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A fire broke out at Merry Hall on Saturday afternoon. Home of artist Jared Raine, it was built in 1840 by showman and entrepreneur Abel Wenham. Local farmer Tom Russell noticed flames coming from the property. ‘It was pretty scary,’ Russell said, ‘but I called the fire brigade and they came within minutes. The guys did a fantastic job even if they couldn’t save the building.’ The cause of the fire is unknown and, although damage is extensive, police have confirmed that no one was hurt. Human remains were discovered on the site and a survey is now underway.

Bodwick Recorder,
January 27, 2025
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DOLLY

November 2024

An intense stillness hangs over Merry Hall. It is so thick that it touches everything. The birds do not sing here, the bordering trees dare not whisper, woodland animals find other places to forage.

There is just dust and silence. Collecting, mouldering, waiting.

Until now.

Now, the stillness breaks.

A man walks down the mulchy drive towards the house, hands deep in the pockets of an oilskin jacket, hair ruffled, cheeks reddened by the winds that have relentlessly torn through November. I watch him from inside the building and press my hand against a dirty windowpane.

He stops for a moment and I think perhaps he has seen me. But he is just riffling through his pocket, locating the key, drawing it out and fitting it in the keyhole.

I move from the window as the lock snaps back. The door is stiff with age, swollen after the tireless rain. The man leans his whole weight against it, shouldering it open so that at last it shudders across the tiles. He enters, stamping his boots, ignoring the dead leaves that swirl in ahead of him and scatter over the chequered floor. His boots are caked with mud, and he leaves dark footprints as he circles the hall, touching the walls, brushing the layers of dust and probing the pitted wainscot.

He pauses as a snatch of light hits the floor, cutting the room in two. A weary sun has emerged from behind a cloud. It is gone almost immediately, and he is left in the gloom. He coughs and it echoes around the empty space. His gaze swings upwards and takes in the peeling wallpaper, the cracks, the blossoming damp.

The place will need some work, he knows that. I see his thoughts clearly. They are like erratic bursts of colour. He will hire some people, get the place in order. Then, duty fulfilled, he will sell, wash his hands of it, buy a new property as far away as possible. He hates to admit it, but the house unsettles him. It reminds him of the sense he gets when he stares at portraits in galleries and the eyes seemingly follow his movements, combing his thoughts, making him edgy. He is afraid, he realises, although he stamps on the thought at once. Irrational fear is not a part of who he is. He likes to think he is no coward.

The man scans the drab hall.

My hand has left a print on the windowpane. Distinct and delicate, like an ice flower. He sees it and frowns, but then he is taking measurements, each room in turn, scribbling numbers in a notebook. His fingers are pinched with cold and he stops writing to blow on them. The warmth of his breath catches my cheek and I desperately savour the living energy before it dissipates.

I follow him. I need to know everything about him.

What he will do next.

What it might mean for me.

I need to know whether I can use him.

Because I recognise him.

I know exactly who he is.








[image: Chapter 2]

NELL

January 2025

I sat on the edge of the single bed nursing a mug of weak tea, curtains open just enough to see the glow from the streetlights. There was no moon. A strip of murky orange streaked the room, highlighting the floral wallpaper, the threadbare carpet and the jumble of Fern’s clothes strewn across the floor. Somewhere down the street I heard the early rubbish lorry rumbling, the bins rolling and slamming, the hiss of brakes. Workers called to one another. Stark headlights beamed. As the lorry passed by the house the condensation on the inside of the window sparkled like a hundred fireflies, and I watched as the water dribbled and pooled on the windowsill.

Hunching into a musty-smelling blanket, I tried to breathe. Low and deep, like my yoga instructor back in London had insisted. I was trying to find my centre before the day began. But it was no good. Even as the central heating clunked to life, I was far too cold and tense to concentrate.

It was early January and bitter. Moving here just before Christmas had been difficult enough, but in the minus temperatures, traipsing upstairs with our belongings, cramming our lives into someone else’s spare room because it was all I could afford, then trying to make the place feel like home had been impossible. Adam had offered to help, of course, beyond maintenance for Fern. But I wasn’t going to take his money. Not after he’d replaced me with her. And Fern was so furious with her dad that she hadn’t even suggested I ask for more. In fact, fury was Fern’s default state these days; fury with her dad, with me, with the entire universe. I glanced at her. She was curled, foetal-position, in her narrow bed, muttering in her sleep, moaning occasionally. I sighed, hugging my tea to my chest as I turned back to the window. I guessed she just wanted her old life back and was lashing out at anything and everything because she felt so helpless, and it was all she had.

Outside, the night sky gave way to the deepest blue and the stars retreated. A car door slammed. A dog barked.

‘Mum!’

I wheeled around, sloshing tea on my pyjamas.

Fern was sitting up in bed, her long dyed hair falling in tangles around her face. ‘Mum, I had the dream again. About the man. About the pale sad girl crying.’

My stomach clenched. How long was this going to continue? How much more could we both take? I’d hoped we’d left all that behind. The dreams that had begun at the tail end of last year when things really started to fall apart with Adam.

‘It’s okay, sweetheart,’ I tried, desperate to keep the fear and exhaustion out of my voice. I laid my tea on the windowsill and slipped across to Fern’s bed. The ridiculously soft mattress dipped as I sat. I reached out and swept the hair from her face. Beads of sweat ran down her cheeks and her skin was icy cold. When she had the dream, Fern always needed me. ‘It’s fine, love. You’re safe here. Nothing’s going to happen to you. I promise.’

Fern gave a trembling sigh and leant across to the bedside table to switch on the lamp. The room immediately felt warmer. I smoothed the duvet cover. ‘Shall I make you a coffee?’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Fern propped the pillows behind her back and let her head rest against the wall. She was wearing an oversized hoodie in bed because it was so cold, and the sleeves were pulled over her hands so that only the tips of her chewed nails showed. The hoodie belonged to her ex-boyfriend back in London; occasionally I’d still catch the whiff of Lynx and weed in the soft material. But Fern wouldn’t let me wash it – she was still smarting from the decision she and her boyfriend had made to split when we’d moved. The hoodie was a relic. Maybe just as well. We were only allowed to use the washing machine twice a week. A dark wash and a light wash. Because of the energy bills. Our landlady, Carol, was quite firm on that point.

‘Back in a mo.’ I slipped out of the bedroom and onto the dark landing. The place reeked of dog wee and disinfectant. I crept down the stairs, eager not to disturb Carol, wincing as the boards creaked beneath my feet.

Pushing open the kitchen door, I startled Pickles, Carol’s dog. I immediately made a frantic hushing noise. Pickles, a straggly, over-enthusiastic terrier, liked to tear around people in circles with a nippy yap, leaving frequent puddles on the floor. He raced towards me with a joyous bark, tangling himself between my legs and snapping at my ankles. I tried my best to quieten him, sure he’d wake Carol. But all remained silent.

I flicked a switch and the stark strip light spluttered overhead. Then I turned on the kettle and grabbed two mismatched mugs from the cupboard.

While the kettle boiled, I moved about to keep warm. Even with the heating on, the house – an end Victorian terrace, poorly insulated with virtually no money spent on it – remained stubbornly cold. Carol didn’t seem to notice, but after our well-heated London house we shuddered our way through the mornings and evenings, making endless hot drinks to try and get comfortable.

As I spooned out cheap coffee granules, there were footsteps from behind and I turned to see Fern standing in the doorway, shivering and barefooted. The hoodie reached almost to her knees. Immediately, Pickles sped towards her, jumping up at her legs and barking. Fern scowled and pushed him away.

‘I thought I’d get up and have breakfast,’ she said.

‘Big day today. New school.’ I smiled.

Fern said nothing. She was deathly white, and grey moons hung beneath her eyes. Ignoring Pickles’ demand for attention, she headed towards the ancient fridge and yanked open the door. A pungent aroma escaped – overripe cheese and garlic. The light inside flickered.

‘It’s off.’ Fern brandished a milk bottle at me accusingly. She wrinkled her nose. ‘Smells rank.’

I felt the familiar sense of failure grip me. But then I reasoned: it was only a bottle of milk. The fridge barely worked. The milk had gone off. No big problem.

But apparently it was. Fern’s defences were back up.

‘What am I supposed to have for breakfast?’ Fern tipped cottage-cheese textured lumps into the sink. ‘This place is such a dump.’

I muttered something about toast or the box of cereal bars on the sideboard. I swung open one of the cupboard doors. ‘Or there’s this UHT goat’s milk. I’m sure Carol wouldn’t mind.’

Fern pulled a face. ‘Gross. Goat’s milk tastes of goat.’

I sighed. ‘Look, why don’t you get ready and I’ll sort breakfast?’

Minutes later, I was heading back upstairs with a tray. Two mugs of black coffee and a plate of toast spread with supermarket budget-range jam. I carried my newly washed blouse from Carol’s pulley airer under my arm, stepping carefully over Pickles, who was now chewing at a rag rug on the landing.

In our room, Fern had pulled her inky hair into a messy bun and was sitting stiff in her new uniform, the neat creases from where it had been folded in the packets still evident.

‘So, we’ll leave plenty of time,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what the traffic will be like.’ I mentally traced the network of roads that criss-crossed town. ‘I’ll drop you at school, then head to the interview.’

Interview.

My breath came in snatches. First interview in years, a pretence at enthusiasm, a pretence that I could hold it all together and do the job. I had to get it. I just had to get something and make all this work. I didn’t want to have to crawl back to Adam and admit that we – that I – couldn’t do this on my own.

Fern said nothing. She swallowed the last bit of toast and brushed the crumbs from her skirt.

‘It’s going to be okay, you know,’ I said. ‘You’re going to be okay. There’s nothing wrong with you.’ I stared at my daughter meaningfully, trying to catch her eye.

But Fern wouldn’t look at me. ‘It was just a stupid dream,’ she said at last. She slumped, her chest caving. ‘Can we forget about it? It doesn’t mean anything.’

I wanted to reach out and touch her, bring her close, like I used to when she was little. But, at sixteen, Fern’s reactions were unpredictable. So, instead of the physical assurance I longed to give, I settled for a quiet nod and silence.

While she hogged the tiny mirror in the bedroom, painting thick black lines across her eyelids and piling on far too much foundation, I rushed around, trying to get my documents together for the interview. Reaching for my blouse, slung across the armchair where I’d abandoned it, I tripped over Fern’s school bag and sent a spray of coffee into the air. Blooms of dark brown spread over the blouse.

Shit. I snatched the blouse and dashed to the tiny sink in the corner of the room. I ran the cranky tap and held the stained patch under the stuttering water. It was the one smart blouse I’d brought with me. My London wardrobe consisted mainly of designer gym kit, figure-hugging evening wear and posh tweed. None of it was me. I needed to go shopping. Buy some—

‘It won’t work. Dad says you should soak tea and coffee stains in vinegar. You’ll make it worse rubbing it like that.’ Fern watched critically. ‘Dad says you—’

‘I don’t care!’ I scrubbed at the blouse fiercely. ‘Dad isn’t here, in case you hadn’t noticed.’ I sounded like a teenager. I sounded like Fern. And the water was making the mark worse. So, Adam was right. Always bloody right. I’d have to wear the stupid thing tucked in, hide the dirty stain somehow.

Fern came up close. She smelt of her vanilla body spray and peach lip gloss. ‘Mum, why don’t you—’

‘Fern, stop it! Just stop it. I’ve got this, okay?’

She backed away, hands held out defensively. ‘Yeah, looks like it. Everything completely in control, as always. I was only trying to help, you know.’

I swallowed a sudden lump in my throat. Why was I reacting like this? Why? When Fern was already so fragile. ‘I’m sorry,’ I breathed. ‘Look, I—’

‘Forget it.’ Fern was cramming a book into her bag. It was an old rucksack, one strap tied to the body with string. I cursed myself. Why hadn’t I thought to at least buy a new school bag?

‘Do you have a pen?’ said Fern. ‘I need something to write with.’

I gazed helplessly around the room, sopping blouse tail dripping onto the carpet. There was a make-up bag overflowing with crusty foundation and lumpy mascara, a pile of magazines that had been there when we’d arrived, half a bottle of red, Fern’s brush caught with bluey-black hairs. But no pen. Not even a pencil.

‘We’ll stop at a shop,’ I said, reaching for a skirt from the wonky clothes rail. ‘There’s a petrol station on our way into town. They’ll sell biros. I’m sure of it.’
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DOLLY

March 1847

I fell in love. Not in a gentle way but in a violent rush, like the river when it swells in winter and floods the meadows. It was love so hopelessly out of control that it surged into every part of my being, just as the waters swallow the grassland and spill into the streets of Bodwick.

Back then, though, I was in London – the East End. Whitechapel. A greengrocer’s shed transformed to a temporary theatre – a gaff – where people paid their one penny to see an illegal performance. And me, the star of the show, in a gaudy petticoat and cheap jewellery, performing unfailingly, one act after another, while the crowds spat their lewd comments at my feet.

It was my third performance of the evening, and the place was rammed. The weather was deplorable, and many had come indoors for a penny to shelter from the mud and driving rain. Wet bodies pressed close together, some sitting, some standing, all eager to be entertained with flash songs and screaming farces. There were children of all ages too who had, most likely, robbed their parents of a penny to attend, and the energy of the place was sparking. But I was weary of the coloured lamps that lit the unsavoury pit, of the dirt, of the coarse cries of astonishment and delight when the audience first lit upon my bone-white form.

That’s why I noticed him.

He was standing in the gallery amongst the riff-raff – not the usual sort to be seen in such a vile den. And while those around him were lost in the foul smoke of their shag tobacco and clouds of raucous laughter, he remained silent, hand on the linked rope that kept the audience from falling. Aloof. A tall figure in black. A sombre hat, stiff collar, a woollen coat with great arms like crow’s wings. The seats rose to either side of him, jammed with youths who yelled and bickered and threw their apple cores at the thinly clad, loose-haired girls in the pit below. Yet he remained unaffected, his gaze seeking me out, his head twitching slightly as I flew across the proscenium in my silky stockings and ruffled skirts. It was as if he was contained within a sheer silence of his own.

Our eyes met.

Fleetingly.

Once. Twice. A third time.

I was dancing, singing my way through the night as I always did. ‘Rule, Britannia!’ and ‘God Save the Queen’ to the insistent banging of a tinny piano and the scratch of a single violin. Feathers billowed, the lamps flickered and my voice soared to the rafters where it caught in the vulgar smog, in the thick funk of lust and the unwashed bodies of the costermongers. They loved it. They loved me. The jingoistic fervour that these songs inspired had the crowd roaring and bellowing, thumping their feet and calling out to me by name.

I was good. Too good. I knew that. Better than the other acts, and the proprietor’s favourite. Some of the other showgirls despised me for it. Called me names in their round, uncouth voices, words as hard as boiled sweets, their laughter filling the space as they dropped their insults. But I rose above it for I knew – somehow, I knew – that one day I would be great. It was a secret knowledge that I buried deep within me.

And that evening was the beginning of my greatness.

I came to the end of my act and looked for the man. But he had gone. An empty space soon closed by the throng. I felt a twitch of disappointment, but it was a fleeting sense as I bowed and curtsied and sang one final ditty to keep the crowds hanging there until the last.

My performance had been a success once more. The audience howled with delirium, waved their tattered hats and threw their tributes: an apple, a button, even a copper coin. I was swept up in the sordid fever of it as I made my way from the stage, gifts bundled in my arms. Preparing myself to endure the jealous sneers of the other performers, I opened the door to the low-lit back room. But the place was strangely silent, the back door that led out to the street ajar and admitting a thin breeze. There was noise coming from outside – not unusual in that area of London and not, I thought, cause for concern.

I looked about the room.

The cats were the only thing to be found. Seven of them from the act before mine – the Crafty Cats, as they were known. Their owner was unusually absent.

I surveyed the room with growing unease, catching then a movement in my peripheral vision.

I froze.

Cold clutched my scalp as a man stepped from the shadows.

Then I saw that it was same man I had seen in the gallery moments before. The silent man. My shoulders loosened. I let out a breath.

‘Gather together your personal effects, Miss Dolly Dove,’ he said. His voice was dark, like midnight, and ran through my veins like wine. His lips were red, as if rouged, and they looked so soft and full I wanted to touch them to see whether my finger would sink into the cushion they presented. ‘We’re leaving.’

‘Sir?’ My legs trembled but I tried to show no fear.

‘Someone,’ and he gave a curious smile, ‘someone has reported the gaff to the police, complaining that it is a nuisance. They are raiding the area as we speak. Why, can you not hear them?’

I turned my attention to the noise from beyond. Shouting and beating from out on the street, the indications of a brawl.

‘They have dogs and cudgels, and have already arrested several of your fellow artists from this very room, not to mention some troublemakers from the audience who were leaving by the front way.’

I took a keen breath. My palms were clammy and I dropped an apple. It fell to the floor with a dead thump, whereupon it rolled and came to rest under a table.

‘And they will arrest you too – the star of the show – if you do not leave immediately.’

‘But—’

‘You will be fined or sent to the House of Correction.’

‘But I cannot leave. Working here is my main means of earning. I must stay, sir. True, I have a brother who works, but he earns not nearly enough for the two of us, and since our mother died—’

‘Then face the court, Miss Dove, and let them decide your fate.’ He pulled himself tall, making to leave.

I hesitated.

‘Or come with me. I am a most distinguished showman, and I will make your fortune. I came to this hovel hoping to catch you performing tonight and was not, I am glad to say, disappointed by what I saw.’ He drew a hand through the air. ‘I have a vision… I see it now, most clearly. Oh, Miss Dove, I will make you great – the greatest!’ He let his hand fall. ‘And as for your brother, it will be no bother to fetch him at a later date. When you are safe and away from here.’ He leaned closer, lowering his voice. ‘What do you say, now?’

‘Sir, I—’

The man had a cane with a silver knob, and with it he banged the floor. I jumped.

‘I must have you,’ he said with a violent urgency. He leant forwards and I caught the rich smell of port on his breath. Long, black lashes brushed his face and his dark eyes gleamed in the candlelight. He was beautiful, in a way that men usually were not. ‘Your talent is quite extraordinary and wasted here in this abominable gaff. Your spectacular looks, your spirit.’ He laid a hand on my arm, soft as velvet. ‘I will make you great,’ he said.

He flashed a look at the window and from the front of the shed there came a great crash, a hollering, then pounding footsteps. ‘But quickly now, gather your things. Before the police find you. Hear them now. They are coming. They are in the theatre and will find you within minutes.’

‘I have no things, sir,’ I said quickly. Jewels of cold sweat strung my forehead. ‘Unless you are counting an apple and a button.’ The coin I had secreted in my pocket.

‘I’ll take the cats too,’ he said, his gaze circling the room. ‘They are amusing, and my house is plagued by rats. Their basket? Where is it?’

I pointed to a large hessian carrier. ‘But their owner. He—’

‘The owner has been arrested already. He’s outside now with the other performers, still in his costume. And there are many spectators out there enjoying the commotion.’ He twisted the cane, its silver end squeaking in his grip. ‘I cannot say how the police stumbled across the gaff this evening.’ And he smiled again the secret smile which later I came to know.

‘There is good food waiting in my carriage,’ he continued, snatching at the cats, ignoring their cries and scratches as he darted about the room capturing them. ‘Plum cake and veal pie.’ He flung Lion, the large tabby, into the box and fastened the leather straps tight. ‘Ripe cheese, hazelnuts.’

My stomach, hollow and aching, responded. I looked around the untidy room: the bare floorboards sticky with spilled beer, the tatty curtains, the piles of unwashed plates, the empty gin bottles, the whitewashed walls. This could be my future. Or…

I turned to face the man and his smile now was broad, his eyes lit with something I felt I had always known. Could I really go with him? Leave just like that? Move away from the city that had birthed me and where my brother, Cornelius, still lived and worked in the textile mill?

‘What of my brother?’ I said again. For that was my greatest concern.

‘I will fetch him, upon my word. And I will make him great too.’

A curious thrill assaulted me. Outside, there came a grating cry, a slamming of a carriage door. I imagined my fellow performers handcuffed and bound for the court.

‘Well?’ he said. The cats mewed, plaintively. The long pull of a bow on strings.

I lifted the feather headdress from my curls and laid it next to a crumpled petticoat, cast aside after the filthiest, most grotesque act of the show. If Cornelius was to be a part of this adventure, then all would be well.

Another crash from the theatre. A shout. The police would be upon us within seconds.

I lifted my chin. ‘I am ready, sir.’
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NELL

January 2025

[image: img]You look different,’ Fern said, as we finally left the house. Not nice. Different. Me in office clothes, dressed for a potential job. I did my best to shuffle to the car in the tiny penguin steps my pencil skirt allowed. My heels wobbled on the tarmac, a sleek brown handbag knocked against my side, bulging with the crisps and fruit I’d shoved inside. I recalled what the lady, Tracie, had said in the email inviting me to interview; how she had enjoyed reading my application and was looking forward to our meeting. It had given me a surge of optimism. I was trying to be different, it was true. I was trying to discover what it was like to be me. To find the person buried deep inside. But my flush of optimism faded as I reached the car and found I’d left my car keys up in the room. As I traipsed back to fetch them, I realised the problem was I didn’t know who the real me was. Though I was pretty sure it wasn’t this person living in a spare room and dressed for an interview in shoes that hurt and a damp blouse that was already sticking to my back in the cold. I grabbed the car keys and waddled back towards the car. Until I figured things out, got a job, until I found us somewhere more permanent to live…

‘Mum, we’re going to be late.’ Fern was yanking at the car door handle even before I’d had a chance to unlock. The sky was almost light, etched with liquid red streaks. I glanced at my watch. We were pushing it for time, but I kept the thought to myself, sliding silently into the driver’s seat and jamming the key into the ignition.

The car was thick with tension as I ran the heating to defrost the windscreen, then manoeuvred it from the space. Fern switched radio stations and turned the volume up full, cancelling the grounding melody of Mozart’s Clarinet Concerto. The thump, thump, thump of her music built like an inflating balloon in my head, and I bit back a flare of annoyance as I edged out on to the street. The window was steaming up. The car juddered over a pothole and a cat shot across the road in front of us. I jammed on the brakes.

‘Mum!’ Fern lurched forwards a bit too dramatically. ‘It’s only a cat.’

I pushed a hand through my hair. It needed washing. But there hadn’t been time. Not after the blouse incident. Not after I’d used Fern’s concealer to try and hide the bags under my eyes and located the navy kitten heels that pinched at the sides and would give me blisters by the end of the day. I took a deep breath and steered the car out onto the main road, pointing out the bus stop where Fern could hop on a bus if she wanted to take herself into town. She said nothing and only buried herself deeper in her phone.

The main road took us to the centre of town. A hulking church with two towers rose from the centre, with all the other buildings pressed in close like limpets. I pictured cobbled streets, coffee shops and little boutiques full of classy clothes and expensive shoes. Maybe I’d go exploring after the interview; the office I had to go to was close to the centre. But the school, Bodwick High, was right on the other side of town. It didn’t have a great rating but it was the only school that had a place and so it had to do. As we hit the outskirts, we saw groups of kids trailing down the pavement, wearing the same black-and-yellow uniform as Fern. I saw her pretend not to look as she shrank further into her seat, her thumbs working furiously at her screen.

Fern didn’t want to be taken into the school itself which, given the time, was useful, but I worried about what the headteacher would think. What kind of parent doesn’t even deliver their child to the reception desk on the first day in a new school? But Fern was insistent. I’m fine, she said, every time I tried to protest. Stop being so controlling. So, the subject was dropped.

‘Here we are.’ I swung the car into a space behind a school bus spewing out hordes of pupils. They looked like bees. The black and yellow, the buzz of excited, familiar chatter. Nerves swirled in my stomach. This was it. The true beginning of our new life. Suddenly, it all felt very real. I yanked on the handbrake but left the engine running.

‘Mum, you can’t drop me here. It’s a bus stop.’ Fern looked out of the window, her eyes wide, watching the swarm of pupils making their way towards the front gates. ‘Can you drive on a bit?’

Of course. Embarrassed to be dropped off by her mother on her first day. New girl. New image. Of course.

Without a word, I pulled out of the space and found a little residential road close by. Time was ticking on. I pictured traffic crawling back into the town centre. And was there parking near to the office? I fumbled with my phone, trying to pull up Google Maps.

Fern grabbed the broken rucksack and pushed open the car door, letting in a rush of peppermint-fresh air.

‘It’ll all work out,’ I said, wondering whether, really, I was talking to myself. ‘Have a great day, sweet pea.’ I was about to add, love you, but Fern had already slammed the car door and was heading off down the pavement without even a backwards glance.

As I turned the key in the ignition, I realised I’d forgotten to stop at the petrol station to buy her a biro.

*   *   *

The interview went badly. Really badly. I knew I’d failed from the moment I stepped into the office and realised I’d left all the documents I was supposed to bring with me in the car. I can go and fetch them, I’d said to Tracie, the manager. But Tracie, sharp and efficient in her clipping heels and designer glasses, said she’d only need to see them if they offered me the post. The word if took on the weight of everything.

I was led into a small glass office and grilled about my IT competencies, my experience and aspirations. I felt myself slip slowly down a spiral of self-deprecation until I was racing to the foot, stuttering and blanking and unable to dredge up anything relevant. All the while, Tracie pursed her lips and scribbled away in a notepad without looking up. I’ll call you before the end of the day was all she said as she reached the end of her questions and showed me to the door.

After the ordeal, I sloped off into town to kill time until Fern finished school. Going back to the spare room for the afternoon was too depressing a prospect to contemplate. So, I ate my crisps and apple shivering on a bench outside the church. It was getting colder. All the weather reports were predicting snow and the temperature was steadily dropping. I gazed into the slate-grey sky. Chinks of icicle light pierced the clouds, which grew heavier by the minute, and a wind as thin as pencil lead drove through the churchyard. It was too cold to linger.

I pulled my scarf tighter, gathered up the remains of my lunch and made my way from the bench towards the knotted tangle of cobbled streets.

I browsed a few of the shops, situated in Tudor buildings with low ceilings and sloped wooden floorboards, and on impulse, bought a pair of trousers from the sale rack in a tiny shop just off the town square. Patchwork, wide-legged, elasticated waist. And as I wandered absent-mindedly around the local museum clutching the good-quality paper carrier, I tried to convince myself that this, after all, might be the beginning of something. Of discovering who I was, of managing my life without Adam. Caught in this strange sort of limbo, I stared at the display cases crammed with bits of pottery, old shoes and buckles, read the information boards without really taking anything in, then treated myself to a coffee in the museum café. Strange that the simple purchase of a pair of trousers could make me feel this way. That it could lift my mood and permit me to dream.

As I left the museum, my phone buzzed with a message. It was Fern. She was going into town after school to get a hot chocolate. She’d catch a bus back. I smiled. It was going to be okay. Of course it was. See, Fern had already made friends. She was already carving out a life here. I pottered from shop to shop, still delaying my return to the spare room, and as I wandered, I allowed myself to delve into an imagined world of what my own new life would look like. I’d get a decent job, earn my own money, then buy a house somewhere once I’d filed for divorce and the settlement had come through. Somewhere out in the countryside around Bodwick. Somewhere different to London. Fern would be happy too. I just needed to get through this little period of uncertainty, and it would all be fine. I suddenly wished I’d thought to buy Fern something, instead of the trousers for myself. Something nice to make up for the prickly start we’d had to the day. I glanced at my watch. If I was quick, I’d catch the little stationers’ still open. The bay window was full of overpriced pens and notebooks, novelty pencil cases and giant packs of Sharpies. I would kit Fern out for her new school. Make amends for failing to provide a simple biro.

I spent a good fifteen minutes in the shop, puzzling over highlighters and scented rubbers, figuring out what was suitable teenage stationery and fighting the pang of nostalgia for the little Fern as I fingered a frog-shaped pencil case with googly eyes. The younger Fern would have loved that. At one time, frogs had been everything.

I headed out of the shop as the church bell struck the hour and, no sooner had I stepped on to the pavement, the shop assistant firmly flipped over the sign on the door to CLOSED. Fair enough. She probably wanted to knock off for the day and head home.

Home.

The word snagged. I thought about what was waiting for me: more pasta and sauce from a jar, half a bar of milk chocolate, the rest of the wine. Carol probing me with questions which I did my best to evade. Then scuttling up to our cramped room and reading on the lumpy armchair, Fern’s inevitable mood clogging the space.

No. I couldn’t go home. Not yet.
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DOLLY

March 1847

I followed the man as he left the gaff and slipped into the alleyway. The rain had turned to mizzle, and the damp enlivened the stink of the streets and magnified the clamour of ongoing disquiet. The slap of feet in the wet, excited voices ringing in the dank air, the shrill cut of a police whistle. The carrier containing the Crafty Cats was cumbersome. It knocked against the man’s leg as he hurried, causing a terrific mewing and scratching from within. I tagged close behind. The night was black and the glow from the streetlamp grazed the far end of the alley. There, a suffocating fog hung, obscuring my view of the main street. The hideous disturbance was coming from that direction and getting worse: more hollering and cursing, more hard boots clattering on the stone setts, cudgels clashing.

I stammered to a halt.

The cats yowled and scuffled within the basket. Louder than ever.

‘We must go the other way,’ said the man calmly, as if the occurrence were a trifling inconvenience. ‘If we are to avoid the police and those ruffians, which it is best to do. Come on now.’ He lifted a stiff, woollen-clad arm, a giant protective wing, blocking out all available light. ‘I will keep you out of harm’s way, Miss Dove. We will meet my carriage by a longer route. I have hired a clarence for the journey so we will travel in comfort.’

He took me through a network of narrow passageways and, although I knew Whitechapel, I was not familiar with the path he took. It was too dark, the air sharp, and in my light costume and flimsy shoes, the cold occupied my attention and I had to run, both to stay warm and to keep up with his long strides. He urged me to quicken my pace and I did the best I could, my petticoat flapping and tangling around my legs, my feet soaking in the dung and mire that was impossible to avoid.

At last, we reached his carriage, and there he bundled me inside the rear quarter where I collapsed hard against the leather seat. The light from the streetlamps cast a peculiar glow over the interior and, for a moment, I wondered at what I had done in leaving the greengrocer’s shed, and where I was bound with this stranger. I twisted my fingers hard in a slippery sweat. But then, the man smiled with such warmth that my heart leapt with a sure knowledge I had taken the correct path. Oh, to be rid of the gaff and to leave a place where I had few friends and where good fortune did not care to fashion my destiny. While I loved my brother Cornelius, I could not bear to bring more disaster upon him by involvement with the law. It would only add to the malaise that had hung over him since our mother’s death.

I was already a trial to him. My brother had not wanted me to work in the gaff from the very beginning, but with my appearance, it was the easiest way for me to earn a living. And after Mother’s death, the wages she earned from rag sorting ceased, so I had to find some way of supplementing our poor income. Otherwise, we would starve. The solution to me was obvious – people were captivated by me wherever I went, and it seemed to me that, if I could make money from the way God had designed me, then I should.

Secretly, so as not to divulge the scheme to my brother, I practised a routine, singing and dancing whenever he was away from home. Then, when I was ready, I made for the greengrocer’s shed clutching a shiny penny I had found in the gutter. I watched the show. It was disappointingly poor, the acts vulgar and badly rehearsed, but I found that by the end of the performances, I was engaged. The proprietor had been struck immediately by my looks. My ability to dance and sing far better than any of the other performers only added to the bargain. But I soon found it was a hard life, Cornelius disapproved strongly and at times I felt barely human, a mere object to cause delight to others. The illegality of the gaff also meant that my work hung precariously, like a thread that might snap at any moment, and with great consequence. But that secret knowledge kept my soul alive – that knowledge I was destined for something better.

And surely, this was it.

I shuffled in my seat, pushed my milk-white hair over my shoulders, turned my head away from the window.

No, Cornelius would be better off without me for the present and, once I had secured our future, I would return and carry us both away from London, just as the man had promised. For I had no desire to return to the crowded slums where we lived, surrounded by noxious vermin and grime. The wage Cornelius earned from the mill meant that we had no other choice but to live on the very edges of society, in the poorest of places, a space on the fourth floor of an overcrowded tenement. Mr Brockley, the proprietor of the mill, was a good man; fair and kind, and that was something, but it did not help our living arrangements, in which we were firmly trapped. In time, though, I was sure I would free us from this dismal state.

I sat back while the man struck the rounded end of his cane against the carriage roof.

We began our journey at once, bumping over the setts, the horse snorting and whinnying, the sound of hooves echoing as we went on our way. My head banged against the wall of the coach and I stifled a cry. I had never before travelled quite so fast nor quite so violently, and across from me, the man watched, his gaze fixed on my face, a hint of amusement spreading across his own.

‘Where are we bound, sir?’ I asked when at last I caught my breath. I looked out of the carriage window at the streets of London as they flashed past.

‘Merry Hall,’ said he. ‘My house in Bodwick.’

‘Bodwick?’ The word filled my mouth and, when I swallowed, it occluded my throat.

‘Just so. When I am not on tour, Merry Hall is my main residence. You will find it comfortable there. It is in the countryside for one thing, away from this London fog.’ He waved a hand at the window, at the fingers of swirling mist that found their way into the carriage. ‘We will take lodgings overnight, then travel all day tomorrow, arriving at Merry Hall by nightfall.’

I said nothing.

‘There is a whole world out there, Miss Dove,’ said the man. ‘And you are to be a great part of it. You will see terrific things, travel to far-off countries, find fame and riches… and perhaps love.’ He coughed. ‘But first, we will go to Merry Hall to rest and then to perfect your act. And after that, of course, we will fetch your brother.’

As he spoke, a warmth trickled through my blood and my insides fizzed with a spring-like excitement. I hugged myself tightly. The man gave me food as he had promised, but my stomach was so tense with nerves that, though hungry, I found I could eat little. Then my head bowed in sleepiness, before jolting as we ran over a rut. My thoughts scampered. Bodwick. Merry Hall. The promise of a future. Cornelius by my side. To be great – no, the greatest – as the talented showman had foreseen.

Gradually, the buildings thinned. The tendrils of fog released us, the soot and smoke gave way, and the black countryside swallowed us whole.

*   *   *

‘Wake up! Miss Dove, do wake up.’

There was a clatter as the carriage slowed to a halt and I swung forwards in my seat. My confusion cleared rapidly as the man’s face drew close, his velvet eyes seeking out mine, long eyelashes quivering. He smiled.

‘Have we arrived at Merry Hall, sir?’ I swung my head in the direction of the window, but the night was so dense it was impossible to make out any sign of a dwelling. We had been travelling all day after an uncomfortable night in a meagre coaching inn. I was stiff to the bone and aching with tiredness.

‘Not quite. We are in Bodwick, at the Black Bear. It is late and we are in need of refreshment. My own driver will meet us here in the Brougham carriage. Here we will—’

‘But, sir—’

‘Surely you have a hunger and thirst about you?’

I thought of the smoke-filled public houses back in London in which I had sometimes danced and sung for money, where the men pointed and jeered at me, their loud voices slurred by drink and their coarse actions dragged up from some darker under-place. Aside from the penny gaff, the pubs were the worst places I could think of.

The man seemed to read me, for he placed a hand upon my arm. ‘I will not make you perform this time, if that is your concern, Miss Dove.’ His eyes shone, jewel-bright in the black. ‘Although the landlord is quite amenable when it comes to my bringing an act here.’ He rubbed a thumb against his fingers. ‘Increases his takings, you see. But not tonight, Miss Dove. Not tonight. We will simply have some supper and the driver will take us hence. Besides, Merry Hall will be quiet at this time and there will be no one to attend to us. You see, I have no servants.’

I raised an eyebrow.

‘I have no need of them. The other performers serve me well enough.’

‘Other performers?’

He did not answer but instead opened the door and, after speaking to the driver, lifted both the cats and me down to the street. In front of us was the Black Bear, a sizeable red-brick building glowing with oil lamps, the windows yellow and hazy with smoke. Noise was coming from within: singing and bellowing, the sharp yap of a dog cutting through the confusion. I took a long breath. The air was warm with the smell of pies, and after eating so little at the beginning of the journey, and hardly anything during the day, I found that my stomach was hollow.

‘Pie and ale,’ said the man, echoing my thoughts. Lifting the basket of cats, he pushed at the squat door of the Black Bear and, bending to cross the threshold, abandoned the animals once we were inside, just as if he had been carrying a coat or an umbrella. I followed him into the thick smoky room, crammed with men shouting and raising their vessels, or huddled over tables, deep in conversation. Some were seated on old barrels, others on long benches. Many were standing upon the sand-dusted floor, shoulder to shoulder, beer held close.

At once, I felt all eyes trained upon me. People nudged one another, whispered in excited tones, pointed. I did my best to ignore them, trying not to let their scrutiny trouble me. Besides, it had always been the way of things for me. Even as a small child, when I had danced through the mud-laden streets of Whitechapel pretending to be a snow fairy, my playmates had clapped and whistled with delight, while the older boys had teased me and thrown stones. Cornelius had always protected me, and this had made me stronger than I might otherwise have felt. He had given me the gift of taking pride in my looks, of believing in myself, or, at least, he had helped to harden me against the derision and provocation of others.

So, the company of the Black Bear would find me unaffected, I decided, as I pushed aside memories of the London pubs and their drunken ogres. I saw instead my brother’s kindly face and heard his words of encouragement.

Dolly, be good and true to you.

I stamped the city dirt from my feet and looked about me. It was a dark place, panelled in mahogany, the bar area tiled in dirty green and surrounded by frosted glass, the whole space lit only by a scattering of lamps and candles. Several mirrors were suspended from the walls, giving the illusion that the customers were at least double in number and to one side of the room was a large hearth in which a splendid fire flourished, fronted by a large iron grate. On the mantelpiece above, a portrait of the Queen took centre place, flanked by two enormous porcelain and copper dogs. I coughed as the warm stuffy air pulled at my lungs and the thick tobacco smoke stung my eyes and nostrils.

‘Wenham!’ A large man in old-fashioned breeches elbowed his way through the crowd, jostling his fellow drinkers, who swore as their ale sloshed and spilled. He slapped my companion on the back before regarding me with interest. He stared with fish-like eyes, his jowls criss-crossed with spidery veins, his lips flaccid like oysters. ‘And who, my good man, is this?’ he said, directing his question at Mr Wenham. ‘Another of your curios? I have one of yours already waiting for you. He has entertained some of the fellows while he’s been waiting. For a penny a time, of course.’

‘That’s my driver tonight,’ said Mr Wenham with a wink. ‘He’s a sly one.’ He ran a hand across my shoulders. ‘This, my friend, is Miss Dolly Dove. Her name suits her well, do you not think? Dolly for her waxen looks and Dove for her delicate, bird-like demeanour.’ He waved from my head to my foot as if to demonstrate. ‘As you can see, she is the most graceful sylph and set to become the greatest novelty act the world has ever seen. Greater than anything you could ever conceive.’

I swelled with pride and vowed at that moment to become that very person. A novelty act, indeed.

But the man, whom I took to be the landlord, laughed, running his gaze up and down my form. ‘A rather bold claim,’ he concluded, snorting and rubbing his chin. ‘What of your man over there? He can tie himself in knots and bounce like a ball.’ He pointed to a dark corner of the public house where a tall man sat picking at a pie crust. The man’s chin glistened with grease, his clothes were dirty and scruffy, and his blackbird gaze darted hither and thither, before resting on me with mistrust. I quickly looked away and turned my attention back to the landlord. He gave me a meaty smile. ‘Now then, is it pie and ale for the both of you?’ he asked, clasping Mr Wenham’s arm. ‘Or perhaps gin for this girl of yours.’

But I was not to be so dismissed in this disagreeable place. Cornelius’s image swelled in my mind and, by impulse, I began to dance a step I knew well, my feet scuffing through the sand that gritted the floor. My hair, which reached right past my waist, spun around me like white lace and my sun-bleached arms flew towards the ceiling as if I really might fly.

Dolly, be good and true to you.

The people around me stopped their conversations and watched, feeding on my grace and lightness as I turned and skipped, faster and faster, forgetting my surroundings, forgetting myself. Someone began to sing a sailor’s hornpipe and another banged on the table, until all were singing and thumping, a few even getting up and attempting to join my dance. The landlord stared in surprise while, in the corner, the tall man’s expression grew darker, his frown deep and set.

‘Good God,’ exclaimed the landlord. ‘A sylph, indeed. She might be made of silver for all she glows. Wenham, your fortune is made, my man.’

So different was it to the London public houses that I let myself float in the cramped space, not concerning myself with anything or anyone. When I was done, there was a rush of silence. The singing and dancing and banging ceased as everyone regarded me with awe.

Mr Wenham clapped. Alone at first before the others joined him. The applause filled the smoky pub, confirming what I already knew I was destined to be.

A novelty act. The greatest.

Only the tall man – the driver – remained silent.

But I could not care.

Luck and fortune collided that night and I readily took each by the hand.
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NELL

January 2025

Clutching my purchases from the stationery shop, I wandered for a while along the twisted streets, peering in at shop windows, marvelling over a blue glass jar in one and an antique bowl in another. The last of the sun had leached away and already the pavements were twinkling with frost. I enjoyed watching couples and families sitting inside steam-filled cafés and restaurants. They clutched mugs of hot chocolate or glasses of wine, gathered around wooden boards of pizza and bowls of risotto, all happy and laughing, time suspended in some other blissful reality. I wanted to feel something of it and desperately scanned the area. On the corner of the square I spotted a neat red-brick pub, windows still decorated with Christmas lights that glowed brightly against the polished glass. The Black Bear. It looked homely despite a pub sign that alarmingly depicted a bear on its hind legs chained to a post. A relic from some dark past, I decided as I wandered across. I hovered by the door for a moment, trying to peek through the window to see what sort of a place it was. But it was too dim inside and I couldn’t make anything out, apart from two ornamental dogs on the windowsill and a small notice propped against the glass: WE’RE HIRING! BAR STAFF. JOIN OUR FRIENDLY TEAM.

I backed away, thinking about the bar work I’d done in the past.

Not now.

Now was time to move on.

I didn’t even want to consider it.

The pub sign creaked in the wind and my stomach plummeted as I had a sudden flashback to my earlier interview: Tracie’s critical stare, my sweaty palms, my nerves stretched tight.

I pulled my shoulders high. Who knows? I might still get the job. A miracle might happen. The new me, I reminded myself. Making my own way. And on impulse I pushed at the pub door and took a step inside.

Immediately I regretted it. The place was dark and claustrophobic thanks to the heavy wooden panelling, the low-beamed ceiling and the sombre green tiles at the bar. Not directly unpleasant, but there was something about the place that made me self-conscious, as if I was being watched. I looked around at the solemn pictures, drab with age; at a grotesque wooden hunting mask with empty eye sockets and a deformed mouth; at the head of some poor stag mounted on a plaque, glass eyes staring at nothing. Light jazz played as a backdrop to the scene, seemingly incongruous with the mood that lay heavy over the room. I drew myself tight, and as I crossed the heavily patterned carpet towards the bar the two orange-coloured porcelain dogs seemed to leer at me from the windowsill.

The girl serving was young, beautiful and looked at me as though she felt I had no right to be there. I eyed the exit. No, too obvious. And besides, I needed to learn to do things on my own. Be my own self. I tugged at my blouse and, cradling my purchases, tried to appear confident. There was a man sitting by a crackling fire close to the bar, obviously watching me while he sipped a glass of white wine. On the wall behind him was a dark oil painting of a serious-looking, old-fashioned gentleman whose gaze seemed to travel with me as I moved.

Eyes everywhere, I thought with a shiver.

‘What can I get you?’ The bar girl had a septum piercing and it glinted in the low mood lighting above the bar. She stared at me, like she was putting me to the test, daring me to make the right choice. Hardly demonstrating the ‘friendly team’, I thought with a sting of annoyance.

I glanced at the board behind the girl’s head. It seemed I’d walked into some sort of expensive gastropub that took its food and drink seriously. I swallowed, scanning the menu for the house wine. The jazz music rambled.

‘This is nice. If you like white,’ said the man. I turned to look at him. He was good-looking in an odd sort of way. Angular jaw, a trace of stubble, dark eyes with long black lashes, brown hair peppered with grey. But there was a strange lack of symmetry to his face, which made me look twice. It was a face I felt I needed to work out.

He held his glass to the light.

I faltered. I’d prefer red right now, a plummy glass of red on a winter’s evening, but negotiating the board was more than I could cope with. ‘A small glass of that white, please,’ I said, my voice rising like I was asking a question. Inwardly, I cursed myself for not even being able to order a drink on my own.

The bar girl raised an eyebrow. ‘We only sell it by the bottle.’

Heat rose to my cheeks. ‘Well, something else, then. I’m driving.’

Behind me, the man cleared his throat. I turned again. ‘Allow me,’ he said. He gestured to the bottle in front of him, a quarter already gone.

I shook my head, embarrassment and that intrusive sense of failure making me want to run back out into the street. But the man was already asking the bar girl for another glass, telling me he shouldn’t drink the whole bottle anyway and that, really, it was no bother. It was his pleasure.

Was he trying to hit on me? I wasn’t sure. But I felt awkward. It was obvious now that I had to sit with this stranger, that I was beholden to him. Worse, that I had to make small-talk and pretend to be someone interesting.

I took the chair opposite him, shoving my shopping underneath while he poured me a glass in a slow, easy movement. I sat and crossed my legs, hating the way my skirt was so constricting. Next to the fire, it was stifling. A trickle of sweat ran between my breasts and I noticed, with horror, a ladder running the length of my tights. The bar girl watched closely. I shuffled in my seat, my fingers so damp and slippery that I didn’t dare pick up the glass the man slid towards me.

‘So, I’m Jared,’ he said.

‘Nell.’

‘I saw you earlier. Going into Bea’s.’

I frowned, then remembered the bag beneath my feet. The name, BOHO BEA’S printed in flamboyant, swirling letters.

‘Very hippy,’ he said, with a laugh.

I shrugged.

Jared fingered the stem of his glass as silence spun between us. He looked up. ‘I live close by and was in town on an errand.’

Instinctively, I shot a glance over my shoulder at the row of townhouses. Soft light from the streetlamps seeped through the pub windows and there was laughter from out in the square. ‘Nice area to live,’ I said. Of course, living in the square was reserved for men like Jared; men who bought wine you could only buy in bottles.

He laughed. ‘I live a little way out, actually. A few miles out of Bodwick in fact,’ he said. ‘And how about you? Are you on a winter break, or—’

‘I’ve – we’ve – just moved here. My mum…’ I shook my head. Now was no time for memories. Instead, I found myself staring at the portrait above Jared’s head: the serious man with black eyes and sharp features. It was something to focus on – Abel Wenham, Bodwick, 1847. I twisted my hands in my lap. ‘But where we’re staying now is only temporary. Until we’ve found somewhere proper to live.’ I didn’t want to tell him about the guilt I felt and about how unsuitable and makeshift everything in my life was.

‘And who’s we?’

He was trying to find out whether I had a partner. And then I immediately felt stupid. Of course he wasn’t. He was just making desperate conversation because I wasn’t. He was probably wishing he hadn’t got himself into this situation and couldn’t wait till I’d finished my wine. I’d already caught him sneak a look at his watch.

‘Well?’ He drained his glass and immediately poured another. I wondered whether he was planning to drive.

I took a sip of my own wine. It warmed my belly and, after a couple more sips, I found myself telling him about Fern, about how we’d moved from London and how Fern had started at the school down the road. I didn’t mention the spare room, sensing that such a living arrangement was not, and would never be, a part of his world. ‘We just need somewhere bigger,’ I explained, as though it wasn’t the desperate situation it was. I steadied the waver in my voice. ‘We had to move, you see, and there wasn’t much around.’ I pictured the kitchen in the London house, Adam telling me coolly, distractedly, that he was seeing someone, that they wanted to move in together, that there was no place for me in his life anymore. After sixteen years. Sixteen bloody years. We fought, tried to negotiate and, after that, I lived out my sentence until we’d sorted a school for Fern, moving around the marital home like shadows, counting down the days to freedom. That was when the dreams had begun.

‘Well, I’m looking for a tenant, of sorts.’

I was jolted back to the present. Glasses clinked to one side of us. The bar girl was bringing in a load from the dishwasher, hanging wine glasses on an overhead rack where they swung and glistened in the soft lighting.

‘Excuse me?’ I sat tall.

‘Well, it’s more of a position, actually. You see, I need a house sitter for a few months, someone to make the place looked lived in. Minimal rent to pay – just a grand a month, including bills. It would be doing me a favour really.’

I leant forwards, fingering the stem of my glass. Abel Wenham looked down on me. Daring me. I noticed then that there was another figure, in the background of the picture. The ghost of a girl looking on at the man. As if from another dimension. The image made me uneasy and I withdrew my gaze, focusing back on Jared.

‘I haven’t been in the house long,’ he continued. ‘And I’ll admit the place is in a bit of a state. It belonged to my grandmother. She passed away last year and left it to me in her will. I don’t think she’d done much with it for years and it really shows. But you’d have it all to yourself.’

‘So, why—’

‘I’m an artist.’ Jared sighed. ‘I have a commission at Blackwater Tarn up in the Lake District and trying to sort things at short notice is tricky to say the least. That’s what I was out doing today – putting adverts for a house sitter up in shops, hoping to attract someone… I had a funny feeling I might strike lucky. Call it intuition or something.’ He shook his head. ‘God, that sounds weird. I mean…’ He took a large swig from his glass.

Was he a bit drunk? I flicked a look at my phone. Tracie, the manager, still hadn’t called. ‘So, what’s the catch?’

Jared smiled. ‘There isn’t one.’ He sat back, propped his hands behind his head. ‘There’s oodles of space, plenty of bedrooms, so your daughter could have her own room too. Rooms even, if she liked.’ He stared straight at me, as if trying to read my thoughts.

I looked away.

‘Well, it’s an option if you’re interested and you get really stuck. Here…’ he reached for a cord jacket slung over the bar. It was worn, patched at the elbows. Rummaging in the pocket, he drew out a piece of paper and a gold fountain pen. He scribbled down a number and wrote his name, Jared Raine, beneath. He handed me the paper. His writing was points and dashes, jagged and sloped heavily to the right.

‘You’re welcome to check it out, if you need to. Merry Hall, on the road east out of Bodwick. No obligation, of course.’ Jared tucked the pen back in his pocket.

I thanked him, folding the paper neatly. I had absolutely no intention of following through. I didn’t want to owe this stranger anything. I finished my wine far too quickly and slid off the stool. Carol’s spare room would do us just fine for now.

*   *   *

Tracie’s call came as I was driving back home. The office manager was sorry, but she didn’t think I was quite the right fit for the job. However, she’d keep me on file in case anything else came up. The call was short, direct, vacant.

All shreds of hope disintegrated as I pulled up outside Carol’s house, and quickly gave way to panic. What if I couldn’t get a job? What if no one would take me on? What if I had to go crawling back to Adam? I slammed the car door shut and headed for the house. I wanted to provide properly for myself and Fern. Be the parent I’d so needed myself.

When I got inside the house, Fern was sitting on the top step of the stairs, stabbing at her phone screen furiously. ‘Nice of you to show up,’ she said, as I approached. ‘It’s not as though I have homework to do or anything. I sent you a million texts.’

I quickened my step as best I could in the ridiculous skirt. Of course, there was only one key to the room, and I had it. Carol had talked about getting another one cut but that hadn’t quite happened yet. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said, glancing at my watch. It was later than I thought and the traffic coming out of Bodwick had been awful. I tried to smile but Fern’s scowl made it impossible. ‘I had a couple of things to do after my interview.’

‘Like buy fresh milk?’

My stomach dropped. ‘God, no. I forgot. But I did buy…’ I realised, in a rush, that I’d left my shopping in the Black Bear. How stupid. I’d have to go back.

Fern sighed, moving out of the way so I could open the door. ‘You smell of wine,’ she said as I squeezed past.

The place stank. A mixture of sleep, damp bath towels, dirty linen, all sitting in a closed space for the day. And above that, everything was laced with the odour of Pickles. I opened the windows, but it was useless. It was too cold, and I shut the sharpness out again.

‘Hey, how was school?’ I said as brightly as I could manage.

Fern slouched over to the armchair and sat heavily. ‘Alright, I suppose.’

‘You obviously made friends. You went for hot chocolate.’

Fern shrugged. ‘Can I go into town on Saturday? Just to hang out.’

I smiled. ‘Of course.’

‘My black top needs washing.’

I shot a look at the dirty linen, piled high by the side of my bed. ‘I was going to hand-wash that lot after supper. We can’t use the washing machine again until next week.’

‘What is for supper?’

‘I can do pasta.’ I saw Fern’s face. ‘Or sausages and baked beans?’

‘Can’t we have something different? Something proper?’

I pictured Adam in the London kitchen: sushi, Thai curry, banh mi. The aroma of spice, the colours, the lively energy of it all. Two glasses of wine on the work surface – we’d chat while he cooked – and I’d be dressed up because he needed me to look good, he demanded it. Like that, I’d regale him with all the amusing stories I’d thought up, exaggerating things to make the events of my life – the endless coffees, gym visits and shopping trips with my equally bored girlfriends – more interesting. None of it had ever felt real though, and I’d always known I was pretending just to keep up with people who had never seen a different side of life. But Adam would laugh and brush his fingers across my shoulders as he moved about the kitchen, throwing exotic ingredients in pans, crushing garlic, opening packets of grains I’d never heard of. Though all that hadn’t happened for a while; maybe my stories had dried up, or I’d let myself slip. Recently, I’d experimented by growing my hair out of its neat straight bob and buying a pair of purple Doc Martens.

‘I’ll go and sort something,’ I said, heading for the door. I wanted to be clear of the kitchen before Carol started cooking her gristly-looking meat and boiled vegetables.

Fern turned on her laptop. It whirred to life as she drew out a history textbook.

‘There’s no Wi-Fi,’ she said a moment later. ‘How am I supposed to do my homework? It’s online.’

I opened the door. ‘It’ll come back,’ I said. ‘Just give it a minute.’

But when I returned with two plates of beans on toast, it hadn’t come back and, with that, the atmosphere darkened. We ate our pathetic supper in near silence. Fern didn’t ask about the interview, and I didn’t admit how I’d failed. I tried to ask about the new school instead but that attempt soon fizzled out, so I washed the clothes in our small bedroom sink and took it all downstairs to the pulley airer. Then, while Fern buried herself in a book, I sat with my laptop on the bed and tried to work on finding a job.

It began to rain. I tried to rewrite my CV, but the words wouldn’t come. What was I good at? What decent experience did I have? Who even was I? I stared blankly at the screen, the cursor flashing. I tried a few job sites instead, but the internet signal kept coming and going, and I quickly saw there was nothing quite suitable anyway: I didn’t have the right experience, the right qualifications, the right personal specifications. All I knew how to do was order a skinny latte and unroll a yoga mat. And before that, pull pints. The rain turned heavier, great soulful drops that hit the bedroom window like bullets. I sighed.

‘Mum, my duvet’s wet.’

‘What? Seriously?’

‘Yeah, feel.’

I leapt up and scrambled over to Fern’s bed. There was water, not much, but there was a steady drip coming from a dirty yellow patch on the ceiling. ‘Shit.’

Fern looked at me.

‘We’ll have to let Carol know.’

‘Now?’ Fern shot a look at the window, at the rain lashing down, beating the panes in fury. It was turning to sleet.

I shook my head. ‘She’ll be in bed already – you know how she is. I’ll talk to her tomorrow. There’s nothing she can do tonight anyway. Look, you have my bed. I’ll put a towel down where the leak is, and in the morning…’

*   *   *

In the morning, things were much worse. I woke to find Fern standing at the bottom of my bed, holding something black.

‘Look what’s happened,’ she said the moment I opened my eyes.

I shifted in the bed. Despite the towel, I could feel the duvet, heavy and sodden on my feet. I rubbed my eyes. I’d been dreaming about Adam. So vividly it was almost as if he was there in the room with me. After pressing my fingertips against my eyelids, I opened my eyes fully. For a second, everything was blurry, then I realised that Fern was holding her favourite top, still wet from downstairs.

‘Look what Pickles has done,’ said Fern. ‘It must have fallen from the airer.’ She was close to tears. Angry tears, a culmination of everything. ‘See.’ Fern held out the top for me to inspect the damage.

It was bad. Irreparable. Pulled threads, a hole, the fabric chewed and smelly with saliva. ‘We can buy a new top,’ I said at once. ‘Before Saturday. I promise, Fern. You could meet me in town after school today. We could—’

‘No!’

I flinched. Fern threw the top to the floor and rooted around on the other bed. She found her phone and stormed across the room towards the door. The flimsy clothes rail shook. A miniature earthquake.

‘Where are you going?’

Fern stopped. ‘I’m phoning Dad. I’m going to get him to take me away from here. I hate it and I want to go home.’

I swung myself to the edge of my own bed, my heart thumping. ‘Fern, no. Please, no. The dreams. What about the dreams? You can’t do this.’ You need me, I almost added.

She glared across the gulf between us. ‘Why not? What’s stopping me?’

I grabbed my bag, fumbled about inside and found the crumpled bit of paper from the day before. My hands shook as I unfolded it, saw the number and the slanted handwriting. Black ink. Real ink. A gold fountain pen, Jared’s strong steady hand. ‘I’ve found us somewhere to live.’ My voice trembled. A grand a month. I would just have to find a job – any job – to cover it. There had to be something out there for me. There had to be. I gulped back my uncertainty. ‘Well, at least I think I’ve found somewhere. I’m going to check it out today.’

Fern lowered her phone.

‘It’s on the other side of town, just a little way out from your school. We’d have our very own place. House-sitting for an artist. So, no room sharing, no leaks. You could catch a bus to school and…’ I found my own phone and slowly and carefully punched Jared’s number in… ‘I think it’ll be just perfect for us.’
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DOLLY

March 1847

We left the Black Bear, the sullen driver struggling to the new carriage with the cat basket, while Mr Wenham and I followed behind. The showman was still full of praise and elation after my performance.

‘Miss Dove, you dance like an unearthly being,’ he declared. ‘Never before have I seen such deftness, such seamless flow. A mere slip of a thing, an apparition. A sylph of the heavenly realm. Why, I do believe you might fly!’

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘Did you not see how all looked upon you? How you were admired and applauded by the assembly.’

The driver quickened his step. The basket joggled.

I inhaled the cutting air, shivering in my poor show dress. ‘I felt that the audience enjoyed my performance, sir.’

Mr Wenham laughed loudly and at length. ‘Very good, Miss Dove, very good. Your modesty suits you well. I can see that we will work well together. You will certainly dance at the Black Bear again. It is a venue well suited to trying out our acts before we move on to greater things.’

We reached the carriage, and he helped me inside.

And from there we made the remainder of our journey to Merry Hall. The roads worsened and became tracks. We bumped and shook our way uphill from Bodwick, the path so narrow that overhanging branches whipped the sides of the carriage and beat the roof. The horse was slow, and the only lights were those from the carriage lanterns. The sky, however, was filled with a myriad of stars and I fancied that my spirit soared to greet them. There it flew amongst them so that all that was left of my physical form was a shell. A shell of a girl who had left everything she knew for a life yet unknown.

Eventually, the carriage slowed, and the driver shouted something I could not quite catch. I peered into the black to hear iron gates clanging back. The horse whinnied a homecoming and then there was an uneven shaking as the driver resumed his position on the box seat. The carriage rolled forwards once more, rounding the front of an enormous house. A dark mass, unlit and silent.

‘Merry Hall,’ Mr Wenham announced. ‘And about time too!’ He flung open the carriage door and once more I was lifted to the ground, where I stood shivering in the cold night air. Trees crowded in on the place and the wind disturbed their foliage, the rushing sound whispering secrets that I longed to know.

I looked about me but could see very little. The drive stretched out either side of me into the dark and the solid lump of a house lay ahead, three, perhaps even four times the size of my tenement building in London. And to think that this would be my new home. I breathed in the cutting air, sharp after the heaviness of London fog, then jumped as Mr Wenham banged his stick against the dash. ‘Jack, unload the basket of cats while I show Miss Dove to the hall.’

The driver grunted, and as he came closer, I realised just how tall he was, his frame a darker shape in the black. He walked in large, lolloping steps as if he were a puppet on strings. I shrank as he moved around the side of the carriage to fetch the cats, his footfall surprisingly light, but his presence equal to his size. He did not acknowledge me as he swept past, only caught me on the cheek with the arm of his thick woven jacket.

I flinched. Stepped back.

‘Quickly, Miss Dove. You’ll catch your death out here. Jack will follow on.’ Mr Wenham was at my side, an arm cupping my elbow with a familiarity I felt we had not yet properly established. I took tiny steps over a deeply rutted drive, and as we approached the house, I quickly felt glad of Mr Wenham’s guiding hand, for I surely would have fallen without it. In the dark, I could make out little more of the hall even as we reached it, save for a mountain of steps up to the entrance and the grand porch held by four stone pillars.

As there were no house servants, Mr Wenham unlocked the front door himself and ushered me into a large hall. It was dark and cold, the large fireplace empty and the room lit by a single candelabra that stood on a nearby sideboard. Mr Wenham reached for it and circled it around himself so that the flames wavered, drawing streaks of gold through the air. In this way, I was afforded a first impression of my surroundings. I was standing on a chequered floor; a giant chessboard of sorts and we pawns on the edge. The walls were dark and panelled halfway, then papered in green to the ceiling, where a large plaster rose adorned the central point. And, on one side, a staircase reached to the second floor with a banister that ended in a pleasant swirl of carved wood.

Mr Wenham rubbed his hands. The sound was dry and drew my attention back to him. The candelabra was back in place. He smiled. ‘I will get some chocolate heated for you and see that a fire is made up in your room.’

‘There is no need for the chocolate, sir,’ I said, for I felt I could not consume another thing. ‘Although it is a little chilly. A fire, perhaps—’

‘Ida will do that. Where is the wretched woman? Ida!’ His voice was loud, gusting around the hall and up to the high ceiling like a storm.

There was a scuttling from the floor above. Mr Wenham’s eyes met mine. ‘Ida is a marvel in my show, but as a housekeeper she is quite impossible.’

A figure appeared at the top of the broad stairway; a short woman in a dark dress with a bell-shaped skirt that grazed the floor. She held a lighted candle, the flame flickering meekly as she began her descent, her unoccupied hand brushing the banister. She reached the bottom and stood, motionless, eyes averted. ‘Sir?’

‘Have a fire made up for Miss Dove. The east bedroom, I think, next to mine. Plenty of pillows, good linen, the best Marseille quilt.’

‘Yes, sir.’

As I regarded the woman taking her orders, I marvelled at how my fortune had changed. And once Cornelius was with me, it would be all the better. I hugged myself with the promise, praying too that, in the meantime, my brother did not think me fallen to some terrible misfortune.

Mr Wenham stepped closer to me. ‘Miss Dove, this is Ida the Bear Lady. She will see that you have everything you need. And the man bringing in the cats is Jack the Posturer. He is so called because he can rearrange himself into an amazement of contortions. The audiences quite adore him.’

The Bear Lady looked up and proffered her hand for me to shake. Here, as I grasped her fingers, I tried not to show my surprise. For they were covered in fine hair, warm to the touch, soft like the fur on a kitten. And her face – her face sprouted clumps of black bristles, forming a beard that grew in uneven tufts and in parts reached to her chest.

‘Pleased… pleased to meet you,’ I faltered, uncertain where to hold my attention. She took in my own appearance without amazement, only sniffing and rearranging her candleholder so that the wax did not drip. ‘I am Miss Dolly Dove,’ I added, to fill the space left by her silence.

Ida the Bear Lady dropped her gaze and let her hand fall limply from mine.

‘I am here to join your act.’ I puffed up my chest. ‘I have had experience in the London theatres!’

Mr Wenham smothered a laugh.

‘It is said that I have great talent,’ I added, eager to show my worthiness and not, for one moment, considering how vain I might have sounded to the unsuspecting Bear Lady. ‘See!’ I twirled, letting my pathetic show dress float up in the gloom. It came to rest like a rag against my petticoats. ‘I can sing too. Give me a song – any song – and I will show you.’

‘I will make up your room,’ said the Bear Lady, and, without another word, she retreated up the stairs into the gloom, a small shuffling figure, lonely in the yawing expanse of the great hall.

Such was my welcome to Merry Hall on that cold evening in March.
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NELL

January 2025

Jared sounded surprised on the phone and I immediately regretted calling. But after that he said yes, of course, I should pop over later that afternoon, and that, no, it wasn’t a problem or an inconvenience; he had nothing much on. He almost sounded relieved by the time the call ended.

I dressed in trousers and a Vogue sweatshirt that day. Sophisticated. Neutral. It was the well-worn mask I needed to help me focus. Focus on the here and now. Focus on myself and Fern. Our future.

And all day, I found I could think of nothing else. The future that wound ahead of us like a road into thick fog. As I drove Fern to school and then on to the supermarket, I replayed the surprise in Jared’s voice, almost convincing myself it was a really bad idea. Could I actually afford it, even if I did like the place? And besides, how would Fern feel about living out of town in the middle of nowhere? Was that really the future I wanted for my daughter?

Fern.

I rummaged through the bargains section in the supermarket, reminding myself that Fern was the whole reason I was checking out this place. Or, at least, most of the reason. And anyway, it was just house-sitting; that was all. It wasn’t a long-term commitment. And Jared, with his searching eyes and pointed questions, well, we’d probably never even see him. He’d be miles away in the Lake District. We’d have our own space and Fern would love living somewhere old, somewhere in which she could feel the history. She was like that, always poking around for snippets of the past, visiting museums and ancient churches. I lifted my shoulders, plonking a squashed loaf of bread and a bag of nearly out-of-date crackers in my trolley. The feta was only edging towards its use-by as well, so I grabbed two blocks, plus a cheap shower gel and, on impulse, a rich scarlet lipstick. Yes, it would be alright; it would be the two of us, and right now I just needed a place to make into a simple, comforting home. A job would follow, I was sure of it.

The day passed in a rush and, with late afternoon approaching, I had a surge of adrenaline. I set off for Merry Hall via the Black Bear to retrieve my purchases from the day before. This time there was no jazz, just heavy silence, but it was the same bar girl and she looked vaguely amused as she passed the bags over.

‘So, are you going to house-sit for the artist?’ she said.

‘What? How did you—’

‘You weren’t exactly talking quietly yesterday. I couldn’t help hearing.’ The girl looked at me as if I was the one in the wrong. ‘Are you going to live there?’

‘I’m not sure. I haven’t looked at it yet.’ I watched as the girl straightened the bottles of wine on the counter. Why was I even explaining myself to someone who was probably only a few years older than Fern?

‘It’s huge, Merry Hall,’ continued the girl. She traced a finger down the neck of one of the bottles. ‘No one’s been near it for years. The artist’s nan – Margaret Raine – basically shut herself away and didn’t speak to anyone. People said she was mad. Probably just dementia, bless her.’ She paused and looked beyond me. I turned to see what she was looking at and found myself staring at the painting of Abel Wenham.

‘When she died – Margaret, I mean – hardly anyone went to her funeral,’ continued the girl, aligning a couple more bottles and drawing my attention back to the bar. ‘I heard there were only five people at the church and one of those was the vicar. Imagine that. She was ninety-three and had no one. No friends or anything. How sad is that? I guess most of them had already died off, but you’d have thought she’d have some family show up. Given she left him the house, the artist could at least…’ she stopped as a fire door behind the bar swung open, emitting smells of fried food and dishwasher detergent. A middle-aged lady with bleached hair and cherry-red lipstick emerged, holding a crate of glasses.

‘Becca, you’re needed in the kitchen,’ she said briskly. ‘I’ll take over here. Johnny’s gone on his break.’ The lady adjusted her demeanour and smiled at me, broadly. A front, I realised at once. The girl retreated, a scowl travelling across her face which she did nothing to hide.

‘What would you like?’ the lady asked, dumping the crate on the bar. The glasses clattered.

‘Er… nothing.’ I held up my bags. ‘I left these here yesterday. Your colleague – Becca – remembered me.’

The lady sniffed and glanced at the kitchen door with a shake of her head.

‘Thank you,’ I offered. I turned to leave when the job advertisement in the window caught my eye. I hesitated before edging back to the bar. ‘You have a position going?’ I said in a quiet voice.

The lady looked me up and down. ‘Interested?’

I made an effort to smile but I felt empty, resigned. ‘I’ve worked in a pub before,’ I said. ‘In London. I enjoyed it. I’m a hard worker and I—’

‘Send me your CV. Our email address is on the website, together with the details. It’s six six-hour shifts a week, maybe some extra, if you’re lucky. Minimum wage.’ She ran manicured nails across the shiny bar top. ‘I’m the manager. Pam.’

I held on to my smile as the front door edged open. A couple came in, a man and woman, young, well-dressed, fitting for the place.

‘Well, thanks,’ I mumbled. ‘Thanks for my bags.’

Pam nodded, but her attention was on the couple as they made their way to the bar. The woman had long black hair and a well-cut coat and seemed to judge me as she passed by, leaving a trail of expensive-smelling perfume behind her. I snugged into my shapeless polar bear-like coat and scuttled towards the door as the couple began discussing the wine list with confidence. They reminded me of the life I’d left.

I muttered my thanks once more, said I’d send over my CV and, clutching my bags, headed out into the street where I’d left the car.

*   *   *

Merry Hall was about two miles out of Bodwick, just as Jared had said. I took the winding road out of town and soon found myself driving through bleak grey countryside that stretched out forever under a bruised winter sky. The sallow sun was struggling, and I knew it wouldn’t be long before it faded altogether. Already there were smudges of dark on the horizon and skeletal trees were silhouetted against the sky, stark and deformed.

After a few false turns, I found it. Merry Hall. I cut the engine and sat in the car for a moment, breathing, gathering myself. It looked anything but merry. It was large and gloomy, surrounded by iron railings and thick barbed wire. The dark sash windows gaped like missing teeth, the austere slated roof looked down severely, and the red brick stood dirty and muted. A network of dead wisteria clung to the walls, bare and untidy. The whole place looked forlorn, beaten by years of neglect. I thought about Jared. Was this the sort of place that inspired artists to create masterpieces? Or maybe he would do it up and sell?

I struggled out of the car and on to a muddy drive, scarred by deep tyre tracks. There was a cobbled area too, green with moss and caked with rotten leaves, home to a worn set of steps, which I supposed must have been used to mount horses in the olden days. I stepped tentatively, my feet uncertain on the stiff mud, frozen hard despite the rain the night before. My trousers billowed as I walked, my hair blew back in long tendrils and an icy chill slapped my cheeks. I looked back at the narrow, snake-like road I’d just driven down, smelt the surrounding woodland and rotting mulch. It seemed so isolated, just sodden earth and wind and decay. I wrapped my arms across my chest and turned my attention back to the house, mounting the steep steps to the front door with a feeling of trepidation.

My nerves prickled as I tried the doorbell – an old-fashioned chain that hung to one side of the door. I heard no ringing from the inside and no one answered. I shook my hair back and rapped on the wooden door instead; the bell was probably broken. Still nothing. But then I heard footsteps. There was a rattle as someone fiddled with the lock.

No going back.

‘Nell, hi.’ Jared leant against the doorframe. He noted the doorbell chain swinging. ‘Doesn’t work,’ he commented. He brushed his hair from his face and smiled. This time he was wearing an Aran jumper and baggy jeans, splattered in paint. On his feet were thick knitted socks.

There was a moment of silence.

‘Er… hi… the house-sitting position?’ I fumbled.

‘Yeah, sure.’ Jared pulled himself straight and stepped aside for me. ‘Come on in. You can leave your shoes by the door if you like.’ It was an order, I realised, slipping out of my trainers. My feet felt naked in my thin socks, icy on the chequered floor tiles. He didn’t offer to take my coat.

I passed him into the mouth of the house: a square hall, dark in the failing light. To one side was a staircase, which must have been exquisite in its day but was now dotted with the telltale holes of woodworm infestation. The wall opposite was blank but for dark textured wallpaper sitting above wooden panelling.

Jared held his arm out. ‘Keep on going. The door at the far side.’

I reached the door and let Jared pass me in an awkward movement that felt far too close. He opened the door, releasing the scent of lemon cleaner, fresh and stringent, welcome after the damp smell I’d detected in the hall. Above the lemon was the smell of fresh coffee.

‘Can I get you a drink?’ he said. ‘I’ve just run the percolator. I read somewhere that the smell of coffee is supposed to entice people into wanting to live somewhere.’ Another silence. Then he laughed. ‘Hey, smile – I was only joking.’

I laughed back, not realising I was looking so serious. ‘A coffee would be great. Thanks.’ I forced a smile, wiped my palms against my trousers, then followed him into the throat of a long, wide kitchen. The space claimed me, its dark interior cluttered with bottles, jars and, amid the chaos, an enormous crystal fruit bowl filled with black-spotted bananas and shrivelled apples. A Welsh dresser stood at one side of the room, crowded with plates, and a sturdy table sat opposite. The walls were painted caterpillar green, and they pressed in and held us both in place as if about to swallow. It was oppressive. A monster coffee percolator dominated a section of the worktop and Jared pulled two mugs from a cupboard above it. He poured the coffee and handed me a mug. His fingers were long and surprisingly willowy. I took a sip. The coffee was strong and bitter, and it made me wince.

‘Apologies for the mess,’ he said, sensing my reaction. ‘I don’t cook.’ He gestured to an ancient microwave hulking in a corner. ‘I survive on ready meals, caffeine and alcohol.’ There were rows of marmalade jars next to the percolator. ‘And Gran had a thing about marmalade, apparently. You can use it up if you like. Can’t stand it, personally.’

I smiled, politely.

‘There’s one thing you need to know about this place: it seems Gran had a habit of collecting stray cats. They come occasionally, so I put food out for them. Not sure if that’s right, but I don’t know what else to do, apart from block up the cat flap. And that seems cruel.’ He nodded over at the flap in the lower half of the back door. ‘Gran certainly bought enough grub for them. Look.’ He swung open a cupboard door to reveal rows and rows of identical cat food tins. ‘She obviously encouraged them,’ said Jared, closing the cupboard again.

I took another sip of coffee and looked past the kitchen through the back window and into the alluring expanse of the garden. It was overgrown, but I could picture myself out there, pottering between the flowerbeds, walking on the frosty lawn, sitting with a book in the garden hut nestled at the far end. There were woods too, with a little gate leading out to them.

‘So, do you want see the rest of the house?’ said Jared sucking me back into the kitchen.

I laid my coffee on the worktop, amid the chaos of cereal boxes and jars of marmalade. ‘Yes, of course. I—’

‘It’s in a godawful state. Parts of it were damaged by a fire years ago and restored really badly. But what it lacks in décor, it certainly makes up for in space and atmosphere.’ He put his coffee down too. ‘Come on, let me give you the grand tour.’

Jared headed out of the kitchen and back into the hall. Then he led me from room to room on the ground floor, our footsteps echoing on the bare floors, our voices skimming the high ceilings. As we traipsed through the sparsely furnished rooms, I had the impression that there was something following us, that I had disturbed things somehow. It was a feeling I’d had once before when I’d visited a ruined abbey in Yorkshire with Fern. I could have sworn then that something had been close behind us as we inspected the crumbling walls and wandered through the derelict spaces and, as I’d stared into the blue sky where the roof had once been, I’d been sure that someone had placed a careful hand on my arm. It was just that same feeling I had now. The sense of times crossing. On several occasions, I turned my head, expecting to see someone. But there was no one. Just space and a dead silence. It was because the place was so old and empty, I reasoned. Damp and decrepit too, I thought, sniffing the dull, musty air.

‘As you can see, I’ve not done much work on the house,’ said Jared as we re-entered the hall. ‘When I’m next back, I guess I need to make it all a bit more homely. Spend a bit of money on it.’ He stopped. ‘Look, here’s the room I’ve been using as a studio.’ He unlocked a door situated at the foot of the stairs.

The pungent smell of paints assaulted me as I followed him into a dim room. The curtains were closed, blocking out what remained of the sunlight. I lingered on the threshold, my gaze travelling around the room, exploring the confusion of things: the easel, a table covered in paints and sable brushes, shelves weighted with volumes of art books, empty packing cases, a table loaded with tubes of paints, jars of pencils, boxes of charcoals. And the artwork itself. It was everywhere; propped against the walls, against the fireplace, stacked against the bookshelves.

Jared flung the curtains back, allowing a weak light to trespass in. ‘This is the only room that really matters,’ he said. ‘And the one room I’ll leave locked when I’m away.’ He looked at me. ‘Not that I don’t trust you. It’s just that this is my life’s work and—’

‘I understand,’ I said, staring at the pictures. They were horrible: skulls, carcasses, figures that were human but not quite human, a waterfall running with blood, a fox with two heads, a chick without a beak.

‘Pretty dark, huh?’ said Jared. But he was smiling. ‘My style’s not quite to everyone’s taste but—’

‘It’s great,’ I lied. ‘You’re clearly talented.’

Jared sighed, the smile dissolving. ‘It’s not easy, the creative life.’ He fingered one of his works; a portrait of a girl with hollowed-out eyes, a maggot worming from one of the holes. ‘But this is who I am. What I do. And fortunately, for me at least, it pays. Even if it is bloody stressful.’

I shivered. I wanted to get out of the room, away from these awful pictures. The thought that Jared would be locking the room was definitely a comfort. I did not, for one minute more, want to be anywhere near these paintings.

Silence spread across the room while the pictures seemed to crowd in on me, demanding something, wanting me to respond.

‘Let me show you the upstairs,’ said Jared, cutting through the awkwardness. ‘If you’re done here.’

‘I’m done,’ I said quickly. ‘I mean, your work’s good and I really like it. I—’

Jared laughed. ‘You don’t have to say that. As I said, it’s not everyone’s thing. I know that.’ He led me back into the darkened hallway.

‘You can use most of the rooms upstairs. I’ve claimed the large bedroom at the front, but apart from that… Oh, there’s an old servants’ staircase behind the door at the far end of the kitchen, but don’t use it. I tried and nearly broke my bloody neck. The steps are rotten right through.’ He grinned and tapped the ornate newel post. ‘Use these if you want to avoid certain death.’

He led the way up to a gallery landing. A large, ugly chest sat at the top of the steps. ‘A proper antique,’ said Jared. ‘Hideous, isn’t it?’ I said nothing and looked about me. The whole gallery was jammed with junk. As well as the antique trunk, we had to skirt past boxes heaped with musty books, old Country Life magazines, yellowing papers, bin bags bulging with clothes and fabrics. ‘All Gran’s crap,’ explained Jared. ‘I should probably just chuck the lot.’

He led me past it all, close by the gallery railing. Looking down from it to the chequered floor below made me dizzy. I stepped back.

‘So, here’s one of the bedrooms.’ Jared opened the door nearest to him and motioned for me to see inside. My spirits brightened. The room was light but clean, the view from the windows looking right out over the hills that encircled Bodwick. I imagined myself out walking with a backpack and flask of milky coffee, the wind blowing through my hair, the seasons flushing my cheeks. This will be my room, I thought.

As I looked, a sudden shaft of late-afternoon light pushed through the trees, flooding the window and throwing block patterns across the wall, shining on dust motes that danced through the air. There was a fresh smell; of polish and washed linen; the smell of hope and of better things to come.

I breathed deeply, feeling heady. Giddy even.

The light died and the space looked dull, the bed old and scratched, the duvet cover tired after too much washing.

Jared headed out of the room. ‘And there’s another bedroom next to this.’

I stepped back on to the landing, where Jared was holding open the adjacent door. I entered a smaller room with an open fireplace, a narrow bed and a low wooden chair. There was a tiny window at the far end and, above my head, a flaking ceiling rose next to a small loft-hatch strung with cobwebs. The air was like ice. It was as if a solid block of cold had slammed into us.

‘My God, it’s freezing,’ said Jared. He rubbed his hands together. ‘I’ve not run the heating up here for a while, mind.’

I shivered, my breath curling in front of me. I thrust my hands into my pockets. ‘The other room wasn’t like this,’ I said. ‘But I guess this one doesn’t catch the sun in the same way.’

‘The room faces east. You get to see the sun rise over the hills from here.’ Jared cleared his throat, backing out of the bedroom as if he’d suddenly remembered something. ‘The bathroom’s on the other side of the landing. It has one of those grand old claw-foot tubs. Come and see.’

I followed him, somehow unable to throw off the feeling that something was still watching us.

Across the gallery, Jared opened a door into a large room dominated by the old-fashioned bathtub. An unruly Swiss cheese plant jungled its way across a scratched laminate floor and grey cobwebs stretched across the ceiling like whiskery bunting.

‘So, what do you think?’ he said. He gave me a wide smile. ‘I know the whole house needs work but there’s plenty of space.’

‘It’s huge,’ I said. ‘Lots of potential. And the rent’s really as low as you said?’

Jared waved dismissively. ‘To be honest, it’s been hard finding someone.’ He dug a hand in his pocket. ‘People who live in Bodwick don’t want to house-sit. Especially out of town,’ he added, seeing my confused look. ‘And Bodwick’s hardly a big draw for outsiders.’

‘I see.’ I swung a final look around the landing as Jared headed for the stairs. I’d been drawn here. On the conviction that I’d get a job, that I’d feel some connection to my history here. That I’d find out why, when the drink got to Mum, she’d talk about it. Bodwick. She would swirl the word around and around her mouth, where it would stick. It was like she couldn’t swallow. Or spit it out either. Nothing she said ever made any sense to me, although the references got more and more frequent. Especially towards the end.

Memories I couldn’t erase.

‘My mum lived in Bodwick,’ I said, my thoughts spilling over.

Jared paused. Turned. I could tell he didn’t really know what to say.

I made myself tall. ‘I guess that’s why I’m here. I wanted to find out about her.’

He opened his mouth to speak.

‘My relationship with her was a bit complicated, for various reasons.’ I fumbled in my pocket and retrieved a crumpled photo from my wallet. ‘That was her. Mum.’ Unexpected tears pricked my eyes. ‘I don’t suppose you ever met her?’

‘Let’s see.’ Jared took the photo, peered at it, shifting from one foot to the other. He shook his head. ‘Thing is, I only stepped foot in Bodwick for the first time when Gran died,’ he said, handing it back. ‘But she’s pretty, your mum. Nice smile.’

‘Was.’

Jared frowned. ‘Was pretty. She passed away. After an illness.’

Jared looked away. ‘I’m sorry.’

But I held up a hand. ‘My fault. Entirely. It was years ago but I—’

‘If it helps, I know what it is to lose a parent, even if he was a selfish bullying git. Dad passed away when I was eighteen. Motorcycle accident. That’s why this house came straight to me.’

I smiled, hoping that we were sharing something. That he understood.

But he turned and took the stairs fast, two at a time. He said something about referees, keys and moving-in dates, to which I found myself nodding. He was putting on a front, I realised, not wanting to fall into the clutch of memory and painful relationships.

Fair enough. I got it.

I let my gaze travel around the hall, trying to picture myself coming in after a walk, slinging my boots by the door, Fern’s school bag dumped by the sideboard, my own handbag next to it. Jared was talking about setting up a direct debit if I decided I wanted the house – he’d email me the details later. He’d be there for a few days to help us settle in, but then he’d be away for several months – at least three, maybe four. He was painting a mural, he said. For some loaded couple who’d just renovated a place on the edge of Blackwater Tarn. The arrangement on Merry Hall wouldn’t be long term, as he wanted to sell. And, importantly, he didn’t want me to contact him while he was in the Lakes as he didn’t like being interrupted while he was working. Unless there was a real emergency, of course.

I headed towards him, wanting to say that I’d need the weekend to think about it. But, instead, I found myself saying that I liked the house; that I could easily see about a bus to Fern’s school; that I’d send him the names of referees as soon as I could, and set up a direct debit.

Everything was happening too quickly, a waterfall of words and decisions.

As if the choice had already been made for me.
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DOLLY

January 2025

I follow the man and woman to the front door. He strides confidently, but she’s a little hesitant, stopping, glancing once more at the hall, at the wide staircase and the chequered floor. She adjusts the collar on her coat, tugs at her trousers, bites her lower lip. Then slips her feet into her shoes. She is unsure for reasons she can’t yet unravel. She may change her mind still.

But I need her here.

I have lured her this far.

I must do something.

Opening my mouth to speak, I choke; it is as if my throat is filled with sawdust or maybe years of dark emptiness. I realise too that her mind is closing, and she would not hear me even if I could speak. She is convincing herself that what she feels in the house is all in her mind.

So, instead, I recall my mother’s love before she left us, channelling the strength of the emotion. Remembering how, each night, she would allow Cornelius and me to clamber on to her lap where she would tell stories of nymphs and cherubs, dragons and golden treasure. The stories I have kept close.

I let the memory take form and it floats.

The woman smiles, caught by her own remembering, and she turns away from me to catch up with the man, stopping only briefly to examine a moth seemingly crouched by the door. She does not realise that it is dead. Nor does she realise there is a dark figure sweeping across the room behind her, dense over those olive-green walls, black as midnight. She does not notice the light flicker as the figure follows her towards the door.

She does not know that I will pay for this.
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NELL

January 2025

I got into the car, my head reeling. Everything had happened so quickly. I hadn’t really had time to think, to allow my impression of the house to settle before agreeing to move in. But then, I reasoned, what was there to think about? The house was large and the low rent was crazy. Jared seemed pleasant, even if his artwork wasn’t, and we’d have all the space and privacy we needed once he went away.

As I jammed the key into the ignition, I thought about the room I was going back to, how unsuitable it was for us, how it had only ever been a temporary solution while I looked for something else. How, really, I had no choice. I would make this work. I just had to, or Fern would demand to live with Adam and that – that thought – was quite out of the question. No, I would clean Merry Hall from top to bottom, let Fern have whichever room she wanted. I would set up my laptop in the kitchen and would do some writing, even. I’d been a member of a couple of online writing groups in the past. Maybe I could do that again. I could finish the novel I’d been trying to write for years, if only for fun. Then, in quiet moments, I would sit staring out into nowhere, watching the night skies and scarlet mornings through the trees. Or I’d curl up with a book in front of the large fireplace in the lounge and shut everything out.

I would also get a job. I would need to get a job.

Impulsively, I drew out my phone and found the website for the Black Bear. Then I sent an email to Pam the manager, forwarding my scant CV and shooting a half-felt prayer into the winter sky, hoping that someone or something would catch it and take pity.

Then I drove away from the house towards the little lane, glancing in the mirror to see Jared still on the driveway, watching. Unmoving. A solitary figure in the last slips of light.

Another thought struck me as I flicked on the indicator. It had been strange, really. When I was leaving the house, I’d been caught by a sudden memory of Fern as a little girl. Reading her bedtime stories. Beauty and the Beast had been her favourite. I remembered how close I’d felt to her then, how safe I’d felt in the knowledge that she needed me. I wanted to feel like that again and that, I reminded myself as I wove down the narrow road towards Bodwick, that was what the move was all about.

No more bad dreams, no more pretending. The house would be a beautiful bubble for the two of us to rebuild our lives.

By the time I reached Carol’s house, the first flakes of snow were drifting through the dark sky, cotton wisps of quiet magic, so beautiful, so peaceful that I was sure that everything would be alright.

Merry Hall was going to be perfect.
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DOLLY

January 2025

He rages that night and comes to me as soon as the feeble sun slips into oblivion and the shadows mount in the corners of Merry Hall. As the glimmering light dwindles, the encroaching darkness blurs all edges, distorts boundaries until there is nothing left but the two of us.

He is at his worst. He does not want the woman to live here and blames me for using the man to call her to this place.

I cower, feeling the cold of the years press upon me. As he stalks the walls, he disturbs memories, agitates old allegiances and betrayals while I shrink and pull my nightgown tight. It clings to me. A second skin. But still, his anger finds its way in. It wraps around me, suffocating me, tearing every good thing away and leaving me ragged. I am bound by a fear that is worse than the hardness of life, worse than pain, worse even than death. I see it in his moving shape and hear it in his howling clamour. Fear clenches me in its fists and shakes. Shakes until I am numb with it.

When, at last, I dare to come out of myself, I peer through the slits in time and see that the man – the artist – cannot concentrate on his work. He hears footsteps from the upper floor, a crash on the stairs. There is a strange and terrible smell in the kitchen that makes him gag and balls of light dart around the studio meaning that he cannot paint. So, he opens a bottle of wine. He is drinking too much, he knows that. But that way, he can slip into a beautiful stupor where the noises no longer bother him and where eventually, he will sleep, drug-heavy.

Still, tonight it is more than he can bear. He is too weak for this.

He thinks he hears the doorbell ring. But he knows that it is impossible. The bell does not work.

He presumes he is more drunk than he realised.

After one bottle, he opens another and eventually picks up his phone. Scrolls, dials.

‘Mate,’ he says. Far too loudly, affected by the drink. Then, ‘Mate, I need a place to crash. Just for a few days. Before I head to Blackwater Tarn.’

He makes his arrangements, then packs, shoving things into cases, piling his precious paintings, unwrapped, into his van. He will sleep there tonight while he sobers up. He locks the studio room, like he said he would, fills up the cat food bowls. Not caring that he has failed to make Merry Hall ready for his new tenants. They will cope. They will have to. They will soon discover what the house is. But, by that time, he will be safe. At the other end of the country.

An owl swoops by the window, daring to come closer than any wild bird or mammal has in a long time. I see its amber-tipped wings outstretched, feeling for the brittle air. The underside of its white belly flashes, its dark eyes glisten in the faded light. It hisses and screeches and then it is gone.

With everything that I am, I cry after it. I cry into the spaces of time and between time.

Do not hurt me. Love me again. Love me.

There is a blow. Fast, furious. Like a scythe whipping at wheat.

All is black.

And I am left once more to the darkness and to him.








[image: Chapter 12]

DOLLY

March 1847

Merry Hall was like no other place. It was as if a whole new world had opened for me; a world in which I had a part to play; where dresses filled the wardrobe in my bedroom, where routines were practised daily, where I wore real jewels and silks, and where I was never hungry nor wanting for anything. I washed with hot water in a large bath with claws for feet and, at night, slept in the softest, sweetest-smelling bed. The house was spacious and, when I was not rehearsing, I wandered through its long corridors, peeking into rooms I never really had cause to use, fingering the thick drapes that hung at the windows, running a hand over smooth sideboards and tables inlaid with marble, marvelling at the array of copper pots, pans and jelly moulds that covered one side of kitchen. Once, I even crept into Mr Wenham’s private chamber and wondered at the dark fabrics he had chosen to furnish the room. I stood on the threshold, not daring to go further, bewildered by the array of shaving utensils and pots of cream and pomade laid out on his washstand and disconcerted by the rich smell that hung about the place; the rosemary and thyme that scented his hair tonic and oils. I did not linger for long.

At other times, I would walk through the grounds which, although not well maintained, were awash with daffodils and crocuses; bright clusters of colour that never failed to lift my spirit. And between the lawns there were overgrown hedges and bushes which held many secret places and were home to nesting birds.

Overall, it was a pleasant life and a comfortable one, punctuated by fine food and drink, warm fires whenever it was cold.

Despite the activity that structured my days, though, none of it felt real at first. I fancied that at any moment I might wake suddenly and find myself back in London, on the fourth floor of the tenement building lying on a rough pile of flea-infested blankets, my nose pressed close to a stinking chamber pot. Or sometimes I imagined I was about to mount the stage to perform in the penny gaff while the crowd leered at me and pointed. But when this fear came to nothing, I slowly began to accept my new life. My old way of being gradually lost its grip and let me go.

I was free.

My life of London fogs and dirt and crime retreated, and I soon forgot what it was like to be cold, to feel hollow, to wear the bawdy jesting of others as if it was, in part, the truth about me. Instead, I grew to be happy and carefree, knowing that life was no longer against me, and that the promise of adventure and success was within reach. Gradually, too, the weather improved, and spring was fully upon us. The rain became warm, buds showed. The trees surrounding the hall sprouted and the hills visible from my room put on their robes of softest green.

Mr Wenham was my teacher and manager and, each day, I found myself falling deeper and deeper into an abyss of a love so vast that to measure it would be to measure the universe itself. I savoured his every word, breathing in the same air as he did as if it were blessed and imbued with peculiar properties that only I was able to enjoy. I had little experience of men, other than the ones who pointed at my body and called me names. But Mr Wenham was different to them. He was gentle and kind, and treated me with a respect I was unused to.

‘Dolly,’ he called to me one morning, for he had mostly stopped referring to me as Miss Dove.

I skipped down the stairs from the gallery. My long white curls wisped like spirits as I moved and the scent of cocoanut oil that smoothed my parting was pleasant and warming. I wore a simple white muslin dress, light and breezy, perfect for rehearsals. Always, I dressed in white. Mr Wenham insisted upon it, but I cannot say that I minded for I felt right that way. It made my pale skin look like snow, he said, and lent my ice-blue eyes an almost violet hue.

Reaching the bottom step, I jumped lightly to the chequer-board floor. ‘Good morning, sir,’ I said, still unable to dispense with the title.

He smiled. He was wearing a fair frock coat over a waistcoat embroidered all over in fine gold thread. ‘Today, you will help me to train the cats. I have some titbits – tripe and raw liver – which should be perfect to entice them to mount the platforms I have created. Come and see what I have built. I have a notion also that, if we tie pieces of liver to a string and make that string into a necklace, we can train them to climb to your shoulder. Lion would look quite splendid perched there, I shouldn’t wonder.’ He patted my shoulder, his touch light, like dust. Then laughed. ‘The beauty and the beast.’

Oh, how my heart sang!

I followed him into one of the front rooms of the house, leading off from the hall. The shutters were open, the damask curtains pulled back and the windows thrust wide. Bright sunshine filled the room, creating lambent patches of rippling light across the wallpaper, and the smell of wisteria and blossom infused the air. I breathed deeply.

‘See what I have built, Dolly.’ Mr Wenham pointed to a structure in the centre of the room, planks of wood at all angles, some creating bridges to landing stages, others forming ramps or slides. ‘What fun we will have today!’

I agreed and set about inspecting the frame, running my hands across the smooth wood, marvelling at Mr Wenham’s ingenuity.

‘Shall I gather the cats?’ I said. ‘I believe they are in the kitchen, sleeping by the fire.’

Mr Wenham pressed a finger to those plump lips of his. ‘In a while, yes, but let me share with you a thought that has been occupying my mind of late.’ He drew a chair from the table by the window and sat, regarding me carefully.

‘What is it, sir?’

He ran his gaze up and down my person. ‘You are indeed a beauty,’ he marvelled. ‘How fortunate I am to have found you. I thank my lucky stars for bringing me to the gaff that evening.’

I studied my muslin dress, quite unsure where to place my attention.

‘And, as I have said before, your talent is quite astonishing. I have no doubt you will command the crowds wherever we go. However…’

I looked up.

‘However, I think we should create for you an additional gift.’

‘Sir?’

‘A gift. Something quite irresistible. Something that will call in an audience even before they have sampled your talents and marvelled over your extraordinary looks.’

I smoothed over my dress, blinking as the sunlight poured through the window. ‘I am not sure I follow your meaning, sir.’

Mr Wenham regarded me once more. ‘With your pure skin, your snow-dusted lashes, your white hair, you are a phantom.’ He clapped. ‘A ghost girl!’

My brow creased in confusion.

‘Listen, Dolly, listen. Wherever we go, we will introduce you as the ghost girl. The girl who can see souls, who can communicate with the spirits that roam the earth as orbs of light.’

I squinted. ‘Orbs of light? What? But, sir. I cannot—’

‘Hear me out.’ Mr Wenham held up a hand. ‘The Posturer – all dressed in black and hidden behind a gauze – will create a mysterious spectacle with lanterns. He will bend hither and thither, and it will appear as though orbs are flying about your person. And you, you will seem to communicate with long-dead souls as you play with these mystifying orbs that he cleverly creates. It will seem as though you are communing with these souls before conveying their meaning to the assembly.’

‘Is that not unscrupulous? I should not want to deceive an unsuspecting audience.’

Mr Wenham laughed with great vigour. ‘Unscrupulous? Miss Dove, really! It is pure showmanship, my doll. It is a performance to excite and tease. The audience craves it.’

A peculiar thrill assaulted me, despite my reservations. ‘And will people be convinced, do you think?’

Mr Wenham smiled. ‘Of course. Already you are a spectre, an unearthly creature. How could they not?’ He reached out and bid me closer, stroked my pale cheek with a blood-warm finger. ‘Why, I should believe every word you told me, you witch!’

I breathed out, my chest tight with elation. But, still, I could not commit to the proposal for I could not sense how the show would look. ‘I will need to consider this more fully,’ I concluded.

Mr Wenham stood. ‘Nonsense. The plan is already formed, and it only leaves us to work on an act. When we have attained something close to perfection, we will try it out on the rabble down at the Black Bear. See what they can make of it.’

I found I could not reply and, instead, took a turn about the room, rotating the thought in my mind. Dancing and singing were my talents. I eyed the frame. Working with the cats was also a possibility. But this… this. I touched the wooden structure once more, pictured the animals scampering up and down it, me coaxing them to the top. That I could certainly do. The other thing…

And what of my brother? What would he say when he saw me? For he knew I had no such psychic gift. My thoughts fell to him.

‘When will we fetch Cornelius?’ I said when I had completed my survey of the frame. ‘I cannot bear to think of him still in Whitechapel while I am here.’

‘Soon. Quite soon,’ replied Mr Wenham.

‘But how soon?’

Mr Wenham laughed. ‘Do not be impatient, little doll! You would not like your brother to see you before everything is quite ready, would you? Once the act is rehearsed and we are practised enough to tour, then we will fetch Cornelius.’

‘But I’m sure he would not mind if—’

‘Later!’ retorted Mr Wenham with a sharpness I had not witnessed in him before.

He came up behind me, so close I could feel a vigorous fire build between us. ‘Now…’ and a softness returned to his voice. ‘Now, what say we fetch the cats? The Bear Lady has been using them to catch rats, but I must release them of that duty while we train them.’

I agreed. But then, instead of capturing the felines, Mr Wenham lifted me to the topmost platform. ‘You would be even more charming up there than those mangy cats,’ he said. ‘Dance for me, Dolly Dove. Dance!’

‘Lift me down!’

He laughed. ‘Not until you take a turn.’

I propped my hands on my hips. ‘I demand that you lower me to the ground.’

Mr Wenham clapped his hands in amusement while I screwed my face tight. Then, with an exasperated squeal, I span around on my heels, the muslin floating in feathery folds like angel wings.

I slowed and, as I did, I saw a figure in the doorway. It was Jack the Posturer. He said nothing, but his presence seemed to fill the space as he looked upon the spectacle.

I no longer noticed the sunlight or the sweet fragrance of the outdoors. I no longer noticed Mr Wenham. It was just me standing high and alone on a platform built for cats, the sawdust from the new wood flecking the muslin of my dress. I sensed only the Posturer’s disapproval, his hatred of me and what I meant to Mr Wenham.

‘What is it, Jack?’ said Mr Wenham, with a sigh. He did not turn to address the Posturer, but kept his gaze firmly fixed on me. Suddenly, I did not know what to do with my hands or how to stand.

‘The Bear Lady sent me to say that she is ready for her. The young lady.’ He threw the word her at me like a wounding arrow.

‘Ready?’ Mr Wenham slapped his thigh. ‘Can you not see that we are busy?’

The Posturer sniffed. ‘You instructed that the Bear Lady measure her so as to have yet more white gowns made up for the shows.’ Again, the word her took on an unequal weight.

‘Then I suppose I must hand you over,’ Mr Wenham said, reaching to lift me from the platform. ‘But promise you will return the moment that the dratted Bear Lady is done with you.’

‘I promise,’ I breathed, as he brought his hands around my waist and flew me through the air to the Posturer’s feet.

The Posturer pursed his lips as he regarded me with displeasure. His wiry frame towered over me. ‘I am sure the Bear Lady will not wish to keep her for a moment longer than necessary.’

And he led me upstairs to my room, my head hung low as the prospect of spending an entire day with Mr Wenham dwindled.

For my new life at Merry Hall had but one blot – the obvious disfavour with which Jack the Posturer and Ida the Bear Lady held for me.
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NELL

January 2025

We soon packed up the spare room once my references had come through. The awkward thing was having to tell Carol we were moving out, but the elderly lady told us to do what we needed to do and assured us she would be there if we needed the room again. She gave me a light honeysuckle kiss on the cheek as we left and wished us luck. I couldn’t help feeling that we’d need it. Our lives had been turned upside down and I was sure that only a special kind of luck would be able to bring it all back together the right way.

I did, however, manage to secure a job at the Black Bear – Pam the manager interviewed me leaning over the bar, interrupting our discussion at intervals to shout orders at Becca while confiding in me that the girl was a waste of space. She spends more time on her bloody phone than actually working, that one. I didn’t comment, but Pam added that since I was a more mature person she was sure that my work ethic was intact. And so, I was added to the rota and, despite my nagging sense of failure, I became a part of the friendly team. My first shift would be on the day after our move, and with that came a sense of relief. I was certain I could just about make this work, without having to accept help from Adam. Once I’d paid the rent, I calculated we’d have about five hundred pounds a month to live on. Not great, certainly, but doable. If – if – I was careful.

‘So, what’s this house actually like?’ said Fern as we drove out of Bodwick on the moving day. Snow was falling again, just faint downy flakes that didn’t settle.

‘Merry Hall? Well, it’s old. Victorian, I think. It’s in the countryside, like I said, and it’s pretty. Not like Carol’s street, with all the traffic and noise and pollution. We could get out on to hills from there, even. Do some walks if you like.’

Fern opened a packet of chewing gum, folded a piece and put it in her mouth. The smell of spearmint was strong. ‘Does it feel nice?’

I considered. It was a typical Fern question, but I wasn’t sure I quite understood. Or wanted to understand. ‘How do you mean?’

‘As in, what’s the energy like in the house? Does it have a good vibe?’

I wavered, thinking about the horrible paintings locked away in the studio, the weird sense of being watched. ‘I guess it’s fine,’ I said. ‘I mean, Jared does some pretty wacky art.’ I described some of the pictures. ‘But apart from that, it’s quiet and we’ll be totally surrounded by nature. When it gets warmer, it’ll be great to sit outside and hear the birds. I can see us now with one of those firepits, toasting sausages and marshmallows.’

Fern said nothing and chewed loudly on her gum. We fell silent. I concentrated on negotiating the winding road up to Merry Hall while Fern looked out over the fields to the distant hills brushed in white.

We came to the iron gate wrapped in its barrels of barbed wire and headed slowly up the drive towards the house. I saw the place at once through Fern’s eyes: how dismal everything was – the house with barren wisteria stubbornly fixed to the walls, the sky, even the woods beyond took on a dark, sombre appearance.

As I parked the car, I hoped I hadn’t oversold the house itself. All I could remember now was how tatty everything was inside. But anything, I told myself as I knocked on the door, anything had to be better than Carol’s spare room. I’d constantly imagined the worst things Fern must have told Adam about our living arrangements. Every evening, she’d parade up and down the pavement outside the house, phone pressed close to her ear, talking to her dad, while my last drops of self-worth were squeezed dry and my determination to refuse help grew stronger. And, after the calls, there was always a strange barrier between us, as if we’d forgotten who the other was.

No, this had to be better. It was better.

I knocked on the front door, shivering in a biting wind that coursed around the house. Beside me on the doorstep, Fern scuffed her Docs. She was wearing jeans and a cropped puffa jacket, and she looked thin. Far too thin. Everyone said she was beautiful with her long thick hair, her smooth pale skin and silver-blue eyes. And she was when she didn’t look as if she hadn’t eaten in weeks.

A sharp wind whipped at my back. Where was Jared? I checked my phone. He’d said to arrive at three in the afternoon, and it was past that now. Had he forgotten what time he’d said? Or maybe he was engrossed in his work and hadn’t heard me knocking. As I scrolled through the emails to double-check the time, a message pinged into my inbox.


Jared Raine

Sorry. Had to leave for the Lakes earlier than expected. Difficulty with my clients. The key is under the boot scraper. Contact me if you need to but otherwise, please don’t. Tons of cat food in the kitchen. J.



I spotted a cast-iron scraper tucked away near the door, behind one of the sturdy grey pillars that held up the porch. The scraper was heavy, but beneath it was a large ornate key. I smiled at Fern. ‘Hey, we already have the place to ourselves. Jared’s had to leave for his work.’

Fern was looking up and down the exterior, arms wrapped around her chest. Coils of ivy flowed down the red brick and wove itself around rusty drainpipes. ‘You didn’t say it was this big,’ she said. ‘All this for just the two of us?’

‘Uh-huh. Great, isn’t it?’ I pushed the key in the lock and turned it with a heavy clunk. ‘After you,’ I said, motioning for Fern to go first.

But she shook her head. ‘After you, Mum.’ She fingered a trail of ivy hanging by the front door. ‘He should get this cut back, your artist bloke. Ivy weakens a building. Did you know that?’

‘I didn’t,’ I said. ‘And he’s not my artist bloke,’ I added with a laugh.

Fern let go of the ivy. ‘I’m cold. Can we go in?’

I stepped over the threshold.

Already the sun was dying, and inside the hall was dark in the fading light. It didn’t feel much warmer than outdoors either. ‘Fabulous floor, don’t you think?’ I gestured at the chequered tiles. ‘We could play giant chess on it.’ Fern had been an avid member of the chess club right into secondary school.

‘I gave up chess in year seven,’ said Fern. She walked around the hall, fingering everything, saying nothing. Then stopped when she got to the middle and lifted her gaze to the gallery landing. ‘Woah, imagine falling from there.’

I took a sharp breath, stepping towards Fern, refusing to look upwards. ‘Once we’ve unloaded, maybe I’ll get a fire going in here.’ I nodded at the large fireplace to one side of the hall. It was already made up with logs and coal. ‘Looks like Jared was expecting us to light it.’

‘Couldn’t we just see about turning on the central heating?’ said Fern, letting her gaze drop and slide towards the fireplace.

‘But wouldn’t you like a fire? We’ve never lived anywhere with a real fireplace before.’

‘It’s just a waste,’ said Fern. ‘And, anyway, open fires cause air pollution.’

I sighed. ‘Look, let’s get our stuff in and I’ll show you around,’ I said, changing tack. ‘You can pick your room.’

‘Sure,’ mumbled Fern. Already she was heading for the front door. ‘It won’t take long given we hardly have any stuff.’

I had nothing to say to that, so I simply followed her back out to the car.

*   *   *

I carried two pitiful cardboard boxes back indoors, one balanced on top of the other, while Fern wheeled an oversized suitcase into the house. Coming back inside after the outdoors, the place seemed darker somehow. Even the white tiles on the chequered floor appeared dim, as if muted by shadow, and the dark panelling and murky green wallpaper seemed to suck away all available light. I looked around. The sideboard by the door – the only piece of furniture – was ugly and unwieldy, and it was only the tarnished candelabra that stood on top that pierced the gloom with a spear of colour. The dark fireplace gaped at me like the mouth of a great beast and, whatever Fern said, I knew I was going to have to light a fire if I was ever going to cheer the space up a bit.

‘Let’s leave these here while we go upstairs,’ I said. I caught Fern looking all around again, wide-eyed and silent, her gaze locking on the fireplace. ‘Come on,’ I said, heading for the stairs. ‘I can’t wait to show you the bedrooms.’

I stopped when we reached the gallery landing, then with a deep breath led Fern towards the large bedroom with the view over the hills. The room I’d wanted for myself.

‘I thought you could have this one,’ I said, swinging the door open. ‘It’s the biggest bedroom and looks out over the countryside. See.’ I ushered Fern inside, following close behind. ‘Isn’t it cool?’

A thin slice of light from the window cut a line between us. The last of the afternoon sun. I pictured Fern’s enormous airy bedroom in our old house, the matching furniture, the wall-mounted TV, the view of the London skyline from the window. I looked at her. ‘We can buy you a new duvet set, maybe a fluffy rug. Oh, and we’ll get you a desk, of course.’

Fern shuffled, her face locked.

‘Do you like it?’ I ventured.

Fern tilted her head to one side, then walked to the window. ‘It’s okay.’

I followed and stood beside her. The countryside stretched for miles, bleak and unending, the hills in the distance already smudged with the approaching evening.

‘Or you can have the room next door if you’d prefer. But it’s a lot smaller. Cosy. The other bedroom on this floor is Jared’s and there’s another one, but it’s empty.’

‘I’m good with this one,’ said Fern. She pressed her nose right up against the glass so that her breath clouded the pane. ‘It’s really lonely out here, isn’t it?’

I nodded, sudden tears threatening to spill over. Fern didn’t like the house, I could tell. I’d hoped that living somewhere with a bit of history – the opposite of our modern house in London with its angular glass walls and clean-cut décor – would appeal to her. ‘It’s remote, yes, but it’s fine,’ I managed, blinking back the sting in my eyes. My forehead pulsed. ‘Everything’s fine. More than fine, really. After Carol’s spare room.’

‘Maybe,’ said Fern. She traced a finger over the misty patch on the window, marking out her initials. ‘Look at that tree over there in the woods.’

I peered through the glass. One tree stood apart from the others. ‘It’s an oak,’ I said. ‘One of the kings of the woods.’

‘What?’

‘In mythology, there’s the Holly King and the Oak King. The Oak King—’

‘Hey, what’s that noise?’

I listened. There was a sort of scrabbling, scratching sound. It seemed to be coming from the wall that divided the room from the bedroom next door. I shuddered. Rats. Or some other rodent. ‘It’s probably just a little mouse,’ I hurried, not wanting to raise the possibility of a rat.

‘Mum, seriously!’ Fern left the window and walked across to the bed, where she prodded the mattress.

‘How about we unpack?’ I said, eager to change the subject. ‘Then, when we’re sorted, we could order Chinese takeaway for tea?’

Fern’s face brightened. She headed for the bedroom door while I looked once more over the darkening countryside. Beyond Merry Hall, birdsong heralded the approaching night. Frost glimmered on the fallen leaves in the garden. The sun dipped.

Fern was right. It was lonely. We were alone.

More scratching from the walls made me turn, bringing my attention back to the room.

Fern had frozen. ‘That noise again!’

‘Just mice,’ I said, not meeting her eye. ‘Easily sorted.’

‘I’m going to get my things from downstairs,’ said Fern abruptly. She backed out of the room onto the gallery landing.

‘Be quick,’ I called after her, my voice thin and high. ‘I want to show you my room.’

Fern must have heard me, but she didn’t turn as she sped down the stairs, leaving me standing alone on the landing.
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DOLLY

January 2025

The girl trails her hand along the gallery wall. She looks sad but it is not that which strikes me. It is her anger. I feel it, like sparking cogs, turning and turning and turning. She blames her mother for everything: for her anger, her misery, for her horrible, unnerving room.

‘Mum,’ she says, entering the mother’s bedroom. The room that was once mine. But the mother does not hear. She is too busy inspecting the wardrobe, running her hand along a small bedside table, flinching as her finger catches on a splinter.

The girl sighs and leaves, wanders towards her own bedroom, dragging her feet across the wooden floor, slow in the unmoving atmosphere. She stops on the threshold and stares. She is trying to understand what she feels in this place, why everything seems slightly askew, why the house feels so abrasive, so hostile.

I come up right behind the girl and her raging energy disturbs the membrane between us. She brushes a hand across the back of her neck, turning her head slightly as if she has sensed something or been caught by a sudden breeze. I see individual strands of hair quiver at the nape of her neck and watch her skin erupt in tiny bubbles of cold.

‘What the fuck?’ She shudders and takes a step into the bedroom.

I step in front of her.

She stops, aware that the atmosphere is brittle, and stares straight at me.

Our eyes meet.

I do not think she sees me exactly, but she rubs her arms, pulls in her lips.

The overhead light flickers as our energies almost cross.

And I wonder whether I might be able to reach her. Whether the film that has broken between us might be enough. Whether, now that she is here, I can find my way in.
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NELL

January 2025

The doorbell rang from downstairs. It was loud and, when I peered over the banister into the hall below, I saw a large brass bell on a pulley clanging violently.

‘He must have fixed it,’ I said as Fern joined me on the landing.

‘Fixed what?’

‘The bell,’ I said heading for the stairs. ‘It didn’t work before.’ I clattered down to the hall. ‘Come on. Takeaway time!’

I opened the front door, letting in a flurry of snowflakes and expecting to be met by some youth clutching a carrier of takeaway boxes. But there was no one there. No delivery person. No sign of a van or bike. ‘Odd…’ I stepped onto the drive, shuddering in the cold. Looked around. Nothing. Nobody on the lane either. Just snow falling lightly around me.

Shrugging off an uneasy feeling, I went back inside, looking at the bell still swaying gently near the ceiling. Perhaps one of the cats had been scaling the outside wall and caught it. Perhaps a bird…

‘Not quite takeaway time,’ I said as Fern looked at me expectantly. ‘Hey, why don’t we make a cup of tea while we wait?’

We made tea. We drank it. The Chinese didn’t arrive.

‘The driver says the weather’s too bad,’ I explained, chucking my phone on Jared’s faded red sofa. ‘Doesn’t want to risk the journey.’ We were in the lounge. A large bare room just off the hall with enormous windows that, in the daylight, looked out onto a tangle of bushes that badly needed cutting back. Despite Fern’s protests, I’d managed to coax a fire in the enormous hearth, but it was still cold.

‘It’s not even snowing properly,’ said Fern flapping a hand in the direction of the window. ‘The driver’s just making up some crappy excuse.’

Privately, I agreed with her. There was hardly enough snow to cause things to grind to a halt. But the guy had been quite adamant on the phone, and I hadn’t had the strength to argue. ‘The roads are quite remote and twisty,’ I mused, looking beyond the window into the dark, trying to convince the two of us. ‘There could be black ice.’

Fern let her hand flop onto the sofa arm. ‘Completely pathetic. If we were in London—’

‘Well, we’re not.’ I saw Fern’s face. ‘Look, I’m sorry. It’s been a long day and…’ my head was thumping again ‘… I’ll see what I can find in the kitchen.’

In the fridge I found a block of cheddar, tight in its plastic wrapping, and in the freezer was a loaf of sliced brown bread. Jared wouldn’t mind. I ripped the bread bag open. I’d make cheese on toast, and we could maybe watch some TV.

But Fern was in a foul mood. ‘I don’t like it here,’ she said after peeling the melted cheese off her toast and nibbling only the soft inside part of the bread. ‘And I don’t even like brown bread.’

I bristled. ‘It’s the best I could manage under the circumstances. Try to be at least a little bit grateful.’

We were sitting on the saggy sofa back in the lounge. Opposite ends. A chasm of everything between us.

Fern took a small bite. ‘We’re so cut off out here and nothing feels real. Carol’s spare room was better than this.’

‘Really?’ I tried to make some joke about Pickles, but Fern didn’t even give a flicker of a smile.

Outside, in the distance, a fox cried. Then again, further away, retreating into nothing. I got up and yanked the curtains closed, shutting out the night.

‘We’ll make it work,’ I insisted, suppressing the panic that was fast rising inside. ‘Honestly, we’ll make this our place, give it a bit of character. You’ll see.’

‘That’s what you said about Carol’s.’ Fern put her plate on the floor, the sofa cushions shifting around her like dough.

I sighed as Fern sat back in the chair, wrapping her arms around her chest. This was all Adam’s fault. Every bit of it. ‘Fern, I’m trying,’ I said. ‘And remember, I haven’t started my job yet and this place is dirt cheap. We can’t live off fresh air, you know; I’m lucky to have found us this. Once I have my wages coming in, it may be different, but right now…’ I too gave up on my toast. The cheese had gone cold, congealed, the grease on the plate made my stomach turn. I pulled at the strands in my mind, trying to find something that would help, something that would make Fern believe in me again. ‘This won’t be forever, you know.’ I grasped for the right words. ‘Just until—’

‘I miss home. And I miss my friends. I miss how things used to be.’ And then Fern was sobbing, folding in on herself and finally relenting as I pulled her close. I pressed my face into the top of her head, wishing for all the world that I could go back to how things used to be. When things were good with Adam and life was full. I couldn’t even pinpoint when it had all started to drift, I hadn’t even noticed that we were growing apart. Or, at least, I’d pretended not to notice, pretended not to notice the late nights he started doing at work, the stale wine on his breath when he eventually returned home, the small digs at my appearance, my lack of career, my failed ambition to be a writer. Just write the bloody novel, he’d say, time after time. If that’s what’ll make you happy, just do it. And he was right. I knew he was. It was the thought of labelling myself as a creative person that stopped me, that made my insides curl with embarrassment. And so, the writing had slipped, and I too slipped. Deeper and deeper into the demise of my marriage.

I would go to bed early each night, the bed cold, cavernous. When Adam came up, he’d sleep at the opposite side, not speaking, not touching me. And then there was Helen. Helen. It was that betrayal that finally made the tears weave down my face, hot and silent, as I bit back the sob welling inside.

‘You can still see your friends. And your dad too, if you like,’ I said through my tears. ‘Any time. You just need to say.’ I thought of the dream, of the fear that had gripped Fern back in London. The fear that had apparently followed us here. But it was not the time to mention it. Definitely not the time. I coiled my knees on the sofa.

‘How can I see them when I have school?’ said Fern. ‘And out here, it’s not like I can just get a train to London.’ She sniffed loudly and gave way to another bout of tears.

I brought her close. If only Adam could see what he’d done. The damage. ‘It’s okay,’ I whispered into the top of Fern’s head. Her hair was soft, newly washed. Sweet coconut. ‘It’s okay.’

But it wasn’t. It really wasn’t. And we both knew it.

‘I’ll make us some more tea,’ I said, finally, when Fern’s tears had run dry. ‘But it’ll have to be black this time. There’s no more milk.’ I needed to get out of the room, pretend to be busy, hide my own feelings. Fern turned on the TV and brought her knees up to her chin. She said nothing. Her protective wall was back up, I realised, as I headed out of the lounge and across the hall to the kitchen. I grabbed a couple of stained mugs from Jared’s cupboard, flicked the switch on the kettle and tried to sort through my thoughts while the water boiled.

From above my head, there was a light thud. I did a quick calculation. It had come from Fern’s room.

I froze. ‘Fern?’

‘What?’ Her voice sounded from the lounge.

I looked around me, out of the window where the dark shapes of the trees crowded the view, tunnelling into the endless black. All I could hear was the TV.

It must be one of the elusive cats. Rats, even. I felt a dash of cold.

‘It’s okay,’ I called. ‘Don’t worry.’

The kettle came to the boil and the switch flicked up, shocking me back to the tea-making. From the next room there was laughter from Fern’s TV show, and from outside, the mad flutter of birds rising from the trees.

I slung teabags into the mugs, splashed boiling water over them, covering the silence by humming a melody I’d heard on the radio earlier, then spooned sugar into Fern’s mug. The kitchen was chilly – as if there were a breeze blowing in from somewhere. I looked around. The wall to one side of me had obviously once had a door. It was now bricked up, but the outline was still visible. I ran a hand over it, feeling a thin breath wafting from the cracks. But when I felt a second time, there was nothing.

Imagining things again.

Perhaps a door had once led down to a cellar or something. I shivered. The thought was unsettling. A part of this house, unseen.

A loud clank made me spin around.

I stared.

The kitchen yawned back at me.

Nothing.

I stepped out into the dark hall.

Nothing and no one. Only the continuing murmur of the TV.

Then I remembered I’d been fiddling with the heating earlier. I let out a long sigh. It was just the pipes. Old heating pipes struggling in this beast of a Victorian house.

*   *   *

After Fern had gone to bed, I sat in the lounge for ages, the TV off, the only light coming from the dying fire. I let the gloom wrap itself around me, not having the energy to get up and switch on the lamp. I had long finished my tea but kept the mug clasped close. It was real, solid, something to hold on to. I wished I had wine and had seen some in the kitchen, but it didn’t seem right to open someone else’s bottle. So, I sat, letting the craving pass. Then, even though I’d told myself I wouldn’t, I brought up Adam’s Facebook profile on my phone.

There was no new information.

The last post was of him and Fern at Alton Towers, Fern screaming on the haunted ride, mouth open, eyes blazing. She looked happy despite the fake horror. I scrolled down, checked Adam’s friends. Nothing I hadn’t already seen. I was disappointed; the need to find out about his new life, about Helen, was hopelessly addictive, like a scab I couldn’t help picking.

I laid the mug on the floor, the effort of it almost overwhelming, and zoomed in on the Alton Towers picture. Zoomed out again. I wasn’t even sure what I was looking for. Zoomed in. Checked a few posts down. Nothing.

Something shifted in the fire, startling me.

God, why was I so jumpy? So nervy. I shook my head, let out a breath, the sound of it too loud in the space. Talking to someone – anyone – right now would help beat the dense silence. But I realised, with a pang, I had no one. There was no one in London I could call – all my friends had been his friends first and had naturally sided with him. There wasn’t even anyone outside of London. Everyone from my childhood had gone. I’d never formed close friendships – my main concern growing up had been looking after Mum and making sure no one ever found out about her. On the few occasions other kids had asked me round to theirs I’d never returned the invitation. Because I never knew what Mum would do, what state she would be in, what she’d say. So, after a while, they gave up on me.

My first proper friend had been Helen. I’d met her at the baby and toddler group I went to with Fern. She’d been there with her son, Archie, and we’d bonded over weaning tips and nappy rashes. I’d loved Helen. She’d made negotiating motherhood seem like one great adventure. She was easy to talk to, non-judgemental, and had a bright glow about her, as if she was the only parent in the whole group getting a decent night’s sleep. Importantly, though, she became truly mine – my friend – and we’d supported each other through thick and thin. When her husband left her, I scooped up the pieces; when her son Archie was being picked on at infant school, I held her hand and promised it would pass; when Fern broke her arm, it was Helen who came with me to A&E…

Anger boiled inside me. I swiped at my phone, let Facebook whizz past.

Helen.

It was all useless now.

In truth, I’d hardly noticed, as Adam and I corkscrewed down those sixteen years, quite how many failings and cracks had appeared between us. I just presumed we’d get away with it. That nothing would come to the surface that we couldn’t push down again. I didn’t know that by the end of it all I wouldn’t even recognise the person I’d married. And I would never have guessed that Helen – my friend Helen – would be the one issue we couldn’t ignore.

I put the phone down with a sigh. I would just let today slip from me, bind it together with all the rest.

I heaved myself from the sofa, listening to the odd creaks as the house softened and relaxed for the night.

Everything felt strange in this place, unsettled somehow. But the day had been long, and I was tired. I also had a new job starting the next day and was naturally a bit anxious.

There was nothing more to it.

As I headed upstairs to bed, I told myself that things would seem better after a good night’s sleep.
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DOLLY

April 1847

My days were filled with rehearsals. From dawn to dusk I danced and sang while the Posturer learned to juggle lanterns, twisting his body this way and that so that one moment the lights floated above the ground and the next they spun in the air. An artist came to Merry Hall and drew pictures of me with the Posturer and the Bear Lady, then some of me on my own. Then, a more serious affair, painted by Mr Wenham himself. I was surprised to find that he was something of an artist. For hours, we posed by the round table in the practice room, lavish fabric draped from the ceiling, while Mr Wenham painted upon a large canvas, oils in dark, sombre colours, the smell of the paints and spirits thick and rich, hanging about us like incense. He painted a likeness of himself in the foreground, with me in the shadows, like a phantom figure, seemingly between two worlds. And all the time, as he worked his brush across the canvas, he muttered, telling me of my beauty and my talent.

But between our sitting for the painting and our rehearsing, all that really concerned me was that we perfected our act as quickly as we could so that Cornelius might join us. Daily, I continued to ask Mr Wenham when that might be, and daily he promised that it would be soon. Soon, he said, we would be ready to perform at the Black Bear, and after that we would be ready to tour. That was when Cornelius would be fetched.

While I waited for this occasion, my days were full and happy. So much so that, on occasion, I would run to the woods bordering the house, just to be alone. There I planted a small acorn that I found amongst the old leaves. I had no idea how long it would take to grow into a tree, but I watered it and spoke deep into the earth, willing roots to develop and take. Then I would sit close by, thinking and dreaming. I would inhale deeply – lily of the valley and the soft rich soil all around me – and I would thank God for the favour he had showered upon me.

When the shoots showed, I told myself, Cornelius would come.

That would be my sign.

And after that, escaping to the woods to check became an obsession.

I begged God for those shoots to burst.

*   *   *

One morning, Mr Wenham came flying into the rehearsal room from the hall. He was brandishing the post that the Bear Lady had walked into Bodwick to collect.

‘Just see what has arrived, Dolly, dear,’ he cried, flinging an envelope onto the wide walnut table by the window. It slid across the polished surface. ‘See, see!’ Sunlight flooded the scene. ‘Fresh from the printers. Such a faithful reproduction of you, I never did see.’ From the envelope he withdrew a dozen-or-so handbills printed with dense ink. ‘Look, oh do look!’

He thrust one at me and I stared down at it, my world condensing into the piece of flimsy paper in my hand.

‘What do you think?’

Slowly, I read, the words forming clumsily before my eyes.


A. WENHAM’S NOVELTY ACT GRAND TOUR OF THE UNITED KINGDOM Presenting Miss Dolly Dove, a most beautiful and remarkable ghost girl. An albino wonder, now in her sixteenth year, with snow-white hair and skin! Worthy of special attention, a rare curiosity who can even command and commune with spirit orbs.



Below the script was a drawing of me, complete in my real silk petticoats and the fine linen dress I loved so much. I turned the paper this way and that. It did not look like me, though the artwork was certainly fine. I did not dare contradict Mr Wenham but was secretly sure that my hands were not so slender, nor my nose so narrow. I looked as if I had been chiselled from ice. The girl in the drawing was also far prettier.

‘What do you say?’ Mr Wenham came close, bending so that his eyes met with mine.

‘Are not Jack the Posturer and Ida the Bear Lady to perform with me?’ I asked, shaking the handbill. ‘It says nothing of them here.’

Mr Wenham laughed. ‘They are old news,’ he said with an airy wave. ‘People have seen them before. But you… you!’ He kissed the top of my head, and it was as if there was sunshine warming my hair.

‘Will they not be angry?’ I pulled away from him, my chest tight as I pictured the sullen Posturer and the dour Bear Lady. Both kept out of my way on the whole, but sometimes I caught them whispering or looking at me in a sideways manner that made my heart quicken and my face glow.

Again, Mr Wenham laughed. ‘They will perform, just as they always do. But they are not worth shouting about.’ He placed his hands on my shoulders, gently yet securely. ‘Whereas you. You, my precious doll, are the star of the show. You are my novelty act: my ghost girl.’

As I slipped from the rehearsal room at the end of that day, Jack the Posturer was in the hall, stoking up the fire in the great hearth. It was soon blazing, and as he looked upon it with satisfaction, I hoped to skirt by unnoticed and skip up the stairs to my room. I felt uncomfortable in his presence, and more so with each passing day. He seemed always to be sliding from room to room, on the lookout for me. He would emerge from the shadows at the most unexpected moments and in the most unexpected shapes, as if he had been watching me for hours.

‘Miss Dove!’

It was too much to hope for. Slowly, I turned, withdrawing my foot from the bottom-most stair.

‘You must be tired,’ said the Posturer. ‘You have danced from morning to dusk. I am surprised that your feet are not worn to the bone.’

‘I am well used to it. Why, back in London, I—’

‘Yes, yes, I do not doubt your assiduousness.’ The Posturer sniffed. ‘Wenham no longer rehearses with me or with the Bear Lady.’

His jealousy hung in the air between us, and at that moment, I could not find the words to respond.

‘But it is of no concern to either of us,’ continued the Posturer, pulling himself up to his great height, twisting his arms as if they were made of rubber. ‘The Bear Lady and I know our routines well enough. Wenham has exhibited us for years and years.’

‘Then?’

Jack the Posturer looked towards the rehearsal room. Mr Wenham was still in there, coaxing the cats in their display once more. Soon he would retire and would perhaps want to take his evening meal with me.

‘A word of advice,’ said the Posturer. ‘I have been watching you closely.’

I followed his gaze to the rehearsal room door. From within, the piano played a trickling melody. It was the one that ended the cats’ routine.

The Posturer clasped his hands in front of his huge frame. ‘It is imperative that you proceed with caution. My observations – and those of the Bear Lady – suggest that you are in danger of falling.’

‘Careful? Falling? What are you talking about?’

‘Mr Wenham.’ The Posturer lowered his voice. ‘He is a fine man in many ways. God knows, without him I would be on the streets. Or worse. But he can be quite unscrupulous.’

A spark of anger rose in me. ‘How can you say such a thing? Especially when he has been so charitable and is not here to defend himself.’

The Posturer wiped his brow. Behind him, the fire cracked. ‘Miss Dove—’

‘He has shown nothing but kindness to me. He has saved me and given me a new life.’

The Posturer shook his head. ‘It may appear so. But what has he taken from you?’

I looked at the floor. The black-and-white checks merged as I thought. Taken from me? I could not think. He had not taken a thing. He had only given.

‘Are you your own person, Miss Dove? Are you following your own will, or does he hold you tight, like a dog on a chain? You will tour the world, yes. But it will not be your greatness that is on display. It will be his. And when he is done with you – when he finds his next novelty act and you have become dull and tired to him – then, this is what you will become.’ The Posturer gestured to his worn clothes, so different to my finery. He looked old and spent, cursed by living. ‘You will be no more than a servant. Do you want this for yourself? Do you, you foolish child? Why, already he is planning to take leave of Merry Hall for a while, on the scout for new talent. He needs some other poor soul ready and waiting for when the crowds want more than you can give them.’

I opened my mouth, but my words would not form. This was all lies; I was sure of it. I brought my white lace shawl closer around my shoulders.

‘I urge you to take care, Miss Dove. For the higher you climb, the further you have to fall. And there are things about Mr Wenham that, if you knew, you would maintain a distance.’

A moment of doubt tugged at me.

But then I lifted my chin high, pushed the frizzy locks from my face. It was jealousy. Pure jealousy. The Posturer and the Bear Lady were jealous of my talent and of the praise which Mr Wenham readily bestowed upon me. ‘All is fine,’ I said, my voice tight. ‘I really cannot allow your envy to get the better of me.’

‘Envy? Miss Dove, upon my honour—’

‘And I can manage my affairs perfectly well,’ I said, with a flick of my hair. ‘Now I would thank you not to trouble me again.’

The Posturer looked at me, his features cast in the strange glow of the fire. He looked uncertain and seemed to want to speak, but then thought better of it. Instead, he took large, rounded steps towards the kitchen, the heels of his scruffy boots loud and final on the tiles. ‘Do as you wish,’ he said. ‘I have spoken.’

I turned to the stairs and climbed slowly, trying to assert a control that, deep down, I did not feel.
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NELL

January 2025

Fern and I sat at the kitchen table, with hot bowls of porridge in front of us. I’d found oats in an old tin in the cupboard but I’d overcooked them. The mixture was thick and lumpy and had a strange taste, as if the oats were out of date or the water I’d used had been pooling in rusty pipes. In the background, the radio bumbled. Breakfast Classics.

I looked over at the kitchen window, at the dusty flakes of snow drifting past the glass, settling lightly on the clumpy lawn. I felt unrested, nervous about my new job, and Fern had barely said a word. She kept throwing glances over her shoulder at the bricked-up doorway, tapping her spoon against the edge of the bowl. One, two. One, two. One, two.

Consciously, I worked on flipping my thoughts. It was beautiful out there, and this morning I would head calmly down to the Black Bear for my first shift. I might even make a friend there, I thought, with a jolt of excitement.

‘What was that?’ Fern broke into my thoughts. She was looking in the direction of the hall.

There was a scampering noise; light, skidding on the tiles.

‘One of the mysterious cats,’ I said, shooting a look at the bowls lined neatly by the window. They hadn’t eaten a thing, even though I’d filled the empty dishes the previous evening.

‘There’s no cat out here.’ Fern was at the kitchen door, peering into the hall.

‘Must have scarpered upstairs,’ I said. ‘They’ll get used to us. They’re just shy. Though, if they’re strays, they might even find someone else to pester.’

Fern returned to her seat and sat heavily. She pushed her bowl of porridge away.

‘What’s up, sweet pea?’

Fern glowered. ‘I don’t think we should have come here.’

I sighed. ‘It’s going to be fine.’ I too abandoned my porridge. ‘We’re just getting used to the house, that’s all. And I guess the house is getting used to us.’ I fought the uncomfortable feeling inside, watching as Fern tried to make her spoon stand in the gluey mess of oats.

She looked across at the window. ‘Can I go out exploring?’

The snow was taking form now; swirling patterns of white wrapping themselves around the building. The sky was thick, leaden.

I gathered the bowls and scraped the congealed mess of oats into the bin. ‘Sure,’ I said, desperate to appease. I eyed the stacks of marmalade jars on the worktop, some practically empty, some unopened. ‘I need to tidy up a bit and get ready for work. Then I’ll be heading off.’ I paused. ‘Do you want to come with me? You could have a mooch around town while I’m working.’

Fern shook her head. ‘I’m going outside.’

I understood the need to be alone, to escape the dense atmosphere in the house. I felt it too, however much I didn’t want to admit it.

Fern headed to the narrow door in the corner of the kitchen. It led outdoors to a small red-brick yard where Jared kept the bins. Beyond that was the garden.

‘Go and get a coat,’ I said as Fern struggled with the door.

‘I’m fine.’

‘But the snow. You’ll get soaked. You need to—’

It was too late. Fern had gone, slamming the door behind her, leaving me alone.

The house immediately felt cavernous, as if it might swallow me. I listened into its depths, feeling the sudden emptiness, the weight of it almost overwhelming. It was crushing, snatching each breath out of me and claiming me. I felt that however hard and deliberately I tried to breathe fully, I just couldn’t manage it. It was as if I couldn’t access the deepest parts of myself.

Quickly, I moved towards the work surface and began sorting through the jars, separating the empty ones for recycling, stacking the others neatly. I tried to concentrate on the radio. Brahms’ Piano Concerto No. 2. Music from my childhood. I tried to plan my work outfit. I had to wear black.

But all the while, I had the deep sense that there was something just behind me.

Following my movements.

Judging, watching, waiting.
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DOLLY

January 2025

The girl steps outside.

It is freezing, but she does not care. She is cheered to feel the wind in her hair, the sting of cold on her cheeks. For already she is burdened by trying to dredge up a sense of who she is from the laden silence and dust-infested spaces of Merry Hall. Now she is eager for somewhere to be alone, where the grip of disquiet cannot find her.

Running from the yard in which Ida the Bear Lady used to hang the laundry, she heads towards the garden. She takes the path away from the house, scattering snow-crusted leaves, snapping brittle twigs as she makes for the bordering woods. The woods were once my comfort too. A place to hide and to be. To watch my oak tree grow. Tending it from an acorn. It was my place and now it is a kingdom.

‘The tree,’ I cry as she flies down the path. She hears my voice on the wind. ‘Go to the tree. The oak. It is safe there.’

The snow falls. The birds call after the girl. Run away. Run away. Run away.

Back in the kitchen, the mother sorts through jars of preserve. She goes upstairs and returns presently, dressed in black. She surveys the kitchen, twitches a mug that is out of place, flaps at some crumbs on the table.

In her, I see the same bud of fear emerging. Her movements are swift, her chest heaves. She snatches at a small tube on the work surface and with it paints her mouth red, then walks quickly to the front door with unusual focus and finds a bag. Then back to the kitchen where she turns off the music and scribbles a note to the girl.

She will be back after her shift.

The kitchen feels strange, but the mother cannot place it. Nor does she see him. There is only a sense. Grabbing her bag, she just knows that something is wrong.

She runs to the hall without looking back, while his shadow races after her like an unwelcome cloud skidding over the hills on a summer’s day.

He will drive them from this place if I cannot reach them in time. And I need them here. I need to speak.

The mother slips her feet into boots, pulls on her thick coat, wraps a long, hand-knitted scarf twice around her neck. It trails down her back, a river of red.

She pauses, thinking for a moment that she smells smoke. But she convinces herself she is mistaken and hurriedly roots in her handbag for her keys.

With all my strength, I call after her.

But still she does not hear me.
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NELL

January 2025

Pam met me at the door of the Black Bear.

‘Fifty lunches today,’ she said ushering me inside and locking the door behind us. The pub was unlit, apart from the ambient lighting above the bar, and the place held a dead silence, a pause in its function. Pam brushed a hand over the table nearest to us, as if sweeping away crumbs, and adjusted a menu. ‘Sunday lunch, today. I’m going to put you on serving, okay?’

‘Sure.’ There were no niceties with Pam, no welcome or showing me the ropes. It was straight to work, and I could tell by her pinched expression that she was stressed.

‘Becca’s on the bar with me. Johnny’s with you, serving. You’ve not met Johnny yet – he’s a nice lad, back home from uni. Casual staff.’ Pam whisked across the empty pub and I followed, uncertain, hunching into my polar-bear coat as though it were a protective blanket. I was wearing the new scarlet lipstick I’d bought and, as I passed by a large antique mirror hanging on one side of the pub, I realised it didn’t suit me. I looked pale, my mouth an angry gash of red.

Becca was behind the bar with a liquid chalk pen, scribbling away on the specials’ board in fat bubble writing. Herb-crusted lamb. Lobster with sautéed greens. Mushroom risotto with truffle oil. She looked up with a vague smile. Her septum piercing today was a fall of tiny chains and her nails were a spray of pink sparkles. ‘Come to join the madhouse?’ she said. ‘Sundays are always super busy. You’ll wish you hadn’t bothered.’

‘Hard work never hurt anyone,’ snapped Pam. The manager stopped to inspect Becca’s writing then led me to a small, shadowy corridor by the side of the kitchen. She showed me where to hang my coat and scarf and where the rubbish bins were kept in the cramped yard out the back. Beyond the yard, a rather battered palisade framed a beer garden which was probably quite nice in the summer months but was now blanketed in snow. Pam snapped the back door shut, snatching away the view.

As we headed back to the bar, a young man with floppy blond hair passed us with a grin before disappearing into the kitchen. Johnny, I presumed.

Pam ignored him. ‘Tables need laying, first off,’ she said. ‘And there are candles on all of them, plus the ones on the mantelpiece. They need lighting just before opening time. Becca will show you where the cutlery is and there should be a lighter behind the bar.’

I nodded in what I hoped was an efficient manner, then, after a quick consultation with Becca, set about wrapping cutlery in dark-green napkins and laying them on the tables.

Just before the pub was about to open I located the lighter and set about lighting all the candles until the place glowed with a soft warmth. The others had all gone into the yard to smoke and I was left alone, moving around the pub, checking my work, adjusting napkins, tucking in chairs. I checked my watch. Nearly time to unlock the front door. On the mantelpiece were two ornate candleholders with thick cream candles. They stood on either side of the painting of Abel Wenham, and I imagined him looking down on me as I flicked the lighter. The wicks were hard to catch but eventually they flickered tall in the wax, the smoke trailing upwards in thin black streams. Satisfied, I headed for the front door. Already I could see a couple peering in through the window.

‘Nell!’

I turned to see Pam glaring at me from the bar. She had just emerged from the kitchen, the fire door still swinging backwards and forwards behind her. ‘You need to light the candles on the mantelpiece.’

‘But I just did. I—’

There were no lights shining from the mantelpiece. All was dark and subdued, the candles unlit. Abel Wenham looked down solemnly on the scene, unsmiling, lips slightly parted, his expression reminding me slightly of Jared’s when I’d told him about my mum. Something about the eyes; the way they seemed to search me out with a question.

‘Strange,’ I mused. ‘Those candles must have gone out. I’ll—’

Pam shook her head. ‘Just get them lit, will you, and get the pub open. We don’t want to keep the punters waiting.’

I returned to the mantelpiece with the lighter and, once again, lit the candles. I glared at them, almost daring them to go out, but when they didn’t I unlocked the front door and let in the first customers.

*   *   *

The shift was busy, the customers demanding. Becca swore her way through the afternoon, while Johnny grinned and teased everyone, trying to lighten the atmosphere. I enjoyed the busyness of it all, the time out of my own head, but as the shift dragged on and Pam increasingly threw orders from person to person I was relieved when she sent me down to the cellar to fetch more wine.

‘At least sending you means our customers won’t die of thirst waiting,’ she said, shooting a glance at the bar where Becca and Johnny were looking and giggling at something on Becca’s phone. ‘Two Rioja, two Chardonnay should do us. It’s all labelled.’

I opened a small door next to the bar and headed down uneven steps into a cool cellar with un-plastered red-brick walls and a low ceiling. Racks surrounded the room in neat symmetry and soft wall lights made the bottles gleam. The place smelt cold and acidic. From above, I heard footsteps, muffled chatter, Pam’s voice high and brisk above it all. I scanned the faded signs and quicky located the wine she wanted, bundling the bottles tightly in my arms. As I headed for the cellar steps there was a flutter of something behind me.

Laughter, perhaps.

A girl.

I whipped around, thinking that somehow Becca had snuck into the cellar unnoticed. Perhaps to help. Perhaps to escape Pam. As I spun, one of the bottles slipped from my arms and smashed to the hard floor. White wine flooded the brick tiles as the smell of oak-aged Chardonnay filled the space. I swore. Loudly. Deliberately. This was not a great start to my new job and there was definitely no way I could conceal it.

Before I could work out what to do, Pam appeared at the top of the steps, her figure seeming immense, almost blocking out the light from the pub.

‘What in God’s name?’ she began.

‘It was an accident,’ I fumbled. ‘Something startled me, and I dropped… I’ll pay. Of course, I’ll pay. Or you can take it off my wages. I’m sorry. So sorry.’ The words gushed, my face burned with embarrassment. I couldn’t believe I’d messed up already and I seriously hoped that nothing would be deducted from my wages, or that I’d need to pay up. I simply couldn’t afford it.

Pam thumped down the steps. ‘Get it cleaned up.’ She tutted, holding her hands on her hips as she looked at the tiny rivers of wine running one into the other. ‘I don’t know – trying to carry four bottles at once. Asking for trouble. Give me the others.’

I handed over the rest of the wine and sped up the cellar steps, not daring to ask where the cleaning stuff was kept. Becca and Johnny were at the top.

‘Where will I find mops or a cloth or something?’ I hurried.

‘Kitchen,’ said Johnny. ‘Hey, what happened? I heard breaking glass. Not the best wine, was it?’

‘Something made me jump,’ I said. ‘I dropped—’

‘It’s the ghost,’ giggled Becca, looking past me into the mouth of the cellar.

‘What?’ I followed her gaze to the cellar steps before turning back to face them.

Johnny took a step towards me, leaned in. He smelled of cigarettes and aftershave. The stubble on his chin was almost golden close up. ‘It’s haunted, the Black Bear,’ he confided. His grin stretched wider than ever. He made a mocking, ghostly moan and wiggled his fingers like a Halloween spectre. ‘Didn’t Pam tell you that before she took you on? There’s a phantom cat been seen about the bar. There’s also—’

I shook my head at him, cutting him off. There was no time to listen to his nonsense. I looked past them into the pub. The customers were thinning out, there were mountains of dirty plates to collect, smeary glasses holding grainy dregs of wine, crumpled napkins littering the floor and a floury chip or two crushed into the carpet.

I held back a sigh as I headed towards the kitchen to look for the cleaning things. It was then I noticed the candles on the mantelpiece had gone out again.

I froze as Abel Wenham’s stare seemed to catch me in place.

Black and intent.

Waiting.

*   *   *

I returned to Merry Hall after my shift, stopping at the supermarket to buy wine, curry ingredients for supper, milk and some fruit to see us through the week. I wasn’t sure what Pam had made of me, especially after the Chardonnay incident, but Becca and Johnny had assured me that she’d get over it. And I still had a job. A job I could do, and which provided an income. That I would hold on to.

I got out of the car, balancing the shopping in each hand as I crossed the uneven drive to the front door. The sun had already set and ivory moonlight shone through the dark needles of a large cedar tree that stood close by. It highlighted the red brick of Merry Hall, making it feel warm, welcoming even. I was coming home from work. From a job. The thought made me feel brighter somehow and, as I approached the house, I thought about my shift; moving among people, thinking only of what I was doing in the moment, merging into the liveliness of a busy pub. It felt positive. It was positive. I put the shopping down and located the house key, my fingers clumsy, nipped with cold. The snow had stopped and the greenery around me was speckled white. I breathed long and deep, taking in the invigorating winter air as I turned the key.

My high spirits faded as the door whined open.

I smelt at once the scent of time and stories, old things and damp. The hall looked gloomier than ever, even with the light on, and I wanted to stay out in the winter evening for as long as possible. But it was cold, and I needed to unpack the groceries and get supper on.

I struggled into the house with the shopping and laid it on the chequered tiles. A feeling of melancholy pulled at me.

‘Fern?’

There was no answer.

‘Fern!’

I loosened my scarf, the relative warmth of the house grasping me after the cold outdoors. My thoughts darted like damselflies above the surface of a pond. Perhaps Fern was in the yard, looking at the moon. It would do her some good, I thought. Fresh air, nature. A distraction from the London life she was missing. I picked up the shopping bags and was making for the kitchen when I heard a creak from above.

‘Mum?’

I looked towards the gallery landing. ‘Oh, hi, darling.’ Fern was standing at the top of the stairs, one hand clutching the pitted banister. ‘I’ve just got in from work. Do you want—’

‘Mum.’ Fern clattered down the stairs, her face ashen.

‘What is it? Fern… love…?’

Fern ran straight at me, burying her face in my coat, clinging to me like a small child.

‘Hey, what’s this?’ I lowered the shopping and wrapped my arms around her. The hall seemed to grow dimmer, as if a cloud had swallowed the moon. The sense of sorrow deepened.

‘There was… there was… someone in the house,’ stuttered Fern.

‘What?’ I glanced around the hall, thoughts of intruders and murderers clamouring for attention. My gaze rested on a golf umbrella by the door. A poor weapon. ‘What do you mean?’

Fern pressed her face closer to me. ‘While you were at work, I heard someone, down here.’

I held her tight. She must have left the back door unlocked after exploring outside, and someone had got in. ‘Tell me exactly what happened,’ I said, quietly. ‘What did you hear?’

‘Music.’ Fern pulled herself away from my chest.

I frowned. This wasn’t what I’d expected.

‘There was…’ She stopped and looked around the hall, her eyes fixing on Jared’s studio room. ‘From in there. There was a piano playing.’

I shook my head. Criminals didn’t break in to play musical instruments. ‘That’s just not possible,’ I said. ‘Jared’s locked that room. It’s his art studio. Not even the cats could get in. And there isn’t a piano in there anyway.’

‘But I heard it. I went to investigate and leaned over the banister to see where the sound was coming from.’

‘Could it have been the radio? Maybe I left it on. In the kitchen.’

‘The music wasn’t coming from the kitchen,’ said Fern firmly. ‘It was from in there.’

I walked over to the studio door and twisted the handle both ways. ‘It’s locked,’ I said firmly. ‘No one could get in. And it’s full of Jared’s precious artwork, worth a small fortune for all we know. We don’t have a key and—’

‘Why won’t you believe me?’ Fern stamped. Like a young child again.

‘Because…’ I gritted my teeth. ‘It’s impossible and…’ I turned and looked at Fern, reading the fear and defiance scoring her face. I thought of the terrifying pictures I had seen in the studio, the table laden with pencils and pens. There had definitely been no piano. ‘And… well…’

I turned the handle again and when it refused to open, I led the way to the kitchen. I was pretty sure I’d turned the radio off, but I couldn’t have done because it was playing a Chopin nocturne. Lazy piano notes drifting through the room. I breathed out.

‘See,’ I said, crossing the haphazardly laid red flagstones. ‘It was the radio. It must have been.’ I fiddled with the knob, silencing the music halfway through a phrase.

I turned.

Fern looked as though she was about to cry.

I wanted to draw her close but, as I moved towards her, she backed out of the kitchen and ran.

*   *   *

It snowed into the evening, thicker and faster than ever. I lit a fire in the lounge. Fern sat sulking on the sofa watching more mindless TV while I unpacked the shopping and arranged the fruit carefully in the large crystal fruit bowl. I then found a pan to heat milk for hot chocolate, hoping to force some normality on things. I eyed the bottle of wine I’d bought for later and put it on the work surface, the green tinted glass glinting in the glare of the electric light.

Fat flakes of snow drifted past the window as I worked, so beautiful and mesmerising that I paused to watch, trying to regain some calm.

We had to stop these imaginings; I knew that. If we didn’t we wouldn’t survive at Merry Hall, and what then? There was nowhere else we could go – not on my wages, certainly, and now that I actually had a job I was more determined than ever to do this alone. Which meant staying where we were. So, we had to apply logic rather than spin fanciful tales which would rapidly get out of control. The house was old, it creaked and groaned in unfamiliar ways and held its sense of history close. It was natural we would imagine all sorts of things. And, I had told Fern about Jared’s artwork; I had described some of the pieces and how they’d made me uneasy. Maybe it had played on Fern’s mind and she’d built up a fear surrounding the room. Or maybe she’d dreamt the whole experience. I remembered Fern’s school reports from primary school, her ‘lively imagination’, her ‘way of creating magic worlds with words’. She was like me that way. Writing came to her naturally and she loved to play with words, just as I did. And that’s what this was. Was all it was.

I traced the snowflakes as they weaved through the dark sky.

Yes, Fern had quite obviously got spooked while she’d been alone in the house and had fabricated her fear into something that had got out of hand. She’d heard the radio and made it into something different. It was also probable that her recent dreams, together with the stress and anxiety of leaving London, had fed into the illusion.

I sighed and poured milk into the pan, stirred in cocoa powder, thinking how desperately I wanted to open the wine. Self-medicate my edginess away. But as I eyed the bottle again, a vision of my mother flashed through my mind. The day drinking, the anytime drinking, the blackouts, the wine-stained carpets, the clatter of empty bottles. I turned away and stirred cocoa into the milk, vigorously trying to dissolve the powder. It was still early evening. Wine later. Much later. With our meal.

A sudden crash made me snap around.

The fruit bowl.

I stared in horror. It was on the floor in pieces. Apples and oranges were rolling over the flagstones and there were shards of crystal glass everywhere, picked out and glistening in the artificial light. Fern stood in the doorway, mouth open.

‘Fern!’ I felt a flash of annoyance. ‘For God’s sake.’ Obviously it had been an accident but, in that moment, dealing with the mess was more than I could cope with.

‘It wasn’t me.’

I bent and tried to gather the fruit, picked up the larger pieces of glass. ‘You need to be more careful. Watch what you’re doing. This is probably some family heirloom you’ve broken.’

‘It wasn’t me.’

I searched her face for the expression she wore when she was lying, but Fern merely stared at me, her expression unreadable. A flicker of anger sparked inside me.

‘It just sort of tipped off,’ said Fern. ‘Like someone pushed it.’

I shook my head, glanced at Fern. What was the point in her lying like this? Why was she even bothering? ‘Are you just going to stand there and watch me?’ I snapped as I dumped the rescued fruit on the work surface.

‘What do you want me to do?’

‘Help pick up the glass for starters. It’s everywhere.’

Fern sighed loudly, obviously, then bent and began to pick up fragments of the bowl. Moments later she screamed. I looked up to see blood on Fern’s outstretched finger, shining like a fiery jewel.

‘Run it under some water,’ I said. ‘Quickly. And mind you don’t stand on any glass.’ Fern stepped to the sink and turned the tap on full. Water sprayed everywhere.

‘Let me look at it,’ I said. ‘Check there’s no splinters.’

I inspected Fern’s finger. It was fine. ‘Just press on it with this,’ I said, handing over a scrap of kitchen towel. ‘To stop the bleeding. Then I have plasters in my handbag.’ I pointed to my bag, perched on the worktop.

‘Stupid bowl,’ muttered Fern.

‘Well, if you’d been watching what you were doing.’ I couldn’t help starting up again. There was a new anger stirring in my belly and it wanted me to fight back.

‘I already told you it wasn’t me,’ said Fern, rooting around in my bag, finger clamped in kitchen roll. She tore open a plaster, letting the wrapping fall to the worktop.

The chasm widened between us while the TV show blared on in the adjacent room. I wanted to yell. To tell her to turn it off. But instead I raised an eyebrow, waiting.

Fern glared.

‘Fruit bowls don’t move on their own,’ I said. I fought myself. Why couldn’t I just drop the subject?

‘Okay, don’t believe me then.’

‘It’s just that—’

But Fern had gone. Running away again. Running from the same old argument we kept on playing, as if on a reel. I pressed my hands to my face, gulping hard. The hot chocolate bubbled and spat. I sensed our lives unravelling even further, the threads fraying and snapping. Soon there would be nothing left to hold us together. I wished, not for the first time, that I had someone to confide in, someone who would help me figure things out. Someone to tell me that, deep down, everything was okay. But there was no one. Not now.

Moments later, overhead, I heard the door to Fern’s bedroom slamming shut.
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DOLLY

July 1847

A. Wenham’s Novelty Act. My first public performance as the ghost girl took place in the Black Bear. A late summer’s evening when the light had already become dusky, scented with the nostalgic fragrance of the day past, and filled with moths and birdsong.

We travelled by carriage into Bodwick; Mr Wenham, the Bear Lady, the Posturer and I, piled high with costumes, lanterns and the basket of cats who mewed loudly as we bumped our way into town. The oyster-lipped landlord met us at the entrance to the pub and helped us to unload, handling our things roughly, as if there was no time to spare. I noticed one of our leaflets pinned to the door, another propped against the glass windowpane. An attack of nervousness assaulted me and I would have run back to the carriage had not Mr Wenham taken me by the elbow and whispered, ‘Now, now, Dolly, my dear. It is quite alright. Remember how you were received here before.’

‘Quickly,’ instructed the landlord, hurrying us inside the pub and slamming the door. ‘Before the customers arrive. You must be hidden away so that your appearance comes as a complete surprise to those who have not yet seen you.’ This seemed to me quite a lofty expectation as many of the regulars at the Black Bear were already familiar with both the Bear Lady and the Posturer.

‘He means you,’ said the Bear Lady elbowing me sharply in the ribs. She raised her voice. ‘Where shall she hide, then, sir?’

‘This way,’ said the landlord. He raised his clumpy eyebrows at me. ‘Come on now, miss. To the cellar.’

‘From whence you shall arise as a mysterious spectacle,’ added Mr Wenham in a theatrical tone. He squeezed my arm. ‘Down to the dark depths, my little ghost girl.’ He pushed me forwards and the landlord led me down a narrow set of steps pinned tight by red-brick walls. Below it was dark and cold, and the air hung heavy with damp. I coughed. It seemed hard to believe that outside was sweet with the summer season whilst in here, all I could think about were the cold fingers of rot and decay.

The landlord struck a match and lit a candle, holding it aloft so that his face glowed a strange flickering yellow. ‘You wait down here, my dear,’ he said. ‘Prepare yourself in whatever way you need, change into your costume, while the others…’ he nodded at the ceiling, ‘… while they set up your stage. They will perform first, being well known here already.’

‘But, sir…’

The landlord chuckled, his jowls wobbling, jelly-like. ‘You’ll get used to it, in time, my dear.’ He handed me the candle, the wax already dripping thick, the smell of tallow, dirty and rancid. ‘Rehearse your lines, if you so wish. It will not be long. You will hear a little bell ring when I silence the crowd for you to be exhibited.’

I waited, my nervousness mounting steeply as I heard the stage being erected, then the excited sound of people arriving and, presently, Mr Wenham announcing the Bear Lady: ‘A most astonishing curiosity, ladies and gentlemen.’ I pictured Ida shuffling across the stage and sitting on a stool that I knew would be placed in the centre. From there, I knew she would tell the assembly of how she was raised in a far-off jungle by a family of bears who could not tell her from one of their own. She would sing, poorly and hoarsely, tunes with foreign rhythms and strange rhymes, before holding out her fur-covered hands for the audience to touch for an extra halfpenny each. The applause following her act was immense and, when it had died, I heard Mr Wenham announce the next exhibit – Jack the Posturer: ‘A most interesting freak of nature with fewer bones in his body than the average man.’ I imagined him walking on his hands, spinning cartwheels, bending himself into the shape of a ball and making himself so small that he could fit inside Mr Wenham’s showman’s bag. The applause that followed his act was even greater and the floor above my head shook as people stamped their feet in thunderous delight. Finally came the cats, slinking then scurrying across their platforms. This caused a scuttle of laughter and cries of appreciation from the ladies. And, all too soon, I heard the cascade of piano keys that heralded the end of their performance, and my stomach rolled. Suddenly, I felt I no longer knew my lines. I no longer knew who I was. I heard people in the pub above me laughing, cursing, singing, clapping. Would they do the same for me? Then, as my stomach turned once more with a terrible sickness, there was the bright tinkle of a bell above my head and the wait was over.

Mr Wenham’s voice sounded, clear and commanding. ‘For my final exhibit, I present to you the ghost girl. A vision of pure white who can command the spirit orbs and will speak to you of other worlds.’

The crowd gasped as I struggled up the cellar steps, my white dress tangling between my legs. The pub was in near darkness, save for two candles burning on the mantelpiece. By the light of those I could just make out the stage, shrouded in white lace, and I took my place behind it as I had so often done in our practices at Merry Hall.

‘Behold the ghost girl!’ proclaimed Mr Wenham.

The crowd shuffled, someone whistled. Tobacco smoke pulled at the air.

‘I don’t see no one,’ called one voice. There was laughter.

Mr Wenham struck his silver-capped cane on the wooden floor. ‘I found her wandering through the woods of Merry Hall at dawn. A lonely being who knew not where she’d hailed from, nor where she was bound. A mystical, romantic being brought to me, most probably, from the heavens.’

Behind me, the Posturer smothered a cough.

‘And now, my fine folk, here is the ghost girl. She will tell of souls and memories, of those who roam the earth with messages of warning, comfort and prophecy.’

The Posturer dug a rough finger into my ankle and I stuttered forwards while, out of sight, he lit the first lantern.

‘See how waxen her complexion is, how her hair is spun from pure-white fairy cotton. See how her feet barely touch the ground as she dances. See how she glows!’

I lifted my foot and pointed my toes, then sprung lightly across the small stage. The Bear Lady struck a note and began a tune on the old pub piano while I danced and sang and, after a while, uttered my predictions as if they really had come from another world.

‘The spirits are here!’ I affirmed, as the Posturer lifted the first lantern above my head, where it glowed from behind the gauze. ‘Speak to me, O celestial orbs,’ I demanded. I waited as the room fell silent and the atmosphere drew tight. Then I spoke again. ‘The spirit orbs want you to know that they bring comfort from beyond. They come from a place of light and truth, a garden in the sky.’ I lowered my voice. ‘But they also warn that calamity will soon strike a great city in this isle. Many souls will go hence.’

There were gasps. ‘What calamity?’ someone shouted. ‘Which city? Tell us!’

I lifted an ear to the ceiling, cupping it as if to receive an answer, but then shook my head. I could not be too specific, only sow the seed of speculation. And before anyone could ask more, Jack the Posturer spun several lanterns behind the gauze, creating a spectacle of orbs whirling and whizzing about me. I pretended to catch them and toss them into the air. I pretended to commune with them and let them whisper to me the deepest of secrets.

‘Baby Molly is safe,’ I assured the assembly after a while, framing my hands around a gentle yellow glow showing through the gauze.

A woman cried out, clutching the man by her side.

I pretended to hold another orb and stared intently at it as if reading its message. I lifted my head. ‘There is an old man with a crooked back who walks in the garden beyond our world, speaking poetry and reciting hymns. He feels pain no more and is laughing and singing.’

‘That’s our Bill,’ said someone. ‘Has to be. Old Bill Carruthers from the mill.’

Another orb cleverly flew above my head and hovered so I could make out to the audience that I was holding it. I tensed the muscles in my hands as if I were clasping it tightly as I read it. ‘This light tells me that Mistress Brown is in a place where hunger and thirst are no more,’ I declared with conviction.

There were rippling whispers from the audience. Mistress Brown. Mistress Brown? Who’s Mistress Brown? Mistress Brown in Bodwick? There is no such soul that I’ve heard of.

My stomach contracted and I tried to find help from Mr Wenham but, in that moment, he was not to be seen in the darkened room.

‘Perhaps the orb is telling of Mistress Black,’ one man suggested, a voice above the confusion of whispers.

There was a collective sigh and the tightness in my stomach relaxed.

‘Mistress Black is surely in heaven,’ called a lady from the back of the room. ‘That’s what the orb is telling the ghost girl. In heaven, where she deserves to be. A kind, Christian soul she was.’

And so, my act went on.

Mr Wenham was a master of deception and, when I was not dancing or pretending to receive messages from the mysterious orbs, he turned his skill to inventing titillating tales about my history. It was all so fantastical, yet so convincing, that I almost believed what he said about me. And, as the act drew on, I slipped further and further into my new persona. I became the ghost girl, and I floated, imagining myself an ethereal being courted by those who had gone before us.

When at last I had finished, the applause was raucous. Someone threw a bunch of daisies at the stage, another a shiny copper coin. We sang the national anthem, loudly and with vigour.

I should not have feared. The crowds in the Black Bear that evening clearly adored us and, as Mr Wenham had predicted, they believed that I really did have a gift. He was pleased with my efforts and, as soon as the performance was over, he kissed my hand and swung me in circles and said that our next performance at the Black Bear would be greater still. I was a miracle, he declared, and he gave me a small gold chain which he tied about my neck.

And as I looked at the candles still glowing on the mantelpiece, then gazed into Mr Wenham’s eyes, I wished an even greater miracle. That my soul would, one day, be fused with his.

*   *   *

After that, we performed time and time again at the Black Bear until it became almost a second home. My confidence soared and my act grew better and more enchanting. Then, when we were ready and weary of the familiar Bodwick public house, we went on tour. By caravan we travelled far north and back again, to the tip of the isle and to the furthest coast. We performed in towns and cities, county fairs and villages. It was a tiring life, but one filled with such joy and pleasure that I had never before known. I had hoped we might travel to London and that my brother, Cornelius, might be found amongst the audience. But Mr Wenham avoided the great city, so I had to be content with my dreams and simply pray that Cornelius was well; that the mill had not completely destroyed him as I often feared. The fact that he was overseen by Mr Brockley was my only comfort. At least, there, he would be treated justly.

Then, after all the touring, we returned to the Black Bear for another set of performances, adding new and interesting twists to our acts so that the crowds flocked to the public house. In the new year, we would set sail for America with the best possible show and, before that, Mr Wenham promised we would fetch my brother.

‘It will be a day of great celebration, Dolly,’ he said, clutching my hands one evening in a dark corner of the Black Bear. The Bear Lady and the Posturer were dismantling the show and were well out of the way. Mr Wenham leaned across the table we shared. ‘To meet your handsome brother! Upon my word, I will treat him like a king.’

My heart fluttered. ‘Then, can we—’

‘Hush!’ Mr Wenham pressed a warm finger to my lips. ‘Dolly, I have something for you.’

I looked about me, uncertain, sure that all eyes must be upon us. But no one was paying the slightest attention. They were full of drink and talking with delight about the show. The landlord filled tankard upon tankard.

‘I have not paid you for your efforts,’ Mr Wenham continued.

‘You give me my bed and my board, sir.’

‘But your work has pleased me greatly. Word has spread far and wide. People love the show. They love you and I have a gift to reward you for your efforts.’ He reached into the large leather show bag he always carried and brought out a beautiful wooden box embossed with pearls. ‘Here,’ he said, pushing it across the table towards me.

‘Sir!’ It was the most exquisite box I had ever seen, the pearls gleaming in the low light afforded by the candles on the mantelpiece. ‘But I cannot—’

‘See inside,’ urged Mr Wenham.

I brought the box closer. It had its own brass key hung with a length of green ribbon. I hesitated, looking into Mr Wenham’s dark eyes to see whether he really meant it. He nodded. I turned the key and lifted the lid.

With a gasp, I marvelled at the contents. Necklaces, fine jewels, lace, ribbon, and beneath the finery was a collection of handbills from all the places we had travelled to – Sidmouth, Brighton, Blackpool, Harrogate, and more – each bill bearing my name.

‘Sir, you can hardly mean all of this for me?’ I lowered the lid as the group on the next table looked across at us, one man pointing, another swivelling around to see.

‘Indeed, I can,’ retorted Mr Wenham. ‘And more, Dolly Dove. Why, I would give you the moon and the stars if I could but reach them.’

Unexpected tears pushed at my eyelids.

‘At the bottom of the box, there is a secret compartment. You will find a missive there.’

I found the compartment and, with trembling fingers, carefully slid it open, finding there a small cream card. I lifted it, the edges sharp and neatly cut. The words were easy to make out and I read them to myself in a half-voice. To Dolly, it read, always my beautiful ghost girl. Do not leave me. Your Abel Wenham.

Still holding the card, I looked across at Abel and was surprised to see that his eyes were wet and shining. All the noise and smells of the public house were lost to me, condensed to the man before me and the card in my hand. ‘Never, sir,’ I whispered. ‘Never, never will I leave you.’

*   *   *

Later that night, I perched on my bed at Merry Hall and opened the box once more, marvelling at my name peeping from beneath a sea of glittering jade, emerald and scarlet. Although the days were warm, the evenings already carried a nip about them. I drew a shawl around my shoulders as I sat alone, the night outside black and solid. The air smelled of linen and of the deep green of summer. I was surveying my collection, slipping an amber ring encircled with gold on and off my finger. As I did so, there was a click and, unprompted, Ida the Bear Lady entered my room.

I tried as fast as I could to close the box, but I was not swift enough.

‘What have you there?’ asked the Bear Lady, whisking across the Persian rug. She came close to the bed. Too close for my liking.

‘It’s nothing.’

I pulled the amber ring from my finger and let it drop to the box where it landed like a dash of golden moonlight. Outside a fox cried, cruelly, wantonly emphasising the awkward silence that followed.

‘Let me see. He has given you those things, has he not?’ The Bear Lady sat beside me and reached for the box. I could smell her; the sweet tang of unwashed clothes, the bergamot-scented pomatum Abel insisted she rub into her beard to make it shine, the coarse wine on her breath. There was grease on her nose too from the gristly chop we’d eaten for supper in the Black Bear.

I tried to obstruct her, but she was too rough and too quick for me.

‘He is flattering you, I see,’ said the Bear Lady. She dipped her hand in my box and brought out a quartz stone bracelet, holding it up to a lamplight by my bed. I hated to see her touch my things, but I did not dare snatch my trinket away.

‘It is not flattery,’ I said defiantly. ‘He gives me these things because he is satisfied with my performance. He told me so.’

‘Pah!’ The Bear Lady dropped the bracelet carelessly in the box, where it clinked against a ruby ring. ‘He is buying his way into your affection so that he might make money from you, child. He is afraid that otherwise you will run away and join a circus.’ She rubbed my hand, and I disliked the way her bristly fingers felt upon my skin. ‘You are so naïve, Dolly Dove. This is his insurance, you goose.’

I drew a careful breath.

‘Do you really think Mr Wenham means you to keep these things?’ she continued, holding a chain of green stones to the light as if inspecting it for flaws. ‘Why, he presented me with this very necklace when I was his latest novelty act.’ She lifted the stream of green stones once more before letting it trickle back into the box. ‘He soon took it back when he became tired of me. Denied that he ever gave it to me. Implied, even, that I stole it!’

‘That is surely untrue,’ I said. ‘He meant it for me, and I believe he bought it only the other day. From a trader in Bodwick. I do not think you understand the weight of feeling he has for me.’ And I for him, I silently added.

I let my eyes feast on the shimmering display of jewels. If I could but give Cornelius just one of these items he would be rich and he could walk away from the textile mill for good. He could lodge somewhere outside of Whitechapel while he waited to join us. I ran a finger over the same green necklace. If Abel gave me leave, I declared that I would find my brother and do just that.

The Bear Lady looked at me with piercing green eyes. ‘Jack the Posturer has already warned you,’ she said solemnly. ‘And I will add my warning. Mr Wenham is not what he seems. He promises that he will bring your brother to live with us. But where is he? Where is Cornelius? Tell me that. Do you really think that Mr Wenham intends to keep his promise? A boy without talent or disfigurement is worth nothing to him.’ She shifted and the bedstead creaked. ‘I cannot think what lies he has told you. Why, he may even have you believe that he loves you. But one day, he will deny it. You know nothing of your darling Mr Wenham, you halfwit. He will surely break your heart and soul. As he has done to many before you.’

I shut the box lid firmly. ‘That will not happen. I am sure of it.’ I folded my arms. ‘And I do not wish to talk to you about love. As for my brother, well, we scarcely have time to take a breath, never mind travel to London. Abel has promised that when we finish this week of exhibitions, we will fetch Cornelius.’

The Bear Lady crossed the room, shaking her head, tutting.

As she opened the door, there was a clatter on the stairs, then a confusion of one of the show songs, slurred and uncertain. Abel, riddled with drink after an hour in the parlour. For that was the way of things most evenings after a performance.

I thought then that he might ask me to come downstairs with him, back to the parlour. He often did. There we would talk about the show we’d just performed, make exotic plans for his future exhibitions. He would kiss my hand, my lips, whisper secrets.

But that evening, he did not call for me. He must have heard the Bear Lady and thought me otherwise occupied.

Oh, how I cursed her for that.
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NELL

January 2025

I decided that we needed to establish a routine at Merry Hall. It was the best way to deal with the house, and the fragile state we were both in. In many ways it was easy enough. There was school for Fern. For me, there was work; getting used to my shift pattern at the Black Bear, learning to deal with Pam’s moods and Johnny’s incessant jokes, learning that working with Becca was fine as long as you didn’t expect too much. I bought a bunch of yellow carnations for the kitchen at home and a desk for Fern, which we put up together. And, for a while, there was a chink of light, a sense that maybe everything would work out as I needed it to. Jared didn’t contact us and I had no real cause to get in touch. Everything, I decided, was levelling out. We were getting used to the house and the house was getting used to us.

I reached the first full weekend with a sense of achievement. On my way home from work I picked up takeaway pizzas to celebrate, and we watched a film in the lounge. It was good to have Fern with me – she’d spent every evening after school with new friends or hunched over her phone messaging them. It was good that she was settling in, I supposed, but I missed the chance to connect. So this was an opportunity that I wanted to make the most of. Full of pizza, we chatted and even laughed together at the cheesy horror movie we’d chosen, commenting on what we were watching like we always used to. Before.

‘Nothing like a bad horror movie,’ I said when the film finished. ‘And this place…’ I looked around, ‘… well, it’s starting to feel like home, isn’t it, love?’

Fern said nothing.

The darkness from outside pressed in on us and I stared at our reflection in the blank glass of the window opposite. I shifted. Tried again. ‘It’s kind of familiar now, don’t you think?’

Fern pulled at the rips in her jeans.

‘And once Jared’s done all the work he wants to on the place it’s going to be fabulous,’ I added as Fern pulled herself up from the sofa, walking straight past her empty pizza box with its discarded crusts and oily rings staining the cardboard.

I looked after her. Everything suddenly felt flat. I noticed how cold and dismal the room was. ‘Shall I take that lot out, then?’ I called pointedly. But Fern had gone and, as I collected the rubbish, I heard sounds from the bathroom; Fern stomping across the wonky floorboards, the pipes groaning and clanking as she turned on a tap, the heavy clunk and subsequent rattle as the toilet flushed.

With a sigh, I headed for the back door, balancing the pizza boxes in one hand and negotiating the lock, then my phone torch, with the other. It was dark and silent in the yard but at least there was enough light from my phone to see my way to the corner where the wheelie bins were kept.

I piled the stuff into the rubbish, then stood for a moment, breathing in the frosty night, full of pine and ice. I looked into a sky giddy with stars: bright pinpricks of silver in the black, so distant yet complete. There was no moon.

I wrapped my arms around my chest, thinking about my week at work, about cleaning the house, trying to make it into a home, then about London and Adam; what I wished I’d said to him when I found out about Helen, what I’d say to him now if I saw him. A hot tear wove down my cheek and I swiped it away, sniffing loudly. He was still the one in control, I realised. Even now. Even here, where I was miles away from him, trying to build my own life and do things on my own. He was still there in the driving seat, fuelling my fantasies. I looked across the yard, at the ceramic pots of withered herbs lined up by the house. I had a sudden desire to smash them, to get rid of my anger by doing something awful, something physical. So unlike me, this new anger I felt in Merry Hall.

A movement from the window above startled me.

A ball of light streaked through the darkness of Fern’s room. I blinked. There it was again, the swift movement creating a blazing tail of light. What was that? I fixed my gaze on the window. The light came again, this time rotating, springing from one corner of the glass to the other. Then I realised what it must be. I rolled my eyes. Fern messing around, obviously. A torch, a phone.

Muttering to myself, I picked my way across the yard. On the first floor, the globe of light flashed by once more. I went indoors and dashed up the stairs. Fern was standing on the gallery landing in her sleeping shorts and T-shirt. She’d plaited her hair and it hung like a black ink stain from her shoulder.

I gave a half-hearted laugh. ‘Fern, what were you doing in your room? You gave me a bit of a scare at first.’

Fern frowned. ‘I was in the bathroom.’

‘But weren’t you in your room just now? While I was taking the rubbish out.’

‘No. Why?’

I looked past her and into the bedroom. The light was off, but in the dim interior I could make out the unmade bed, the new desk already covered in papers and folders, a heap of discarded clothes on the floor. I turned back to Fern, speaking slowly. ‘So, you weren’t messing around with your phone torch or something?’

‘Why would I do that?’

‘No reason.’ I paused. ‘The wiring might be faulty, that’s all. A power surge, maybe. Something I might need to email Jared about, I guess.’

Fern slipped past me and into the bedroom. ‘I’m going to bed now, Mum. Okay?’

I smiled. ‘Of course. Sleep tight.’

We caught each other’s eye and said together our well-practised line, an echo from the past. Don’t let the bed bugs bite.

*   *   *

I woke in the night, sure that something had disturbed me. I was breathing fast, my heart thrashing in my ears as I tried to pick out the sound that had disrupted my sleep. There was nothing but black. The dark in the house at night was thick, an almost solid thing I felt I could touch. I pulled myself up in bed and was hit by a brutal cold that clutched my shoulders as the duvet fell to the mattress. It was like being outside.

I shivered as I stared into the dark, sensing something closing in on me, coming at me faster and faster. I knew that if I didn’t act, whatever was hidden there, just beyond my reach, would find me. In a rush I fumbled for the bedside light, found the switch, and bathed the small room in a soft orange glow. The flowers on the dark, faded wallpaper swirled before my eyes. I righted myself, rearranged the pillows and took in the familiar things in my room. My gaze travelled slowly around the space as I made myself breathe carefully, deliberately.

Everything was motionless.

There were my jeans, folded neatly over the wooden chair, there was my make-up bag, exploding with Superdrug bargains, there was my hair mousse and an assortment of hairbands. My purple Docs by the window. On my bedside table was the book I was reading, pages splayed. Next to it, my to-be-read pile and my watch, the gold glinting in the warmth from the bedside light.

Everything was as it should be. Nothing had moved.

I slid out of bed and headed for the window. There, I drew back the curtains and peered into the black of the garden, trying to see what might have disturbed me. The severe drop in temperature was extraordinary and, already, my extremities were numbing with cold, my breath misting on the pane in front of me. There was noise from the trees, some nocturnal animal, then a fox screaming, bleak, terrifying. Then silence.

I hurried back to bed, hugging the sheet, pulling up the duvet tight. I breathed on my hands, trying to warm them, drew my knees to my chest, pulling in my body heat.

There was a noise.

Footsteps.

Out on the landing.

Short, scurrying footsteps.

I clenched the duvet, knuckles white. ‘Fern? Is that you?’ My voice was thin with fear.

Cats? Too heavy.

The footsteps stopped outside my bedroom. I wanted to reach out and turn off the lamp, to hide my presence. But I couldn’t. I couldn’t move. I couldn’t draw attention to myself.

After a breath, the footsteps picked up again, light and delicate now, running to the far end of the landing, towards the bathroom. They stopped once more. And, as they did, the chair in the corner of my room toppled, landing on the bare wooden floor with a crash.

There was a sharp whistle above my head. A sudden and vicious breeze blowing between the cracks in the loft hatch.

I snatched at my duvet, screwed my eyes shut.

The breeze stopped. Suddenly. As if someone had shut a window.

And after that, there was nothing.
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DOLLY

January 2025

There is a new energy about me.

I see spirit orbs from the old days, furniture moves, the echoes of the past get stronger and are no longer hidden in the murkiness of time. I cannot control it. It is as if there is a spark of fire inside me, growing and feeding off the mother and the girl. For they have brought something to Merry Hall that has been absent for a long time. The old lady closed herself to it after a while, wrapping herself in her own memories. She would not become a part of it, even towards the end when I screamed at her to help me.

I think she was afraid.

The man too. The pawn.

These two are not like that.

I stand outside the girl’s bedroom for a while and walk in only once she is asleep and her breathing is even. There is something I wish her to have.

Something that Jack the Posturer dropped on that awful night.

I slide towards her desk and place it carefully amongst the mess of papers.
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NELL

January 2025

It had snowed more during the night. The trees outside the window were heavy with white and the kitchen was muted by a strange, depressed light as I crossed the room in search of breakfast. Fern was at the table sipping a mug of creamy coffee and scrolling mindlessly on her phone. ‘There’s more in the cafetière,’ she said as I shuffled sleepily across to the cupboard and grabbed a mug.

I poured myself a drink, made toast and sat opposite Fern. I eyed her carefully and took a deep breath. ‘Did you get up in the night?’

‘No, and I’ve only just got up. I could have slept forever if I didn’t have homework to do.’

‘Well, did you… did you hear anything odd then?’

‘Odd. How do you mean?’

I sipped my coffee. It was scalding. ‘I thought I heard footsteps.’ I didn’t want to mention the chair. It was too concrete a thing. I’d had to right it when I got up. ‘Footsteps, out on the landing.’

‘Mum!’ Fern shivered. ‘That’s creepy.’

‘Well, did you? Hear anything, I mean.’

Fern shook her head. ‘You were probably dreaming. And the countryside’s full of noises at night. Probably something outside snuck into one of your dreams. An owl or a fox maybe. Or it could have been one of Jared’s stray cats. If they actually exist, that is. I bet they’re pestering another household by now.’

‘Probably,’ I said, flashing a look at the uneaten cat food. I remembered the fox I’d heard when I was standing at the window. ‘Or maybe I got spooked by that movie we watched.’

Fern stood with a laugh. She pulled cereal out of the cupboard. It was good to see her eating a proper breakfast. ‘So, what’s your plan, other than homework?’ I said as Fern sat again. I was eager to move the conversation along, to push back my nagging doubts about the house.

‘What?’ Fern paused, spoon hovering above her bowl.

‘Your plans?’

Fern shovelled Weetabix into her mouth. ‘I don’t have any.’

‘So, you going to hang around here, then?’

Fern gave me a curious look, as if she didn’t trust what I was going to do next.

I held my breath, let it out silently. ‘It’s just that I don’t have to go to the Black Bear until this afternoon.’ I’d had a text from Pam asking whether I could cover for a couple of hours and, as extra money was useful, I’d said yes. I smiled at Fern. ‘So, I thought maybe we could do something together, like—’

‘Mum, I have to get on with my homework. I’ve got tons.’ Fern narrowed her eyes at me. There was Weetabix on her chin but I didn’t dare point it out.

I held up a hand. ‘No worries. It’s fine, really.’ I glanced around the kitchen, felt the vastness of the house curl around us. ‘I was only asking, that’s all. I just…’ I shook my head.

Fern made no further comment and after a minute or two of silence, announced that she was going to catch a bus into town. She thought she’d go to the public library to work on her history project. The buses were still running, despite the snow, she said, prodding at a website on her phone. She dumped her bowl in the washing-up water and headed to her room to gather her stuff.

The house seemed to grow larger, the silence more intense. Fern was going into town.

Moments later, she was back.

‘Mum, I found this. On my desk. Is it yours?’ Fern held out her hand. She was holding a small brass key.

I put down my coffee and held my hand out. Fern tipped the key onto my palm. It was cold and heavy, and had a metallic tang to it as if, until now, it hadn’t been touched for a long time. ‘It’s not mine,’ I said.

Our eyes met.

‘I wonder what it’s for,’ said Fern. ‘And where it came from.’

I put the key on the kitchen table. ‘It must have fallen from somewhere. I expect it fitted something in the house at some point.’

Fern raised her eyebrows. ‘But seriously, Mum. How could it have fallen? Where could it have fallen from?’

I rubbed my temples. Questions. Too many questions. ‘I don’t know,’ I said. I pushed my plate away, no longer hungry. Stared at the key. ‘I really don’t know.’
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DOLLY

August 1847

I stepped onto the stage, a tremendous nervousness catching me as I surveyed the audience. It was our biggest performance at the Black Bear yet. Outside in the garden a large tent had been erected – word had spread and every inch of the place was full. Not just locals: grand county folk, people who had travelled far to see the great Abel Wenham’s exhibits. To see me, most especially. For a moment, I could not think what to do and only stood there, transfixed by hundreds of pairs of eyes all pinned on me, astonished by the great ladies’ hats, daunted by the gentlemen, so stiff and somehow critical.

The crackling smell of chestnuts filled the air, mingling with cigar smoke and the nostalgia of sweet evenings. Sweat blossomed across my palms. I knew not what came next, how to move or what to say.

‘Dolly, your introduction. Now, girl, now!’ The Posturer prompted me from behind in urgent whispers. His lanterns were already lit and out of view of the unsuspecting audience.

I stuttered out of my immobilised state and began at once. The words I knew so well. ‘I am Dolly Dove, the most remarkable ghost girl…’ My words span and created another world, one of mystery and wonder. The ladies looked from one to the other, nodding. The gentlemen’s mouths twitched beneath their whiskers in the beginnings of amusement, and I knew then that I had them. So, I danced, lifted my face to the heavens and sang.

Then, as I always did, I sought him out.

Abel.

Where was he?

He had been away from Merry Hall for over a week, and I had missed him sorely, but he had promised that he would return in time for the evening’s performance. He had been away on business, he had said, and when I had pressed him to explain the nature of his assignment he had simply tapped the side of his nose and told me that I should wait and see. It would be a great surprise, he said, if his mission was a success.

I scanned the crowd.

Ah, there!

Amongst the hats and the smoke and the enchanted chaos of the crowd. Abel. I caught him watching on silently from the side, somewhere near the back. He winked, drew a hand through his well-oiled hair, his face gleaming with pride and awe. ‘Bravo!’ he mouthed. ‘Bravo, my darling ghost girl!’

Then, the Posturer began, lifting the lanterns behind the gauze while I speculated on the intention of the spirit orbs that night.

‘Come, spirits! O, spirits of the dead. What messages have you for us tonight?’

The balls of light twisted and spun behind me as Jack contorted himself to match my movements, spinning globes first at my head, then at my feet. In a loud and clear voice I commanded the souls of the dead to communicate with us. I made to catch the balls, throwing them around the stage as the Posturer cleverly followed my actions.

It became real to me that night. More than a stage game. More than the farce I’d always thought it to be.

You have fire in you, Dolly. Fire in your blood.

My mother’s sweet voice rang through my head, and she became one of the orbs herself, close to me, encouraging me, becoming me, and uniting my destiny with the present.

Fire, Dolly. Fire.

I span. I caught. I danced better than I ever had before while the Posturer whisked those lanterns hither and thither and the audience gasped and screamed with delight.

Then, as I began to sing once more, I saw someone lean in towards Abel with a whisper. The two laughed. It was a girl of small proportion, not much older than me, I shouldn’t wonder. I frowned. Who was she? A member of the audience? If so, she was a bold one to make such an intimate acquaintance, especially with someone as esteemed as Abel Wenham. I danced to the front of the stage as the girl spoke to him once more. He smiled. I faltered, stumbled my next lines as I fixed my gaze on the girl. She was a beauty. Her curls fell in black coils to her shoulders, her complexion was perfect and her limbs so graceful that they might be sculpted.

Abel spoke something into her mass of curls, and she nodded.

I floundered to the end of my act and, as the audience broke into applause, Abel jostled through the crowd, pushing the girl ahead of him towards the front of the tent. I tried to catch his eye but his intention was fixed only on the girl, his slender hand on the small of her back as he guided her to the front. And as I slipped off the stage to where the Posturer was packing away his lanterns Abel mounted the steps and tapped his silver-capped cane on the boards.

The applause stuttered, then petered out, leaving an expectant silence.

‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ Abel spread his arms wide, as if to embrace the company. The silver knob on the end of his cane winked in the reddening sunlight that spilled through an opening in the tent side. ‘To conclude this evening, I present to you a living wonder, a rare and beautiful talent that knows no boundaries. I have a new novelty act for you.’ He broke off and looked to the side of the stage where the girl stood. ‘Miss Clara Chattoway, not yet in her eighteenth year, is a singer of the rarest kind. Of all the oddities exhibited here tonight, nothing will astound you more than the heights of Miss Chattoway’s voice. For she can sing higher than any other being on this planet. Indeed, some of the notes she reaches are so high that they are not perceptible to the human ear.’ He shook his head. ‘Really, it is quite absurd.’ He paused and motioned that the girl waiting by the side of the stage should join him. Holding her rose-coloured skirts, she floated up the steps, pretty and light, her ringlets bobbing in time.

Abel clasped her hand and drew her to the centre of the stage. He cleared his throat. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, I present to you, the Nightingale!’

*   *   *

She sang.

The audience was bewitched.

I was captivated.

The Nightingale’s beauty and poise drew all eyes towards her but, moreover, she had the voice of an angel. It was sweet and pure and filled the tent with a sound so thrilling that I was sure she had come to us from another world. Sparks of delight flitted across my arms as the tent closed in on me, leaving only that one splendorous sound, rising and rising and rising. No one spoke or even whispered. All were spellbound.

I stood watching from the side of the stage as her voice reverberated around the space.

Abel watched her from the other side.

Her notes spun higher and higher until I was sure they would break.

My blood rushed.

Neither Abel nor I could move.

Neither of us looked at the other.

Our eyes were trained only on the glorious Nightingale.

*   *   *

After the show, once the crowds had trickled away, Abel called me over to where he was standing, just by the entrance to the tent. ‘My doll,’ he said. But he did not embrace me as I longed him to do. Instead, he held his cane at length, pressing his weight down upon it. ‘My doll, what is your opinion of the Nightingale? Quite a find, would you not say? I scoured the country for new talent and discovered her in some flea-ridden tavern in York. I knew at once that I had found a jewel.’

I looked over towards the carriage. It was loaded with our belongings, ready to make the journey back to Merry Hall, and the Nightingale stood there, one hand on the door, waiting. She had not helped us to dismantle the show, only watched, a sullen look on her face, her arms crossed, saying nothing.

‘Abel, she is…’ I could not find the words.

He laughed and beckoned the Nightingale over.

The girl came at once, fluttering over the lawn. ‘Sir?’ she said, stopping in front of Abel and lowering her gaze to the ground.

‘I have quite a scheme for the two of you,’ said Abel once he had let a breath of silence settle.

The Nightingale looked up, her face a query.

Abel smiled. ‘Your act, Dolly, my dear, will be made all the finer by it.’ He laid a hand on the ice-white sleeve of my dress but he did not let his fingers linger. ‘While you have the most charming voice, Dolly, I have a scheme to engage our glorious Nightingale to sing while you perform your act. She would sing offstage, some haunting melody, a tune to which you would conjure up the spirit orbs. It would be quite splendid. And you can simply concentrate on your movements and your predictions.’ He looked between the two of us. ‘After Christmas we will go to America and the audiences there will be demanding, you know. Not so easily pleased as the British. Everything must be perfect.’ He shot a look at the Nightingale. ‘You will, of course, have your own act in addition to enhancing Miss Dove’s.’

‘Of course, sir,’ said the Nightingale, her voice light, like clinking glass.

I, myself, struggled with the coldness that wound itself around my person, the sudden heaviness that came upon me. ‘Abel… I… I—’

‘It is a splendid scheme, is it not?’ continued Abel. ‘And one which I will let the two of you discuss while I take leave of the landlord.’ He smiled at the Nightingale. ‘Oh, Miss Chattoway, we are so pleased you have agreed to join us.’ And with that, Abel unfastened the red rose which he wore on his jacket and, with his careful, graceful fingers, threaded it through the low neckline of the Nightingale’s dress. Then he strode across to the pub without another word.

I looked at the Nightingale, keeping my face closed, giving nothing away.

‘You dance well,’ she said, once the silence had stretched to nothing. She pressed a hand to her chest, her demeanour changing with Abel’s absence. She became quite animated. ‘You do show me up, Dolly.’

I knew she did not mean it but I thanked her anyway, then tried to sidestep her to mount the carriage where, already, the Bear Lady and the Posturer sat, the basket of cats between them. I felt their eyes upon me.

But as I reached for the carriage handle, the Nightingale caught me by the arm, making me stop. She stroked my long wispy hair. ‘You are such a pretty darling. I do declare that you are a cherub fallen from heaven.’ She paused, drew her lips into a purse. ‘Although perhaps…’ she fiddled with the rose that Abel had affixed to the front of her dress. ‘This would look quite splendid against your white features.’ She fastened the flower to one side of my hair. ‘There, now you are not so plain.’

I could not see it, but I imagined blood on snow.

‘A cherub,’ whispered the Nightingale, and she leant forwards and kissed my cheek. Petal-soft, like the summer. ‘Mr Wenham’s little ghost girl.’

I smiled, unsure what to answer in return. But my stomach burned as I looked upon the Nightingale’s perfect beauty, upon the smoothness of her skin, as I smelled the scent of violets about her. It seemed impossible that she had come from a despicable place such as the one Abel had described. Certainly, he had somehow seen to it that she appeared at the Black Bear well-presented and changed. He must have bought her the rose-coloured dress.

‘Mr Wenham loves you dearly, does he not?’ she continued, smoothing over the dress that fell from her waist like a waterfall. ‘He has told me all about you on our long coach ride from the north.’

‘I believe he is fond of me.’

The Nightingale laughed, and the sound flew around us as if it were trying to find a home. She clapped her hands in delight. ‘You darling!’ she cried. ‘You absolute, dearest, innocent darling! You must believe that, of course you must!’

She shook back her curls, and they shone in the last of the evening light. ‘Come now, let us get into the carriage with the others. Tomorrow we will begin rehearsals together and we might see what changes that will bring.’

*   *   *

People flocked to the Black Bear, day after day. The Nightingale and I performed together, the money poured in and Abel was happy.

The two other performers were far from pleased, however. As the weeks drew on, the Bear Lady was exhibited for only minutes at a time and a constant sadness eclipsed her face, her eyes holding, I felt, a shadow of the past. She snapped and bickered with all who dared to come near her and complained fiercely about the Nightingale. Singing with that high screeching voice, she growled. She should get herself back to York, where she belongs. She’s only a success because of Mr Wenham, that’s quite certain. And she’s taken the best bedchamber at Merry Hall too. Soon we’ll be out on the streets, you mark my words.

The Posturer’s act dwindled, his chief contribution being to work the lanterns for our joint act, and he grumbled when he did so. Even the cats were taken through their routine with haste for it was I, as the ghost girl, and the newcomer as the Nightingale, who drew in crowds bigger than ever before. The show was ours.

The Nightingale certainly enhanced my act, despite what the Bear Lady said about her voice. On the stage, the Nightingale was a wonder, quite unlike the haughty, contemptuous creature I found her to be back at Merry Hall. For when she sang it was as though there was magic threaded through the air. It shimmered there, and all other sounds retreated into nothing. Her voice was warm and smooth and made me feel as though nothing could ever harm me or anyone else ever again.

The audience certainly felt it too. No one moved or spoke or broke the moment to drink or chatter. Everyone stared at the stage when she sang, and I danced with liquid movement as I never had before. The Posturer’s lights drifted past me, and I leapt to catch them as if lifted high by the power of the music.

It was at those moments that I believed in perfection and, seeing the look on Abel’s face, I was sure we would climb to even greater heights, perhaps until we reached heaven itself.

One sultry evening, when the air was full of lavender and jasmine, I left the stage, quite sure it had been our best performance yet. Sweat beaded my forehead and trickled down my back, and I felt the exhilaration of the show running through my veins. I swept a hand across my face and sighed, breathing in the floral air. The crowd had loved us. Even after we had left the stage they were still applauding and calling out for more. They would be back; the money would keep flooding in.

I wandered around the back of the stage and, there, a curious spectacle met my eye. There was the Nightingale, glowing in a rich ruby dress, and there was Abel fixing a chain of blue sapphire stones around her neck. He brushed her chin and whispered something to her. She laughed. Delicate, pretty. Conspiratorial.

I gathered up my pure-white skirts at once and hid behind the Posturer’s gauze. I did not dare see more. Though, surely, there was no more to be seen. For Abel Wenham was a good and generous man. He rewarded his performers when they did well, which most certainly the Nightingale had done. Especially that night.

I stood for a moment, slowing my breathing, hand pressed against my heart, as if to keep it in place. The Bear Lady’s prediction ran without warning through my mind. He will surely break your heart and soul. As he has done to many before you. But I slammed the door on her words. Abel was mine; he had told me as much. He was simply giving the Nightingale her due. It meant no more than that.

*   *   *

We worked and we worked, and Abel’s profits increased. I became so used to my act that soon I fancied I saw glowing orbs about me at night, even when there were no lanterns and I lay alone in bed. Strange whispers followed me during the day and, in my dreams, I fancied that the souls of the dead spoke to me, my mother warning me to dull the blazing fire that sparked through my body.

My mind grew wild with fantasies while my very bones ached with crushing tiredness. I coughed and my head throbbed, my chest pulled tight and my limbs shook with fatigue.

I knew then that I needed to stop if I was not to become gravely ill. Though the reality of it was a great disappointment after months of colour and light and sound, I was weakening and could not dance all night, and I coughed incessantly whenever I tried to speak.

I needed to rest, and so I was cut from performances for the rest of that summer.

*   *   *

Without Abel’s show, life was dull. It was like going indoors when the air outside was alive with fresh summer scents, the colours bright and the sky at its bluest. I watched in dismay as the carriage left Merry Hall each evening bound for the Black Bear, squirmed with envy as the Nightingale showed me her newest dresses while my show frock lay dirty and discarded over a chair in my chamber.

It had also turned cold. Although it was August the days were grey and damp, and a brisk wind blew down from the hills making me shiver and wheeze.

Ida the Bear Lady moodily boiled resin on the stove to try and abate my developing cough with the stiff aroma. But still my lungs were tight and still I heaved. I wandered about the house miserable and tired, my only comfort held in dreaming of the Black Bear; the towns and villages we had visited; the audiences; the rich costumes and jewellery; and mostly how much I had been applauded and loved by Abel Wenham. He truly was my saviour. I tried not to think of him with the Nightingale each evening. With her and not me. That thought only made me sicken further and it was not a path I could afford to take.

We were still due to leave for America in the new year, and I had to be in good health to rehearse for our tour. So, I begged the Bear Lady for syrup of poppies and took to my bed. I had a small room next to Abel’s and, while his chamber looked out over the hills, mine allowed me only a portion of the view. I liked it that way. At night I could see the stars and the moon if it chose to show, and I fancied it was my private portion of the world. A place where I could throw my wishes and dream. And dream I did. About my future with Abel. About where we would go. Of what we would become.

But as I unleashed my imagination I became weaker and weaker, my dreams becoming muddled and dark, and I thought more and more about Cornelius and what had become of him. As soon as I was well, I vowed I would bring up the subject again with Abel. I would see to it that my brother was brought to me.

Eventually, though, an even greater tiredness snatched me. I could think no more, and the world became long, dark passages of confusion.

One night, I could not sleep. My throat raged and my water jug was empty. I wrestled with myself, but in the end roused myself from my bed with the intention of finding a drink downstairs. It was dark and I made my way slowly to the gallery landing, treading carefully so as not to disturb the other occupants of the house. But as I stepped on to the landing I noticed a light glowing from beneath the Nightingale’s door. I frowned. Candles at night were forbidden and I wondered whether the Bear Lady had omitted to inform the Nightingale of this particular rule. I was just debating whether I should go and tell the Nightingale myself, when the door eased open. A figure emerged. I was gripped with cold. It was Abel, brandishing a candle. The light flickered across his face. He was smiling and looking more elegant than ever. But what was he doing in the Nightingale’s chamber? I shivered as I pressed myself against the wall, hiding in the deepest shadows.

And then I realised, breathing out my relief as the thought came to me. Had he not before now spoken to me after a show? Had he not presented ideas on how an act might be improved at the very moment the inspiration struck him? His lack of conventionality meant that he was not bound to the daytime, to drawing rooms or parlours. If Abel had an idea about the show, of course he would share it at once. I waited until he had passed and then crept back into my room and into bed. I felt weak and was not sure I could reach the kitchen without collapse.

My dreams that night were troubled.

I stayed in bed for many days after that, confused and sick, unable to make sense of my surroundings or my thoughts.

It was during this time that Abel requested an interview with me. As I was frail, the Bear Lady helped me to dress and took me downstairs to the rehearsal room.

It was a particularly dull day and the room was dark. Thick drops of rain splatted the window, a boisterous wind blew and early fallen leaves scampered across the drive. Abel was seated at the walnut table, hands folded on its shiny surface.

I tried to run to him, but my legs buckled and I had to hold on to the table edge to steady myself.

‘Miss Dove,’ he said, calmly, coolly.

‘I have been ill,’ I said, clutching the table, fearful of falling. ‘But my health is improving. Each day, I—’

‘There is something you must learn.’

I cocked my head to one side. The room swam. There was a strange buzzing in my ear.

‘It is a singular thing that will complete the greatness of the show. It will ensure your – our – future success.’ He pulled his fingers across the tabletop. ‘It will be the making of you, Miss Dove.’

‘What is this thing, sir? Does it concern my brother, Cornelius?’

Abel gestured to the seat opposite him. ‘Do sit.’

I pulled back the chair and sat, glad of the stability. For in my ill health I tired quickly.

‘It concerns Miss Chattoway,’ he said, once I was comfortable.

‘The Nightingale?’ I thought of the great singer and of how her singing complemented the act so finely. ‘What of her?’ I said, confused that she should be entering this discussion about the future. Her presence in the show was already established, I was sure.

Abel leant back with a sigh. ‘I have come to love you greatly, Miss Dove.’

‘And I you,’ I returned boldly.

‘I have come to love you as much as my own life, Dolly Dove,’ he continued, ignoring my confession. ‘To think of the future is to place you at the very centre. I need you well again to resume our rehearsals.’

My heart quickened. Outside, the rain fell heavier, and a cloud of gloom settled low over the wet grounds.

Abel pulled himself forwards, leaning in conspiratorially. ‘The Nightingale is on the rise,’ he said. ‘The crowds adore her, and she knows it. She has the very show in her hands and could do anything, go anywhere, be anything.’ He brought his hand down sharply on the table, making me jump. ‘We must not let her fly away.’

I made my eyes large and round, for I was sure that next I was to learn of a great plan. My hair cascaded in pure-white twirls across the shiny table as I too leant in.

‘Listen carefully, Miss Dove. For this is what must happen.’

*   *   *

I awoke. The bedroom was dark, there was a smell of camphor oil and my head hurt. I stared at the ceiling, at a small plaster rose directly above my head. The spiral of petals appeared to spin and I could not draw my eyes from it. It seemed, at that moment, of vital importance for me to determine where the flower began and where it ended. But there were wild ponies galloping across the already trampled wasteland of my mind. I could not concentrate and wanted nothing more in all the world than to fall into deep slumber.

I tossed and pulled at my pillows, finding that I could not sleep. Because there was the rose and there were voices. Fragments of hushed conversation broke into my thoughts, and, though I hardly wanted to, I listened and tried to make sense of it all.

‘Sir, has the fever gone down? Poor Dolly was quite delirious, you know. She has taken laudanum and ether, thirty drops of each.’ The first voice was soft, like batter pudding, and vaguely familiar, as a fading dream.

‘It is not a fever of serious character, madam. It is simply brought on by overwork and hysteria.’ The second voice was elderly and stringy, and carried an authority that I knew, by instinct, not to question. I imagined grey hair and a graceful disposition. A physician, I deduced. ‘Warm baths, a little nourishment and cool drinks will soon take their effect. Loosen the tight parts of her clothing, open the windows and sprinkle cold water on her face should the hysteria return. I am quite certain that in a couple of days—’

‘She is still rather hot.’ A cool yet prickly palm pressed down on my forehead, and I soaked up its delicious comfort before my fever burned through and spoiled the relief. ‘I wonder whether I might—’

‘I will call again in a day or two. In the meantime—’

I coughed. A ragged, dry, ripping cough that tore at my throat like brambles. I was aware that the voices turned their attention to me, and there was a rustling and tucking as bedclothes were rearranged. It made me feel like a captured animal. To one side of me, the wardrobe became a monster, to the other my dressing table, a beast ready to pounce.

‘Where am I?’ I managed, in a scratchy voice not quite my own.

The prickly hand, now warm, pressed at my head again, and its owner bent over me. I smelt bergamot and honey soap, and that too was gnawingly familiar. ‘Why, Merry Hall, of course.’

‘Merry…?’

‘Merry Hall.’ And then the voice spoke slowly and deliberately, the words falling like drops of water into the vast confusion of my mind. ‘You have recently been performing in the Black Bear and are due to work again presently. However, I do not think…’ The hand withdrew. ‘You see, sir.’ The batter-puddingy voice quavered a little. ‘She is not herself. Her mind, her recollections, her sense—’

‘A warm bath. See to it that she has a warm bath.’

Deep, serious footsteps that could only belong to the physician echoed across floorboards and retreated. But the bergamot and honey smell remained. I could see an old-fashioned mob cap too, with needlework as fine as cobwebs, and a simple frock in grey. There was a reassuring harmony in the cap and frock, and I wondered where I had seen those two things like that before. Eyes of sea-green beads looked down at me with quiet concern. The face bearing them was dark, as if shrouded in shadow. ‘Dolly, do try to rest. You gave us quite a fright, you know. For three whole hours you screamed and screamed without abating. I am afraid I had to slap you to calm the hysteria. Mr Wenham—’

‘Abel!’ Again, the brambles snagged at my throat. I wanted water. ‘Where is he?’

The voice sighed and the sound was like a breeze blowing over summer fields. ‘Do not trouble yourself now. When you are well, we will talk. Worrying will not do your cause any good.’

I slowly let my head fall deeper and deeper into my pillow as slowly, in bits and pieces, like patterned tiles in a great mosaic, it all came back to me.

*   *   *

Marriage was, in this case, an ugly word. It was dark and treacly and brought to mind rotting leaves and dank undergrowth. I played with the word, alone in my bedroom, swallowing it like a stone in my mouth and terrifying myself with its liquorice weight.

For Abel had said that he was to be married.

To Miss Clara Chattoway. The Nightingale

That mere girl, who Abel barely knew! Abel was to be wedded to her. For while he loved me dearly, he could not, he said, marry me. Marriage to the Nightingale would be good for the business. The show would thrive, he promised. It would secure her services and together we would rise to even greater heights. He did not love her, no. But he admired her and could, in time, grow to like her well enough. I should not mind, he said. For in my position I could not place my hopes in anything better. And then he had dropped the greatest weight of all, the one that left a dark crater in my life. After the interview, he said, our intimacies must cease. No more affection, or kissing, or sharing dreams for the future.

Consequently, Abel needed me well so that a ceremony might be arranged, a grand wedding with me performing, the Nightingale herself singing. The wedding would be conducted in the great church in Bodwick, the breakfast at Merry Hall. It would be the talk of the county, he said. Once I was recovered. So, Abel had paid for a physician to attend to me, Ida the Bear Lady was to give me the very best care and, between them, they were to return me to good health as quickly as ever they could.

I lay in my bed, hot, my head sore with the remembering. The dark, floral wallpaper that covered the room pressed in on me, the flowers seeming ugly, unnatural exaggerations designed to draw me into a dark, fantastical underworld. My sheets were damp and tangled, and my mattress bumpy and uncomfortable. I stared straight ahead, past the gloom of my small bedroom. My very special dream window was now filled only with nightmares. The heavy curtains were drawn almost to a close, allowing only a slit of light, of hope, to penetrate.

I wondered: had Abel bypassed his memories of the sweet days we spent together? Had he decided to deny the feeling between us? Did I mean so little to him?

The future lay heavy upon me.

I closed my eyes so that I could not see my window.

I had objected to the proposed union, sitting at that shiny walnut table on that glum rainy day, unable to believe that Abel would see this thing through to its conclusion. Unable to believe that he would deny our growing love. But he had only looked on me with cold eyes and said that if I could not accept it I would have to leave. I would be destitute and have no choice but to go to the workhouse or join a fair. So, he would give me time alone to think, he said. To see the sense in it.

In that dark and terrible moment, there was nothing for it but to scream.
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NELL

January 2025

After Fern had left for the library, I tidied the breakfast dishes then made myself another coffee and fired up my laptop in the kitchen. I was determined to spend some time doing the writing I’d promised myself while I knew I wouldn’t be interrupted. The household chores could wait.

Taking the laptop to the kitchen table, I stared around the room while I waited for my document to load, my gaze flicking periodically to the strange key. Morning sun, bright with snow, spun patterns on the walls. The room was still. I stretched my legs, running my marshmallow-y socks across the flagstones as I took a long, luxurious sip of coffee.

The document opened and I stared helplessly at the story I was trying to write. The perfection of the previous moment fizzled. None of it was right. It was all amateurish – I was no creative. I put my coffee down and cupped my hands over my face, trying to breathe my way into my centre, trying to discover what it was like to find myself beneath the chaos. I counted in my head, willing the inspiration to come.

There was a sudden bang.

I jumped, ricocheting out of my thoughts.

I drew my hands from my face, knocking the table. The coffee cup juddered and the key rattled against the wooden surface.

It was the front door shutting.

Heavy footsteps pounded through the hall. Fern. She must have forgotten something.

I sighed. ‘I’m in here,’ I called, slightly annoyed that my peace was being disturbed so soon. ‘Did you leave something?’

There was no answer.

‘Fern?’

I pushed back my chair, grabbed my coffee and stuck my head into the hall.

Nothing.

Cold edged up my arms. I could almost sense something there in the hall with me, closing in.

‘Fern?’ I called again. ‘Jared?’ Even though I knew that was unlikely.

Silence sat heavily in the space.

I took a long breath. There’s nothing wrong. I just hadn’t worked out yet how sounds travelled in the house. It may even have been something from outside.

Just in case, though, I checked the lounge, then headed upstairs, looked in the bathroom, my room. Nothing. The door to Fern’s room was wide open. Papers on her desk were fluttering in the breeze from an open window and, as I looked around the room, a sudden gust sent the whole lot flying into the air and floating back down to the floor. Why on earth had Fern opened a window in the depths of winter? It would be costing Jared a fortune to heat the place.

I laid my coffee on Fern’s desk, slammed the window shut and bent to collect the loose sheets. I bunched the papers together and laid them back on the desk, moving a couple of ring binders to make space.

And there it was.

The key.

The same key that had been on the kitchen table moments before. There was no chance it could have found its way back to Fern’s desk.

Unless I had put it there myself without realising.

I looked slowly around. Again, it felt as if something was there, watching me. My mouth was dry and my mind was scrambling as my gaze fixed back on the key.

I swallowed.

The stress was obviously getting to me. I needed to slow down, to take things easy.

But how could I? How could I when trying to build a new life took so much energy? When doing everything on my own was so much harder than I thought it would be. How could I when I couldn’t trust my own thoughts and actions?

The only explanation was that I must have put the key on Fern’s desk and couldn’t even remember doing so.
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DOLLY

January 2025

I stand rigid, my stare fixed on the mother’s back as she considers the key.

She moves it slightly, then draws her hand away.

I do not, for one moment, let my gaze falter. I must tell my story.

But he is already at work.

He wants to break her in his fight to silence me. He wants to unsettle her and drive her from this place. She has heard him thundering through the house, his actions echoing on and on through time.

The girl senses me easily. She can feel my anger, which is so like hers. She is interested in what this place once was, and I will show her. I will not leave my tale untold.

I watch as the mother picks things up around the room, absent-mindedly folding clothes, straightening the bed cover, plumping the pillows.

I follow her.

She moves back to the desk and looks at the key once more, lifts it and turns it over in her palm.

The waves of time roll deep within me and I feel the eternal power that is mine. I pull on it, touch its fire. And the mug of coffee flies from the desk, crashing to the floor. It splinters, the handle breaking clean. Dark liquid seeps across the wooden floor.

The mother curses, calls herself clumsy and stupid. Her heart races as she runs back to the kitchen for a cloth, searching for more explanations. How did I knock it? she asks herself. Impossible. Quite impossible. Why do things keep breaking around me?

While I smile, knowing that I am gaining strength.
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NELL

January 2025

I tidied Fern’s room as best I could, but there was a dark patch on the wooden floor now. I just had to hope it would dry to nothing.

My head pounded.

The enthusiasm I had for writing had left me, as it had done many times before. I wanted nothing more than to crawl back into bed, to feel the duvet over me like a carapace and sink back into sleep. I was exhausted and the need to retreat was almost overwhelming. But just as I was about to give in I remembered the new me. The me I was trying to coax into being. The old me had always hidden at the first sign of trouble, betrayed myself with platitudes and promises to others I then had to keep. And what had happened here? Nothing to tell of. A bad night’s sleep, a strange sound, an old key, a spilt drink. That was all.

So, rather than giving in, I would do something to raise my energy. I would make something delicious and healthy from the stuff I’d bought the previous day at the greengrocer’s in town. It had been exciting to pick fresh food out from the shelves of vibrant fruit and vegetables, so unlike the insipid, plastic-wrapped things I’d ordered online from the supermarket in London. I imagined Fern returning from the library pleased that there was something good waiting for lunch, something different from the pathetic offerings I’d served up at Carol’s. It would stop me from picking at the pub chips all afternoon too.

I headed back to the kitchen, mentally dredging up recipes from my old life and thinking about the vegetables I’d bought.

I opened the kitchen door.

The smell hit me at once.

It was earthy. The deep stink of decomposing nature, like autumn’s death.

Rotting food.

In a rush, I made for the vegetable rack. Everything looked fine, but as I pulled vegetables to the side in search of something that had gone off my fingers met with a slimy mush. I gagged. The skins of the tomatoes were split and spewing white mould, the carrots were shrivelled like witches’ fingers, the kale was sludge, and the potatoes had blackened and were sprouting ugly pink and green knobbles.

I stopped, clenched.

How could this have happened in the time since I’d left the kitchen? It had been less than ten minutes since I’d been here, grabbing a cloth to soak up the coffee. I would have noticed this before. I certainly would have smelt it. It was almost as if what had created this somehow knew what it was doing. Knew what I’d been intending to do.

But no.

I shook the thought away.

No. That was ridiculous. There was clearly something wrong with the vegetable rack; some horrible bacteria lurking on it, unseen. It probably hadn’t been cleaned properly in decades.

The thumping in my head intensified as I stared at the mess, thoughts and theories swimming beneath my skin. Tiny black flies hovered in a cloud above the rack while the smell of rot and decay permeated the room, making my stomach turn.

I’d have to get rid of it all in the outside bins, so without giving myself time to think further I scooped everything into a plastic bag and, holding it at arm’s length, made my way carefully to the back door.

As I unlocked it, I paused, convinced that something was right behind me, invading my space.

Instinctively, I turned around.

But there was nothing there.

Of course.

Because I was alone in the house.

*   *   *

I ladled baked beans on to toast and pushed a plate in front of Fern.

‘Sorry it isn’t more exciting,’ I said. ‘There was a problem with the vegetables I bought.’

Fern picked up her cutlery. ‘How do you mean?’

I watched the butter from my toast run into the baked beans. ‘They went off. Maybe I won’t use that greengrocer’s again. Though I liked the idea of not relying on the supermarket.’ I looked at Fern for a reaction, but she gave none. The ins and outs of grocery shopping unsurprisingly meant nothing to her. ‘So, how was the library?’ I said instead.

Fern put down her knife and fork. Her eyes were bright. ‘Great, actually.’

‘You got your work done, then? And the buses obviously worked out okay.’

Fern nodded, mouth full of beans. ‘I also met this really cool boy.’

‘Oh, yes?’ I tried to sound casual, to show the correct level of interest.

‘Yeah, he goes to my school. But he’s doing A levels. He works at the library on a Saturday and he helped me find stuff.’

I ran myself a glass of water at the sink. ‘That was kind of him. I hope you didn’t take him away from his work.’

‘Mum!’ Fern flopped back in her chair. ‘And anyway, I am his work. Helping me find books and things is part of his job.’

I smiled. ‘I suppose.’

‘I actually found out something about Merry Hall.’

I was surprised to find I was nervous. ‘What… what was it?’

‘Oh, nothing much, really. Just that it was built in Victorian times by a really wealthy man called…’ Fern pulled her phone out of her pocket and tapped at the screen a few times. ‘… Yeah, that’s it – Abel Wenham. Apparently, he was a big deal in Bodwick back then. He was some sort of showman.’

‘Abel Wenham?’ The Black Bear. The portrait.

The atmosphere shifted. I looked over my shoulder, then back again.

‘What do you mean by showman?’ I said.

Fern scrolled on her phone. ‘I dunno what that means exactly but when he wasn’t living here, he was touring the world with his show. Luke says there’s a self-portrait of him in the pub you work in. He was that important.’ She strung out the word like elastic. ‘Have you seen it?’

‘Who’s Luke?’ I said, ignoring her question.

Fern shook her head as if I was being stupid. ‘The boy who works at the library, Mum.’ She grinned, watching my face carefully. ‘I’m going to head back there after lunch, actually. If that’s okay. I still have stuff to do and, if you’re at work, I’d rather be out than stay here for hours on my own.’

My stomach turned. ‘I’ll drive you in,’ I said, ‘but you may need to find your own way back if you finish before me. I’m only in for a few hours today, covering for someone, so don’t hang about for me.’

‘Sure. Thanks, Mum.’ Fern smiled, hugging herself with secret thoughts.
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I watch as mother and daughter prepare to go out: the mother changing into her black work clothes, clipping her hair back so that it no longer falls across her face; the girl, in her room, re-applying her make-up, sweeping black across her eyelids, plumping her lips with gloss. With the black paint framing her eyes, her irises look paler than ever, like shards of blue ice. Her energy is sticky with the boy she has met. It is dragging her to some other place that is not her. She peers deep into a vanity mirror propped against her pillow.

Luke.

The name feels like a drop of cool water in my mouth. I roll it around and speak it out loud, more than once, letting it fall between the cracks in the wooden floorboards and trickle down the cracked walls.

Luke.

The girl pauses, mascara wand stiff in the air, poised. Rigid.

Luke.

I say the name again and again.

Luke. Luke. Luke.

The girl jams the wand into the tube. Flecks of black splatter her cheek.

She leaps from her bed, sending her mirror crashing to the wooden floor.

It cracks in a beautiful circular pattern and her horror is reflected there, fractured in a silver flower of glass. She hurriedly pushes the broken mirror under her bed, unable to look upon her misfortune.

Seven years bad luck.

‘Are you ready, Mum?’ she yells, forcing her feet into leather boots, snatching her jumper from the floor. She seizes a folder of work from her desk.

Panic swells in her chest as she runs out onto the gallery landing.

She thinks of the broken mirror.

The hiss of a voice close by.

Luke.

‘Can we go now?’
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[image: img]You’ve got black marks on your cheek.’ I manoeuvred the car from the large drive into the narrow lane. It was snowing lightly, the flakes catching in the breeze and whisking across the windscreen.

‘What?’ Fern said.

‘Looks like make-up,’ I said, eyes on the road.

Fern yanked down the passenger-side mirror, swore under her breath and scrubbed at her cheek until it reddened.

‘Mum…’

‘Uh-huh?’

‘Are we going to live in the house forever?’

I checked the junction and pulled out on to the main road. ‘Just until Jared comes back,’ I said. I couldn’t even think about tomorrow, never mind forever. ‘Why? Is there something wrong?’ I thought of the sounds; the strong sense of being watched; the key.

Outside, the snow clouds dropped. The landscape became heavy.

‘It’s just that it’s a long way from everything else.’

I breathed, the lightness of relief washing through me. Was that Fern’s main worry? If so, it was something I could deal with. I braked as a deer bounded across the road in front of us. ‘Well, I can always drive you places. Like I am today.’

‘I suppose.’

‘You only need to ask. I don’t mind. Really. And I’m always heading into Bodwick for work anyway.’

Fern didn’t respond.

The snow grew heavier as we drove the rest of the way into town in silence. There was no parking at the Black Bear, so I dropped Fern at the library, left the car in a cul-de-sac a little way out, then wandered back into town, glancing, on the way, at the shop windows with their January sales, so dreary after the sparkle of Christmas. I quickened my step. Pam was not one for lateness. I hurried through the cobbled streets, past the old Victorian mill – now an art gallery – through the Cornmarket with its tourist information booth and fair-trade shop, along the riverside path where the play area stood empty, the ice-cream parlour boarded up for the winter. I passed a row of brand-new apartments and smiled at an old lady at one of the windows. She was watching the snow. As I walked, I tried to imagine Mum in Bodwick. Where had she lived? Why did she ramble on and on about the place? And what sort of person was my mother – Liberty Rose – when she’d been there? Before the drink. Such a romantic name, I’d always thought. Liberty Rose. The name of a tragic hero. Turns out it was a tragedy in the end.

I crossed into the churchyard, a shortcut to the Black Bear. It was a large space, crammed with ostentatious memorials and large tombs, smaller ones tucked beneath giant yew trees, leaning at all angles, dreary and forgotten. I caught some of the inscriptions. Many were too old and worn to read, and I knew there was a modern cemetery somewhere out of town. But there were some names and dates I could make out: Thomas, William, Anne. Many had died young, or young by today’s standards. Half-lived lives, it seemed. Life cut off before potential had time to blossom.

Just like Mum.

I swallowed the familiar grief that swelled in my throat and pushed on, as I always did.

The cold whipped around my face as I took the path that led to the square. More snow clouds were gathering. The sky was bleached, and a flock of birds flew overhead, swirling and diving through the white. Heaviness; a sense of change. Time to take courage and tread a new path on my own.

We have fire in our blood, the women in our family, Mum would always tell me. And it would have been something to believe in had she not been slurring and swigging cheap rosé from a bottle as she made the proclamation. As far as I could tell up till now, the fiery blood just meant that we made rash decisions and wound up with the wrong partners. I didn’t know who my father was, and Mum herself had been born in a mother-and-baby home back in the 60s, given up for adoption almost as soon as she’d taken a breath.

Then there was Adam. Bloody Adam.

I broke into a jog. My shift started in two minutes and, as I crossed the square, the church clock struck the hour, loud and solemn. The lights in the Black Bear were on.

As I burst through the back door, a rush of warmth hit me, and my nose and eyes watered after the cold. Pam emerged from the kitchen with a large tub gleaming with freshly washed cutlery. ‘Better late than never,’ she said. ‘You’re on the bar.’ She made a point of sighing as she skirted around me. ‘Shouldn’t be too busy this afternoon. Thankfully.’

I felt like a child as I shrugged my coat off and flung it on the pegs. I was only a minute after time and, heading into the bar, I saw there were no customers. I went behind the counter and checked the stock. We were low on Merlot. Johnny had been on until lunch and had probably forgotten to restock again.

I had my back to the room, but sensed Pam heading towards me, her irritation tangible.

‘We’re short on Merlot,’ I said, moving the bottles, working out how much we needed. ‘I’ll just pop down to cellar, okay?’

There was no response.

I turned, expecting to see Pam standing in front of the bar. But there was no one there. There was just the painting, looming large, opposite me. I met the probing stare of Abel Wenham. The man who had built Merry Hall, apparently. Our home.

A trickle of cold ran across my neck, and out of nowhere a heaviness fell on the room.

Behind me the door to the kitchen swung open. I jumped, pivoted back again.

‘What’s up with you?’ Pam frowned, scanning my face hard. ‘Is there something wrong?’

‘No… I… it’s just…’ I turned back to the empty bar. ‘I thought someone was…’ I shook my head. I imagined the heaviness weaving its way towards us, climbing up the walls, grazing the ceiling like black smoke. I cleared my throat. ‘It was nothing.’

‘Right, well you can tidy up a bit while it’s quiet. It’s always a state when Johnny’s finished his shift. He leaves the place like a bloody pigsty.’

True enough. I began lining the glasses, mopping the spillages on the bar. It was all deeply familiar work, even after all this time. And without warning old memories stirred in the pit of my stomach. This was not what I’d been expecting. It was as if the heaviness had caught me and wanted to suffocate me.

I stacked the beer mats then left the bar, heading for the murky cellar.

As I walked down the cellar steps, I remembered the day I’d found her. Mum. Back from my evening shift at the pub. I’d known straight away that something was wrong. The flat felt different somehow. Empty. Mum was on the sofa and the place was a stinking mess. Empty cans and bottles littered the floor, there was vomit, spilt drink. At first I thought Mum was in one of her drink-induced comas but when I felt for a pulse, her skin was cool and clammy.

She had been dead for hours.

The days, weeks, months after that were dark and terrible. Meeting Adam had saved me. I’d met him quite by chance. He was mourning the loss of a job and stumbled into my pub late one evening, looking for solace in the bottom of a glass. Looking for sex too, it transpired. I had been there at the right time and was swept away by this good-looking wealthy man who’d taken an interest in me. Different to the on-off casual non-relationship I had with Elith, my co-worker. I thought I’d loved Adam. I had loved him. But I could never really be a part of his world. Deep down I knew I’d always been treading water to try and stay above the surface. But at the beginning, I needed him. I needed others to take Mum’s place in the void that had opened after her death; to tell me what to do, to show me which path to tread, to take control. Elith soothed me, Adam took over. And I’d been desperate for that. Because the person I loved most in the world had really, truly gone.

I grabbed two bottles and quickly headed for the steps back up to the pub. The cellar was cold, the dark feeling down there thicker, cloying.

When I got back to the bar, Pam was still there. ‘Are you sure you’re okay, Nell?’ she said, flipping back her bleached-blonde fringe. ‘You look a bit pale.’

I put the bottles down. ‘Just tired, that’s all.’ I straightened a couple of glasses, a sudden thought striking me. ‘Have you always lived in Bodwick?’ I asked.

‘Born and bred.’

‘Then I don’t suppose you knew my mum. She’s passed away now, but she lived around here. Perhaps you went to school with her?’

Pam narrowed her eyes. ‘What was her name?’

‘Liberty. Liberty Rose.’

Pam clapped a hand over her mouth. ‘Liberty. Well, I’ve not heard that name in a while. Yes. I knew Liberty Rose. We were at Bodwick High together. Well, I never!’ She frowned. ‘Did you say she passed away?’

I nodded. I thought of the sofa, the bottles, the reek of alcohol. ‘She’d been ill for a long time.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Pam’s face crumpled.

‘What was she like?’ I rushed. ‘When you knew her? Where did she live? You see, she didn’t stay in touch with her adopted family.’

Pam shook her head. ‘I don’t really remember. We weren’t close. She was just a sweet person. Kind, you know. I think she lived in the big housing estate on the outskirts. Worked in the newsagent across the way. After she left school, that is. Didn’t stay there long. She got another job, but I can’t remember what.’ Pam’s faced closed and I had the feeling I was losing her.

‘Anything else?’ I pressed. ‘Anything at all?’

‘She didn’t like cats. I remember that. Couldn’t stand them. Ran a mile if she saw one. There was a stray who used to roam the churchyard and—’

‘Yes, but—’

‘Look, I’m going out back now. Call me if you need anything.’

I nodded. The conversation was clearly over.

Once more, I looked at the portrait. Abel Wenham’s stare was ice-cold, unforgiving. He was no more than dust now, in some silent grave somewhere. Probably in Bodwick churchyard. Whatever grand successes he’d had in his lifetime, none of it mattered anymore. It was the same for all of us in the end.

The front door banged open, shocking me out of my thoughts. A group came in, laughing, bright with the cold, bundled in thick coats and hats, dusted with snow. I drew my eyes away from the portrait, and as I did the ghostly figure standing in the background seemed, for a second, to glow.

*   *   *

After work, I headed into town. I needed the fresh air, something to cleanse the heaviness I’d felt in the pub. The streets were empty, the snow keeping people indoors, and there were few cars on the roads. I wondered how Fern was getting on at the library. There was no message from her, so I tried calling. It went straight through to voicemail, a factory setting devoid of personality. Fern must be deep in her studies, and I wondered whether Luke was helping her out. I desperately wanted to go into the library and check, but knew she’d be mad if I did. She may even have caught a bus back and I realised I should have made a proper arrangement with her, told her to let me know what she was doing.

I tucked my phone in my bag and kept walking through the falling snow, aimlessly, distractedly, staring into shop windows without really taking anything in. I remembered I needed to replace the vegetables that had gone off and entered the little greengrocer’s opposite the church. I picked through the crates stacked high with brightly coloured vegetables, everything as fresh-looking as it had done on my previous visit. I wondered whether to mention the rotten food to the store owner, a burly man with wiry stubble and large hands like shovels. I watched him scoop spinach leaves into small bags, slapping price labels on each and heaping them into a crate.

‘Where do you get your vegetables from?’ I asked casually, filling my basket; carrots with flecks of soil still clinging to the roots, turnips and parsnips, a bunch of black kale tight in an elastic band.

The man carried on sorting the spinach. ‘Southampton,’ he said, without looking up.

‘And do you get a delivery every day?’

‘Yes,’ said the man.

I picked out a taut yellow pepper, then a red one. ‘It’s just that the stuff I bought here the other day didn’t last too well.’

The man glared. ‘Is this a complaint?’

‘No… I mean… not really. It was fine when I got it home. But then this morning—’

‘Did you put it in the fridge?’

I pictured the vegetable rack, the oozing sludge, the smell. ‘No, I—’

‘Well, then,’ growled the man. ‘You can’t expect things to last if you don’t store them properly.’ He dumped the last bag of spinach in the crate and stalked over to the counter. His hostility filled the shop.

‘Of course,’ I said in a small voice. I placed my basket on the counter with care. ‘I’ll just take these today, then.’

Silently, the man weighed my vegetables, and I silently paid for them and fled the shop like a passing shadow.

*   *   *

As I traipsed along the pavement with the shopping my phone buzzed with a message. It was Fern. She was still working but Luke would drive her home after his shift. I hesitated. I’d not even met this Luke and neither had Fern until that morning. Snow was falling steadily, and I found myself worrying about how a young driver might navigate the twisty roads to Merry Hall if it got much worse. But then I thought about how badly Fern needed friends here, how badly I myself needed this move to work. I texted back to say it was fine, that Fern should call if there were any problems.

The snow came faster, and daylight was already fading. I snuggled into my scarf and walked to the car, taking the river path. I stopped for a while and watched the water dance and bubble over the stones, the soft river moss waving in the current, cat ice floating on the surface. I imagined people falling into the water, ending their lives that way. I shook. What was happening to me in this place? Why did I think such horrible things? And why couldn’t I make decisions anymore without feeling that everything I thought was wrong?

The string carrier of vegetables grew heavy as the reality of my current life washed over me. I traced a bit of driftwood carried along in the water, knocking against the bank next to a discarded Coke can, snagging in the duckweed, then disappearing under the tiny stone bridge from which it didn’t emerge. It was time to leave. I sighed and, clutching the neck of the carrier, traced my way along the path towards the cul-de-sac in which I’d left the car.

I drove home, distracted by thoughts of Fern still in Bodwick, conscious only of a red Fiesta that overtook me on a bend. By the time I got back it was snowing hard. I dashed from the car towards the house, the carrier digging into my cold-pinched fingers.

I fumbled with the house key, my handbag swinging from my shoulder, the groceries unwieldly as I pushed at the door. At last, it gave, and I almost fell into the hall. Swearing, I righted myself, stuffing a stray pepper back into the carrier.

Fern was home. Already.

I could hear her moving about in her room upstairs. Luke must have been the idiot in the red car who overtook me earlier. I should have known better than to let Fern go with him. I drew my hands through my hair. It was moist with snow. I was losing my grip, and if I wasn’t careful I’d fail to keep a hold on Fern as well. She was changing, I could feel it.

I dumped the shopping in the hall and discarded my coat and shoes, clumps of icy snow landing on the chequered tiles.

‘I’m back,’ I shouted in the direction of the gallery. ‘How was the library? Did you get everything done? Work wasn’t too bad. Quiet.’

I heard distant mumbling from Fern’s bedroom but couldn’t make out what she was saying.

‘I can’t hear you,’ I yelled. ‘Hold on, I just need to grab a drink. Do you want one?’

There was no reply.

I raced to the kitchen, plonking the string carrier on the worktop. The room was freezing and the glare from the electric light reflected on the snow outside. Thirsty, I ran a long glass of water and drank greedily, suspending my thoughts for a few seconds while Fern moved about in the room above my head.

I placed my glass on the draining board.

There was another creak from above, and as I mounted the stairs I heard the same babbling from Fern’s room.

‘So, how was it?’ Out of courtesy, I gave a gentle tap on her door, then twisted the handle without waiting for a response.

The monologue halted as the door stuttered across the wooden floor.

‘How’s the project? Did you finish…’

Inside the room, the silence was profuse.

There was no one there.
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My lines had to be perfect. Ready for the world. I repeated them incessantly until the light and shade of my inflection was as required. After a florid introduction by the showman, I would dance to the centre of the stage and recite them, as if I was revealing the greatest truth. Orbs would spin about me. Song would soar above.

I recall the words even now because they are a part of me, a part of Merry Hall. They are who I was and how I want to remember my life. They are me.

I am Dolly Dove, the most remarkable ghost girl. Behold my snow-white hair, my waxen complexion! Marvel as I entertain you, as I command and commune with the spirit orbs.

I am Dolly Dove, the most remarkable ghost girl. Behold my snow-white hair, my waxen complexion! Marvel as I entertain you, as I command and commune with the spirit orbs.

I am Dolly Dove, the most remarkable ghost girl. Behold my snow-white hair, my waxen complexion! Marvel as I entertain you, as I command and commune with the spirit orbs.

The words are etched into the brickwork of this house and escape sometimes, as voices of the dead sometimes do.
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I jumped. Turned.

Fern spilled onto the gallery landing, a flurry of folders and books, her hippy-style tote swinging from her shoulder. Her hair hung in moist strands, the bottoms of her jeans were soaked from the snow. She was flushed, her day spilling over and fracturing the stillness.

I was still on the threshold of her room, my sense of reality splitting. My fear emptied into relief which then welled into confusion. ‘Where’s Luke?’

‘He went. Before the snow gets any worse. Hey, what are you doing? You weren’t snooping through my stuff, were you?’ There was a trace of a smile on Fern’s face that vanished as she met my eyes. ‘Mum, what’s up? Has something happened? Did something go wrong at work?’

‘No, I—’

‘Are you ill?’

I rubbed my forehead, took a deep, deliberate breath. Was I unwell? That would explain things.

I sighed and looked at Fern. ‘I don’t know. Maybe I’m not feeling so good. Or perhaps I’m just tired.’

‘Shall I make us a cup of tea?’

I smiled. ‘That would be great, love.’

We went downstairs and I crashed on the sofa in the lounge, latching on to the normal everyday sounds of Fern making tea: the clatter of mugs, the slamming of cupboards and drawers, the frantic rumble of the kettle. Moments later Fern joined me, holding out a steaming mug which I took gratefully.

‘Did you figure out where this came from?’ Fern was holding the small brass key.

I shook my head. ‘I left it for you on your desk. I thought you could maybe find out for us. Bit of detective work for the historian in the family.’

Fern rolled her eyes. ‘Sure,’ she said half-heartedly, kicking off her Docs. She sagged on to the armchair. ‘But it wasn’t on my desk. It was in the kitchen. On the table.’

I swallowed my mouthful of tea. It was scalding and hit my stomach like fire. ‘No, I put it on your desk after you left for the library this morning.’

‘I think you’re going crazy,’ laughed Fern, tucking her feet beneath her. She slurped her tea, which irritated me more than it should. ‘Completely crazy.’

When I didn’t answer, Fern looked at me strangely, then headed to her room, dumping the key on the sofa arm as she swept by.

*   *   *

I sat on the sofa, fingering the key. There had to be a rational explanation. There had to be. It was either that or I really was going mad, like Fern said. I thought of the strange sounds. Maybe the ancient sewers beneath the house made odd noises as they drew waste away or maybe… I pulled my hair up into a high ponytail and got my phone out, typing hearing voices into Google. The words auditory hallucination, mental illness, schizophrenia, psychosis swam before my eyes. None of this was remotely reassuring, but a lot of it was most probably treatable according to the websites. I would probably have to see a doctor, get things checked out, sort out something for stress or depression, or whatever this was. Go on medication if I must. Much as the thought nagged at me, I couldn’t let myself believe that I’d made a mistake in bringing us to Merry Hall.

I put my phone down with a sigh.

The key was another matter. That was something real, something tangible. And it had, apparently, a life of its own, moving backwards and forwards from Fern’s room to the kitchen. I placed it on the mantelpiece and got to my feet. It was dark outside now. An endless suffocating darkness. Everything felt still, suspended in time. It was as if all the energy in the house was focused on me standing there. It was throbbing, waiting for a response.

I moved fast towards the kitchen door, deliberately breaking the moment. I needed to sort supper. Be practical. Be a mum.

Anyway, I thought, as I stepped into the kitchen, if I didn’t attend to the vegetables now, they would probably spoil and decay.

I sorted through peppers and onions, chopping them into small pieces, the rhythm of the work strangely calming. A distraction from all the things I wasn’t prepared to face.
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It is a cold night and supper is over. As soon as she has freed herself of her mother, the girl retreats to her room. She strips and looks at herself critically in the wardrobe mirror. She has painted her lips red and brushed her hair until it shines but, still, she hates everything about her body. She wishes her skin was not so pale and that the freckles running across the bridge of her nose would disappear. She thinks of Luke. She cannot help thinking of Luke. She’s never met anyone quite like him before.

I stand right behind her. We are the same height.

With my left hand, I reach and touch the small of her back. A single finger.

She cries out, jumping as if stung by an insect.

My touch is the bitter cold of death.

‘Fern?’ The mother calls from out on the gallery landing. ‘Fern? Are you alright? Have you hurt yourself?’

The girl darts for her bed and snatches her nightwear from under her pillow. ‘Don’t come in,’ she yells. ‘I’m just getting ready for bed.’

‘But you’re okay, love?’ The mother taps softly on the door.

‘Mum, I’m fine. Just leave me alone, will you?’

The mother retreats, hurt, and the girl scrambles into her nightwear, scrubs the colour from her lips with a tissue. She cannot understand what is happening to her in this place; why her possessions keep disappearing and why that key moves around the house, why globes of light dart about her room and why, at night, she hears crying from the bedroom next door. It doesn’t sound like her mother. She is sure it is not her mother.

The girl is becoming secretive. She invents meetups with friends she does not have and spends longer in the library on her homework than is necessary. It is partly Luke, partly avoiding coming back to Merry Hall.

I do pity her, but I will not let her go. I cannot.

I watch as the girl pulls a brush through her hair once more.

Her small screen pings with a message.

She lays down her brush and swipes at the screen. Luke. Does she want to hang out again? She sighs. Deep inside she feels again the hot spark of longing that reminds her of what it is to want and to be wanted.

If only she could see that he is not good for her. If only.
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I couldn’t sleep. For ages I thought about the house, the intense heaviness I had felt at work that day, Fern. I turned things over in my mind, trying to make sense of them, trying not to let them drag me under. Outside the wind rushed, and I imagined the snow falling and falling, burying us deeper in this place. I drifted off, then woke thinking I could hear someone crying from the dark corners of my room. But as I pressed my ear to the black there was nothing, only a deep, chilling silence. Some kind of sleep-related hallucination, I reasoned. But it seemed very real. I tugged the duvet right up over my shoulders and eventually fell asleep, only to wake at three in the morning, the red digits on my clock flashing insistently. Something had woken me, I was sure, and now that I was awake I was desperately thirsty and needed to use the bathroom.

I lay in bed for a while, hoping I’d drop off to sleep again, but it was impossible. The night was freezing, my duvet was a knotted mess and the pressure in my bladder was mounting. So I slid out of bed, pulled on my dressing gown against the icy chill and opened the bedroom door. The gallery was black and a heavy stillness hung in the air, causing every movement I made to feel somehow illicit, as if something was watching. Waiting. I used the bathroom without switching on the light, then headed downstairs to get a drink.

Across the cold chequered tiles of the hall I crept, the space still, eerie. The ordinary transformed by night, the perceptible shift of reality that only darkness unleashed.

I ran a glass of water, fumbling around in the dark. I didn’t want to switch the light on down here either. Somehow it would make my presence too obvious. I checked myself. Too obvious to what, or to whom? I shook the thought away and placed my glass carefully in the sink. There was a bright moon and it cast a silver light across the flagstones. It picked out the fridge, a jar of chocolate spread, a silver ladle hanging by the hob, my phone on the work surface. All normal everyday things. I turned to head back to the hall and, as I did, sensed a shift in the atmosphere and felt a choking sense of sadness and desperation rise in my throat.

Something made me turn.

At the foot of the bricked-up door, a small ball of light moved steadily. It was startling, pulling me in with such intensity that I couldn’t move. The light pulsed, then disappeared as a voice whispered into the darkness.

Here, here.

My breath hitched.

At that moment the moon momentarily went behind a cloud, and for those few dark seconds there was nothing. When the silver moonlight crept back, the kitchen was as it should be, the bricked-up door nothing but that.

I dashed a hand through my hair. I must have imagined it. The ball of light, the whisper. Slowing my breathing, I crossed to the kitchen door, every muscle in my body taut with fear.

But I felt it still.

The desperation imprinted on the room.

The sense that something was terribly wrong.








[image: Chapter 34]

DOLLY

January 2025

I linger in the kitchen.

My spirit, my truth is glowing.

But the mother has doubts.

She does not want to confront the past, the memories, the history. She would rather have the truth trapped in the walls, in the shelter of the eaves.

She is in denial.

It is a thread that runs through every part of her life. I see it in the false cheer with which she surrounds her daughter, in the hope that she still attaches to her job. In the belief that everything here will be perfect.

I slip through moon-brushed shadows until I am standing by the window in the hall. The trees bow low and the night presses in close. I put my hand to the glass, then remove it, watching as the shape of my print fades to nothing.

I sing softly. Lavender’s blue, dilly dilly.

A melody that my own mother taught me before she died. It is light, a butterfly of a tune. Lavender’s green.

The mother sings it too. When I am king, dilly dilly.

Her mother used to sing it always. You shall be queen.

A song to calm her nerve as she crosses the silent hall, wrapping her dressing grown tight around her body, feet barely grazing the cold tiles.

It is a song that the mother sang to her own daughter when she was in the cradle.

A song that the girl would remember in an instant.

The years fall away, and it is impossible to tell where each season begins and where each ends.

I watch as the mother climbs the stairs, using the banister to steady her shaking limbs. She stops singing and mutters to herself: It’s all in your head, it’s all in your head.

Then she runs up the last few steps as a cloud swallows the brilliant light of the moon. Her footsteps disturb the girl, who appears in her doorway rubbing her eyes.

It was nothing, says the mother. Go back to bed. The two of them are safe, she tells herself. Safe.

She sings once more, shaking, as she slips into her room. She is drenched with sweat.

We shall be safe, dilly dilly,

Out of harm’s way.
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I hurried to get ready for work. Fern was still sleeping and I tried to make as little noise as possible as I moved about the house. It was Sunday and the world was white and silent, apart from distant church bells drifting in snatches from Bodwick. Snow was falling in thin, mean slants, but I couldn’t wait to get out into the icy air, to feel something other than the sense of oppression that followed me around the house; as I showered, as I dressed, as I took each step down the stairs. It felt as if the house was expanding and contracting. Waiting for something.

Maybe it was time to contact Jared. Explain that things weren’t quite right. That things had been happening. Or perhaps I should even call Adam, ask for a bit extra to tide us over so that we could find somewhere else to live. I thought about the nice, new apartments by the riverside in town, many of them still available to let. No. I quickly put that thought out of my head. How would that look? To Adam, to Helen. I couldn’t do that. My head pulsed as I made for the kitchen. I avoided looking at the bricked-up door, and as I reached for my phone where I’d left it overnight I mentally began composing an email to Jared.

But I saw I had a WhatsApp.

It was from Fern. I’d presumed she was still upstairs in bed, but it seemed not. She’d gone out. The message was short.


Back later. Out with a friend.



Which friend? I couldn’t think of the names of any of Fern’s new school friends and the realisation gave me a stab of guilt. I sent back a message:


Which friend? Where are you? I need to know. I’m going to work, can fetch you afterwards. The snow looks bad x



As soon as I’d pressed SEND, I realised how desperate and controlling it looked and wished I could retrieve the message, but it was too late. My phone told me the message had been read. There was no reply.

*   *   *

The Black Bear was full for Sunday lunch.

‘Welcome to the madhouse,’ said Becca when I arrived. She plonked a tray with extra cutlery on the sideboard, topped up the salt cellars. I set about work straightaway; pulling pints, making coffees, talking about the wines with more confidence than I had a week ago. I was even beginning to sound convincing when I held up the merits of one bottle over another, and the customers would nod as if I were an expert.

Becca and I divvied up the tables between us. I was to take the couple sitting at the spot below the portrait. He was well-dressed, serious-looking; she nervous, twisting her hands in her lap, her gaze flitting around the pub. They stopped talking as he tasted the wine, swilling it around his mouth as if it mattered more than it actually did.

‘How is it?’ I ventured. The room slipped a shade darker as outside the snow fell faster. I thought about Fern as I proffered the bottle. The need to check my phone again for a message was overwhelming.

The man took another sip while the woman smiled at me apologetically. I tried to look elsewhere, not wanting to enter into the strange energy of their relationship. Instead I pretended to study the portrait above their heads. This close, I could make out individual brush marks and imagined the painter long ago working the detail, creating art that would go on and on into our time. In the corner of the picture I noticed, for the first time, a date and signature, and I squinted to read it.

‘Yes, this wine is fine,’ said the man.

I pulled back, poured his glass. Then the woman’s. She held up her hand before it was half-full.

I tried to read the signature again. A dense atmosphere hung about the room, and I felt a sudden sadness tug at me, a sadness that I couldn’t put into words but which I knew had nothing to do with my life, despite all its problems.

‘My girlfriend would like to see the specials board.’ The man’s tone was almost accusing. ‘She’s vegan and doesn’t think much of your main menu. A vegan roast in a pub is never good.’

Again, the apologetic smile.

‘Of course,’ I muttered, not before glancing once more at the portrait.

A. Wenham 1847

So, it was a self-portrait. I hurried over to the bar to grab a specials board, a strange feeling swirling in my stomach. Abel Wenham had actually painted that picture. Was the backdrop with the draped fabric and heavy wood table Merry Hall? I glanced at the picture once more as I placed the board between the couple. And who was the person in the background? The indistinct ghostly figure?

‘Could I get the risotto, please?’ said the woman.

‘Certainly.’ I drew my gaze from the painting, took out a pad and scribbled the order down. ‘Would you like—’

‘Are you sure, darling?’ The man prodded the board. ‘I always think risotto is the obvious choice. How about the Mediterranean tart?’

The girl sucked at her lips, hesitated. ‘Perhaps you’re right.’

I changed the order. ‘And for you, sir?’

He gave me his request – the lamb – and, with that, I headed for the kitchen. As I passed by the sideboard there was a rolling, rattling sound. I stopped. The cutlery tray on top of the unit was trembling as if someone was shaking it.

I looked about me. An earthquake?

There was a sudden tremendous crash.

I leapt backwards. Becca screamed.

The tray had fallen to floor, a knife bounced and struck the leg of the woman sitting beneath the portrait. Cutlery was everywhere. Sauces, salt, pepper, vinegar leaking into the carpet. Ketchup forming a swamp of red across the floor.

How?

Panic seized me as Pam came running from the kitchen. ‘What the bloody hell?’ she yelled.

My lungs tightened as I struggled to find air. Fear seeped into every pore of my body. The woman was rubbing her leg, the man swearing. People at other tables stared.

‘What happened?’ Pam demanded. She gaped at me, hands propped on her hips. ‘What did you do?’

Cold sweat poured down my face, down my back. I couldn’t find the words. All I could do was stare at the mess.

‘It just jumped off. As Nell went past it,’ said Becca, her voice raised. ‘She didn’t touch it! It was well freaky.’ She looked at me oddly, arms curled around her chest. Her face was red.

‘I… I don’t know what happened.’

‘Well, you need to bloody well tidy it up,’ Pam shouted. She turned to the bar and started making frantic apologies to customers. Another couple were putting their coats on as Pam tried to placate them. She shot me a glare as I scrambled my excuses for something I hadn’t done. But the manager cut me off, snatching a look at the mess, insisting to another group that they should stay. That there would be complimentary drinks. Her anger, I felt, was as much a part of their decision to leave as the strange occurrence itself.

I watched as the man by the portrait drew his girlfriend close. The knife had snagged her tights, ruining them. And, above, Abel Wenham’s eyes bored into me, the ghostly figure behind him faint, hardly visible in the darkening day. The candles in the holders to either side of the picture flickered and went out, as if a sudden breeze had wafted past them.

‘What the fuck?’ cried Becca from the bar. ‘Did you see those candles?’ She flashed a look at me, accusing, fearful. She thought that what had happened was because of me, I realised in alarm. I read it in her face, in the way she shoved past me and began raking cutlery from the horrible, patterned carpet, dumping it back in the tray.

Suddenly, it was all too much.

I ran out into the corridor and through the back door, slamming it behind me, dashing headlong into the snow and a thin driving wind. There, I leant against the outside wall of the pub, cold brickwork spiking my back. I panted hard, black spots crowding the corner of my vision. For a moment I thought I might faint, but I ran my hands across the rough wall, freezing and unyielding, until slowly, consciously, I calmed my breath, my chest stopped heaving and my legs felt solid again.
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Gradually my health improved and eventually I was able to sit up in bed and enjoy the companionship of Ida the Bear Lady. For she had softened towards me, or perhaps I was seeing a side of her that, before my illness, I had been too preoccupied to notice. Maybe even the upset caused by the Nightingale had united us. Whatever the cause, it was good to have a friend of sorts. I wanted Ida to tell me stories, but she could not read, so instead she related tales of her days in the travelling fairs, long before I was born, in a thick husky voice. At other times she gave me riddles to solve, or we would play a simple game of charades or tell each other popular conundrums. We did not speak of Abel’s proposed marriage to the Nightingale, and of that I was glad. My deepest wish that he would change his mind rolled heavy within.

I slept for many hours too, but when I was awake, Ida was always there, sometimes talking, sometimes watching me with her glassy green eyes, sometimes sewing – repairing a rip in one of my white dresses. She fed me bread pudding, boiled custard, yellow rice and all manner of comforting foods until slowly my strength returned.

At last I was able to get up and dressed, and then I asked to be taken downstairs to speak with Abel.

Here, Ida’s face grew grave. ‘I am afraid that is not possible,’ she said. She pulled herself from my bed, where she had been sitting. There was an indentation on the quilt where she had been. ‘Not possible at all, Dolly.’

‘Why ever not?’ I walked to the door, still a little uncertain on my feet after days of bed rest. I twisted the handle but the door would not yield. I turned to face Ida. ‘What is this?’

Ida tugged on her beard. A gesture I had learned she used when unsettled. ‘Mr Wenham will not allow it.’

‘Not allow it? Not allow what?’

‘Dolly, sit.’ Ida gestured towards the bed. Her voice was soft, her brow creased with concern.

But I would not sit. Once more, I rattled the doorknob.

‘Mr Wenham has instructed…’

I swung around.

‘He has instructed me to keep you here in this room.’

I gave a slight shake of my head. My thoughts swam.

‘He wishes to contain you until he is convinced that you are of sound mind and will not act irrationally. That you will have no bearing on his marriage to the Nightingale. That you will resume rehearsals as quickly as possible and without a fuss.’

I felt hot. Then cold. Abel? It made no sense. A twist of anger revolved in my stomach. ‘Then convince him, Ida. I cannot stay here. He must be reminded of me. As for Miss Chattoway—’

‘I will see to it that you have food and that your basic requirements are met. You need not want for anything.’

It was hard to conceal my distress. My breath came fast. ‘And you will obey his order?’

Ida knotted her bristly hands. I spotted various keys hanging from the chatelaine hooked to her waistband, and they clinked as she moved. Which was the one to my room it was impossible to tell, for all the keys were dotted about between thimbles and buttonhooks, needles and scissors. And besides, the thought of stealing a key from one who had recently been so kind seemed a wicked thing to even consider. I looked at her, my head tilted to one side. Ida shook her head and looked at the Persian rug she was standing on. ‘What other choice do I have?’

I saw then her predicament. I saw what would become of her if she chose to defy Abel and free me. Certainly, she would be punished. The workhouse would be her most likely destination. ‘Then, oh Ida, I—’

‘Sit, Dolly. Sit and think it through.’ She unclasped her hands. ‘As freaks we are not at liberty to choose lives for ourselves. Always, we will be at the mercy of others.’ She sighed and, in that sigh, was the weight of the whole world.

Cornelius’s advice ran through my mind.

Dolly, be good and true to you. Be good and true to you. To you.

What of those words? The words I had tried to live my life by.

I was paralysed. ‘What are you saying?’ My voice was little more than a whisper. ‘Is there no other way?’

The dim room closed in on me as Ida met my eye. She put an arm around me and I felt a swell of emotion in my throat. ‘Because of what you are,’ she said, ‘you can love, but you cannot hope for others to return the sentiment. Always, you will be an exhibit and nothing more.’ My eyes prickled. ‘Let Mr Wenham go with grace, I beg of you, and take your place with the rest of us. Then all will be well.’
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Pam said I should go home for the rest of my shift. That she’d call me the following day to see whether I was fit to come in or not. I sat in the car, parked in the little cul-de-sac on the outskirts of town, hands trembling, knee juddering. What had happened back there in the pub? I couldn’t make sense of it. It was as if my whole world was distorting and I didn’t know what was real or where the power lay anymore.

I fitted the key in the ignition and was about to turn it when my phone vibrated in my bag. Hurriedly, I fumbled with the zip and sorted through the mesh of old receipts, tissues, a bottle of hand sanitiser, my wallet. A couple of things fell from the bag, and I crammed them back in. I grabbed the phone, Fern’s number flashing accusingly from the screen. Swiping to take the call, I dumped my bag on the passenger seat.

‘Hi, Fern.’

‘Mum?’

‘Where are you?’ I bit my lip. Why did I always have to sound so panicked, so suspicious?

‘I’m with Luke.’

‘Luke?’

Silence. Then, ‘The boy I met in the library? The one who drove me home.’ She sighed loudly. ‘Look, Mum…’

‘What is it?’

‘Is it okay if I stay over? At Luke’s.’

My chest heaved, the panic rose. Above me, there was a flutter as a pigeon rose from a neatly trimmed leylandii hedge.

‘Luke says his mum’s fine with it.’

‘Well, I’m not. I’m sorry, no.’ The answer was out before I’d had time to think it through. But I couldn’t stay at Merry Hall alone. There was absolutely no way.

‘Mum! Why? What’s the issue?’

I ran cold fingers over the steering wheel. It was icy to the touch. I imagined the house at night, the blackness and the silence without the familiar noises of Fern moving about her room. I sighed. ‘Well, I don’t know Luke, or his mum. You don’t have any of your stuff. And… and you have school tomorrow, so—’

‘Seriously, Mum. I’m not going to sleep with him if that’s your problem.’

My face flushed. ‘It’s not that.’

‘Then what is it?’

There was thumping music in the background, and I could hear a boy’s voice close by. ‘Fern, please just come home tonight, okay? Maybe we can talk about it. Maybe another time. I just want you home. I’ll collect you. I’m in Bodwick right now. Save Luke driving. Where does he live?’

But the phone went dead. Fern had cut me off.

I tried calling back, but it was no use. Panic thumped in my chest. Should I drive around town, try to find Fern and this boy? I didn’t even know where to begin looking for Luke’s house and, really, I needed to head back to Merry Hall so that I’d be there if – when – she got back. I needed to light fires, maybe make a soup or a stew. And with that, I turned the key and started up the car.

*   *   *

I eyed Merry Hall. It glowered back, a monster. Snow was still falling; cruel, angry dashes of white that made the place feel more cut off than ever. Leaving the car, I crossed the drive in the fading light and let myself in. I stood in the dingy hall, breathing in the atmosphere, feeling the last weak sunlight penetrate the windows.

I thought about work and sighed. Pam would phone in the morning, I told myself. She’d admit the whole thing had been strange but that no real harm had been done. So now it was time to get a grip, time to focus on reality and prove to myself that I could live my adult life. On my own. Fern would come home too; I was sure of it. She’d sulk for a while, that much was obvious, but she surely wouldn’t defy me to the point of staying over at this boy’s house.

While I was waiting for Fern to return, I’d begin by sorting out a washing load, then I’d cook and plan meals for the week. I had a life to run, a daughter who needed clean clothes and food.

But as I took a step towards the kitchen the house seemed to close in on me. It was breathing softly, waiting to see what I would do next. Goosebumps flared across my arms.

He’s watching me.

I caught myself with a jump, flinging a look over my shoulder. Who was watching me? The thought had come from nowhere. There was no one else in the house.

A sudden wave of despair came over me and I gulped, taking in as much air as I could.

The house let out a breath.

I rubbed my temples. Took another step towards the kitchen.

There was something wrong.

I could sense it in the sudden change of atmosphere as I pushed at the kitchen door.

I stepped into the room.

At once, there was a crash as the plates on the Welsh dresser catapulted off the narrow shelves, smashing and splintering on the flagstones; mugs fell from the work surface and balls of light darted from one side of the room to the other.

I swallowed the fear in my throat, felt a scream rise but couldn’t sound it at first. And then I did. I screamed, once, twice, wrapping my arms around myself and clutching them tight, trying to stop myself from shaking. Then I fell still and silent. I pressed against the wall, unable to move.

A honey-sweet, rotten smell caught in my nostrils.

I gagged. The kitchen darkened. Reality was monochrome.

The smell deepened and consumed me.

It was the stench of decay.
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He used to kiss me. It was sweet, like the breath of apples fallen in soft grass at the beginning of autumn.

He would bend and press his lips softly against mine, catching me at an opportune moment, perhaps when Jack and Ida were elsewhere about the house. Or he would snatch me behind the caravan beneath star-strung nights and rose dawns. Never once, though, in those days did he ask for more or use his strength against my fragility. And for that I loved him all the more. At other times he would have long discourses with me about the future, his plans and dreams, which he would throw into the space between us. How my heart delighted! He would praise my talent, my beauty, my wit. He would talk of the joy I was bringing to the world.

My whole being was alight in those moments and my mind as free as a feather drifting gently in the breeze. I thought the feeling would last forever.

All this before the Nightingale.

Yet, even then, I believed that she would fly, and we would return to what we once were. Oh, how foolish I was! How things soured with the truth. A truth that had about it the vile odour of decay, which the mother now perceives; a smell like the damp cold of clammy fingers clawing from dark dirt, reaching for the living, ensnaring them. The whiff of death itself. The chill of it. I smelt it even then as it crept into my lungs, alone in that room. I shivered with it as each new day bloomed. Worst of all, I tried to deny it.

Now, I watch as the mother picks up the broken plates from the floor, sweeps splinters into a dustpan, saves what she can. It is too much for her and she gives up halfway through the task. But she has a solution. She hesitates, then reaches for a glass. She opens a bottle of wine belonging to the man and pours the rich, red liquid to the brim.

She drinks fast, wine leaking from the corners of her mouth, staining her lips.

The room dulls. Her senses mute.

She drains the glass, lifts the bottle and pours again.
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Just past midnight, Fern returned. I had fallen asleep, head against the kitchen table. I was exhausted with worry and fear, but sprang up immediately when the slam of the front door shattered my sleep. I didn’t remember opening the wine, but before me was an empty bottle, a glass lying on its side, crimson dregs pooling on the table. Unused to drinking much, my mouth was dry and stripped bare. My head was thick and fuzzy, and the room span. I was still drunk.

I stumbled into the hall.

‘Where have you been?’ I opened my arms wide, wanting Fern to fall into them, but she sidestepped me, making for the stairs. Engulfed by memories, my arms drooped. Mum, filled with alcohol-induced emotion. Me trying to get away. Failing. Intentions weaving across one another, like overgrown paths in a forest of nightmares.

‘Fern, please. I asked you a question.’ I tried to regain control, my words wavering in the deep swell of intoxication. ‘Where have you been?’

Fern stopped in the middle of the hall. ‘I told you, I was at Luke’s. And I’d still be there if you weren’t so paranoid.’

I flicked a look at my wrist, even though I wasn’t wearing a watch. ‘But it’s late. Really late.’

Fern let her hand flop to her side. ‘Wait, are you saying I should have stayed over after all?’

‘No, I’m not saying that. What I’m saying is…’ I fought to find sense. ‘… What I’m saying is that I need to know where you are. I need to keep you safe. I need—’

Fern frowned. ‘Are you drunk, Mum?’ She looked past me and caught the mess in the kitchen, the broken crockery, the smashed mugs. ‘What the bloody hell?’ She stared in horror. ‘What did you do? You are drunk, aren’t you?’

Mum. The smell of rotten fruit, musky sweat, the dry gravelly whiff of stale beer. The tangled nonsense she spouted.

‘It’s this place,’ I tried. ‘You know what it’s like being here alone. I—’

‘Then why don’t you just admit defeat? Phone Dad. Ask him for more money. Then we can live somewhere else.’

‘But I didn’t think you’d want me to ask him. I thought you were mad at him and—’

‘I don’t care anymore.’ Fern shrugged off her coat and let it fall to the floor. ‘I’m sick of this. This house. It’s—’

‘You don’t understand,’ I said, firmly. ‘And it’s not that simple. If I call your dad, I’d—’

‘You’re always like this.’ Fern stepped away from me, folded her arms around her chest. She kicked at her abandoned coat.

‘Like what?’

‘Excuses,’ said Fern. ‘You always have an excuse. It’s never your fault, your responsibility. Like with Dad, like with this house. Like drinking too much is something that just happened to you.’

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry. Fern, please.’ I shook my head in the direction of the kitchen. The movement too fast, too insistent. ‘In there. It was an accident. I was going to clear it up but was too worried about you, I had a really shitty time at work, and I couldn’t… I couldn’t think straight.’ A thought struck me. Had I created the mess? Had I been in some sort of drunken rage? I rubbed my forehead.

Fern sighed, turned away from the kitchen. ‘Well, I’m home now and I need to go to bed, if that’s okay with you?’

‘Of course it’s okay.’ I looked at Fern. She seemed so young in the unfriendly electric light glaring above her head. She was young. She was sixteen and she shouldn’t have been out late at night, especially since I didn’t even know where she’d been. Then driving back with a boy in the snow. ‘I’m just glad you’re home, sweet pea. Back home.’

I saw Mum spouting her love, too readily. Insincere. Forgetting by morning.

Fern looked at me through hooded eyes. Then she sped up the stairs, disappearing, shutting her bedroom door with a sharp snap.
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The girl, Fern, is falling in love. The signs are obvious. She has a glow about her cheeks that is more than the chill of the outdoors, more than the frustration she feels about her mother making her return home.

She kicks off her boots and collapses to the bed. The mattress moans and she shifts, unable to get comfortable.

Luke.

She remembers how softly he had kissed her, as if they had always known that this would be. How her insides had dissolved as he’d touched her. How she felt so different about her new life away from the suffocating house. It was all moving so fast with Luke, but it felt so right. As if it was meant to be. Despite what she had said to the mother, it had happened. She never thought she would share the deepest intimacy with him so soon, or even at all, really. And her mother would be so angry if she knew.

She hunts under her bed for a stuffed toy she can’t bear to part with and holds it tight. It is a frog with yellow eyes. ‘I don’t understand,’ she tells it. ‘I don’t get anything anymore.’ The frog is old and worn, and the girl has had it since she was three years old. She thinks about his bed, the fumbling, the excitement and the nerves. ‘But I do think I like Luke. Maybe even more than like.’ She whispers into the balding patch on the frog’s head. ‘He’s not like other people. He listens to me. Even when I tell him about this house. He doesn’t laugh like others would and says he can sort it for me.’

Do not fall, I try to tell her. Do not let anyone take you or promise you the world. They are deceiving you.

Luke is deceiving you. I know it.

She does not hear.

I nudge the pen pot on her desk, sending a rainbow of felt-tips to the floor.

She shoots upright as I ruffle the pages of a book by her bedside.

‘Do not fall,’ I try to tell her. ‘Do not fall. He – that boy – is not worthy of your love.’
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Alone in my room, the days were long. I still could not imagine that Abel would marry the Nightingale. Not when, despite the assured success she would bring, he loved another.

From my dream window I watched as the leaves on the trees slowly crisped and died, and the warm breezes took a chill upon them, bringing sharp scents on the air and mist at dawn. A sense of change. It rained incessantly and still I refused to believe his intention.

‘Mr Wenham is asking after you,’ Ida said. ‘But he is getting restless and, if you do not agree to act rationally, well, I fear for your future.’

I was sitting by the window watching a blackbird hop across the lawn far below. ‘He will not do anything to change the course of my future! He knows what I am worth.’

‘You are worth nothing while you are here in this room. Mr Wenham has already had to cancel shows at the Black Bear. They were a great success, but the audiences are hungry for more. They want something new, something better. Some folks are even asking after you, the renowned ghost girl. Mr Wenham needs you up and rehearsing with the Nightingale so that you can prepare yet more extraordinary things. Moreover, he needs your act to be ready for the wedding and, beyond that, for the grand tour to America.’ Ida shook her head. ‘If you do not agree to his demand for meekness and acceptance…’

I turned inwards to face the room. Ida had a peculiar look on her face.

‘What is it?’ I said. ‘If I could but see him and remind him of what it is we share.’

Ida looked down. ‘It will do no good. Mr Wenham is making grand preparations for his marriage and if you do not relent soon, if you insist upon your right to his heart, then I’m afraid…’ she paused and twirled her bergamot-scented beard around her finger ‘… I’m afraid he will let you go, despite what you bring to the show. Either that or he will use force to get what he wants. Your stubbornness is getting you nowhere, Dolly. And the Nightingale cares little for you. She will be persuasive too, I am sure. You see, I have learned not only does Mr Wenham benefit from the union, so also does she and is, therefore, impatient to secure her marriage. Having no family to support her she is as eager as Mr Wenham to guarantee her future, rather than leave it to talent and chance alone. Marriage is, by far, the easiest path for her.’

Cold wrapped itself around me. I could not believe it and yet the look on Ida’s face told me that it was true.

*   *   *

The sky that afternoon was dark, almost black. Clouds rolled over the hills like waves in a storm and torrents of rain battered my dream window without mercy. It was at the cusp of evening when the door to my chamber shook as someone beyond fiddled with the lock.

‘Ida?’ I turned my face from the window. I had been sitting, looking at the hills, for hours. I was stiff with inaction yet rose as the door opened.

He stepped silently into the room.

Abel. So beautiful, so dignified.

At once I ran to him, but he stopped me at arm’s length and held me there. ‘Miss Dove,’ he said, his voice steel, his eyes cold.

I shrank away as he released me from his grip. ‘You have come to see me?’ I said.

He folded his hands behind his back and rolled his shoulders. ‘I have come to reason with you – no, to demand that you cease your embarrassing protest and resume rehearsals at once.’

‘I am not in protest,’ I said. ‘I only wish you to remember what it is we share. What it is we mean to one another.’

Abel’s face remained unchanged. ‘We share nothing,’ he said. ‘I have laid the matter quite plainly before you.’

‘Abel. I—’

‘You will put on a show dress.’ He thrust a look at my discarded costume, still lying, dirty and crumpled, over the chair by my dressing table. ‘You will put that thing on and you will attend to your duties at once. Dress and come down to the rehearsal room where the Nightingale waits.’

A sudden fury rose within me and I wanted nothing more than to throw the wretched dress at him, to throw myself at him and make him relent, make him abandon this farce. But I clenched my hands and held them tight at my side. Such a display of hysterics would do me no good. ‘I will not come, sir,’ I said through tight lips. I tried to control the shake in my voice. ‘I cannot. I cannot bear it.’

‘Then I will make you.’ Abel strode towards me. For a moment, I thought he might strike me or compel me with his strength to follow him. But he stepped past me towards the window and looked out, his back to me. ‘I will give you until midnight tonight,’ he said, his tone even, his enunciation so sharp that each word felt like a blow. ‘You will submit to my will. You will accept my engagement to the Nightingale and resume your place in the show, or else…’ he turned, his face red, his eyes bulging, ‘… or else I will find other ways to ensure that you do as I say.’ He walked towards the door, stopping only to regard me one final time. ‘Miss Dove, it would be very unwise of you to defy me.’

*   *   *

I spent hours at my dream window after that. Afternoon turned to night, the sky cleared and I gazed upon the star-stained expanse, wondering what was to become of me. How could I continue to perform when Abel and the Nightingale had made their union, when he shared stolen kisses and secrets with her instead of with me? I did not know what to do. How could I give in to Abel’s demand? In those dark, silent hours that followed, I took out my box and marvelled at the jewels he had given me, letting them trickle from hand to hand like water, letting the moonlight caress them as once he had stroked my hair. I let myself believe he still loved me, that our earlier encounter had only been one of desperation. I traced my finger over the handbills bearing my name, wondering whether I would perform with him ever again if I dared to reject my place in the order of things.

Within me, a seed of anger was sown and that mingled with my love to produce a monstrous thing; a thing of agony that twisted itself within my breast and grew as the night swelled. I wanted to see him once more; to declare my love, to affirm my anger.

But I did not request such a meeting. I made myself ready for bed, hoping that by morning all would resolve itself. I slipped between the covers and prayed hard when sleep would not come.

Then, later, he came to me.

In the deepest part of night when the house was still. When things were hidden in the undercurrent of darkness. I heard the clunk of the lock, and thinking it was Ida, I whispered her name.

But instead, he came into my room without a word and stood in silence at the foot of my bed. And out of that silence came a thread of uncertainty, a ripple of something that caused my stomach to circle.

‘Abel?’ I sat, clutching the covers for modesty’s sake. ‘Is that you?’ My breathing was ragged, broken.

‘It is I,’ he proclaimed, his voice threading through the dark in an urgent, uneasy tone. ‘You did not do as I requested, Miss Dove. It is past midnight. And so I must show you what I am.’

Awareness shivered into my being. He came closer and it was not love or anger that I felt then.

It was fear.
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DOLLY

January 2025

The girl lies in bed, restless. It is nighttime, the brink of a new day. A brilliant moon shines through the gap in her curtains, cutting a perfect slice of light. She is aware of something in her room and stares into the darkest recesses, trying to search it out. I move from my place at the window and the air is disturbed. The girl freezes, buries her head beneath the covers, breathing erratically.

I slide towards her and stop near the foot of the bed.

She senses me, for slowly she peels back the cover and stares, her heart beating wildly, her breath coming louder and louder. ‘Who’s there?’

I try to pierce the thin film between us once more.

‘Who is it?’ she whispers. ‘Who?’

‘Listen,’ I voice. ‘I need to tell you something.’

A thin wind runs between us as outside the snow falls again. Thicker, faster this time.

The girl shivers, looks around her for the source of this sudden cold.

I walk closer still. ‘Please listen. This is Dolly.’

She must have heard me because she repeats my name, speaking it into the black like a secret. ‘Dolly.’

I fasten my gaze on the dark shape of the bed. ‘He did something to me. A terrible thing. I want to show you.’

The girl draws her covers to her chin as I remember his shadow falling upon me in the room next to this. The memory comes alive then, and she feels it too. His weight pressing her deep, deep into the bed, the unspeakable pain, the suffocating fear.

My memory draws upon her nightmares about the man and dances with them.

‘Mum!’ The girl yells, breaking the spell. ‘Mum!’

The mother comes running, tangled with sleep, fumbling for the light, spilling into the room, her face pinched. Her head bangs from the wine she drank.

The girl eases her covers away. She is a wretched thing, dark hair matted, pale-eyed and eaten with fear. She spills a torrent of words. ‘The man was here again. Right here. Lying over me in this bed. He… he… I thought he…’ Her words are swallowed in tears.

‘The man?’ says the mother, running, clutching her daughter. Her head shakes in disbelief. ‘The man from the dream?’

The girl nods. ‘But it seemed so real,’ she says. ‘Like he was actually here this time. Like I wasn’t dreaming. Like he was doing something really awful to me.’ She looks wildly around the room and our eyes meet in the streak of moonlight.

She grabs her mother’s wrist. ‘Do you see someone? Over there.’

The mother turns to where the girl is pointing. She shakes her head, looks back at the girl, great sadness in her eyes. ‘There’s nothing there, my darling. Nothing at all. It’s just us. Just us.’
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NELL

January 2025

I snapped awake, stiff and bone cold. Early dawn trespassed across the room, pushing through the moth-eaten curtains and creating star-spun patterns across the wooden floor. The bedside clock showed me that I should be up already, chivvying Fern to get sorted for school. But despite the lateness, I felt unrested. My mouth was dry and my head thick from the wine the night before. I sat up in bed, replaying the disturbance in the night; Fern sobbing for what seemed like hours while I held her, soothing her by stroking her hair. Just as I had done when she was a small girl. And then when I had eventually managed to creep back to my own room I’d fallen immediately into a dark sleep twisted with dreams of a shadow man who wanted to destroy me. I shoved my hair out of my face. Fern’s dreams had obviously seeped into my own, contorting them, filling my mind with horrors.

I got out of bed and fetched my phone from where I’d left it on the small chest of drawers. Before I launched into the rush of the morning, I needed to contact Jared in case anything else happened. I wanted to know whether he himself had ever experienced anything odd or was able to explain some of the things that had gone on. Then I needed to work out what was best for Fern. Because perhaps she was suffering from some kind of breakdown. Did I need to involve Adam? The thought stung. Not yet, I decided. Not yet. I didn’t need him or Helen interfering.

I got back into bed and scrolled through the dialled numbers until I came to the call I’d made on the day I’d viewed the house. Before I had time to change my mind, I redialled, sagging only when an automated voice informed me the number was unavailable. I opened my emails instead. Then sat for a while thinking about what to write. If he was oblivious, I would come across as crazy. But if he had experienced anything, we could talk, we could theorise and maybe try to explain things. He might be able to come up with a perfectly rational explanation.

My fingers hovered over the screen. In the end, I settled for something vague.


Hi Jared.



I paused, pulled the duvet higher up my chest.


Hope you are well. Just wanted to chat about the house. There are a few things that are not quite right. Can you call me, please? Nell.



I let out a breath and pressed SEND.

For a moment, I just stared at the screen willing him to respond, willing for my mobile phone to ring. The room watched on in silence.

And then a message appeared in my inbox. I pulled myself up straight, clicked straightaway.


Mail Delivery Subsystem



I slumped. My message had been returned to me undelivered. I double-checked that I hadn’t made an error with the address, but everything was correct.

Dejected, I leant, head against the wall, a steady thump building inside. What was I going to do? How ridiculous was it that I couldn’t even contact my landlord? How could I—

‘Mum?’ The door edged open.

Fern stood on the threshold, still in her sleepwear. She was pale, her hair greasy and unbrushed, her feet bare.

‘Come and sit.’ I moved my phone to one side, Jared forgotten.

Fern perched on the end of the bed. She brought her knees to her chest and tucked her toes under the end of my duvet.

‘Did you sleep?’ I began.

‘A bit.’ Fern pushed the hair from her face. ‘Mum, I wanted to ask you something?’

‘What is it?’

Fern let her arms flop and shoved her hands under the sleeves of her top. ‘I just wondered. Do you know anyone called Dolly?’

There was a snatch of silence before I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said, frowning. ‘Dolly? No, I don’t. Why?’

*   *   *

For the next few days, Fern was like a shadow. She said very little, ate very little, spent most of her time at home shut away in her room, emerging only to watch TV and make cups of tea. I watched with growing concern. Work was also uncomfortable. No one said much to me and they avoided me on breaks, tried to stay as far away as possible in the bar. Rotas were changed, duties rearranged. I scanned employment websites for alternatives, but there was nothing suitable and I definitely couldn’t afford to quit my job at the Black Bear.

It felt as if my grasp on life was weakening with every day and I was afraid that, soon, I would lose my grip altogether.

I had to hold on.

‘Do you want to chill tonight?’ I asked when Fern came back from school mid-week, bringing with her the scents of an ice-bitten world and the stuffiness of the school bus. She had slung her bag by the door and was already slipping up the stairs, bedraggled after her walk from the bus stop, face slapped red with cold. The afternoon was dark, and the hall felt gloomy and oppressive. ‘We could get a takeaway,’ I tried. ‘Maybe watch a movie.’

‘I’ve got homework to do.’

‘Okay, maybe not the movie then. But shall I get a takeout?’

Fern glanced at the window, where the snow was falling steadily, the night fast flooding in. Ordering food to the house was useless. No one would deliver to Merry Hall so I would have to drive into Bodwick and fetch it.

‘Well?’ I closed my eyes, slowly counted the tramp of Fern’s footfall, opened my eyes again. I bunched my fists. ‘What food do you fancy?’

She stopped, halfway up the stairs.

My hands flopped by my sides. ‘What’s wrong, sweetheart? Is there something bothering you?’ It was a stupid question and I knew it. ‘I mean, has anything happened? Please, Fern. Talk to me.’

Fern sighed. ‘Actually, I wanted to ask you something?’

My heart stammered. ‘Yes, what is it?’

‘Can I have Luke over? I want him to help me with my homework.’

I let out a breath. Fern actually wanted to invite someone to the house. Although I had a million questions I wanted to ask about Luke first, I bit them back. ‘Of course,’ I said instead. ‘When?’

Fern averted her gaze. ‘He’s already on his way over. I’ll get the door when he gets here, okay?’ She turned and ran to the top of the stairs without looking back.
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DOLLY

January 2025

The boy arrives and I watch as the girl leads him upstairs. The mother watches from the kitchen, where she’s pretending to be busy. I see her just peeking from the doorway, unseen, as the two disappear up the stairs. She wants to know more about this boy. What it is about him, with his lanky hair and spot-studded face, that her daughter is attracted to? He has a manner about him that makes the mother uneasy, something she can’t pinpoint. It’s like he’s hiding something, she thinks.

Safe in the girl’s room, they kiss, then the boy opens a large rucksack and pulls out a box wrapped in yellowed newspaper. ‘I got this from an occult shop in London. It’s really old.’ He lays it on the floor and crouches beside it.

The girl looks about her. ‘Luke, pull that chair in front of the door. If Mum catches us…’

The boy gets to his feet and pulls the chair from its place in the corner, pushing it tight against the door with a thud. Sitting on it, he leans forwards, watching the girl as she carefully draws back the paper. The date on the header is 1972. IRA bombings. The miners’ strike.

The box itself is scruffy, the corners battered.

‘Are you sure this is safe?’ says the girl twisting her hands, already feeling guilty for what she knows they are about to do.

The boy looks up. ‘It’s totally fine, and we have to do this. If you want to know.’

The girl says nothing. Her brow is damp with sweat, despite the cold in the room, despite the thick snow falling outside and the pointed icicle spears hanging from the gutters. They glisten in the light shining from the girl’s lamp while the corners of the room are dark with encroaching night.

‘It’s just that I—’

‘Look, if you want to change your mind, just do it now,’ snaps the boy. ‘I don’t have to do this for you, you know.’

‘No!’ She shakes her head, afraid by his sudden temper. ‘I need you to help me. I need it to go away and leave us alone.’

He frowns but says nothing.

I stand by her side, watching as she chews her bottom lip. She moves her knee faster and faster, the tremor disturbing the stillness of the room.

The boy looks about him. ‘We should switch off the lamp,’ he says.

Realising that this is an instruction, the girl walks over and flicks the switch, leaving them in winter gloom. A crow caws in the distance. A warning, she thinks; an omen.

‘Where did you say you found this thing?’ she says, gesturing at the box. She is buying time, I realise.

The boy does not answer but places the box in the centre of the room. The words Ouija Board are stark white against the faded red cardboard and below is a photograph of a hand poised, ready to summon the spirits.

‘Are you ready?’ he says. ‘Because, once we start, once we open the portal to the other side, that’s it… until we close it again.’ He looks up at the girl. Her eyes are fixed, glassy in the dim room. ‘Ideally, we should do this at night for atmosphere, but I don’t think it matters.’ He lifts the box lid and the room crackles with tension.

‘Will it really work?’ says the girl. She rubs a clammy hand on her school skirt and joins him on the floor. I want to tell them that I am already here, that I can already answer their questions if only they would ask. But perhaps it is easier this way.

The boy rolls his eyes in answer and eases out the contents. There’s a board printed to look like wood with black letters and numbers. He lays it out as if he has done this a hundred times before, runs a hand over the print, trying to get a sense of it.

I stand between them, looking down at the two figures crouched over the board.

The boy moves the board, positioning it just right. I smell flowers and time, honey and fire. I sense the years parting and a breath of air circles my form.

‘Is it me or has it gone really cold in here?’ The boy looks straight at me, seeing, but not seeing.

The girl laughs, a nervous laugh laced with uncertainty. ‘We only have the heating on for two hours a day. Of course it’s cold.’

The boy hunches into his jumper. ‘So, you ready, then?’

I kneel by his side.

The boy lifts the planchette from the box. It is cheap, white, plastic. ‘We use this pointer thing and ask our questions. But first we need to invite in positive energy and open the portal.’ He laughs, a quiver of a sound that shivers through the girl.

Then the room is silent.

The boy and girl read each other across the board.

The air is mud-thick with expectation as I reach between them, feeling the space, making waves of disturbance in the air. At last. At last I can tell my story.

The girl blanches.

The boy takes the planchette and says the words.

I draw all my energy together and I speak.
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NELL

January 2025

In the lounge I sat staring at the window, a large glass of wine in my hand. Outside, giant flakes of snow drifted and turned in the darkening sky. It was mesmerising, just watching. It helped me forget everything. I traced the snow as it fell, watched the flakes as they splatted against the window and melted. Like life. The randomness, the pointlessness of it all. How, after all the effort, it amounted to nothing in the end. But then I laughed at myself, at how miserable, how morbid I was being.

Earlier, I had gone up to Fern’s room to ask whether she and Luke wanted a snack. But the door had been firmly closed, shutting me out, an impenetrable barrier between me and the person Fern was becoming.

There was a sound now from Fern’s room, furniture being dragged across the floor. I pulled myself up, thinking for a moment about investigating, just to check everything was fine. But then thought better of it. I could imagine Fern’s reaction already, accusing me of spying, of being embarrassing, of getting too involved. And I supposed I would be. Better to stay where I was and probe later. Gently. Tactfully. When Luke had gone.

I took a sip of wine. Liquid comfort slipped down my throat. Mum’s ready solution to life.

The snow thickened. I wondered about Luke getting home. How he would manage the car along the narrow twisty roads. Dark was creeping in early today. He would have to leave soon. Perhaps I should go upstairs, voice my concerns. Perhaps I—

There was a shriek.

Sudden, awful.

Fern.

I leapt to my feet. Red wine bled across my jumper, across the sofa, splashed to the floor. It would stain. But I didn’t care. I abandoned the glass, sloshing more on the rug.

I ran up the stairs, stumbled across the gallery landing, tripping over Jared’s junk. I bolted for Fern’s door. ‘What’s up?’ I yelled. ‘Fern?’

I twisted the handle, but there was something on the other side obstructing the door. I pushed, hard. ‘Fern. Open the door. For God’s sake, what’s happened?’

Images fled through my mind. Luke. What he might have done. What he might have tried to do. What he might be doing.

There were sounds from inside the room, scuffling, urgent, hurried voices. I pushed the door harder. There was a scraping sound. A snagging on the wooden floor. It was the chair. They must have used it to block the door for some reason. Suddenly I was angry. Mad with what might have been. With what might be.

The door gave and there was Luke, standing on the threshold, his greasy fringe hanging over his face. He was looking at his feet. But his chest was heaving, giving him away.

‘It’s Fern,’ he said. He peered at me through his hair.

I read the fear there and went cold. ‘Luke? What the hell—’

‘I don’t know what happened exactly, but—’

‘What’s going on?’ I pushed past him. The chair was abandoned in the middle of the room. I turned on Luke. ‘Have you done something to her?’ The words were out before I’d had time to process them. ‘What have you done to her?’

Luke stiffened. He shook his head, wiped his hands on his jumper. He lifted his palms. ‘Nothing like that,’ he spat. ‘What kind of a person do you think I am?’

‘Then what—’

‘Something happened,’ he said. ‘She… she… said she saw…’ He looked over to the bed where Fern sat, head in her hands. She glanced up, her eyes hollow, her cheeks sunken looking, the bones like hilltop ridges. A bead of blood glistened on her lip where she’d bitten it.

‘My God!’ I ran for the bed and fell beside her. ‘Fern. What—’

‘He was here,’ she said. Her voice tremored. It didn’t sound like her. She was shaking.

‘Who was here?’ I touched her arm. It was stiff, like the skeleton branch of a winter tree. Outside, the sky had turned deep blue. The day was slipping away so fast. ‘Who was here, Fern?’

Fern turned to face me. The blood had spilt from her lip, dark red against her pale skin. She hadn’t seemed to notice.

‘The man,’ she said. ‘The man from my dream. He was here again. Really here – and this time I could see his face. He looked right at me with these horrible, soulless eyes, and he was breathing with his mouth open. His teeth were like stumps and…’ She fell into me. ‘Mum, he was evil.’
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DOLLY

January 2025

The girl pulls away from her mother and runs from her room. She pushes past the boy as if he is of no consequence to her. But he tries to grab her.

‘Get away from me,’ she screams. ‘Don’t touch me.’

The mother follows, calling after her daughter, harried, hair streaming behind her. But the girl is quick. She runs down the stairs, darts for the front door, unbolts it and runs out into the snow.

A sharp wind strikes through the house as the door swings on its hinges. Slashes of white tear through the hall.

I am angry. So angry.

He came. He came and my space shrank to nothing. I could speak no more.

The mother runs after the girl, not bothering to put on her boots. Immediately her socks are sodden, her feet clamped with cold. She yells into the dark.

The boy senses that he should hold back, and he stands by the door, watching, his eyes wet, his face gaunt. I stand by him, my elbow grazing his. He flicks his arm as if disturbed by a fly, then hugs himself, withdrawing into a different place. A place where he is not a part of any of this. He should never have done anything, he thinks. Never have got involved. How was he supposed to know that this would happen? He’s experienced nothing like it before.

Outside, the girl is crying and uttering unintelligible words, words not possessed of any earthly meaning. It is the language of fear: broken sentences, half-formed words. I have spoken it before, and the memory chills me.

She stumbles in the snow and falls, a little way from the house. There she pounds the soft white, not caring that her clothes are soaking, that the cold is bitter, that there is blood on the snow.

The mother reaches for her but still she weeps.
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DOLLY

December 1847

It was Christmas and snow coated the grounds of Merry Hall. From my dream window I watched the flakes fall faster and faster, muting the world and bringing with them a soft silence that I welcomed. For, by then, I knew for sure. Knew what Mr Wenham had done to me that night. Knew what fate was to befall me. Ida had told him, and on that night there had been heavy, erratic pacing around the gallery landing, well into the early hours. The whole situation made me sick and angry. Helpless, too, as I sat alone for hours, thinking about what had passed and what was to come.

Ida told me of the great parties that Mr Wenham hosted for the season and, even from my room, I heard carriages on the drive, the whinnying of horses, the light trickling laughter sounding from the hall below. Whenever my door was unlocked, for that brief moment, I smelled cinnamon and orange, roasting meat and rich plum pudding, and I breathed it hungrily, imagining myself to be amongst the company. Sometimes Ida would bring me samples of the food the guests were served – nothing too spicy, should that affect the temperament of the child that grew within me – but rabbit soup, turkey and sausages, raspberry cream and lemon cheesecake. I would eat it slowly, with my eyes closed, and I would imagine. Imagine what it would be like to be a part of the festivities, to be allowed to sing and make merry. If only I were not so encumbered by my enforced solitude and ever-changing form. For now, I could not be seen.

‘Mr Wenham gives his guests their own private shows,’ said Ida, placing a breakfast of bacon, eggs and rolls before me one morning. ‘And they play riotous games in the drawing room. They sing songs too – “The Twelve Days of Christmas” was much favoured by the gathering last night. They sang it not once, not twice, but thrice, such was the exuberance and high spirits of the assembly.’

She sighed in her remembering whilst I felt more alone than ever. I was still in bed. The party she talked about had gone on long into the night, punctuating my dreams, reminding me of what I had become, of how distant from the world I now was.

‘Who performed in the show last night?’ I asked, remembering the raucous laughter and music I had heard from downstairs. I stabbed my egg, letting the yolk bleed over my plate.

‘Jack, myself, the cats and…’ Ida brushed at her skirt, then gestured to my food. ‘Eat, Dolly,’ she said, briskly. ‘You must keep up your strength now that you are in such a delicate condition.’

I was not to be fooled. ‘And?’ I prompted.

Ida sighed. ‘And… the Nightingale, of course.’

‘The future Mrs Wenham?’

‘Just so. Mr Wenham has taken rooms at the Black Bear for her now that the engagement is public. He wants to be seen to be upholding good moral standards.’ She snorted. ‘But last night she was here.’ Ida could not look at me and ran an idle hand over the mantelpiece. It was thick with dust. ‘Now, eat up, Dolly. Do try.’

I spooned up a bit of egg, hesitating. ‘And did Mr Wenham’s guests enjoy the Nightingale’s performance?’

Ida cocked her head to one side, turning from the mantelpiece and eyeing me carefully. ‘Most certainly,’ she said. ‘It was a great society affair, full of fancy ladies and gentlemen, and they all applauded where it was due. I would say, though, that Mr Wenham himself was not as attentive as he might have been had you been performing with her,’ she added with haste.

I pushed my breakfast tray away. I could eat none of it, such was the sickness to my stomach.

‘Don’t fret so,’ Ida said, crossing to the bed. She sat on the edge and rubbed my hand. ‘You will work again. Once your confinement is at an end. Mr Wenham needs you to perform, for you help to attract audiences like no other.’ She clasped my hands in hers. ‘Dolly, the success of his show depends upon you. Why, still he is plotting his course across Europe and beyond to America with you at the very centre of his scheme.’

I shifted in my bed, threatening to capsize the tray. Ida let me go and, with a rattle of cutlery, laid it on the floor.

‘But what of…’ I rubbed my belly.

‘I am not sure what Mr Wenham has in mind,’ confessed Ida. She pulled at her beard and got to her feet. ‘Perhaps he will delay the tour a little. I cannot see that he will not. In the new year, you will be more encumbered than ever.’

‘And the Nightingale? She does not suspect…’ Once more, I ran a hand over my stomach.

‘She believes that you are possessed of a severe illness and is begging Mr Wenham to find another ghost girl. But Mr Wenham will have none of it. For now. But the Nightingale is restless. She also wishes to be married and cannot understand why Mr Wenham is delaying. She does not know that she cannot reside at Merry Hall until the future of the child is secured.’

Ida headed for the door, hard heels clipping the floorboards. There, she isolated the key to my room and placed it in the keyhole, turning the lock back sharply. ‘I do not know the particulars of Mr Wenham’s plans, concerning the child,’ she said. ‘But I will endeavour to find out.’
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NELL

January 2025

I got up early to make mushroom omelettes for breakfast. I was determined to forget the previous day and the scene with Luke. To start afresh. It was an approach I was used to. Mum drunk and wandering through her dark tunnels of anguish. Alienating, promising, abandoning. Then the next morning there was the effort from both of us to forget, to renew, to deny. Before it all happened again.

A new coating of snow had swallowed up the pitted white outside and everything was clear and smooth. I had sliced mushrooms and whisked up eggs while Fern was getting dressed for school. Then I made a cafetière of strong, rich coffee, dosing Fern’s serving with plenty of cream and stirring in a teaspoon of brown sugar.

When she slouched into the kitchen, hair all over the place and, despite the make-up, deathly pale, I presented her with breakfast. I poured another puddle of egg into the frying pan.

‘What’s this?’ Fern eyed her omelette and the table laid for two. She slung her school bag on the kitchen floor. Her lip was swollen from where she’d bitten it, and she’d coated it with a shiny gloss that only seemed to emphasise the wound.

‘Breakfast.’ I picked up my own mug of coffee.

‘I’m not hungry. And I need to go soon for my bus.’

My stomach dropped and, for a moment, I had to resist the urge to shake her, forcing her to understand the effort I was making. ‘Just try a bit,’ I said, instead. ‘You don’t want to go to school hungry.’

Fern sighed and dragged herself to the table.

I sat opposite, glancing at Fern who was picking at her nails, the black varnish scratched. ‘Go on, love.’

Fern took a shaky breath. ‘I feel sick.’

‘What sort of sick?’ I pulled my mug of coffee towards me.

Fern sighed. ‘I don’t know. Weird sick.’

She seemed shrunken. Sad. I wondered whether to ask. ‘You seem upset by something,’ I began. ‘Is it last night?’

‘It doesn’t matter.’

‘It does.’

‘Why?’

‘Because you matter.’

Fern rolled her eyes. ‘Try again, Mum.’

I sighed. ‘Look, I just want to help you. Is there something I can do? We’re in this together, okay? This new life of ours. I really want us to make a good go of it. To make it work.’

Fern ran a hand over her school skirt, smoothing out the creases and folds. There was silence for a long time as she scowled at her omelette, but then she didn’t eat it. Instead, she drew a fork across it, shredding it until it turned into lumpy bits of egg. Then she mashed it into a ball. I opened my mouth to say something, but then didn’t. Better to ignore. I got up and shook the second omelette in the frying pan, sat again, watching Fern, waiting for her to eat.

Fern picked up the fork again, but instead of eating she dug the tines into the table. Then she scored lines, deep and deliberate across the surface. She worked fast, dragging the fork this way and that.

I gasped. ‘Fern!’ I yanked the fork out of my daughter’s hand. ‘For God’s sake! How old are you? This isn’t our table. Just look what you’ve done!’

The grooves in the wood were scratched white-hot against the dark varnish. And the marks spelt something.

Dolly.

‘Who’s Dolly?’ I snapped. ‘Who is this person?’

‘Just Dolly.’

‘Who is it?’

Fern said nothing. She stared down at the table, as if in a trance. Then she looked up. ‘Dolly’s one of the people in this house. And…’

There was smoke and the smell of burning egg.

‘Shit!’ I leapt up and dashed to the hob, grabbing the pan handle as the smell of burnt fat filled the room. I scraped the blackened mess into the bin. The smoke alarm wailed. ‘Fern, get the window. Let some air in.’ I abandoned the frying pan and grabbed a cookery book, flapping it madly at the smoke alarm on the ceiling. ‘Fern, the window. Now!’

Fern stood, grabbed her school bag and darted for the kitchen door. She thrust it open and left it that way as she ran across the hall towards the front door.

‘Fern, where are you going? You haven’t had breakfast, and your lunch is still in the fridge.’

But she was gone, not even looking back as she disappeared, leaving the door to shut with a bang.

I surveyed the mess of the kitchen: the butter, the eggshells, abandoned mushroom stems and the breakfast that had hardly been touched. Fern’s coffee sat on the side, the cream fatty and separated. My own had spilt in the confusion. The smoke alarm continued to shriek. The name Dolly stood out bold and clear.

My world splintered and, clutching the work surface, back to the room, my shoulders heaved as I tried my best not to cry out loud.

*   *   *

I tidied the kitchen, then scrubbed at the table before eventually deciding I’d need to sand and varnish it. As I moved about the room, the rotten smell crept back, a slow, churning reek that made me feel sick. I rooted around, trying to find the source, checking through the vegetables, through the cupboards, in the fridge. But this time, I could find nothing.

The smell lingered.

I opened the back door, letting a brisk wind whorl through the kitchen, then emptied an entire bottle of bleach down the plughole.

My phone rang. I started at the number. It was Fern’s school.

‘Hello, Mrs Reynolds?’ It was a lady, friendly and efficient-sounding.

‘Nell, yes.’

‘We were just wondering whether you’d be able to pop into school. Fern’s head of house would like a little word. Nothing to worry about, really. Just a few minor concerns.’

‘What’s happened?’ The room was chilly and I shut the back door, phone pressed to my ear. What about work? I’d have to phone in, tell Pam I was going to be late. Her manner towards me was already cool and this would only make things worse.

‘Just make your way straight to reception and ask for Miss Dawlish.’

A few minor concerns. Everything around me was crumbling. I couldn’t bear speaking to Pam, so I sent her a text saying I might be late but would make up the time. Her reply was terse and unimpressed. Trying not to think about it too much, I tucked my phone in my bag and headed outside.

A few minor concerns. It was all I could think about as I started up the car and made my way towards Bodwick High. Dark snow clouds loomed overhead. The sky turned a sombre grey, and my stomach grew heavier and heavier as I approached the school. I turned on the wipers as snow began to fall and the swish-flap of the blades gave me something to focus on as my anxiety attempted to pile in and bury me.

*   *   *

At the reception, I was greeted by the same lady I’d spoken to on the phone; I recognised her voice at once. The receptionist beamed cheerfully across the desk.

‘Hi… I’m here to see Miss Dawlish. Is… er… is Fern…’

‘Of course.’ The lady reached for her phone and stabbed at a switchboard, the smile never once leaving her face. ‘Fern’s working in isolation,’ she said, putting the phone down after a hushed conversation with someone on the other end.

‘Isolation?’ My heart leapt.

‘Her head of house will be along to have a chat with you now.’ She gestured to a row of cheap-looking lounge chairs. ‘How about you wait there?’

I sank into one of the chairs.

A few minor concerns.

Nerves twisted in my stomach as I waited. I glanced at the trophy display in a cabinet opposite and a handmade poster advertising a book club pinned on a cork noticeboard. The smell of old chips wafted down the corridor, giving my nerves more of an edge. I wanted to escape before the panic really set in. A few minor concerns. I twisted a sleeve end between my fingers.

A sharp clip-clop of heels sounded from a corridor to my left and a smart, well-dressed lady appeared, lanyard swaying, hair neatly bobbed and bouncing as she walked.

‘Mrs Reynolds.’ The lady held out a hand even though she was still a good metre away from me. ‘I’m Anita Dawlish, Fern’s head of house. I oversee all the pastoral and academic concerns for students in Tennyson House – that’s your daughter’s house – the yellow one.’

‘Of course.’ I’d seen a yellow badge pinned to Fern’s blazer and noticed one now, attached to Miss Dawlish’s lanyard ribbon. I got to my feet and moved forwards to shake hands.

‘We’ll go to the pastoral hub,’ said Miss Dawlish. ‘It’s quiet in there at this time of day and we can talk without being disturbed.’

I followed as Miss Dawlish strode off down the corridor. I had no idea what a pastoral hub was; I couldn’t remember anything like that from when I was at school, but it turned out to be a cosy office that smelt of fake vanilla and coffee. It had four desks and a large table in the centre of the room crammed with stacks of paper and an assortment of biscuit tins. Miss Dawlish pulled out one of the chairs at the table. ‘Do sit down,’ she said. She turned on a small portable heater, making some comment about the snow, then poured us both a glass of water from a jug on one of the desks. The water was warm and had a strange taste.

Miss Dawlish sat opposite and opened a small laptop. Her nails clicked feverishly on the keypad. ‘I’m just getting up Fern’s record,’ she explained. ‘We have a system where all her teachers can log in and note how she’s doing.’ She smiled. A good, professional smile. Trying to make out that this was just a perfectly normal procedure, nothing too bad. And maybe it was nothing to worry about.

Just a few minor concerns.

‘So…’ Miss Dawlish sat back, took a sip of water. ‘First things first, Fern is an intelligent girl, she has a good brain, and she’s a quick thinker. But…’ She paused, letting weight fall into the silence.

My breath came fast. ‘But?’ I prompted.

Miss Dawlish tightened her lips as if she was sucking through a narrow straw. ‘But in the last week, we’ve seen a change in her.’ She tapped on her screen with a manicured nail, even though she had the laptop facing away from me. ‘Three instances of homework not handed in. Classwork not completed. Rudeness to staff, dismissive behaviour towards her classmates. Missing equipment. I’m afraid the list goes on. Today, she stabbed another student with a compass. We’ve had to put her in isolation, I’m afraid.’

I shrank in my chair. There was nothing minor about this at all.

Miss Dawlish gave me her professional smile again. ‘I know Fern’s only been with us a few weeks, and she may be unaware of the standards we have here. It’s just that when she first arrived she was a model student. But recently it’s as if she’s turned into a different person.’ Miss Dawlish cleared her throat. ‘I wondered whether there was anything we should know. Any changes at home or in her personal circumstances? Today she looked… well, she looked quite dishevelled.’

I smoothed over my jeans with sweaty hands, thinking of Fern’s swollen lip, her unwashed hair. This wasn’t something I could easily explain. ‘She’s taken the move from London quite badly,’ I found myself saying. ‘And she misses her old school, her old friends. Maybe she just needs more time to settle. It’s a funny time in the school year to move and maybe she needs more help and support from her teachers,’ I dared.

‘Maybe,’ said Miss Dawlish in a voice that implied she thought quite the opposite. ‘But you do realise that this year – exam year – is an important one for Fern?’ She spoke as if explaining something to a small child. Her eyes flicked to the laptop screen again. ‘We’re also worried that, socially, she’s not really fitting in. The only person she shows any interest in is one of the sixth-formers, Luke Bartlett. But she needs to interact with people in her own year too. Perhaps you could speak to her about it? There really are some lovely girls in her form.’

Luke. So, he was a part of this. An excuse. The previous night flashed through my mind. ‘She misses her old friends,’ I said again. ‘It’s been hard on her.’

Miss Dawlish pursed her lips. ‘Be that as it may, it’s important that she applies herself. And unless there’s a serious reason for her behaviour, for her falling behind like this, I’m afraid it’s not something we can give any concessions for.’

‘I see.’ I was too hot. I wanted to get out of this hub, away from this closed, uncomfortable conversation that chipped away at the little confidence I had left. I wanted to get away from this school with its smells and fake smiles. ‘Can I… can I see Fern now, please?’ I stammered. ‘I think I should get her home. Maybe she’s ill. Maybe that’s the reason for all of this.’

Miss Dawlish didn’t comment. She shut down her laptop and slammed the lid. ‘I think it would be best if Fern stayed here until the end of the day…’ she pasted the smile back, ‘… but do remember our doors are always open should anything of relevance occur to you.’

*   *   *

I stumbled into the Black Bear nearly an hour late for my shift. Pam was at the bar, her face thunder.

‘I’m sorry,’ I began at once. ‘There was a problem at Fern’s school. It took longer than I expected. I had to—’

‘You can take an extra shift.’ She paused, as if thinking. ‘Maybe tomorrow evening. To make up the time.’

It was deeply unfair, and Pam knew it. Tomorrow was my day off. And a whole shift, to make up for less than an hour.

She read my face. ‘You don’t have a problem with that, do you?’ She pretended to inspect her lurid pink nails, stressing how unimportant I was to her. That dealing with me was technically more than she had the time or enthusiasm for. Looking up through thick spider lashes, she sighed. ‘It’s only that—’

‘There’s no problem,’ I lied. I straightened my black work top, pulled my shoulders high. Pretended to feel something I didn’t. ‘It’s fine.’

‘Good. Because I still need to be convinced that taking you on here was the right decision.’ She looked briefly at the cutlery tray sitting where it should be, on top of the sideboard.

I moved around the pub after that, wiping tables, straightening chairs. Seething; a headache building. The snow made the bar dark, and the air felt stale and heavy. There were a few people sipping at coffees, but Becca took care of them, keeping her distance from me as much as possible. She only spoke on work matters when she had to, and visibly stiffened every time I went near her.

I found myself retreating, my mind preoccupied by what had happened at Fern’s school and how I was going to deal with it. And on top of that inner monologue, fears for the future intruded; how long could I hold on to my job when it was all so uncomfortable and everyone seemed so against me? I scrubbed at a coffee ring on one of the tables. Walking away was impossible. I needed an income if I was going to survive on my own.

I put my cloth down and watched as Becca took an unnatural route across the room so she wouldn’t have to walk past my table. A sigh escaped. But just how could I keep on doing this, day after day?

Outside it was gloomy, the snow heavy, and I lit the candles, my heart quickening as I tried to light the two stands either side of Abel Wenham’s painting. The wicks wouldn’t catch. I flicked the lighter hard and pushed the flame at the candle nearest to me. Nothing. I tried again and again. The little clicks made Becca stop her work and I could feel her watching me. Ridiculous. I tried and failed again. I should be able to light a candle. My fingers became sweaty, and it was harder to turn the lighter wheel.

‘Danger!’

The low whisper came from nowhere and I turned, expecting to see Becca. But she was a little way off, back to me, a tray of coffees in her hands.

I turned back to what I was doing.

‘You are in danger.’ The voice hissed as it repeated the words. ‘You are in danger.’

I dropped the lighter and stared up at the portrait. The ghostly figure in the background seemed larger somehow, more prominent and glowing with a curious light. Then it faded to its normal muted tone as the candlestick to the left of the picture toppled and clattered to the ground, knocking the brick wall as it fell.

Becca screamed.

The few customers stared. Looked at one another. One man got to his feet.

Becca dumped the tray on the nearest table. Hot coffee sloshed on her hand, and she rushed past me, cradling it close. ‘You freak me out,’ she said as she came close. ‘And I can’t deal with it anymore.’ Her impossibly white teeth gleamed, her eyes flared. ‘I can’t work with you anymore. And I’m telling Pam it’s either you or me that goes.’
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DOLLY

January 1848

January came biting. The wind rampaged around Merry Hall and the rain gushed from grey skies, slashing my dream window so that the glass rattled in the frame. Ida told me that the tour to America would be postponed until after Easter. When all this was over.

My belly grew full and rounded, and an eel-like thing writhed within me, turning over and over like a clumsy haycart wheel. My days were long and dismal, and although Ida did her very best to entertain me I found that my temper was short and my concentration lacking. No longer did we puzzle over conundrums, and I had lost all interest in stories from the travelling fair. As suggested by Ida, I stitched a white gown for the child to be, but even that did not hold my attention for long and I could only work on it for minutes each day, pouring droplets of a future love into my stiches as if I could infuse it with what little feeling I had left. My life grew faded, and once the tiny gown was finished I could only stare out of my dream window and wonder at life beyond it, imagine the day when I was free and touring once more with Mr Wenham. Of the Nightingale, I tried to think nothing.

One late, dull afternoon as I sat on my low chair, watching the rain trickle down the windowpanes, there came a frantic unlocking of my door. Ida rushed into the room, followed closely by Jack.

I rose at once, looking from one to the other, perplexed.

‘Forgive our intrusion,’ said Jack. He took in my small space, the bed with its rumpled sheets, the chamber pot, fortunately empty, the small chair in the corner. ‘At least you still have your comforts,’ he remarked. He straightened his neckerchief, regarding my form and how much it had changed.

Ida bustled past him. ‘Dolly, we have come to speak to you on an urgent matter.’ Her voice was strained, the words spoken in jagged bursts.

‘What is it?’ The eel-like thing flipped within me, and I rubbed a hand over my bloated belly.

The two looked at one another.

‘Well?’ I demanded.

Jack took a step forwards and bowed his head. ‘I had occasion to speak with Wenham this morning.’ He cleared his throat. ‘On the subject of the child.’ His gaze roved over my stomach.

‘What of it?’ I said, lifting my chin.

‘What do you suppose Mr Wenham’s intentions are, once the child comes?’ asked Ida. ‘How will it be explained to the Nightingale?’ She fiddled with her chatelaine, the clanking together of the various items loud in the sudden stillness of the room.

I thought. ‘I cannot say. But I am sure that once Mr Wenham sees the child he will reassess everything.’

Again, the two looked one to the other.

‘Am I to understand that this is not so?’ I faltered. ‘Then tell me what it is you have come to say.’ A gust of wind sent a sheet of water to batter the windowpane, and I pulled my shawl closer about my frame. ‘Tell me,’ I repeated.

‘Wenham was unaware that my view on the subject might differ from his,’ said Jack. He lowered his voice and would not look at me. ‘He still believes that his success rests on you and so will hold on to you, whatever it takes. It is his intention that his son – or daughter – will be taken from you and… and abandoned at the workhouse in Bodwick. He asked me, when the time comes, to take the little one there. For he will not own it and be seen to have a bastard child. The Nightingale, of course, would flee if she knew.’

The room swayed and I felt a careful hand bring me to a sitting position on the bed. Ida passed a bristly hand over my forehead.

I tugged at my shawl, twisting the ends into tight cords. Deep within came another movement. ‘It is true that Mr Wenham forced himself upon me and I would not have chosen to bear a child,’ I said. ‘But I cannot have it abandoned.’ I looked up at Ida. ‘What will I do?’

‘Your only hope would be to admit to an indiscretion whilst on tour. Even then, there is a risk for Mr Wenham. Should you talk… even if you assured him that you would not…’

‘I am weary of making up stories. I cannot. I—’

‘There is another way.’ Jack took a step towards me, his face lit by a kindly smile. He stopped at the foot of the bed and brought his hands together. ‘That is why we are here,’ he said. ‘We have a proposition to make. A plan, if you will hear it.’
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NELL

January 2025

I lay on my bed, letting the day wash over me. Work had been bad. Really bad. Becca had screamed her story and offered up her ultimatum. Pam had yelled. I wondered how we’d cope if I lost my job, and I clutched the pillow close for comfort. I would probably have no choice but to accept Adam’s help. But I was determined not to, so determined… I tightened my grip on the pillow as my thoughts turned to Fern. Everything was falling apart. Miss Dawlish’s words ran through my mind as I recalled Luke’s visit to the house and how it had ended. How would I even begin to explain that to the school? And how would I deal with Fern when she returned home? Whatever had happened since moving to the house, it was no excuse for stabbing someone with a compass. My head thumped. I knew I needed to make supper. Something warm and comforting, something to make Fern smile after she’d trudged up the lane from the bus stop. Something to ease the inevitable confrontation.

I was pulling myself from the bed when a sound made me stop. It came from above my head, as if someone was walking in the attic space. I clenched. The sound continued.

I felt panic mount but took a determined breath. It was time to face this.

I’d go up to the attic, have a look around, find the source of the noise. I eyed the small hatch above my head. It looked big enough to squeeze through and was held by a simple clasp.

From the kitchen I fetched a small stepladder and set it up beneath the hatch. I climbed to the top and slowly, carefully, manoeuvred the door open. A shower of dust cascaded from the hole, making me cough violently. The ladder wobbled. Undeterred, I reached up, feeling for a light cord or switch. There was nothing. I shone my phone torch into the hole, but it was difficult to make anything out.

I heaved myself through the narrow opening, landing in a dead heap on the cold, splintery boards. Brushing at my jeans, I pulled myself to my feet, tugging my thick jumper over my hands.

I shone the torch around. The space was dark, cramped. Unpleasant, too. There was a dull smell of mildew and damp wood and I could taste dust, feel it clog the back of my throat. It was clear that no one had been up there for a long time. Under the eaves, it was not high enough to stand properly and I was forced to bend as I took a tentative step, breathing in the stale air of a space long closed.

I swung the phone torch about, my hand shaking. There was nothing obvious. No sign of birds nesting, or squirrels or other rodents. Definitely nobody there either. Everything was perfectly still, save for straggly cobwebs that swayed slightly in a sharp breeze. There must be cracks in the roof. Between the tiles. I looked for signs of light from outside, but the fallen snow had dulled everything, cladded the roof so the sun couldn’t penetrate. Another breeze needled the back of my neck and I turned, confused. There was no obvious source, no obvious way for the wind to find a way in.

I held my breath, listening for the scamper of some living thing. But there was nothing, just a heavy, dead silence. I looked back at the light erupting from the loft hatch, then edged my way across the floorboards, hunched over so the roof beams just brushed my head. The boards creaked as I moved. I ducked under the central beam and moved my torch slowly. I wasn’t sure what I was looking for exactly. More than anything, I just wanted an explanation for what I’d heard. Something to put my mind at rest.

As I swept my phone about, the light caught the gleam of something metal in the far corner. I whisked the light back again and held it there, the glare picking out a small box with a metal clasp. Carefully, I picked my way across the space, my hair catching on the beams, my neck aching with bending. When I reached the box, I crouched and shone the torch over it. Up close, I saw it was wooden and decorated all over in a spiralling design made of small pearls. I ran a hand over it and fingered the small diamond-shaped clasp. I tugged at the lid, but it was firmly shut. Running my fingernails under the ridge, I thought I might loosen years of dust and grime, but it was more than that. The box was locked.

I sank onto my heels and lifted the box onto my lap, moving it this way and that, trying to determine whether there was anything inside. There was a rustling sound. Paper, or maybe books shifting from one side of the box to the other. I’d have to take it downstairs, see if I could prise it open. Technically the box belonged to Jared, but I doubted he even knew of its existence. I shifted, about to get to my feet, when the loft space around me shrank into a deeper darkness.

Unease curled itself around my shoulders.

I stopped. Listened into my surroundings.

Outside, there was a thunk. Snow sliding from the roof, landing dull and heavy. Inside, the shift in atmosphere intensified, so thick that I felt I could grab it if I wanted.

There was something up there with me, some presence deep in the corners.

Suddenly, I knew this. Without a doubt.

I stumbled to a half-standing position, the box clutched tight to my body.

There was a sound. A frantic whispering from the other side of the space. I moved towards it and it fled, behind me, then above, the sound scratching, grating on the roof beams. Faster in tempo, more insistent.

It got darker still as I tripped towards the loft hatch. The thing was closing in on me, emerging from the corners, the whispering getting louder, harsher, more urgent.

I had to get out.

I balanced the box on the edge of the hole and shimmied down, feeling for the stepladder, swearing as the wooden rim of the loft hole snagged my jumper.

The whispering coerced itself into words.

‘Take it. Take it. Take it!’

I slipped on the stepladder, my ankle turned, the pain sharp, ripping. Ignoring it, I grabbed the box and plummeted to the bedroom floor, where I lay panting, the room coming and going, my focus wavering, dimming.

Above, all was silent.

*   *   *

‘Mum?’

I opened my eyes. It hurt. Everything hurt. I tried to move. The pain from my ankle shot up my leg.

‘Mum, are you okay? What happened?’ Fern was by my side, her hand on my arm. ‘Mum. Please.’

I shifted again. A rush of cold air from above shocked my senses. The entrance to the loft space was still open, a cavern of dark above our heads. ‘I slipped,’ I managed. I gestured towards the stepladder. ‘I must have missed my footing, lost my balance.’

Fern looked to the ceiling. ‘I’ll close it up. Can you stand?’

I took a deep breath. ‘I think so. I don’t think I’ve broken anything. Just a pull or a sprain.’ I rubbed my ankle. ‘Wow that hurts.’ I wiggled it and pulled down my sock. Already there was an angry red bloom spreading. Bad bruising. I forced a smile. ‘Though it’s nothing serious, I don’t think.’

Fern climbed onto the stepladder, while I urged her to be careful, and slid the loft hatch back into place. ‘What were you even doing up there?’ she said as she helped me stand. My ankle throbbed but I could at least move.

I shook my head. ‘I heard a noise. Sounded like someone was up there. Footsteps. I just went to check.’

Our eyes met. ‘Footsteps,’ Fern said quietly.

I looked away.

‘And what was up there?’

I pointed to the box. ‘Just that,’ I said. ‘No wildlife or anything I could see. Just that old box. I brought it down to take a closer look. It’s locked, I think.’ I didn’t mention the strange whispering.

‘So, properly does the box belong to Jared?’ said Fern.

‘Properly, yes. But since it seems impossible to actually contact him…’

We looked at each other again.

I could almost forget about the pain as we shared the same intention.

‘Can we open it?’ said Fern.
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DOLLY

January 2025

The box has not been moved for over one hundred and fifty years, not since Jack the Posturer hastily put it there on that terrible night. It has lain in that dark space, a silent testimony to a life lived: to a dream perhaps, or to a mere foolish hope.

Now may it speak.

I follow as mother and daughter carry it downstairs to the kitchen. They place it on the wooden table where it sits between them. A question.

‘Can we force it open?’ says the girl, yanking at the lid, brow furrowed. ‘Or should we get an axe and smash it to pieces?’

‘I don’t have an axe.’

‘There’s definitely something inside.’ The girl shakes the box. ‘Sounds like paper.’

‘A map showing us where the hidden treasure lies.’ The mother’s face is alight. She looks beautiful like that, the worry washed away in that fragment.

But the girl rolls her eyes. ‘I’m not five years old, Mum.’

‘And I was only joking,’ says the mother. She fetches a long knife from a wooden block by the sink and runs it under the lip, jabbing it against the fixed lock. Crusts of age and dirt flake to the table. She shakes her head. ‘It’s no good,’ she says.

‘Maybe we’ll have to find an axe after all, or maybe…’ The girl darts to the lounge and returns presently, holding something. She unfurls her palm and tips the key on to the table with a metallic clang. ‘How about we try this?’
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DOLLY

March 1848

Each day, Jack and Ida unfurled a little more of their plan as gradually the cold, wet winter gave way to a more pleasant season. The blackbirds promised the approach of spring, the rain grew warmer, and from my dream window I watched early blossom float on the breeze. My time was surely coming, for now my stomach was bulbous, my appetite had waned and I moved about my small room, tired and heavy, longing to go outside and be free once more. My looking glass revealed how ill I looked: my eyes were dull for want of sunlight and I felt weak without the space to breathe fresh air into my lungs.

Of Mr Wenham, I saw nothing, and found that I was even beginning to forget the particulars of his person. He was, in many ways, like a dream that had long fled or like those pink and white specks of blossom that passed by my window – beautiful for their time, and then gone. The timbre of his voice, his gestures, his profile; all were lost, like treasures sinking in murky waters. My only proof that I had not conjured him out of my dreams was to be found in my box of gifts and handbills. That, and my swelling stomach.

My sole visitors were the two performers.

Ida was diligent in her duties towards me, and I lacked for nothing. She saw that I was well fed, that my pillows were arranged just so, that my clothing was adjusted to accommodate my ever-changing form, that I relaxed my corset and eventually dispensed with it as there was no one around to see me.

She also fed me titbits of the plan as it emerged, the details burgeoning with each passing day. I came to look forward to this information and longed in the space between her visits for the time when she would next arrive.

‘Jack’s brother has a small plot some twenty miles from Bodwick. He is quite happy to take us in for as long as we need,’ explained the Bear Lady one morning after she’d cleared my breakfast things, remarking on how little I’d eaten. The eggs sat cold on my plate, the kipper dry and curled. ‘It will be quite safe there. It is remote, just fields and lonely farms. No one will know us, and he will not be able to track us down.’

‘And then what will we do?’ I pulled at a loose thread on my quilt.

‘We will let the matter die and then we will put together our own show, write it, practise it. I can see the banner now.’ Ida drew a hand through the air as if tracing an imaginary headline. ‘Fantastical Freakshow!’

I tilted my head to one side as the child wrestled within. ‘But surely Mr Wenham will come to hear of it, and I don’t like to think what he might do then. He would likely capture me and bring me back to this wretched room.’

Ida laughed. ‘We will go far north – further than we ever travelled with Mr Wenham – to the lakes, to Scotland if we have to. Why, we may even cross the Irish Sea and see what life is like over there.’

I remained uncertain. ‘And you are quite sure that we will make a success of it?’

Ida let her hand drop. ‘Most certainly. Jack and I still have many days left in us. Jack will run the business. I will sew the costumes. Most importantly, the child will not be brought up in the workhouse.’

‘And I?’

Ida smiled. ‘You will be as beautiful and charming as you always have been. You will dance and sing and chase orbs as you always used to.’

‘But I will have a child to tend to.’ I yanked at the thread on the Marseille quilt, letting an ugly line run across the fabric.

‘That is of no consequence.’ Ida waved a hand. ‘There are plenty of children in the travelling fairs and, besides, one does not stay a child forever. Jack’s sister-in-law is a good woman, I am led to believe. She is used to children, having nine of her own. One more will make little difference when we are on tour.’

I fell quiet as Ida explained how we would wait until the child was suckling well and, if possible, until I had completed my child-bed convalescence. Faster if Mr Wenham was insisting on the workhouse at once. Then, on an appointed night, we would make our escape from Merry Hall. Down the servants’ stairs where we would not be seen, and out into the yard. Ida and Jack had already begun secreting items that might be of use and putting them in the cats’ basket in the kitchen. They would take that, and Jack’s brother would be waiting for us in his cart at the end of the lane. From there, we would journey to begin our new life away from Mr Wenham’s control.

A spark of excitement jumped inside me as she talked, and I found myself getting carried along by the fantasy, trying to imagine us travelling down foreign lanes at the dead of night with Jack’s kindly brother. But even as I pictured Merry Hall retreating into the black while I sat in a cart with a child clamped to my chest, the image would not form fully.

For all my trying, it simply would not come alive.

Because there was Mr Wenham, who I feared, and my brother, Cornelius, who had been promised to me and whose absence caused great pain. After much thought, I penned a letter to Mr Brockley at the textile mill asking after my brother, asking whether, if he had the means, he could find his way to Merry Hall. Cornelius would be able to help me out, I was convinced of it. Or he could come with us to Jack’s brother’s dwelling. Many a time in the past he had been my saviour; he had looked after me and cared for me after Mother had died, he had been by my side when no one else had. I pressed the letter into Ida’s hand, asking her to see that it was posted when she was next in Bodwick.

But even then, a resolution to the situation did not seem likely.

Because deeper down, I think I knew even then that our plans would never work.
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The lock was stiff, and I was worried that the key might break.

I held the box on my lap, steadying it while I twisted the key in one direction then the other. The kitchen was sepulchral. The temperature had dropped and the thin atmosphere bit. Outside, thick flakes of snow smacked the window, and beyond that the grey afternoon stretched endlessly, touching the borders of night.

‘I don’t think it fits this lock,’ I said at last, placing the box and the key on the kitchen table with a sigh. My ankle was hurting badly; little rivers of pain were running up my calf and all I wanted to do was ice it and prop it up to rest in the lounge.

But Fern was insistent. ‘Let me try.’ She pulled the box towards her, jammed the key in the lock and wiggled it furiously.

‘Careful!’ I warned.

The lock snapped back and Fern looked over with a grin. ‘You open it,’ she said sliding the box across the table. ‘You found it.’

My stomach fluttered as slowly I edged up the lid. It was fitted tightly, and it took a few attempts to get it to budge. But, at last, it came. As it did a soft wind blew across the back of my neck, like feathers of midwinter mist. I brushed my collar line and looked behind.

Everything felt captured in time. But the seconds on the kitchen clock still ticked by loudly. It was quarter to four.

I turned back to the box and, with a concentration of effort, pulled at the lid. It opened fast, releasing a smell of damp and age.

I held my breath.

‘What’s in there?’ asked Fern kneeling up on her chair. ‘Let me see.’

I peered into the box. There were stacks of papers. Old and yellowing, tied together with a dark-green ribbon. I untied the ribbon then lifted one and looked closely. It was brittle and as thin as a pressed flower petal.

‘They’re show leaflets,’ I said turning the paper over in my hand. ‘Here, look. A. Wenham’s Novelty Act,’ she read. ‘Grand tour of the United Kingdom. That’s our showman.’ I shivered and held the leaflet out for Fern to see. Then froze.

I snatched it back with a shaky hand.

‘What is it?’ said Fern.

I stared at the leaflet.

‘Mum?’

‘The name on it,’ I choked. I shook my head. ‘Dolly Dove. Dolly!’

I looked at the table where the word was still etched into the wood. Dolly. I laid the leaflet down. ‘How did you know, Fern?’ I said, my voice trembling at the edges. ‘How?’

Fern settled down in her chair, put her head in her hands and let ratty strands fall over her face. ‘I’m not sure,’ she said, looking up. Her face was bleached. ‘The name just came to me. I thought I heard someone say it. One night, in my room. And I know… somehow, I know that Dolly used to live here.’ She looked again at the leaflet, ‘Miss Dolly Dove, a most beautiful and remarkable ghost girl. An albino wonder…’ she said, quietly.

We stared at each other, then Fern began to cry.

*   *   *

We had to find out more about Dolly Dove, and an internet search came up with nothing.

With the contents of the box firmly shut inside my handbag, we headed out for the car, me limping, my ankle smarting with every step. It was snowing heavily, and I hoped that the road was passable. There was late opening at the library, and Fern said that the librarian was really good, that she’d help us find information if there was any. But we had to get there soon. The library might just shut early because of the weather.

‘Will there be school tomorrow?’ said Fern as I flicked the wipers to the fastest setting.

‘Not if this continues.’ My stomach shifted. I still hadn’t managed to talk to Fern about the meeting with Miss Dawlish, and now didn’t seem the time.

So, we drove the rest of the way in silence.

The library was an impressive Regency building just off the square and it was open. It had beautiful carved pillars, large windows and a set of steps leading up to a heavy wooden door with large ring door handles.

‘Mum, see next to it, see that place? They do the best hot chocolates ever.’ Fern pointed to a small café with flowers painted over the door and brightly coloured paper lanterns hanging at the window. Brew Moon Café. It was still open, a couple of customers huddled by the window. ‘I went there with Luke.’

We hurried up the steps as fast as my ankle would allow, and into the library. Immediately I was hit by a beautiful calm as we crossed highly polished wooden floors towards the main enquiry desk.

The librarian looked up with a smile. She was wearing a brilliant outfit: bright colours with vintage necklaces and an Indian-style scarf. ‘Can I help?’ she said.

I explained that we wanted to delve into a bit of local history, find out more about Abel Wenham, the showman. The librarian scribbled down what I said, then led us over to the local studies section, metallic boots squeaking on the wooden floor.

‘Here’s the bay you want,’ she said. ‘Come and ask if you need anything.’

We looked at each other. There were rows and rows of books. It was going to take ages.

‘So, how are we going to go about this, exactly?’ said Fern.

I pulled a book from the shelf. ‘I think if we look up Abel Wenham we might find something on Dolly and that may help us figure out exactly why the house is so strange. Perhaps something happened to her and finding out about it would give us an advantage.’ I remembered what a teacher had said to me long ago. ‘As they say, knowledge is power.’

Fern said nothing. She reached for a book, then curled up on a chair, tucking her feet under her.

We read for a long time. It was easy to find out about Abel Wenham. He was a well-known local and a world-renowned showman. I opened my handbag and pulled out the bunch of faded leaflets, which I’d carefully placed in a plastic wallet. Novelty Act – The Greatest Show on Earth. Come and view Dolly Dove, the rare curiosity, the ghost girl! I tensed. How had Fern come up with the name Dolly? Coincidence? A lucky guess? Or had she really heard the name spoken in her room in the dead of night?

I glanced at her. She looked almost relaxed sitting there and I felt pleased that Fern was actually engaging with something.

‘Hey, Mum, it says here that Abel Wenham had many acts in his show over the years, including a contortionist, a bearded lady and an albino.’ Fern looked up from the book she was reading.

I put my own book down. ‘Does it give any names?’

Fern shook her head. ‘Doesn’t say anything else about the performers. But there’s a picture of them. Come and see.’

I walked over and peered at the book. It was a print of a line drawing. A very tall man with a moustache and sideburns, a lady with hair covering her entire face and a slender girl with long white hair and big eyes. They were standing in a large room with wooden floors. ‘Isn’t that Merry Hall?’ I said. ‘Look at the bay window.’

Fern scrutinised the picture, rubbed her forehead. ‘Could be, I guess. Difficult to say from a sketch. But I’d say it’s definitely the same girl on those leaflets from the box. Dolly Dove. She looks sort of familiar to me. Reminds me of someone.’

I looked closer. ‘I reckon this picture was drawn inside Jared’s studio. I think I recognise it.’

Fern went quiet. ‘Maybe.’ She walked to the shelf opposite and began flicking aimlessly through a book, hair hanging low over her face. A covered bird cage.

‘Fern?’

‘What?’

‘There’s something you’re not telling me, isn’t there?’

Fern flipped feverishly through the book.

‘Isn’t there?

Fern looked up and down the aisle, checking for people. She sighed, resigned. ‘Okay, Mum, don’t get mad at me… but… when Luke came round…’

My heart thumped. ‘What?’

Fern swallowed. ‘Well, we… we kind of did a Ouija board.’

The books in front of me swam. ‘But that’s—’

‘Stupid?’ Fern put the book back on the shelf. ‘Tell me about it. Luke said he knew what he was doing. I trusted him.’

‘But—’

‘We made contact with Dolly. The planchette moved – I swear it wasn’t either of us moving it – and it spelt out her name. Then we asked her some other questions and the planchette went mad. But she did confirm that she lived at Merry Hall and performed for Abel Wenham, like it says on the leaflets.’

‘I still can’t believe that you let Luke—’

‘Dolly used to practise for her shows downstairs,’ cut in Fern.

‘In Jared’s studio?’

‘Yeah. She tried to tell us something else, but then…’ Fern looked at her feet. ‘Then the planchette went really crazy. Started spelling out nonsense and then the man from my dreams came. He was really there. I saw him. Just like I’m seeing you now. Right in my room, like I told you. That’s when I screamed.’

I opened my mouth to speak, but at that moment the librarian poked her head around the bookshelves and asked whether we were okay. She was clutching a pile of books and smiling, the electric light picking out her silver nose ring.

Fern gave her the thumbs up, but I hesitated.

‘Have you found what you wanted?’ said the librarian, shifting the books in her arms.

I shook my head.

Disappointment flashed across the librarian’s face. ‘Is there anything else I can help you with?’ she asked.

I glanced at the opposite bay. ‘Is it possible to use one of those microfilm readers over there to see old newspapers and old registers and things?’

The librarian smiled. ‘Well, normally you’d need to book an appointment, but as you can see we’re quiet this evening.’ She looked at Fern. ‘If you both head over and choose a machine I’ll fetch you some films. What dates were you interested in?’

‘Mid-nineteenth century,’ I said. ‘I wanted to see if we could find out more about Abel Wenham and his show.’

The librarian looked doubtful, but she nodded and led us over to the readers. ‘Give me a few minutes,’ she said, heading for a door close by and punching a long sequence of numbers into the code-lock. ‘I’ll be right back.’

The few minutes stretched to fifteen, during which time Fern sat picking at the threads on her jumper cuffs. It was obvious that she thought this was a waste of time.

‘Home soon,’ I promised. ‘This won’t take long.’

Fern said nothing.

‘Here you are.’ The librarian returned carrying several small boxes. She let them cascade on to the table, then gathered them together and stacked them neatly. She took the box from the top of the pile and pulled out a roll of film which she fed onto the spindle of the machine in front of us. She wound the film onto the reel and pressed a button to find the first image. Then she slid the film under the microscope and a picture appeared on the screen.

‘Ta-dah!’ she exclaimed after she’d rotated the image so that we could read it. I smiled politely. The librarian showed me how to rewind and fast-forward, how to zoom in and out, and how to print if we needed it. Then she told us we had an hour.

‘An hour!’ Fern flopped back in her chair. ‘Seriously?’

‘Although, if you need longer…’ the librarian looked about her. ‘No one else is booked in. It’s quiet in here this evening – usually I’m rushed off my feet, but what with the snow and everything…’ she smiled. ‘We close at seven.’

I thanked her, and as soon as the librarian disappeared into the next bay I gave Fern some money. ‘You go and buy a hot chocolate. But come back here afterwards. Whatever you do, don’t go wandering off in the dark. If the café’s closed, come straight back. Okay?’

Fern took the money and shoved it in her pocket. ‘I’ll be back,’ she said.

Once alone, I got stuck in. I soon got the feeling that I was going to need at least an hour. The writing on the screen was tiny and hard to read, and I had to keep rotating the screen and zooming in and out. After scrolling through four films I had found nothing new, just the source material for all the things we’d read about in the books. There was reference to Abel Wenham in a newspaper article from 1845, recording a performance in the Black Bear, then another about his charitable deeds in 1846, then a description of a great society party to celebrate the Christmas of 1847. I felt a flood of disappointment. There was nothing unusual and absolutely nothing about Dolly Dove. Was it possible that, despite everything, all these strange goings-on at Merry Hall were in our heads?

I shook myself. ‘I’m going mad,’ I muttered. ‘I must be going absolutely crazy.’

I eyed the remaining stack of films. Just one more. I chose the one labelled The Bodwick Reporter 1855–1870 and wound it on to the machine. Perhaps there would be something about Abel Wenham’s death and his estate, maybe a clue to what became of his performers. My eyes were getting tired and I saw with surprise that I’d been at the machine for over an hour. Fern must have finished her hot chocolate by now, and it was time to go and find her. I whipped through the newspaper articles as fast as I could. The old-fashioned print was getting harder and harder to read. It was dark and thick and smudgy, and I knew I’d have to face the possibility that I’d find nothing new here either. But then there was something, just a small newspaper snippet towards the end of the film. I zoomed in as far as I could and squinted to read.


FIRE AT MERRY HALL! Died in this county after a conflagration broke out at his home, 6th December 1867, Abel Wenham of Merry Hall, only son of William Wenham. Pumpers were alerted to the blaze and succeeded in preventing brutal destruction to the building. Unfortunately, the calamitous event claimed the life of the aforementioned Abel Wenham. Abel Wenham was a man of great character and honest respectability, an excellent showman who, in his lifetime, performed many charitable works for the benefit of the poor. The deceased had many amiable qualities, lived a good and pious life, and was a true and exemplary member of the Christian Church. He leaves no surviving relatives.



I sat back in my chair, thinking hard. The smell of smoke I thought I’d caught once, the strange noises, the oppressive presence. Threads of history wove through my mind, getting more and more tangled. And this article somehow made things worse. I read it again. It told me nothing new about Dolly, what became of her and the other performers. But it was as if there was something hidden, just out of sight. I studied the screen, thinking, trying to unravel what would not come.
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DOLLY

April 1848

Brockley Mill

London

April 24th, 1848

Dear Miss Dove,

I acknowledge receipt of your recent letter. However, it gives me great pain to inform you that your dear brother, Cornelius Dove, met with a most regrettable accident. It occurred whilst he was working one of the milling machines. Although a skilled worker, indeed one of my best, he lost an arm which, in turn, caused a fatal infection of the blood. His suffering was short and his death, mercifully, a quick affair. I need scarcely tell you how affected I am by this lamentable incident and offer my condolences whilst naturally joining you in your grief.

Yours very respectfully,

Edmund Brockley

*   *   *

My days were long and dreadful, my grief sharp and ever-present. It consumed my body and thoughts like wildfire, shock and disbelief a constant companion. My brother, Cornelius. Gone. My hope of us being reunited was snuffed out and the guilt that I had left him for Merry Hall took hold in its place.

In addition, I lived in fear of what was to come, remembering in snatches Cornelius’s birth, back in our London lodgings. The midwife in attendance, a short burly figure, with a brusque manner and little tolerance, yanking the bedraggled child from my mother’s womb. There was my mother shrieking, and me cowering in a dark corner until the ordeal was over. And then afterwards, my poor mother’s ill health, her exhaustion, her insanity, and the deep sadness that she had lost so many infants before us and that so many of her offspring had perished after such a short time. You and Cornelius are my survivors, she would say, before adding, God willing. And there was always a pinch about her face, a fearful look in her eyes.

But we did just that. We survived. Until now.

Now, there was just me, and who knew what might happen?

I was not to have the service of a midwife or any other practitioner. Mr Wenham needed to conceal my pregnancy for fear of his reputation – and so Ida, who had no knowledge of being present at a confinement, was to be my sole attendant.

My long hair was brushed daily and tied in two tails, ready for the approaching trial, and I dressed only in a nightgown which flowed loosely over my distended region. The ribbon holding the key to my special box I would not part with and, in quiet moments, I would feel the coolness of the brass and let it fall against my chest as I thought about the future. Once he saw the child – our child – I was sure that Mr Wenham would have a change of heart. I clung to this feeble hope as it beat its ragged wings inside my chest, and I prayed hard for this outcome. That Mr Wenham would soften, that he would reject the Nightingale and come back to me.

I was constantly seized by extraordinary stomach pains which told of the horizon and many a time I cried out for Ida to attend urgently, only to send her away shortly afterwards, the alarm being a false one.

‘It will not be long now,’ she said on one such occasion. She gave me beef tea and set about brushing my hair as I drank it. I was sitting on the small open-backed chair at my dressing table while Ida pulled and tugged at my tangles. She braided my hair so tightly that my scalp hurt, and my head ached. I stared at myself in the oval mirror in the centre of the table. I was wan, my forehead stretched on account of the plaiting, my eyes heavy with worry.

I watched as Ida arranged my hairbrush and mirror on top of the dressing table. ‘I am afraid,’ I said.

Ida turned. ‘You are strong, Dolly. I can see that in you, and you will come through this passage and live to tell. Be sure of that.’

I smiled weakly and pulled at my nightgown. My stomach was hard, unyielding, and the child within was possessed of such character, squirming and kicking as if trying to fight its way out.

‘But what if I fail to make it?’ I said, for I knew of many women who did not survive the affliction.

‘Do not think on it,’ said Ida. ‘You are healthy and determined enough to carry a soul into this world, God willing.’

God willing. It was that phrase again.

I fell silent, for who knew what God willed. Who knew what was to befall me, what turn might overtake me and thwart my plans and secret dreams.
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I poured soup into a thermos and turned the radio on to cover the silence. Schubert. The Trout Quintet.

The kitchen was dull and muted. It had snowed continually through the night and the house seemed shrunken in the half-light, pulled tight. Empty. Like the night after a party.

I placed the thermos next to Fern’s water bottle and selected an apple from the replacement fruit bowl. ‘Lunch,’ I said.

There was no answer. I turned around. ‘Are you okay?’ I saw how tired Fern looked. Her skin was grey almost, wrung-out.

‘I feel a bit sick. I… I…’

‘Why don’t you go back to bed? Skip school.’

Fern twisted her jumper cuff between her fingers. ‘I want to go to school. I don’t want to go to bed. I had the weirdest dreams last night.’

‘Do you want to tell me about them? It wasn’t—’

‘Not the man. No.’

‘Then?’

Fern tucked her hair over her ears. She was paler than ever. ‘I don’t want to talk about it, okay?’

I opened my mouth to speak, but my phone rang at that moment. I recognised the number at once. Adam. I thought about ignoring it, but Fern had seen the caller.

‘It’s Dad,’ she said. ‘You need to pick up.’

I looked at Fern, then lifted the phone and swiped at the screen.

‘Nellie.’

I took a deep breath. How I hated being called Nellie, once a name of endearment. ‘Hi, Adam.’ I motioned for Fern to tidy the untouched breakfast things. She snatched at mugs and plates with a scowl.

‘Is now a good time?’

I got up and wandered through to the lounge. ‘I guess, though I have to see Fern off to school in a minute.’ I felt a flare of anger. He was demanding my time when I was the one taking the weight of responsibility. Because of him.

‘Look, Helen and I have been talking over breakfast and we’d like to make an offer.’

I felt a stab of jealousy. I pictured Helen sitting at the island table with Adam, a pot of fresh coffee between them, flaky croissants on stark white plates, curls of yellow butter. ‘What is it?’ I said.

‘The thing is, we’d like to bring Fern back here. To live with us. In London.’

My stomach dropped.

‘She’s not happy, Nellie. She doesn’t like the new arrangement and we just feel she’d be much better off with us. We’d enrol her in a new school, a good private school. Give her a new start, a chance to make new friends.’

But to be left on my own in the house, trying to navigate life on my own. It wasn’t something I could contemplate. And to give Adam and Helen the satisfaction of knowing they were helping me out was unbearable. ‘I don’t think that would work,’ I said.

Adam gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘And why not?’

‘Because… because—’

‘Because you’re bloody selfish?’ suggested Adam. ‘Nellie, have you any idea just how unhappy Fern is? Maybe I should forward you some of the messages she’s sent me. She doesn’t have friends. She hates the house you’re living in. She hates her new school. She hates living with you.’

‘That’s not true!’ Though I knew Fern had reason enough to be unhappy. To be fearful.

‘Just listen to yourself, Nellie. In denial, as always. Fern has had enough and, as her father—’

‘But what about your work? You’re always working. You said yourself you don’t have time for her in the same way I do.’

‘Helen works from home. You know that. Her hours are flexible and—’

‘I don’t want Helen looking after her.’ Taking my place, I added silently. In truth, though, could this be a solution? Would Fern be safer with Adam? I sat up straight, swinging my legs in front of me. No, I needed to be there for Fern. I couldn’t let them take over.

‘Nellie, no one’s going to take your place. You could still see Fern. Come up to London from time to time.’ There was a long pause. ‘Nellie?’

‘I’m still here,’ I said. ‘And the answer’s no. Fern needs me.’

Adam blew through his lips. ‘You have no idea, Nellie,’ he said. ‘You need to think about this. Seriously. I could drive up now before the weather gets any worse. Please. Just think.’

Fern appeared in the lounge doorway, her face grey, etched with the remnants of her dreams. ‘I already have, Adam,’ I said, my love for my daughter swelling, the violent need I had to protect her. ‘I’ve thought and it’s still a no.’

I hung up.

*   *   *

‘What did Dad want?’ said Fern, coming into the room. She sat next to me.

‘Nothing.’

Fern balled a cushion to her stomach, hugging it tight. ‘That can’t be true.’

‘Okay, so he just wanted to chat.’

‘About what?’

I picked up the chunky remote and ran my fingers over the buttons.

‘Mum?’

I exhaled. ‘So, he had this idea that you could go back to London to live with him and Helen. Start a different school there.’

Fern was silent. I slid a look at her. Her face was set, and she was twisting the silver ring she wore round and round her finger.

‘You wouldn’t want to do that, would you?’ I ventured. ‘You wouldn’t leave me here alone?’ I swallowed, realising how selfish that sounded. Maybe Adam was right about me.

Fern sighed. ‘Mum, why do you always have to make everything about you?’ A tear escaped and dribbled down her cheek. She whisked it away.

‘I don’t,’ I fumbled. ‘I just need to know you’re okay. And let’s look at the positives.’ My mind scampered. ‘We have each other. I have a job. You’ve made friends at school. That’s got to be good, hasn’t it?’

‘Nothing’s good anymore. And, for your information, I have no real friends. There’s only Luke. And even he…’

Just like Adam had said. Just like Miss Dawlish had warned me.

I took a deep breath. ‘Look… I know things aren’t straightforward at school.’

Fern’s head snapped up. ‘What do you mean?’

‘Miss Dawlish. I spoke to Miss Dawlish. About how you were settling down. She called me in to have a chat.’

‘What?’ Fern’s voice rose in pitch. ‘So, you’ve been bitching about me behind my back. Mum, you—’

‘No! The school were worried about you.’ I thought about Miss Dawlish, professional and aloof, tapping away on a laptop. ‘All they want to do is to help you settle in.’

‘Well, I don’t want to settle in. It’s a horrible school.’

I breathed out. ‘You need to give it time, sweetheart. And I can help by being here for you at home. If ever you need to talk, or you need someone to fight your corner, or you just need a hug…’

Fern pushed the cushion to one side. ‘Do you really mean that or are you just scared I’ll go back to London and leave you here on your own?’

The wound was deep and I bit back the pain. ‘Of course I mean it,’ I said. ‘I care about you. You know that.’

Fern swung her legs from underneath her and got to her feet. ‘If you really cared about me I’d still be in London. You wouldn’t have brought me here. You’d have let me stay with Dad so I could have kept all my old friends.’

I thought about Adam. Sitting on the bar stool in our large, airy kitchen, glass of wine on the island table, prising pistachios from their shells. She’d be better off living with you, Nellie. My work. I wouldn’t be there for her like you would and, anyway, you guys have always been close. And so it had been decided: Fern was to live with me.

I shifted, resisting the compulsion to pull Fern down beside me, to make her listen. ‘Well, we’re here to stay, for now,’ I said firmly, flashing a look outside. ‘Both of us. And we have to make the best of it.’

I felt little sparks of anger. I wanted to shout, to do something physical. Just like I had so many times since moving into this house. I drew my fists tight, unused to these bursts of anger that seemed to come from nowhere. ‘We have to make this work,’ I said in an even voice, careful to keep things under control. My jaw ached with the effort. I knew that now was not a good time to be falling out. ‘We just have to.’ And I need to keep you close, keep you safe, I added silently. Keep us safe. The old tune wove through my mind. We shall be safe, dilly dilly. Out of harm’s way.

Fern looked to the window at the thick white snow. She yanked her school bag from where she’d left it at the side of the sofa, heaved it on to her back. ‘You’re going to make me stay here, aren’t you?’ she said.

‘Fern, I—’

‘Anyway, I guess there’s no point,’ Fern said. She deflated suddenly, the fight fleeing her.

‘What do you mean?’

Fern glared. ‘Even if I went back to London, the man would still find me. In my dreams.’

*   *   *

Fern set off for school silent and angry.

After I’d watched her traipse down the drive in the velvety snow, her puffa jacket dotted with white flakes, I pulled out my laptop in the kitchen and, ignoring the half-written novel, loaded Google, determined to find out more about the fire at Merry Hall. There was still ages before I had to go to work and I needed to do something. Something to make me feel like I was dealing with this, that I had a solution. Something to numb the pain I felt after my argument with Fern.

I trawled site after site but there was nothing, not even a mention.

I shut my laptop with a sigh and sat back. The atmosphere around me darkened. I thought of what Fern had said the previous evening, about the Ouija board and the contact they’d made. Luke. How could he have done this? Why had Fern let herself get mixed up in it all? I knew there had been something about that boy. I ran my finger across the ruined table, tracing each letter in turn, thinking until my head thrummed.

I supposed then, that with Fern interrupting the process, Luke had not managed to close the portal and that this thing – this man – had been able to harness more power than ever before. His spirit was lingering in the house, and… I could feel it now. My hand shook. Abel Wenham? I thought about the newspaper article – by all accounts he’d been a decent person, a good citizen. His portrait was proudly hanging up at work. But perhaps he had been wronged in some way. Perhaps…

I looked over my shoulder.

Nothing.

The stillness pressed in on me. How could I cope here on my own until Fern came home? The extra shift at work wasn’t until the evening.

I eyed the Welsh dresser. Jared’s wine bottles. I could replace any I drank. I pressed my fingers tight together. They were sweaty. Still shaky. It was morning.

Mum in her faded pink dressing down, wolfing down a fried-egg sandwich and washing it down with a whisky and Coke.

But this was different. My circumstances here were very, very different.

I needed something to numb the unease. The fear. Just one glass and I’d be okay to drive to work later.

The need became a real thing, a dark creature lurking just beneath the surface, and I found myself unscrewing a bottle and pouring myself a large glass of red. It slipped down my throat, warm and complete, immediately deadening my agitation. Or at least taking the edge off, I thought, as I made my way out of the kitchen. My ankle protested with a spike of pain as I stepped into the hall. There I stood for a moment staring at the gloomy sideboard blanketed in dust. The chequered tiles spun out from beneath me and a tired light just touched me from the small Victorian windowpanes.

The air was stale and close.

I thought I caught a shadow flitting across one wall. But when I looked again, there was nothing.

I took another steadying gulp and headed for the lounge.

I put the television on and turned the volume up loud so I could block everything else out. I wrapped myself in a blanket and mindlessly watched the flickering screen without taking in any of the detail. Coming to Bodwick had been a need ever since Mum had passed away. Before that, even. Years of needing to know; a compulsion, a deep curiosity that had led me here. One which I couldn’t resist. But nothing had worked out. There was no real trace of Mum in town – apart from what Pam had told me – and out at Merry Hall we were so isolated. We could be anywhere, I thought. Anywhere and nowhere.

I grabbed the bottle of wine from the kitchen, poured another glass. The alcohol would wear off by evening.

I dozed. Woke. Topped up my drink. Drunk some more. Maybe work would be cancelled because of the snow. Maybe I would have to phone in sick.

The television shows meandered. Became one long stream of distraction.

Mid-afternoon, I got an email. The schools were going to close because of the snow. They were sending pupils home. There would be online lessons. I remained in the lounge, fingering the stem of my wine glass, waiting anxiously for Fern to get back. I watched a dappled patch of sunlight on the wooden floor expand and contract, and then disappear altogether.

The room slipped a shade darker and I became aware that a dangerous lull had fallen over the house.

Cold rippled across my shoulders.

From upstairs, there was a thump. Then the sound of someone in heavy boots running across the gallery landing.

I filled myself with more wine, my hand trembling. The glass knocked against my teeth. The room swam.

There was shouting. As if a fight had broken out above my head.

My heart raced. I wiped my mouth. Tried to steady my breathing.

The noise stopped abruptly. Like someone had pressed a switch.

I hid the glass and near-empty bottle by the side of the sofa. I’d deal with that later. I grabbed my phone and got up, flicked the TV off and hobbled into the hall. For a moment I thought I saw a pool of what seemed to be black blood on one of the white tiles, but when I looked again it had gone. A mean trick of the dying light.

I stood still, inflexible. Sucking in my breath.

There was a sudden bang from upstairs. Wood on wood.

I clenched.

Silence.

The sound came again. A voice from upstairs. Muffled this time.

Carefully, I placed my phone on the sideboard then, tensing every muscle, I crept up the stairs, boldness from the alcohol coursing through my blood. I stood on the gallery landing, listening. All was quiet. Then, after the silence, the voice came again, clearly now.

You will die here.

It was a man’s voice, raspy and ugly.

You will die here.

Then, a girl’s voice, screaming an instruction. Get away!

I fled down the stairs, ignoring the pain, whacking my hip on the newel post. I grabbed my bag and keys, my heart banging in my throat. My phone. My phone. Where was my phone? Why had I drunk so much? I needed to think. Where was the damn thing? There on the sideboard where I’d left it. I snatched it. Grabbing my coat, I jammed my feet clumsily in boots.

YOU WILL DIE HERE!

The shout resounded around Merry Hall and was followed by wild laughter that shook my frame and burned my skin so that it became alive within me, driving through my entire body.

I wrenched the front door open and spilled out into the falling snow just as the house fell back into profound silence. Slamming the front door behind me I blundered across the drive, cold soaking over the tops of my boots, falling snow stinging my eyes. I made for the car. My laces were undone and my ankle pulled with pain, but I kept going. I needed to get away from this place. We had to leave.

You will die here.

The words chilled me to my core as I took out my phone. There was only one thing I could do now, one thing to protect us. I’d deal with Jared and the repercussions later. I scrolled through my contacts and punched at my screen.

Fern took the call almost immediately. ‘Mum?’

‘Where are you?’

‘I just got off the bus. Mum, is everything alright?’

I snatched a breath. ‘I’m coming to get you.’

‘What? But—’

‘Just start for town – head for the Black Bear – I have work – and look out for the car, okay?’ I was making no sense. My thoughts were jumbled, my words slurred.

There was a crunching in the background. Fern walking through the snow.

My heart thumped. ‘We’re leaving. We can’t stay at Merry Hall anymore. The man. He was—’

‘Mum, I can’t really hear you. You keep cutting out. What are you talking about?’

But I had already hung up. I shouldn’t drive. I knew I shouldn’t. I’d drunk most of a bottle of wine. What was Pam going to say? My head was dull and fuzzy. My hands shook. I shouldn’t drive. What had I become?

Glancing once more at the house, I started up the engine.

*   *   *

Slowly and deliberately, I edged the car from the drive and onto the single-track road.

Be careful, be careful. Take it extra-slowly. You can do this.

I muttered the words over and over as I slipped down the lane. There, the snow was completely unspoiled. It was terrifying to see how deep it had got in such a short time. No one had been down this way all day and everywhere was a blanket of white. As I drove, I kept an eye out for Fern walking from her bus stop and eventually caught sight of a solitary figure in a puffa jacket, trudging through the snow. Slowing the car, I reached over and flung open the passenger door. The figure turned, red-faced, teeth chattering. It wasn’t Fern. It was another girl from her school, in the same uniform, probably from the farm up the lane. She looked at me strangely, carried on walking.

‘Wait!’ I shouted after her.

The girl stopped, sunk her chin beneath an oversized scarf.

‘Do you know my daughter? Fern Reynolds. In year eleven at your school.’

The girl shrugged.

‘Please… she got off the bus. Have you seen her?’

‘I dunno,’ said the girl. And then she ran. Like she was afraid. Like there was something in my face she needed to get away from.

I shut the car door. Looked behind me. In front. It was impossible to see through the thickening swirls of white. My head spun. I couldn’t think straight. Why had I drunk so much? Mum’s face swam before my eyes. Vacant. Unfocused. I tried calling Fern’s mobile. Once, twice, a third time. Nothing. So, I edged the car forwards. Fern must be heading for the Black Bear like I told her to, I decided. I rubbed my forehead. I had told her to do that, hadn’t I? Now that I thought about it, I was unsure. I could have phoned Carol. That would have been better. Although I was too inebriated for that; I wouldn’t have been able to explain.

The drink-infused dullness swelled in my mind.

The threads were loosening.

I tried hard to think.

Work.

That was it.

I was heading for work.

I felt the tyres lose traction and slowed a bit. I shouldn’t be driving. What if the police stopped me? I steered the car consciously around a tight bend. Careful, careful, careful.

Though it was still early, it was getting dark. I turned on the headlights and pressed onwards, inching the car as slowly as I could. Branches hung low and a couple of times I disturbed the tangled bushes and shook clots of snow onto the windscreen. The headlights shone too brightly on brilliant white, snowflakes swirled and eddied past, and soon I could see no further than a few metres in front of me. My hands shook. It was getting worse. At this speed it would take me ages to even reach Bodwick. I took a sharp intake of breath as the car started down a dip and, for a second time, the wheels lost their traction. I braked hard, skidded and swung forwards in my seat.

The car came to a grinding halt and I gripped the steering wheel until my knuckles turned white. The engine cut. Frantically, I turned the key again. There was a spluttering, a juddering, then a loud hacking sound, like someone trying to cough up their guts. Then nothing. I swore under my breath, then I swore louder, until I was shouting the words into an empty space.

When I was done, I flopped against the headrest.

I couldn’t think what to do next. I tried phoning Fern once more, but the tone rang on and on. Why wasn’t she answering? Why?

It got darker, and colder. The snow fell heavier until soon the windscreen was covered. The blanket of snow dulled all sound, disconnecting me from the outside world. I shivered. I couldn’t stay out here all night, that much was certain. I wondered whether I could abandon the car and walk to the Black Bear. I wondered how long it would take, and whether my injured ankle would cope. I was shaking badly and the temperature was dipping fast. I felt a lump of hopelessness rise in my throat as the seconds leaked past.

In the end, I realised there was no choice. I would freeze to death in the car, and if Fern had managed to make her way to the pub, then, well, she needed me there.

Hands trembling with cold, I opened the door.

*   *   *

It took me well over an hour to stagger to Bodwick, by which time I was drenched, I was crying and my ankle was killing me. As I eyed the Black Bear across the square, I was hit by a sudden barrel of nerves. Pam would probably sack me on the spot. But I was supposed to be working later and, besides, Fern might be there. She might be waiting for me, worried, taut with anxiety. I crossed the square, picturing her sitting in one of the huge armchairs by the fire, sipping at a hot chocolate, warm and safe.

But my hope splintered as I thrust open the front door to the pub to find the place nearly empty, save for an old man sitting by the window nursing a pint.

‘Nell!’ Becca saw me at once and I sensed a shadow of unease about her as she retreated behind the bar. ‘What are you doing here? You’re on with Johnny later. What’s going on?’ She took in my appearance, her face struck by disbelief.

‘Where’s Fern?’ I cried.

The front door swung on its hinges. Wind and snow stormed into the pub with a threatening howl. A stack of flimsy cardboard menus flapped and blew to the floor.

I slammed the door shut.

‘Where’s Fern?’ I repeated, swiping a hand across my wet hair, rubbing my eyes hard.

The man by the window stared.

‘Fern?’ Becca crossed her arms. The voluminous sleeves of her blouse hung like black clouds.

‘My daughter.’ I looked wildly around the bar. ‘Is she here?’

‘No, why? I…’ Becca bit her lip, flipped a look at the kitchen door behind her. ‘Nell, what’s happened?’

I held my breath, unsure of how much I wanted to say. But my head was dull and heavy and I couldn’t think. ‘I can’t stay at Merry Hall,’ I spurted, my words running into one another. I took a few steps towards the bar. ‘It’s dangerous. More dangerous than I thought.’

Becca stared strangely at me, flung a look at the old man, folded her arms tighter. But then she let one arm drop and I caught her sliding her phone across the surface of the bar. As if she might have to act. As if I was dangerous. Her blouse sleeve pooled on the dark wood and I saw the material brushing through spilt wine, the red liquid seeping into the fabric. She was oblivious. ‘What are you on about?’ she said. Her voice was stiff and guarded. ‘I don’t get you.’

I stopped a little distance from the bar. I couldn’t let her smell the alcohol. ‘Becca…’ My guard cracked and I burst from my stupor. ‘I need to find my daughter.’

Becca frowned. I caught her glancing at the falling snow. She drew her phone closer.

I fixed my eyes on her. ‘I told Fern to come here. Because of the house and… I was working later anyway, but the signal wasn’t great. I…’ Fresh tears coursed down my cheeks. My words bubbled and I knew I was making little sense. Through a blur, I saw Becca fumble with her phone, push it deep into the pocket of her tight black jeans. Her mistrust rose in a swarm as she stepped backwards.

Inwardly, I pleaded for her not to give up on me. Because I needed help. Badly.

Our eyes met.

We shared a moment of recognition, but it died instantly as Becca snapped her gaze away. ‘I’m going to fetch Pam,’ she said firmly. ‘She’ll know what to do.’

She backed towards the kitchen. But then she turned and looked at me again, vacillating. Taking in the wet clothes clamped to my body, my face streaked with tears, the panic in me mounting and mounting and mounting so that I shook with everything.

Her expression softened slightly, sympathy wavering beneath her fear and suspicion. ‘You… you should maybe sit by the fire and get warm,’ she said at last. She exhaled and placed one hand on the kitchen door. ‘You’re soaked through.’

I eyed the fire, the flames darting and cracking, the inviting smell of woodsmoke. I was numb with the cold, my body trembling, my ankle aching. I knew I should refuse. I knew I should head back out into the snow and look for Fern. But I found, at that moment, I needed someone else to tell me what to do. Someone else to take control.

The fatigue took over and, bone-tired, my body sagged and relented.

I stumbled across the room, sank into the chair by the fire and waited.
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The girl turns the key in the lock and lets herself into the house. She feels the cold, dead silence at once.

‘Mum?’ But her voice is all there is, echoing up to the gallery, rotating in the shadowy space, spinning back down to her. She moves from room to room, an uneasy feeling mounting in her chest. Everything is still, as if time itself has paused. Shadows grow and climb the walls behind her, and she feels dizzy and sick.

‘Mum?’ she tries again.

Emptiness comes back to swallow her.

She tries to contact the mother. But there is no answer, and she does not know what to do. She is so very cold.

She brings a pile of blankets down to the lounge. The snow is setting in and a wind tears around Merry Hall in fury. The house is freezing. Colder than outside. She piles logs into the hearth to make a fire and lights it as she has seen the mother do so many times before. Then she hunches herself on the sofa, drawing her knees to her chin. She is shaking as her gaze circles the room. She knows that I am here and cannot understand what I want.

She also knows that he is here, and she is more afraid than ever.

I want you to listen, I say.

But she does not hear me, even though she looks into the space where I stand. She does not draw her eyes away even when I reach out and nudge the pot plant from the coffee table, sending clots of soil and a straggly spider-plant to the floor. The girl gives no reaction. I look about me. Lying in the centre of the table is a long wire attached to a small black box. I fling it at the wall. Still, the girl stares into the vacant space in the middle of the room, her eyes unmoving. She would rather ignore me, pretend that I am not here.

Listen, I shout. Listen!

But still she shows no recognition. She balls her fists and stuffs her face into the soft blanket, knuckles blanched with fear.

I try moving the armchair in the corner of the room but even that no longer has any effect.

I know then that I must become even stronger.

I will make her listen until her anger and sadness become one with mine. Until she feels my pain.

A sickness rises in her throat. She swallows it down. It rises once more.

She pushes the meaning away and uses her phone to call the mother again. Still, there is no answer.

The smell of woodsmoke from the fire creeps through the room, tight and cloying. The girl feels as though she cannot breathe. She imagines herself caught here alone, forever. The cobwebbed ceilings hem her in, the damp walls are like a prison, and the howling wind sends shivers of snow down the chimney, making her jump as the fire cracks in the grate. She pulls her blanket closer, trying to pretend that the rest of the dark, unfriendly house beyond her is not there.

She watches as the raging snow smashes against the window. The reflection of the fire in the panes picks out and exaggerates the shapes in the room, disorientating her as she looks deeper into the black. Her spine prickles with discomfort, at the deep sense of wrong she feels.

She screws her eyes tight and hunches deeper under her blanket to wait.

The mother will return soon, she is sure of it.
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Pam sent me to shower in her flat above the pub. Gratefully, I let the hot water rain over my head, and for a while I didn’t have to think. I folded the blurriness from the alcohol and my exhaustion into the steam and closed my eyes. Let the fast-running water batter my body.

But then there was Fern, and I couldn’t remain in the soft place of avoidance for long. My own clothes were draped over Pam’s bathroom radiator. So, I towelled myself and dressed in a pair of her leggings and a sequin-infested jumper that ballooned around me and itched on the inside. Then I crept down to the bar to retrieve my phone from where Becca had stored it behind the till. I slunk back to the armchair by the fire. No one had mentioned me working.

I had two missed calls.

Fern.

Immediately, I redialled.

Fern answered on the second ring. ‘Mum.’

‘Where are you? Fern, are you okay?’

There was a pause. ‘I’m at Merry Hall. Mum, where are you?’

‘The Black Bear. I’m supposed to be working. Look, I told you… I told you to walk into Bodwick. To meet me here.’ I tried to push through the confusion in my mind, to steady my runaway words. ‘I looked all along the road for you.’

‘Mum, you didn’t tell me anything. You kept cutting out. I couldn’t hear you properly and—’

‘You can’t stay there,’ I exploded, a bitter chill grasping me. ‘We need to get you away from Merry Hall.’

‘Are you coming to get me, then?’ The relief in Fern’s voice was unmistakable.

I swung a look at the window, at the dense black, at the snow eddying past. I thought of the car, abandoned on the lane, of my own ability to drive safely even if I could reach the vehicle and get it started again. The reality of the situation hit me with terrifying clarity.

‘Look, Fern. Where in the house are you?’

‘The lounge. Mum, when will you get here?’

‘Stay put, okay. Don’t move from the room and stay on the phone. There’s a charger on the coffee table. Plug your phone in. Don’t lose me. Keep on talking. Then as soon as I can, as soon as it’s safe to drive or okay for me to walk up…’

I glanced at the window again, at the rush of white storming past, hitting the glass. There was no way I was going to be able to leave the Black Bear any time soon. I would have to wait until the worst of the storm was over. Maybe an hour or so. Adam’s proposition dashed through my mind. Should I have given in? Let him take Fern back. She could be safe in London right now. Instead of alone and scared at Merry Hall.

‘Fern, are you listening to me? You need to—’

‘Mum, I have to go. I’m going to be sick. I’m—’

‘Fern!’ My voice rose in panic.

Across the bar, Becca stopped what she was doing and stared at me.

‘Fern, please. You need to—’

But the phone went dead.

Fern had hung up.








[image: Chapter 58]

DOLLY

January 2025

The girl is vomiting in the bathroom.

She tells herself that it’s the awful vegetables the mother insists on buying. Nothing else. She flushes the toilet but then there is more retching to come. Her stomach aches and she wants nothing more than to fall against the cool linoleum and sleep herself away.

The night stretches in front of her, endless and formidable and she wonders how long it will take the mother to reach her. Her mouth is stripped, and she bends and drinks from the sink tap.

She wipes her mouth with the back of her hand, then tiptoes onto the gallery landing. She realises that she must prepare for a few hours alone, and scuttles back downstairs to the lounge. The first thing she notices is that the fire has gone out. The room is icy cold and her breath mists in front of her as she stands, surveying the room. The pot plant lies on the floor, and she shudders before running for the sofa and burying herself in her blanket, pulling her arms across the gentle swell of her stomach. She presses her stomach, loosens the button on her school skirt.

The house watches, memories stirring, the past echoing. All around, the girl feels the eyes of the past shackled to her. I step quietly and deliberately, not wanting to disturb the carefully balanced atmosphere. For I know that the echoes will escape. They are mounting, ready to burst. I can feel them.

I take another step towards the girl.

She clutches the blanket up to her chin. ‘Who’s there?’ she whispers. She holds her ear to the gaping space and catches a low murmuring, the silence ruptured by faint cries. My voice from the past weaves through time, full of pain and sadness.

‘Is that you Dolly?’ she says, the words trembling out of her.

I cannot answer her in this time, but she hears the sounds trapped in the house. Those cries get louder and there are the words too, forming in the cracks of the building, rising from the floor, bubbling like black liquid boiling from the pores of the building.

‘Do not leave me.’

The words run one into another, spinning from wall to wall, tight threads of sound bouncing from surface to surface.

The girl buries her head in her chest, her frame thin, shaking. While my voice from the past grows into a monstrous thing.

‘Do not leave me. Do. Not. Leave. Me!’

Pressure mounts in the girl’s skull. ‘Stop it!’ she yells. ‘Stop it. Just leave me alone!’

There is a sudden silence.

Danger hangs in the air.

Then the atmosphere drops dead, like a falling stone, and the house became vacant.

It is as if a door has been slammed shut.
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Minutes fled as I waited for Fern to call me back. I tried her number several times, but there was nothing. No answer.

‘You’ll have to stay the night here,’ said Pam. Her voice was brusque and she couldn’t look at me when she spoke.

‘But I can’t!’ I stared at her in shock. ‘I can’t do that. I have to get to Fern. She’s alone in the house.’

Outside a tremendous gust of wind hurled snow at the window, making us both jump.

‘I’m sending the staff home and closing up. Before it gets any worse. I’ll make you up a place to sleep down here by the fire. I’ve got an airbed. You should be comfortable enough.’

‘But Fern, she… she…’

Pam began shifting chairs, making space for my sleeping area, ushering the last few customers away and locking the door. ‘Fern’s warm, she’s at home,’ she said, humping a table to one side. ‘And she’s not a baby, is she? At sixteen I’m sure she can look after herself for the night. You need to trust her.’

‘You don’t understand,’ I protested. ‘Merry Hall’s dangerous. She shouldn’t be there alone. Maybe I should call the police. They could fetch her. She—’

Pam narrowed her eyes, sniffed at the air. ‘Have you been drinking?’ she said.

I hung my head, didn’t answer.

‘Thought so. Explains a lot.’ She stacked one chair on top of another. ‘Blimey, I must be soft-hearted letting you stay here after everything.’ She glanced at the window. ‘Suppose I don’t have much choice, though. Now, you just sit tight. I’ll go and see what’s left in the kitchen for your dinner and get some bedding from upstairs.’

Pam stomped out of the room. Plates clattered. Doors slammed.

The room felt tight, holding me prisoner. The heat from the fire was overpowering and I pulled at the itchy jumper, ran my hands over the leggings.

Gloom snuck up on me and I sank deeper into the chair, feeling more alone than ever. I tried to call Fern once more.

But the phone just rang and rang and rang.
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The girl holds her small screen in her hands, afraid; anxious about how a snatch of time has changed her body so rapidly and in such a way. She did not think it was possible and is fearful of what is to come.

Her screen glows. The mother is calling her, but she cannot answer. Her mind is elsewhere. She lets it ring, the tone insistent, urgent. It cuts abruptly. Starts again.

She thinks about that time she spent at Luke’s house. The expansive, unreal feeling of love. Lying on Luke’s bed, a warm blanket draped over their legs. The smell of him; pine and woodsmoke. They talked, and he kissed her and made her feel whole as the snow fell softly outside the window. She had experienced a closeness that she never had before. And afterwards, he’d listened to her, really listened, so that for a while she was able to forget about the house and the dark unsettling feeling it gives her.

But now. Now it is all she can think about. What if she were stuck here forever, here in this house? And what will her mother say if what she fears is true?

She thinks it is impossible.

She has searched for information on her screen.

She is sure it is impossible. Totally impossible. He was careful. They were careful. And the timing is all wrong.

But weeks or days. In the end, there is no difference. I know now that time can be twisted at will, pulled in many directions. It is full of stories that can be plucked out and heard if only people would listen. I stand close to the girl and watch her shoulders rise and fall as she considers. I remember my own knowing: my missed monthlies, my sick stomach, the deep melancholy that hung about my world and plagued me persistently. The constant need to cry. Somehow, I knew what it meant. Some innate sense of change, of my world shifting, spoke to me and whispered about the truth within. And, though I had the barest knowledge of how life worked, I knew who had done this thing to me.

I look at this girl before me and feel sad. Sad that I have made her feel this way, however necessary it is. She needs to understand, she needs to hear my tale. To live it.

I send a whisper in the air. ‘I am here.’

She looks up from her screen and scans the room. Her heart rushes.

‘I am here.’

She puts her screen down. It is now black. ‘Who are you?’ Her lips barely move. She stares into space. ‘What do you want? Is that you, Dolly?’

My strength rises and, with it, her screen flickers on, glowing a bright white.

The girl starts and clutches her stomach. Her energy crackles. Her face is pale, her eyes like black pools. ‘I’m… I’m not afraid,’ she says. ‘You can’t scare me, you know. Whatever you are.’

‘I don’t want to scare you,’ I shout. ‘I don’t want to scare you. You are living my story.’

But the girl is still deaf to my words. She senses but she cannot hear.

She runs a hand across her stomach and feels a quickening. A roll as delicate as butterfly wings. But panic leaps to her throat and her thumbs work fast across her screen. She asks the boy, Luke, whether he can talk. It has been awkward between them since the time he came here, but she knows she must speak to him. She must.

Seconds later, there is ringing. A bright, cheerful, incongruous sound that, for a moment, fills the room with light. But then a second roll ripples deep inside and she is crushed.

‘Luke, it’s me, Fern.’ She speaks into the screen, trembling. Her face is flushed.

They talk and the girl tries to explain in broken sentences and apologies. But she cannot find the words. How submissive and full of blame she is. As once I was. He shouts, full of angry words and denials. Says he has nothing to do with her condition. He wants to end their relationship, calls her terrible things. As I always knew he would. He could never really love her.

She shrinks from the conversation and finishes her call. She wills herself not to cry, fights the mixture of anger and hopelessness, beats the sofa, stares at her reflection in the window opposite and hates everything about herself.

We have fire in our blood, the mother had once said to her.

The girl does not believe it.

I stand in front of her and make my image taut with his child.

I see my reflection in the windowpane. And so does she, gasping as she realises that I am the pale girl from her dreams.

*   *   *

The girl dozes, and when she wakes the room is glacial, the hearth silent. She has woken suddenly and her heart is pulsing. She had been dreaming, but the dream died with waking, leaving an odd discomfort, as if she had committed a great wrong but couldn’t remember what. She remembers Luke and runs a hand across her belly. It is hard and ball-like.

She moves, stiff and aching, staring into the black. Cold brushes her face. The wall behind her is damp, and her blanket is freezing, like a blanket of snow.

She listens into the silence, her breath coming too fast, her heart ricocheting against her chest. She knows, instinctively, that something is wrong.

She counts and I count with her.

And then it happens.

There’s a scream. Running through each wall, streaming through the foundations of the building, battering the roof space.

A door slams upstairs.

Then footsteps. Heavy and echoing, pounding down the stairs. There is grunting. Shouting. And a strange dragging, thudding sound.

She grips her blanket, her body tense, her legs tucked up to her chest, foetal position.

From outside she hears an owl in the distant trees, light, quavering. An eerie contrast.

There is a breath of silence.

She unfurls her legs and slowly draws back the blanket. She steps onto the floor. It is cold, sending an ice wave through her body as she tiptoes towards the lounge door. She opens it with a creak that seems far louder at this hour than it ever would in the daytime.

Out in the hall, all is quiet, but the atmosphere is thick with what has been there moments before. She feels for the light switch, and as she flicks it on there comes a tremendous thumping noise from the kitchen, a dead weight, a dragging.

She brushes the tender rise of her stomach and looks over at the hall window, into the black beyond the house. Through the open curtains she sees snow falling, thick and in tight unbroken paths. Hope is slipping away. She grabs at her hair, pulling.

There is another thundering slap and the sound from the kitchen stops. Abruptly.

Silence falls upon the house.

A dark uneasy silence.

She heads for the kitchen door. It stands ajar and the light is on. Slowly she walks towards it, and when she gets there she gives it a sudden push so that it swings open violently.

The smell hits her at once.

A raw, rotting smell. Far worse than vegetable matter.

It is the foulness of decay.

She gags as she steps into the room, expecting to see a dead bird or the carcass of some animal. Had the stray cats come back and brought in prey, she wonders?

But there is nothing there. No sign of any disturbance.

‘I don’t understand,’ she says, her voice fractured with fear.

She wanders to the middle of the room where she stands looking all around her. She understands then that something once happened here at Merry Hall. Something really terrible. She sees now that whatever it was is the reason why all this is happening. That the house has stored it all and keeps on replaying it to show her.

She breathes into the space, the silence around her thick, graspable.

There is a sudden pop as the bulb above her head blows.

Immediately, the room is shrouded in thick dark, and from the corner of the room comes a loud roar of victory.
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Pam’s screams woke me. ‘My God, what’s happened?’ The light was on low and she was staring around the bar in horror, pushing her hands into her mop of bleached hair, pulling at her cheeks.

I had fallen into a deep sleep, hunkered down on an airbed in the bar, exhausted. I had been dreaming that Fern had an eel growing inside her, but had woken suddenly to Pam’s cries.

My head thumped with a hangover as I looked about me. Everything was in chaos. Chairs upturned, lamp on its side, the rug slung in one corner. Napkins and cutlery were scattered haphazardly around the floor, trashy ornaments tipped from the shelves. One of the porcelain dogs had lost its snout, and its coal-black eyes beneath painted brows stared at me, mockingly.

I swore, sitting as shock loosened my body.

‘What happened?’ shrieked Pam. ‘You’ve bloody smashed the place up.’

‘It wasn’t me,’ I breathed, my words dissipating in the gloom. ‘I didn’t do anything. I didn’t even hear anything. I woke up just now and—’

‘You’ll pay for this damage and more.’

There was a moment of quiet as my gaze fell on the portrait. Abel Wenham’s eyes caught mine and, for a second, I thought they moved.

‘What the hell’s going on with you?’ Pam’s voice broke the silence.

I turned back to face her. She was staring at me, the whites of her eyes stark and glowing. There was an odd look about her, like she was possessed. Her spine was stiff, her fleshy limbs taut.

‘Pam?’ I couldn’t turn back to the portrait. I had to keep my back to it. I had to.

Outside, the wind hurled itself at the window and the lights flickered. For a moment the room went black, throwing us into a different energy. A darker spiritual energy. Then the lights came back, stark and unforgiving. I saw colours – the maroons and greens of the carpet, the yellow glow of the lights, the browns of the splintered furniture.

‘Pam?’ I mouthed again as the lights stuttered once more. ‘What is it?’

I wouldn’t turn around. I wouldn’t.

Pam said nothing. She stared straight at me, transfixed.

A sudden darkness fell over me. A shadow like the darkest night. The depths of despair and hate were running in my blood. Consuming me, drowning me. Thoughts pulsated against my skull. Mum. Adam. Helen. The snowfall. Jared. Fern and the slippery eel squirming in her stomach. I hated everything and knew that nothing would ever be right again.

My legs wavered, and in that moment my intention slipped and I whipped around. A pulsating sense of wrong pushed towards me. Abel Wenham’s eyes were glowing from the portrait. This time persistently, seeming more real than ever. Behind him, the ghost girl melted into the oily shadows until it looked as if she had been erased from the picture.

He was all there was.

I tensed, trying to control the trembling that seized every part of my body. I needed to look away, to release myself from his gaze.

It was Pam who made me turn. ‘It’s you!’ she shouted. ‘It’s all you, isn’t it? There’s something seriously wrong with you.’ Her face was white and she stood hugging herself as the temperature around us dropped and the air turned frigid. Our breath froze.

I flashed a look outside where the snowstorm continued to rage, the wind seeming to shake the Black Bear.

‘We should get out of this room,’ I said, the calm in my voice surprising me. I picked up a fallen chair, as if in a trance. ‘We should go to the kitchen. It’ll be safe there.’

But Pam dropped her arms, her face distorted. Her cheeks were bleached chalk-white under the cosmetics.

I took a step towards the kitchen but she barred my way, fury breaking beneath the fear. ‘Get out of my fucking pub,’ she snarled.

She shoved me, opening her throat wide, expelling a guttural sound.

Flecks of spit hit my face.

‘And don’t come back, you freak. You’ll ruin me if you carry on working here.’ She looked around her in despair, knuckles white with clenching. ‘You’re fired!’
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I listen to the hum of despair, and I recognise it. Outside, the landscape breaks. The snowstorm. Moving in, crushing the girl, keeping her here at Merry Hall.

Once that was me.

Those long hours, those days, those endless minutes when I forgot who I was or why I existed. Before it came back to me with a sickening jolt and a hopelessness that made me nauseous.

A locked door.

Future, unknown.

Him.

Sometimes I wondered why he did not give up on me earlier. It would have been easier. But he believed in me. He believed in my talent, in my looks. That I would make him greater than any other showman who ever lived. I was to be the one who would ensure that Abel Wenham would live on in the minds of the people forever.

A great man. A pure man. A genius.

The snow keeps falling, covering tracks, snatching away the individual voices of nature. The sky has long seeped into the horizon so that everything has become one and it is hard to see where things begin and where they end.

And so it is with what is happening here.

One story is becoming another.

I see the girl, her face etched with fear as she runs back to the lounge from the kitchen, needing to cover her body as soon as possible, to erase the sound of him. She is weeping and refuses to notice that I am standing on the threshold to the room, then by the coffee table, then by the sofa.

‘I am sorry,’ I whisper. ‘So sorry. But you are my only chance.’

My words whistle in the walls. Scamper across the wooden floor.

‘Stop it!’ cries the girl. ‘Stop it. Just stop it. I hate you!’

It hurts to hear those words and so I scream back and I kick and I thrust until the whole room erupts in chaos. My torn gown sweeps around me, a helix of energy as a new vigour rises in me. I send an orb screaming through the room. Ornaments, blankets, books. I make no allowances as I fling items into the air, ignoring the girl’s cries of fear as she shields herself from the flying objects.

The corner of one of the books catches her just beneath her eye. There is blood, bright red. The wound is deep and will not stop bleeding even when she presses her hand against it. She sees her own blood and shrieks. Calls for the absent mother as I hurl a chair across the room. She breathes wildly, blood trickling down her face and onto her school blouse.

And then when it is done I cower in the corner and wait as a black figure slides into the room. It engulfs me, tries its own energy as it swallows everything that I am.

A pane of glass in the window smashes with a sudden force, blasting into a thousand sharp fragments. Knife-like air whisks across the room, keen and directed and the room shakes with terror.

Then, the figure turns towards the girl and advances.
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I hobbled out into the square, the sound of the Black Bear’s slammed door still reverberating in my ears. The snow was savage, churning in all directions as the wind buffeted me from all sides.

I would have to walk back to Merry Hall. It was the only thing left. I pulled my polar-bear coat tight around Pam’s jumper and stepped forwards. In seconds, the blizzard had worsened and I could hardly see. All was a mess of white.

I stifled my tears.

Why hadn’t I agreed to let Fern go and live with Adam? Why? My fear and pride had won over. Gasping as the snow dashed my face and stung my eyes, I pushed onwards, the snow almost blinding me with intent, saturating Pam’s leggings, finding its way inside my socks and stinging my feet with cold. My ankle pulled with a ripping pain, and I wondered how I was going to survive this.

I gazed helplessly into the endless white expanse, then pushed my head down and stepped out.

*   *   *

After what seemed like hours I reached Merry Hall, drained and sober. The atmosphere around the house hung heavy and there were no lights on. A pale moon struggled from behind the snow clouds but it was swallowed almost instantly. With frozen fingers, I negotiated the lock and let myself into the silent hall.

The house held its breath and crushed me with a sombre stillness as I called Fern’s name into the dead space.

In the shadows, I caught the lounge door edge open. I caught my breath, flicked on the hall light. The bulb blew, but not before I saw Fern, blood on her face. But it was not that which shocked me. Her stomach was like a full moon, a bulbous swelling. I shook my head, unable to understand. My breath came in gulps, adrenaline flashed through me. ‘Fern!’ I cried. I shook. ‘My God, Fern. What’s happened?’

Fern began howling, all hope seemingly plundered. I let out a noise that sounded almost animal-like and then I was folding her in my arms as we collapsed into each other.

She looked at me with huge soulless eyes that shone in the darkness. ‘It hurts,’ she gasped. ‘The pain. I can’t cope. I don’t know how this happened. Like this, so suddenly. I thought Luke… but… but… he can’t… it can’t…’ she stuttered, clutching my arm and squeezing her eyes shut before doubling over. ‘Mum, help me!’

‘Let’s go and sit,’ I said, taking her with trembling arms. ‘Hold on to me, Fern. Hold on. I’ve got you.’

I manoeuvred her towards the lounge while she cried and fought the thing that was happening to her body. I didn’t understand it. I couldn’t understand it. It was impossible but there was no time to think properly. I acted only on instinct, pushing at the lounge door.

‘Not in there,’ Fern managed. ‘The window broke, it’s freezing.’

Without waiting for an explanation, I re-routed to the kitchen, stabbing at the light switch, cursing when nothing happened. ‘It’s going to be alright, my love,’ I said, my thoughts and reason churning. ‘Let me light some candles. You sit.’ Frantically, I fumbled in a drawer for candles and matches, trying to muster up some sense of control. Trying to stop myself from shaking. Trying to take charge.

I placed tea lights on the kitchen table, struck a match, tried to steady my hand so that the wicks could catch. And all the while I kept glancing at Fern, at the change in her that was so impossible and so terrible. The flaming match bit my fingers. I struck another, trembling and cold with the shock and the icy damp of Pam’s clothes.

At last, the tea lights were glowing, and I ran Fern a glass of water and sat beside her, clasping her arm, my teeth chattering.

She looked at me, hands on her stomach.

‘Yes, you’re safe,’ I assured her, my voice a quiver. I pushed through my doubts. Tried to find an explanation, knowing there was no rational one. Not one I could dare consider. ‘You’re safe here with me.’

I watched as she took a sip of the cool water. Her face was drained. It was the fear of the unknown. The fear of what was to come.

Fern closed her eyes, clutched her stomach. ‘What do I do, Mum?’ she said.
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I woke in the night with a pain in my stomach and an odd wetness between my legs. Sitting up in bed, I stared into the black where a throbbing silence greeted me.

Had I bled? What had happened?

I breathed slowly and deeply as I reached down to feel my damp nightgown. My sheets too were wet, and I shivered with the cold of it. I pressed my toes against the bedwarmer that Ida had made for me but still I shook. Outside, the moon chose that same moment to emerge from behind a cloud and, when I withdrew my hand, I was relieved to see that there was no blood.

What then was this?

I pushed back my hair. My face was clammy, my skin like dough and I was possessed of a terrible thirst. On one of my bedside tables, the one to my left, I found the water that Ida had left for me, and I gulped it back, seemingly unable to soothe the dryness in my throat. There was a hunk of bread there too, but I could eat none of it. I wanted only water. Once the glass was almost empty I put it down with a clank, loud in the beating silence.

Ida did not stir.

She was sleeping in my chair by the dream window, snoring gently. It had been her rest place for days now lest the child should come during the night. It hurt her back to sleep there, I knew that, for she moved slowly during the day, her figure hunched, her shoulders constrained by stiffness. But never once did she complain.

A needle of pain twisted in my stomach and I gasped, writhing on my mattress while it passed. I longed for my mother at that moment, for her gentle touch, for her soft peach scent and her pillowy bosom to fall into and dream this away. I breathed into the dark. Then the pain came again, rotating within me.

‘Ida!’ I called. ‘Ida!’ For suddenly I knew what this was.

Ida stuttered in her sleep and with a snort awoke.

‘Ida, please!’

Running her lumpy, animal-like hands over the arms of the chair for support, Ida staggered to her feet. Her movements were clumsy with sleep. She lit a lamp, her eyes frantic with the moment as she regarded me squirming on the bed. She ground her teeth, sucked at her lip. ‘Dolly,’ she rasped. ‘What is it?’

‘Ida, I think the baby’s coming. Help me!’ For I had no idea what I should do, what would happen to me.

I gasped as the pain rose and tightened once more.

Ida grabbed towels. ‘I shall need hot water,’ she said, brandishing the keys that dangled from her waist.

I watched in horror as she lurched towards the door.

‘Do not leave me!’ I cried as she stuck a long, thin key in the lock and turned. ‘Please, Ida. Do not leave me. I cannot be left alone. I—’ My words were swallowed in a tidal wave of pain, and I was lost.
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[image: img]Mum, it hurts. What do I do?’ Fern held her stomach and began to rock.

I knelt on the floor by the side of the kitchen table and put my hands on her lap. It was dark, the candles on the table flecks of hope.

Should I call for an ambulance? Something told me not to. Not yet. Something told me that this birthing was not a thing for hospitals and medical intervention. This pregnancy that had come from nowhere.

I thought of Luke.

It was impossible.

Surely, impossible.

Definitely, impossible.

I clutched Fern’s thighs firmly, trying to convince myself that I knew what I was doing. ‘You just breathe, okay? Breathe, my love, breathe.’
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I tried to breathe away the agony, taking in great amounts of air every time the pain clutched me. I took in what water was left, nibbled at some bread. But the bread was stale and hard, and I could not chew it.

I sank against the wall as the pain came again, my eyes falling on the dream window. I imagined myself taking flight and telling the world what had happened to me.

How I had loved and lost.
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[image: img]It’s getting worse. Mum, help me.’ Fern sank from the chair to the flagstones. Then she hunched on all fours and began crawling towards the blocked-up doorway.

‘What are you doing?’ I cried.

Fern didn’t answer but panted loudly as she sank to the floor.

‘Let’s get you in the lounge, on the sofa,’ I said. I reassessed. ‘I’m calling an ambulance.’

‘No!’

‘Fern, we need proper help. This is more than I understand and can deal with. Come on, love, stand.’

‘I’m not moving.’ Fern curled into a ball, bit hard on her lip. ‘I need to be here. It’s the right place to be.’

I didn’t know what to do. I came beside her and brushed the hair from her face. It was damp with sweat.

‘Am I going to die here?’ said Fern in a small voice.

I thought of the voice and took a tight breath. ‘You’re not going to die,’ I said firmly. ‘Now, please, stand.’
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The pain became sharper, like a dagger. Sweat ran down my face and I could not think that I was going to survive this ordeal. Moments from my life coursed through my body with each new onslaught of pain. The tenement in Whitechapel. The London pie man who would always spare us food. The many wonderful places I had seen. The stage, the dancing, the music. The Black Bear. The orbs.

Him.

The torment grew bigger still, engulfing me, making my memories fade and die. I had no strength left to entertain them.

Ida came to me with a towel soaked in ether and held it to my face. I floated a little as the pain dulled, then felt violently sick. I heaved. I yelled.

Outside, the wind blew through the trees, and I let the sound travel through me and take me.








[image: Chapter 69]

NELL

January 2025

I should have let her go to London. I should have let her go. But I’d been too proud. Too bloody proud.

Fern refused to move, and I watched as she writhed on the floor, occasionally reaching out her hands and battering the blocked-up doorway. I stroked her back as she let out a cry of agony. I’ve been so selfish, I thought. Fern could be safe with Adam and Helen. Away from all of this.

‘I’m sorry,’ I whispered into the space. But Fern could not possibly hear me. She yelled at that moment; a shout that rang throughout Merry Hall, pulling memories from the walls so that they too screamed and echoed in return.
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There was a lull and I lay in bed panting, sweat running in hot lines down my cheeks. Ida had not returned and, although my passage of time was muddled, I was sure that she should already have made her way back to my chamber with the hot water.

As I was thinking this thought, the door inched open. It had not been locked and, while this would normally have presented an opportunity, in my precarious state I certainly did not have the strength to escape.

‘Ida!’ I exclaimed, a stream of relief running through me. She would aid me through the rest of this ordeal and see that I was safe. The baby too. ‘I am so glad.’

But it was not Ida. The footfall was heavy upon the wooden floor, the shadow cast in the lamplight much too long.

A thread of fear wove its way up my spine as I remembered the last time.

For it was him.

Mr Wenham.

He did not speak, and at first only walked slowly towards the dream window, his footsteps dark and echoing. He stood there regarding the black beyond the glass, his hands folded behind his back. He was dressed in a dark woven banyan which reached almost to the floor.

‘Will you not speak, sir?’ My voice was breathless, so little was my strength.

‘I met the Bear Lady on the stairs. I could not sleep, and I had been working late. Training those wretched cats. She came running down the main staircase and I came out of the practice room to see what all the commotion was about.’

‘She was fetching hot water,’ I began. But then the pain clutched me once more and I cried out.

Mr Wenham did not turn and waited until it was over. ‘I gave her instruction to remain in the kitchen. I will attend to you.’

‘You? But sir, I cannot think—’

‘Cannot think what?’ Mr Wenham turned sharply.

Seeing him took my breath away. I had forgotten how keen his features were, how piercing his dark eyes were even in the half-light.

I stuttered, unable to find the words to outline my objection.

He placed the tip of one finger on his chin and smiled. The smile he gave me when first we met. ‘I suppose you cannot think about how the fool of a Bear Lady and that sly deceitful idiot of a Posturer will be able to execute their plan, now?’

‘Plan, sir?’ The pain rose once more and I was engulfed, riding the wave of it as it took me. I gasped and called for Ida while he watched on, never once moving. My vision blurred and then, as I came to rest, it cleared.

Mr Wenham’s face was stone. ‘The Posturer will take the brat to the workhouse as I intended and the Bear Lady will see to your convalescence while I make preparations for my marriage,’ he said coldly, once my grip of agony was at an end. He shook his head. ‘I have seen them hoarding their meagre possessions, heard their dull whispering in dark corners. Thinking that I was a man to be deceived. Pah!’ He spat and the spittle glistened on his lower lip like a jewel.

‘But surely the child can stay and, in time, learn to perform.’

Mr Wenham sneered.

My suffering began once more, building so much this time that I screamed.

I grabbed the ether-soaked towel and held it to my face. The room wavered a little.

Mr Wenham was unmoved.

Dolly, be good and true to you. Be good and true to you.

‘Then I will tell the world what you have done to me,’ I cried, gasping through the affliction. ‘Take our child and I will find a way to destroy you! The Nightingale will not want to know you.’

Pain branded my body. There were blankets of sound. The trees, the wind, the endless trill and snatch of an owl. Things I noticed that penetrated my anguish.

Mr Wenham watched on.

I smelled rust and iron. Felt the heat of it. Its warm stickiness. The wretchedness of it all. I pressed my palms into the hard mattress, searching for relief. I wanted to push.

To push and push.

There was blood then. So much blood. More than I thought possible. I swam in a tide of red as the pains rose and fell. I cried and I yelled. He floated in front of me, a mirage, disappearing as I reached out to touch him. Then closing in on me so that I thought he really might be there in my anguish.

And then I heard a new cry, a raw wail of life that seized my heart. It would not stop and eventually Mr Wenham relented and went to fetch Ida.
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There was a harsh smell. Iron. Blood. In the weak candlelight I snatched a look at Fern’s body. But there was nothing. Fern clung to me, her hands like claws, streams of sweat making her grip slippery, inexact.

‘I’m going to die, Mum.’

Fear stirred in my belly. The wind shrieked. ‘Hold on, Fern. You’ll be okay. I’ve got you.’

‘Don’t leave me. Please don’t leave me.’

I tightened my grip around Fern’s hand. ‘I’ll never leave you. I promise.’

Outside the wind roared, venting its anger and shaking the foundations of Merry Hall.

A flash of moonlight broke through the window. I saw Fern’s face contort.

There was a thin bawling. Fast, insistent. Vital.

‘Let me hold the child,’ screamed Fern. ‘Let me hold the baby!’

The moon disappeared.

Fern cried out once more. ‘Mum!’

‘I love you,’ I breathed. I had seen no baby. There was no baby. Although the sound of crying I had heard, the sound of new life…

‘The baby!’ Fern was sobbing now. A breathless cry that tore through my heart. ‘Please, let me hold him.’

I called louder. ‘I love you. I love you. I love you.’
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I love you.

I love you.

I love you.

Ida placed the new child in my arms, and I marvelled at his tiny form. He was raw and red, and had the skin of a soft, shrivelled fruit. He smelled sweet, like summer. And he was dark, like Mr Wenham.

I ran a finger over his soft, warm head and smiled, considering.

But really, I had no choice.

After everything I had lost, I had to name him Cornelius.
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Fern was growing weaker. I felt her grip relax, her cries loosen.

The moon showed once more. The whole room glowed in its eerie light and then it went dark. The tea lights flickered and went out, and it was blacker than it had ever been. Fern’s breathing was hoarse, crackling in her lungs, spewing from her throat in untidy bursts. An orb spun around the room, glowing brighter with each turn. It circled around Fern and then disappeared, vanishing into the bricked-up space where the door once was.

‘Fern, my darling.’

‘Mum.’

There was a grasping, wheezy breath.

‘I love you.’

‘I love you, too.’

And then, in the dark, Fern’s body went slack.

*   *   *

I shook. Uncontrollably. I clasped Fern’s body, holding it tighter and tighter as I wept long and deep into the night. I howled my grief into Merry Hall, and it cried back until everything was sound and a tearing apart of all the good there ever was.

Nothing would ever be the same again.

The cold blanketed me, the stone floor stiffened my legs, and I was glad of it. There was no future now, no dreams. Only death and a present filled with grief. Complete, crushing grief.

Darkness turned to light, and I realised, with panic, that I’d fallen asleep, exhausted by heartbreak. The first birds sang in the morning. I eased myself into a sitting position, death-cold, my bones aching, my muscles rigid. Fern’s body lay slumped across my legs, motionless, heavy.

And from out in the hall, my phone was ringing.

*   *   *

I let the phone ring. Shrill and insistent. It stopped and there was a breath of silence before it started up again. I shifted slightly. With it, I released the scent of raspberry and coconut. Fern’s scent, still there. Still living.

The phone trilled on.

I realised that I must answer it. That I needed other people. I needed other people to tell me what to do next. The memory of Mum pulsated through every part of me. Gently, I laid Fern on the flagstones then folded a soft hand towel and placed it beneath her head. Pointless, I knew, but I couldn’t leave her lying there alone and uncomfortable on the stone floor. I hobbled, bone-stiff, into the hall, Pam’s clothes still damp and clinging to my body.

The phone stopped, then immediately started again.

It was Adam.

Oh God. Our daughter. His daughter. This was all my fault. This would never have happened if I’d not let my stupid pride get in the way. I swallowed a sudden nausea.

Fumbling, I grabbed the phone from where I’d abandoned it on the hall table and swiped to answer.

‘Nellie?’

I glanced outside at the choked white world.

‘Nellie?’

‘I’m here,’ I said, turning my back on the window.

‘Good… good. Are you free to talk?’

I ran a shaky finger over the film of feathery dust on the hall sideboard. The familiarity of his voice was startling. It was warm but at the same time distant. Like a discarded childhood toy. I took a deep shivering breath. ‘Adam, there’s…’ I retched as the enormity of my grief filled my throat. Like a deep black lake. ‘Fern, she’s—’

‘Helen left me.’

It was as if a stone had dropped into still water.

‘She left me. Just like that. I don’t know what to do. I guess, I don’t think I ever loved her enough and she knew it.’ Adam sighed. ‘She knew that, deep down, for all our problems – all my problems – that I never… that I never…’

My world turned once more. ‘Adam,’ I began again.

‘Could we meet?’ The desperation in his voice snuck under my skin and I shivered. ‘When the roads are clear. I could drive up. We could—’

‘Adam. Something’s happened—’

‘It would just be to talk, Nellie. All this time away from you… well… it’s made me think and – I know it’s a cliché – but I’ve changed. I really have. I know I said—’

‘Adam, you’re not listening to me.’

‘Nellie?’

‘There’s been an incident. Something strange and terrible.’ I closed my eyes. Saw Fern again twisting on the floor in agony, heard her cries ringing and ringing through my head. It was all my fault. My fault. I opened my eyes and looked towards the kitchen through a glaze of tears. ‘You see, Adam…’

The kitchen door eased open, creaking on its hinges.

I went cold.

‘Nellie?’

There were footsteps. Shuffling. Uncertain. The door opened fully and there was Fern. Untidy, thin, weak-looking. As if she might crumple.

‘Mum?’ Fern frowned. ‘Are you okay, Mum? Why are you crying?’
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[image: img]He has ordered me to take the child,’ said Jack, casting a long shadow as he loomed over my bed. His face was strained, his hair dishevelled. ‘He says I must take him to the workhouse and leave him there without delay.’

Cornelius clung to my breast and I to him. ‘I will not allow it,’ I said. ‘Mr Wenham will have to kill me first.’

‘That he may,’ mumbled Jack. ‘I have already persuaded him to give you a day or two’s grace. Wenham would have had me take the little one at once and… and I begged him for more time. But he will have no more of it.’

‘But I cannot give him up. I cannot.’

Jack nodded solemnly. He swept his gaze around my room, at my rumpled clothes, the plate with a morsel of cheese and hunk of bread still lying on it, a pitcher of water, my old show dresses, the petticoats still dirty with summer dust. There was a thick smell of sleep and sweet breast milk. ‘Quickly, Dolly. We must make our escape. Now before it is too late. Take only what you need.’

I shuffled under my bedclothes and Cornelius stopped feeding, sensing my uncertainty. ‘Now? But I am still convalescing. It has not yet been two days. Ida led me to believe that too much excitement at this stage could prove disastrous. I am supposed to rest. Can you not beg Mr Wenham for another day or two? In truth, I should not even be conversing with you. I should—’

‘We must go immediately. Before dawn breaks.’ Jack looked over at my dream window where, already, the sky was etched with red and the morning was sighing and lengthening.

‘But—’

‘He will be up here presently, to see that the child has been taken away. If he finds Cornelius here and you with him… Dolly, by staying you are putting yourself and your son in great danger.’

I regarded the child, so small and defenceless. Pressed up against me, his skin melting into mine.

‘Quickly, now. I beg of you, Dolly.’

The urgency in his voice brought me to my senses. I carefully laid Cornelius down on my quilt. He screwed up his face, balled his fists and cried.

‘There, there, my sweet,’ I soothed, running a finger over his crumpled forehead. I grabbed my carpet travelling bag and pushed things into it: a rough woven blanket, a change of clothes, a tooth and nail brush. Then, from under my bed, I took my pearl-embossed box and untied the ribbon from around my neck, letting the key drop into my palm.

‘This will be for Cornelius,’ I said, putting the key in the tiny lock. ‘If anything happens, this will settle his fortune. Why, the box alone—’

‘Dolly, we must hurry. You do not understand the importance of leaving immediately. Please! It is nearly daylight.’

‘And you do not understand the importance of securing my son’s future. I will not be a moment.’ I opened the box, emptying the contents onto the bed where they shone in the delicate rose glow of breaking day. The handbills I bunched together and tied with the ribbon. Then I pulled out the secret compartment and placed the jewels there where they glistened like a sea of wet pebbles.

Among the shiny stones was Mr Wenham’s note written a lifetime ago on the cream card: To Dolly, always my beautiful ghost girl. Do not leave me. Your Abel Wenham. I lifted it, the deceit and insincerity of it burning my fingers as I ripped it into a thousand dirty snowflakes and let them fall to the floor.

And when it was done I sharpened my attention once more. ‘Paper, please, Jack,’ I demanded. ‘And something to write with.’

Jack shook his head in fearful disbelief but did as he was bid and brought me a scrap of cream-coloured paper and a pencil. My writing was not good, but I had learned a little. I thought, pencil to my lips. I was not sure quite how to spell the name, so I wrote For Nel in large letters across the middle, then my own initials, DD, in the corner.

‘For that is what I shall call him,’ I said, placing the paper on top of the jewels. ‘Mother called my brother Nel and that is the affectionate name I shall use to refer to my little one.’ I replaced the false bottom and bundled the handbills on top, locking the box firmly. I meant to put the key in my travelling bag but could not resist scooping Cornelius in my arms at that moment and pressing his milky-smelling head to my heart. ‘You shall not want for anything, little Nel,’ I whispered. ‘You—’

‘Dolly! Wenham is stirring. I told you. I told you…’

I paused, panic rising in my throat. ‘What do we do?’

‘Give me the box,’ said Jack. Already he was reaching above his head and pushing at a little hatch in the ceiling. His height gave him an advantage and, with a few hard heaves, he had it open, revealing a cavernous black hole. He took the box from me. ‘I will put this up here for safekeeping and will retrieve it when I am at liberty to do so. I dare not risk carrying it and the child down the back servant stairs, and we cannot leave it in the room for Wenham to claim back.’ He reached up and placed my box in the black hole and with a grunt pushed it so that I could hear it sliding across wooden boards above my head. In the next moment, he had the hatch closed again and was banging the dust from his hands.

‘Now the child,’ he said, holding out his gentle palms.

My heart was like stone as I passed Cornelius to him. I wanted to resist but I knew I had to trust and could only cry my farewells as Jack hurried for the door. ‘I will be back to assist you,’ he promised. ‘Ida is waiting in the lane and will begin the journey to my brother’s house on foot. My brother’s wife has a peasant wet nurse to feed Cornelius, so you need not worry about that. Then as soon as she has the child safe, I will come for you. I mean to carry you down the back stairs, for you are still in a much-weakened state and should not attempt to walk unaided.’

Cornelius wailed and Jack jiggled him to make him stop.

Footsteps pounded from the hallway towards the stairs.

‘What will you do?’ I mouthed to Jack. ‘Wenham will see you and notice that you have not yet taken the child. He will likely kill you.’

‘There’s a heavy trunk on the gallery landing. I can contort, make myself and the child fit in there with little difficulty. I just hope to God that he remains silent.’

‘Jack?’

‘Yes, Dolly.

‘Take the key for the box.’ I pressed it into his hand. ‘And thank you. Thank you for everything. Nel and I owe you so much. We owe you our lives.’

I stared after him, and once he was gone a great hollowness fell about the room. The morning light crept slowly through the window, dust motes spun through the air, and, for a moment, everything was at rest.

*   *   *

The bedroom door crashed open.

Mr Wenham stood on the threshold, his eyes dark and searching.

‘Where is that Posturer?’ he said, his expression fixed in determination, his brow sticky with sweat. His gaze wheeled around the room before fixing on me with a look so terrible that I cowered on the corner of my bed.

We stared at each other, rage and love and everything in between coming together.

‘Well?’ he demanded.

‘He has taken your son to the workhouse,’ I managed, the lie burning my face. I prayed that Nel would make no sound from the gallery.

Mr Wenham strode towards me, his feet slapping the wooden floor. ‘Son? I have no son, whore!’

‘Oh, but you do,’ I countered. Fire rose in my stomach. ‘And he is the finest child I ever did see.’

At this, Mr Wenham pounced and struck me hard against the side of my head. The shock of it blinded me for a moment and I clenched my head, as if trying to hold the pain in place.

‘Never speak to me about that bastard child again. I will not have it!’

The pain swirled around my head, it pounded at my brain and battered my skull. I swallowed and then whispered as the last threads of love frayed. ‘You will pay for this, sir. For I will tell the world what you are and what you have done to me.’

Mr Wenham halted as if he himself had been struck, then slowly he brought his enflamed face close. At once, I saw his terrible intent. ‘No, sir,’ I mouthed. Trembling and fear fell upon me. ‘Please, no.’

He grabbed my wrist and twisted my arm back. There was a pop at my shoulder socket and a cutting pain that snatched the breath from me. ‘You will die here,’ he spat.

I screamed, thinking only of Nel. Would Jack manage to get him away from Merry Hall? ‘Get away!’ I shouted. ‘Get away. Have mercy! Please. For his sake. For our son’s sake!’

But Mr Wenham was too livid to stop. With his other hand, he freed his brow of angry sweat and hurled me across the bed where he fixed me tight with a hideous stare.

I knew then that it was to be.

*   *   *

Everything was dark.

My vision came and went, and a searing pain rampaged through my body, leaching the life from me.

The ashes of my love fluttered. Then rose in a cloud and became hatred.

Sun passed by the window, quickly, like wind.

The birds welcomed the new day.

And I embraced the pain as my strength waned.

Held it close.

My pain. His pain. Forever.

His hands closed around my neck, holding me there in a brace. Safe, certain, powerful. My breathing became laboured and I struggled as if at the bottom of a lake, pushing upwards, upwards, upwards towards the light. Before my lungs exploded.

But I never broke the surface.

Colours faded, sounds merged, the magic of life pulled away like lamb’s wool teased between two combs.

The threads got looser and looser, the gaps between them brightening with silver.

Until there was light and air.

Pulling and pulling away.

Until there was so very little left.

The final pains came and with it a brief freedom I had not known before.

Then a sudden perfect peace as I flew. An orb of startling light forming and taking me, higher and higher.
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DOLLY

Between time

I landed.

Alone.

It was cold in the room. Piercingly cold.

Shivering, I clutched at my thin nightgown. It was bloody and badly torn. My feet were bare.

I looked about me.

The furniture had gone. The hunk of bread, the pitcher of water, the morsel of cheese. All gone.

Silence held me close.

I had passed through an empty space. For how long, I could not say.

Time had fled.
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DOLLY

January 1867

Eventually, Mr Wenham and I met once more.

After many long years of wandering lonely through the corridors of Merry Hall, watching his steady demise and unable to intervene, I was reunited with him.

I had witnessed his withdrawal from show life and his spiral into the deep depression of a destroyed mind. Merry Hall became a shell. He sold most of the furniture and lived only on the upper floor. The portrait that he had painted of himself and me, he sent to the Black Bear, so that people would remember him there. And after that, it was only Merry Hall. He ate little, slept even less, haunted as he was by fear. But not for one minute did he feel remorse. For he was still great in the eyes of others, still respected and revered. The memory of his success lived on in the minds of many and that was all that mattered to him. That was what counted.

His only fear – the fear that gripped him – was that of discovery.

The gallows held little terror for him. It was the thought of disappointment in the faces of those who adored him that gave him sleepless nights. The destroyed reputation that gnawed at his insides.

And it was that fear that broke him.

When he reached me, it was as if the veil that shrouded my lonely existence was ripped away. With us occupying the same space once more, Merry Hall was restored and became alive with our history. Our stories again entwined. They spoke and ran through the building like fire, and now that I could hear both I was filled with a need to tell them. The picture was complete. I could see through time and beyond it. I could occupy the spaces between time and after time.

In a sense, I had become a Posturer myself.

Now, I was able to see what had happened those nineteen years past. The things that I had suspected were suddenly clear.

Limbering through the passages of time and listening to our stories pulsating together in the walls, I saw how Mr Wenham had stood in my room, looking down at my lifeless body. He would not, for one moment, allow himself the shock and horror of his action and, at once, dragged me from the room, his movements coloured by haste and panic. Once on the gallery, he lifted me like a sack and carried me downstairs, cursing and mumbling untruths, his face strained and bloodless.

He had no time to think, not knowing if and when Jack would return or where Ida was. So, he took me to the kitchen and threw me to the flagstones there. He opened the coal cellar, his fingers red and swollen, and manoeuvred me inside, there amongst the black dirt and dust.

He would brick it up, block the chute, instruct the coal-delivery cart driver that he no longer needed his services. He would go back to using wood as fuel, chop it himself if he must. Jack and Ida he would dismiss immediately. His engagement to the Nightingale he would break.

No one would ever know.

Ever.

But since Mr Wenham’s return to me, we have become engaged in a battle. For there is my desperate desire to reveal the truth and his fierce need to keep it hidden.

We fight and we fight.

But he has won each time, destroying many others in the process.

As in life, Mr Wenham maintains his greatness well.
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NELL

January 2025

I cut Adam off and slammed my phone back on the hall table. He hadn’t listened to me. He didn’t want to listen to me even when I thought something really terrible had happened. Immediately, he called back but I ignored it, just letting the phone ring and ring and ring.

I flew to Fern, not caring about my ankle, and enfolded her in an embrace so tight I felt I could never let her go. Fern’s swollen stomach had vanished, and I felt her hip bones dig into my own fleshy sides. Tears coursed down my cheek and trickled to my neck. ‘Fern!’ I repeated her name over and over until it lost meaning.

‘Mum, what’s up?’

‘I thought… I thought…’

‘I fell asleep,’ said Fern. ‘I had the most horrendous dream. That I was having a baby.’ She flashed a look at her flat stomach. ‘And that you left me and…’ she shook her head. ‘I don’t know.’

‘I think I had that dream too, or something like it,’ I said. I looked over Fern’s shoulder towards the kitchen. ‘Although it seemed very real.’

For a moment, we were silent.

‘It was real, wasn’t it?’ Fern said, at last. ‘Dolly was using my body. To show us what she’d been through. All her anger and loss was directed into my body. She wanted me to understand. I saw her last night, a reflection in the window. She was pregnant.’ She paused. ‘But there was something else…’

‘What?’ I held Fern’s arms, gripping them like it was vital.

Fern chewed her lip. ‘It’s difficult to explain, but when I was in the kitchen, in that… that dream, or whatever it was, I think she was trying to show me something else.’

I thought about Fern crawling through the kitchen in the dark confusion of the night. ‘Something about that bricked-up door?’ I asked.

Fern nodded. ‘It seemed really important at the time that I was there. As close to the door as I could be.’ She swallowed. ‘But everything’s all messed up in my head. Nothing’s in the right order. I remember hearing your voice. You said, I love you. Over and over.’

I breathed fast. ‘Then what?’

‘Then I woke up and I was on the kitchen floor, all stiff and with a massive headache. And I could hear you out here on the phone. I suppose I must have been out of it for hours.’

I fixed my gaze on the chequered floor. The black and white swam. My head rang with tension. Then the realisation struck me. ‘Something awful happened to her, didn’t it? To Dolly.’ I felt tears sting the corners of my eyes once more. ‘She… she…’

Fern pulled away and looked at me, her face pinched. ‘She died here in Merry Hall,’ she said. ‘I think she was trying to show me what happened.’ She looked towards the kitchen. ‘For some reason the awful energy is concentrated in there. I mean, there are parts of this story all over the house, but in there…’ she shook. ‘In there, it really has lingered.’

I thought of the rotting vegetables, the rack oozing with sludge near the bricked-up door. Perhaps it had something to do with the fire. Perhaps Dolly had somehow got caught up in it all and had died. Or perhaps… I thought of the heavy male presence. The Ouija board. The man Fern had seen. Perhaps it was something else. I took a step towards the kitchen. ‘Something happened,’ I said. ‘Something terrible. I think Dolly was trying to tell you what that was.’
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DOLLY

January 2025

The mother and the girl walk into the kitchen. They have touched the edges of my story, but they are still searching, still not quite understanding.

‘I think she’s here,’ the girl says gently, feeling my energy. She raises her voice. ‘Dolly?’

‘Don’t!’ says the mother, looking all around her now. Afraid.

‘It’s alright,’ the girl says. Then louder, ‘Dolly!’

I move towards them, pushing at the air, overlooking the figure that creeps from the corner and tries to stop me.

For the briefest moment, the veil is lifted. The air is thin as I reach forwards, touching the girl lightly on her arm.

She gasps and places her own hand, full of warmth and pulsing blood, in the same spot.

The mother shakes her head. Her eyes are wide.

‘Mum?’ The girl still feels my touch, icy on her skin.

The mother stares and stares at me, not quite believing.

Already the veil is being drawn again. I see a fog descend, like mist on the hills at dawn. It is bitterly cold, an unnatural cold: the fusing of the living and the dead.

The girl shivers. ‘Do you see that light, Mum?’ she says.

‘Light?’ The mother stares at me. I can tell that she no longer sees, though still she gropes for my image. Tries to conjure it from the space.

But the gap has closed.

‘What light, Fern?’

The girl shakes her head. ‘It’s gone. It was a sort of glowing ball of light. By the bricked-up door.’ She feels the gelid air between us. ‘And Dolly was here, wasn’t she?’ she says, turning to face the mother. ‘Showing us.’

‘Showing us what?’ says the mother. She rubs her forehead.

The girl is quiet for a moment. Her fingers quiver as she puts a hand towards me. She flinches at the icy barrier. Then she turns to the mother, a strange look on her face. There is a cavern of silence. ‘I don’t know,’ she says softly. ‘There’s something we’re not quite getting.’

I open my mouth to speak but find I cannot.

Everything has been sucked away, driven back into the walls and echoing spaces of Merry Hall. I must wait for my strength to return.

The mother and the girl turn to one another as they try to make sense of my tale. Then they leave the room suddenly, called by a sound out in the hall.

I batter the flagstones with my feet, but it makes no sound. Even my soul will not shine.

I call but my sentences have no shape. It is as if someone is plucking my words out of the air and tearing them into tiny pieces, then letting them float like fragments of paper in the wind.

My voice is formless, a breath of air without substance.

A mere ghost of a thing.
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NELL

January 2025

Out in the hall, my mobile was ringing again.

‘Dad?’ said Fern. I noted the rise in her voice, the hope.

I ran from the kitchen and snatched at my phone. Unknown number. I swiped to answer.

‘Nell?’

‘Speaking.’ I shook my head at Fern who was looking on expectantly.

‘It’s Jared.’

‘Thank God,’ I said straightaway. The hall was dark, brooding. I remembered, suddenly, that the bulb had gone the day before. I fiddled with the lamp on the hall table with my free hand. Nothing happened. ‘I mean, I tried to message you before. But my email was returned and I—’

‘I probably gave you the wrong address,’ said Jared. ‘Or you typed it wrong.’ His voice was tight, and his tone reminded me of Adam. Adam when he was trying to pass on the blame.

I shifted the phone to my other ear. ‘Well, I’m glad you called,’ I said through a flash of irritation. ‘Where to start… the house, it’s… well it’s—’

‘I don’t want to hear about Merry Hall,’ Jared said, his voice clipped. ‘I already know what it is, and it’s not why I called.’

‘Yes, but there are things you need to know. We—’

‘I was sorting through some of my grandmother’s things… and I found a photo.’ There was a rustling. ‘Yes, here it is. Gran sitting under the big oak tree in the wood. Do you know the tree I mean?’

‘Yes. I know it.’

‘Well, next to her is a girl. In her twenties, maybe.’ There was a rumpling sound. ‘I’m looking at it now and I think the girl might be your mum.’

I felt a chill. ‘What? Mum was here? At Merry Hall?’

‘I remember her smile from when you showed me her picture. Wide, welcoming. Her good looks.’

It sounded like Mum. ‘Are you quite sure?’ I said. ‘You didn’t look at my photo for long.’

‘I remember faces and I’m pretty certain she’s the same person. Was your mum’s name Liberty?’ On the back of the photo, it says Margaret Raine – that’s my grandmother – and Liberty, 1981.’

I swallowed. I felt spent. ‘Mum was called Liberty,’ I said quietly. ‘Liberty Rose.’ Around me, the atmosphere closed. It was as if the walls were rippling with the name. Whispering it back to me. Liberty Rose. Liberty Rose. Liberty Rose.

Jared laughed, but it was a hollow sound. Not in the slightest bit humorous. ‘She caused a bit of a scandal at the time, I’ve heard.’

The chill deepened. ‘Go on…’

There was a deep silence. Fern moved closer.

‘Did your mum ever talk about her history? About her own mother?’

I held my breath as I tried to gather myself.

We have fire in our blood, the women in our family. The words blazed through my mind. Mum jabbing a finger, tumbler of vodka swaying in the other hand. ‘She never knew her mother,’ I explained. ‘She was born in one of those awful homes for unmarried mothers back in the 60s. Adopted at birth.’

Jared breathed noisily. ‘That confirms it, then. Same Liberty, I’m sure. You see, Dad used to talk about it. I think he liked to think our family was interesting. Skeletons in the cupboard and all that…’ There was a rustling sound, a clanging of cutlery. Noises from a safe space far away from Merry Hall. ‘So, Liberty’s mum was a young girl from Bodwick and her father was seventeen years her senior. He was… well, he was my first cousin twice-removed – basically, Gran’s cousin. George Holt. He lived with my grandmother later on in life, after his disgrace, and she knew nothing of her brother’s previous shenanigans.’ Jared gave a harsh laugh. ‘He wouldn’t have wanted her to know either. He wasn’t married to the girl, and he most likely deserted her as soon as he knew she was pregnant. Hence the home. To him, she was probably just a bit of fun.’

I felt a strange dizziness and staggered back slightly. ‘I don’t believe this. So, you’re saying we’re related in some distant way? You and me. Like third cousins triple-quadrupled removed or something?’ I blew out. Felt my blood drain. ‘This is like some stupid clichéd soap.’

Fern lingered, looking on quizzically.

Jared cleared his throat and went on, ignoring my interjection. ‘Your mum obviously did a bit of nifty detective work and somehow figured out who her father was. She got a job at Merry Hall, cleaning and the like. I guess she wanted to see what he, her father – George Holt – was like. I’d be curious too in her position. Wouldn’t you?’

‘I guess,’ I said.

Next to me, Fern was mouthing, what, what, what? I angled myself away, motioning her to be quiet. ‘What happened?’ I said.

He said nothing. I heard a television mumble in the background, the ping of a microwave. ‘Jared?’

‘According to Dad, your mum got spooked by Merry Hall. Said it was weird, that it was haunted. Bloody ridiculous. Or so I thought. She said she didn’t want to work there anymore. But Gran wouldn’t hear of it. She loved your mum and wouldn’t let her go. They had a blazing row and your mum ended up spouting her history, about how she was George’s daughter, born out of wedlock. It was a big deal to anyone who knew the family. Your mum stormed out of Merry Hall and soon it was all over Bodwick.’

I steadied myself against the table. The hall seemed to retreat further into the gloom, the blessing of light growing fainter still. ‘Why are you telling me all this now?’ I managed. ‘I mean, I want to know about Mum, but—’

‘Because… because when you look back over the family history, things haven’t gone well. At all. It’s full of misery and depression, unwanted children, deaths, accidents. I know it sounds crazy, but it’s like we’re cursed or something.’

‘And it’s why you moved away,’ I flared, everything clicking into place in that moment. ‘It’s why you wanted nothing to do with Merry Hall. It’s why you closed your email account. You didn’t want any contact from this place.’

There was silence.

‘You were scared, Jared,’ I said. ‘Scared. You left this place running. Didn’t even bother tidying up and probably invented some difficult client. You were never going to come back.’

‘I left because I couldn’t live there.’ He sighed loudly. ‘Look, Nell, I’ll scan the photo and send it across. Then I think—’

‘What?’

‘Now I know for certain who you are, I think you should move out. I’m putting the house on the market as soon as I can. Never mind doing it up. It shouldn’t be in the family.’

The light in the hall dipped further and I saw my shadow lengthen in front of me, almost reaching the ceiling. Fear was mounting inside.

It’s like we’re cursed.

Sweat sprang to my palms, and I shifted the phone, afraid I might drop it. I eyed Fern, who was edging closer. I needed to stay calm, not let the fear bite. ‘Jared,’ I said deliberately. ‘It’s been a hellish twenty-four hours, I’m sleep-deprived, and I think… I think…’

‘You think what?’ prompted Jared. ‘Because you’ve lived in Merry Hall long enough to know what the place is like. You need to move out.’

The hall seemed to close in on me as Fern sidled closer still. I looked at her. How thin and worn she was. She had been through so much. ‘We do…’ I said quietly, ‘but…’ My mind scurried from thought to thought. Where would we go? What would we do?

In the corner, a dark shadow, like an ink stain, blossomed and spread up the wall.

Jared swore under his breath. ‘You’ll regret it, if you stay any longer.’ He sighed. ‘I’m trying to help you here, Nell. Be honest with you. Or do I have to actually evict you?’

I gulped. Shut my eyes, hardly keeping it together. What Mum had felt in the house was the same as we felt now. I knew exactly why she had to leave. Jared too.

I opened my eyes again.

The shadow in the corner grew. It darkened, until it was almost solid.

You will die here.

‘Well?’

‘You don’t need to evict us,’ I said, steadying the tremble in my voice. I hung up and thirty seconds later a photo appeared in my inbox. A different email address. His professional address: Jared Raine Artist.

I zoomed in. A photo of a graceful lady sitting under the shade of the great oak tree in the wood. Next to her, Mum looked up at me and smiled. She looked so serene, so beautiful, just sitting there, many summers ago.

But in the end, she had left Merry Hall – its dark past had disturbed her or, perhaps, she had agitated something here. And, as I smiled down at her, I felt that, somehow, from another time, she was telling me to leave before it was too late.
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DOLLY

January 2025

From the hall, I hear the mother slam her screen down.

He is listening and curses me for what I have done. For trying to tell my story. For trying to destroy the reputation that he has so carefully preserved for all these long years.

He binds me tight in despair and leaves my soul shrieking.

He believes that he has won once more and will fight to the end, heavy with hope that his secret will remain hidden.

Along the way, our ancestors – his ancestors – have not pulled him into the light. He has met them in their blackest places, stolen the life from them and used them.

He has used others too and all have perished, just to protect him. Just as the man suggested to the mother.

His secret has remained, kept like a precious jewel hidden in the dark. Polished, untarnished, guarded as dragon’s treasure.

I thought that the mother and the girl were different from the others, though. That they were curious and possessed of a bravery that the others did not have.

But now, I see the mother wavering. I feel the panic that is mounting within her. I see the fear in her face as his shadow blackens the wall and grows until it seems almost like night.
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NELL

January 2025

We looked at each other in the darkened hall, my retelling of Jared’s story heavy between us. A thick gloom hung everywhere, draping over the furniture, snaking up the stairs.

I surveyed the area, wondering what to do next. I had to stay calm. I wrapped my arms around my chest, shivered in the cold cavernous space.

Fern looked at me for reassurance.

I thought of Mum. Her smile, reaching out to me through time.

‘Look, I don’t want you to panic,’ I said at last. ‘But we need to leave, like Jared said. He’s right. Go upstairs and pack a few belongings.’ I made an effort to control my voice, speaking as calmly and quietly as possible. I didn’t care how impractical my suggestion was. There was no time to think. ‘As much as you can fit into a rucksack.’

‘But Mum—’

‘We have to leave, Fern. And now. I’m going to my room to get some stuff too, change out of these damp clothes. We can go up together.’

She said nothing and I took her arm, starting for the stairs.

The dark shadow rippled over the wooden panelling.

‘But where will we go?’ Fern said. She was shaking. The fear was biting her too. She glanced at the hall, at the shadow.

‘I’ll figure something out.’ I put a foot on the bottom step. I pictured us sleeping in the car, or driving and driving, and never stopping.

In my bedroom, I changed, then shoved a few possessions into my own rucksack. As I sifted through my wardrobe, grabbing an extra sweater and pushing it into the bag along with a pair of jeans, I heard a light whisper from behind.

I turned, thinking it was Fern.

The whisper came again, threading itself on the air, words forming.

Do not leave me.

‘Fern?’ I called above the sound. Ignoring it. ‘Are you nearly ready?’

Do not leave me. Do not leave me!

‘We need to go. Fern, come on.’ I slammed the wardrobe door shut, hoisted the rucksack onto my shoulder and carefully walked to the gallery landing, anxious not to stir the atmosphere. Fern was waiting, her own rucksack draped from the crook of her arm.

‘Let’s go,’ I said. ‘As calmly and as quickly as we can.’

The whispering spilled from the bedroom and ran through the walls, hissing and persuading, growing louder and more insistent. Fern clutched my arm. ‘Mum…’ she began.

Downstairs, there was a bang.

A door hitting a wall.

Fern tightened her grip. ‘What was that?’

We picked our way down the stairs, the whispering chasing us, scurrying beneath the plaster, unsettling the air. We reached the hall. The shadow scaled the walls, darker than before.

The whispering stopped and everything fell dangerously still.

The door to Jared’s studio was open, swinging slightly where it had been thrust against the wall.

We looked at each other.

‘Should we go in?’ I said. From where we were, I could see a rug on the floor, old and tatty, curled at the edges, almost worn through in the middle.

Everything was silent.

Fern gave a nervous giggle. ‘Maybe we should just leave.’

Presumably she was thinking about the piano music she thought she’d heard playing from the room. But the compulsion to investigate was overwhelming. ‘I just want to see.’ I glanced over my shoulder at Fern.

She nodded reluctantly and we laid our rucksacks on the floor.

There was a creak from somewhere inside the room, then a flurry of footsteps. I stood back. But when nothing happened, I took a cautious step forwards.

There was no reaction from inside the room.

I stepped inside.

The first thing that hit me was the smell. I recognised it at once. Cats. I cupped a hand over my nose. The atmosphere was close, as if the air had been trapped in the room for some time. A scattering of mouse droppings lay on the wooden floor, and it was bitterly cold.

The room was empty. Bare shelves and a lone table stood forlorn.

All Jared’s paintings had gone. The brushes, the books, the easel. All gone. Only a couple of empty packing boxes lurked in the corner. So different to when he had showed me around. It was as if the room hadn’t been used in years.

‘I don’t like this.’ Fern came right up behind me. ‘This room is horrible. It’s like—’

‘It’s been abandoned.’ I looked around at the cold, empty space, at the dust and dirt. I breathed in the stale air, coughing as it caught at the back of my throat.

‘Although…’ Fern stepped past me. ‘Looks like your artist bloke left a picture behind.’

In the corner was a small canvas, a portrait, propped up against the wall. ‘My God, he looks evil,’ said Fern lifting it and looking at it critically. ‘Mind you, from what you’ve said about Jared’s art, this thing is probably really tame.’ She swivelled the picture around so that I could see.

My heart jumped to my throat. It was a self-portrait. Jared Raine himself. Those strange looks, the deep eyes, the graceful features. But as I stared, the light in the room wavered, like a sun passing over a cloud, and the portrait seemed to shift and contort until staring back at me was a face I also recognised.

The portrait in the Black Bear.

Abel Wenham, the original owner of Merry Hall.

It was as if I had been hit by a blast of bitter air. Shock turned to realisation, which quickly turned to fear. ‘It’s him! Abel Wenham,’ I said, my breath rising too fast, my words galloping. Suddenly I could see it all clearly, a terrible mental spectacle. ‘He frightened Jared off and he’s doing the same to us. Because…’

I stepped towards Fern to take a closer look at the picture. The canvas wavered like black water. I blinked hard.

‘Because he doesn’t want anyone to know,’ said Fern, slowly. ‘That bricked-up door in the kitchen.’ She swore under her breath, wiped her mouth. ‘It’s a grave.’ She stared at me, shaking her head, the sudden clarity bleaching her face. ‘Dolly led me there because she wanted to tell me where her body is. I think Abel Wenham killed her and buried her there.’

I felt dizzy, my legs weak.

The words, when spoken out loud, were everything in the cold, empty space.

A golden beam of sunshine flooded through the window and we both started. The light was gone almost immediately.

I touched the picture then drew my finger away as if I’d been burnt. ‘Jared said that bad luck runs in the family. He said it was like everyone was cursed.’ My thoughts raced. ‘Maybe they all died in horrible, unexpected ways before they could find out the truth.’

Our eyes met in one terrible moment.

Fern looked down at the portrait and back at me. She had realised what I’d said and gave a stifled cry. ‘Which means that if we’re a part of this crazy family too—’

Do not leave me. Hear my story. Hear my story.

The whispering came again. Faster and faster, becoming cries that wept on the air.

Hear my story!

Fear gripped me. ‘Let’s get out. Now!’

As she spoke, there was a smell of singeing and a sharp crackling, crisping sound.

‘Fern!’ I shouted. ‘Fern, let go of that picture. It’s on fire!’

*   *   *

We ran. Dropping the picture.

‘We need water,’ shouted Fern. ‘Mum, quickly. We need to put the fire out!’

Already smoke was clouding the room. An unnatural thick black.

I heard the rage of fire, felt an intense warmth pursuing us at a speed that didn’t seem possible. I turned. Already, the flames were eating their way across the floor in hungry gulps, clawing at the walls, at the flaking wallpaper, consuming the rug, gnawing at the packing boxes. The smoke stung my eyes, pulled at my throat.

I coughed. ‘How is this happening so fast?’

‘I don’t know!’ cried Fern. ‘But that picture. Abel Wenham. Mum, I recognised him. As I dropped it. I twigged. Abel Wenham is the man from my dreams. The man who was in my room when Luke was here.’

We ran into the hall, all thoughts of fetching water gone. Fern was gulping in panic, then screaming as the fear took hold, her eyes animated by hysteria. I gripped her hand and pulled her towards the front door, grabbing my car keys and cramming our feet into boots before spilling out into the snow.

I stood in silence, clutching Fern, looking across at Merry Hall. Struck by disbelief.

The sky was darkening, but the light from the fire leapt across the white snow. For a moment we stood etched into the scene, helpless as smoke billowed from the door.

I knew I needed to phone the emergency services. Contact Jared again. But there was something else. I needed to—

‘The box!’ I grabbed Fern’s arm. ‘I need to go back in and save it. Those leaflets are all we have of Dolly.’ I clenched and unclenched my fists. ‘It’s in the kitchen where we left it when we came back from the library.’

‘Don’t be stupid,’ cried Fern. ‘Let it go. We know what we know and that’s what matters.’

‘No!’ I wrenched myself away from my daughter and bounded back towards the front door, my feet slipping in the snow.

‘Mum!’

I pushed at the door, the heat rushing at me at once. Flames licked the walls and balled around the staircase. The fire had taken hold impossibly fast. Smoke crowded the space and stung my eyes, grasping at my lungs as I threw myself across the hall. From outside, Fern’s shouts became muffled as the crack and lash of the flames took over. I kept myself pressed against the wall, holding my hand up to protect my face from the glare. The heat was impossible, claiming me, wanting me. I pushed on, battling through the smoke, towards the kitchen. I had to get to that box. I had to save what was left of Dolly.

There was no thought of saving Merry Hall. The place was riddled with stories too dark for that.

The fire had not yet touched the kitchen, though tendrils of smoke had found their way inside. I ran for the table, wheezing and coughing. Grabbing the pearl-scattered box, I cradled it hard against my chest.

From back in the hall there was a resounding splitting sound and I flung myself forwards as a section of ceiling plaster crashed to the chequered floor. Flames burst around it, barring my exit, greedily consuming everything in its path. From above came the burst of exploding glass.

My sight wavered, my heart hammered, and from outside I heard Fern scream. Louder than anything. Louder than the fire and louder than time.

Fern. All I wanted was Fern. I couldn’t sacrifice myself to this place of stories. I needed the living. Fern was more to me than any of this, and as I floundered towards the fire I felt, once more, the crushing loss. The possibility that this was it and that I would never see her again.

‘Fern!’ I choked.

I looked through the flames and there was a girl holding out a hand towards me.

I cried out.

A beautiful albino girl, with long, white hair, wearing a dirty tattered gown, her feet bare. The fire wasn’t touching her and a perfect silver orb circled her head.

‘Dolly!’ My voice was brittle as I swooped to take the girl’s hand, finding an energy that I didn’t understand. I tucked the box under my arm and let the girl lead me through the fire, through the blazing hall and back out into the snow, coughing, wrenching, dizzy.

‘Dolly,’ I cried again, looking for her.

But the ghost girl dissolved into a mist of snow. As if she never was. Leaving only a silver orb that danced and span and then retreated into the distance.

‘Mum!’ Fern threw herself at me and pulled me away. ‘We need to find the car,’ she said. ‘Come on, let’s get away from here. We need to call the firefighters.’

So, we stumbled through the snow, me clutching the box under my arm. I linked my other arm tightly in Fern’s.

Dolly had destroyed one thing in a desperate attempt to obliterate the past, but she had also saved my life. I knew that. And soon Merry Hall would be no more than dust.
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Ida and Jack attempted to report Mr Wenham’s hideous crime, but who would believe two freaks against the testimony of such an eminent and respected showman? Mr Wenham attested that I had brought disgrace upon myself and had run away from Merry Hall. He knew not where I was nor what had become of me.

Cornelius was safe. I had to believe that. Jack and Ida took him away on that terrible night to live with Jack’s brother and sister-in-law, deep in the countryside, far away from Merry Hall. I often imagined him there, living with a family who loved him, and with Jack and Ida, who had saved his life. And when he was old enough they must have told him about his beginnings, for he came back to Merry Hall late one night. Maybe to redress the wrong, such was his fervour upon learning the truth; maybe to retrieve his box of treasures that Jack had hidden in the roof space; or maybe simply to see what sort of a man his father was.

It was a wild winter’s night in 1867 when Cornelius journeyed to Merry Hall. The wind blasted from the hills and screamed across the bleak countryside. The rain fell in sheets, running in rivulets from the brim of Cornelius’s hat and coursing down his neck in shocking icy streams. A cold wind snapped at his clothing as he dismounted the old farm pony while the animal whinnied and stamped her hooves. He left her huffing, but nestled safely among the bordering trees, and pulled his coat about him. The air smelt of damp and rot. He looked in awe at the hulking body of Merry Hall – his birthplace – and drew a tight breath, hesitating. Rain battered the leaves above his head in an incessant rhythm, and the trees creaked and groaned as the wind thrust them this way and that. He almost remounted the pony there and then and rode back to the farm. But the elements whisked at his coat, teasing and cajoling him. Then, in a rush, they buffeted him across the drive of Merry Hall as if drawing him on in his assignment, permitting him to tarry no longer under the safety of the trees.

At the front door, he pulled at the bell, filled with renewed fire and intention. The harsh clang competed with the rush of the storm and, when no one attended, he rang again and again, shouting this time for Mr Wenham to open immediately.

I watched my son from the window of the old rehearsal room. The room which had fallen silent these past nineteen years, holding only an echo of words and dances, the dreams and desires of the past. The cats had long since died, though their mewing was caught in the walls, their scratching written into the creaky wooden floors, the light thudding of their paws sometimes replayed on the stairs. An occasional bolt of colour in the air witnessed what they had been, what they still were in the corridors of time.

Cornelius thrashed at the bell once more. ‘Open up, sir. For pity’s sake!’

Living alone, and without servants, Mr Wenham’s progress to the hall and then to the front door was not a hasty procedure. He occupied only two rooms on the upper floor now, flitting between my room and his, as if trapped in some awful reel, a nightmare of what had happened. He saw only the morning grocer’s boy, who came in a horse and cart to deliver what was necessary. Other than that he saw no one, but was respected and remembered from afar. The black wings of melancholy beat constantly in his head, at times tempting him to release himself from the torment by his own hand. But no! He would not give in to such a crime. Abel Wenham was a proud man and would not have his reputation sullied. He would live and die a man of respectability, a man to be feared and revered, an effigy of his previous success.

He did not know that I followed him constantly as I wandered through time and about Merry Hall. Though at moments he would pause as if he sensed me or saw my form dart like a dragonfly in the periphery of his vision. Always there and then gone. Just out of sight.

Outside, on that fatal winter’s night, the storm took a fiercer turn. The clanging of the bell persisted, and I find that, sometimes, it still rings through time. As if bearing testimony to the perils of Merry Hall and that night.

‘Curse your infernal noise!’ Mr Wenham yelled as he crossed the chequered tiles. The fire glowed from one side of the hall, but the room remained cold, deathly cold. ‘Damn your persistence!’

He wrenched open the door and the storm hurled itself inwards, a tempest of rain and leaves, and a force of wind so strong that Mr Wenham stuttered backwards.

This was to Cornelius’s advantage, for he used the moment to admit himself to the house.

Recovered, Mr Wenham barred the way. ‘What in the devil’s name—’

‘Forgive my intrusion.’ Cornelius breathed deeply, rounded his shoulders. ‘I have come here because…’ he let out a heavy breath, ‘… because I am your son.’

Mr Wenham blanched but then rose to his full height, clenching and unclenching his fists in firm cannonball movements. ‘But I have no son, sir. Do you hear me? I have no son.’

‘I am Cornelius Dove. My mother is Dolly Dove.’

Mr Wenham narrowed his eyes. Spit frothed at his mouth. ‘Get out of my house!’ His voice was low, dangerous. Laced with a terrible intention.

‘I will not. Where is my mother, sir? Tell me where she is.’

I edged closer to the party, emerging from the rehearsal room and stepping lightly across the tiles. Cornelius flicked a glance in my direction, momentarily distracted. He shook his head. ‘Where is she?’ he repeated.

‘Your mother, the whore, ran away,’ spat Mr Wenham. ‘I know not where she is, and I hardly care. One of the other performers got her in the family way and she took it upon herself to leave.’ He advanced towards Cornelius. ‘And good riddance to her.’

‘You lie, you dog!’ Cornelius matched his father’s step, and the two men stood feet apart, glowering and spitting a terrible energy at each other. I saw it spark violet and whorl up into the space between them. ‘Where is she?’

Mr Wenham clutched the sides of his head. ‘I’ll show you where she is!’ he hurled. ‘And I’ll put you in the same place, God help me.’

He turned and raced up the stairs where he kept his collection of canes, close by the side of his bed. I saw then that he meant to batter Cornelius and whip the life out of him.

‘No!’ I shrieked. My voice resounded around the hallway and Cornelius looked about him, wondering that the wind should have found itself into the space in such a queer way. It was a momentary thing, for in the next instant he started for the stairs himself, galloping up them. Two steps at a time.

He stopped when he got to the gallery landing and surveyed the space like a wild animal after its prey. All was silent and then he heard Mr Wenham moving about in the room to his left.

Cornelius held himself, considering his next move.

It was an ill-considered hesitation, for at that very moment his father burst onto the landing with a cry. He was brandishing his cane with the silver knob. ‘You will regret you came here tonight,’ he shouted.

Cornelius halted once more, the expression on Mr Wenham’s face and the intensity of his movements planting him just so. He dared not move.

I teetered on the topmost step, my energy swaying backwards and forwards, unsteady and unfocused, as I tried to reach my son. Do something, I urged Cornelius. Do something, before he kills you.

Mr Wenham lurched, cane held high. He was shouting, incomprehensible streams of scarlet anger as he grabbed hold of his son’s arm.

Do something!

Cornelius seized. There was something unnatural about his father’s expression, something uncanny, something ready to unfold. ‘Father,’ he began, his voice spare.

‘Bastard!’ Mr Wenham’s face contorted. He let go of Cornelius, wrenching his arm as he did so. Pain shot up to his shoulder. Spittle formed in foamy bubbles at the corners of Mr Wenham’s mouth, spraying as he breathed wildly. Cornelius felt the heat of his saliva land on his cheek, a stain from the man who should have loved him.

He recoiled.

The stench from Mr Wenham’s mouth was rotten: the foul decay of pride and festering wrong. His face darkened, his eyes blazed, and he made to swing at his son. But Cornelius dodged, tottering backwards towards the gallery banister, crashing against it with a thump.

Cornelius. Do something!

Mr Wenham took the advantage, seizing his opportunity, and overcome with a crazed anger, grabbed Cornelius by the collar.

Cornelius, in a mighty effort, pushed Mr Wenham and the two men struggled and fought. Red bloomed from Cornelius’s mouth as his father struck him, and blood dripped to his shirt, blossoming like a winter rose. Both shouted and swung at one another. But Mr Wenham was by far the stronger man. He thrust his son like the wind throws a ship in a storm, scattering punches, kicking and trying his hardest to beat the spirit from him.

I saw that Cornelius would not last long. He was gasping, trying to find his breath.

Running towards him, I pulled on time and sought to find my strength in it. Tried to find something I could anchor to. I thought about my mother, my brother, Ida and Jack, all I had loved before Cornelius – even Mr Wenham himself – and how that love had come together in him, my child. Cornelius! I cried louder and louder, my voice rushing to the ceiling, circling the leaf moulding there, flooding the walls, rippling under the floorboards. Cornelius!

He did not hear me.

Mr Wenham had lifted his cane high to strike. There was a swirl and a crack. He had missed and it came down hard on the banister. It broke, splintering in half, fireworks of wood splitting in the air. One half fell below to the hall with a sharp crash. Startled, Cornelius cried out. He was weakening, sensing the fight leach from him, sensing his defeat. He thought that he should not have come to Merry Hall that night.

It was for me to do something more.

Cornelius. Nel. I love you! This time, I screamed my love, over and over, until it sang from the walls, fell from the ceiling and drenched every part of Merry Hall. My love swirled and became a whirlwind that raged through the house. Cornelius! My son. I love you. Feel the strength in it, my love – stronger than death!

And then Cornelius must have felt it, for he was possessed of a sudden heat and strength, and with that, he swung at Mr Wenham as the broken cane hovered once more in the air.

‘No, sir!’ he shouted and with the power he found in my words, he thrust himself at his father, rounding on him, swivelling, pummelling him, and pushing him towards the banister.

Mr Wenham tottered, off-guard, a madman on the brink of inevitable self-destruction. He yelled, his mouth foaming with saliva, and in a horrific moment lost his balance and fell from the gallery.

There was a sickening thud and Cornelius dared not look at first, only noticed in that terrible moment that a deathly hush had fallen upon Merry Hall. There was then a thin licking, crackling noise, and when Cornelius summoned the courage to peer over to the chequered floor beneath he saw red sparks darting across his father’s clothes. The disturbance had caused a burning log to fall from the hall fire, to roll towards Mr Wenham, where it came to rest.

Cornelius ran at once. He was certain that his father was dead but could not be responsible also for a fire. Once in the hall, he stamped on the flames, then regarded the destroyed figure of the man who had thought himself so great. Blood, dark and rich, leaked from the back of his skull and across the tiles, his trousers were stained black with urine. His eyes were white, rolled far back in his head and his tongue fell loose from his jaw. His arm was crooked, at an irregular angle.

‘Goodbye, Father,’ said Cornelius. He swung his gaze back towards the gallery, recalling what Jack and Ida had told him about his mother’s box. But there was no time, and he could not risk disturbing the house and unwittingly leaving evidence of his visit. In the morning, he presumed that Mr Wenham would be found dead by the grocer’s boy and he, Cornelius, needed to be far, far away.

What he did not see was that the fire was not completely out; if he but knew it, a lucky situation to conceal what had truly happened.

I watched as Nel headed for the door, his neck buried deep in the collar of his coat, his head bowed low. A tremendous sadness caught me then, as I knew it would be the last time I would see my son. He would not have occasion to return to Merry Hall. I took in the damp curls capping his head, the broadness of his shoulders, the particular length of his stride. I knew the memory of those things would be all I had.

I had to let it all go, for his future could not bring him here again.

And, so, our son stepped away from Merry Hall, as Mr Wenham, in a new form, in an orb of dreadful fire, rose to greet me.
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We found the car, and after a few false starts I managed to start it. We had seen the fire engines tearing past us and I knew we should be there, at Merry Hall. We should be contacting Jared, getting ourselves checked over for smoke inhalation. I looked across at Fern. She seemed fine, and I felt fine too, just a little wheezy. Maybe later, I thought, steering down the lane.

Later.

There was a thaw on the way and, although there were still a few dust-like flakes falling, the snow on the ground was already becoming translucent around the edges and pieces had splintered as we walked from Merry Hall. Bright sunlight dazzled off the white, making everything stark and shocking. I gave Fern the box to hold as I drove carefully down the lane towards Bodwick.

‘What are we going to do, Mum?’ Fern ran a hand over the box. ‘Where will we even stay now?’

I shrugged, eyes on the road. ‘I think Carol will have us for a few days, if we explain.’

‘Explain? And how do we do that, exactly?’

I gave a half-laugh. ‘Well, maybe not explain. But just say that things didn’t work out.’

‘Understatement,’ muttered Fern.

There was silence, which I broke. ‘Why do you think it happened? The fire?’

Fern fiddled with the frayed ends of her hoodie. ‘Dolly. I think her energy started it. Destruction was the only thing she had left after we decided to leave. Whether she meant to do it or not, I don’t know.’

‘We’ll never know,’ I said. I slowed at a traffic light on the edge of town. ‘Though, I suppose all her anger and sadness had to go somewhere. Sometimes I wish the fire I feel inside of me could burst out and wreck things.’

Fern laughed, but then she grew serious again. ‘Abel Wenham and Dolly were haunting me before we even moved to Merry Hall,’ she said. ‘In my dreams. They knew we would come here. Dolly wanted us to.’

When we got into the town centre I found a short-stay parking space near the square and we got out of the car. The snow in town was already sludgy, piled in ugly heaps at the sides of the road and dirty slush covered the pavements. Outside the Black Bear there was a cluster of people talking in excited tones, some pointing at the pub, others crowded around Becca who was shivering in a thin blouse.

‘What are we doing here, Mum? And what’s going on with all those people?’ said Fern. ‘Do you think there’s been an emergency or something?’

‘Some kind of problem,’ I agreed. I turned to Fern, explained briefly how I had lost my job. ‘I just feel like I should try and apologise to Pam. I mean, she fired me, and I know she won’t take me back or anything, but I want to clear the air, show her that I’m not all bad. We have to go on living here, after all.’

‘I suppose,’ said Fern. ‘Though, personally I wouldn’t bother. Sounds like she was pretty awful to you.’

I laughed. ‘Not without cause, objectively…’ I smiled. ‘Look, I won’t be a minute.’

I left Fern looking in at a bakery window, piled high with iced buns and brightly decorated cupcakes, and headed for the crowd. Becca spotted me at once and looked away. But I pushed through the throng of people and touched her on the arm. ‘What’s happened?’ I asked. ‘Why’s everyone standing outside?’

Becca couldn’t look at me. ‘There’s been an accident,’ she said.

‘An accident?’

She shook her head. ‘I don’t mean a person. That horrible portrait. It just fell from the wall, splitting the canvas and smashing a load of stuff. There’s glass everywhere. It’s lucky there was no one sitting at the table below it at the time. Could have seriously hurt someone. But Pam’s evacuated everyone just in case. Because it’s so strange that it happened.’ Becca angled herself away, clearly eager to close the conversation. But then she hesitated and leaned in, looking slightly awkward. ‘Pam told me what happened when you stayed over. Are you okay?’

I nodded. ‘I came to apologise actually. Is Pam—’

‘I wouldn’t,’ said Becca. ‘She’s still freaked out about everything. You’re probably the last person she’d want to see.’ She looked at her feet. ‘My nan always says, let the past be buried. It’s the best way, don’t you reckon?’

I folded my arms around my chest. ‘Everything matters,’ I said.

Becca shuffled uncomfortably.

‘Every single thing we do and say and think. It’s all important, even if we don’t realise it at the time. It all lingers on in some way or other, even if we try to bury it. We—’

‘Mum.’ Fern was by my side. ‘Mum, let’s go. It’s cold and—’

Becca was staring at Fern curiously. ‘Is this the daughter you’re always on about?’

I linked arms with Fern, pulled her in close. ‘That’s right.’

Becca smiled politely, looking from me to Fern. ‘Well, I must get on,’ she said, sidestepping us. ‘Pam will kill me if I stand about chatting. Especially to you.’ She half-smiled. ‘No offence.’

I thanked Becca, let her go and tugged at Fern’s arm. It was time to go to Carol’s. Time to think about the future.

I looked once more at the crowd outside the Black Bear, then back at Fern. While Merry Hall burned, some strange force had already been at work, righting things. Ensuring that years of twisted history could not last for ever.

*   *   *

We sat on my old bed in Carol’s spare room. The old lady had been pleased to help and I’d told her it would only be for a few nights while we sorted something. She didn’t ask too many questions, sensing perhaps that there were things we didn’t want to talk about, or perhaps couldn’t talk about.

‘I see there was a fire up at Merry Hall,’ was all she said. ‘Just seen a news report on the telly. Were you there when it started?’ When neither of us answered, Carol had eyed us closely. ‘You were living there, weren’t you?’

‘Yes,’ I admitted. ‘But we weren’t there when the fire started.’ I couldn’t look at Carol and I felt myself redden.

But Carol didn’t notice. Her face had crinkled with excitement as she lowered her voice conspiratorially. ‘They found a skeleton, too, but that had been there for donkey’s years, they said.’

‘What?’ Fern and I had shot a glance at each other. ‘What skeleton? Where?’

‘In the old coal cellar. Imagine that!’

Neither of us commented. I thought of the beautiful albino girl who had rescued me. Dolly Dove.

Sensing that we weren’t in the mood to gossip, Carol told us to go up to our room, just as before. She’d put the kettle on, she said, open a packet of digestives. We thanked her and I even found it in me to ruffle Pickles’ head as he nosed at my boots and pawed at my legs.

While Carol made tea, we sat on the bed, the old pearl-encrusted box between us.

‘So, do you think we could use the leaflets?’ said Fern, prodding the lid. ‘To tell the real story?’

I sighed. ‘I don’t know. We don’t really know the full story ourselves, do we?’

‘We know that Abel Wenham wasn’t the man people thought he was,’ said Fern, sticking out her chin. ‘And that he was out to get us. He killed Dolly and was responsible for the deaths of a load of other people too, most likely.’

I sighed. ‘The trouble is, it’s all thoughts and feelings and conjecture, based on what we experienced at Merry Hall. Nothing concrete. Nothing that anyone would ever believe.’

‘I suppose.’ Fern opened the box and sifted through the leaflets, reading out fragments as she sorted through them. ‘At least Dolly did something with her life,’ she mused. ‘Something that lasted, something that made a difference to other people.’

‘I guess that’s all any of us can ever aim for,’ I said. I took one of the leaflets from Fern and ran a finger across it. ‘Dolly Dove, a most beautiful and remarkable ghost girl.’ I put the leaflet down on the swirly duvet cover. ‘I wish we could do something to right all this.’

There was silence, then Fern took a sharp intake of breath. ‘Mum?’

‘What is it?’ My eyes had glazed over. I had been thinking about the future, what would happen next. How we would survive. Where we would live. I would have to find another job, that much was certain. And pretty fast before my money ran out or I had to take up Adam’s offer of more. I sighed. The floral confusion of the room was hurting my head and I felt a steady thump, thump building inside. Pressure mounting in my skull. Would I have to tell Adam any of this? Would Fern need to go back to London?

‘Mum!’ This time there was excitement in Fern’s voice. ‘Look, Mum.’

I snapped into focus. Fern was pushing her fingers around a rectangular shape on one side of the box. It was near the bottom, a crack that ran the length. ‘This lifts up, or out, I think. It’s a secret compartment or something.’ She picked at the slits. ‘God, I wish my nails weren’t so chewed.’

‘Let me see.’

Fern gave it a final attempt then reluctantly handed the box to me. ‘Can you open it?’ she said.

I slid my nails around the slender gap at the edges of the rectangle and tried to prise it open. It was wedged with years of dust and time but, finally, I was able to wiggle it a bit. ‘I think you’re right,’ I said. ‘It’s a drawer of some sort.’

I took a hair grip from my messy bun and used the end to try and clear some of the gunk. ‘It’s coming,’ I said, poking hard with the grip. And suddenly it gave, and I was able to pull a narrow drawer out that extended the whole base of the box.

A flood of jewellery fell onto Carol’s duvet: gold and sapphire and jade. It had been packed tightly and hastily, without much care, for some were tangled and knotted together.

Fern gasped. I swore under my breath, my heart fluttered. ‘What’s this?’ I whispered. ‘It must be worth an absolute fortune.’

Fern was digging about in the drawer, feeling right to the back. ‘She meant it for you,’ she said.

‘What?’ I was fingering a necklace, tentatively. As if it might disappear. Forest green, dulled with age, heavy with secrets of the past.

‘Dolly. She meant these things for you. It’s her box.’

‘How do you mean?’ I put the necklace down on the duvet and picked up a delicate amber ring, the stone curled with fine tarnished gold.

‘Cos of this. I don’t know how, but she knew. Dolly knew. All those years ago.’ Fern had a yellowed piece of paper in her hand, and she let it float into my lap.

There in a clumsy hand were written the words: For Nel. DD.
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After the mother and daughter left, it was as if the soul had been wrenched once more from Merry Hall. They had learned the truth and yet nothing had really happened, no good had come of it. They too had left me, and my anger had led to me destroying the hall. I had hoped it would be a solution. But in the end, it was not.

It was not enough.

The flames leapt higher and higher, devouring everything until there was nothing left but a burnt-out shell and a cold wind that blew through the dust and hurled swirls of ash across the vacant land.

But the memories remain. For they are deeper than the bricks that had housed them, and, now free, they stalk the area, finding new homes, testing the natural earth, feeling the spine-bent trees and the wiry unkempt gardens around them. They are looking for places to lodge, to haunt and secure themselves.

Mr Wenham and I have been in battle ever since that terrible night when Cornelius came back to the hall. But it has achieved nothing. It has created only misery and fear and more death. And the most terrible memories that have brooded in Merry Hall for years are now roaming and I can see them as bursts of colour as they leap and fly and try to settle anew.

They are his treasures, his trophies of success.

In a green helix, I see Edgar Dove’s memories – Cornelius’s son. With great hope, he bought the decrepit Merry Hall after it had been empty for years following Mr Wenham’s death. His memory shrieks with the unexplained anger he felt in the house, with the things he felt and at times could almost touch. He lost his true self living in the house and met his end on an icy road one bitter January.

I see a burst of gold, the memory of Edgar’s son, Thomas. Walking in the Bodwick hills, before falling to his death after he had tried to research the history of the hall.

And hovering close to that memory is a flare, like the brightest candle flame. Alice Holt, Thomas’s sister. The memory of attempted communication with me, her fall from the bridge over the river in Bodwick. They said she jumped, full of irrational sorrow as she was.

I see Alice’s son George, who wooed a local girl and brought disgrace upon himself, before going to live with his cousin at Merry Hall. This memory is a murky brown swirl, for he was miserable most of his life, plagued by financial disaster, an angry man whom the people of Bodwick despised. He ended up swinging from a tree in Bodwick Woods, the other side of the town.

And then there is Margaret Raine, George’s cousin. Her memory is butterfly blue. She could feel things, sense things. She knew too much, much more than the mother and the girl even, and Mr Wenham’s memory would never have survived in the mortal world had she been able to spread the story. But she went mad, or so they say, and the people of Bodwick gave her little credit for the tales she told. Her death was lonely and barely noted.

And then there are the children whose memories flit and fly, so brief was their encounter with Merry Hall. Liberty, with her pink bursts of colour; Derrick Raine, Jared’s father, in silver-grey. Sad lives. Sad ends.

The dust blows. The skeleton of Merry Hall creaks and moans. And I weep.

All the memories rage and converge into a ball of energy so strong that I feel its pollution and cannot bear it. I absorb it and feel its terrible weight chaining me to the ground.

I am trapped here, committed to roaming the dead landscape of Merry Hall with these unhappy memories. Right until the end of time.
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NELL

January 2025

[image: img]I have an idea,’ Fern said.

I was sitting with Fern on the bed, Carol’s tea already drunk, half a packet of biscuits devoured, the duvet littered with crumbs.

‘What is it?’

Fern took a deep breath.

It was cold and dismal in the room. But the sound of traffic on the slushy roads outside was strangely comforting after the dead silence of Merry Hall.

‘So, this jewellery of Dolly’s,’ she began. ‘Well, I think she sort of meant for us to have it, like I said before. But I think we keep just what we need to get by.’

‘What, and give the rest to a museum?’

Fern shook her head. ‘No. You know that oak tree in the woods behind Merry Hall?’

I nodded.

‘It was Dolly’s special place. She let me know that once. We should bury the box there with the rest of the jewellery and all the leaflets inside.’ Fern paused and looked at the box, a cloud forming. ‘Although technically I suppose all this belongs to Jared.’

I rubbed my jaw. ‘He ran away from Merry Hall. He didn’t want to face what was going on there. I don’t think he’d want anything to do with this stuff and would probably sell it all to make a massive fortune for himself.’ I paused, picked up an emerald bracelet. It shimmered like the surface of a green lake. ‘I could be wrong, of course. Misreading Jared. Doing him some massive disservice. But there’s something in your idea. We should bury it. Bury the past. Just like Becca said.’ I frowned. ‘The only problem, I suppose, is what if someone else finds it, digs it up? What then?’

‘Then I guess it would be a lucky find, but I feel like it belongs at Merry Hall, with Dolly’s story. Burying it in her special place would somehow make things alright. If we took it to a museum they would probably still believe Abel Wenham’s story and all this stuff would just be another sign of his success.’

‘I guess. Unless they find out more about the skeleton they found,’ I said, touching the jewellery lightly. ‘But even then, they’d never really know what happened.’ I looked up. ‘So, when do we go?’

Fern smiled. ‘How about tomorrow?’

‘In memory of Dolly,’ I said, smiling back.

There was silence then. An awkward silence that thrummed between us.

‘And after that, am I going to live with Dad?’ said Fern, when the silence had grown to fill the room.

My stomach dropped. I picked at the biscuit crumbs scattered all over the duvet. Outside, a car horn sounded, irate and insistent. A normal noise of the everyday world. ‘Well… I haven’t really thought… though… I suppose…’

‘Because I don’t want to,’ said Fern, running a hand over the box lid. The tiny pearls shone under the electric light like a cluster of blazing stars. ‘Not after what’s happened. Mum, I want to start over again with you.’

*   *   *

Later, I made a phone call. Fern and I had gone for a very late lunch at Brew Moon Café, next to the library in town. After we’d eaten mountains of sourdough toast with avocado and drunk huge mugs of hot chocolate, I knew there was no putting it off. Fern was talking to the manager about a Saturday job and the two were at the counter, laughing and chatting. I pulled out my phone and dialled.

‘Nell?’

I took a deep breath, inhaling the warm cinnamon air. ‘Adam, hi.’

There was silence. Then, ‘Did you want something?’

I pushed away my crumb-littered plate, the crumpled paper napkin. ‘Yes, there is something, actually.’ From the window, I watched a mother pull her toddler away from the piles of wet, slushy snow. ‘Look, I’ve been thinking…’

And I told him that we needed to move, that I’d seen these nice apartments by the river that I thought would suit us. But that we’d need a bit of help, just at first. I didn’t tell him about Dolly’s jewellery. I would sell what we were planning to keep back, but that would take time and I needed money immediately, for a deposit, for food. ‘I need to get a new job, too,’ I explained. ‘But I have an idea about that.’ I thought of the library next door, of the librarian saying she was rushed off her feet. Maybe there’d be an opening there, or at least some volunteering which might lead to something. ‘I’ll pay you back, every penny, of course,’ I added. ‘When I can.’

There was a moment’s silence, then Adam spoke, his voice calm, softer than I’d heard it in a long time. ‘Can’t you just accept what you need as a gift?’ he said, with a sigh. ‘If not for yourself, then for Fern? I don’t need paying back. Not after what’s gone on. Not after what I did.’

I stared out into the street. The toddler was jumping in the piles of slush and the mother was past caring. She was laughing at her daughter, shaking her head. ‘It’s important that I do this on my own, Adam,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to feel I owe you anything.’

He sighed once more, and there was more silence. ‘I understand,’ he said, at last. ‘But at least think about it. Will you do that? Please, Nellie.’

I looked over at Fern. She was filling in a form and telling the manager all about the subjects she was doing at school, about how she was going to work really hard for her exams, but hard at the café too.

My arms prickled with warmth as I turned back to the window, watching the mother and her daughter walk away hand in hand. And I told Adam that I would.

*   *   *

The following morning, not long after sunrise, we headed for Merry Hall. The sun was low in the sky, breaking up angular patterns of grey with crystal clarity. A cold and brisk wind blew across the countryside. As we drew closer to Merry Hall we could smell the smoke from the previous day, threading the air as some awful reminder. Neither of us spoke as the ruin came into view. The place was decimated, parts cordoned off and ugly tyre tracks from the emergency vehicles scoring the muddy drive. Blue tape formed a barrier where the kitchen had been, where they found the skeleton in the cellar below. The ground was drenched after the firefighters, and any remaining snow had been shovelled into dirty heaps.

I parked the car under a tree and we hurried towards the wooded area, Fern clutching the box.

‘It’s important we’re not seen at the moment,’ I said. ‘We need to be quick. We don’t want anyone stopping us. Talking to the police can come later.’

We skirted under the trees, the smell of burning still stinging our nostrils as we headed for the woods. Our boots sank in the remains of the snow, and as we drew away from the ruined house we stumbled over hidden roots and small rocks. We entered the woods. It got darker the further we went, and an uneasy stillness fell over us as we ducked beneath branches and skirted around brambles laden with snow. Overhead, a crow cawed, and a sudden flutter of wings startled me. I looked up at the tall branches reaching into the pale-faced sky. We needed to find Dolly’s oak tree, set apart from the others.

Fern led the way. ‘Here,’ she said, at last.

‘How stupid. We haven’t even got anything to dig with,’ I said when we reached the tree. I looked about me. ‘We’ll just have to use our hands.’

We began pulling at the ivy at the base of the trunk and then scrabbled about in the frozen dirt, tugging on roots, flinging stones into the undergrowth. ‘Come on, Fern,’ I urged. ‘Quickly.’

It took longer than expected and I felt the panic build. What if the police came? What would I say if we were caught with this box full of Victorian jewellery? I dug faster and faster, my hands caked in mud, my fingernails torn, the skin around them bleeding.

‘I think it’s deep enough,’ I said at last, throwing a desperate look over my shoulder. ‘Fern, put the box in the ground.’

Fern did as instructed, then I scooped the dirt back on top. ‘Rest in peace,’ I murmured. ‘We’re sorry your life was cut so short. And I promise I will write your story. What I know of it.’

Fern looked at me.

‘I’m going to write down everything that happened to us and everything we know about Dolly. Maybe one day someone will read it and connect with her story.’ As I spoke, I felt a warmth stir deep inside. This was where my writing would truly begin. With a reason, with a hope.

I stood and took Fern by the arm. ‘It’s time we went,’ I said. ‘Let’s say a quick goodbye to Merry Hall. Then it’s time to rebuild our lives.’
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January 2025

I stand on the edge of the woods, looking out over the remains of Merry Hall. The sun glints through the trees, the leaves rustle. The snow is melting.

I will go soon. There is no place for me now, and I should be glad of it. My past is buried and one day my story will live. I know it. The mother will see to it. She will be good and true to herself, eventually. We must all leave a legacy – the truth about us – and I will trust that to her now. But I feel a sadness too, one that I will leave etched into the blackened remains of the building. One that will grow with the weeds and wildflowers that soon will creep across the broken walls and sprout between the pitted beams of the fallen roof.

He will remain here, trapped in the memory of what happened, caught in the foulness and decay of it all. An echo, waiting to sound if he is called.

People will say that this is a bad place. They will warn their children to stay away from the ruins.

The mother and the girl have come back to say their goodbyes. The two stand now, arms around each other, looking at the scene, imprinting their own memories into the damaged brickwork. I move towards them, treading carefully through the wreckage in these last moments, remembering, releasing, forgetting.

The whole place reverberates with us all and a sudden wind whips a frenzy through the ruin, disturbing the burned timber. A beam crashes to the cracked flagstones.

The girl screams and the mother pulls her daughter backwards. ‘Let’s go,’ she says. ‘It’s not safe here.’

‘It never was,’ the girl says. ‘You know that.’

So, arm in arm, they turn their backs on Merry Hall and, for a final time, trudge through the sludgy snow towards the car.

‘Did you see that light?’ says the girl when they reach the tree where they parked.

‘What light?’

Their voices are faint now and have a dream-like quality to them, the essence of another world. The world I am leaving.

‘Just as we left. There was a bright light, glowing right where the kitchen used to be, by the blue tape. Where he buried her.’

The mother shakes her head. She looks so pale, as if she is fading away, being eaten by the sun. Or ingested by the mortal world.

‘The light was peaceful,’ the girl says. ‘Like the end of something.’

The mother turns and looks at Merry Hall for the last time. ‘I didn’t see anything,’ she says. She surveys the wreck. ‘There’s nothing there now.’

They reach the lawn fringe, crusty with icy snow, new shoots pushing through the white. The first Candlemas bells. A purification.

I pull away, loosening my grip on this world, hurrying towards the next.

The mother and the girl – my kin – are translucent, waning in the warmth of the sun. They laugh at something I cannot see. The girl breaks from her mother and runs ahead through the grass; playful limbs, fading, dissolving in the sparkling light.

And I see only him. The one I once loved and for whom I was never enough.

Left alone in the charred ruin.

Unfinished.

Everything.

A black shadow, walking forever.
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