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The house on the cliff road
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Lea noticed the sea for the first time as the bus rounded the last bend. Between the low brick houses lay a strip of grey water, wide and still under a heavy blanket of cloud. The streets were narrow, the front gardens small and tidy, but the air smelled of salt and something rusty coming from the old railings of the promenade. The bus driver gave her a quick glance as she got off. He said nothing, just raised his hand briefly as if to indicate something she couldn't understand. The wind was colder than she had expected. She tightened her grip on her rucksack and searched with her eyes for the sign: Cliff Road.

The Moore family was already waiting outside the house. Mrs Moore, a woman with a narrow face and smooth movements, waved. Beside her stood her son Tom, perhaps sixteen, wearing a hoodie and a lowered gaze. The house itself towered higher than the neighbouring houses. Dark, narrow windows, a slate roof, the façade discoloured by the salty air. The plaster was cracked, the front door was heavy and dark. There was nothing behind the house, just the edge of the world. The cliff. The sea. Somewhere there, behind the wall of the house, the waves broke against the stone.

In the hallway, the air was cool. Not the kind of coolness that came in from outside when someone left the door open, but one that was in the house itself, as if it had settled into the walls. The floor consisted of old floorboards that gave way slightly under every step. On the left, a narrow staircase led upstairs; on the right, the living room. A yellowed photo hung above the wardrobe. It showed the house, a little lighter in colour, without cracks, with a girl in front of the door. The girl's face was blurred, as if the photographer had pressed the shutter release at the wrong moment. The contours were blurred, the eyes were just dark shadows.

"It's old," Mrs Moore said when she noticed Lea's gaze. "From the previous owners." She smiled briefly, too quickly. "Come on, let's show you your room."

They gave her the room at the top, under the roof. The stairs were narrower there, the ceiling lower. The wallpaper had a pale floral pattern, in some places it was coming loose in thin strips. The bed was directly under a skylight, the glass of which was milky. The sea could only be glimpsed as a grey veil. There was a narrow wardrobe in the corner with a small desk next to it. Above the opposite wall, a tear in the wallpaper ran from the ceiling almost to the floor, thin and straight like an incised line.

While Lea was unpacking her suitcase, she heard what she initially thought were twigs moving in the wind. A soft scratching, far above her. Then a muffled scraping, as if something heavy was being moved for just a moment. She paused and listened. The sounds fell silent. The silence in the room was thick, with no sounds from the street, no voices. Only the distant, steady roll of the waves could be heard, little more than a low murmur penetrating the floor.

Over dinner, the Moores talked about school. New school year, new subjects, new classmates. Lea answered as best she could, always a little slower so that her English didn't stumble too much. Several times her eyes wandered to the ceiling, to where the attic must be above them. At one point, the glass of the lamp vibrated slightly, as if a door had slammed somewhere in the house. Mr Moore wordlessly slid potatoes onto his plate. His movements were calm, but there was a tiredness in his face that wasn't just from the day.

"It's going to be windy tonight," he finally said. "The cliff will be dangerous. Don't go out, will you?" He looked first at Tom, then at Lea. "Stay upstairs at night, lock the door. Just to be on the safe side."

"I'm staying in anyway," Lea replied. She tried to smile, but the words hung heavy in the room. Tom looked at her briefly and then lowered his eyes to his plate again.

Lea spent the first night awake. The house had a rhythm of its own. The walls cracked as if the beams were moving, even though the wind hadn't really come up yet. A few times she heard footsteps on the stairs, heavy and steady. She tried to convince herself that it was someone going into the bathroom or the kitchen, but the footsteps never ended quietly at a door. They walked on, up, right past her room. Then there was a pause, long and tense, as if someone was standing right behind her door, listening. Then the silence returned, as if no one was there.

The next morning, the school felt normal. The building was made of red bricks, the corridors were bright, it smelled of cleaning products and canteen food. The other teenagers were talking fast, laughing, pushing each other around. In the first few hours, everyone stuck to the usual questions: where are you from, how long are you staying, do you like football? It wasn't until the second break that the conversation turned to Cliff Road.

"You live with the Moores?" A girl with a dark pigtail looked at her scrutinisingly. "In the house at the end?"

"Yes," said Lea. "Why?"

A boy intervened. "The last guest student left after a week," he said. "Officially because she was homesick." He pulled up the corner of his mouth. "Unofficially because of... well."

"Ben," the girl interjected. "Leave it alone."

But Lea could already feel her hands tightening on the table. "About what?"

"Stories," said Ben. "Old stories. Your house is old, Lea. It's right on the edge of the old cemetery. There used to be more land. A storm, a few crashes, you know." He leaned forward slightly. "They say someone walks across the attic at night. Always the same way. Like someone still lives there."

The girl nudged his arm. "Those are just stories. He likes to listen to himself talk."

"Why don't you ask your parents," Ben muttered, reaching for his juice. "Nobody forgets anything in this place."

Over the next few days, Lea tried to ignore it all. She went to school, did her homework, helped Mrs Moore in the kitchen. Nevertheless, she constantly felt the house like a second skin. The attic above her was an invisible floor full of weight and silence. In the evening, when she climbed the stairs, the sound of her footsteps changed. They echoed briefly on the tiles downstairs. Upstairs they became muffled, as if the floor was swallowing up the sound.

At one point, she stopped in front of the door that led to the attic. The door was made of dark wood, the handle cold and blunt. No name, no sign. She pushed lightly on it. Locked. No trace of light penetrated from the crack under the door. She put her ear to the wood. Nothing. No scratching, no footsteps. Nevertheless, she felt a thin layer of something that could not be put into words on the skin of her arm touching the door. A consciousness, perhaps. Or just the chill of old, still air.

At dinner, she ventured a question. "What's in the attic?"

Mrs Moore paused in her cutting. Mr Moore put down his knife. Only Tom went on eating, more slowly, as if to buy time.

"Nothing important," said Mr Moore after a moment. "Just old things. We haven't owned the house that long. A lot of it belongs to the previous owners. We haven't tidied up."

"Who owned it?" Lea's voice sounded calmer than she felt.

"A family who moved away." Mrs Moore smiled briefly, but it didn't reach her eyes. "They had a daughter. A long time ago."

"Did something happen?" asked Lea.

Tom raised his head. "A girl fell off the cliff once," he said quietly. "Not directly behind the house, a bit further on. It was at night. She wasn't found until the next day." He pushed the plate away from him. "At least that's what they say."

"Tom," said Mr Moore sternly. "Enough already."

That night, Lea woke up because she heard water dripping. Steady drops, somewhere nearby. She fumbled for her mobile phone. 2:37 am. The skylight was closed. She got up and put her feet on the cold floor. The dripping came from the corner next to the wardrobe. In the dim light of the street lamp, she recognised a small, dark area on the floorboards. A puddle. She narrowed her eyes. The ceiling above was dry. Not a crack, not a dark stain.

She took a step back. At that exact moment, the dripping stopped. The silence was sharp, without transition. Her own breathing sounded too loud in her ears. Then, very quietly, she heard footsteps in the attic. Not the random cracking of old beams. They were slow, clear footsteps. One after the other. The direction didn't change. Always the same track. Above her. Back and forth. From one invisible wall to another.

The next day she stayed in the library after school. Between old books on English literature and dusty reference works, she found a shelf of local chronicles. The spines were dull, the titles printed in faded letters. Finally, she discovered a volume with photos of the town from earlier decades. One page showed Kliffstrasse, much younger, almost empty. Only one girl was standing there, in front of the house on the edge, right in front of the door where the blurred photo in the hallway had once been taken.

Under the picture was a name: Alice Hargreaves, 1973, next to it a short text about an accident. Night, storm, cliff, sea. No further commentary. No indication as to why such a photo had been printed in a public volume.

Lea ran her finger over the name. The girl's face was clearly recognisable. Light-coloured hair, straight fringes, eyes a little too big. She didn't look happy, not sad, more alert. As if she was waiting for something to happen behind the photographer.

In the evening, the atmosphere in the house was tense. The wind had picked up, banging against the windows, brushing against the roof tiles. Mr and Mrs Moore put on their jackets.

"We have to go to the aunt in the neighbouring village," explained Mrs Moore. "She's not well. We might not be back until late. Will you two please stay in the house?"

"Is it dangerous because of the storm?" asked Lea.

"There's always something dangerous in a storm," said Mr Moore. He looked into her eyes for a moment too long. "Stay in the room if it gets too loud. And don't go on the cliff."

After the Moores' car disappeared, the house was left like an empty cage. The wind rattled the windows, the floorboards creaked in the hallway.

Tom stood in the kitchen and stared out of the window. "You should get used to it," he said without turning round. "Every gust sounds worse here because there's nothing behind the house."

"Who was Alice Hargreaves?" Lea asked. She watched his face. For a moment, something froze in his features.

"How do you know the name?"

"Library," she said. "Old photo. It was in front of this house."

Tom fell silent, running a hand through his hair. "She used to live here," he mumbled. "Before my parents bought the house. It was a long time ago. Most people don't like to talk about it." He looked at her. "They say she disappeared from the room under the roof. They were about to send her to bed then she was gone. The front door was closed. Only the window overlooking the sea was open. At night, the wind carried the salt into all the rooms. It took weeks for the smell to go away."

Lea felt her fingertips feel cold. "Was it an accident?"

"Nobody knows for sure," Tom replied. "Maybe she just wanted to stand outside and look at the sea. Maybe not." He lowered his voice. "You can hear it upstairs ever since. The footsteps. Always the same route. Back and forth. As if someone was looking for an exit that didn't exist."

The light flickered briefly and went out. The kitchen was plunged into darkness. Outside, the wind howled and something metallic struck a wall somewhere. A second later, the emergency lighting in the corridor came on, a faint, yellowish glow.

"Power cut," said Tom. He took a torch out of the drawer. "Happens here a lot." He switched it on. The cone of light cut a narrow path through the darkness. "We'll stay downstairs, okay?"

But the house disagreed. A heavy thumping began above them. No longer just footsteps, but a pounding, impatient walking. The beams creaked as if something was invisibly tugging at them. There was a regularity between the noises that had nothing random about it. It was a corridor. A set route. Over and over again.

"If we pretend nothing is..." Tom began.

At that moment, a sharp crack sounded from the corridor. A short, dry sound, as if from a door that had moved even though nobody had touched it.

"That was upstairs," Lea whispered.

Tom hesitated, then nodded. "The door to the attic."

They stood together in front of the stairs. The cone of light from the torch trembled slightly as Tom held it. Lea could feel her heartbeat pounding in her throat. With each step, the sounds became clearer. Footsteps. Slow, persistent. A back and forth above their heads. No talking, no sighing. Just the rhythm of movement.

Upstairs in the corridor, the attic door was open. There was a dark gap between the door leaf and the frame, as if someone had just pushed it open. No air flowed out of the opening, no visible vapour, nothing. Just darkness.

"We'll close it," Tom said. His voice was too high. "We'll just close it again and go down."

Lea took a step closer. A smell came from the darkness. Not musty, not like dust. It was reminiscent of wet stones and old, dried seaweed. Like the clothes of people who had been out in the rain for too long. The sound of footsteps now came from directly above them. Once backwards, once forwards. The ground vibrated slightly.

"If we slam them, they won't stop," Lea said. She didn't know where this certainty came from, but it was there. "They want something."

Tom pointed the beam of light at the steep staircase leading up to the attic. "I'm not going up there."

"Then go," Lea whispered. "I'll go and see."

He grabbed her arm. "No."

At that moment, the footsteps stopped. Not slowly, not in a lapse. They broke off as if someone had pressed an invisible button. The silence was so abrupt that Lea thought for a moment that something had burst in her ears. Then she heard something else, quieter, closer. A drop. Then another one. Directly behind the open door. Water on wood.

Lea pushed Tom's hand aside and put her foot on the first step. The stairs creaked, a thin, drawn-out sound. She walked on, each step a small resistance. The cone of light travelled in front of her, dancing along the walls.

Once upstairs, she saw the floor of the attic. The floorboards were dark. In the centre was a trail of wet prints, as if someone had walked from the window to the door and back again in wet shoes. The shape of the imprints was narrow, almost dainty, but deep. The water shone in the light as if it had just landed there. But there was no spring to be seen anywhere. The window was closed. Nevertheless, thin threads of salt stuck to the wall below the frame, as if spray had reached the wood and left again.

Lea didn't step over the threshold. She just stood in the doorway, the floor dry beneath her feet, the attic in front of her full of silent traces. There was an old wooden chest in one corner. Next to it was a small wardrobe with sagging doors. Something that looked like a book lay on a low table.

"Lea?" Tom whispered from the stairs. His voice sounded very far away.

She put one foot on the wet floorboard. The water was freezing cold. It penetrated her skin through the fabric of her sock. A shiver travelled from her toe to the back of her neck, not like a sudden movement, but slowly, as if something strange was spreading through her. She went to the table. The book had a blue cover, faded at the edges. No title. She opened it.

On the first page was a name in neat, round lettering: Alice Hargreaves. Underneath was a date from many years ago. The following pages were filled with diary entries. Short sentences, mostly about school, the weather, the sea. The more Lea turned the pages, the more restless the lines became. The writing trembled, scratched, broke off in the middle of the line.

She's at the window again.

She calls me, but she doesn't open her mouth.

She points to the cliff.

If I tell anyone, they don't believe me. They say I'm dreaming. But all the doors are closed at night. The footsteps come from upstairs.

Lea's fingers got wet. She didn't know if it was from the water on the floor or something else. A later entry was just a single sentence, pressed so firmly into the paper that the next page had slight indentations.

Only one of us is going out tonight.

A sound made her lift her head. Not a step, not a drop. More like a tug. Like something wet being pushed over wood. She pointed the torch at the window. The pane was steamed up on the inside. Something slowly emerged in the thin film. Two circles, a line between them. Eyes and a mouth. It wasn't a smiling face. The line of the mouth was straight, without tension.

Tom was now standing in the doorway. His voice was barely audible. "We should go downstairs."

Lea sensed a look. Not from Tom. Not from the blurred drawing on the window. Somewhere between the shadows of the attic was a presence that had nothing to do with air or temperature. It was simply there. An expectation, rigid and unmoving.

"What happened that night?" Lea's voice cut through the silence.

The answer didn't come in words. The ground beneath her feet vibrated briefly, as if a heavy wave was crashing against the cliff far below. From outside, the howling of the wind penetrated the walls. Suddenly, Lea felt a tug at the ends of her hair, so light that she wasn't sure if it was really happening. But the smell of wet stone and salt grew stronger.

"You want someone to know," she murmured, "Not just as a story. As something that really happened."

The dripping started again. This time not in the corner, but right next to her. She looked down. Where the trail of wet footsteps ended, a new puddle was forming, as if water was falling from the air. For a moment, she saw a face in the reflective surface. Not a clear image, more like an imprint. Light-coloured hair. Dark eyes. No blood, no wound. Just a deep, simple emptiness.

Lea stepped back. "We'll take it to them," she said quietly. "We'll tell them where to look. At the edge of the cliff, where the grass is missing. Where everyone is looking away. Then you stop walking."

Tom grabbed her by the arm and pulled her back into the corridor. The moment her feet reached the dry floorboards, the attic door slammed shut with a force that didn't fit the narrow frame. The bang travelled through the house like a thud. Downstairs in the hallway, something rattled as if a picture had fallen off the wall.

They ran down the stairs, only stopping in the living room. Lea was still clutching the diary tightly. The cover was damp from her fingers. The wind outside was howling, but inside the house something seemed to have calmed down. The footsteps had disappeared. No more vibration under her feet.

"Tomorrow," Tom gasped. "Tomorrow we'll talk to someone. With my uncle. He's with the police. They might laugh at us, but..." He looked at the diary. "They can't ignore this."

That night, Lea listened for every sound. There were many. The whistling of the wind, the cracking of the walls, the rattling of the window frames. But not a single sound came from upstairs. The attic remained silent. The air in the room was still cool, but the smell of salt was fainter.

The next day they told everything. They described the tracks, the water that never came from the ceiling. They showed the diary. Tom told them what he had heard about Alice. Mr Moore listened, pale, his hands clasped tightly together. Mrs Moore cried quietly, without tears, just her mouth twitching. Uncle came in the afternoon. He spoke to them, nodding, taking notes, asking precise questions. Later, when the sky closed in again, he drove to the cliff with two colleagues.
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