected. I swore to myself that one day I’d track those adoptive parents down and punish them for what they did to me.’

      ‘Is this true?’ Rosie turns to Sally, opening her palms.

      ‘Look at him,’ Sally says, raising her chin. ‘Why would I take him into my home? I never wanted a boy. And he was an ugly child, with that port-wine stain all over his face. He couldn’t speak – needed psychological help. They told me he wet the bed, had tantrums and fits. You were perfect. A perfect baby girl. I didn’t want to saddle you with a brother like that. You didn’t need him. You had us.’

      ‘Oh my God.’ Rosie steeples her mouth and nose with her hands. ‘All these years… I didn’t know.’

      ‘Better like that,’ Sally says. ‘You can see that, can’t you, Rosie? He’s just admitted he ended up in prison. I saved you from having him in your life.’

      ‘You’re the chosen one,’ Jonathan says, looking at Rosie. ‘The perfect one. I’m the reject. Do you know how that feels? You got adopted by people who gave you a life of luxury and love, and I was left behind like soiled goods. Then you got our parents’ house in the trust, just because you’re a girl, and I got nothing. I was rejected again. Left on the scrapheap, like… like rubbish.’

      ‘I didn’t know,’ Rosie whispers. ‘I didn’t know any of this.’

      ‘Rosie.’ Sally puts her hand on Rosie’s arm. ‘I’ve only ever wanted the best for you. Everything I’ve ever done has been for you.’

      Rosie moves away so that Sally’s fingers drop from her. ‘I know you think you’ve given me a loving childhood,’ she says, ‘but I had to be the best at everything, or you’d ignore me, cold-shoulder me. It made me anxious, desperate not to let you down. Desperate for your approval.’

      ‘But now you’re getting married to a good man. And that makes me proud, Rosie. You can put all that unfortunate business at the magazine behind you.’

      ‘No,’ Rosie says. ‘I’m not getting married. I’ve broken it off with Eli.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He’s not a good man. We were both wrong about that.’

      Peter groans and sways in his chair, moaning, ‘What’s happening?’

      She bends down, takes Peter’s hand in her own. ‘It’s alright, Daddy,’ she says. ‘You’re safe. I’m here. It’s Rosie.’ His fingers tremble inside hers. ‘I’m sorry I haven’t come to see you for so long,’ she tells him. ‘I won’t do that again.’

      Sally’s eyes narrow. ‘You’re throwing away your future.’

      ‘Eli never loved me. He only wanted the house.’ Rosie gives a humourless laugh. ‘It’s ironic. Ever since I found out about number 13, my life has gone wrong. I don’t even know if I can live there any more.’ She looks at Jonathan. ‘The trust was wrong to give it to the eldest daughter. It should have been shared between all the children. I want you to have rights to it as well. I’ll split the tenancy with you. The house is big enough. We could divide it into flats if you want.’

      ‘You’d do that?’ Jonathan stands up.

      She nods. ‘You’re my brother.’

      His mouth wobbles. He rubs a hand roughly over his eyes. ‘Weird to hear you say those words.’ He blinks at her. ‘Nobody has ever claimed me before.’

      ‘I claim you,’ Rosie says, stepping towards him and taking one of his hands. ‘If you’ll have me. As your sister.’

      He hangs his head. ‘Thank you,’ he says. ‘That means a lot.’

      ‘And what about me?’ Sally says. ‘You’re just going to turn your back on your own mother?’

      ‘No,’ Rosie says. ‘But you have to accept that Jonathan is my brother, and that neither of us is perfect. Nobody ever is. I’m flawed. I make mistakes. And right now, I have a problem with taking things that don’t belong to me. I stole that jumpsuit. It was me. I don’t know I’m doing it at the time, but that doesn’t make it better.’

      Sally lets out a whimper and dabs her eyes with a hanky she’s fished from her pocket. ‘This is a nightmare.’

      ‘Life is messy, Mum,’ Rosie says more softly. ‘Stop trying to control it all the time. We’re all just doing our best under the circumstances we find ourselves in. And that has to be good enough.’

      Her legs are weak. She’s exhausted. She turns back to Jonathan. ‘Shall we get the train to London? Will you come home with me?’

      He nods.
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      Rosie doesn’t call. Susan has no idea what’s happening in Kent, but when Susan phones Mum to report in, Mum doesn’t exactly praise her, but she says she’s done the right thing in tipping Rosie off about Jonathan. ‘One down, one to go,’ she said. ‘Both out of the picture at the same time. Now we’re getting somewhere.’ She sounds excited.

      Susan has the house to herself. She phones a lock company and arranges for them to come and change the lock on the front door. Then she spends a couple of hours searching for the green case again. She gives up in frustration. She’s looked through every single cupboard and drawer in the place. She bites her nails, wondering if someone else has found it first.

      She opens her wardrobe and looks through the clothes she’s taken from Rosie’s cupboard, tries on a pair of silk wide-legged trousers with a little skimpy silver vest and a pair of silver heels. She’s not used to walking in anything but trainers. She feels a tightening in her calves, and tilts her hips to compensate, throws her shoulders back. She combs her fingers through her hair, dabs some of Rosie’s lip gloss on her mouth, experiments with a dash of shadow on her lids, a flick of mascara on her lashes. She regards her reflection in the mirror, then turns and takes a selfie, tilting her head to one side, smiling upwards as she’s seen other women do. She looks glamorous in the photo, beautiful, even. She reminds herself of someone, but she can’t think who. She wishes she had somewhere to post it – but she has no followers, no presence on social media, nobody to admire her.

      The sound of the front door opening startles her, and she strips off the clothes, stuffing them back into the wardrobe and struggling into her jeans and T-shirt. She hurries to the top of the stairs, pausing to stare at the couple below.

      Rosie is in the hall, talking to Jonathan. What’s he doing here? There’s no sign of animosity or trouble between them. The ground shifts beneath Susan’s feet. She descends the rest of the stairs slowly, struggling to catch her breath, her gaze flitting between the two of them. ‘Rosie?’ she says. ‘Is everything okay?’

      ‘Oh, Susan,’ Rosie says. ‘I should have called. Sorry. It’s all been a little crazy.’

      ‘But you’re… alright?’ Susan looks at Jonathan, who stares back.

      Rosie gives a short laugh ‘I think so.’ She touches Jonathan’s arm. ‘It’s a long story. But it turns out, Jonathan is my brother.’

      ‘Your brother?’ The world wheels and spins, shudders as if an earthquake is hitting. Susan feels sick. Why didn’t Susan know? What had she missed? Mum is going to kill her.

      ‘Yup.’ Rosie gestures down the hall towards the kitchen. ‘We had disgusting sandwiches on the train, and now we’re going to have a glass of wine. There’s still a lot to catch up on.’

      Susan follows on their heels, disbelieving, numb.

      Jonathan sits at the kitchen table while Rosie gets the nearly empty bottle out of the fridge and holds it up. She looks surprised to see Susan standing there.

      ‘There’s another one in the pantry,’ Susan says quickly. She needs to be here. Needs to find out what’s going on. ‘I’ll fetch it, shall I?’

      She picks up a bottle of Sauvignon. ‘It’s not cold. But we have ice,’ she says as she hands the bottle over. She detects a slight hesitation before Rosie gets out a third glass for her – but Rosie’s middle-class manners outweigh her inclination to exclude her. Susan is at sea in the atmosphere, sensing an excitement, a fizz of connection between the other two, but Jonathan isn’t giving anything away, isn’t looking in Susan’s direction. She slinks into a chair opposite them.

      ‘Well, I guess I should catch you up,’ Rosie says, glancing at Susan. ‘I told you I thought I might have a brother called Jack. When I found his birth certificate, I knew I was right. But I never guessed that Henry John was Jonathan, who used to be known as Jack. I had the wrong name. I couldn’t find him.’

      ‘You found the birth certificate?’ Susan is winded, betrayed. ‘You didn’t tell me.’

      ‘Didn’t I?’ Rosie says. ‘I guess I just told Eli. I was adopted by Sally and Peter, but they chose not to take Jonathan.’ Rosie shoots him an anxious glance. ‘He had a horrible time growing up in children’s homes and foster care. And, hardly surprisingly, he blamed Sally and Peter for rejecting him.’

      ‘I thought you knew, too,’ he says, directing his comment to Rosie. ‘I’m sorry I resented you. I got it wrong, and I shouldn’t have presumed you knew about me. You were a toddler when I last saw you.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she says. ‘Like we said on the train. It’s all out in the open.’

      ‘It isn’t,’ he says quietly. ‘I sent you those notes.’

      ‘What? Why?’

      ‘I was angry that you took the house without considering me. You seemed to live a perfect life without giving me a thought.’

      ‘And I presumed the notes were about me stealing the jumpsuit.’ She shakes her head. ‘I didn’t even know about your existence then.’

      He blinks. ‘Yeah. I know that now.’

      Susan waits, her breath shallow. She is going to take the rap for this – and she needs to know exactly what’s going on if she’s going to manage any damage limitation.

      Rosie’s eyes are shiny with tears; one rolls down her cheek. She brushes it away with the back of her hand. ‘It’s okay,’ she says. ‘I mean. It wasn’t okay at the time. It was awful. But I understand why you were angry.’

      ‘I’ve felt abandoned and unwanted all my life,’ he says. ‘I always assume the worst of every person and every situation.’

      Neither of them has touched their wine. Susan takes a swig of hers. She feels tricked. She’d thought she’d got close to Rosie. It had been her idea to search the house for the certificate, and then Rosie hadn’t even bothered to tell her she’d found it. ‘Did you know he has knives in his room?’ she says, looking at Rosie. ‘A heap of weapons hidden in the wardrobe.’ She gazes at Jonathan. ‘How do you explain that?’

      ‘Is that true?’ Rosie leans away from him, suddenly tense. ‘About the weapons?’

      He sighs. ‘Yeah.’ He glares at Susan before turning his attention back to Rosie. ‘But I can explain. When I came out of prison, I wanted to do something to help kids like me. The ones who had nothing to lose, who end up in gangs.’ He pushes his glasses up his nose. ‘I meet with kids on estates and try to persuade them to give up their knives. I tell them about the people I met in prison. The ones who ended up having the weapon used against them, or who’d killed one of their mates, or who left another kid disabled for life.’ He sighs. ‘It doesn’t always work. But when it does, I take the knife and keep it in my room. I was going to drop the lot off at the local police station, anonymously.’

      ‘How did you know about the room for rent here?’ Susan asks him.

      ‘Susan, I don’t need you to interrogate him,’ Rosie scowls over her glass.

      ‘No. It’s alright,’ Jonathan says. ‘It’s a valid question. I’d been watching you for a while,’ he tells Rosie. ‘Following you on social media. It was frustrating when you deleted your accounts. I hung around in the street, thought about knocking on the door and introducing myself. Instead, I put those notes through your door.’ He gives a cough. ‘Sometimes I followed you, but you didn’t leave the house much. I was there when you went into the corner shop and put up an advert for a lodger.’

      ‘Why?’ Rosie asks. ‘Why did you want to move in?’

      ‘Not to hurt you,’ he says quickly. ‘Although I was angry, I never wanted to hurt you. I thought if I was here, it might trigger more memories of what happened that day – what happened to our parents. And I wanted to find out more about the Browns, more about the childhood I’d missed out on.’

      ‘You took your name plate from my room, didn’t you?’

      Jonathan nods, rubs his nose. ‘I used to go into your room to look at the photographs of our parents. I saw it lying there.’

      ‘It wasn’t fixed to the door,’ Rosie says. ‘Someone had undone the screws. It was lying under the cot.’

      ‘That name sign was the first proof that I’d ever lived here.’ Jonathan purses his mouth. ‘There are no photos of me in the house. Only ones of you.’

      ‘I thought it was strange there were no pictures of you anywhere,’ Rosie says. ‘It made me doubt your existence. No clothes, either.’ Then her eyes widen. ‘Sally!’ she blurts out. ‘She came with me to clean before I moved in. She must have taken the photos. And your clothes. She had a big bag with her. Maybe she took the sign off the door too but dropped it by mistake.’

      ‘Christ,’ he says softly.

      Rosie puts her hand on his arm. ‘I’m sorry.’

      He swallows. ‘You shouldn’t be nice to me,’ he says. ‘It was me who opened the cellar door that time you asked me about it. I lied. I’d taken the key from your jewellery box. I just wanted to see inside. I have such strange memories of it – I dream about it all the time – nightmares. I didn’t know how much it would freak you out. I’m sorry.’

      Rosie bites her lip. ‘Thanks for being honest,’ she says. ‘I can’t be angry now I know what you’ve been through.’

      Susan can’t bear any more of this love-fest – it’s sickening the way Rosie keeps forgiving him. ‘And now what?’ she says, unable to stop herself asking. ‘What happens now?’ Panic drums in her chest. How is she going to explain this fuck-up to Mum?

      Rosie looks at Jonathan. ‘This is your house, as much as mine,’ she tells him. ‘I know our grandmother made a trust favouring the eldest daughter, but it’s not fair. I can’t even remember this place.’

      ‘There’s a big gap in my memory. Whatever happened that day, it took my voice, and it took my memories.’ Jonathan hunches his shoulders. ‘I have some memories of the time before – like the tune the mobile in the nursery played, the sitting room curtains swaying in a breeze and how the patterns squished together. I remember sitting on our mother’s lap while she played the piano, when she was pregnant with you. How she let me listen to her tummy.’

      Rosie leans forward, her eyes never leaving his face.

      ‘I remember the first time I saw you. So tiny, with a funny red face. Then when you were bigger, we had baths together. I helped Ma wash your hair, but you got soap in your eyes and yelled.’ He rubs a hand over his forehead. ‘Some of that day has come back, but nothing that makes sense. A feeling of something bad happening. Our mother screaming. It’s all disjointed in my head.’ He winces. ‘I’ve never believed Ma could kill our dad. She was so gentle. It’s never made sense. That’s why I’ve been obsessed with crime. Especially unsolved cases.’

      Rosie puts her hand over his. ‘You will stay, though. Won’t you?’

      Susan holds her breath.

      He shakes his head. ‘No,’ he says. ‘Thank you for asking. But I hate this place. There’s too much loss and tragedy here. I’m going back to Essex. That’s where I’ve been living for years.’

      Rosie lets out a sound of distress. ‘But… I’ve only just found you.’

      ‘We’ll keep in touch,’ he says. ‘We’ll see each other again.’ He pushes his hands through his hair. ‘I’ve fucked up my life so far. And I’ve been blaming it on my childhood, on Sally and Peter, on you. But I don’t want to be a victim any more.’

      Susan begins to breathe. He’s leaving. Thank God. Maybe she doesn’t even have to tell Mum about this. It doesn’t matter what makes him disappear – only that he does. ‘When will you leave?’ she asks.

      He gives her a withering look. ‘Tomorrow.’

      Rosie makes a little gasp. ‘So soon?’

      Susan gulps down the rest of her wine, gets up and slips out of the room. She doesn’t need to hear anything else. Jonathan is leaving. He’s saving her bacon. The coast will be clear, after all, for whatever Mum is cooking up. Rosie is going to be alone in the house.
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      The next morning, after Jonathan leaves to get his train, Rosie lies on her bed. She has a headache, and she aches with a sad, slow throb in her throat, in her belly. She’s drawn the curtains against the August sunshine. She doesn’t have the willpower to get up. She falls into an uneasy sleep. But when Susan calls her down for lunch, she struggles up.

      There’s a little fold-up metal table and two garden chairs set up in the shade of the silver birch tree. ‘Found them in the shed,’ Susan says. ‘I’ve made a tuna salad.’

      ‘Thanks,’ Rosie says, blinking into the sunshine. ‘I wouldn’t have bothered if you hadn’t cooked.’

      ‘I thought so,’ Susan says. ‘But you need to keep your strength up.’ She gets something out of her pocket and slides it across the table. A set of shiny keys. ‘The lock man came while you were asleep.’

      ‘Thanks.’ Rosie puts them in her pocket.

      They eat slowly, swatting away the occasional wasp. ‘How are you feeling?’ Susan asks. ‘A lot has happened in the last twenty-four hours.’

      ‘Tell me about it.’ Rosie finds she can raise an ironic smile. ‘One thing after another. I don’t even know which has been the most devastating – or unexpected. They’ve all been a shock.’ She shakes her head. ‘It’s going to take me a while to process it all.’

      ‘Maybe you need a distraction, you know?’ Susan says. ‘Stop you dwelling on it too much.’

      ‘Maybe.’ Rosie looks at the little headstone, the word Beloved. She’ll never know who or what is buried there. Just like she’ll never really know what happened on the day of the murder and what drove Violet to kill Rupert.

      ‘It’s the first day of carnival tomorrow,’ Susan is saying. ‘I’m not working. We could go together? You can’t think too much in the middle of carnival!’

      Rosie remembers that innocent, sunny spring day when she and Eli came to see the house. She’d been obsessed with her Instagram account, needing to keep in touch with her followers. Ha. All those thousands of strangers who’d turned on her like a pack of wolves at the first sign of trouble. She remembers Eli mentioning the carnival. They were supposed to have a party. Make their friends dress up. And now she has no Eli, no friends. No job. And her recently found brother has chosen to leave. She shakes her head. ‘I don’t think I can face it, Susan. Sorry.’

      Susan’s expression falls. ‘No problem. I can go on my own.’ She shrugs, attempting, Rosie thinks, to pretend she’s not disappointed. Rosie sighs. Susan has been her only friend.

      ‘Alright.’ Rosie takes a sip of water, relenting. ‘Maybe,’ she says. ‘Let’s see how I feel tomorrow.’

      Susan smiles and raises her glass of water as if in a toast. ‘Great,’ she says.
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      Violet has Jack with her in the studio. She’d woken up knowing it was time she made a start on a painting. She feels creative – her body is blooming, and as new life swells inside her, the need to paint has come as a craving. She’d optimistically thought that she could combine it with looking after Jack. That the two of them would paint together. She’s arranged some paper and watercolour paints for him on the floor in the corner of the room. She’s beginning to sketch out the contours of a new painting in charcoal. But her fingers are stiff, and her shoulders ache with holding up her hand. She’s out of practice. Each mark she makes seems ugly. Jack spills his water, knocks over the paints, demands her attention. What madness made her think she could combine childcare with art?

      She takes his hand. ‘Let’s find Clare, shall we?’ She tempts him out of the studio. She’ll hand him over and get back to the room on her own. She needs time, needs to get her eye in. She needs peace.

      Jack begins to grumble, and she hoists him up onto her hip. Makes her way carefully down the stairs, her free hand sliding along the banister. As she reaches the bottom, a murmur of voices comes from the sitting room. She glances through the open door and freezes, breath caught in her throat.

      Rupert stands near the piano, facing Clare. They are close, almost touching, his head bowed towards her. He is speaking in a low voice. She runs her fingers over his shoulder and down, squeezing his bicep, her painted nails bright against his arm. As she tilts her face up to him, their mouths meet. Shock slams into Violet; she staggers back from the doorway with a choking gasp. Her limbs are weak, trembling. She puts Jack down, but he cries to be picked up again; she’s aware of a sudden silence from the sitting room and then Rupert clearing his throat. ‘Thanks, Clare,’ he says too loudly. ‘It would be great if you could get the stain out of the carpet.’

      He appears in the hall, and smiles at Violet. ‘Here you are, darling. I thought you were up in the studio, painting. Everything okay?’ There’s a smudge of waxy red on his chin.

      She swallows down her scream. Instinct tells her not to say anything. ‘I can’t work with him. Could you take him?’ Her voice is tight.

      Rupert nods. ‘Come on, little man. Let’s get you out of Mummy’s way, shall we?’

      Violet turns and stumbles back up the stairs. How could she not have seen this – not have understood the betrayal going on under her nose? She slips into their bedroom, sickness rising, her mouth full of bile. When did the affair start? As soon as Clare arrived, or later? Has it just happened?

      She sits on the bed, her head in her hands, and remembers his reaction when he found Clare in the kitchen that first morning, how shocked he’d seemed, and how he’d said he didn’t like her, giving ridiculous reasons. Then he changed. He’d started working from home again. She’d found the two of them together a few times, sometimes talking, sometimes just being in the same room as Jack, and she’d been glad they seemed to be getting on. She remembers the scratches on his back from ages ago, and how he’d blamed it on the cat. But he had similar scratches on his shoulder the other night. Violet imagines Clare’s painted nails digging into Rupert’s back. In her head she sees him writhe with pleasure, hears him moan.

      He’d known her before – slept with her before – but how did Clare end up as their nanny, living in their house? Rupert obviously hadn’t had a hand in that. Or had he? The level of deceit makes her head swim. Did they plan this together? Have they been play-acting, pretending in front of her all this time? Now it’s obvious where he’d really been when he’d told her he was at the library and why, since Clare started here, he’s decided to work from home. She is suddenly frightened. It feels as if she’s caught up in something dangerous. This is more than a casual affair between husband and nanny. This has been carefully orchestrated. Rupert and Clare are in it together, and she is the outsider. It’s them against her.
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      The sound of steel drums is deafening, mixing with the boom, boom from the sound systems on every corner. The crowd presses Rosie and Susan close, their bare arms touching, as they are moved through the street, past smells of barbecued chicken, through air thick with aromatic smoke from grills, hot tarmac and the pungent stink of spliff. Rosie stops to stare at a group of swirling dancers, their long white skirts billowing like sails as they turn in exact symmetry with each other, their golden crowns glittering in the sunlight. She looks round to see the back of Susan’s head, and darts after her, grabbing her hand. ‘Wait for me,’ she pants. ‘I don’t want to lose you.’

      Susan tightens her fingers around Rosie’s and grins, pointing to a samba troupe wearing slips of fabric around their waists, buttocks on show, their breasts covered in sparkling gems, heads weighed down with huge, jewelled headdresses, rainbow plumes floating above. The women’s eyelashes flutter gold and silver, butterflies perched on their eyelids, and their lips are shiny red, open, smiling. The heart-stopping, pulse-pounding beat of the music, the judder of movement sinking into the hot road, enters Rosie’s feet and legs. Energy fizzes, excitement and adrenaline spiking the air.

      She realises that she’s not attached to Susan’s hand any more. Their fingers must have slipped apart without her realising. But she catches a glimpse of Susan’s profile in an opening between heads, just in front. There’s a noise from above, and Rosie glances up at flags fluttering from open windows, people leaning out, watching the parade.

      She wishes for a moment, that she was up there, able to look down on it happening from a safe distance. But she’s here, in the thick of it. The crowd is like a creature, contracting, expanding, surging forward, then squeezing tighter. A man pushes past her, a little girl on his shoulders holding a string; a yellow balloon dances at the end of it, bobbing above heads. Rosie stumbles, nearly falls. Someone’s hand is on her elbow, steadying her. Before she can thank them, they’ve gone, swallowed up in the mayhem.

      She turns. Where is Susan? A kick of panic in her chest as she shoves her way forwards, straining to see over people. But it’s hopeless. There’s no way she can break free of the crowd, no way she can force a path forward or backward. Suddenly, her legs are weak, her throat dry. She wants to go home. It was a mistake to come. She doesn’t have the energy for this. She stops and tries Susan’s number, clamping the mobile to her ear. Shoulders bang against her, people shoving into her as she struggles to hold her ground. The call goes to voicemail. ‘Phone me back when you get this,’ she shouts above the music.

      She trudges on, feet sticking to the tacky road. An elbow jabs her in the temple as she attempts to squeeze towards the pavement, going past food stalls, each one thronged with queuing customers. She raises herself onto tiptoes, craning her neck to survey faces around her. She’s searching for Susan when she sees swooping brows over narrow blue eyes, a wide mouth closed in a line of concentration. Eli. With a shock of fear, she bobs down and shoves a woman hard in the back to get past; a protesting voice following her as she finally breaks free of the crowd.

      She glances behind her, and walks quickly away from the action, away from Eli, passing a group of police standing in a group at the end of the road. Their expressions are alert, fingers touching the truncheons hanging from their belts. Several police vans are parked behind them. She looks over her shoulder again. A tall, broad-shouldered figure has rounded the corner, and she inhales sharply. She breaks into a jog, darting around the next corner. The noise of the carnival is muted here by distance and buildings. A couple of children kick a football in the middle of the street. Everything has been closed off to traffic.

      Rosie feels exposed on her own; the street is deserted apart from the two boys. She breaks into a run, the soles of her sandals slapping the pavement, elbows pumping at her sides. Her lungs struggle in the hot air, her chest tight, as if an iron band is locked around it.

      She slips down a side passage, a cut-through onto a road only ten minutes from home. When she stops to look behind, she can’t see Eli. She’s lost him. She slows to a jog-walk, making her way past the tube station, where crowds of noisy people are emerging, blinking, into sunlight, on their way to the carnival.

      She is glad of the people. It makes her feel safter, camouflaged. She weaves her way through them, going against the flow. The sun is intense, a brand on her scalp. She keeps looking over her shoulder and once, thinks she sees him in the distance. He is taller than most of the crowd, his blond hair bright. But she’s nearly home, nearly safe. Except, he knows where she lives.

      Black ants swarm out of cracks in the pavement. Winged creatures, taking flight. The atmosphere is thick and heavy, promising a storm. Clouds gather inside the dome of sky, piling high, erasing the blue. She arrives, panting, at number 13 pushing her new key into the brand-new lock. Thank God Susan suggested they get them changed and organised it so quickly. Rosie would like to slide the chain on too as an extra precaution, but she doesn’t want to lock Susan out. The hall is dark and cool, and she detects the obstinate buzzing of flies outside the cellar. Otherwise, the silence feels dead and strange after the racket of the carnival.

      ‘Susan?’ she shouts, her voice sounding abnormally loud. No answer. Damn. She’ll have to leave the chain off until Susan gets home. She tries her mobile again, but it’s still going to voicemail. Maybe Susan has lost her phone? Or more likely, she can’t hear it ringing in her pocket.

      Rosie goes upstairs and peers out of the landing window. To her relief, the street is empty. Hard to believe that the madness of the carnival is happening only a few roads away. A helicopter hovers low above rooftops, its blades making an ominous thud, thud, thud. She walks around the house, closing the windows, checking that the back door is locked.

      She has a cool shower and wraps herself in a towel. In the moist bathroom, she wipes the condensation from the mirror; a tickle on her arm makes her look down. A bluebottle is crouched on her damp skin, rubbing its legs together: little black threads. She jerks her hand to rid herself of it.

      Out on the landing, she shouts for Susan again, leaning over the banister. No answer. She goes to check Susan’s room. But she can’t open the door. That’s odd. She didn’t know there were any keys to these doors, or that Susan felt she needed to secure her stuff. Her mobile is still going to voicemail. Rosie has a stab of fear. Has something happened to her? Perhaps she met some people she knew and stayed with them, although Susan has never mentioned a friend or brought anyone back to the house. Rosie is too tired and wound up to cook, so she pours a bowl of cereal and eats it standing up in the kitchen, watching the top of the silver birch turn gold in the dying light, its branches netting the garden in shadow.

      Eventually, she goes to bed. It takes a long time to let go of her anxiety, her ears alert for the sound of the front door and Susan returning. Susan should have let her know what she was doing, Rosie thinks, angry at her thoughtlessness. She must have heard Rosie’s messages by now. Why hasn’t she replied?
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        Violet

      

      

      
        
        Diary entry: Now I know about Clare and Rupert, I notice the way they look at each other, their body language, their secret smiles. I must get them out of my house. The necklace is my answer. I found an old receipt for it tucked into the bottom of the case. It was bought for £20,000. It’s probably worth even more now. I’ll sell it and use the money to employ a lawyer to divorce Rupert. But I can’t do anything until I have this baby – I’m too big, and Rupert won’t let me leave the house without him or Clare. I must carry on as if I don’t know about them… I’m frightened of my own husband. It’s as if I never knew him.
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        * * *

      

      The days are long. Clare and Rupert insist that Violet continue to take naps in the afternoons. Clare brings Violet cups of tea, over-sweetened with heaped spoons of sugar. Violet pours them away when she’s alone. She’s begun to suspect that they are trying to poison her. She pretends she’s too full to eat the meals Clare cooks, then wolfs down dry biscuits, raw carrots and chocolate she takes from the kitchen when the other two aren’t there.

      Every morning, Rupert accompanies Violet for a short walk. He says it’s not safe for her to go out on her own, not now she’s so far along in her pregnancy. But he seems tense and distracted, and she can’t pretend affection towards him, cringing when he takes her arm. The thing that keeps her going is knowing the necklace is safely hidden until she can sell it.
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        * * *

      

      Back from one of her morning walks, Violet pushes open the door to her bedroom to find Clare stooped over a book. With a jolt, Violet realises it’s her diary. She steps inside the room. ‘Put it down, Clare,’ she says.

      The other woman turns with a look of surprise.

      ‘That’s mine,’ Violet says. ‘It’s private.’

      ‘This?’ Clare’s eyes are round with pretended innocence. ‘It was on the floor.’

      ‘I’m not as stupid as you think,’ Violet says. ‘It was in my drawer. You took it out.’ She straightens her shoulders, a rush of anger giving her strength. ‘I want you to leave. I mean, right now.’

      ‘You can’t sack me over a book.’ Clare looks as if she might burst into laughter, she sways closer to Violet, eyes narrowing.

      ‘I can, and I am.’ Violet’s heart beats furiously. She plants her swollen feet firmly. She won’t back down. ‘This is my house.’

      Clare’s mouth twitches at the corners. ‘I’ll call Rupert,’ she says. ‘Let’s see what he has to say about this.’ She strides past Violet and yells down the hall. ‘Rupert – come here. We need you to settle something.’

      Violet can’t breathe. The switch from Clare’s nanny persona into this sneering woman, the confident familiarity with which she calls Rupert, is a shock.

      Rupert comes in, eyes flicking between them. What if he sides with Clare?

      ‘She wants to fire me,’ Clare says, hands on her wide hips. ‘Just because I picked a book up from the floor.’

      Violet trembles. ‘She was reading my diary,’ she says through gritted teeth.

      ‘Are you going to tell her where to go?’ Clare demands. ‘Well?’

      Violet waits for his reaction. He looks at the floor, seems to be having trouble getting his words out. ‘I’m sorry, Carla,’ he says, eventually. ‘If my wife found you reading her private diary, she has every right to let you go.’

      Violet’s legs give way with relief. She sinks onto the bed.

      ‘Let me go?’ Clare hisses. ‘You fucking coward.’

      ‘Pack your things and leave,’ he says. ‘Please.’

      ‘You’re kidding?’

      ‘Do what my husband says.’ Violet forces herself to stand up. ‘We both want you to leave.’

      Clare pushes past Violet, nearly sending her toppling over. ‘You’re going to regret this,’ she says. ‘This is a mistake.’

      As soon as Clare leaves the room, Violet slumps onto the bed again. She’s shaking.

      ‘Are you alright, darling?’ Rupert begins to step towards her.

      ‘Don’t.’ She puts up her hand. ‘Don’t touch me. How could you?’ Her voice twists and breaks. ‘I saw you together. I know about you and her. You bastard.’ She looks up, but he won’t meet her eyes. ‘You called her Carla.’

      He clears his throat. ‘It’s her name. Her real name.’

      Violet presses her hands over her eyes. When Clare, or Carla, had pushed past, Violet had understood something that’s been in her subconscious for weeks. Carla is pregnant too.
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        Rosie

      

      

      Her eyes snap open into darkness, adjusting to the pale street light coming through the curtains on the French windows; a jumble of furniture shapes emerge in blocks of deeper dark against dark, like a hidden pattern. Something woke her.

      Then it comes back. The carnival. Susan’s fingers slipping from hers. Eli following her. Is Susan home? She throws her legs out of the sheets and goes to the French windows, pulling back a corner of curtain. Rain hits the glass. It’s pouring outside, the world awash in silver and black. A rumble of thunder rolls overhead and then a crack of lightning throws the room into stark brilliance, making the curtains suddenly transparent.

      She pulls on her jeans from the foot of the bed, stumbling over a shoe as she steps across the carpet, pushing her feet into her clogs. She flips the light switch next to the door, but the overhead light doesn’t come on. She presses it again. Nothing happens. The bulb must have gone. Swearing under her breath, she fumbles her way back and tries the bedside lamp. Nothing. A power cut, then. She finds her phone lying on the table and checks the time. Four a.m.

      She switches on the torch, using its reedy light to negotiate the landing. Susan’s door is shut. Rosie tries to turn the handle, pushing her shoulder against the wood, then knocks loudly, ‘Susan? Are you in there?’

      She brings her mobile screen close, checking for messages. Nothing. Cold clamps around her heart. Something bad must have happened to her.

      A door slams on its hinges. Rosie startles, pressing a hand to her chest. The sound came from below, further away in the house, the hall or kitchen. She makes her way slowly down the creaking stairs, holding her breath, fingers sliding along the banister. She should call out for Susan, but something tells her not to, to keep quiet. Her throat is tight, blood beating like wings in her head.

      She stands in the hall, listening, every fibre of her being trying to hear. But the only sound that comes to her is the patter of rain falling outside. The sudden scream of a fox. She checks the front door is shut and locked. Rosie turns into the sitting room on her left, shining the pinprick torchlight over the crouching sofa and armchair, moving it across the piano and stool, gleam of wood, brass pedals, the pale and dark run of keys like ruined teeth.

      She moves slowly through the hall, stepping quickly past the closed cellar door, into the kitchen. Something living brushes her leg as she enters the room, a streak of muscle and fur moving past, scratch of claws against stone. A scream catches in her throat, as the creature jumps for the kitchen surface, long tail like a whip. The window above the sink is open, blowing back and forth, rain coming in, splattering the draining board. She reaches across the taps and grabs the edge of the wood and pulls it closed, getting her hand and arm soaked. She fastens the catch – she thought she’d already locked it. But nothing works in the house, everything is old, ill-fitting, warped. The animal has disappeared into the night.

      Another lightning flash. The kitchen is exposed like a negative. The garden outside a montage in shades of grey. Then darkness again. Rosie’s knees are weak. She tilts her head, listening. Above the rain, can she detect the stealthy tread of another person? Could an intruder have climbed through the window? Her chest cavity is a frozen block of dread, stopping her lungs from working. She grips her mobile tighter. Maybe she should call someone, but there’s nobody left to help her.

      She grabs a knife from the magnetic strip on the wall. The handle fits snugly into her right palm, making her feel a little braver. Then holding up her mobile with her left hand, she shines the thin beam before her as she creeps into the hall. She knows the cellar door is open before she sees the gaping black hole on her right and feels the shock of stale air on her face. The door has been pushed right back against the wall, padlock dangling. This was no accident, no wonky fitting coming loose. Her fingers tighten around the handle of the knife.

      She edges closer to the opening. Closer still, until she’s standing right at the top of the flight leading down. She fumbles for the switch. But the electricity is still off. She shines the beam inside with trembling fingers. The light wavers, fragments jumping out of darkness: pitched floor, textured walls, a metal structure. Can she hear breathing? Is someone in there?

      She takes one tentative step down, bending to peer into the gloom. ‘Hello? Susan, is that you?’

      A hunched shadow scuttles away. She gasps. The thin beam of the torch blinks and catches on the glisten of an eye white, the pale of an upturned face. She startles, tries to turn, to step back up, and loses her footing. Twisting, grabbing at air, she topples sideways, the knife falling from her startled fingers. Her feet slide from under her, as she plummets into the cellar like a doll thrown from a height.
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        Rosie

      

      

      She swims through inky darkness, tiny lights dancing, flickering in front of her; she reaches for them, but they turn to ash in her hands. She is washed up on the shore of herself, prone on a hard surface, bones like matchsticks emptied out of a box. She is afraid to move. A low, guttural sound comes from the base of her throat. She’s not dead, then; pain blossoms through her skull, a throbbing at the centre of her face; she tastes salt on her lips, something sticky there, metallic on her tongue. She tries to feel her nose, but when she attempts to guide her hand to the place, there’s sharp, hot-poker pain in her shoulder. She squeals in agony. Blackness swallows her.

      ‘Rosie?’

      She blinks, opening her eyes into a dim light. A figure leans over her, a silhouette of head and shoulders bending forward, hair swishing down. Susan.

      ‘Rosie, can you hear me?’

      She licks parched lips and manages the slightest nod. The hurt is still there, a beating drum inside her brain, cancelling out thought. She is caught and squeezed inside an urgent, relentless fist of pain.

      ‘Do you think you’ve broken anything?’

      ‘My shoulder,’ she whispers. ‘Or arm…’

      ‘I’m calling an ambulance,’ Susan says, standing up. ‘I don’t think I should move you on my own.’

      Footsteps fading, a shape moving away, the murmur of Susan’s voice. Rosie closes her eyes again, lets herself slip into the relief of sleep. Then she’s being pulled back into consciousness, and Susan is saying, ‘They’ll be here soon. They said to keep you awake. Do you hear me, Rosie? Don’t sleep. Hold on. Help is coming.’

      Footsteps on the steps, several people clustered in the space around her. A light on her face; she squints. There are practical questions that she tries her best to answer. She feels hands moving across her body, something is clamped around her good arm; there’s a light pressure on her face; voices talking, authoritative, comforting, and then a pinprick and she floats away.
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        * * *

      

      The front door slams. She is frightened. Walls rise either side of her. ‘Come on,’ the little boy says. She follows, down and down the difficult steps. Too steep, too dark. But the boy is there, and she clambers slowly, carefully after him. The Mummy and Daddy are sleeping. She crouches over the Mummy and pushes gold hair from her face. ‘Wake up,’ the little boy is crying. ‘Wake up.’

      She goes to the Daddy, crouching beside him. She gives him her favourite rabbit, but he doesn’t take it and it slips off him. His sleeping face looks sad; she puts her fingers in his mouth corners and pulls them up into a smile. His teeth show in a grimace, like a scary monster. She lays her hand on his chest. There is dark, sticky stuff there, warm and wet on her fingers. A fly lands on her face and she brushes it away. Why won’t they get up? The boy is crying, and then she is too, wailing in darkness, alone with the hungry flies and the strange, sweet smell.
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        * * *

      

      Rosie spends the night in hospital. She’s had a clean break of her left humerus, the muscles around the bone are injured, the tissues full of the bleed that accompanied the break. They have put her left arm in a sling and given her painkillers. She needed five stitches to her forehead above her left eye; her nose and left cheek are swollen, bruised and grazed, but not broken. She is lucky. She looks terrible, a mess of green and black bruises, and distorted, swollen flesh, the pucker of the stitches under a clear dressing. She only has the clothes she was admitted in – her jeans and a pyjama top and her old clogs. She doesn’t have her phone on her, only a credit card that had been in her back pocket. She uses the hospital phone to get a black cab.

      In the cab, she goes over the events of the night. She can’t recall everything. She seems to remember falling. But she has no memory of what happened just before that, how or why she was standing there in the open doorway of the cellar. Everything after leaving the carnival is vague. It’s like shuffling a pack of cards: brief glimpses showing her the edges of things, not the whole image. She leans back in the seat, closing her eyes.
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        * * *

      

      She walks up the path to the front door. She has nothing with her, no bag, no phone, no keys. It would have been nice if Susan had visited and brought those things with her – but maybe she was intending to visit today and doesn’t realise that Rosie has already been discharged. She presses the doorbell, leaving her finger there for a second. She hears the old-fashioned clanging reverberating in the hall. She leans her right shoulder against the doorjamb, fighting a wave of dizziness. Her arm aches like hell. The sun is too hot, too bright. She hears footsteps and the sound of the chain being removed, locks turning.

      Rosie blinks at the figure in the open doorway.

      ‘You’re home already,’ Susan says. ‘You should have called me. I would have come to get you.’

      ‘I don’t have my phone.’ Rosie stumbles through into the dark hall, trying to work out why Susan looks different. She squints at her, taking in her hair, no longer scraped back, but loose and clean, light brown like honey, silky over her shoulders. She’s not wearing her usual jeans and T-shirt but is instead in a short-sleeved navy linen shirt and white linen trousers. She looks cool and elegant – she looks like someone Rosie knows, but can’t think who. Her head is still muggy. Rosie peers at the shirt, recognising it. ‘I have one just like that,’ she murmurs. ‘Prada.’

      Susan makes a non-committal noise in her throat. ‘Come into the kitchen,’ she says. ‘I was about to make lunch.’ She leads the way as if Rosie isn’t familiar with her own home. ‘Is your arm broken?’ Susan is asking over her shoulder.

      ‘Yes,’ Rosie says. ‘It’ll need to be in a sling for at least six weeks. But I suppose I was lucky not to break my neck.’

      They’re in the kitchen and Susan fusses with pulling out a chair, holding it steady for Rosie to lower herself down. ‘I was in the middle of making a salad,’ she says. ‘I’ll do us a couple of hard-boiled eggs to go with it.’ She turns back to the chopping board, slicing tomatoes, and Rosie suddenly remembers grabbing a knife from the metallic strip. Is that the same one in Susan’s hand? Last night feels like a dream, a nightmare.

      ‘Where were you?’ Rosie asks. ‘You didn’t come back from the carnival.’

      Susan turns, her eyebrows raised in surprise. ‘I did,’ she says. ‘I got back at about ten. You were already in bed.’

      Rosie frowns. She wishes she could remember better. ‘Where did you go?’ Rosie asks. ‘I lost you.’

      ‘Yeah,’ Susan says. ‘I spent ages searching for you. I texted you. Tried to call.’

      ‘You did?’

      ‘Yes. I was worried about you.’ Susan has her back turned, moving the knife quickly.

      ‘No.’ Rosie shakes her head. ‘I don’t think you did text me.’

      ‘Check your phone,’ Susan turns, smiling. ‘Maybe you missed the messages. Or maybe they came through late.’

      ‘I told you, I don’t have my phone,’ Rosie says, frowning, and then remembers. ‘It must be in the cellar. I must have dropped it when I fell.’

      ‘I’ll go and look for it after lunch,’ Susan says. ‘You shouldn’t do too much. You need to rest.’ She places a salad bowl on the table and tosses the contents, piling each plate high with leaves, chopped cucumber and tomatoes, and a glossy peeled egg.

      Rosie manages to eat most of her salad, drinks the tea that Susan makes her. She is overwhelmed with exhaustion. She understands the expression ‘wrung out.’ It’s exactly how she feels, like a limp dishcloth squeezed of life and energy. She takes her next lot of painkillers and agrees to lie down.

      ‘I’ll bring your mobile up,’ Susan says. ‘Don’t worry about anything. I’m here.’

      Rosie drags herself into the hall. The cellar door is shut and padlocked. There’s an envelope on the mat. She leans down with difficulty to pick it up. It has her name on the front. Different from the other anonymous letters. She can’t face any more threats. She shoves the envelope into her back pocket. She’ll read it later, or maybe she’ll throw it away unread.

      Upstairs, in her bedroom, Rosie gets out of her jeans, kicks off her clogs, and after a moment of trying to wriggle out of her top, gives up attempting to negotiate the sling. She can’t bear the pain. She leaves her pyjama top on and gets onto the bed. Too hot to go under the covers. The curtains are drawn closed, the room stuffy and dim. She can’t be bothered to get up and open a window. Her gaze falls on a pair of Eli’s shoes on the carpet. She hasn’t contacted him to find out where to send his stuff. He left with almost nothing. She has a stab of guilt, until she remembers his face in the crowd and how he followed her. Had he climbed in through the window and been inside the house?

      She can’t lie on her side, so she remains uncomfortably flat on her back, cradling her arm as she stares at the ceiling. Outside, a car roars down the road too fast, accelerating and braking, making her heart skip a beat. She listens to the sound of the engine fading, but her heart is still uncertain, skittish in her chest.
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        Violet

      

      

      The room rings with the threat of Carla’s last words. Violet stares up at Rupert. ‘Look at me,’ she says. ‘Look at me, Rupert.’

      Slowly, he brings his gaze up to meet hers.

      ‘You’ve been carrying on an affair in our home with her – the woman who’s been looking after our son – how could you do that to me? I didn’t even know her real name. It’s all been a lie. You knew her before, didn’t you? Before she came to live here?’

      He scrunches his face, mouth wobbling.

      ‘Leave,’ Violet says. ‘I want you to leave.’

      ‘Listen,’ he blurts out. ‘Carla was blackmailing me,’ he says. ‘She had a hold over me. I was caught in a trap.’

      ‘I can never trust you again,’ she says. ‘Never.’

      ‘Please, Violet. I made a terrible mistake at letting Carla into my life in the first place. I tried to break it off with her. I really did. But she’s not the kind of person who lets you go. She had a kind of control over me. Like I was hypnotised or something. Please believe me,’ he begged. ‘I love you, Violet. Give me one last chance to prove it. We’re having a baby. We need to be together as a family.’

      ‘And what about Carla? What about her baby?’

      ‘It’s not mine,’ he says. ‘We used protection.’

      ‘And the book?’ Violet says. ‘What about your book? Are you really writing again?’

      ‘I… I tried,’ he says. ‘But it’s no good. I can’t do it.’

      ‘You mean… there’s nothing… you haven’t written anything?’

      ‘It’s rubbish,’ he says. ‘It doesn’t work.’ He runs his hands through his hair. ‘I’m going to stop trying to write and get a proper job. I’m going to be a good husband and father. Please believe me, Vi. Please.’

      ‘When did you meet Clare, or Carla, whatever her name is? I need the truth, Rupert.’

      ‘I met her a long time ago,’ he says quietly. ‘About two months after you had Jack. I was feeling sorry for myself, lonely, sex-starved, and I couldn’t seem to write any more. I felt a failure and she came along and made me feel… powerful.’

      Violet makes a choking sound.

      ‘It’s pathetic, I know,’ he says. ‘After we began to sleep together, I felt so guilty. I tried to end the affair, but Carla was persistent. Then you told me you were pregnant, and I told her, once and for all, it was over. But we… we slept together one more time. Then she turned up here, as our nanny.’

      ‘How did she know we wanted a nanny?’

      ‘I must have told her.’ He scrubs his face with his hands. ‘I think I mentioned it in what I thought was our last conversation. But I never thought for a minute she’d apply for the position, or that you’d give it to her. Seeing her in the kitchen that morning was a shock. I stayed out of the house at first. I didn’t know what to do. Then weeks later, she found me in my study when you were having a nap and Jack was asleep, and… and I was weak. It started again. I was in a terrible position. She was pregnant and she said it was mine. I didn’t believe her. I was scared all the time that you’d find out, and scared of what Carla would do.’

      ‘Just go away, Rupert,’ Violet says. ‘You disgust me.’

      He looks as if he wants to say something, then leaves the room, closing the door quietly.

      Jack cries from the nursery and she forces herself to get up and go to him. He’s in his new big-boy bed, with roll bars. She sits beside him and tries to comfort him, but her voice is flat and her hands are cold.

      She sniffs the air, frowning. Smoke. Something is burning. She gets Jack out of bed and takes his hand, following the smell to Rupert’s study. He’s standing over his metal bin, a fire blazing inside it; scraps of black float upwards.

      ‘My miserable manuscript,’ he says, nodding towards the flames. ‘My self-delusions of being an author going up in smoke. You see – it’s over. I’ll never try to write again.’

      She steps back, pushing Jack behind her legs. ‘For God’s sake, Rupert. Put it out.’

      The fire leaps up, crackling through the dry tinder of the manuscript. Acrid smoke rises, making her cough. It hurts her belly to cough. She clutches the edge of the desk. Wet rushes from between her legs, a sluicing, a torrent.

      Their daughter entering the world.
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        * * *

      

      Rosie arrived as the first dawn chorus was beginning and the sun was colouring the sky with promise. The birth was straightforward. Violet had been allowed to have a vaginal birth, even after the emergency caesarean.

      Weeks have passed, and Rupert is devoted to his daughter, can hardly tear his eyes from her. He’s taken care of Violet, too. He’s cooked and cleaned and looked after Jack. Violet can see how hard he’s trying. The birth of Rosie has shifted something inside Violet. The dark fog has lifted. She loves her baby, and that love washes over Jack. Hope seems a fragile thing. Trust has been broken so many times – she’s not sure if they can be a family again. She’s not sure she can ever forgive Rupert, but she’s surprised to find that she wants to.

      He is looking for a job. Every day, he makes phone calls, scans the newspaper columns, goes for interviews. He’s promised her he’ll get a real job, any job that pays a salary. His parents wrote to tell him they won’t bail him out any more. They said that he’s been nothing but a disappointment and that they’ve changed their will to leave everything to medical science. Violet thinks of the necklace in its green velvet box, safely hidden. She hasn’t told Rupert about it yet. She will wait to see if he gets a job. It’s her insurance policy. She can’t bring herself to trust him fully – not yet.
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        Rosie

      

      

      She wakes with a dry, sour mouth, running her tongue over tacky teeth. Her eyelids burn. She forces them open, surveys the room. It is darker than before, cooler. How long has she been asleep? She turns her head towards the nightstand. There’s a mug that wasn’t there before; she hoists herself up onto her right elbow and sees that it’s full of liquid. Cold tea by the look of it. Susan must have come in to check on her and left it.

      She can’t see her mobile. She sits up, rubs her face, and winces. She prods at her nose tentatively, hoping it’ll go back to normal once the swelling has gone down. They’d assured her at the hospital that it wasn’t broken. She needs to pee, needs to clean her teeth and drink a long, cold glass of water. She edges out of bed, rearranging the sling. As she steps over her dirty jeans on the floor, she remembers the envelope she’d picked up and crammed into the back pocket.

      She goes to the bathroom, sits on the loo and flushes, spends five minutes cleaning her teeth, examining her face in the mirror with mild horror. The bruise covering her left cheek is tight over a swelling of flesh that pushes into her eye socket, half closing her left eye; her nose is bulbous, blackness spreading across both eyes like a mask. It occurs to her that the ruin of her face isn’t as upsetting as it would once have been. Before she lost her job, before she was cancelled and her world fell apart, she would have been mortified, devastated by her reflection, embarrassed to be seen. The loss of her prettiness would have meant a loss of self, of identity. She would have felt less worthy, less valuable in the world.

      She totters back to her bedroom. Inside, she takes out the envelope and after a second’s hesitation, rips it open. Her eyes scan the page and her fingers tremble as she realises that it’s from Eli.

      
        
        Rosie,

        I know you saw me at the carnival. I was following you. I’m sorry – I think I scared you. But I just wanted to make sure you were okay. I’ve been worried about you. I’ll explain why later. First I need to confess some stuff to you. You must think the worst of me right now, and I can’t blame you. I haven’t been completely honest with you. I need to set the record straight. So, I’m going to tell you everything, the whole truth. Please, babe, read what I have to say before you judge me.

        In the USA, I was engaged to be married to a woman called Phoenix. I’d met her through friends. She was highly strung, wild, demanding, a bit of a drama queen. It seemed exciting at first. Then it became exhausting, difficult to manage and I began to have serious doubts about going ahead with the wedding. Two days before the ceremony, I discovered that she’d cheated on me with my best friend. I broke off our engagement, told her to cancel the wedding. She went nuts, said I’d be humiliating her in public, said crazy stuff, like we should go through with it anyway for show, and I could leave her afterwards. She wanted me to make like everything was normal in front of our friends and family.

        As you can imagine, I refused. A couple of days later the comments began on social media. She was posting lies about me, and she’d got some girlfriends to do it too. It was toxic. I was being cancelled by everyone I knew. I was expecting the police to show up on my doorstep. I pleaded with her to stop, but she laughed in my face, said I’d got what was coming to me.

        I left home, left everything behind, deleted my social media. I took it as a sign that I should start again in the UK. You know my dad was a Brit. I started my surfing company, advertised for a PA. I needed someone to handle the social media for me, but I didn’t have the money to pay top rates so when Lisa showed up with an impressive CV, I hired her on the spot.

        Then I met you. You are the exact opposite of Phoenix. Sunny and warm. In other words, you are a real human being, beautiful, flawed, funny, sexy, with some complex hang-ups, but nothing that frightened me off. But then I got a call from the police. Someone had put in a complaint about me. My assistant, Lisa, had gone on record saying that I’d sexually harassed and bullied her. There was no evidence for the police to take it any further because it wasn’t true. When I sacked her, she admitted she’s Phoenix’s cousin. It was a put-up job.

        It was Lisa who was watching the house. She wanted to break us up. When you noticed her hanging around, I should have been honest and told you the truth. But you were in bad shape yourself – you had so much to deal with, and I didn’t want to make it all worse with my shit. I told myself I was protecting you.

        I can’t explain how those dresses ended up on your floor. But I promise I didn’t have anything to do with it, even though I’ve discovered the money did come out of my account, adding to my debt. Someone took my Amex and used it to buy the dresses, then they put it back in my wallet. I know that sounds crazy. But it’s true. Apart from the fact I’d never, ever, do anything to intentionally hurt you or make you doubt yourself, I’d never have shelled out hundreds of pounds for clothes.

        I’m in trouble financially, Rosie, and the business has failed. I could blame it on the stress from my ex, Lisa’s complaints about me, and finding out who she really is, but it’s really because I haven’t managed it properly. I’m not cut out to be a businessman. I’m in debt and have been since you moved into the house. That’s why I was late with the rent. I felt bad about it. I had to take out a loan, with steep interest rates. Again, I should have told you. But I was ashamed, and I thought I could fix it.

        I’m not sure what I’ll do next. I’ve failed at my business venture and I’ve been unfair on you by covering it up. In trying to protect you, I hurt you and lost your trust.

        The best thing, the one successful thing in my life, has been you, Rosie. Meeting you. Loving you. I regret that my behaviour hurt you. Please give me another chance, babe. I miss you so much. Call me. Please. I love you.

        Eli

        PS: Also, I don’t trust Susan. That’s why I was following you. I’ve caught her snooping around the house too many times. Something is off there. I suspect her of taking my Amex card. And on the night we got engaged, it was Susan who took the key and opened the cellar. She was down there, and because I was angry and a bit drunk, I locked her in. I let her out early next morning. But she never complained to you or me, never said anything about it. If she’d been innocent, she would have been justifiably angry, wouldn’t she? I have no proof of anything, and I know you like her, but when you broke off our engagement and asked me to go, I didn’t want to leave you alone with her.

        Even if you never want to see me again, could you let me know you’re okay?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rosie rereads the letter and crumples it to her chest with her right hand. Every word rings true. She doesn’t know why she doubted him. Perhaps she’d sensed that he was keeping things from her, lying to her, and it had fed into her belief that he was untrustworthy, making her see the worst of him. She misses him too. She wants to ring him right away. She needs to hear his voice, his loose-jawed, Californian drawl peppered with the slang words she used to tease him about. She frowns, thinking about what Eli said about Susan. But if Susan took the Amex, she must have bought the dresses and left them on the floor; and Rosie can’t see what Susan would gain from playing a mean trick like that, and it would all have needed careful planning. It seems unlikely. But someone bought those dresses.

      Rosie still doesn’t have her phone; she can at least send him an email. She looks for her laptop. It’s not on the chest of drawers or lying on the floor by the bed; it’s not on the chair by the French windows. She hunts underneath piles of clothes, checks to see if it slipped under the bed. What the hell did she do with it? She straightens, rearranging her sling around her throbbing arm. Maybe she left it in the kitchen. She’ll go and see. Susan must have been into the cellar and found her phone by now; when Rosie sees her, she’ll find a way of asking about Eli’s Amex, too, without directly accusing her of taking it. She’ll watch Susan’s expression for a sign of guilt.

      Rosie leaves the bedroom. It’s dark on the landing. Moonlight filters onto the carpet. Susan’s room is locked and there’s no answer to Rosie’s knock. She descends the stairs and pads quietly along the hall, past the locked cellar. She hears the murmur of voices coming from the kitchen and quickens her pace; if the radio is on, Susan must be there.

      She pushes open the door. It’s not the radio. Susan is sitting at the table with another person, who has their back to the door. The two of them are engaged in earnest conversation. Susan, facing the door, notices Rosie and stops mid-sentence, a closed, unreadable look on her face. The other person swivels around in their chair.

      Rosie gapes in surprise. ‘Mrs Bee,’ she says. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Oh, we’re old friends, me and Susan,’ Mrs Bee says easily, her eyes glittering in the lamplight. ‘I heard you had a nasty fall, dear. I’m sorry about that.’

      ‘Thanks,’ she says. ‘Susan, I need my phone,’ she goes on. ‘Did you find it?’

      ‘Sorry.’ Susan shakes her head. ‘Are you sure you had it with you when you fell?’

      ‘Yes.’ Rosie remembers that much. The mobile clutched in her hand. The little wavering beam of its torch. She would have dropped it as she tumbled through the air, or as she landed.

      ‘I’ll look again,’ Susan says. ‘Maybe I missed it.’

      ‘I’ll look myself. But can I borrow yours for now?’ Rosie asks. ‘I need to call Eli. It’s urgent.’

      ‘Eli?’ Susan’s shoulders stiffen. ‘Why do you want to call him?’

      ‘I need to speak to him. It’s private.’ Rosie doesn’t want to give anything away – Eli’s suspicions about Susan could be right; Susan’s behaving very oddly – and why is Mrs Bee here?

      ‘Okay.’ Susan’s eyes dart to Mrs Bee and back to Rosie. She smiles. ‘No problem. My phone is charging in my room.’

      ‘She’ll bring it to you in a minute,’ Mrs Bee says. ‘You should go back to bed, dear. You don’t look well.’

      Rosie nods, backing out of the kitchen. The atmosphere is spiky with nerves. How does Susan know Mrs Bee? What had they been talking about? Rosie makes her way slowly back up the stairs, feeling uneasy. She’ll call Eli as soon as she gets her hands on Susan’s phone. If not, she’ll get up early tomorrow and search the cellar herself. If she fails to find her own mobile, she’ll go out and use a public phone box, or an internet café, or borrow a stranger’s phone, but somehow, she will contact him. Together, they can confront Susan and find out what she’s up to.
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        Violet

      

      

      
        
        Diary entry: April. Rosie is a year old. The time has gone so fast! She likes to clutch my hair with her chubby fist, and I love to hear her squeaky laugh, see her playing with her brother. She’s walking now, and I hold my breath as she takes hesitant steps across the sitting room floor, before she sits down suddenly on the carpet, giggling and pleased with herself.

        I wasn’t sure if Rupert and I could rebuild our shattered marriage, but we have. It feels like a feat of trust. A triumph of love over darkness. His job in the local estate agent’s office is going well, and it’s a relief to have a regular income. He knows how to charm the birds out of the trees, so I’m sure he’ll be a successful agent and rise through the ranks.

        He admitted to me that he’d thought of himself as an artist, wanting to be an author like Hemingway or Malcolm Lowry. ‘But the truth is,’ he said, ‘I’m not.’ I understand, because I know that I’m not a great painter, either. I love it, but my work won’t change the world. I look at it as more of a hobby now, and that’s okay. I think Rupert and I have both feared being ordinary, but actually, ordinary is never that simple. Ordinary can be wonderful, because all humans have the ability to be extraordinary in their daily lives.

        Look and me and Rupert and the kids. We’re still together, we’re a family. No more secrets and lies. And we’re happy. I smile to myself as I write these words, because there was a time when I wouldn’t have believed them possible.
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        * * *

      

      There’s a figure under the magnolia tree on the opposite side of the road. Violet, on her way along the landing with a pile of clean laundry in her arms, stops and peers out of the window. The figure steps out from under the shade of branches and becomes a mother pushing a pushchair along the sunny pavement. The red hair has been replaced with peroxide blonde, but Violet would recognise Carla anywhere. Despite the warmth of the day, Violet feels cold.

      She sees her nearly every day after that, appearing with her child in a pushchair. Carla always pauses to watch the house, her face impassive, staring at number 13, before continuing. One day, when both Jack and Rosie are down for a nap, Violet runs out of the house and catches up with her.

      ‘Wait,’ she pants. ‘Carla. I want to talk to you.’

      The other woman turns. She’s thinner, paler, still wearing too much make-up, and Violet smells the sweet chemical hit of her perfume. Carla’s shoulders square; her chin lifts. ‘What do you want?’

      ‘You walk down our street every day and stop to watch the house.’

      ‘So?’ Carla shrugs. ‘It’s a free world.’

      ‘What do you want from us, Carla? You nearly destroyed my marriage. You lied to me. You lived in my house while you were sleeping with my husband. Don’t you think it’s me that has the grievance?’

      Carla lets go of the handle of the pushchair and steps up to Violet. ‘You have no idea,’ she hisses. ‘You people in your posh houses. Everything given to you. You have your heads so far up your arses, you can’t see what’s going on under your noses.’ She jabs Violet in the chest with her pointed nail. ‘That’s on you. But you wait, you’re going to get what’s coming to you. You can lock your door. But you’re not safe. You’ll never be safe.’

      She turns and pushes the child away. Violet watches her, unable to move. Her legs are shaking; she feels sick. She’d noticed that the little girl had been dressed in similar clothes to Rosie’s – navy cardigan and pink trousers. Had that been deliberate?

      She tells Rupert about the encounter. ‘I’m frightened, Rupe,’ she says. ‘Carla hates us.’

      He shrugs. ‘What can she do?’ He blinks at Violet. ‘Empty threats, Vi. Just forget about her. She’ll get bored and leave us alone soon.’

      ‘Rupert, are you sure Carla’s baby isn’t yours?’

      She senses him stiffen. He frowns.

      ‘We said we’d talk about everything,’ she goes on quietly. ‘And I can’t help worrying about it. We threw her out.’

      ‘She’s a manipulative, lying bitch,’ he growls. ‘She was using me. She could get a DNA test to prove the kid is mine, but she’s not doing that, is she? I’m not taking her word for it. Carla is a liar.’ His fingers are rigid at his sides. ‘She had me in her power for a long time. I blame myself. But she knew what she was doing.’

      ‘Okay,’ she whispers. She lets the subject drop. But Violet can’t forget the cold hatred in Carla’s eyes, the malice in her words.

      Carla keeps appearing under the magnolia tree. And there are phone calls at odd times in the night, and during the day. When Violet picks up, there’s just breathing and then the click of the receiver going down. ‘I know it’s you,’ Violet says.

      And once, Carla speaks back. ‘I’m coming for you,’ she says. ‘You’re a dead woman.’
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Diary entry: June. Rupert isn’t taking it seriously, but I’m scared. I’m scared of Carla. I think she means what she says, she really wants to do us harm. She said I was a dead woman. I have a bad feeling.
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        * * *

      

      Violet is jumpy. She can’t eat properly or sleep. She watches out of the windows at the front of the house, keeps the chain on the front door. She scribbles in her diary: Carla Bishop is coming for me. She hides the diary in the flue of their bedroom chimney and pushes the chest of drawers back into place in case anything happens to her. One day someone will find it. The diamond necklace is hidden, too, in its emerald velvet box. She is keeping it as a fall-back plan in case Rupert loses his job.

      At night, she dreams that Carla is in the house. Violet whimpers in her sleep, as deep inside her mind she escapes with her children in her arms, running through dark corridors, hiding under beds, huddling in corners, listening for Carla’s footsteps, waiting for a hand with long pointed nails to snake through the gloom, and wrestle her babies from her.
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        Rosie

      

      

      The laptop must be in her room somewhere. As she throws cushions and covers onto the floor, peers under the bed, opens drawers, she listens for Susan’s tread on the stairs. Weird that Susan knows Mrs Bee. What could they have been talking about? It had seemed furtive. Not right. Eli was onto her – he’d known Susan was up to no good. Rosie should never have thrown him out – he’s always been on her side, always loved her. She can’t believe she’s been so blind. She longs for the morning to come, so that she can contact Eli, tell him she loves him, and she’s been a fool.

      Her arm hurts, and she rests for a moment, surveying the chaos around her – stuff all over the floor, and furniture rearranged. She considers the chest of drawers up against the chimney breast. Perhaps the computer has fallen or slipped behind it. Her laptop could be lodged in the narrow gap. She puts her right shoulder against the furniture and heaves. It moves slowly, inching across the carpet, some of the framed photographs on top fall over. She stands up, touching her broken arm. It hurts every time she shifts position. One more effort and the chimney breast will be exposed.

      It has a narrow, dusty mantelpiece, and a black surround. But there’s no laptop lying on the floor. Disappointed, she squats down, finding some rubble and a couple of withered pinecones piled inside the grate. A fall of dust makes her startle. She cranes her neck to look up the flue. There’s something jammed inside it. She hopes it’s not a dead bird; tentatively she reaches inside the sooty space. A filthy feather flutters free, but she can feel something else – gripping it, she pulls it out. She stands up, dusting off the cover. It’s a book. There’s a name on the front. Violet. Her mother’s diary. Glancing at the dates at the top of the pages, she sees that it was written around the time Jack and Rosie were born.

      She opens it, her heart stilling with wonder, and begins to read.
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        * * *

      

      Next morning, bleary from reading until late, she fumbles over her bedside table, in case Susan has left a phone for her there, but there’s no sign of her own or Susan’s on either of the nightstands. She lies, staring up at the ceiling. Her mother’s diary entries come back to her. The nanny had been having an affair with her father – and her mother had been afraid her life was in danger. Reading between the lines, it’s obvious to Rosie that Violet must have had some kind of postnatal depression. But in the end, she’d loved both her children. And it’s Violet’s cat that’s buried in the garden. Most importantly, the diary makes it clear that Violet and Rupert were getting on at the end of their lives. Violet still loved him. They were happy. There is nothing in Violet’s writing to suggest she was about to murder her husband. It’s Carla Bishop who was the threat. Rosie wants to tell Jonathan. She wants to tell Eli. She misses him.

      Her arm hurts as she manoeuvrers herself onto the edge of the bed. She needs a shower and some fresh clothes. But first, she’s going to get away from Susan and find a way to contact Eli. She’ll leave the house and walk to one of the internet cafés on Notting Hill.

      She gets up from the mattress, staggering across the carpet, feeling a hundred years old. She aches all over from the fall, her body a patchwork of blue and green. She reaches for the door handle with her right hand, twists and pulls. Nothing happens. She takes a firmer grasp and repeats the action. She bends down and tries to look through the keyhole, but it’s blocked by something. A key, she realises. There’s a key in the outside of her door. Her mind spins, trying to process this information. She didn’t even know there was a key to her door. She bangs the flat of her hand against the painted wood. ‘Susan,’ she yells. ‘Let me out!’

      There’s a scuffling sound and a piece of paper slides under the door. Rosie picks it up and unfolds it.

      
        
        You will be in your room for a little while longer. Just relax. If you look in the corner behind the chair, there’s a bottle of water, some food and a bucket in case you need it.

      

      

      What the fuck? Rosie bangs her fist on the door. ‘Let me out! What’s going on? Susan!’

      After ten minutes of banging and yelling, she gives up. Nobody is coming. She investigates the corner of the room. As the note says, there’s a bottle of water, a packet of digestive biscuits and a bucket. Susan must have crept in when Rosie was asleep to leave them here. The thought is disconcerting. Her bladder is bursting. She needs to pee urgently. There’s no option but to use the bucket. It’s not easy with one arm. Then she takes the water and goes back to sit on the bed. She looks around the room as she swigs the liquid. There must be something she could use to escape with. She turns her gaze to the French windows. If she opens them, she could hover on the edge of the balcony waiting for a passer-by and then shout for help. But when she goes over to the windows, the catch doesn’t give. Susan must have locked it last night when Rosie was asleep.

      She can’t think what Susan or Mrs Bee hope to gain from locking her in – it’s not as if she has anything worth stealing in the house.
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      Mum sends Susan upstairs to check on Rosie. ‘Go and see what she’s up to,’ she tells her. ‘Listen at the door. Don’t let her know you’re there.’

      Susan traipses upstairs. She’s done everything asked of her: she’d gained Rosie’s friendship, searched the house, spied on Rosie and the others, reporting everything back to Mum. She’d enacted her own plan, taking Eli’s credit card, buying the dresses, disposing of the bag, and slipping his Amex back into his wallet before hanging the dresses back in the wardrobe. She’s made the impossible happen, ending the wedding plans and getting rid of Eli. And she’d arranged for the locks to be changed on the front door and given Mum a set of keys. The only thing she’s failed at is finding the green case.

      She’s used to following orders – there’s never any other option but to obey. But this is new territory: locking Rosie in her room. She remembers the glee in Mum’s face when she talked about her secret plan, the biggest she’s ever made. Something bigger than finding the green case. Something that needed Rosie isolated, alone in the house.

      She waits outside Rosie’s door, holding her breath. Silence. A floorboard under her foot squeaks and she winces, freezing. Rosie stopped banging and shouting over an hour ago. There’s no noise at all coming from inside the room now. Susan leans closer to the door, straining to hear, panicking that Rosie has somehow escaped and Mum will blame her for it. But there’s a creak of bedsprings and a low rustle. Susan removes the key from the lock carefully and bends down, squinting through. Framed in the keyhole, Rosie hunches on the edge of the bed, head down.

      She looks vulnerable with her arm in a sling and her bruised and swollen face. Susan has a pang of guilt – Rosie has only ever been kind to her. She gave her a job when she needed one, let her move in. But she reminds herself that before Rosie lost her career and fell from favour, she’d never have noticed Susan, wouldn’t even have registered her presence. Susan wasn’t part of Rosie’s glamorous and perfect world – she was invisible and unimportant – one of the little people in the background, silently doing the jobs nobody else wanted to do.

      She straightens. Rosie has water and food. She’s fine. There’s no point feeling sorry for her – there’s nothing she can do to help her. Now Susan just needs to find out what the next step is in the mysterious plan.

      Mum is in the kitchen, sitting at the table. She looks up when Susan enters. ‘You took your time.’ She nods to the chair opposite. ‘All quiet up there?’

      Susan nods and slides onto the seat. ‘What are you going to do with her?’ Susan asks. ‘When will you let her out?’

      ‘That doesn’t concern you,’ Mum says. ‘I’ll deal with that.’

      ‘She’ll need more painkillers soon,’ Susan says.

      ‘Look, I told you, she’s not your concern. Now, shut up and listen. I want to fill you in on some things.’

      Susan nods again, clenching her hands in her lap. Shut up and listen. It’s what she’s good at. A sudden noise of breaking glass shatters the air. Mum’s head goes up and she’s out of her seat. ‘Quick,’ she shouts. ‘Get up there.’

      Susan sprints ahead, gets to Rosie’s door and fumbles with the lock, stumbling inside. The room has been turned upside down. Mess everywhere. Rosie stands by the smashed French window, yelling out of the jagged gap. ‘Help!’

      Mum pushes past Susan and grabs Rosie’s hair, yanking her back from the glass. With her hand clamped around Rosie’s mouth, Mum manhandles her over to the other side of the room. Rosie is struggling, but with only one arm, and taken by surprise, she doesn’t stand a chance. Mum is wider and stronger.

      ‘Go and get rope,’ Mum yells at Susan. ‘A belt. Anything to tie this little bitch up.’

      ‘Her arm,’ Susan says. ‘She’s in pain.’

      Tears are running down Rosie’s bruised cheeks. Above Mum’s fingers, her wide eyes stare at Susan accusingly.

      ‘She should have thought of that before,’ Mum snaps. ‘Don’t just stand there.’

      There’s a ball of twine under the sink. Susan takes it upstairs with a pair of scissors. Mum has forced Rosie into an upright chair. She’s holding her down by her shoulders.

      ‘Fix her feet,’ Mum says. ‘I’ll do her arms.’

      ‘She can’t use her left arm,’ Susan says as she kneels at Rosie’s feet. ‘It’s broken.’

      She keeps her head down as she ties Rosie’s ankles to the legs of the chair. She remembers the feel of the rope around her own ankles, how it had bitten into her flesh, cutting off circulation, making her feet numb. She tries to leave a fraction of slack, not enough for Mum to notice, but enough to lessen pain. Mum has bound Rosie to the chair around her waist and ties Rosie’s good hand behind her to the frame of the chair. ‘If you try one more thing,’ she’s saying. ‘I’ll tie your other hand too. And we’ll see how you like that.’

      ‘What do you want?’ Rosie asks, her voice shaking. ‘I don’t have any money.’

      Mum doesn’t answer, just picks out a scarf from the wardrobe and ties it tightly across Rosie’s mouth.
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      Susan is trembling. She can’t let Mum see how shaken she is – she twists her fingers together, keeps them in her lap. They are back at the kitchen table. Mum has poured herself a large Scotch.

      ‘Now where were we before we were so rudely interrupted?’ She takes a sip of the amber liquid. ‘A long time ago,’ she says, ‘I worked in this house.’

      Susan startles. This isn’t what she was expecting. Her mouth opens.

      ‘I was a nanny,’ Mum goes on. ‘Before that, I’d been having an affair with Rupert, the man of the house – he was besotted with me. But when Violet told him she was pregnant again, he thought he could dump me, wipe the slate clean and play happy families. But I wasn’t going to let him get away with it, so I got a job as a nanny here. Once I was living here, I made sure he couldn’t resist me. When I told him he’d got both of us in the family way at the same time, he panicked. He was a weak man. Couldn’t stand up to his wife in the end. She held all the cards, you see. Because this was her house. And if he left her, he’d have nothing.’

      Susan gazes at her mother in disbelief, the words scrambling and unscrambling inside her head. ‘Hang on.’ She frowns. ‘You were pregnant by him?’ She swallows. ‘Rosie’s father?’

      Mum nods. ‘Thirty years ago, thereabouts.’

      ‘Are you saying… I’m his child? But that would make me… Rosie’s half-sister?’

      Mum leans back in her chair. ‘You’re catching up fast,’ she says with a sarcastic sneer. ‘Yeah. I lied about using birth control. I knew a baby would be a bargaining chip. But you’re not quite there. The thing is, I got the sack from this place, and I never got any recompense for it. Can you credit it? Out on my ear, homeless and pregnant. I brought you up with no financial help from him – he disowned his own child. But I knew there was a necklace in this house. A diamond necklace, kept in a green velvet case, worth a small fortune. So, when you got to work and live here, you had the perfect opportunity to find it. And that would be my payment. Years late. But worth waiting for.’

      ‘But I didn’t find it,’ Susan says.

      ‘No.’ Mum scowls. ‘I didn’t find it the other night either. But I know it’s here somewhere and I’m going to tear the place apart until I find it,’ she says. ‘If you need a job done right, you have to do it yourself.’

      ‘And when we’ve found it, we let Rosie go?’

      Mum gives her a long look. ‘That’s not all,’ she says slowly. ‘That’s small fry compared to what we could get out of this. There’s a bigger play here. Much bigger. You look a lot like her. And now that Eli and Jonathan are out of the way, nobody’s going to ask questions when you become her.’

      Susan takes a sharp inhalation. She wants to say ‘no’, but the word is stuck to her tongue. She’s never said it to Mum before.

      ‘Think about it,’ Mum says. ‘We know that if Rosie marries, and then dies, her husband gets to sell the house.’ Susan goes cold. She told Mum this. This is her fault. Mum smiles. ‘And guess what? Husbands don’t pay inheritance tax.’

      Susan stares at her mother, blood draining, skin clammy.

      ‘We don’t get rid of you, idiot,’ Mum says, misunderstanding Susan’s expression. ‘We get rid of her.’ She shoots her eyes to the ceiling. ‘But not yet. We keep her alive and locked up while you pretend to be her and marry someone of my choosing. I’ve already got a candidate lined up. Once the wedding is over, then we get rid of Rosie. I have it all planned out. Her husband will say he found her dead of an overdose because—’ Mum does speech marks with her fingers ‘—she’s so “depressed” about being cancelled and all that. You go back to being Susan. The grieving husband sells the house, pockets five million. We split it. You’ll get a cut.’

      ‘I… can’t do it,’ Susan whispers.

      ‘Don’t be a mug. We’re talking five million. And what’s she ever done for you, except use you as a cleaner? You’re only taking what’s yours.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You got swapped,’ Mum snaps. ‘You and Rosie, you got swapped by mistake. And I never put you back. You’re not mine, Susan. You’re the real Rosie.’

      The table under her elbow seems to lurch to the side, ground sliding away, kitchen walls crumbling. Susan stares at her mother’s impassive face. Emotions swirl, but inside her mind, thoughts fire like bullets: that’s why she never felt she belonged, never felt any love between her and Carla.

      Rosie is Susan. Susan is Rosie.

      ‘Cat got your tongue?’

      Susan shakes her head and then nods. Her heart is a drum. Blood banging through her veins, drowning out everything else.

      ‘But Rosie… she’s the real Susan. She’s your daughter.’

      Carla lights a cigarette. ‘Biologically speaking.’ She blows out a stream of smoke. ‘It’s you I brought up as my own. You’re more a daughter to me than her.’

      Susan shrinks from the words.

      Carla points her cigarette at Susan. ‘Don’t get any funny ideas about claiming this place as your own. You know you can’t sell it. And I’ll bury you if you disobey me.’

      Susan nods. The thought hadn’t occurred to her.

      ‘You just follow orders,’ the woman who used to be Mum says. ‘I’ll sort the rest.’

      The doorbell rings, making Carla sit up straight, her eyes narrowing. ‘Who the fuck is that?’ She stubs her cigarette out on the table. ‘Go and see, Susan. Get rid of them.’

      As she hurries into the hall, the bell gives another insistent jangle. Then from outside, there’s a loud, sudden slide of rubble falling, a thump and whoosh of heavy things hitting the ground. Susan peers through the spyhole. A cloud of swirling grit obscures her view and a bang against the door makes her jump.

      She opens up cautiously, just a crack, and a figure looms out of the grey; she gasps, opening the door wider as Eli staggers forward, stumbling into the hall covered in dust, a gash at his forehead spewing blood.

      Behind him on the doorstep is a pile of shattered bricks and twisted black metal. The balcony has finally collapsed. Susan moves back in horror, as Carla steps forwards past her, raising something in her hand and bringing it down hard on his head. Eli crashes to the floor.
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      He’s sprawled motionless at her feet on the hall tiles, face down, blood seeping through his hair on the back of his skull where the vase hit him. ‘Go and check upstairs,’ Carla growls. ‘Make sure she’s still locked in.’

      Susan runs up the stairs, stomach churning, heart racing. She didn’t see anything flesh-coloured lying inside the bricks, no arm or leg, or fragment of clothes, but what if Rosie had escaped the chair and fallen with the balcony and is buried under the rubble? She gets to the bedroom door and bends down, peering through the keyhole.

      She squints, trying to access more of the room by moving her head, and sees Rosie still tied to the chair. The gag is in her mouth and her head is slumped forwards. She would have heard the balcony fall but she’ll have no idea Eli was under it.

      Susan straightens and walks away. She doesn’t want to confront Rosie. She can’t look her in the face, knowing what Carla’s plans are. Panic has her in a vice. She can’t think straight, can’t work out what to do. She’s never not obeyed Carla before – but how can she go along with this? What are her choices? Her brain has seized up.

      She goes down the stairs. Below, the scene has hardly changed: Eli is still out cold, in the same position he was in when he fell. One leg bent up, one arm thrown above his head, face down. Carla must have gone through his pockets; she’s standing over him, checking the contents of a wallet, clutching a mobile under her arm.

      She glances at Susan. ‘This is a mess,’ she says. ‘We’ll have to get rid of him. Why he had to come back and fuck things up, I don’t know.’

      Susan goes cold. ‘Get rid of him?’

      ‘He’s not going to know anything about it,’ Carla says. ‘He’s out for the count. But we’ll have to work out what to do with the body. Can’t have two deaths in the house. It’ll look suspicious.’

      ‘The cellar,’ Susan says quickly. ‘Let’s drag him over to it and push him down. The fall might finish him off for us. We can move his body later when we have a plan.’

      Carla raises one eyebrow. ‘Now you’re using your brain,’ she says.

      Susan has looked for Carla’s approval her whole life. Now she has it, it makes her feel dirty. ‘I’ll have to get the key from Rosie’s room,’ she says.

      Susan slips inside Rosie’s bedroom, averting her gaze from the figure slumped on the chair. She opens the jewellery box and takes out the padlock key. Exits the room without looking back. Her body is thrumming with adrenaline, her heart like a trapped fish inside her chest. She runs down the stairs into the hall, towards Eli’s body.

      ‘You take his feet,’ Carla says, reasserting her authority.

      Susan picks up his ankles. They are dead weights in her hands, and it’s oddly intimate to be touching his skin, the curve of his bone, the prickle of hair. Carla bends over his head and grabs the fabric of his shirt at his shoulders. ‘Right,’ she says. ‘Let’s go.’

      As Eli’s upper body lifts from the floor, there’s a tearing sound. The shirt rips under Carla’s right hand. Swearing, she drops him. His face hits the tiles with a sickening crunch. ‘Fuck,’ she exclaims. ‘Easier if we turn him over.’

      They grab his left hip and shoulder – ‘One, two, three—’ – and as they lift and push at the same time, he flops over like an unravelling carpet. His eyes are closed, blood still seeping from the cut on his forehead, making dark rivulets down the sides of his nose and across his cheeks. His skin is ashen, bleached of his usual tan, powdered with dust.

      Carla walks around his body, frowning. ‘He’s a big bugger,’ she says, nudging his ribs with her toe. ‘We need a blanket or rug to shift him. Then we can both pull from one end.’

      There are several small Turkish rugs in the sitting room. Susan has vacuumed them countless times. She chooses one and drags it out into the hall. It’s about the same length as him. They shunt his body, grabbing his arms and legs, lifting and dropping him onto it in short bursts. They’re both panting by the time he’s in position. They each take hold of the edge of carpet near his feet, and walk backwards, dragging him inch by inch down the hall towards the kitchen. The rug makes a soft rasping noise as it moves slowly over the tiles.

      When they get to the cellar, they let go. Susan unlocks the padlock and opens the door wide. Cold, mildew-smelling air rises, like something from a grave. Susan shudders remembering her night down there. It seems a lifetime away. Everything that’s happened in the last twenty-four hours has untethered her from the ordinary world, from the ‘before’ of her existence. She is cut free, plummeting into the unknown. She glances up at Carla, who’s got her hands flat on the base of her spine, a brief expression of pain crossing her face. Her make-up is smudged, and her shirt gapes open, showing the wrinkled skin of her chest, the swing of her breasts.

      ‘Let’s be having you, then,’ Carla says to Eli’s inanimate form. ‘You should have stayed away, mate. Should have minded your own business.

      ‘Wake up, dozy.’ She snaps her fingers at Susan. ‘Let’s get him positioned better at the top of the stairs.’ Carla steps to the edge and peers over into the void.

      Susan blinks. A moment opens, a portal into a different future. The possibility hovers, fleeting, fragile. She takes two decisive steps, hands out, arms tensed. Her fingers and palms meet Carla’s broad back with a thump. She shoves as hard as she can. Carla topples forwards with a gasp.

      Susan slams the door, relocking the padlock with shaking hands. There’s no shout, no scream. Bile rises into Susan’s mouth, sour on her tongue. She spits onto the floor and wipes her lips with the back of her hand. She’s done it; she’s made her choice. Despite the terror, it’s like coming up for air.

      She crouches next to Eli and lays a hand on his chest, detecting a slight rise and fall. Relief fills her. What now? Does Carla have a mobile on her? She could call for help. Susan glances down the hall towards the front door, as if there’s already a tattooed man standing behind it, a hammer hanging from his fist.

      She stands up. Eli needs medical help – he’s had two trauma wounds to the head. But with the paramedics’ arrival, there could be police involvement too and her part in it all will be revealed – how much trouble will she be in? Could she go to prison? Eli has always disliked and distrusted her. She looks down at his face, the tracks of blood dark against his skin, and pulls her phone out of her pocket.

      Upstairs, she unlocks Rosie’s door. Rosie’s head jerks up, her eyes are wide, wary. The gag is still in place.

      ‘Don’t be afraid. I’m setting you free,’ Susan says, kneeling at her feet and unpicking the knots. She deals with the rope holding Rosie’s hand and then the gag. ‘I’m sorry for locking you in and tying you up,’ she says, tossing the scarf and twine on the floor. ‘It wasn’t my idea. Eli’s downstairs. He’s injured. I’ve called an ambulance.’

      ‘Eli?’ Rosie wipes her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘He’s here?’ She staggers out of the chair, clutching her arm in the grubby sling, and pushes past Susan, making for the stairs. She’s calling his name as she stumbles along the landing.

      Susan follows. Rosie is already in the hall kneeling next to him, feeling for a pulse at his wrist, touching his cheeks, whispering to him. When Susan’s shadow falls over her, Rosie looks up, eyes blazing. ‘Did you do this?’

      ‘The balcony fell on him. Then she hit him,’ Susan says. ‘The woman who was here last night. The woman you call Mrs Bee.’

      ‘Where is she?’ Rosie asks, wincing as she stands up, looking around.

      Susan nods at the cellar door. ‘Down there. I pushed her in.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘She was going to kill Eli.’

      ‘Was she here that night? The night of the carnival? Someone was in the cellar.’

      Susan nods. ‘She told me she wanted time alone here to look for something she says belongs to her – a necklace – it’s why I took you to the carnival.’

      ‘What necklace?’ Rosie frowns. ‘I trusted you, Susan.’ She’s shaking her head. ‘Who is she – this Mrs Bee, or whatever she’s called – is she your friend, your boss? What?’

      ‘She’s…’ Susan trails away, swallowing. How can she explain the truth? ‘I thought she was my mother. But she’s not.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘She brought me up. But it turns out, she’s not my mum.’

      ‘She adopted you?’

      ‘Not exactly,’ Susan says. ‘Look. I need to explain some things to you – but the ambulance should be here any minute, and we need to get Eli to hospital.’ She glances at the cellar door. ‘And Carla will have to go too.’

      ‘Carla?’ Rosie startles. ‘My mother wrote about a woman called Carla in her diary. She was a nanny here when I was born.’

      ‘That’s her,’ Susan says. ‘The same woman.’

      ‘Carla had an affair with my dad. Violet was afraid of her. Carla said…’ Rosie screws up her face. ‘She said Violet was a dead woman.’

      The two women stare at each other, sudden understanding widening their eyes, their irises mirroring the reflection of the other.

      ‘She did it,’ Rosie whispers. ‘Carla killed my parents. Didn’t she?’

      Susan raises her knuckles to her lips. She can’t speak. The horror of the truth announces itself like ice water in her blood. Distorted memories leap inside her head. Confused sounds and shapes from long ago, from something terrible that happened in this hall, when she was just a toddler.

      The doorbell chimes and they both jump. Then Rosie is rushing to let them in, and Susan keeps out of the way, letting Rosie do the talking as they assess Eli and the situation. Susan leans against the cellar door, aware of the locked padlock and the explanations she’ll have to give if she speaks up to tell them that Carla is lying down there, possibly dead.

      Rosie is explaining Eli’s injuries.

      Susan looks at her half-sister. The unspoken sits between them. The words Susan must speak remain locked inside her. Carla is your mother. Another terrible truth, impossible to inflict. Her mouth is dry. She fumbles for the key in her pocket and slips it inside the padlock, turning it while the paramedics are busy attending to Eli.

      ‘There’s someone else,’ she tells them, pushing the padlock into her back pocket. ‘Someone in the cellar. I don’t know how badly injured they are⁠—’

      ‘She fell,’ Rosie interrupts. ‘After she attacked my boyfriend. She could be dangerous.’

      The paramedics exchange glances, and one of them speaks into their walkie-talkie. Susan looks at Rosie in surprise, she didn’t expect any comradeship from her. But Rosie isn’t looking at her; she’s staring into Eli’s unconscious face as if willing him to live.
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      I’m a survivor. I’ve had to be with the kind of upbringing I had. I don’t have any regrets – why would I? I deserved more, but I didn’t get it, because Lady Luck never favoured me. So, I make my own luck. I look out for number one. Anyway, where am I going with this? Back to the subject in hand. I met Rupert at a club in Soho back in the nineties when I was working as a cocktail waitress. From the get-go, he was all over me like a rash. I knew the type – public-school-educated, all sorts of repressions, funded by Mummy and Daddy into his middle age. I knew he’d have some lily-livered wife at home, some snotty cow who’d never done a day’s work in her life. He said he wasn’t getting any at home. New-baby-itis.

      I was all woman – curvy and mouthy and sexy – he couldn’t resist me. I worked it to my favour. I fulfilled all his sexual fantasies. And when I got to see where he lived, I knew I’d hit the jackpot. It was one of those semi-detached town houses in Notting Hill. The neighbourhood was becoming fancy, all the old residents moving out, money moving in. He sneaked me into the place when she was out, and I studied her face in a photo while he fucked me up against their bedroom wall. She was exactly what I thought she’d be – wispy and pale, wouldn’t say boo to a goose, no doubt frigid as an iceberg. I reckoned I could displace her, get my feet under the table. I had Rupert in my control. It’s pathetic what men will do for sex.

      But then, just when it was looking like it was going my way, he started to waver, started to miss some of our dates, make excuses, say he was feeling guilty. Then he told me he wanted to break it off, said he still loved Violet and she’d just got pregnant again. He said his parents had lent them money; they were going to advertise for a nanny. He intended to make his marriage work.

      I wanted to punch him in the face. I pretended to cry. I clung to him, and before he knew it, I’d got him aroused. We had sex. I didn’t use any birth control. He told me that it was the last time. But I’d already invested time and energy in him; I wasn’t going to let him go. I pretended to understand. I pretended to walk away with no repercussions. Then I looked out for the advert for a nanny, forged some reference letters and came for an interview.

      When Rupert got home, he was shell-shocked to find me in his kitchen. Later, when I got him on his own, I explained that I’d missed my period. He was devastated, but I promised I’d be discreet, the last thing I wanted was to upset his wife, blah blah. He got the hint. I didn’t need to make it obvious. Blackmail is a strong word. Violet had used pregnancy as her trump card to get him back, but I was going to out-trump her.

      They had a little boy, Jack. He was easy to control, too. A few pinches and smacks. Bribery with sweets. Like father, like son. I found Violet’s diary while I was cleaning their room. As I flicked through the pages, I could tell she was putting two and two together. I needed to find a way to get rid of her quickly. I upped the amount of sex I was having with Rupert, made it rougher, dirtier, bit his ears, scratched his back. I had to give him something he’d never get from his prissy little wife, and send a silent message to her, that he belonged to me.

      Then Violet caught me reading the latest excerpt in her diary and sacked me on the spot. I didn’t think she had it in her. I thought this was the moment Rupert would tell her he wanted to leave her for me, but I could see from his expression he was relieved he had an excuse to get rid of me. I was a problem solved. I wanted to scream the truth in her face, tell her exactly what her precious Rupert had been up to for the last couple of years, tell her that I was carrying his child too. But it would have burnt my bridges, taken away any power I held over him, and my chance to get my hands on some proper money.

      The last thing I’d read about in her diary was a diamond necklace. It was worth a small fortune. The figure she mentioned made my mouth go dry. I needed to get back inside the house and find the green case that contained the diamonds.

      They threw me out, pregnant, jobless, homeless. When I was turning tricks just to keep a roof over my head, I thought about that necklace. It kept me going. Revenge is a dish best served cold. Violet had had her baby by then, and I’d had Susan not that long after as she was three weeks early.

      At first, I bided my time, watching the house in secret, but after a year, I got bored and took to pushing my own child up and down their street in her pram. I even dressed Susan in similar clothes to her half-sister. Sometimes I rang up and breathed down the phone; and if Violet answered, I said stuff to scare her. I wanted to freak her out. I was angry. But what I wanted most was money. When Susan was fourteen months, I waited for an opportunity to confront Rupert. I thought he’d be missing me by then, missing the sex, and I hoped seeing his pretty daughter with her blonde curls would do the trick. I reckoned desire plus guilt would be a strong motive for him to take me back, or at least to give me a big pay-off.

      I dressed in a low-cut blouse, did my face and hair. I knew Violet had gone out, but he didn’t even want to let me in the house. I pushed my way in, held Susan in front of him – this is your daughter. He refused to recognise her. I put Susan on the floor in the hall with the other kids and went into the kitchen. He followed. ‘I’m watching my children, and Violet will be home soon,’ he said. ‘You have to leave.’

      I cut to the chase, said I needed payment otherwise I’d wreck his marriage and his life. He claimed he was broke, and when I asked for the diamonds, he denied knowing anything about a necklace. I said he had to be able to get his hands on some cash – his house was worth over a million. He told me the property wasn’t his. He had no rights to it. It belonged to Violet. In fact, she was a life tenant, not even the owner herself. He couldn’t touch a penny. Some family bullshit trust.

      Now he tells me, I thought. For fuck’s sake. Could have saved a lot of trouble if he’d let me in on all that at the beginning.

      We heard a key in the front door. Rupert looked terrified. As he hustled me out of the kitchen, I picked up a knife from the side. In the hall, the door was opening, and he dragged me into the cellar. Rupert and I were shut in the darkness. As the front door slammed behind her, I heard Violet talking to the kids in the hall and calling Rupert’s name. He put his hand over my mouth. When you leave here, stay away from me, he whispered, or I’ll call the police. I’ll tell them you’re a stalker, a blackmailer. He went on, Violet knows about you now, so you have no more cards to play. Our relationship meant nothing; it was just sex. You were my biggest mistake. I’ll never leave Violet.

      Then he let go.

      It felt good to plunge the knife into him. I sliced through his flesh over and over. I wish I could have seen the look on his stupid face. But it was too dark.

      The kids were crying upstairs, so it covered the sounds of his gasps and my pants, the thud as he hit the ground. When it was over and he was silent, I listened for Violet. She was soothing the kids and there were footsteps along the hall. I guessed she’d gone into the sitting room. I crept out of the cellar, leaving the knife behind on the floor next to the body. I hid behind the coat stand in the hall, trying to decide what to do. Violet would have clocked Susan, so I couldn’t leave. Once she knew Rupert was dead, she’d point the police in my direction.

      She came out of the sitting room, calling for him again. She saw the cellar door standing open. I saw her swivel her head, searching for me. She went down the steps. I heard her scream. The toddlers and Jack had come back into the hall and one of them started bawling again. I heard Violet come up the stairs. I’d moved to the other side of the cellar door by then, stepping over the kids to get there, and when she reached the top, I lunged.

      There was an oomph of air leaving her lungs as my hands landed on her shoulders. Her feet pedalled the air like a cartoon character’s. Her eyes looked straight into mine as her arms flailed and she fell backwards. The kids were all screaming their heads off by then.

      Down in the cellar, when I bent over Violet, I saw that she’d broken her neck. I wiped off the knife handle and pressed it into her palm. Left them like that. Hoped the police would join the dots, make two and two into six. The noise from the kids was going to alert someone. I had to get out of there, so I grabbed Susan and left. I had blood on me and needed to get home fast. I was halfway back when I realised, in my hurry, I’d picked up the wrong one.

      I kept Rosie. Called her Susan. Nobody knew the difference. And Susan would have been taken into care as Rosie.

      Later on, I got a cleaning job with Mrs Lambeth, so I could keep an eye on the house next door. Make sure nobody else was after the necklace. I had a couple of goes of breaking in after dark to find it – but it was like hunting for a needle in a haystack, with the electricity off. When Susan got a job there, my first stipulation was that she find the necklace. She had weeks to look. But the girl’s useless. She couldn’t find the nose on her face. She’d always been obedient, though, I’ll say that for her – until she wasn’t.

      In my mind, I thought one day I’d reclaim my real daughter, especially when she became the life tenant. But I’ve never been the maternal type. Never wanted kids. They’re nothing but trouble. And after Susan went to work at number 13, I’d got a new plan sorted. Never mind a few diamonds, I could get my hands on the whole house. I’d discovered a way to pocket five mill. It was a plan that should have had me living a life of luxury for the rest of my days.

      Am I going to tell all this in court? Do I have mug written on my forehead? It’s my word against a dead woman’s diary. The evidence is circumstantial. Let them try and put me away. Let them try.
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          TWO MONTHS LATER – OCTOBER 2025
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      When Rosie tries to remember anything of her early childhood, she can only summon snatches of images and feelings that have nothing to do with Violet and Rupert, or the house in Arundel Crescent. Instead, she sees an expanse of dark, shiny material, bits of pale stuffing poking through, and a cold linoleum floor. She remembers hunger, how it had clawed her belly. And there had always been something about Mrs Bee that seemed weirdly familiar. From the moment Rosie met her, she’d exerted a kind of control over Rosie, sly and compelling as a hypnotist.

      How could that woman be her real mother? Rosie still can’t let herself believe it. The thought of it makes her want to curl up in bed and never come out. After the ambulance had taken Eli and Mrs Bee to hospital, and Susan had told her about their swapped identities, Rosie’s stomach had roiled and pitched. Her whole body rejected Susan’s story. She had raged against it.

      If she hadn’t had Eli, she doesn’t know how she would have coped. But she’d had to keep going, keep breathing, keep entering each new day, because he’d needed her. He’d had concussion and a fractured skull, was covered in cuts and bruises from falling masonry. They’d kept him in hospital to observe him. She went in every day, sat by his bed, read to him, talked to him, held his hands. Told him she loved him. She was sorry for ever doubting him. When he was discharged, she collected him in a cab and brought him back to the house.

      They’ve recovered from their injuries together. Now he’s over his concussion symptoms and is well enough, he listens to her talk and talk about what must have happened that summer afternoon, when Carla killed Violet and Rupert, and exchanged one little girl for another, altering both their destinies.

      Rosie, who’d been Susan then, has pieced it all together. She knows she’d witnessed a murder that afternoon, thirty years ago, and been abandoned by her mother. After Carla had left with the real Rosie, Susan/Rosie had toddled after Jonathan, down the steep steps into the dark cellar, clutching her toy rabbit. What would two small children have done then but cling to the bodies of the dead adults? Rosie imagines them there in darkness, crouching in pools of blood, frightened and confused, not understanding why the sleeping grown-ups were unresponsive. The tragedy was only discovered because Mrs Lambeth raised the alarm after she’d heard the children crying, and no adult answered the door.
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        * * *

      

      Carla is on remand in custody, awaiting her trial.

      It’s taken all Rosie’s courage to visit her. But she needs to see her. Mrs Bee. B for Bishop. Carla Bishop. Pseudonym: Clare Beech. It was impossible to comprehend that she was her mother, to feel it as a truth. Every particle in her body rejected it. How could they share DNA – how could she, Rosie, have come from such darkness?

      She’s looking for proof that she really is her birth mother, for a reflection of herself in her features. She wants to find remorse and regret; and secretly, deep down, she can’t help hoping for a hint that Carla had once loved her.

      Eli got the train to Ashford with her, and they walked to the prison together. A modern building in rural surroundings. After going through the security checks, and leaving her bag and coat in a locker, Rosie is shown with other visitors into the high-ceilinged visiting room. It’s surprisingly light, with a big, barred window, artwork on the walls. Carla is sitting on a red plastic chair at a low table. She doesn’t move, sitting impassive and unknowable. Rosie sinks into the chair opposite, forcing herself to examine the features of the woman who gave birth to her. Rosie can see none of herself in the folds of flesh under the chin, the thin lips and coarse skin. But Carla seems to know what Rosie’s searching for, and her blue eyes are cold as she leans forwards. ‘You have a small birth mark on your arse,’ she says. ‘Looks like you sat in something nasty. Left side.’

      Rosie’s mouth fills with bile. The shock must be there on her face. Carla’s lips twist, and she nods. ‘Oh, it’s true alright,’ she says. ‘You’re mine.’

      Rosie can hardly breathe. ‘Why did you do it?’ Her fingers clutch each other. ‘Why did you kill them?’ She swallows. ‘Why did you leave me behind?’

      ‘They deserved what they got – privileged middle-class tossers playing at life. Arty-farty. Thinking they could mess with me because I was common.’ She smirks. ‘Look, if you’re hoping for some motherly comfort, forget it; I never wanted a kid, but I’ll tell you this: life is hard. You need to toughen up.’

      Rosie stares at her. Around her, the murmur of other visitors’ and prisoners’ conversations carry on.

      ‘Now fuck off.’ Carla gives a small dismissive gesture with one hand. ‘And don’t come back.’

      Outside the visitors’ room, Rosie fumbles for the paper bag in her pocket and breathes into it until the waves of nausea subside, waiting for the prickling sensation on her scalp and the tightness in her chest to pass. It’s a trick her new therapist has taught her. Her therapist thinks Rosie’s blackouts and kleptomania come from deep, blocked trauma. When something triggers her into panic, her brain shuts down, unable to cope. That’s when she steals things. Her subconscious prompting her to take something to replace the things she lost as a baby. But in the end, Susan has lost the most, forced to live with that awful woman for thirty years. Rosie’s therapist says that Carla is incapable of love. That some people don’t have the capacity for it.

      It should have been Rosie living that life. The real Susan.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Babe?’ Eli is waiting outside the prison, his cheeks pink with cold. He comes forward, concern on his face, and she leans against his chest, feels his arms go around her. ‘Want to talk about it?’ he murmurs into her hair.

      She shakes her head. It’s a relief to be out of the building and away from Carla’s sneer. ‘I just want to go home,’ she says.

      He tucks her hand through his elbow, and they walk slowly along the pavement towards the station. Above them, the leaves are turning yellow and speckled. Busy grey squirrels dart across the road. Conkers and beech nuts are crushed underfoot. The season is changing. Rosie needs to change too. She needs to rethink who she really is. She knows what she’s not: she’s not Violet’s daughter; she’s no longer an internet darling, an influencer or a high-flying fashion editor. She’s no longer the life tenant of number 13. And she refuses to think of herself as Carla’s daughter. Without those identities, an empty space opens under her feet. It feels terrifying… and exhilarating.
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        Susan

      

      

      The house she’s walked past for years, imagining what it would feel like to live there, to have that privilege and security, is suddenly, unbelievably hers: it had been a game, one that could never possibly come true. A fantasy. But now she’s the life tenant. It’s the sort of thing that happens to other people. Not her. But it turns out she was born to be a different person – and it all got taken away when she was too young to understand. It does her head in, thinking about it.

      The leaves are turning on the crab-apple tree in the front garden, the light slants differently through the windows as the sun sets over the rooftops. Autumn is here. She walks through open doors, trailing her fingers over marble mantelpieces and turned wood banisters. After living in a room with no door, she’s thought she’d always want to keep her bedroom locked, but strangely, she never wants to lock an internal door again. She throws them all open and lets air flow through. She has nothing to be afraid of. Nightmares about Carla and the screams of squabbling foxes in the garden don’t disturb her any more. She sleeps soundly for the first time.

      Even better than owning the house, is having two siblings – okay, one sibling and one half-sibling – who share the same father, the same blood. Susan has been alone all her life. The discovery that she’s not any more is more powerful than anything else. Only, these two siblings should, by rights, hate her after what she’s done to them.

      She wants to make amends, wants to apologise for the part she played in Carla’s plans. She doesn’t know how to make it right.

      ‘Stop saying you’re sorry,’ Rosie says, one morning in the kitchen. ‘It’s not your fault you grew up with a monster. In the end, you did the right thing.’

      ‘But I tried to wreck your relationship,’ Susan says. ‘I tied you to a chair. How can you forgive me?’

      ‘You’re my sister,’ Rosie says simply, and Susan’s heart expands. ‘You got the worst deal out of the three of us, maybe even worse than Jonathan,’ she goes on. ‘You should write to him and explain.’

      But when Susan thinks of the way Jonathan had looked at her across this very table, the disdain in his eyes, she falters. ‘I don’t know.’ She squeezes her fingers together. ‘He might not be as generous as you. And I wouldn’t blame him.’

      ‘There’s only one way to find out.’

      ‘You know you can stay here for as long as you want,’ Susan says. ‘You and Eli. Forever, if you like. It’s always going to be your home. I’d be made up if you did,’ she adds.

      Rosie smiles. ‘Thanks. But Eli and I are planning a trip. Maybe a long one.’

      Susan is still cleaning other people’s houses. She has bills to pay and needs to find money for the final renovations. But soon, when she can, she’ll go to evening college and start the process of getting the exams to be a primary school teacher. She’ll advertise for a couple of lodgers when Rosie and Eli move out. She can put a lodger in Jonathan’s old room. Although when she was cleaning it the other day, she noticed that he never did take the knives to a police station. The pile of lethal-looking blades is still there on his wardrobe floor – she’ll have to get rid of them.

      Her aim is also to raise the money to get the piano tuned, then she can hear the music when she plays. She can afford real lessons now she’s not giving all her wages to Carla. All her life, she’s responded to piano music, and there are pieces, like Chopin’s ‘Waltz in A Minor’, that go right to her core. She remembers Jonathan saying that Violet played when she was pregnant, and that’s the connection with her real mother she can hold on to: their shared love of classical music. She wants to be able to play the same pieces she’d heard in the womb, and then when she was a toddler on her mother’s lap. When she plays, she imagines her mum next to her on the piano stool, Violet’s fingers moving beside her own.
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        Rosie

      

      

      
        
        Dear Jonathan,

        Thanks for sending me your address. My main reason for writing is that I have some shocking news. I am not your sister. I’m your half-sister. Susan is your real sister. On the day that Violet and Rupert were murdered, we were swapped by the same woman who killed them. You might remember a nanny you had – Clare? (Real name Carla Bishop.) You were right. Your mother didn’t murder your father. Carla stabbed him to death in the cellar and then pushed Violet down the stairs.

        Your mother is innocent. Carla took the real Rosie home with her by mistake but kept her and called her Susan. Nobody noticed the swap, as your parents were dead. But now I wonder if you did? You were old enough to notice that I wasn’t really your sister. But you couldn’t have told anyone about it, even if you’d tried, because shock had taken your voice, and maybe your brain had blanked it out anyway.

        It means that I am this woman’s biological daughter. As you can imagine, this is hard to accept, but I’m trying to live with the facts, while emotionally refusing to consider her as my mum.

        Susan and I have decided not to swap our names back – that would just be confusing. But of course, she is the one who is the official life tenant. No. 13 is hers. She’s been talking to the police about her role in everything. But in the end, Susan stood up to Carla. She saved me and Eli. Susan has been controlled and bullied by Carla all her life; I guess that’s what’s called ‘mitigating circumstances’ in lawyer speak. She’ll be a key witness in Carla’s trial for kidnapping and murder. Another piece of evidence against Carla will be Violet’s diary, which I found concealed in my room.

        Susan found the missing diamond necklace in its green velvet case inside the piano. It was discovered when she got the piano tuner in. He found it wedged under the strings against the soundboard. She had it valued – but it turns out the diamonds are poor quality and it’s not worth much. Whichever relative bought them way back when, was duped. But she had the painting of Venice valued, and that’s worth a real fortune! It’s just sold for £200,000. She wants to split it between us three. She also wants you to know that you always have a home at number 13, if ever you want it. She’s planning to write to you herself. She’s scared you won’t forgive her. She’ll be on her own here soon, as Eli and I have put our wedding plans on hold for now and are instead using some of my share of the painting money to plan a trip across Asia to Australia.

        I’ve given most of my clothes to Susan, and she’s holding on to the few bits of furniture I own. I don’t know if I’ll ever want them. Giving possessions away is surprisingly therapeutic. As is not having an ambition or a plan, instead just enjoying the moment, seeing what adventures turn up. I want to have rain and sun on my face, lie under a night sky and feel as if I’m falling into the planets, into the mystery of the universe. And I won’t be documenting a single moment for public consumption – any photos I take will be private, for me and Eli, and you and Susan – my siblings. Eli has packed in his surfing import venture – he’s not cut out to be a businessman. We’ll both look for alternative careers when we get back. If we return. We might just stay somewhere if we find a place we love. It’s exciting to be free to roam the world with no responsibilities. Who knows where we’ll end up and what we’ll do? As long as we’re together, I’ll always be home.

        Much love

        Rosie
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        Susan

      

      

      Rosie and Eli have left on their trip across Asia. Susan waved them off at Heathrow that morning, watching them disappear through security after dropping their rucksacks off at check-in. They’d looked so happy together, hand in hand, excited about their adventure, chatting as they walked off out of view. She’d envied them for a moment. But then she’d stopped herself. Her life has just begun, her new life, with enough money to stop cleaning and to put herself through college. She’s stepping into herself, finding out who she really is, without Carla Bishop as her keeper.

      She opens the door to number 13. It feels wrong to have all this space to herself. She’d loved sharing the house with Rosie and Eli for the last two months – it had felt so different without any secrets or tensions; Eli had warmed towards her, and the three of them had seemed like equal flatmates. Rosie had held up a photo of Violet and said, ‘It’s you, Susan. The likeness was there all the time, right under our noses. You look just like her.’

      Susan keeps a photo of Violet and Rupert by her bed, and she looks at it every night before she turns off the light, seeing again and again how much she resembles her real mum.

      As she shuts the front door, she decides to have a quick coffee before she gets on with painting the sitting room. She’s already stripped the wood and cleaned the surfaces. It’s a labour of love. But she feels the house responding, feels a new ease in the atmosphere, as if the place is breathing a sigh of relief.

      Now she’s the life tenant of number 13, she doesn’t want to wear designer clothes, or smother her face in make-up. That’s not who she is – a pair of clean jeans and a comfortable jumper is more her style – she cares about playing the piano and catching up on the education she missed, not putting herself on social media, acting like she’s a celebrity.

      She finishes her coffee and puts the cup in the sink, gets the brushes from the jam jars where they’ve been soaking, slips on a pair of overalls, and goes into the sitting room to start work. But the piano is too tempting. She has that tricky piece she’s been practising, Chopin’s ‘Prelude in E Minor’. Just thirty minutes, she thinks, then she’ll get on with the painting. She lifts the lid and runs her fingers over the keys, takes a breath and begins to play.

      She stops when she hears the doorbell go. She’s not expecting anyone. She sighs, gets up from the stool, and goes into the hall. She hesitates for a moment, then squints through the spyhole. She can’t see anyone, and she opens the door.

      A man is stooped over, doing his shoelace up. He straightens. ‘Hello.’

      She freezes, swallows, can’t find words. Then manages: ‘Rosie… Rosie isn’t here.’

      ‘It’s you I’ve come to see,’ Jonathan says. ‘We got off on the wrong foot, didn’t we?’

      She has an instinct to slam the door. She remembers his withering looks, his open hostility towards her before. But she reminds herself that not everyone is like Carla. She steadies herself and opens the door wider. He steps inside. ‘I heard you playing,’ he says. ‘It sounded familiar. I think our mother used to play it.’

      ‘It’s her music,’ Susan says. ‘I found her music books inside the piano stool. But I can only manage the easier pieces.’

      Our mother. The phrase is so strange and so warm. It makes her tingle. She folds her fingers, bows her head. She should have written to him. She’d meant to. But she wasn’t good with writing things down. ‘I’m sorry I spied on you,’ she says. ‘Sorry I snooped in your room.’

      ‘Don’t apologise,’ he says. ‘I must have seemed odd – a real weirdo.’ He laughs. ‘I am a bit of an odd-bod, I suppose. And I was here under false pretences, so it was a bit shady. Anyway, I know it wasn’t your idea. Rosie explained everything in her letter.’

      ‘Do you want a drink, tea or coffee, or… or lunch?’ she asks, suddenly wanting to keep him in the house.

      He gives her a long, steady look. ‘Could I stay?’ He gestures around him. ‘I’ve been thinking about the house, about everything that’s happened. About you being my real sister. I’d like to have a chance to get to know you. What do you think?’

      ‘I think I’d like that,’ she says, shyly.

      He looks at the half-painted walls of the sitting room. ‘I could give you a hand with the redecorating.’

      ‘That would be nice.’

      She leads the way through to the kitchen, begins to open cupboards, taking out plates. ‘The other two have left,’ she tells him. ‘Off on their big adventure. I was just thinking how empty the house seems without them here.’

      He takes the plates from her and puts them on the table, turns and looks out into the garden. ‘I’m really a gardener,’ he says. ‘I got some training in prison. I’d like to get out there again, plant some wildflowers, and those trees need cutting back.’

      ‘What Rosie said to you before,’ Susan says in a rush, ‘I feel the same way. The house is half yours.’

      ‘I appreciate it.’ He nods. ‘But let’s not get ahead of ourselves. We have a lot to catch up on. Let’s just start there, shall we?’

      ‘Okay,’ she says, and her nerves go. She smiles. ‘Why not?’

      She makes a simple pasta sauce with onions and a tin of tomatoes, and he grates the cheese, while she ladles spaghetti onto their plates. ‘Should I call you Jonathan?’ she asks. ‘Or Jack?’

      ‘I’m not Jack any more, just like you’re not Rosie. Those children – I think they got left in the past,’ he says, sitting down at his place. ‘They’re dead and gone.’

      Susan sits down opposite him. Her heart is beating very fast with the thrill of belonging somewhere, with someone. Her brother. She passes him the salt, thinking how odd it is to be here with him in their family home, at last, after everything. She looks at him, the shape of his head, the mark on his cheek, his crooked smile and chipped tooth, and her heart slows to a steady beat.

      ‘I’ll move back into my old room, shall I,’ Jonathan is saying, cutting his spaghetti with the tip of his knife. ‘It’ll be fun. Just the two of us, alone here together.’

      A sudden piercing scream makes Susan jump, her gaze drawn by a movement outside the window. A fox is standing in the centre of the garden. He turns his face and looks directly at her. His wild gaze seems to be telling her something.

      But when she blinks, he’s gone.
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