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[image: CHAPTER ONE The Funeral of Grandma Sylvie]
Olive Jones was looking through her bedroom window at the bungalow opposite. For almost thirteen years – in other words, Olive’s entire life – her grandmother had lived just across the road. And now the house was empty.

Those who’d attended the funeral service had been invited to Olive’s home afterwards for a hastily arranged buffet and cups of tea. Olive had filled her pockets with cheese sandwiches and escaped to her bedroom as quickly as she could. She’d wanted desperately to be away from all the gloom.

Truth be told, in that moment Olive found being gloomy quite difficult. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel sad that her grandmother had passed away. It was just that, well, she hadn’t really known her. Their houses were barely twenty metres apart. And yet Grandma Sylvie might as well have lived in another country. Though she’d retired from her job as an accountant years before they were born, somehow she’d always been too busy to pop over to visit her grandchildren. On birthdays she used to drop cards through the letterbox for Olive and her younger brother Frankie with crisp ten-pound notes tucked inside. By the time the card reached the doormat, however, no matter how fast the children got to the door, she was nowhere to be seen. She’d always been invited for Christmas but hadn’t ever shown up. Sometimes months would go by without a single sighting of her. Whenever Olive had encountered her grandmother – passing her on the pavement, say – the elderly lady would smile and then quickly rush away before Olive could do more than open her mouth. On these occasions, Olive often had a feeling there was something Grandma Sylvie wanted to say, but after years passed without her grandmother ever breaking her silence, Olive decided this was only wishful thinking.

Even so, Olive had learned a little about her grandmother over the years. Olive knew that she liked to keep informed about world events; Grandma Sylvie collected the newspaper from her doorstep first thing every morning. Olive could tell that she cared about helping wildlife, having seen how she faithfully restocked the birdfeeder in her front garden, sometimes feeding the robins straight from her hand. Olive also knew that her grandmother was exceptionally fit. On a few occasions, Olive had seen her sprinting around the block after dark. Twice she’d witnessed her using a thick tree branch for a round of pull-ups. And once Olive had seen her grandmother trip over a garden hose and turn the fall into a perfect somersault, landing firmly on both feet and walking away without even a pause. As remarkable as those occurrences were, Olive felt certain she was the only person to have noticed them. Nobody else was paying attention. In the eyes of her neighbours, Sylvie Jones was simply an elderly woman who preferred to keep to herself.

When she was younger, Olive had secretly wished for a replacement grandmother. She wanted the kind of grandmother she’d heard about. The kind some of her friends at school were lucky enough to have, the ones who liked things such as gardening and watching daytime murder-mysteries. The type who pinched cheeks and produced endless pear drops from their handbags. She would have liked a grandmother who read bedtime stories. The very thought of Grandma Sylvie doing any of these things was frankly preposterous.

‘She’s just old fashioned,’ explained Olive’s mother. ‘She doesn’t like to make a fuss.’

But Olive was far from satisfied by this explanation. As she got older, she stopped wishing for a new grandmother and instead became intensely interested in the one she had. Why is Grandma Sylvie so secretive? she wondered. What keeps her so busy all the time? Why does she stay so fit and strong? What if … she’s hiding something?

Olive’s mother had found this suggestion quite amusing. ‘What on earth do you think a lady in her eighties might be hiding?’ she’d said. ‘Your grandmother worked hard as an accountant and these days she likes to take advantage of her well-earned retirement to travel and stay active. Exercise helps her arthritis.’

But Olive wasn’t convinced. There had to be more to it. ‘Maybe she likes to travel. Or … maybe she has a secret life she doesn’t want us to find out about!’ she’d replied.

Olive’s mother laughed even louder. ‘Sorry to disappoint you, Olive. We’re not the kind of family who has secrets. What you see is what you get. You have an overactive imagination.’

What you see is what you get. Well, if you asked Olive, what she saw of her grandmother was decidedly strange. As for having an overactive imagination, Olive couldn’t deny that was true.

The thing was, Olive wanted desperately for her life to be more exciting than it actually was. She wanted it to be more like the films and TV shows she loved to watch, with their explosions and car chases and daring rescues. If you asked her to, she could recite lines from at least twenty-seven different films by heart. Olive herself, however, was nothing like the heroes of her favourite action movies. She was tall for her age, with long dark hair that annoyed her if it wasn’t tucked behind her ears, and she had a slightly pointier chin than most. She was also the third fastest runner in her entire year group, thanks to her very long legs. But by all other measures, Olive was distinctly average. With the exception, of course, of her imagination.

Olive was a world-class dreamer – growing up in a place where nothing ever happens will do that to a person. Any perfectly innocent creak of a floorboard was always, in Olive’s mind, something much more dramatic – a gang of thieves searching for hidden valuables or a pack of vampires hunting for their latest snack. If she heard a car engine backfire when out walking with her mother and brother, Olive’s mind would race straight to bank robberies and diamond heists. One time, she’d been utterly convinced that the local postman was lacing letters with poison as revenge for being chased by neighbourhood dogs. He had been quite surprised on his morning rounds to find her spying on him from the bushes. Then there was the supply teacher at school, Mr Harold, who Olive had suspected of being an escaped high-security prisoner she’d seen on the morning news. Mr Harold hadn’t been too happy when Olive had confronted him about it. (In her defence, they did have very similar-looking sideburns.)

Olive’s imagination was always getting her into trouble. Her school report was littered with descriptions such as ‘must try harder to concentrate’ or ‘can’t seem to settle in class’ or ‘often distracts her classmates’. Olive wanted to do better – she really did – but somehow, she couldn’t help going that little bit too far. She was the one who set fire to her lab coat in science the very first time they were allowed to use Bunsen burners. The one who tried to climb the oak tree in the playground and got stuck halfway up, so the fire brigade had to be called to get her down. The one who accidentally started a rebellion when the teachers tried to ban unhealthy food at lunchtime (but to be fair to Olive, how could she have possibly predicted that her speech defending pizza would cause a food fight?).

Her biggest problem was, as much as she tried to listen to her teachers in class, Olive could never stop her mind from wandering. It didn’t help that Olive’s brother, Frankie, who was two years younger, was a model student. Like his sister, Frankie was tall for his age, with a head of dark brown hair that fell over his eyes. Unlike his sister, Frankie was often described as ‘a shy but thoughtful student’ by his teachers (and a ‘swot’ or a ‘geek’ by his less-kind classmates). People were always surprised to find out who his sister was. Olive was sometimes surprised they were related too. Frankie was a proud member of both the choir and orchestra, as well as captain of the chess club, activities which kept him late after school most afternoons. (Olive often stayed late too, but in her case it was for detention rather than extra-curricular activities.) Though they’d been thick as thieves when they were younger, they rarely spent much time together these days. She’d never admit it, but Olive was a little jealous of her brother. Why couldn’t she be more like him? Why couldn’t she learn to behave herself?

Still – as far as Olive was concerned – just because sometimes she got carried away with her imagination, and some of her previous theories about people in the neighbourhood had missed the mark, it didn’t mean that she wasn’t right about Grandma Sylvie.

She just couldn’t shake the feeling that there was more to her grandmother’s life than she was letting on. So, for a long time, Olive held on tightly to her suspicions, perhaps because the alternative – that her grandmother didn’t want to get to know her – was too sad a thought to accept.

It was only when Grandma Sylvie passed away from a suspected heart attack, aged eighty-four, that Olive decided the time had come to let her suspicions go. Her mother was clearly right. Olive had let herself get carried away again. There were no secrets to discover – only a grandmother she had never really known. And one that now she never would.

This realisation had stayed with Olive for the duration of the funeral, and on the ride back to their house afterwards in the long black car, and as relatives crowded into their living room and started helping themselves to pineapple on sticks. And it was all she was thinking about now, sitting on her bed, watching her grandmother’s house across the road.

The bungalow itself was perfectly ordinary looking, with grey, pebble-dashed walls and white lace curtains that were always kept closed. The garden at the front was overgrown with a flaky wooden gate that swung creakily in the wind. The house felt – like Olive’s relationship with its former inhabitant – both completely familiar and utterly mysterious.

Olive again wished, as she had done many times before, that she could peel back the bungalow’s lace curtains and take a look inside. What would she find there? She knew she would have to go back to the buffet in the living room soon – she’d already heard her mother call her name more than once – but she gave herself a few more minutes to take it in.

Olive tried to memorise her grandmother’s house. It would be sold soon, and no doubt the new occupant would change things. They’d fix the gate, and replace the old-fashioned curtains, and weed the garden, and in so doing, take away all the things Olive had grown to like about the place over the years.

She was squinting, imagining how the bungalow would look with all those changes, when something caught her eye.

A twitch of white lace.

Olive blinked, straightening up. At first, she thought her eyes must have been playing tricks on her. It had been a long morning, after all, and she’d probably eaten one too many pocketed cheese sandwiches.

Then it happened again. This time it was clear. One of the lace curtains had moved. No, it hadn’t moved. Curtains don’t twitch on their own accord, or not usually anyway. One of the lace curtains had been moved.

Somebody was in the house, Olive realised with a start. But that couldn’t be. Her mother had the only key and Olive could still hear her talking in the other room. The house should have been empty.

Who could be in there? she wondered, and as she thought it, a hand appeared as if from nowhere and drew the curtains aside. Olive gasped. She uncrossed her legs and rose on to her knees. Her face was so close to the window now that her breath fogged up the glass. The truth was undeniable. Somebody was standing at the window of her grandmother’s house. Not only that, but they were looking directly at her.

It had never occurred to Olive, in all the time she’d watched her grandmother’s house, that she could also be watched. She jumped backwards, half falling off the bed.

Olive took a breath to calm her racing heart, and then, slowly, she returned to her place at the window. The person standing in Grandma Sylvie’s house raised their hand and waved. It wasn’t a wave of greeting, although that would have been strange enough.

It was, unmistakably, a wave which said … come here.
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