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The dead keep their secrets.


—Alexander Smith, Dreamthorp















PART I


You never get used to it. Not really. It hangs over your head, always waiting, a debt that’s never been settled. The knowledge that it’s waiting somewhere to trip you up—and that you need to be ready in case the past comes knocking. Hoping that day will never come. Knowing what will have to happen if it does.
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SUNDAY


It’s toward the end of moving-in day that I find it.


A day full of lifting and carrying and making cups of tea for the removal team, of going up and down the broad staircase a hundred times, of unloading boxes, building bedframes, and giving the children small jobs to keep them occupied. A nonstop day bringing this old house back to life.


It still doesn’t quite feel real, even as Jess and I are debating where to start with the decorating. None of the rooms have seen fresh paint or new carpet for decades. A fixer-upper, the estate agent had said with a hopeful smile. But we had fallen in love with the place on the first viewing, had both known it was something special, this rambling Victorian house with its high ceilings and tall windows, its soaring chimney stacks and half-timbered gables, the date in delicate raised stonework over the big front door: 1889. Six bedrooms, three bathrooms, two reception rooms, a cellar, a pantry, a den—there was so much space.


We knew it needed a lot of work; that was one of the reasons we’d been able to afford a house in this part of the city. The Park, first named for the old deer park next to the castle, maintained for the king’s hunt—now an enclave of grand nineteenth-century houses and wide-spaced streets, a tree-lined oasis of walled gardens and leafy calm right in the heart of Nottingham.


By late afternoon, I’m clearing left-behind rubbish from the second floor. My legs are heavy, my back starting to ache after going down two flights of stairs carrying stacks of old newspapers, an ancient rollaway bed that had been left on the landing, a broken bookcase, boxes of tiles, and bin bags of musty clothes. In the smallest of the top-floor attic rooms, where the air is stale with neglect, the carcass of an old fitted wardrobe hangs off the wall. Its chipboard shelves are splintered, one door is jammed shut, and the other has fallen off its runner completely. Nails and screws protrude from the broken frame, ready to catch small hands. The whole thing looks like it might collapse at any moment, and it doesn’t take me long to pry it away from the wall with a crowbar, flattening the nails and breaking the whole wardrobe apart, stacking the broken wood in the corner.


Every room in this house seems to have some quirk or curiosity that we hadn’t anticipated.


And this room is no exception.


Because the wall behind the fitted wardrobe is not painted plaster, or wallpaper, or brick. Instead, it’s paneled in dark wood like the hallway on the ground floor. Panels of walnut or teak stretch floor to ceiling across the width of the room. It’s a big improvement on the fitted wardrobe, a shame to have hidden away this handsome facade behind something so ugly. The whole thing is seven panels high and a dozen or so wide. The workmanship is very fine, each piece seamlessly fitting into the next, the only blemishes a handful of holes where the wardrobe had been attached.


I run my hand over a panel, the grain of the wood smooth under my palm. Standing back to admire it, I snap a quick picture on my phone to show Jess what I’ve discovered. The late afternoon sun coming through the skylight makes the wood almost glow, like burnished bronze, as if carved from a single piece of—


I look again at the picture, then back at the paneling. Comparing the high-definition image with the reality in front of me.


The way the sun catches it in the photo, at just the right angle, I can see the workmanship is not quite perfect. Not all the way along. Perhaps there’s been some movement over time, the house shifting its old bones slightly in the years since this wall was added. In the phone image, there is a very fine vertical line running between two panels at the far end of the wall.


But with the naked eye, I still can’t make it out. I run my hand up and down the right side of the wall, between two of the panels. I don’t see it. I feel it. My fingertips brush an almost invisible join, a seam in the wood. I run my hand up higher, then down to the floor. Up again, across, down.


Not just a seam.


It’s the outline of a door.


Perhaps there was old pipework behind here, the wood paneling a smart solution to disguise it, with discreet access if there was ever a problem. Or perhaps a little extra attic space beneath the eaves of the sloping roof.


There doesn’t seem to be any kind of keyhole, or lock, or latch, or anything that will open or close it. I spend a minute feeling all the way around the seam again but there is nothing at all to give any leverage, to pull or push or turn. No button or handle.


In frustration, I place my palm flat against the middle panel and push.


With a reluctant click, the door opens toward me. Just half an inch. I pause for a second, taking a breath, then pull it open all the way on silent hinges.


Over the threshold, there is total, perfect darkness. The air is musty and stale, a blunt spoiled smell of old bricks and slow decay that has not been breathed in a long, long time. My heart beating a little faster, I take the phone from my pocket and flick the torch on, white light throwing leaping shadows over an armchair, a side table, a dresser pushed up against the wall, all of it thick with dust and cobwebs.


It isn’t just a panel to hide ugly pipework.


It isn’t extra storage space either.


It’s a whole new room, hidden behind the wall.
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I knew something about this top bedroom wasn’t quite right.


The dimensions seemed a little too small; the wall didn’t quite match the one in the bedroom next to it. This hidden space is small and cramped like a hide, a priest hole—but the house was nowhere near old enough for that. According to the stonework over the front door, it was built in 1889 and I knew it had been extended at least twice since. On my phone, I pull up the floor plan from the estate agents’ website and zoom into the top floor layout, checking the dimensions of this bedroom—ten feet by twelve, give or take a few inches. That looks about right to me. No indication of more space to the side, of a hidden annex that must have been built into the fabric of this place so long ago that people forgot it was even there. An extra four feet of width that had been turned into something else.


Ducking my head, I step through the door.


The air is thick with years of dust, smells of old timber and crumbling brick that catch at the back of my throat.


A floorboard creaks beneath my feet and I freeze. There is the weird sense that I’m somehow intruding on someone else’s private space. I know it’s ridiculous. We own this house now—and everything in it. From the swirling 1970s carpets on the top landing to the stack of rust-crusted paint pots in the cellar, the fading cookbooks abandoned in the pantry and the stippled Artex ceiling in the sitting room, stained a dull yellow from years of cigarette smoke. All of it left behind by the elderly previous owner. All of it belongs to us now.


The bright light from my phone throws dancing shadows as it sweeps over the room, cobwebs filling every corner. Old rugs nailed to bare brick on one side, the slope of the eaves on the other. There’s a low, tatty armchair with a tiny side table next to it, a brown ceramic coaster where someone long ago might have placed their cup of tea. A battered Welsh dresser crammed against the wall, the wood dark, almost black.


A bare bulb dangles from the ceiling. I pull on the cord but nothing happens; the bulb is long dead.


The dresser has a single large door on the right, with eight small drawers to the left, in two columns of four. I pull the handle of the door and it opens with a rusty creak.


Empty, except for more cobwebs and the cocooned carcasses of dead insects. I try the top drawer. Locked. As is the one beside it, and the one below.


Curiosity piqued, I feel a small spike of frustration added into the mix—a dangerous combination for me ever since I was a child. A locked dresser, a hidden door, a secret room. Now I definitely need to see what’s inside. Maybe there was something valuable hidden here, money or jewelry, a stash of gold coins, or the key to a safe deposit box at a private bank. All of which would come in extremely handy, especially now.


I’m pretty sure I can lever the drawers open if I use a little brute force and ignorance. I bend to duck under the low doorway and back out into the main room, to my toolbox on the landing, where I find the biggest flathead screwdriver I’ve got, an old chisel, and then—as a last resort—my crowbar, the steel smooth and heavy in my hand. Dumb, dumber, dumbest.


I start with the chisel, sliding the blade into the gap between the top drawer and the wooden frame. Levering the handle back, putting my weight into it—


With a dull snap, the blade of the chisel breaks off.


I’m left with just the old wooden handle in my clenched fist. I pull the broken blade free and study the dresser with a new curiosity.


This old thing was really well made. Before I mangle this antique with the crowbar, I should at least have a proper look at it.


I make my way down both sets of stairs to the Minton-tiled hallway on the ground floor, taking a sixty-watt bulb from one of the boxes labeled “MOVING SUPPLIES” in Jess’s neat capitals. In a bowl on the windowsill are a bunch of house keys handed over to us on the day we exchanged contracts, for the front and back doors, the garage, the shed, and some others I haven’t identified yet.


I take them back up to the hidden annex and go through them one by one, trying to fit them into the locks by the light of my phone, perched on the edge of the old armchair.


None of the keys work.


None of them are even the right size to fit into the eight identical keyholes of the small dresser drawers.


I let out a sigh and shove the bunch of keys back into the pocket of my jeans, the pulse of my curiosity beating stronger now. In all likelihood the right key was lost forever in a box or a cupboard or an old jar of odds and ends. Or buried beneath a ton of rubbish on some landfill site, separated forever from the drawers to which it belonged.


Or… maybe not. Would you go to all this trouble to create a hidden place, but then keep the key in plain sight? Where it might be easily found?


I replace the bulb and pull the light switch again, blinking against the glare for a moment while my eyes adjust. The room seems older, less grim, and more functional in the wash of white light. Everything is more unnerving in the dark, I suppose. Using the torch on my phone for extra illumination, I play a beam of light all around the dresser, on the wall behind it, the wooden door frame beside it.


A floorboard creaks beneath me again and I crouch down, testing each dusty plank to see if one might be loose. Studying the rows of bricks, I run my fingers over rough mortar to seek out any gaps. The bricks are flaking, the mortar unevenly applied, but I can’t find any obvious place for a key to have been tucked away. The exposed wooden frame around the doorway is like the back of a stage set, the side of the wall that no one ever sees, the timber raw and unfinished. But it’s very solid and it is wide enough to accommodate a key.


I reach up to feel around the top of the frame and almost immediately there is a sharp stab of pain in my index finger.


Pulling it back with a curse, I see a dark orb of blood rising from the skin of my fingertip.


Shining the phone torch directly onto the frame, I can see what I’d missed: nails that have been hammered through from the other side. Half-inch points showing through around the door, on the wooden panels, some above my head in the sloping ceiling. A dozen at least, dotted around the small space, tiny traps for the unwary.


I stand back, sucking the blood from my punctured finger, staring at the dark wood of the dresser, the untouched layer of dust on every surface. Each of the small brass handles on the drawers taunting me, goading me.


They’re probably empty. But that’s not the point.


There’s something else weird about it, I realize: it’s too big to have fit through the doorway into this little room. It’s not a huge piece of furniture, but it’s still too large, too tall to have been manhandled through such a small opening—the angles are all wrong. Ditto the old, low armchair I’m sitting in. So they were put in place before the extra wall was built, bricked in here with no prospect that they would see the light of day again. Stuck in here for good.


I heft the thick steel crowbar in my hand, ready to wedge it into a gap in the drawers and crack the wood, break the lock to force it open.


This old thing was not going to beat me.


I jerk up at a sound behind me, banging my head on the low ceiling.


“You going to smash that up, Dad?”


Behind, me, silhouetted in the light from the bedroom, is a slight figure in jeans and a T-shirt, ducking her head under the wooden door frame. My eldest daughter stares around the small space, nose wrinkling at the smell.


“Hey, Leah.” I put the crowbar down. “How’s your unpacking going?”


“Slowly.” She peers into the gloom. “What is this?”


“Some sort of storage room, I think.”


“Storage for what?” she says. “Stuff you never want to see again?”


“Perhaps,” I grunt. “I think maybe it was just forgotten about, years ago.”


“Creepy.”


“I know, right?”


“Maybe we could put Callum in here,” Leah says with a mischievous smile. “When he’s naughty?”


She leans in further and I hold a hand up. “Don’t come in; there are nails sticking out of the wood all over the place.”


“You’re bleeding,” she says, pointing at my hand.


“Just a nail.” A thin red line of blood tracks through the creases in my palm and drips from my wrist, dark drops spotting the floor. “There are some paper towels on the landing; could you grab me some?”


She disappears for a moment and returns with a couple of sheets.


“Probably better if you don’t come in here for the time being, OK?” I wrap tissue around my bleeding finger. “Not until I’ve flattened these nails and made it a bit safer. And we need to make sure your brother and sister don’t either.”


“Sure.” She nods, already losing interest. “Oh, Mum says what are you doing and can you come down to sort out the thingamajig.”


“The what?”


“The thingy, you know. The boiler, or whatever. She just said to come down.” She flashes me a grin. “When you’ve finished smashing the antique furniture.”


She turns and is gone, the lightness of her footsteps receding onto the landing.


I turn back to the old dresser. Now this weird little room has drawn first blood, maybe I will break it open with the crowbar.


But not yet.


I nudge the tools out of the way, making space so I can kneel down and reach behind the dresser—feeling my way carefully to avoid any more sharp surprises—and heave it toward me. It’s heavy, the feet making a loud scraping protest on the bare floorboards as I shift it away from the wall. A whisper of something on my skin as a spider runs over the back of my hand.


I kneel down and pull again, opening up a gap of about a foot between the bulky dresser and the brick wall it has stood against for years, batting away a new cloud of dust as it rises into the musty air. The back of the dresser is not a single flush piece of wood but sunken slightly into its own frame, solid right-angled thicknesses of wood that are nothing like IKEA furniture: no MDF, no fiberboard, no tiny panel pins to keep the back on. I lean back to allow the light from the bulb to shine on the back panel, the wood thick with old cobwebs and the curled remains of desiccated insects waiting for the spider’s return.


Something else, as well.


In the bottom of the frame, an inch-long trench has been gouged out of the wood with a chisel or a blade.


Nestled in the shallow indentation is a key.
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The key is short and thick, a stub of dull, dark iron barely two inches long. Brushing cobwebs out of the way, I lever it out of its hiding place and blow on it to shift some of the dust. It looks like the key to an old jewelry box or a desk drawer, the metal cold and surprisingly heavy in the palm of my hand.


Almost as if it’s been waiting for me, all these years.


From far away down the stairs, I can hear Leah calling for me. But tucked away here on the top floor, her voice is hardly audible at all.


I’ll go down in a minute.


I slot the key into one of the top drawers, on the left-hand side.


The key slides in smoothly and turns in the lock with a dull click.


Pulling on the little brass ring, I ease open the top drawer. It’s stiff, but it gives to a little bit of pressure, the wood scraping. At first, all I see is the faded floral lining paper just like my grandma used to have in her Welsh dresser, crinkling and curling at the edges. But then I see it: an old wallet, brown leather curled and creased with age. I pick it up, my fingers tracing the initials DF stamped in the corner. It’s empty. In the next drawer is a scarf of purple-checked wool, folded neatly. I turn it over in my hands, the wool still soft to the touch. The faintest smell of perfume catches in my nose—the ghost of a scent, like a flower pressed flat between the pages of a book. The soft fragrance is a delicate counterpoint to the dry, dusty air.


The next drawer down holds an old black leather dog collar without a lead. The small circular tag is scratched and worn, a name etched into the metal. Woody. On the flipside is 167 Sumner Street, above a landline phone number without an area code. I don’t know the area well enough to know how close we are to that address, and presumably dear old Woody is long gone.


Another drawer rattles slightly as I open it to reveal a couple of rings, a plain gold band and a slim signet ring with a black stone inlaid. Neither of them look particularly fancy. Each of them is threaded onto the key-ring loop of a single brass key, a door key by the look of it, attached by a thin metal chain to a key ring in the flat shape of a two-dimensional tennis ball. Maybe a key to our own front door? I need to get another set cut but it will be handy in the meantime to have an extra one for my brother. I pocket the key, making a mental note to try it later.


I pull open the fifth drawer. This has become like some strange, badly lit version of an old TV game show. What’s in the Box?! Deal or No Deal. Or a weird Antiques Roadshow in which none of the exhibits are actually worth anything. In this drawer is a pair of glasses with slender tortoiseshell frames and rectangular lenses, the arms folded as if someone has just taken them off for bed one night, put them in the drawer for safekeeping, and forgotten all about them. One of the lenses has a thin crack across the bottom half, like a single strand of hair laid across the plastic. I take them out and extend the arms, peering through powerful lenses that have the dull patina of age and dust and old grime like everything else in here. I fold the glasses back up and put them back as I found them, checking for a glasses case I might have missed. But there is nothing else.


The next drawer down appears to be empty at first. Angling the phone torch inside, I see a dull edge of metal and glass. A watch, its thick brown leather strap dappled with age. I shine my light on it to make out the words in the center of the dial, below the symbol of a crown. Rolex Explorer. I don’t know much about watches but I know Rolex is an expensive brand. Somebody probably hunted high and low for this watch. But judging by the dust covering everything, probably not for a very long time.


I take it out of the drawer and lay it in the palm of my hand, smooth metal cool against my skin. The hands frozen at ten past eleven of some long-ago day. A year ago? Ten? Twenty? Squinting in the dim light, I can just about make out the date window, digits stopped on the twenty-fifth of the month. Engraved initials on the back above a date. EJS 11–29–75. A treasured possession that no longer did what it was designed to do and probably cost too much to repair, but nevertheless was too precious to throw away—and so it had ended up here, forgotten and lost, in limbo. I knew what that was like. Our old garage had been full of similar bits and pieces, old bikes and gadgets and toys with sentimental value.


Or junk, as Jess called it. Most of ours had only gone to the landfill when we came to move house and Jess finally put her foot down.


I give the watch a shake. Nothing. But it certainly is a handsome piece of precision timekeeping, a real classic. Whoever EJS was, they had been a lucky person to have owned such a beauty. Absentmindedly, I wind it up and—to my amazement—the watch starts ticking again. It works. Not broken. Just abandoned, then. Put in here for safekeeping and forgotten about.


There are only two drawers left. Something small and solid rattles when I open the one on the left. The light from my torch beam bounces off dull silver plastic and it’s a moment before I realize what it is: an old mobile phone, its silver casing dulled with age. My very first phone had been similar to this one, a flip phone with a clamshell design, back when I’d thought it was so cool. Now it’s obsolete, discarded in a drawer and forgotten about like millions of others. Somewhere I had three or four old phones too, each one upgraded at the end of a contract and kept, just in case. Jess always sold hers on eBay but I liked to keep my old handsets in the event my new one got dropped or lost or stolen—even though that has never happened.


The little Motorola feels small and dense compared to my iPhone, more like the size of a small chocolate bar. It flips open with a satisfying spring, the screen on the inside blank and tiny, barely bigger than a postage stamp. Below it, an old-school twelve-button keypad and a handful of other buttons, phone icons for accept call, hang up, four arrows pointing up, down, left, and right. It can’t be that old but it feels like a museum piece, a relic of a simpler time when these things were meant only for making phone calls and sending the occasional text.


I shake my head and smile. God, I sound like my dad.


But it’s a novelty to handle a mobile with any buttons. This style of handset was so old, so out of fashion that it had actually come full circle and attained a kind of retro cool, like vinyl records and Polaroid cameras. One button on the right-hand side even has the on/off symbol, a short vertical line enclosed in a circle. Curious to see the display, I hold it down with my thumb.


Nothing happens. The little screen stays black. Of course it does—it’s probably not been charged in years, the battery drained flat long ago. The charging socket is small and circular but I reckon that somewhere, packed away in a box, I probably still have an old charging cable that will fit.


The last drawer is empty except for the faded floral paper liner. I reach all the way to the back, a little dip of disappointment that there is nothing left to find in this curious corner of my new house.


I sit carefully down in the old armchair, springs squeaking under my weight, and run a hand down the dark wood of the dresser with newfound interest. It’s a fairly random collection of items, made strange by the fact that each one has a drawer to itself. Almost like the way a child might arrange a collection of favorite objects; each particular thing in its proper place. I lock each drawer individually and push the dresser back into its original position against the wall. We’ll have to figure out what to do with this room, this old stuff, at some point—but not today.


There is a sudden frenzy of noise from somewhere below me in the house, running footsteps on the stairs, my children’s voices rising in a competing babble, and Coco barking enthusiastically in reply.


I turn to leave and then, without really thinking too much about it, I unlock the bottom drawer again and take out the little flip phone, holding it in my hand for a second, feeling the dense weight of it, a shape familiar and foreign at the same time. The quaint, simple charm of technology that had been cutting edge when I was a teenager, but was now antique.


I slip it into the pocket of my jeans and duck as I head out.


What I should have done was close that door and nail it shut. Board over the whole side of the room, cover it with new shelves, and forget the dusty annex was ever there. Because some things are better left buried.


But it was already too late for that.
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The brass key with the tennis ball keyring doesn’t fit the front door or the back door, or anywhere else in the house. I guess it must be from a time before the locks were changed. I drop it into the key bowl by the front door. It must fit somewhere.


For our first meal altogether in the new house, I pick up Styrofoam boxes of fish, chips, and mushy peas from a chippie on Derby Road. The dining room table is soon spread with paper plates and unwrapped meals, salt and pepper sachets strewn about; the air fills with the tang of vinegar as we eat, mouth-watering steam rising from freshly battered cod and salty thick-cut chips. I hadn’t realized how hungry I was; lunch had been half a sandwich and an apple, wolfed down as I worked with the removals guys to bring in load after load from the lorry.


Everyone, it seems, is as hungry as me. Even Daisy tucks in without complaint, dipping chips into a large pool of ketchup as her older sister leans over to cut her scampi into bite-sized pieces. Callum has discarded the wooden knife and fork from the takeaway, holding a piece of cod like a chicken drumstick as he devours it.


Jess stands at the head of the table, holding her phone up to capture a selfie for posterity.


“Come on then, everyone,” she says. “Cheese!”


Leah pulls a face. “Really, Mum?”


“First supper in our lovely new home.” She stands with her back to us to take a picture, then another. “This is a special occasion.”


Daisy gives her best cheesy grin while Callum leans around behind her, his tongue sticking out. I hold up my plastic cup of Prosecco in a toast at the far end of the table.


Jess takes a couple more then sits down and Leah leans over her, index finger swiping quickly through the pictures.


“Not that one,” our elder daughter says, swiping through the images. “Or that one. That one’s awful. You can post the last one if you absolutely have to but don’t tag me in anything.”


Jess smiles and gives our daughter a peck on the cheek. “I wouldn’t dream of it, darling girl.”


Daisy stands up in her seat. “Let me see, Mummy!”


Our youngest grins at the sight of her own smiling face on the screen, the novelty of a selfie still fresh and fascinating to her four-year-old eyes. The rest of us return to what remains of our fish and chips as Jess types rapidly on the phone before the chirruping ping of an uploaded post.


I study a stack of cardboard boxes as I sip my Prosecco, the sweet bubbles fizzing on my tongue. Without curtains or carpets or any decoration, under a single bare bulb, the high-ceilinged room feels echoey and unloved—like a space that has been empty for a long time, waiting to be filled again. Long cardboard boxes stamped with the black and yellow logo of Robinson Removals are piled halfway up the window that looks out onto the drive. Coco, our golden retriever, has made a bed on a pile of old dust sheets stacked in the corner. There is one solitary picture in the room: Jess has dug a framed wedding photo out of one of the boxes and put it in pride of place on the mantelpiece, the two of us looking ridiculously young on the steps of the registry office. Jess laughing in a cream and scarlet silk dress and me in a three-quarter-length coat, waistcoat, and red cravat, an outfit that had been volcanically hot on that July day almost a decade ago.


Leah looks impossibly cute in the picture, our little bridesmaid in cream silk, clutching her mother’s hand. Our eldest child had been a surprise, conceived only a few months after we first met and already seven years old by the time we got around to tying the knot. She had loved every minute of the wedding and insisted on wearing her bridesmaid dress every day for the following week. Jess had never been able to bring herself to sell it or give it to charity—as far as I know, the little dress is somewhere in the house now, among the dozens of boxes and crates and cases waiting to be unpacked.


Our cat, Steve, jumps up onto the chair next to her, his chin just at the level of the table as he stares hungrily at each of our plates in turn, his ginger nose twitching at the smell of fresh fish. Jess slices off a chunk of cod beneath the batter, holding it out for him as he leaps off the chair to receive it, chewing noisily and purring at the same time.


“I thought the big lad was going on a diet?” I say.


“He’s had a stressful moving-in day.” She picks off another slice of the white fish and drops it down to him. “Haven’t you, Stevie? Particularly as he’s not allowed to go outside and explore for another week.”


“The vet did say he was chunky enough as he is.”


Jess gives me a mock frown. “Are you fat-shaming my ginger son?”


“He’s going to struggle to get through the cat flap if he gets much wider.”


She scratches the tomcat’s big blunt head.


“Don’t listen to the nasty man, Stevie. You’re perfect as you are.” Steve purrs in response, blinking contentedly under her hand. “It’s bad enough that you make him wear this collar.”


The red collar, with the words “Please do not feed me” stenciled along its length, had been a vain attempt to dissuade our old neighbors from giving him treats.


I grunt. “Not sure it made much difference to all the little old ladies he used to visit.”


“In any case,” Jess says, “he doesn’t even have a new cat flap yet.”


“It’s on my to-do list. Just need to dig the right tools out from whatever packing crate they’re in.”


“And how long is your to-do list?”


“Slightly longer than War and Peace.”


“Be quicker to tick things off if you spent less time in your new secret room up on the top floor.”


“I’ve hardly been in there at all,” I say, hearing the note of protest in my voice. “But it is curious.”


“Not a priority though, is it?”


I shrug; it’s hard to explain. And I know my smart, logical, pragmatic wife wouldn’t understand, but while the little hidden room is certainly not a priority, it’s instead that most frustrating thing: the unknown. It’s an unanswered question, it’s disorder, it’s opaque—it’s all of these things. With no obvious reason for being there, the obsolete phone offering a tantalizing hint of how long it has lain undisturbed. It is the very definition of chaos, and it’s crying out for me to put it in some kind of order. To make sense of it all. It’s just in my nature, I suppose. It is how I have looked at the world for as long as I can remember.


“I’d like to figure it out,” I say. “That’s all. It’s our house now, our home, and I want to know everything about it. From top to bottom.”


“I like your cute new mobile, by the way.” She gives me a playful smile, indicating the little flip phone on a side table in the corner. “Very retro.”


“Found it upstairs.” I’d plugged in the old Motorola to charge earlier, more in hope than expectation. “It’s pretty much the exact same handset I had when I was nineteen. You had one too, didn’t you?”


She shakes her head. “Mine was a Nokia.”


“Thought I’d see if I could get this one working again, show the kids what our old phones were like, although I’m not even sure if it’ll switch on after the battery’s been dead for so—”


“It does,” she says. “I powered it up when you went out to the chip shop.”


“You got it working already?”


“Well.” She gets up and fetches it from the side table. “It switches on, but there’s not a lot to see, really.”


Daisy holds out a small hand, sticky with ketchup.


“Can I have a look, Mummy?”


Jess gives our daughter’s hand a quick wipe with a piece of kitchen roll.


“Used to love these old flippy phones,” she says, sliding the Motorola over. “First time your dad ever asked me out on a date was via text from one just like this.”


“Gross,” Leah says. “Don’t need to know the details, thanks.”


Daisy swipes at the screen with little fingers, frowning in frustration when nothing happens.


“It’s broken,” she says, tapping and swiping. “What’s wrong with it?”


“It has buttons instead of a screen, Daisy.”


“Why?”


“That’s how phones used to be, before your sister was born.”


The handset reminds me of a child’s toy and it must be five, six, seven generations old, like the great-great-great-grandfather of my iPhone. An old Ford Cortina next to a Tesla.


Daisy presses buttons at random. “Does it have Balloon Pop or Numberblocks?”


Jess shakes her head. “I shouldn’t think so. Let Daddy have a look.”


With a disappointed frown, our youngest goes back to dipping her chips in the small lake of ketchup on her plate. Callum picks the phone up instead, flipping it closed and open a few times before losing interest. He slides it between two Styrofoam boxes of thick-cut chips toward me.


The screen on the little Motorola shows a half-full battery icon and the time as 00:29—the clock resetting when it powered up, presumably. Opening it up, there is a blue backlight behind the buttons that was probably incredibly high-tech when the phone first came out but now just looks quaint. I know the SIM card will have long since ceased to work, but it has a nostalgic aura that I can’t quite put my finger on. It’s like a little piece of my own history, stumbling across an old friend from back in the day.


There are nine icons arranged in a square on the home screen, basic options for texts, calls, settings, and so on. There are no stored messages—sent or received—and nothing shows in the call log. Did these things even have email? Nothing happens when I select the option marked with a blue and green globe; there is nothing in the Calendar option either and no high score recorded in a rudimentary game called Hungry Fish. There are also no bars of reception, no network listed. I assume it’s so old it would be 2G, or maybe 1G—far too primitive to connect to today’s modern 5G network. If the contract was even still being paid, which it probably wasn’t.


“Bit of an anticlimax,” I say, returning to the main menu screen. “Looks like it’s never been used.”


Jess pushes her plate away and comes around the table to sit next to me, perching on a stack of plastic packing crates.


“I did find a couple of curious things on it while you were out,” she says. “Let me show you.”


She leans over, pushing small silver buttons. The menus are choppy and slow and the home screen display has a lot more in common with the clunky display on our landline than any modern smartphone. The media option shows one picture in the memory, but the screen is so small and pixelated it’s impossible to tell what it is. It’s slightly blurred, maybe a hand, a thumb, or the side of someone’s face? The camera is very primitive and the tiny square screen likewise, barely an inch across and painfully slow to load even this single picture.


“What is it?”


She shrugs. “Could be the previous owner? Here’s the other thing—it’s a bit cryptic.”


She clicks buttons to get to the phonebook, which lists a single number. But instead of a name it’s simply listed as USE THIS. Nothing that suggests who it belongs to.


“Maybe it was an unwanted gift,” I say. “A backup phone for a grandparent to contact their grown-up children? Just one number to make it as simple as possible instead of them having to scroll through pages of names or numbers.”


Jess nods. “Mum tried something similar with Grandad.”


Her grandad Eric had refused all efforts to join the mobile era, had never yet sent so much as a text message and only ever turned it on to make a very occasional phone call. After which he’d turn it off again and put it in the kitchen drawer, forget about it for another week or two.


“Perhaps it belongs to someone like him.” She had a particular soft spot for Eric, who had lost his wife long before I’d first met him, and had never remarried. “Do you think we should ring it and check?”


“Odds are the number’s probably out of service.”


She gives me a playful nudge. “Stop being so boring. Maybe it’ll still work.”


“How much do you want to bet?”


“Loser clears the dinner and puts the kids to bed?”


I raise an eyebrow. “High stakes. You’re on.”


She lays her own mobile flat on the table next to it and taps the number in before pressing the green dial button, switching it to loudspeaker as we both lean in to listen.


I’m expecting an automated message saying the number is not available.


Instead, there is a pause. A click.


And then it starts to ring.
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The number rings six times before there is another click, another pause, and I’m not sure if we’ve been cut off.


“Hello?” Jess says into the silence.


A robotic female voice asks us to “Please leave a message after the tone.”


“Hi.” My wife shoots me an awkward look. “My name’s Jess, I just found an old phone with this number in it and I wanted to return it to the owner?”


Callum chooses this moment of distraction to lean over and grab two of his little sister’s last remaining chips.


Daisy’s voice is squeaky with outrage. “He stole!”


I point a finger at my son. “Callum, give Daisy her chips back please.”


He reluctantly drops them back onto her plate.


“Anyway,” Jess says, momentarily thrown. “Could you give me a call back if you get this?”


She stabs the red icon on her phone’s screen to end the call, sits back in her chair, and raises her plastic cup of Prosecco.


“Looks like I won our little bet, so I think I’ll put my feet up.” She gives me a triumphant grin. “Cheers.”


“Double or quits?”


“No chance. Anyway,” she says, “back to your secret room—we should get someone in to give us an estimate on the work. Not yet, but when we’re properly settled in.”


“What work?”


“Taking that wall out. Opening up the space will add another four feet in width so it will fit a double bed with ease.”


The thought of incurring more expense at the moment gives me a cold feeling of dread in the pit of my stomach.


“You think we should just get rid of it?”


“Of course.” She shrugs as if the answer is obvious. “Why wouldn’t we?”


“I don’t know,” I say. “It might be historical or something. It’s quirky. A bit different.”


She frowns. “A turret is quirky, Adam. A sauna cabin in the garden is quirky. A windowless top-floor room you can barely stand up in is just a waste of space.”


“Aren’t you even a little curious about the bits and pieces up there?”


“This house is full of bits and pieces—they’re everywhere you look. There’s a toilet brush left behind in the little bathroom that would have to be carbon dated to figure out how old it is. And some of the junk in the garage is older than all of us put together. Are you suggesting we keep all of it for curiosity’s sake? All this random stuff?”


“Of course not,” I say. “Some bits are more interesting than others, that’s all.”


Leah gestures at me with a long chip on the end of her wooden fork. “Just because it’s old, Dad, it doesn’t make it interesting.”


“Sometimes it does.”


It was an exchange we’d had many times on holiday, when I’d insist on at least one day trip to the nearest castle as a historical interlude to the beach and the swimming pool. Or as Leah tended to call it, “dragging us all around a pile of boring old stones.” They were not always the most popular days of the holiday but I hoped that maybe, maybe, a little bit of the history bug might rub off on my children. Although there wasn’t much evidence of that yet.


“Or it just means no one’s got around to getting rid of it.” Leah puts her red-and-white Converse up on a cardboard box, leaning back. “Uh-oh. He’s got that look, Mum.”


“I know,” Jess says, offering one last piece of fish to the cat. “Don’t encourage him.”


I hold my hands out, palms up. “What look?”


“You know.” Leah dips another chip in brown sauce. “That look you always get when you’re taking things apart, or fixing them.”


“Feels like you two are ganging up on me.”


“You quite like it though, don’t you, Dad?”


“What?”


“The annex, the secret room, whatever you call it. You’ve always wanted a man cave, haven’t you?”


“I’m not sure it is a man cave.”


“What is it then?”


“Don’t know yet,” I say, reaching for one last chip. “But I’m going to find out.”
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Crying.


I jerk awake, heart thudding painfully in my chest, and for a moment I have absolutely no idea what time it is or where I am. A hotel? I pull the duvet off and swing my legs out of bed, cursing silently as I collide with something in the dark, hard wooden furniture that’s not where it should be. Blinking in the blackness, raising my hands to the left and right, my brain still stuck in neutral.


Then I remember: not our old bedroom. A new bedroom, in our new house.


The crying comes again, a single word getting louder and more urgent with every repetition. “Daddee! Daddee!”


Still disoriented in the dark, I feel my way around the king-sized bed and out onto the landing. It is pitch black.


Along the landing, I blink for a minute, trying to get my bearings, waiting for my eyes to adjust. This house—in the dark, in the dead of night—is a strange new landscape I’ve never had to navigate before.


The cries come again, dissolving into sobs.


In the little box room, I stub my toe on a cardboard box full of soft toys. By the pale blue glow of the mushroom night light, I can see the small single bed pushed against the far wall. My youngest daughter is sitting up, covers bunched around her waist, her blonde hair a bird’s-nest tangle around her head.


She reaches her arms up to me and clamps on like a limpet, her cheek damp with tears against my shoulder.


She clings to me, crying, shaking, and I know what’s happened even before the sharp smell of urine reaches my nostrils. The sheet is wet beneath her. She’s always been a good sleeper and hasn’t wet the bed for at least a couple of years. But I guess the disruption of a new bedroom in a new house must have triggered something. It might even be the novelty of not sharing with her brother anymore, the sense of being alone in an unfamiliar place.


Now that I’m here, she’s repeating something over and over again in between her sobs. It takes a moment before I can make out her words and I shush her gently.


“It’s all right,” I say. “There’s no one else. Just me. It was just a bad dream, that’s all. You’re OK. Let’s get you some dry jim-jams and get you sorted out.”


I carry her into the bathroom, clicking the landing night light on with my toe as we pass.


“Cover your eyes for a minute, Daisy.”


She does as she’s told, burying her face in her muslin cloth, and I snap on the bathroom light. Squinting against the glare from the bare bulb, I put her down carefully, wet a flannel, and clean her up a little, wrapping a towel around her waist to dry her before fetching fresh pajamas from the wardrobe in her bedroom. While I’m there, I strip the duvet cover off, ball up the sheet and the mattress protector, and bring it all back to dump into the shower cubicle. It can wait until the morning.


She’s still crying softly to herself, face still buried in the soft cotton of her muslin against the brightness of the bathroom light. In the middle of the high-ceilinged room she looks tiny, like a baby bird that has fallen from the nest, and I kneel down to help her with the new pajamas. Groggily, she puts them on, her little shoulders still hitching with each sob.


“It’s OK,” I say, shushing her. “It doesn’t matter. It’s all OK now—I’m here.”


“Don’t like the new house,” she mumbles as she pulls the T-shirt top over her head. “Want to go back to the old house.”


“Do you want to sleep in the big bed with me and Mummy?”


She nods enthusiastically, eyes peeking out from behind her cloth. I pick her up and she clings on like a monkey, skinny arms and legs wrapping around me, head on my shoulder as I make my way carefully across the dimly lit landing.


“Want to go in the middle,” she mumbles into my neck.


Back in the master bedroom, I lift the duvet and let her climb in. Wordlessly, my wife lifts a sleepy arm and Daisy curls into her like a kitten, thumb in her mouth, and cloth still gripped in her little fist.


Within minutes, my youngest is fast asleep, the soft purr of her breathing slow and regular again.


But despite the hour, I can’t drift off. The strange noises of a new house, the soft creaking of old wood, the cadence of air moving through unfamiliar rooms. The question I’d been asking myself for the last two weeks: whether we had bitten off more than we could chew. The biggest mortgage we’ve ever had. The biggest debt, biggest commitment, biggest step we’d ever taken. And the other thing—the piece of bad news—that I still hadn’t shared with my wife. Hadn’t shared with anyone.


Don’t think about it. Everything always seems twice as bad in the dark, in the silence, in the middle of the night.


Daisy’s words are still catching in my thoughts too, snagging, like wool pulling on barbed wire. The words she’d been repeating over and over when I first went into her room.


“Don’t let him get me, Daddy.” Her voice had been a trembling whisper. “Don’t let him get me.”


Don’t let him get me.















7


MONDAY


For a not-quite-five-year-old, Daisy has an amazing ability to occupy space while she sleeps. Somehow she manages to take up a large proportion of our bed, her arms flung wide in the way she used to when she was a baby. Jess and I have rolled away in our sleep and now cling onto the edges of the bed like two bookends, the duvet half pulled off me, and a draft cooling the skin on my back. There is also a warm weight pinning my left foot in place—the cat curled into a slumbering ball at the end of the bed, purring softly in his sleep.


I study Daisy’s peaceful features for a moment in the pale morning light, strands of blonde hair falling over her face, the nightmare that had woken her in the small hours seemingly long gone. Of our three children, she had been the one who objected most strongly to the house move—which was strange because she had spent the least amount of time in our last place. Sixteen-year-old Leah had been glad to get a bedroom twice the size of her old one, more room for her overflowing collection of clothes, bags, books, shoes, and everything else. Callum, who was nearly nine, had objected at first but came around to the idea when he realized he wouldn’t be too far from his friends, his school, and would still be able to play for his football and tag rugby teams.


But Daisy had been at first confused, then defiant, and finally tearful at the prospect of leaving the cramped shared bedroom where she’d had her first proper bed, her first toy box, her first Christmas stocking from Santa. Perhaps the bed-wetting was just another manifestation of that.


Half an hour later, we’re both eating toast spread thickly with strawberry jam while Callum spoons Rice Krispies into his mouth as if he has not eaten for days. Jess is grabbing a quick shower and Leah has yet to surface, but she tends to cut it as fine as possible when it comes to school.


The kitchen is still a chaos of moving boxes, of appliances on the floor, tins and packets and bottles crowding the worktops. It needs to wait until we have the chance to give all the dusty old shelves and cupboards a thorough going over with bleach spray and disinfectant—one of the many jobs on our to-do list.


Chewing on her toast at the kitchen counter, Daisy seems untroubled by last night’s bad dream. With any luck, she will have forgotten all about it.


Callum takes a slurp of his orange juice. Like his sister, he’s dressed in the gray and dark green of their school uniform.


“Why was Daisy crying?” he says. “Last night?”


“It doesn’t matter, Cal.”


“I heard her,” he persists. “She woke me up.”


“She had a bad dream, that’s all. It doesn’t matter.”


Daisy frowns, gives a single shake of her head. “Not a dream.”


“You said there was a man,” her brother says. “I heard you. Who was the man?”


“Not a dream.”


I cover her small hand with mine. “You know nothing in the dream can hurt you, don’t you, Daisy? It’s not real; it can’t ever get you.”


“Wasn’t though.”


“OK, so what made you—”


“Was a ghost,” she says firmly. “In my room. Behind my door.”


I put my cup of coffee down slowly, a strange chill traveling over my skin as I remember her words from last night. Don’t let the man get me. She’s never said anything like this before. A ghost. She occasionally has bad dreams about monsters and went through a phase of being terrified of statues—after Callum goaded her into watching a particularly scary old episode of Dr. Who with him—but she’s never been so specific before.


“A ghost,” I repeat, keeping my voice light. “Gosh. But you know that ghosts can’t hurt you, Daze.”


Callum has stopped shoveling cereal into his mouth, his large brown eyes flicking between me and his younger sibling.


“I heard some funny noises too,” he says. “In the night.”


“It’s just the house, Callum. Every house makes different noises at night; it might take a little while to get used to.”


“Sounded like someone walking around in the night,” he says quietly.


“There wasn’t anyone walking around apart from me, matey. I promise you. This is our house now—no one else here. Just us.”


“And the ghost,” Daisy mutters through a mouthful of toast.


Leah emerges into the kitchen, navy school uniform on, both hands cradled to her chest. A small pair of dark beady eyes peeps out above her fingers, pink nose twitching at the smells of breakfast.


“Look who I found,” she says.


Callum drops the spoon into his bowl in a splash of milk.


“Mr. Stay Puft!” He stands up, holding his hands out. “Where was he?”


Leah passes the small brown hamster—named for the character in the original Ghostbusters movie—carefully to her brother.


“Found him halfway down the stairs, just now. Heading for the front door like he was trying to make a break for freedom.” She goes to the sink to wash her hands. “You shouldn’t leave his cage open, Cal. You need to keep an eye on him.”


“Didn’t leave it open though,” Callum says in a high voice. “I swear.”


I lean back against the kitchen counter. “Perhaps that’s what you heard last night, Callum.”


But he’s not listening to me anymore. His breakfast forgotten, he heads for the stairs, cradling the hamster, and talking to it in soft tones. Daisy slides off the stool and scampers after her brother, insisting that she wants to help, to see the cage, to hold Mr. Stay Puft as well. To be involved.


Jess sweeps in, refilling her mug from the coffee pot. She’s dressed in her decorating clothes, faded jeans and an old gray sweatshirt, her short dark hair still wet from the shower. Over the last few years she’s come to dislike her job—she’s an account manager for a large insurance company—to the extent that she relishes every single day of leave, even if she spends it unpacking and assembling furniture.


“What was all that about?” she says.


I give her a brief recap of Daisy’s dream and the hamster’s escape.


My wife sips her coffee. “We knew the move was going to be unsettling for her—new room, new house. New everything. And she’s got a very vivid imagination.”


“I know.” I reach for another piece of toast from the rack.


She gives me a quizzical look. “But?”


“But… the way she described it in such a vivid way, a guy in her room.” I shake my head. “It was so specific. She was shaking when I went to her last night. Goodness knows where she got that from.”


“Poor baby. She just needs to get used to everything, that’s all, get all of her toys unpacked and everything in its place.”


“It’s your turn tonight, if it happens again.”


She grins, leaning over to give me a peck on the cheek. “But she always shouts for you when she’s scared. Always for Daddy.”


“Only because you trained her to.”


“And you do such a good job.” She unplugs her mobile from where it’s been charging on the counter, glancing distractedly at the screen.


“Don’t suppose you got a reply, did you?” I indicate her phone. “After you left the message?”


She’s scrolling something on the screen.


“What message?”


“Last night,” I say. “The number you found in the little flip phone?”


“No. Nothing.” She slides the mobile into a pocket, picks up her cup of coffee again. “So, what have you got on at work today? Any chance you can get away early?”


I start clearing the breakfast things. “Just got a couple of meetings later, a report to finish.” A twinge of guilt at how easily the lie comes. “I’ll get off as early as I can, get some more jobs done around the house this evening.”


“And would those jobs, by any chance, involve you disappearing into your secret hideaway on the top floor again?”


“No.”


“You sure?” She raises an eyebrow. “Because I know what you’re like, Adam Wylie.”


“What am I like?”


“A dog with a bone.”


I shrug, glad to steer the conversation away from the topic of my job. “Don’t you think it’s interesting though? No one’s been in there for years; it’s like a little time capsule, perfectly preserved.”


“Interesting to the last owners, maybe. I’d rather have the extra space in that bedroom.”


“But it’s a weird thing to leave behind. And the way those things are all in individual drawers, like it might have been a kid’s playroom or something. It’s our own little mystery.”


I’ve always liked to know how things work, to get inside them and understand what each part did, why it was there. As a boy, I’d driven my parents mad by taking things apart, trying to figure them out—I had raided my dad’s toolbox more times than I could remember.


“Just stuff though, isn’t it?” Jess flashes me her smile, the one that still makes me feel like the luckiest man in the world. “And we have more than enough stuff already. Unless you’ve actually found a mysterious wardrobe that leads to Narnia up there?”


“Sadly not.”


“Or an original manuscript of Shakespeare’s lost play?”


“Nope.”


“Maybe an old skeleton bricked up in the wall?”


I return her smile. “Just a chair and table and an old Welsh dresser with a few bits and pieces inside.”


“Well then, I’d say we both need to crack on with unpacking and getting the house straight.”


I knew she was right—there were a million other things we needed to do to get the house in livable condition before we even started on the decorating.


“And anyway,” she says, “we need to make space for the new furniture.”


“What?”


“All the new stuff I’ve ordered.” She takes a bite of toast. “It’s arriving next Wednesday.”


The smile freezes on my face, a cold wash of unease spreading out from the center of my chest. I couldn’t remember exactly how much we had talked about putting on the joint credit card to kit out the new house, but it had been a lot. Thousands of pounds, that we would use my bonus from work to start paying off. Dining table, chairs, sofas, wardrobes, mirrors, desks, furniture for the kids’ bedrooms.


I feel sick, a bubble of nausea rising up my throat.


“You… ordered it already?” I try hard to keep my tone neutral. “I thought we were going to talk about it first?”


“We did, remember?”


“That was ages ago. Months.”


“But we’re here now, aren’t we? And John Lewis had an offer on, it was going to run out so I had to get on with ordering it all.”


“Right.”


“Are you feeling OK, Adam? You’ve gone a bit pale.”


“Fine.” I make a show of checking my watch. “I’m fine. You know what? I should probably get going. Don’t want to be late for work.”
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