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To be haunted is to glimpse a truth that might best be hidden.

JAMES HERBERT, Haunted

‘I can’t help it when people are frightened,’ says Merricat. ‘I always want to frighten them more.’

SHIRLEY JACKSON,

We Have Always Lived in the Castle




Prologue

Everybody died that night. Everybody in that small row of houses, part of a tiny village in the Scottish Highlands. Everybody except one. The deaths of so many people, all in one go, caused a lot of rumours and head-scratching in the press at the time, but eventually a collection of police officers, medics and scientists came up with an explanation: a combination of freak weather and a particularly aggressive strain of influenza. Whether Mary Macdonald got the flu and recovered, managed to avoid it or was simply naturally immune, nobody really knew. But it was a miracle she survived, having spent over a day and a night alone in her house’s underground cellar, wrapped up in blankets as the town became submerged in snow.

The spread of the virus was blamed on a couple of village meetings held at the local barn to discuss the impending treacherous weather. Most of the attendees began to suffer the next day from soaring temperatures within their own bodies and plummeting temperatures on the streets outside. Then the snow came, and everyone was shut up inside their houses, spreading the illness around their friends and family members. The situation would become a phenomenon studied for years to come. But the sole survivor, young Mary Macdonald, only ten years old, would never be studied or interviewed in the way scientists at the time would have preferred. Indeed, just six months after that dreadful night, Mary Macdonald would barely exist herself.




Chapter 1

An Introduction

Natalie

She fusses around when I walk in. She has a lot to be doing, apparently, but the day has already tired her out before it’s begun.

‘Do sit down, my dear,’ she urges me as she goes over to make me a cup of tea. I do as she says, sitting at the table and watching her as she puts the kettle on. ‘This old AGA needs some maintenance,’ she mutters, more to herself than to me.

While the kettle boils, she sits opposite me. ‘I must say, I’m so relieved to see you. Part of me thought we’d never be able to find a new governess for Master Rupert – though they’re probably not called that now, are they?’

I’m thrown by this, but manage to get my words together. ‘No, I’d probably say “tutor” these days. “Governess” sounds more than a little old-fashioned, I think.’

‘Well, regardless, I’m so pleased you’ve chosen to come here to Marwood . . . especially after all that’s happened. I shouldn’t really talk about it, of course, we were told not to. And for a while, I didn’t want to. But it feels so raw, part of me wonders whether it hurts even more to keep it all bottled up – locked away in here.’ She taps her head, looking wistfully at the surface of the table.

This is all a bit more intense than I bargained for, but I’m rather compelled by how freely she’s talking, mere minutes after I’ve walked into her home. After a few seconds of silence have passed, she snaps her eyes back to meet mine. Hers are green-grey and have a piercing quality that makes me feel exposed, as if she can see right inside me. ‘I’m so sorry, my dear, your name, it escapes me. Natalie, is that right?’

I nod. ‘Yes, that’s right.’

She smiles. ‘I’m pleased I got that right, at least. And you can call me Mrs Medlock. Everyone does, even though I’m not married. Housekeepers are always “Mrs”, or rather they were before the country did away with decorum and politeness.’ Her eyes examine me once again, roving up and down, taking all of me in. ‘We’ve seen quite a few girls recently, but nobody has been suitable. We’d almost abandoned all hope and sent Master Rupert off to Eton, although his father would prefer that to be a last resort. Thinks home-schooling would be best, at least at the present time. One of the young girls I interviewed rather fancied herself as an artist and suggested teaching Master Rupert through the means of “artistic expression”. Paintings and collages and the like. Utter nonsense, if you ask me. Not that I underestimate the value of art and culture. Everything has its place. But in its place it should remain. You’re a bit older than her, though. For the best, I think. Life experience is so important. And I gather from your accent that you’re from the United States?’

Again, I nod, ‘Yes, I’m from South Carolina.’ I wonder about going into some of my back story, but decide it’s probably not the best time.

She doesn’t seem particularly interested anyway. ‘I’ve never been to America,’ she says offhandedly, ‘never travelled. I don’t much like change, so I feel crossing an ocean would be asking for trouble.’ Her gaze goes distant once again, to a spot slightly above my shoulder. ‘Lord Ashton used to travel to the US a great deal, though. Not so much any more . . . ’

The mention of the name catches my attention at once, ‘Oh, so Lord Ashton still owns the manor?’

Mrs Medlock looks like I’ve slapped her. ‘Well of course he does, my dear. The house has been in his family for generations. He isn’t here much. Even though he rarely goes abroad, he and Lady Ashton spend so much time in their London home on Thurloe Square these days, it’s quite likely you’ll never see him. He trusts my opinion when it comes to his son’s education. My advice is that if his lordship ever does speak to you, only tell him the good bits. He doesn’t like too much information, you see. He’s a very disciplined, time-conscious man. Always says the right thing, does the right thing. Always knows what to do in a crisis.’

Once again, I feel her attention wane, like a radio going in and out of signal. Then, to my surprise, I see a tear fall from her eye, followed by another. She raises her hands to catch them and lets out a half-gasp, half-sob. ‘Oh goodness, how embarrassing. It’s just . . . there are so many reminders . . . ’

I lean in closer across the table and gently lay a hand on hers. ‘Reminders of what?’

She takes in a deep breath, sniffs a little, then says, ‘Of all the terrible things that happened here. My memory is not what it was, but some things never fade. So much of it is my fault.’

I’m finding all of this slightly awkward, but I can’t help it – my interest is more than piqued. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

Her face twists, as if holding back more tears, then she gives a small nod.

‘Good. Why don’t you start at the beginning,’ I prompt, gently.

Another deep breath. A hand goes up to her hair, as if to check it’s still in its tight bun. ‘It all began with Mary Macdonald,’ she says. ‘The day the orphan came to Marwood Manor. Nothing was the same after that. Of course, I don’t blame her. But I can’t help but feel Marwood Manor was for ever cursed from the day Mary Macdonald came to stay.’




Chapter 2

The Arrival

Mrs Medlock, December 1978

Mary Macdonald was delivered to Marwood Manor on Christmas Eve. Why on earth they chose one of the busiest days of the year, I have no idea. I think perhaps the Scottish authorities were keen to be rid of her. Lord Ashton wasn’t even her proper uncle – she was his deceased cousin’s estranged daughter’s daughter. He was hardly ever in touch with that side of the family; they were several rungs below him in terms of class. I know Lady Ashton never encouraged him to keep in contact – if they didn’t have property on a garden square in London and a large estate somewhere rural, they weren’t worth knowing in her books. But in spite of all this, they apparently agreed to take the child in, at least temporarily.

When she arrived, Lord Ashton was away in New York – he’d been delayed flying back due to poor weather, which meant he and Lady Ashton were to be separated over the Christmas period. She decided the best way to cope with this was by throwing a lavish Christmas Eve party, then booked a car to drive her directly to Claridge’s the next day for Christmas dinner with some Jewish film star who didn’t really celebrate the season. Being ten years younger than her husband, she was still very much of the ‘party’ frame of mind – which was probably why she forgot to mention to me the arrival of a disturbed Scottish orphan. The first we knew of the child was when she arrived on the doorstep.

‘Oh my gosh, it’s Marigold. Or Martina. Or . . . oh yes, Mary, that’s it,’ Lady Ashton said, slurring her words slightly as she bent down to pat the little girl on the head. ‘Remember, Mrs Medlock – I told you she was on the way.’

I gritted my teeth, trying to keep calm. ‘You didn’t actually say anything of the kind.’

She looked puzzled. ‘Oh, I’m sure I did. Didn’t I? It doesn’t really matter. In short, little Mary here has lost both her parents – flu, wasn’t it? – and she’s been sent to live here for the time being. She’s my husband’s . . . er . . . niece . . . cousin . . . second cousin . . . something like that.’ She flung her hands in the air in a who-knows gesture, sending some of the clear liquid of the cocktail she was holding onto the floor. Unaware of the spillage, she carried on with her instructions. ‘Could you take Mary up to one of the bedrooms and make her comfortable? We should probably find her a drink or food.’ She looked around, as if one of the hired-for-the-day cocktail waiters would be able to supply something child-friendly at a second’s notice.

‘How about I get her upstairs and into bed, then Bessie will make her some hot buttered toast and warm milk?’ I suggested, trying to take on board this sudden rush of information and the resulting extra work it would lead to.

‘Oh, that sounds perfect, simply divine,’ Lady Ashton said, sending another splash of drink onto the floor. I made a mental note to ask Bessie to mop up the mess before someone broke their neck on their way out later.

‘Linda, darling! Where have you got to?’ shouted a high-pitched female voice from inside the living room.

‘Here I come,’ the glittering hostess replied, teetering on her ridiculously high heels as she walked around the large Christmas tree in the front hall and returned to her guests. I watched her go, still livid at her for not notifying me of all this sooner. A girl – a random girl, and an orphan to boot – foisted upon us late at night with no warning. It was liberties like this that at times got me thinking that all those socialists with their workers’ unions might have had a point.

The little girl said nothing as she followed me up the stairs, and still nothing when I led her into a dark, chilly bedroom on the second floor. It was perhaps too large and grand for a child of her age, but I knew it to be clean and tidy, with newer linen than the other options. I unpacked her suitcase of clothes, an odd jumble of cardigans, shabby dresses and mismatched socks, eventually finding some pyjamas folded at the bottom, which I instructed her to put on. Still she said and did nothing. I must admit, I got a bit impatient then, telling her I wanted to see her in the pyjamas and tucked up in bed by the time I returned. I set the little suitcase down on the chest of drawers, then went down the back stairs to the kitchen.

‘Who was at the door?’ asked Bessie, piling up the trays that had held the canapés so they could be wiped down in the morning.

I sat down on the first available chair and sighed. ‘A child. A bloody orphan, at that, poor wretch. Did her ladyship say anything to you about her coming?’

Her ladyship was heavily laden with sarcasm, even though it was, technically, the correct formal address (although she was always telling us to call her Linda). Maybe I’m old-fashioned, but for a housekeeper to be on first-name terms with the lady of the house – well, it just felt wrong to me.

If only Lord Ashton were here, I thought to myself as Bessie set about making toast and putting the kettle on the AGA. He’d have a clear idea as to what was going on. I decided to go back up myself, instead of sending Bessie. The girl’s silence and disobedience so early on in her stay unnerved me. Of course, I’m not a monster, I realised that losing one’s parents at such a young age must be distressing for a little one like her, but all the same, it didn’t bode well for the future. Start as you mean to go on, that’s been my motto for life, and it’s always done me right. Nearly always.

I didn’t bother knocking on the bedroom door, I just marched in with the tray. My earlier frustrations immediately resurfaced when I saw that Mary was neither in her pyjamas nor in bed. Instead she was looking out of the window. It had started to snow outside, and the guests were making a move down the front steps. I could hear their jolly, half-drunken calls of ‘Merry Christmas!’ as they bade their hostess goodnight.

‘Come away from the window,’ I told her. ‘You’ll catch a chill.’

Mary didn’t move, so after a few seconds I marched over. ‘Come on, do as I say.’

She remained silent and almost as limp as a ragdoll as I pulled her out of her clothes and put her pyjamas on her. ‘Come on, get in,’ I said sharply, tugging the covers back so she could climb into the big four-poster. She seemed so tiny in the middle of it, surrounded by the quilt and pillows, as if she were in danger of being submerged. As I turned back to the door and made to leave, I heard a rustle of sheets and turned to see the girl standing once more at the window, staring out at the falling snow.

Then, to my surprise, she spoke. Her question shook me from the inside out.

‘Will I be dead by morning?’

I took in a breath, then let it out again, unsure how to respond. I presumed this was something to do with her parents’ sudden demise. If they’d both had influenza, maybe they’d died together the same night, leaving the girl all alone with their corpses. I shuddered at the thought, then said, ‘I think that’s unlikely. Now go to sleep.’

I closed the door, wondering if my words were too harsh. All those years in the job, I’d forgotten how to be kind. I found the brisk, no-nonsense approach usually the best way forward. That’s how you run a household. That’s how you survive what the world throws at you. But there was something in that quiet little voice, and those bleak, horrible words she had uttered, that really rattled me. And somehow I knew her arrival was the start of a strange and worrying time. I could feel it in my bones.




Chapter 3

Orphaned

Mary, December 1978

I was very cold when I arrived at the big old house. I’d been cold for a long while, although in the hospital it was warm and cosy for a bit. There I was shown into a little room – a ‘family room’, they called it – with sofas and animals and some bourbon biscuits. But I didn’t get to stay there long. They told me I was to live with my uncle, instead of an orphanage. They seemed to think this was a better choice because my uncle was rich – even though he wasn’t really my uncle. I didn’t know whether to be pleased or not. Dad once told me he’d never met a happy rich person in all his life, and I worried I was going to a sad house filled with unhappy people.

When they told me my new home was called Marwood Manor, I’d imagined a palace from the books me and Mum read by the fire in the lounge at home. Palaces where princesses lived, waiting for princes to come and take them away and make them queens. I thought this cousin-uncle would be waiting for me on the steps, dressed either like a duke or an old-fashioned soldier, and would tell me about the kingdom he had been put in charge of. But when we arrived, it was nothing like that. The house wasn’t one of those glittering, magical places. It was an enormous, hulking beast in the night, like an animal waiting to pounce, towering above us as we walked up the steps. Everything felt dark and strange, and behind the great wooden front door was an angry-looking woman. Maybe it was a fairy tale. But not one of the good ones.

I didn’t say goodbye to the social worker, Nadine, when she dropped me off. She seemed annoyed she had to work on Christmas Eve, and I got the feeling she blamed me for this. I also didn’t say anything when the angry lady started talking to a younger, more beautiful woman about me. The beautiful woman was wearing a dress that looked like it was made from diamonds. Everything glittered from the light of the enormous Christmas tree in the front hall. I tried to think of the Christmas tree as a good sign.

The angry-looking lady didn’t introduce herself, but I heard the beautiful one call her ‘Mrs Medlock’. I was then taken by the arm and led up a big, creaking old staircase, onto a landing with a patchy, fraying carpet, and then up some more stairs. All along the walls were paintings, some of people, some of country houses and lakes, and one of them with a woman leaning over a goat that was bleeding from its neck. I didn’t like the look of it at all, and the hope I’d felt after seeing the Christmas tree started to disappear. Why would someone put up such a horrible picture in their home?

My feeling of strangeness carried on all the way to the cold, dark bedroom Mrs Medlock showed me into. My bedroom at home had been warm and cosy, before the power got cut off in the storm and the heating stopped working. This room felt just as chilly as the rest of the house – though not the same as the fierce, needle-like freeze that had filled our whole town just as everyone was getting the flu. That was like pain, pain so tight around your chest you couldn’t breathe.

I was instructed to put my pyjamas on and get into bed, but the sky outside the window caught my attention. I hadn’t realised how high up we were, but I could see now how the lawn stretched out, neat and tidy, with a light layer of snow starting to settle on it. I felt like the snow had followed me down from Scotland all the way to Oxford. A movement made me look over to the side of the lawn. For a second I thought I saw someone walk just out of sight around the side of the building: a woman, I think. But when I leaned forward to see more, there was nothing there. Perhaps it was a guest from the party, having a night-time stroll before going home. Or maybe it had been something else. Maybe I had been sent away to a haunted building, alive with spirits that were at that very moment planning to carry me off to the afterlife. They’d tell me that surviving was a mistake and I should have died with everyone else back home.

Due to the fear that gripped me inside and out, my voice disappeared and I was unable to answer Mrs Medlock when she spoke to me crossly. The words just weren’t there. It was like the cold had frozen them out of me. Only when she came back up with some food and a hot drink could I say the thing that was most frightening in my head: ‘Will I be dead by morning?’

She didn’t seem happy with these words, and replied that it was ‘unlikely’. I didn’t know what to believe. Mum and Dad had told me everything would be OK when they bundled me up and said that when the storm arrived I should go to the cellar and leave them in their beds. Away from their illness. Away from the wind and ice outside that was breaking our windows and chilling our little house as each hour went by. So I did what they said and hid in the cellar. But I wish I hadn’t heard what Dad said to Mum just as I closed the trapdoor and began to go down the steps into the darkness: We’ll all be dead by morning.
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