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‘When I was a child, I spoke as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child. But when I became a man, I put away childish things.’

1 Corinthians 13:11




ONE

Kelsey Middleham

The short trip downstairs was a descent into her own personal hell. If there was one thing that Kelsey Middleham would choose to avoid more than using the communal washer-dryer in her building, it would be descending the stairs to the basement where the noisy old machine resided. It was forever dim down there, and damp and musty. It didn’t matter what strength bulb was screwed into the light fixture, it never seemed powerful enough to banish the deeper shadows, where spiders and woodlice and who knew what other creepy crawlies lurked. The washer was used semi-regularly, and yet the passage downstairs was never clear of cobwebs. One time, she walked directly through a web, and its tiny architect ended up scurrying over her top lip and taking refuge in her left nostril, before her squeals, snorts and swiping hands had dislodged it. The basket containing her unwashed laundry had flown from her grasp, and she had skidded off the stairs and followed the basket down into the bowels. Thankfully she had not been hurt beyond a few scrapes and a plum-coloured bruise on her knee, but the incident had added to her displeasure, and unease, every time she’d been forced to descend to the basement since.

It was very rare that she met another of her neighbours downstairs, but she could usually detect the evidence of a recent visit to the basement by the heady chemical scent of detergent and a warm clamminess to the normally cooler air. There wasn’t a hint of either today. She shared the building with other young women, but thought that many of them must have other arrangements for laundering their clothes and bed linen, otherwise there would be more jostling for time with the machine than she’d experienced. Maybe, as she did, her neighbours feared visiting the basement and avoided it as often as they could.

Rather than make several trips downstairs each week, Kelsey stockpiled her dirty washing. She carried it down in a large plastic basket, with the requisite number of detergent tabs and measure of fabric conditioner required for one large load. She didn’t separate whites from coloureds or anything, or delicates from more robust materials, choosing to stuff the entire lot in the drum for one long wash and dry cycle, and then abandon the basement while the machine did its work. Usually she would even leave the building so that there was no temptation to check on her laundry’s progress, only returning once she was confident that the cycle had finished.

Her actions could be deemed pathetic by some people, the behaviour of a frightened little girl rather than of a grown woman, but she didn’t care what they thought. She suffered from a sometimes overwhelming terror of dank subterranean spaces that could be traced back to her childhood, and it was a phobia she’d been unable to grow out of. Some might argue that her fear was primal and therefore instinctive, others that it was inherited from a parent or older siblings with similar fears, and Kelsey would admit that both arguments were probably right, but that did not make her fear irrational.

She paused at the top of the stairs. There were thirteen risers, an unholy baker’s dozen. She counted each one as she stepped down, so that she would know how many she must ascend should she turn and flee in panic. She lugged her piled basket, heavy with jeans and T-shirts, underwear and socks, held higher than was probably sensible, but it served to force a path through the inevitable cobwebs. One sticky string briefly adhered across her brow, and she snatched her head aside before it could get caught in her hair. She cursed the spider that had chosen to build its flytrap so close to the top of the stairs. She continued down, counting. At step ten she paused again and peered around the basement. Nobody else was there, nobody that she could see, and yet there was a sense of presence as usual. Often, when hunched over the open door of the machine, thrusting in handfuls of laundry, she felt observed, spied upon by unseen eyes. She thought the sensation was as primal as her supposed fear, and it was an intrinsic trait of all prey animals to feel they were being sized up by some voracious carnivore. That’s right, she thought of herself as prey, and that – should she spend too much time down in that hellish space – she’d be snatched by something awful and fed kicking and screaming into its gullet.

‘You’ve a lot to answer for, Rorty,’ she whispered into the dimness.

The basement was a dumping ground full of old furniture, outmoded technology and unused tools. There were also a couple of old gas cookers, a dated refrigerator, and something that looked like it might once have been a drinks cabinet. The combination washer-dryer was also an archaic piece of engineering, but as long as it was fed the correct number of coins it worked fine. Her landlord had once admitted to sourcing the machine from a defunct laundromat – a business that fell into disuse since most homes were now equipped with all the mod cons. The old machine had been adapted to take one- and two-pound coins. Considering she rarely used ‘actual’ cash these days, relying mostly on paying with her debit card or an app on her phone, she had to consciously plan to build up a stack of coins so that she was prepared for washday.

Her thoughts about the machine, and how to pay for its service, were purely distractions from the feeling of discomfort she experienced as she lingered on the tenth step down. She should ignore the sense of presence, scurry across the basement and throw her laundry into the drum, feed in the requisite coins and then get the hell out of there.

Decision made. She still didn’t move.

She eyed the machine. The glass window over the aperture had a patina of age. It barely caught the light above and slightly behind her, but her own distinct silhouette reflected back at her. She stood a moment longer, almost expecting to spot another blacker-than-pitch figure detaching itself from her form and skulking away to spy from the dimness of one of the basement corners.

‘Stop acting pathetic and get a bloomin’ grip, Kel,’ she admonished herself. Yet it was one thing recognising the absurdity of her behaviour; resisting it was quite another. ‘Oh, Kel, for God’s sake!’

She forced herself to step down, and then followed up with a rapid staccato beat of footsteps that took her across the basement to the machine. She set her basket down. The coins clicked as she built a small stack on the corner of the machine. She hit the lever and popped the door open: a smell of stale rags wafted over her. Her gorge rose, but she swallowed hard, and then set about snatching the washing from her basket and shoving it in the drum.

There was a scuffing sound behind her—

She snapped a glance over her shoulder, expecting to see one of her neighbours on the stairs. There was nobody there. The sound didn’t repeat.

She turned back to the drum, continuing to push items of clothing inside, but with one ear on the basement behind her. Once all the clothes were inside, she tossed in some washing tabs, securely closed the door, and poured a large glug of conditioner into a pull-out receptacle on the front of the machine. She set the wash and dry programme with deft presses of buttons. Finally, she slid pound coins into the respective slots on a metal slide and then used the heel of her palm to forcibly shove it home. The coins tinkled and rattled into its metal gut and Kelsey stepped back, holding her breath while she waited for the programme to kick in; the last thing she wanted was for the stupid machine to refuse her coins and force her into staying longer. Water gurgled and then spewed into the drum and Kelsey turned quickly, exhaling deeply.

She jerked to a halt, the back of her right fist pressed across her mouth. Her eyelids twitched and shivered, the orbs straining to burst from their confinement.

A figure stood beside the foot of the stairs. It had not descended the steps as she had; instead it had appeared as if from nowhere.

The figure, clothed in darkness, wasn’t easily identifiable at first. She could tell from its general form that it appeared to be a man, but couldn’t be recognised in normal terms, only as ‘it’. It shifted, but the bulb cast fresh shadows from the stairs across it, so it only helped a little. Everything about its clothing was the colour of night. It wore some kind of brimmed hat. Its shoulders were wide and sloping, the torso sturdy, but perhaps its form had been given more bulk by the heavy woollen old-fashioned overcoat it wore. Its eyes were wet and twinkled with malicious glee as it observed her.

‘Kelsey,’ it said in a low, gravelly voice.

‘Wh–who are you?’ she stuttered. ‘You … you’re a … a man … a stranger. You aren’t allowed down here when …’

It was pointless quoting the landlord’s rules about no male visitors being allowed in the common places in the townhouse, because it was a rule that had never been enforced when her neighbours had brought home boyfriends or male family members and they’d visited the communal kitchen, lounge and bathrooms.

‘A stranger, eh? I know you,’ said the figure. ‘Don’t you know me?’

She shook her head, stepped back and came up against the rumbling washing machine. She clamped her left hand on it for support; her other hand again knuckled her mouth.

The figure moved.

There was no hint of actual movement or volition in how it was at once behind the furniture, and then in front. It stood with its legs splayed, old work boots as black as its coat and hat. Its eyes flashed glossily, and its mouth opened a slit, so that the tip of a red tongue protruded.

‘You … you aren’t real.’

The hatted head tilted to one side. ‘Aaw, that hurts,’ it mocked.

‘You were an imaginary bogeyman I made up when I was a child,’ Kelsey croaked, ‘to hide what was really happening.’

‘So you made me up, did you?’ The figure moved again. This time with a recognisable step towards her. Its tongue darted in and out between thin lips. ‘I’m not real?’ It snapped a hand towards her. The fingers were long and pale, stained a reddish brown at the chipped nails as they grasped the air before her.

Kelsey yelped and searched for a way past the figure. With her back to the machine, she was hemmed in, with no clear route to the stairs. She quickly ducked and grabbed the now empty plastic washing basket. Empty, it was flimsy, but the only item in reach to use as a shield. ‘Pleeeeaaaase, don’t touch me,’ she moaned.

‘A second ago you didn’t believe I was real.’

It tilted its torso towards her.

Kelsey thrust the basket, and it snatched it aside. Torn from her grasp, it tumbled away and came to rest against the decrepit stacked furniture. In shock, Kelsey’s gaze settled on where the basket had landed. Her attention snapped back onto the figure. Its mouth had widened in a satisfied grin. The redness of the tongue matched the wet darkness behind the too-white teeth.

‘Stay back or I’ll scream.’

‘Most definitely, you will. And I’ll enjoy every pitiful screech that you make.’

She shook her head, still denying the reality.

‘You can’t be here. It’s … it’s impossible. I don’t believe in—’

The figure snapped stained fingernails around her throat, cutting off her obvious lie. Its strength was beyond natural as it bore her backwards, bending her spine over the rumbling washing machine with ease. Kelsey screamed, but nothing but a piping whistle escaped her constricted throat.

‘You still claim not to believe in me?’ it asked, with all traces of glee or mockery stripped from its tone. With its free hand it clutched the brim of the hat, and with a little effort it seemed, it worked it loose.

As airless as she was, drawing in life-giving oxygen was not Kelsey’s priority at that moment. She watched in dumb horror as the hat raised off the buckled, downturned ears and finally pulled free from a scalp raw and sticky with blood. Tendrils of gory plasma stitched the air between the exposed cranium and the hat’s brim.

‘Speak my name,’ it commanded.

Kelsey shook her head.

‘Speak my name,’ it repeated, and the stench of putrescence washed from its lips.

Cringing, Kelsey again shook her head in denial. Whatever she did, she must not accept—

Its clutching hand relaxed a fraction from her throat.

‘Rorty,’ she gasped, despite herself.

‘Is that right?’ Instantly it released her throat.

It was not an act of mercy.

Kelsey screamed much louder and longer, unable to fight it as it bore down on her, its awful teeth gnashing.




TWO

Sophie Wade

‘It isn’t too late to change your mind, Sophe,’ Callan Mackay said.

‘I’ve signed the lease now.’

‘The ink won’t even be dry on the paper yet, just tell Burton to rip it up and we can look for somewhere else. Erm, you can move in with me if—’

Sophie Wade halted her boyfriend’s offer of sharing his apartment with a determined shake of her head. ‘I can’t back out now. I’ve paid my deposit and first month’s rent and I’ll lose them if I pull out … the deal’s non-negotiable.’

‘At least let me carry your bags up to your room.’

‘I think it’s best that I do it myself. You heard Burton’s rules; we should start as we intend to go on.’

‘If that’s what you want.’ He sighed, and then set down the suitcase that he’d lugged uphill from the car park at a nearby leisure centre. The straps of a large holdall and another bag containing some of her belongings cut into his other shoulder. He eased them to the pavement.

Sophie was also loaded down with bags. She jostled them, only leaned in and pecked him on his lips. ‘We can meet for a coffee or something once I’m settled in.’

Callan shuffled out from between the mound of bags. Then he gave her a strained smile and a nod. ‘OK. So … see you in a bit?’

‘I’ll call you,’ she promised.

He walked away, glanced back, but she wasn’t watching. Her attention was on the place that would be her home for the foreseeable future. Her stomach contents performed a little flip, and she tasted something acidic.

Harclay House stood at the crest of a hill on the northern route out of Carlisle, the Great Border City. It was the last in a terraced row of similarly constructed townhouses, originally the abodes of wealthy Victorian-era families, that had been retrofitted in more recent times to house self-contained apartments or bedsits. Some of its neighbouring properties retained their original external features, and commanded high property prices, but Harclay House had suffered neglect. Its exterior had grown faded and stained. Window ledges had crumbled in places, and some of the rendering had cracked and fallen from the walls. Tiles were askew on the roof and some of the wooden features at the soffit line were rotten and flaking paint. Modern double-glazing hadn’t replaced the original windows – due partly to conservation rules – and some were cracked or warped with age. Given a choice, Sophie would prefer to move into any of its neighbouring properties, but unfortunately the choice had been taken from her. An apartment in Harclay House was more affordable on her budget, although it had not been her prime reason for signing the rental agreement.

She stood on the pavement a while longer, one hand laced in her brown curly hair, looking up at the house, silently questioning, as if it would give up its secret by the force of her will. Even if the structure was sentient, it probably couldn’t hear her thoughts because of the rumble of engines. Behind her, morning rush-hour traffic belched exhaust fumes while waiting for the traffic lights to turn at a busy intersection. Downhill from where she stood the road crossed a river at the aptly named Eden Bridge, and beyond it stood the leisure centre and a dated ‘modernistic’ edifice known as the Civic Centre. If she craned from the pavement, the skyline beyond would boast a cathedral, an enormous Industrial Revolution chimney and a medieval castle. She gave none of the historical landmarks as much as a glance; the townhouse held her scrutiny. The third-floor casement windows reflected steel-grey clouds, the interior of the room beyond unreadable. For a moment her resolve withered and she didn’t think she could bring herself to enter. She almost turned away, a shout to Callan on her lips, but she snorted at her undue fear, swallowed the bile in her throat and pushed through a small iron gate onto the front path. The garden was tiny, merely a decorative feature, and it didn’t really deserve the name having been neglected, a space now of weeds and cracked sandstone paving. She set her bags down, then returned for the suitcase and bags Callan had dumped. It took several short trips for all her belongings to be stacked before the front door.

She dug for the keys recently handed to her by her landlord, Billy Burton, and then sorted through them to find the one that allowed access to the front door. On a key ring, there were other keys: one to her private apartment, another to the back door, one that opened a door in the shared yard at the back where the bins were situated and, finally, one to the basement door, where the laundry facilities were housed. Each ring was colour-coded for ease of use, but in that second Sophie couldn’t recall which was which. Only when she leaned to the door and saw that a coat of scratched sky-blue paint encircled the keyhole did she match the correct key. She opened the door and stepped inside.

The entrance vestibule was as grand, but as neglected, as the exterior. The floor was formed of scuffed parquet, and one wall held a dusty mosaic mostly of bottle green and black tiles – the name HARCLAY depicted upon it in a paler jade green – and on the opposite wall there was a cabinet of wooden letter boxes, one for each of the eight individual apartments. Brown envelopes stuck out from a couple. Sophie checked her allotted box: nothing there, but why would there be? It wasn’t as if she expected a ‘welcome to your new home’ card from her landlord.

An original cantilevered stone staircase gave access to the first floor, and then a timber one continued up to the top floor, where Sophie had rented a room. A lift to assist in hauling her belongings to the top floor was too much to hope for, and her neighbours were conspicuously absent: she regretted sending Callan away, because surely Burton’s old-fashioned ‘no men in communal spaces’ rule shouldn’t apply when it came to helping to move her stuff in?

She loaded up with her suitcase and a holdall first and made the staggering ascent to the top floor. Actually, that was not the absolute truth, because from where she stood in the slant of silvery light cutting through a skylight, she noted a ladder, stained dark and worn with age, that gave access to an attic situated under the steepled eaves. The hatch door was held shut with a simple brass bolt. Sophie eyed the hatch for several seconds, catching her breath after the taxing climb. Dust motes swirled and danced in the shaft of light, a result of the dusty coating that covered everything, even the attic hatch. Fingerprints were smeared at its edges, and another smeared greasy crescent showed where somebody’s head had been used to support the hatch during its closing. She stared at the dustiness a moment longer and then shrugged it off, turning instead to her door: if her room needed sprucing then it was nothing a vacuum cleaner and can of furniture polish wouldn’t put right. Her key was colour-coded yellow – she recalled that much. The key turned easily in the lock and she pushed inside, using her hands and knees to shove the suitcase before her. She stood at the threshold, waiting, as if the house would give up its secret after all, but all she experienced was a waft of slightly musty air escaping the previously sealed room and flowing down the stairs. She nipped her bottom lip between her teeth and exhaled sharply through her nostrils. Her inhalation felt more difficult, her disappointment like a heavy weight in the back of her throat. There was no sense of her sister ever having been there, and no sense of where Sophie should seek her next.

‘Where did you go, Kel?’ she whispered to the silent room.




THREE

A knock drew her towards the door. Having made a few trips up and downstairs to fetch the rest of her belongings from the hall, Sophie had snibbed the latch open. The door swayed gently back and forward, the movement barely visible until she was almost upon it.

‘Hello?’ she asked.

There was no reply, but somebody had knocked, and with enough force to shift the door on its hinges.

She set down a can of cleaning polish and duster she’d found earlier, stored since who knew when in a cupboard under the sink in her bathroom. Discovering them, she had wondered distantly if the last person to touch them had been Kelsey, but neither canister nor cloth had given off any psychic clues when handled. She touched the door, and it shifted under her touch.

‘Hello, can I help?’ she asked, as she reached and curled fingertips around the door; she pulled it to her, and leaned through the gap. Nobody greeted her. Frowning, she stepped out onto the landing. A quick glance to each side was fruitless, so she moved to the top of the stairs and peered down. If anyone had knocked, and immediately walked away, they would surely still be visible on the stairs. Unless they had jumped ten feet to the lower landing, they should have made it only a few steps down. The stairs were empty of life, and there was no sound of retreating footsteps.

‘Hello?’ she asked again, as pointless as the first two times.

When no one replied, she took a longer look down the stairs, then turned about and approached her room.

The door slammed shut.

Sophie yelped and backed away.

Heartbeat thumping in her throat, she exhaled, and immediately felt silly at her overreaction. She stepped forward, and pressed against the door. It was firmly shut.

‘Oh, you’ve got to be kidding.’ She was certain she’d flicked over the snib to hold open the latch. The slamming action of the door must’ve released it. ‘It’s bloody locked!’

She dug for her keys, knowing already that she had put them down on top of her smartphone and tablet on a bedside table. After less than an hour living in Harclay House she’d managed to get herself locked out of her room: was that record stupidity, or what? She turned the handle, rattled the door a few times, then set her shoulder to it and shoved, all to no avail. Applying further pressure and possibly causing damage was not a good idea. She flapped her arms in frustration, and with no other recourse, trudged downstairs. Already she’d forgotten about the knock at her door, and who it was that had summoned her to the hall and got her locked out.

The oak stairs creaked underfoot, not so the stone stairs that gave access to the entrance vestibule. She had not approached it earlier while moving in, but Billy Burton’s private office-cum-apartment was situated through a door in a dim corner to the right of the staircase. She had been in his apartment before; she and Callan had attended together, when she’d signed the tenancy agreement and handed over her deposit and first month’s rent. There had been nothing remarkable about his private space; he certainly hadn’t kept the best room for himself, because it was small, with a single sash window that looked out onto the back yard, and an adjacent bathroom. He didn’t share the first-floor kitchen with his tenants, he had a tiny cooking range built in the back corner of his room, mere feet from the gas fire, and a large-screen smart TV, his only allowance to modern conveniences in the otherwise dated place. She had not seen into his bedroom, which she believed was through a separate door on the opposite side of the stairs, and had no desire to. She ensured she knocked on the right door.

There was no immediate response. There was sound from within though, faint at first, but as she listened it grew apparent that he had his TV playing, with the sound turned low.

She knocked again.

The TV fell silent. She heard a scrape, a cough, and then a hand fiddling with the internal door handle.

The door cracked open, and Billy Burton squinted out at her.

His pale eyes appeared glazed: perhaps he’d been watching his TV too intently, or had just discarded the glasses he carried on a lanyard around his neck. His complexion matched his eyes, pale to the point the blue veins could be seen working in his wrinkled throat as he asked: ‘There a problem already?’

Sophie cringed. ‘Uh, yeah. I’m embarrassed to say that I’ve gone and got myself locked out of my room.’

‘You’ve got yourself locked out?’

She didn’t reply, having made it clear already.

‘How’d you manage that then?’

She instinctively looked up, but at that angle she couldn’t see the first-floor landing, let alone her room at the one above.

‘I thought somebody was at my door. I stepped out without thinking and the door shut behind me.’

‘So was there?’

‘Was there what?’ He had an annoying way of speaking without clarifying his meaning. Perhaps he believed it was on her to glean his meaning from the use of the fewest words possible.

‘Somebody at your door.’

‘Uh, no. I must have heard a sound made by one of the other tenants and mistook it for a knock at the door.’

He thought about it, decided that it was a satisfactory explanation. ‘Aye. That’ll be it.’

He peered at her, his glassy eyes growing moist.

She waited.

‘You want me to come up and let you in?’ he finally asked.

‘Yeah.’ She offered an embarrassed smile. ‘That was what I was hoping for.’

He grunted.

‘I left my keys inside, see,’ she went on.

‘Aye. Bit of a daft thing to do.’

‘Yeah. Daft.’ Being admonished by her landlord during her first day at Harclay House had not been on her bingo card.

He grunted again.

After another few seconds of empty air, he said, ‘Wait there. I’ll fetch mine.’

While he disappeared back inside his room, Sophie moved away to the foot of the stairs. She had only a moment longer to wait until he reappeared. He backed out of his room, pulling the door shut behind him, and then used his key to double lock it. He held up his keychain and by the look of things it held near to twenty keys. Each, she noted, had a coloured tag – he sorted through them and singled out the yellow one.

‘Ladies first,’ he said as he approached the stairs.

Sophie went ahead, taking the steps easily. Burton’s youth had faded, and his progress up the stairs was slightly laboured. When she glanced back to check on his progress, his gaze snapped up to meet hers, and she wondered if it had been fixed on her backside as she ascended. It wouldn’t be the first time the landlord had ogled her, or she had misinterpreted his reason for fixating on her breasts as he simply lacked the confidence to meet her eyes. Yeah, right!

Caught out, he made no comment, nor attempted to explain or apologise; Sophie let the moment go. Perhaps it was a case of her misreading the situation and the older man’s attention had been fully on the stairs, ensuring he didn’t trip. After mounting the second flight of stairs, she again glanced back at him, and he was in the process of limping across the landing.

‘Sorry for putting you to this much trouble on my first day,’ she said.

He again peered at her. ‘No trouble, not really. Just a bit sore on my gimpy knee.’

‘Oh, you’ve a bad knee?’

‘Old war wound.’ He tapped his right kneecap with the bunch of keys, making a clicking sound with his tongue.

‘If you want, I’ll run up with your keys and unlock the door and bring the keys back. Save you the bother.’

He flapped a hand at her. ‘Up you go. I’m not over the bloody hill yet.’

She climbed the stairs and waited at her door, a little bemused.

He joined her.

They stood a few seconds before Sophie reached forward and touched the door. It freely swung inward, unlocked.

Burton grunted.

Sophie turned an apologetic grimace on him. ‘I swear I couldn’t budge the door a few minutes ago.’

‘It’s an old house, the door frames aren’t as true as they once were,’ he offered by way of explanation. ‘Sometimes doors will randomly stick or even open on their own if the latch isn’t sitting snug in the strike plate. It’s especially noticeable at night when there’s a big temperature difference, ’specially when the house settles during the wee small hours.’

Sophie touched the lock and found the latch retracted, snibbed in place. She had not been locked out after all; the door had been wedged after slamming shut. In the past few minutes there must have been some subtle subsidence of the structure that had worked to release the trapped door from the frame. That had to be it.

Burton glimpsed inside her room. ‘Window’s open,’ he observed. ‘You caused a draft and it slammed the door behind you. Pays to keep those keys on you, and not to be so daft from now on.’

‘Sorry,’ she said.

‘Keep your keys handy from now on,’ he replied, and turned to descend the stairs.

‘Somebody knocked,’ she went on, speaking to his back. ‘Or else, I thought they had. I suppose that was down to the house settling too?’

He paused, but without turning. ‘You occasionally hear strange sounds here,’ he said, and continued downward, ‘but they’re nothing to worry about, and best ignored.’

‘Yeah,’ she internalised snarkily. ‘Next time someone knocks at my door it’ll be daft to answer, won’t it?’

She watched until Burton rounded the next landing and went down the wooden staircase. Turning back to her room, she again checked and the snib still locked back the latch. She felt up and down the frame: there was no hint of where the door might have stuck, but what other explanation was there?

She closed the door behind her, then on a whim she dropped the snib. The latch clacked into the strike plate. She couldn’t recall hearing a similar sharp sound when she had been locked out. So, the latch had not been released? Of course it hadn’t, otherwise how could it have been locked back once more? She shrugged off the mystery.

The can of polish and duster were where she’d dropped them en route to answering the door, lying at the foot of her bed. Though Harclay House was home to single females, and there was a strict ‘no male’ policy in place throughout the common areas, it didn’t completely apply to the private apartments. Burton hadn’t scrimped on the beds, each room being equipped with double or king-size divans – sourced wholesale, she assumed, during a closing-down sale – so she wasn’t relegated to a single. The larger bed came with its pro of comfort, but the con that it took up sizable space in the rest of the living room. Discounting those in her bathroom and tiny kitchenette, her other pieces of furniture amounted to a bedside table, a two-seater couch, an easy chair, a small table and two wooden chairs, an ancient wardrobe and a set of four drawers. On top of the drawers there was a TV, but it came without subscription to any satellite or streaming services: that was for each tenant to individually arrange. For the time being, she was lucky to have a wifi signal she could latch onto to connect her smartphone and tablet.

Thinking of the latter, she moved to retrieve her keys off the top of them. Despite his brash way of communicating advice, Burton had a point about keeping the keys on her from now on; it’d be daft indeed to get herself locked out again – not that it seemed he followed similar wisdom, because he’d had to go inside and fetch his own keys before locking his private sanctum and following her upstairs.

She lifted the keys, then halted.

The keys failed to hold her attention.

She had picked them cleanly off her tablet, while her phone was set alongside it. She was positive that she had piled one on top of the other, not side by side … 

She can’t have done so. Plain and simple.

Even if the phone had somehow been left teetering on the edge of the tablet and slid off to land adjacent, it would’ve taken the keys on top with it. Would it? No, but there was another explanation she could think of.

After piling all three there earlier, she must have picked up her phone at some point in the interim, to check for messages, or on the time of day, or whatever. Like it was to many people, her phone had become almost an extension of her being, so it wouldn’t surprise her that she’d looked at it out of sheer habit and then set it beside the tablet, without recalling the action afterwards.

What was the alternative, that a playful ghost had moved it?

Aye, right! That would be the same bloody ghost that had lured her outside with a knock and then slammed the door shut, eh?




FOUR

‘Hot enough for you?’ asked Callan as he stood before her several hours later.

‘It’s nice to feel the sun for a change,’ she said.

‘No,’ he said, with a cheesy grin, ‘I wasn’t talking about the weather, I meant me. Am I hot enough?’

Peering up at him, Sophie smiled. ‘If that’s your best chat-up line, you’ve had it.’

‘Nah, Sophe, I’ve got you.’

He sat down and looked around.

Other than for a few of the larger chain stores that had managed to survive on the high street, Carlisle’s city centre had recently been overtaken by a coffee drinking culture that saw half the available stores competing against one another to attract thirsty drinkers. A revamp of the main square had introduced new seating and flower beds, prettifying what used to be an expanse of 1980s red block paving dotted with pigeon droppings and chewing gum. There had been some initial resistance from locals to the work that had to be carried out, predominantly for the inconvenience of the building works making access difficult, and the use of funds they thought ‘would’ve been better spent elsewhere’ … but it was always the same whenever change was afoot. Now that the work had been completed, the complaints had quietened down and the centre had become a social hub for those meeting with friends and family. Some of the coffee shops had been established for decades already, and customers still flocked to them out of old habits. For that reason, Sophie had elected to meet Callan at one of the newly opened, less busy shops, sitting at one of the outside tables situated in what was originally the city’s open market, back when greengrocers used to bring their wares to town and sell from barrows and horse-drawn carts.

A brisk, warm breeze had pushed some of the earlier gloom eastward. She sat so that the sun was at her back, while Callan had taken the seat directly opposite. He probably thought it was the right thing to do, so that they could engage face on, but he spent most of the next couple of minutes squinting as the light broke through the scudding clouds and sent razors into his eyes. Sophie grinned at his goofy facial expressions a few times, until he got the message that he’d made a strategic faux pas, and shuffled around to sit next to her. Sophie steadied her huge mug of latte as he manoeuvred, but the Americano she’d ordered for him slopped out of its cup and over the jostled table. He clucked his tongue, called himself some self-deprecating names and used a wad of napkins to mop up. Sophie grinned at him again: he was clumsy, hopeless at chat-up lines and a bit woolly headed at times, but it was all part of his charm.

‘Didn’t splash you, did I?’ he wondered.

She took a napkin off him and dabbed a splotch of coffee off her hand.

‘Jeez … did I burn you?’

‘I’m fine, Cal. Sit down and relax, will you.’

He checked over her and the table again, then, satisfied he’d caused no lasting damage, he sat down once more, kicking and shoving the table slightly. She grabbed to steady her mug.

‘Sorry, Sophe,’ he said.

She didn’t reply, only sighed in good humour and bent over her gadgets. Her smartphone and tablet were on the table, but thankfully on the far side of her latte, a fair distance from where the spillage had occurred. A news page was open on her tablet, dated to almost two years to the day. It was the same day that her younger sister Kelsey Middleham had supposedly walked away from Harclay House and never looked back.

‘It’s been that long, eh? Two years?’ Callan observed as he noted the date above the headlines on the web page.

He was totally aware of Kelsey’s disappearance, and Sophie’s reason for moving into the same house her sister had left from, but not necessarily the length of time she’d been gone.

‘Seven hundred and twenty-five days to be exact,’ she corrected, ‘and not even a whisper has been heard from her since.’

‘From what you’ve told me, I don’t think you need to worry too much about her. If something bad has happened, surely you’d have learned about it by now.’

He was echoing similar platitudes she’d heard from others when they learned her sister had disappeared and been incommunicado ever since.

Sophie shook her head. ‘No. Forget whatever it is you’ve been told about her; Kelsey wasn’t as irresponsible as she’s been made out to be.’

‘Uh, I wasn’t suggesting—’

‘I know, Callan. You’re trying to be supportive and stop me from worrying, but as well-meaning as you are, you aren’t helping.’ She reached across and gripped his fingers for a few seconds. She appreciated him all the same.

It was true that Kelsey was a troubled soul, prone to acts of juvenile rebellion, but she had never run away before, certainly not without informing her big sister first. As a young teen she had occasionally gone AWOL overnight, but had always dropped Sophie a text message to say she was safe and would return home in the morning, once she’d slept off whatever alcohol she and her friends had tricked their local Bargain Booze into selling them. A portion of Sophie’s own teenage years had been spent covering for her wayward little sister, often playing peacekeeper between Kelsey and her dad, Keith Middleham – Sophie’s stepfather – and, later, taking care of her after Keith was imprisoned.

Their mum had died years before, and had been an only child. Her parents were deceased, and Keith’s parents lived abroad having retired early to the Orihuela Costa in Spain and had no plans to return to the UK, nor to take two troublesome teens on board. The sisters had been too young to look after themselves, and too old for adoption. They had gone into the system, and short-term fostered until Sophie was legally old enough to assume parental responsibilities. She had then raised Kelsey until her sister left for college, and had assumed that she might move back home after she’d completed her studies. Kelsey hadn’t. She had earned enough academic credit to study creative advertising at university, right here in Carlisle at University of Cumbria campus. A student grant helped towards her education, and she paid the rest of her way with part-time bar work, and a second cleaning job at a nearby infant school. Her workload was high, and stress had begun to creep in; sooner or later exhaustion would have taken her out completely. Burnout was the main reason some of her friends thought she had decided to pack it all in and run away. Sophie was not convinced. Sure, Kelsey might have got sickened by her demanding workload, lack of a social life, and living in a bit of a dive like Harclay House, but all she’d needed to do was call Sophie and she would’ve taken her in, arms wide to welcome her back.

‘Would’ve,’ she wheezed under her breath.

That was before redundancy had stripped Sophie of a career in middle management at one of the city’s premier department stores – which had closed post-Covid-19 pandemic – and the income to afford her own home, and Sophie had decided her best option was to retrain, and maybe live in cheaper digs while she completed a part-time teacher-training course.

‘Would’ve what?’ Callan probed.

Sophie looked at him quizzically.

‘You said “would’ve”.’

‘Did I? At least it proves you do occasionally listen to me.’

‘I hang on your every word,’ he joked. Then added, ‘So … would’ve?’

‘I was only thinking aloud.’

‘First sign of madness,’ he warned.

‘No. The first sign of madness is actually you insinuating that I’m going mad,’ she said with a playful prod of her elbow to his ribs.

‘Hoi!’ He laughed, jostling the table for the third time.

Sophie rescued her latte, holding it to her lips, concealing a smile. It had cooled enough to drink. Again, Callan had to put the wad of already-wet napkins to work, cleaning up a splash around his cup.

‘You should drink that before it’s all wasted,’ Sophie said, after licking some froth from her top lip.

He ignored her suggestion, instead nodding at the web page displayed on her tablet. ‘Does that story have anything to do with Kelsey’s disappearance, then?’

‘Not that I can see.’ She had only opened the page in the hope something would prod her memory of the day that might explain why her sister had gone missing. ‘But I’m happy to hear you use the word “disappearance” rather than thinking she ran away.’

‘The coppers didn’t find anything to suggest otherwise,’ he reminded her.

‘The police didn’t give her case much attention,’ she countered. ‘In fact, practically none at all. She was an adult in sound mind, and there was no suggestion of foul play – their words, not mine – when they checked her room. The conclusion was she did a flit so that she didn’t have to pay the back rent she owed on her room. The thing was, she didn’t take any of her stuff … and something else that was very odd, that I can’t make sense of …’

‘The clothes in the washer.’

‘Yeah.’ She gave him a closer look. Sometimes Callan proved he wasn’t as woolly headed as he made out. She couldn’t recall how long ago she’d mentioned how Kelsey had left her laundry on a wash cycle – something she had apparently often done, according to her housemates – but hadn’t returned to collect the clean clothes. ‘It’s not that she couldn’t have made a decision to leave while she was out, and did so without returning to the house for her things; it was more the fact she bothered putting on a wash if she was already planning on doing a runner.’

‘Maybe it was a snap decision to leave,’ he ventured, appearing more serious now that they’d got down to business. ‘She decided that it was risky going back, in case Burton cornered her for the back rent, so decided she’d just leave her old clothes and replace them whenever she got settled in somewhere else.’

Sophie had no argument. Kelsey’s mobile phone and purse had not been found, so it was assumed she’d taken them with her. Despite the fact that her phone had been switched off and untraceable at the time, and her debit and credit cards had not been used, to Sophie’s knowledge. The police believed those were deliberate acts of somebody that planned to disappear: had there been foul play, it was likely that her attacker would have attempted to use her cards to withdraw cash or purchase goods or services online. After Kelsey’s case was dismissed as an adult choosing to leave and start a new life, no follow-up had been made by the police. Occasionally, Sophie had tried calling Kelsey’s phone, but it had remained resolutely dead. An omen of the truth, perhaps?

‘When was the last time you checked her social networks?’ Callan asked.

‘A week or so ago. There were no new posts. I even tried putting some of her photos through one of those reverse image searches, but anything that was found was dated from before she disappeared.’

‘Yeah, as far as I know, those programmes tend to match historical stuff,’ Callan said.

‘I used one of those AI tools that employ facial recognition software to find names, details and online profiles, just in case Kelsey had opened new accounts under an alias. Again, other than historical stuff, there was nothing. Zilch. Nada.’

Callan scrubbed fingers through his dark hair. ‘I wouldn’t have thought of that.’

‘I’m at a loss now too,’ she admitted.

Callan touched her fingers. ‘I understand why you want to follow all the leads, but why Harclay House? What more do you expect to learn from moving into that fleapit?’

‘It’s not as bad as I first made it sound,’ she lied. ‘Once I got my stuff into my room and did a bit of dusting and wiping, it has its own olde-world charm. Some of the features in my room are quite remarkable, and beautiful in their way.’

‘Which ones, the cracked windows or the mouse holes in the skirting?’

‘There are some lovely original features, like intricate moulding … cornicing … decorative ceiling roses …’

He pursed his lips, then blew out. ‘Out of those features I understood “ceiling”.’

Sometimes Callan could try too hard to be funny. Sophie exhaled slowly. ‘As crazy as it sounds, I thought that by sharing the space where she was last seen, I might get a better feeling for what happened to her.’

‘What, like through intuition?’

‘Call it that, if you like.’

‘Oh! Hang on. You think she’s dead and her ghost will reach out to you from beyond the grave?’

She turned and stared at him for long enough for him to understand he’d overstepped a mark.

‘Uh, sorry, Sophie. I’m not suggesting she’s dead, just … well, you know.’

‘That’s the thing, Cal. As much as I don’t want to admit it, I do fear that she’s dead. It’s the only scenario I can come up with. Either she was abducted – unlikely, really – or she went somewhere to take her life, after ensuring that she wouldn’t be found quickly. Maybe, well, it’s a long shot, but maybe something was missed in her room and—’

‘Haven’t there been other tenants since she disappeared?’

‘Don’t know,’ Sophie admitted. ‘It’s just that when I was looking for somewhere cheap to move into while doing my retraining, Harclay House came up. I’d visited Kelsey there, and had been in her room, so I knew immediately when Burton described it that it had been hers. Judging by the dust and cobwebs I had to shift today, it’s unlikely anyone has rented the room since she lived there. I’m not complaining; if she left any clues behind they should still be there.’

‘Burton isn’t suspicious about your motive for moving in? I mean, he might try to force you to settle your sister’s debt if—’

‘No. He doesn’t know I’m Kelsey’s sister. We have different surnames, and I don’t think he recognised me as having visited the house before when Kelsey lived there. Don’t forget, two years ago I had short bleached-blond hair, not curly and brown like it is now. Plus, my training was on hold and I was carrying a few extra kilos.’

‘You ask me, he wouldn’t know your face from mine, even now. When you met with him to sign the tenancy agreement, his gaze barely left your breasts.’

‘And you didn’t say anything to protect me from the dirty old man?’ she teased.

‘I make it a rule never to criticise anyone for doing something I do myself.’ He grinned, and mock-leered at her chest.

‘Give over,’ she said, and employed her elbow a second time.

‘Ow, that hurts.’

‘Good, it was meant to,’ she said, and they both chuckled, until Sophie sobered. ‘It’s funny you should mention a ghost … something kind of strange happened earlier.’

Between sips of her coffee, she told him about the mysterious knock on the door, and how she’d gone and locked herself out and had to get help from Burton, only to find the door miraculously open again.

‘Old houses do strange things at times,’ he said, even before he heard how Burton had claimed the same thing.

‘Do they mess with your mobile phone very often?’ she countered.

‘I can hardly get a signal when I’m in my kitchen,’ he began.

‘I mean physically. While I was out of my room, mine got moved.’

He looked at her and then at her phone, as if it would explain itself.

‘I left my keys on my phone, on top of my tablet. When I returned to the room, the phone was sitting to one side. The keys must’ve first been picked up before the phone could’ve been moved.’

‘By who?’

She shrugged. ‘I didn’t see or hear anything beyond the knock, but somebody must’ve entered my room while I was downstairs.’

‘You’re positive it moved and—’

‘I tried convincing myself that I must have checked it for messages and set it aside out of habit,’ Sophie admitted.

‘That must be it,’ he said. ‘I do stuff like that all the time and can’t remember doing it after. Half the time I walk into another room and then wonder what it was I intended to do once I got there.’

‘That’s a typical male trait,’ she joked, while she finished off the dregs of her latte.

‘True. But think about it logically. Your new room is haunted, or you’re sharing it with the invisible man?’

‘When you put it that way …’

‘Want me to come back with you and check under your bed for the bogeyman?’

Sophie’s eyebrows formed a sharp ‘V’.

‘Oops,’ Callan said, and gently touched her hand in apology. ‘I know I shouldn’t tease you about such things, not after what happened with—’

She stood sharply, and picked up her phone and tablet. ‘It’s OK, Callan, I’m not a little kid anymore. I don’t believe in the bogeyman these days, and haven’t for a long time.’

He sat, open-mouthed, surprised by her snappy tone. Mellowing, she indicated his coffee cup. ‘Are you going to drink that? I need to get back and finish cleaning the place.’

He looked at the now tepid black coffee in its stained cup, surrounded on its saucer by discoloured wads of crumpled tissue, and grimaced. He asked, ‘So … do you want me to come back with you or not?’

‘Not for you to check under my bed,’ she told him.

‘Oh? How about on top?’ He offered a mischievous wriggle of his eyebrows.




FIVE

Elsewhere the subdued nature of the lighting might be deemed atmospheric, romantic even, but in Sophie’s room in Harclay House it could only be described as gloomy. The bulb screwed into the high ceiling rose was of low wattage, not helped by the fact that the glass globe surrounding it was dingy with cigarette tar and an accumulation of dust and spiderwebs that Sophie’s duster had failed to reach yet. An old standard lamp stood in one corner, but its glow barely reached midway across the room, and a bedside lamp was purposefully dim so that a sudden intrusion of bright light wouldn’t blind a person groping from sleep. For the time being, Sophie had dragged the easy chair under the window to make the most of the last rays of daylight – unfortunately the setting sun was at the rear of Harclay House, casting shadow towards the road outside and adding to the dimness. In recent years – allegedly for the betterment of the planet but in reality a cost-cutting practice by local councils – the street lights out front had been replaced with eco-saving LED lighting that struggled to cast a halo around them and caused pockets of deeper darkness at ground level. While trying to study, it was fortunate that her tablet was backlit or she’d have to relocate under the standard lamp or give up until she could source an extra desk lamp or two.

As evening settled in around her the room grew dimmer. Throughout the house there was a faint clamour as other tenants returned from work or university and began preparing meals, showering or completing other household tasks. The level of noise was a little disquieting to her at first, because at her old property she’d been the sole occupant, so hearing the rattle of pots and pans, the dull murmur of TVs, or running water, was totally unfamiliar. The old house’s walls absorbed some of the noise, not all, and she was thankful that she’d cautioned Callan to silence earlier when they’d crept onto her bed for a quick cuddle. Of course, cuddles had led to more, and to his word, Callan had been as quiet as possible, but there had been moments when she too had unconsciously groaned or cried out: it mortified her to think that those slight but obvious sounds might have carried, and even at ground level, Billy Burton had thumbed down the volume on his television to listen. It was bad enough that he’d already formed an opinion that she was daft: worse that he might think her easy.

She mentally shrugged off the thought; she didn’t care what her landlord thought wrongly about her, because on the large scale his opinion didn’t matter. She planned on having as little interaction with the letch as possible – if he’d allowed her to set up a direct debit to pay her rent, she would have, but he had made it clear he preferred cash in hand so there would be times when she had to meet him in person. It made Sophie wonder how much income he was reporting to the HMRC versus what actually crossed his sweaty palm. She shrugged off that thought too; it was none of her business, and if he was making a few extra pounds on the side it wouldn’t make any difference to her outgoings than he’d already demanded.

As the evening wore on, some of the other tenants left the house. The background noise quietened marginally. As full dark descended outside, it conversely assisted the glow in her room. She found that it was brighter in the pools of light around the lamps, and the ceiling bulb threw down a cone of ambience like a spotlight that fell on the foot of her bed. Her brand-new duvet – purchased, alongside some other items of bedding, after leaving the coffee shop in town – was still rumpled, and there were impressions in her pillow where both their heads had lain, before Callan had regretfully risen and made his goodbyes, leaving her alone to shower in peace. It was probable that one or the other would ring to say goodnight at some point, but for her first night in Harclay House, Sophie had asked to spend it there alone. She felt it was not only necessary to acclimatise to her new home, but she genuinely did have to complete some coursework before returning to college the next morning.

She had not stocked her fridge or cupboards yet. She could send out for food, or walk the short distance to the local shops, or even over the bridge into town. She elected to try out a nearby fish and chip shop, and bring home a meal to eat while continuing with her studies. She pulled on her jacket. She left her apartment and closed the door. After locking it, she gave it a rattle, finding how easily it sat in the frame and how loosely the latch fit into the strike plate, making her ponder again how it was possible that she’d earlier got herself locked out. According to Burton, weird stuff was more noticeable when the house settled during the wee small hours. Allegedly doors opened and closed at times. If that was the case, she thought it might be prudent to wedge the dining chair under the handle to stop the door opening while she slept, and keep out the bloody bogeyman. She snorted at the idea.

‘Now you are being daft,’ she scolded herself.

As she turned and went down the stairs, she ensured that her keys went deep into a pocket.

At the next landing down, she noticed a gleam at the edge of an open door. As she watched, a shadow blocked some of the light, and her eyes met those of one of her neighbours. ‘Hi,’ she said, with a quick wave.

The door opened a little wider.

A woman slightly older than Sophie looked back. She was thin almost to the point of gaunt, with frizzy hair, and sported silver earrings and a matching silver stud inserted through her top lip. She was dressed down in a baggy sweatshirt and tight-fitting leggings. Her feet were bare.

‘I’m Sophie, I just moved in.’ She jabbed a finger upward. ‘I’m in the room above yours.’

The woman raised her chin in acknowledgement. ‘I thought somebody must’ve moved in. Heard you earlier.’

Immediately Sophie thought she meant while Callan and she—

‘Heard you moving furniture or something around,’ the woman went on, and the heat Sophie had felt blooming in her cheeks subsided.

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘I hope I didn’t disturb you too much.’

‘Not at all. I was just surprised to hear somebody had moved in after all this time.’

‘Oh, was my room empty for a while?’

‘As long as I’ve lived here,’ said the woman. ‘Odd thing is, well, there were times when I’d hear movement above me and wonder if— no, no. Just ignore me.’

‘You thought somebody was in my room?’ Sophie pressed.

‘It was probably just Billy doing his rounds,’ the woman said. ‘Anyway, I know you’re here now, so I can ignore it if I hear anything weird.’

‘Yeah,’ Sophie said with a smile. ‘If it’s anything weird, it’s probably me.’

She meant it as a joke, but the woman only again acknowledged her words with a sharp lift of her chin.

‘Going out to grab some tea,’ Sophie said.

‘I’ve got mine heating in the microwave,’ the woman countered, and as if the promise of her meal beckoned her, she backed away and closed the door.

‘Nice to meet you, too,’ Sophie said, then mentally shrugged off her neighbour’s slightly strange demeanour.

She didn’t meet any of her other neighbours on the way down. As she walked through the entrance vestibule, her gaze was drawn over her shoulder towards Burton’s apartment. His door was open and he leaned partially out of it, peering at her.

He asked the obvious. ‘Going out?’

‘Yeah,’ she said. ‘Going to grab something to eat.’

‘Right-o then,’ he said. He lifted his glasses on their lanyard and settled them on the bridge of a hawkish nose.

Sophie waited, expecting more.

After a few seconds, she offered a slight jerk of her head, and began to approach the door.

‘Got your keys with you, I hope,’ Burton said.

She halted, and her hand went to where she’d dropped the keys deep in her jacket pocket. She tapped them hard enough for them to clink. ‘Right here.’

‘Good. We don’t want a replay of earlier.’

‘Nope. You can rest assured that I’ll never let myself be locked out again.’ She tried to keep her tone humorous, but garnered an unimpressed grunt from her landlord. She took out the keys and dangled them, to convince him she wasn’t lying.

‘Good. I retire early. I don’t want to be knocked up by a daft lass with less sense than a five-year-old.’

Sophie blinked, too astonished to feel insulted.

Burton closed the door before she could formulate a response.

Finally, after staring at his door for several seconds, she turned away with a shake of her head, bemused more than annoyed.

‘He is such a charming devil, isn’t he?’

Sophie slapped a hand over her heart, unable to stifle a tiny yelp of surprise.

‘Sorry, didn’t mean to surprise you.’ A young woman stood directly before her, holding several envelopes. While Sophie and Burton had exchanged pleasantries, she had come out of her apartment to retrieve mail from the communal letterbox. The young woman was small, slim and had her mousey-brown hair pulled back in a ponytail. Her features were sharp, but softened somewhat by the smile she aimed at Sophie and the humour in her grey eyes.

Sophie raised her eyebrows and then gave a subtle nod towards Burton’s apartment. ‘I’ve barely lived here twelve hours and already I’ve managed to rub him up the wrong way.’

‘Don’t take it personally, it’s just his way. Burton can’t help being a tosser.’

‘You can say that again. His disposition isn’t really suited to working in the hospitality sector.’

‘Once you get to know him, you learn to ignore his offhand insults. He’s old school; I genuinely believe he has no idea he’s being a misogynistic prick all the time.’ The woman folded the small pile of envelopes and shoved them in a back pocket of her jeans. She stuck out her hand. ‘I’m Belle, by the way.’

‘Sophie Wade. Uh, my friends call me Sophe.’ She accepted Belle’s hand and gave it a gentle shake.

‘Sophe it is, then. Welcome to Harclay House. For what it’s worth.’

They both paused to reflect on their surroundings. Then they chuckled in a shared sense of their current situation.

‘Never mind, eh?’ said Belle. ‘Things could be worse.’

Yeah, Sophie thought, they could be much worse. She could still be eight years old and living with her stepfather and Kelsey in that horrible childhood house on the west side of town.




SIX

By the time Callan said his final goodnight, air-kissing towards the screen of his phone several times, it was after midnight. Having turned off some of the bigger lights, Sophie reclined with only the bedside lamp making a pale amber glow around her. She had barely enough linen to dress her bed, and decided she should complete a list of things she would need to purchase or fetch from storage in the coming days. Many of the items she’d accumulated in her previous home were now shrouded in plastic and stored in a lock-up garage rented by Callan. Her new duvet and pillow still smelled of their plastic wrapping, despite Sophie and Callan lying together on them earlier. The rest of her room was redolent with the lingering aroma of deep-fried fish and chips. Hours ago, she’d fetched her meal back, intending to perhaps go and sit in the communal kitchen to eat it, but when she’d found the place empty of residents she climbed the remainder of the stairs to her room instead.

She belched gently and asked to be pardoned, despite being the only person present.

Her meal had proven humongous, and a bit expensive to indulge in on too many occasions going forward. At first she thought she would never manage to finish the huge portion of fish and chips, but she’d cleaned the apartment throughout most of the day, working up a fair appetite. She even found herself dabbing the last few morsels of batter out of the greasy box before she’d been satisfied. Perhaps she should have put the box in the recycling bins outside in the yard, but instead had left it on the table, laid back on the bed, patted her bulging belly and almost succumbed to sleep. Perhaps she had slept, because she’d then jerked alert, as if from a disturbing dream, to clasp her throat as she blinked around at her unfamiliar surroundings.

If not a dream, then something else must have alarmed her. And yet, if it had been a loud noise it did not repeat. After a few minutes the feeling of unease dissipated, and she began to relax again. It had been an effort to slide off the bed and enter her bathroom. Earlier her shower had been perfunctory, a rapid cleansing, but this time she took things leisurely. Burton hadn’t been extravagant when it came to furnishing her living room, but to be fair on him he hadn’t scrimped with the shower: perhaps it was another item he’d sourced from a closing-down sale, but it was an expensive set-up that could be adjusted to cleanse or to massage. She allowed the jets of water to pummel the tightness and kinks out of her muscles, while she luxuriated under a warm deluge from above. Alone in the bathroom, she had left open the door on the cubicle and could see the night sky out the small window. Her room was situated at the top of the house, the bathroom on the end of the terrace, so she was not overlooked by anyone. Yet, after turning off the shower, she stood a moment and a creeping sensation sent prickles of apprehension over her scalp.

Covering her breasts with one arm, the juncture of her legs with the other, she approached the window and squinted outside. For anyone to be watching they would have to have wings. Her bathroom was situated over a tiny side garden and an accessible service alley. She was higher up than the roofs of the nearest houses beyond, and even from across the road, where the townhouses were easily as tall as those on her block, nobody had a straight view into her bathroom: at most, somebody with binoculars might get an eyeful of the bathroom wall near ceiling level.

Nevertheless, she dried and dressed quickly in cotton shorts and a vest, before retreating to the living room and scrambling onto the bed, her hair wrapped in a towel. She’d hardly begun jotting a list of things she needed when her phone jingled and she accepted Callan’s request for a video call. They chatted for the best part of an hour before she reminded him she had to be up early for college the following morning, and then a further ten minutes passed before his final kiss towards the screen was coordinated with a tap at the end call button. No sooner had he hung up than she missed him. Reclining on the bed, she set aside her notepad and pen, the list incomplete. She had never felt as lonely as she did at that moment. She missed Callan; she missed Kelsey more.

She slept, and in her dreams she walked with her little sister alongside the nearby River Eden. In reality the river was perhaps thirty or more metres wide at the point it wended around the old city, but in her dreamscape it was little more than a trickle, tinkling over white pebbles. The banks were overgrown with tall reeds and butterflies fluttered and bumblebees tumbled on a gentle breeze. The sisters smiled in unison, heads tilted up to a hot sun, arms outstretched, and relished the way in which their hair floated like pennants behind them. It was a moment before it grew apparent that they were both teenaged girls once more, not adults, and more so that the moment was not born from memory but a complete fabrication. Sophie didn’t mind being carried along on the fantasy, it was simply a joy to luxuriate in the summer heat alongside her sister. She reached with her fingertips and touched Kelsey’s. For a moment their fingers entwined, before slipping apart. Sophie reached again, trying to hold on, but couldn’t find Kelsey’s fingers again. She turned to her sister.

She was not there.

There wasn’t even a hint that she’d ever been there.

Sophie stood alone, still beside the river, but now it was a rushing torrent of brown water, and beneath her feet the ground had turned to mud. She was at the edge of a ploughed field, and it cast her back further until she was a younger girl again on the cusp of her teens. She wore shorts and an orange vest, and had donned studded hockey boots rather than running shoes as they gave more traction in the churned-up dirt. Sophie ran, and instantly mounted a steep hillside – one that had always challenged her during cross-country training as a schoolgirl – and she almost fell to her hands and knees to scramble to the top. The sun had disappeared, replaced by heavy grey clouds and slanting rain. Sophie gained the summit, gasping for breath, covered in dirt, and turned to survey her route uphill. Her tracks were deeply embedded in the soil.

‘Why didn’t you use the stairs, silly?’

Kelsey stood beside her, indicating a series of long concrete steps cut into the hillside.

‘Where’s the challenge in taking the easy way up?’ Sophie retorted.

‘Look at the state of you. You’re filthy.’

Before Sophie could reply, Kelsey moved away. No longer a child, but a woman. For a second, she looked so alike their dead mother that a fistful of grief rammed its way into Sophie’s throat, and she was unable to call Kelsey back.

Her sister descended the stairs tentatively, as if counting each one singly, and she clutched a washing basket teeming with Sophie’s muddy running kit.

Sophie was an adult once more, dressed in clean jeans, a sweatshirt and white plimsoles. Her hair was short and blond, as she used to wear it a couple of years previously. Kelsey no longer looked like their deceased mum; she was stooped and rake thin.

‘Kel, wait, don’t go down there!’ Sophie called, alarmed. ‘Come back!’

Kelsey turned and craned to look back at her. The hawkish nose and pale colourless eyes weren’t those of Kelsey but of Billy Burton. ‘Don’t be daft, lass,’ he grunted.

He turned away, and was washed from sight by a thundering deluge. The pounding rain flattened Sophie’s hair and stung her flesh. Though she knew she was dreaming, she couldn’t help shying from the beating rain – never before had she experienced acute physical sensations during any nightmare she’d suffered. She searched for cover and saw a doorway. The door stood open, and within was a deep void of perfect blackness. She paused, searching the opening, and dread overcame her. She couldn’t bring herself to step one foot in front of the other; the effort was more strenuous than the battle uphill had proved. A pale hand beckoned her. Kelsey’s?

She staggered forward, as if the invisible rope holding her back had been severed.

‘Sis? Is that you?’

No answer.

A single finger curled back and forth, summoning, and she remembered then that it was not Kelsey urging her to enter the void.

The finger beckoned her again, its nail stained red and jagged.

Sophie cringed.

She knew she shouldn’t, but … well, if she didn’t go, then Kelsey would have to.

‘No … please don’t make me,’ she croaked, but she went forward anyway.

Rain still poured down her face. No, not rain. Tears.

She halted at the threshold.

‘Come in,’ said a voice.

‘I don’t want to,’ she moaned.

‘Why not, you daft thing? You always enjoyed your visits with me before.’

‘No … I didn’t.’

‘Come here.’

‘No.’

The hand grabbed her and yanked her bodily through the doorway, into red-tinged blackness. The door slammed shut and even the red tint faded.

Nooooooo …

Sophie sat upright on the bed, hands slashing the air around her. Her cry of denial still echoed in her ears, perhaps even in the room, because she could never be certain if she had howled out loud or if her cry had solely been within her dream.

As it had earlier when she’d startled awake, it took a few seconds to orient to her surroundings. In her confusion, she scrambled off the bed, and lunged first one way and then the other. There was no escape, but then there was no door blocking her way out. She gasped, clutched the front of her vest with both hands, and then exhaled noisily as she expelled the remnants of the horrible nightmare.

Panic fluttered in her chest a moment longer. Even aware that she had been dreaming, it didn’t help. The nightmare had triggered a childhood terror and, despite understanding that she was in no danger, her body responded with a flood of adrenaline. Fight or flight. She was past both responses, and was more likely to suffer a full-on panic attack unless she got things under control. She sat down heavily on the end of the bed and forced herself to calm her breathing.

The damp towel had fallen off her head at some point – likely when she’d launched directly from the nightmare off the bed – and had been kicked into the middle of the room by her frantic dance to and fro. She bent to retrieve it. From the corner of her eye she caught subtle movement. Still bent, hand wavering above the dropped towel, she stared sidelong at the door as it continued to steal gently open.

Forgetting the towel, she stood and faced the door, watching its lazy opening. The landing was mostly in darkness and there was only the faintest hint from the street lights outside, slanting in through the same skylight she’d noted on her arrival that morning. In that dimness something stirred. She had no neighbours on that floor, so why would anybody be out there at this time of night? There was no good reason she could think of. She lunged, took several rapid steps and grabbed the door. A snapshot of the landing was all she had time for, as her reaction was to slam the door shut, but it was enough to tell her that she’d been mistaken. There was nobody on the landing that she could see in that brief second. However, she had no intention of double-checking. She snapped the lock home, ensuring it was snug in the strike plate, and this time pushed down the snib to double lock the door.

Breathless, she pressed her palms against the door, anticipating some unseen force to slam against it from the other side. She waited, again until her breathing was under control, and then backed away. At the centre of the room, her bedside lamp casting its dim gleam across the floor, she stood for several heartbeats, as if to stray beyond the faint light invited attack from the unsavoury things that dwelled in the dark corners. Finally, the logical part of her mind took sway of her thoughts: she knew that the door was prone to sticking or opening, had been told as much by Billy Burton, but hadn’t she taken precautions earlier to ensure that the door didn’t spring open during the night when she was at her most vulnerable?

Actually, no, in hindsight she had not.

Prior to fetching her evening meal, she’d entertained but immediately discarded the idea of wedging a chair under the door handle while she slept. The idea had been over the top, extreme, and fuelled by a silly childish fear of the bogeyman. Her adult mind scoffed at the idea of monsters lurking under her bed, or in the shadowed corners of her room, but apparently the same couldn’t be said for her subconscious. It had taken control while she slept, and despite trying to purge the effects of her nightmare from her waking thoughts, they had clung on. The lock had simply popped loose from the strike plate; the subtle movement on the landing was probably down to a shifting of the clouds causing a play in the light angling in through the skylight.

Yes, those had to be the explanations. And yet, she still shivered while collecting the damp towel from the floor and returning it to her bathroom. On returning to bed, she pulled up her duvet, protectively clutching it in both fists under her chin as she waited for sleep to take her once more.




SEVEN

Sophie returned to Harclay House after what felt like an eternity at college that day, though it hadn’t all been spent in study. In truth she had attended a morning session before some free time had allowed her to take a walk down by the riverside. From the college grounds to the same set of steps she’d stood atop in her dream wasn’t much more than a stone’s throw away. In a state of distraction she’d ambled there, and then stood a moment peering across the river and adjacent floodplains towards the eastern side of the city beyond. As realisation about her location set in, she couldn’t resist a glance to each side, hoping to find Kelsey standing there, wearing a sheepish look and an apology on her lips for disappearing without explanation. A couple wandered along the footpath towards her, heads together as they giggled at something the woman showed her partner on her phone. Down on the riverside trail, jogging towards the steps, was a middle-aged man, wearing a fluorescent vest and figure-hugging tracksuit pants. He peered up, and for a second Sophie believed he was staring at her, but in reality he was gauging the stairs and the effort needed to scale them at his current pace. If anything, he pushed harder and hurtled upward. Sophie stepped aside, clearing the way so that the couple could pass, and the runner had a clear exit onto the path. He stormed past, breathing harshly, features reddened and sweaty. When she was young, and racing competitively, she would have taken the tougher, more challenging route up the grass slope instead, exactly as she had in her dream.

‘Where’s the challenge in taking the easy way up?’ she whispered under her breath.

The temptation to clamber down the grassy embankment was strong. But there would be no avoiding getting dirty and she must return to class after her break. She didn’t want to waste what free time she had in nipping home to change. She took the steps down and wandered along the riverside. Unlike it had appeared in her dream, it neither chuckled over white pebbles, nor was it a raging torrent; the water slid along with barely a sound. A couple of mallards bickered, and the ever-present stream of traffic on the bridge covered the faintest of lapping noises the river might have made. She could happily spend hours wandering further along the riverbank, but had to return to college and another longer study session that would last well into the afternoon.

It was after four o’clock by the time she again used her colour-coded keys to access the shabby townhouse, and she plodded through the entrance vestibule to the foot of the cantilevered staircase. Weary, brain foggy from being fed an avalanche of information, she paused to assess the climb the way the jogger had the riverside steps earlier. She grabbed for the handrail and took the first laborious step upward.

‘Hey, newbie! We should get to know each other. I’ve got the kettle on, if you fancy a cuppa?’

Sophie turned towards the voice and found Belle standing in the hallway. She was like a ninja assassin, that girl, the manner in which she appeared so silently.

‘I’m shattered. I’ve just finished at college,’ Sophie replied, ‘and need to sit down before—’

‘I do have chairs, you know. You can sit and drink a cuppa, can’t you, Sophe?’

Sophie ruminated for no longer than a second. The idea of being served a cup of tea before trudging all the way to the top was too tempting to resist. She stepped down and aimed a smile at the young woman. ‘I’ll give it a good try.’

Belle beckoned her inside. ‘I’ve no biscuits in, but I’ve got a gingerbread loaf if you fancy a slice?’

‘Wouldn’t say no.’

It was easy to see that Belle had been a resident of Harclay House for a reasonable length of time: her apartment was slightly smaller than Sophie’s but was laid out to make the most of the space, and had been made more homely with personal belongings and soft furnishings. Her bed was a single-sized divan, leaving more room for a comfortable settee and easy chairs, and whereas Sophie’s apartment was yet to know a personal touch, Belle had hung brightly coloured paintings and arranged photographs of her loved ones on her dressers and coffee table. An electric kettle fizzed towards boiling on a counter in the opposite corner to her bed. There was no kitchenette like the one in Sophie’s room, so Belle must prepare her meals in the communal kitchen on the first floor – or she ate out or ordered in, like many of their contemporaries did these days. Sophie had momentarily wondered if she had personally baked the gingerbread loaf, but no, it sat alongside the kettle, still in its branded wrapper. Not that Sophie minded.

‘Tea? Coffee?’ Belle asked as she closed the door behind them.

‘I’d love a strong tea, thanks,’ Sophie said. ‘Sugar, but no milk.’

‘Coming right up. Go on. Sit down and make yourself comfortable.’

While Belle prepared the drinks, and opened and sliced the gingerbread loaf, Sophie waited in silence. She sat in one of the easy chairs, judging the one directly opposite the TV to be Belle’s favourite, so avoided it. She looked around, trying not to be too nosey, while at the same time absorbing the artworks on the walls, the faces in the photo frames. Several of the photos were of an older couple – probably Belle’s parents – whereas the rest only featured Belle … no significant others that she could tell. Then again, she shouldn’t assume anything. She had been seeing Callan for months and they were yet to invest in a professionally framed photograph together.

Belle set down two mugs of steaming tea, and a small plate crammed with slices of gingerbread. She dropped into the chair opposite the television, grinning across at Sophie, her mouth already working on a bit of cake. ‘It’s good to have somebody my own age around here for a change,’ Belle said.

‘Our neighbours are … older?’

‘Nah, they’re mostly kids. Except for Judith on the next floor up.’

‘Is that the woman I met yesterday—’ Sophie tapped her lip, indicating the placement of the woman’s obtuse adornment ‘—with the frizzy hair and earrings?’

‘Yeah, that’s Jude.’

‘She doesn’t look that much older than—’

‘She’s in her forties. Practically ancient.’

‘Oh,’ said Sophie. ‘She doesn’t look it.’

‘Really?’ Belle shrugged off the subject of ages. ‘She’s a bit of a weirdo, but I suppose she’s all right in small portions.’

‘She acted kind of odd when we met,’ Sophie admitted, ‘but I thought things were just a little awkward because she was shy.’

‘Nah, she’s weird like that all the time. Makes me a bit uncomfortable around her. Put it this way, I don’t ask her to join me for tea and cake.’

‘Should I count myself as special, then?’ Sophie smiled.

‘That depends. If you start acting odd, you’ll be out on your ear, too.’

They sat a few seconds, looking at each other, before Belle again cracked a smile, teeth sticky with gingerbread, and Sophie chuckled.

‘Go on, Sophe. Get stuck in, before I polish off the lot.’ Belle snagged another slice of cake and began wolfing it down.

Sophie selected a slice and was tempted to swallow it whole; she was suddenly ravenous. To maintain a touch of decorum in front of her new friend, she took delicate nibbles from it instead. Belle didn’t rest on etiquette; she scooped up another slice and set to it with relish. She obviously wasn’t kidding about polishing the entire cake off.

‘So what do you do?’ Belle asked after swallowing a mouthful of tea.

‘Do?’

‘At college. You said you’d just finished at college … are you a tutor?’

Sophie laughed at the absurdity of the question. ‘I wish. No, I’m just your run-of-the-mill student.’

‘Mature student, eh?’

Sophie’s features crunched a little.

Belle laughed. ‘I don’t mean you’re old, it’s just you don’t seem fresh from secondary school like most of the other college students I see. You must’ve done something else …’

‘I’m twenty-five,’ Sophie admitted, ‘so yeah, I suppose compared to some of my classmates I could be classed as more mature.’

‘Same age as me, then.’

Sophie didn’t answer, it being unnecessary to fact-check the woman. Instead, she said, ‘I did work at Brunswicks, in town, before they went belly-up.’

‘Oh, you worked there? It’s a shame they had to close the shop; it’s a big miss.’

‘It certainly is.’ Brunswicks had existed as a family-owned department store for more than a century, a destination store for the city’s more affluent clientele, but had failed to adapt to the modern shopping environment and rise of big-box superstores and online retailers. It was already on the slippery slope to obscurity when Sophie accepted a job in middle management there, but – as had most of the company’s employees – she had hoped for the best, rather than planned for the worst. The announced closure of the store and her accompanying redundancy had been shocking in one manner, though not entirely out of the blue. 

‘I lost my job, and my home. I suppose I should look at the positives. For starters, it has allowed me to retrain as a teacher, hopefully in a profession with better job security and opportunities.’

‘Yeah,’ said Belle. ‘Dwell on those positives, Sophe. The alternative is you remember that you’re living in this shithole.’

It was a moment before Belle grinned.

Sophie shook her head in amusement. Belle’s humour could be sarcastic, but without meaning any offence to the recipient.

‘It’s not too bad,’ Sophie said.

‘Give it a week and tell me that again.’

‘You don’t like living here? You’ve got your place looking nice.’

Belle shrugged. ‘If by nice you mean not as grim as your apartment, then I suppose you’re right.’

‘Mine’s not too bad now that I’ve given it a good clean.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Are you familiar with my room?’

‘I’ve been up there.’

‘When the previous tenant lived there?’

‘No. She’d done a bunk a good while before. No, I sneaked up for a nosey around when ol’ Billy had gone out for the day. Jude the weirdo was complaining that she could hear somebody creeping around above her, and roped me into taking a look, seeing as the door was open. We never found anyone up there, of course; she was probably just hearing the seagulls up on the roof, or the crows that make their nests in the chimneys. Sound travels through this place dead easy.’

‘Yeah, I’ve noticed that. You said the door was open … do you mean unlocked or—’

‘No. Open. The door was standing wide open. It was an invitation to explore that I couldn’t resist.’

‘That door has a habit of opening by itself …’

‘Yep. It’s not the only one in this place. I’ve had my door pop open before, even when I was sure that I’d locked the bloody thing.’

‘Burton said the house is old and prone to settling. I suppose the door opening or sticking can be explained by the wood expanding or contracting.’

‘Or it’s down to the resident poltergeist.’

Sophie studied Belle, wondering when she would direct a toothy grin at her. She didn’t.

‘You’re actually being serious?’

‘Don’t you believe in ghosts, Sophe?’

‘I did when I was a kid. Not once I grew up.’

‘Ha!’ Belle reached for yet another slice of gingerbread, before hitting her again with the line: ‘Give it a week and tell me that again.’




EIGHT

Believing that a creaky old building like Harclay House could be haunted would be easy if she allowed her imagination to get away from her. It was fair to say that there was an eerie atmosphere to certain corners of the house, but Sophie thought that was down to a lack of natural light and the staleness of the air, rather than any lingering spirits wandering the landings. In her room, she had questioned Kelsey out loud, as if somehow her sister would hear and answer, but it was a purely wishful notion that she had put zero genuine faith in. As a child, things had been different; she had believed in good spirits, Santa Claus, and fairies, but also in the Devil, and in ghosts, wicked witches and all manner of lurking monsters. Of the latter she feared the bogeyman the most. In her eighth year she had learned the painful way that the worst types of monsters were humans and the only ones to be truly terrified of. It had taken a further eight years of her life before the bogeyman was banished from her thoughts for good, and with him the belief in anything supernatural.

Despite Belle’s remark, her resolve had not withered for days.

During her first week in the house, she fetched some of her personal belongings from Callan’s lock-up garage, making her apartment more comfortable, and even went to the effort of printing off a favourite photograph of the two of them, framed it and set it on the mantelpiece. With her few home comforts and Callan’s ever-present smiling face beaming back at her across the room, living there felt more than simply tolerable. Since that first creepy night, events had not been repeated: her door neither stuck or sprung open, and there had been no unexpected movement of her phone. Best of all, she hadn’t experienced the uncanny sensation of being spied upon as she showered again. Interestingly, the nighttime temperature had risen by several degrees, so probably there was something in Billy Burton’s theory about the house contracting under colder conditions.

To help make ends meet, Sophie worked part-time hours on the weekend, applying her retail experience at a garden centre outside of town. Callan’s weekends being free, he didn’t mind dropping her or picking her up from work, but she had resisted the temptation to use him like that and previously stuck to a public bus service instead. However, on her first Saturday while living at Harclay House, he took the executive decision to collect her from work and take her out for the remainder of the afternoon. They ended up enjoying a pub meal, Sophie a glass of wine – Callan strictly sticking to an alcohol-free beer – and then a casual stroll around Talkin Tarn, a kettle-hole lake surrounded by woodland to the east of the city. The walk around the lake was gentle and mostly on the level, the route one that Sophie had run many times while a competitive athlete, and the location of the Kennedy Challenge, a fifty-mile walk of thirty-eight laps around the lake that she’d completed along with her Year 10 school friends in one strenuous day and night.

As they sauntered, hand in hand, she told Callan about the challenge, and how she and a friend had jogged a good portion of the route. Sadly, her friend had almost collapsed, and by the time she’d recovered enough to continue they’d almost been lapped by even the less athletic of their school friends. The old turtle and hare effect. They’d completed the fifty miles at a more leisurely pace after that. Although Sophie was prepared to belt around the remaining distance, she was not the type to leave her friend behind.

‘Is that some kind of metaphor for why you won’t let Kelsey’s disappearance drop?’ Callan wondered.

Sophie halted in her tracks, causing him to be dragged around as he took his next step.

They faced each other.

‘Didn’t mean to upset you,’ Callan said quickly.

‘You haven’t. It’s just that I realised you’re probably right. Maybe moving into Harclay House isn’t my finest idea …’

‘The offer to move into my place is still open.’

Sophie shrugged and began walking again. He gently squeezed her hand. ‘Give it some thought,’ he encouraged.

‘It sounds wonderful in principle,’ she said, ‘but in reality I’d probably get on your nerves within a few days.’

‘You already get on my nerves. At least if I tell you to shove off you’ll only have to go to your own room instead of all the way across town.’

‘Oh, I get my own room, do I?’

‘Well, actually, no. I was hoping that we’d share a house and a bed.’

She smiled at him. ‘The latter I can live with.’

He grinned lasciviously, before his forehead visibly furrowed.

‘What’s up?’

‘Well,’ he began, and he skiffed a pebble on the path. ‘It’s just that we haven’t shared any bed since your first day there and …’

‘We haven’t spent any time at your place in the past week,’ she said by way of explanation.

‘I’ve been in your apartment though, but each time we’ve got a bit, uh … y’know, cozy … well you’ve pushed me away.’

Her head drooped. ‘Yeah,’ she admitted.

‘I’m a bit worried that … uh, Sophe, are we still OK?’

‘OK? I’d say we are better than OK, Callan.’

‘Well, why haven’t we … Oh, is it because—’

Before he could end his thought about her cycle, she cut in. ‘It’s that house. I don’t like to get intimate there. Sound travels and—’

‘I can be quiet,’ he promised.

‘We tried that and failed,’ she said, and caught a sly flicker of a smile from him. ‘But that’s not all. It’s just that I have this horrible feeling of being watched. After we did it last time and I showered, it felt as if I was being spied on.’

‘By who? Billy – Sleaze Ball – Burton?’

‘No. I’m not suggesting he’s a voyeur or anything. When I say “watched”, I mean by an unseen presence—’

‘By a ghost?’

‘No, of course not. Well, uh …’

‘By Kelsey’s ghost?’ he pressed.

‘We talked about this already when I thought my phone had been moved. You know I don’t believe in …’

She stopped talking.

Give it a week and tell me that again.

‘It’s just with being there, in her place,’ Callan offered. ‘You hoped that by moving in you’d find something to connect you with your sister, and it’s playing on your subconscious.’

She shook her head.

‘I’m not the only one to think there’s something weird going on there. I met a girl, Belle. She said Harclay House has a resident poltergeist.’

He grunted at the claim.

‘Don’t you think such things could exist?’ she asked.

‘Poltergeists. What, like you see in horror movies?’

‘Nothing so dramatic. No, just that some natural force might exist that has yet to be discovered or categorised by science. Like with my phone … Belle claims something there moves things, makes them disappear and reappear again in strange places.’

‘I’ve one that lives in my tumble dryer,’ he said. ‘Every time I put in some washing, it nicks one of my socks.’

Ordinarily, she’d laugh along with him at his silly joke, but the timescale set by Belle was rapidly approaching, and her total disbelief in the supernatural world was coming under serious threat.

‘I know it sounds nuts, but it’s easier believing in strange stuff when living in that old house.’ They continued walking. Out on the water there were several people in kayaks. Their muted conversation was a drone almost blanketed by the closer buzzing of insects. Sophie wafted her free hand, scattering a cloud of tiny midges.

‘That’s what I tried explaining before. It’s purely psychological.’

‘Maybe you’re right,’ she concurred.

‘Maybe I’m right? Bloomin’ hell! I’ll take that as a win.’

They were nearing the end of the route around the lake. A section of woodland obscured Callan’s car, but it was only a minute’s walk away.

‘Can you take me back now?’ she asked.

‘To yours?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Oh, I was hoping that—’

‘I need to get back: I’ve got stuff to do.’

‘Oh, OK.’ Callan fell silent.

‘You can stay for a while with me, if you’d like to?’

His face lit up.

She nudged him with her elbow. ‘No hanky-panky allowed.’

‘Even if I promise to be as quiet as a church mouse?’

‘Especially then. I want to do a little experiment.’

‘Kinky stuff? I’m in.’

‘Give over, you perv. I want to just sit awhile and get your opinion on what you hear or feel.’

He released her hand, to creep his fingers over her backside. ‘I know what I want to feel,’ he said, wiggling his eyebrows, and comedy laughing.

‘Give over,’ she warned again, and play-slapped aside his hand. ‘Play your cards right, and behave, and we can go to your place later.’




NINE

The very presence of Callan being in her apartment affected the outcome of Sophie’s experiment.

Having eaten a hearty pub meal earlier, they made do with a mug of coffee each, purchased from a local petrol filling station and fetched back to the house with them after Callan parked his car nearby on a side street. Sophie also shook out some chocolate chip cookies onto a saucer, but neither of them had the appetite, so they sat uneaten.

At first, Callan tried luring her onto the bed, but Sophie had resisted and seated herself on a chair at her table that she usually used when completing her homework. Taking the hint, Callan slipped from the bed to the easy chair, which she’d never got round to shifting from under the window. He sat, or rather slouched, in a fashion that was no good for his spine, with both forearms stretched along the arms, knees spread and heels digging into the carpet. His chin rested on his chest. The smile on his slim features looked inscribed as he peered back at her.

After nothing untoward happened for several minutes, he said, ‘It’s like waiting for Christmas.’

‘There’s a possibility yet,’ she cautioned.

He bided his time a while longer.

Callan peered around, perhaps expecting to see something shift as if prodded by an unseen finger. His smile morphed into pursed lips and he blew out air.

Sophie didn’t respond to his impatience.

Callan softly drummed his fingers on the arms of the easy chair.

‘Shhh!’ she commanded.

From below them came the sound of female laughter.

Callan raised eyebrows at her, but didn’t comment.

‘When you hear normal sounds, you can tell if they’re coming from elsewhere in the house,’ she said.

On cue a toilet flushed.

‘Even poltergeists have got to go to the loo,’ Callan quipped.

Sophie scowled at him.

They sat a while longer. Sophie shifted uncomfortably.

‘When was the last time anything actually happened?’ Callan probed.

‘The weird stuff? Not since my first night here when I woke from a bad dream and found my door open.’

He chewed his bottom lip before turning a slightly pinched expression towards her. ‘Do you have the only set of keys to this apartment?’

Her shoulders jumped. ‘Burton has a spare set. Otherwise, who else should have any?’

‘Past tenants.’

‘It’s a possibility, but it’s unlikely somebody that used to live here is sneaking inside and opening and closing doors to prank me.’

‘Yeah. When you put it that way it does sound a bit stupid.’

‘It’s worth considering,’ she said, by way of concession. ‘I don’t know what happened to Kelsey’s keys when she went missing. I mean, it’s unlikely that she put her washing in the machine downstairs and then left the building without locking this apartment and taking her set with her. But again, if somebody found them or – dare I suggest it – stole them after abducting her, it’s unlikely that they’d come back here just to play spooky pranks.’

‘You’re right.’ Air whistled gently from his nostrils. ‘Do you trust Burton? I mean, he comes across to me as a bit of a letch.’

‘I don’t believe he had anything to do with locking or unlocking the door,’ she admitted. ‘He has a bad knee and struggles on the stairs. There’s no way he was quick enough to have opened the door and then got all the way back down to the ground floor and into his room before I checked that time. Besides, the first time, I got locked out and had to go and ask him to help me. When he limped his way up here, the door was open again: on that occasion I’m his witness to prove it had nothing to do with him.’

‘Hmmm,’ Callan intoned.

‘The thing about the house settling is probably right, it’s just that it doesn’t exactly explain the sense of being watched …’

‘I once saw a documentary on TV where they said that humidity can cause you to feel strange sensations. Maybe with the room being closed up for so long, the atmosphere was a bit off and that’s what made you feel creeped out.’

‘It’s a bit of a long shot. I was showering at the time, so it might affect the humidity, but who knows. To be honest, I wondered if it had something to do with infrasound from the traffic on the road outside.’

‘Infrasound?’

‘You know, like a low frequency, beneath the ability for us to hear. Have you ever been too near a machine where you’ve felt a strange internal vibration? Sometimes, things with oscillating parts can cause infrasound and it can affect us in weird ways. We usually can’t hear it, but we do feel it. It affects us differently: some people get headaches, others get a weird or even scary sensation like their skin crawling and hair standing on end, you know, like the classic symptoms you supposedly get when a ghost’s manifesting.’

Sophie halted. She was trying to talk herself out of believing Belle’s assertion, but knew that she was spouting rubbish. The traffic flow at the time of night she’d experienced the sensation was very light and inconsistent, so wouldn’t cause enough infrasound to affect her. It was possible that some other manmade source was more constant, but she couldn’t think what it might be … unless!

She jumped up from her chair without warning, and Callan flinched, gasping out a laugh.

‘Hang on,’ she told him, and darted to her bathroom. She hit the light switch. On the wall there was an ancient extractor fan, dingy with age, the pull cord yellowed and brittle through lack of use. A faint red light glowed to show that the fan was powered, and yet it was silent. Much more recent wiring had been connected to it via a conduit that snaked around the walls to the shower cubicle. Sophie reached for the shower controls, turning the temperature dial up, and the water on. As water started from the showerhead, the extractor fan began a lazy whirr, picking up speed. She stood back, one hand on her hip as she studied the fan with satisfaction.

Callan leaned over her shoulder.

She aimed a nod up at the fan. ‘Mystery solved,’ she said.

‘Eh?’

‘The extractor kicks in when the shower gets turned on. I didn’t realise it because of the sound from the water, but the oscillating fan was probably the reason I got that weird feeling of being watched.’

Callan didn’t comment.

She reached in, avoiding the streaming water, and turned off the shower. The extractor fan slowed, growing noisier momentarily before the sound faded to nothing. She had felt nothing untoward in the few seconds the shower was on, but during that first evening she’d luxuriated under the showerhead and jets for a decent while, so it was more likely that the low frequency from the oscillating fan had done its work on her. By the time she switched off the shower and stepped out of the cubicle, she had not taken any notice of the fan slowing, so hadn’t equated it to the creepy sense of being watched.

She turned to him, raising both palms. ‘Well?’

‘You’re probably right,’ he said.

‘You don’t look convinced.’

‘I’m more convinced by a natural explanation than by a poltergeist.’

She chuckled. ‘Me too, if I’m being totally honest.’

At the sound of a loud groan, they evacuated the bathroom rapidly, pushing and shoving in their haste.

Standing shoulder to shoulder, they stared at the open bathroom door, then at each other. Callan’s eyes sparkled with delight.

‘You heard that, right?’ Sophie asked.

‘Almost made me crap my pants,’ he said, almost breathless at the admission.

Their entire conversation for the last few minutes was moot.




TEN

Sophie had to discard everything she’d ever learned about the paranormal from watching horror movies. Those films were always exaggerated to the max and bore no reality to actual poltergeist activity. At least, she assumed that was the case. She had caught an occasional ghost-hunting show on TV, with a crew investigating claims of haunted houses or castles, but had never really given much serious time or thought to the subject. In recent years an industry had grown around the paranormal and with it a profusion of faked footage designed to draw in viewers or to gain clicks on social media sites, and she’d learned to take them as the entertainment they were intended to be. She’d mostly believed that objects moving by unseen hands and the presence of weird and frightening shadows was the product of people tugging on nigh-on invisible fishing line and cleverly edited footage.

Even as something appeared to correct their misconception that the sense of presence was somehow down to infrasound, Sophie still wouldn’t fully allow herself to believe her own ears. After all, she had just turned off the shower, so the melancholy groan was most certainly the sound of the water gurgling in the pipes. That was her latest theory, and she also attempted to convince Callan with it. He had jumped from sceptic to excitable little boy though, and began demanding more proof from the ‘spirit’, calling out loudly for it to knock on the walls or to audibly speak its name. Sophie had to usher him out of her room and down the stairs, on the promise of the cuddle she’d denied him earlier.

She spent several hours at his house, and though some of it was spent in his bed, the majority was with him speculating on the possibility that there was validity to Belle’s assertion. Sophie grew tired of trying to change the subject and in the end her only recourse was to say goodbye and head home.

‘I’ll drive you,’ Callan offered.

‘No. I prefer to walk back.’

‘I won’t mither you with all this paranormal stuff again,’ he promised.

‘It’s not that, I just need the exercise and some fresh air before getting back to my studies,’ she lied.

She walked, taking things slower than her normal pace. Her feet ached inside her trainers, which felt too tight and constricting. Less than halfway home, she wished that she had taken up Callan’s offer of a lift back, as she suddenly felt fit to drop. Already she’d put in a day’s work, and strolled around Talkin Tarn, so had got enough exercise; the extra two miles from Callan’s house to hers was proving a bit much. Her route home took her past the castle and across the major interconnection of roads at Hardwicke Circus in the shadow of the Civic Centre. Then she was on the bridge spanning the River Eden with Harclay House not too far distant. She faltered, not yet ready to return to her apartment, and found her feet lingering on the bridge. She stood on tiptoes at the parapet overlooking the river. By then it was dark, and the silently flowing water below reflected the nighttime sky, and also the heritage lamps set at intervals on the bridge. She had to crane over to catch her reflection in the water below, a pale blob for a face … almost ghostly. She jerked back, her breath caught in her throat.

‘What are you doing, Sophie?’ she demanded of herself. ‘You’re letting things get away from yourself. You’re a bloody adult, so act like one … you don’t believe in childish nonsense anymore, for Christ’s sake!’

‘You awright, girly?’

The voice fetched her about sharply.

A man stood several metres away, his hands stuffed in the pockets of a woollen overcoat. An old-fashioned – or perhaps up-to-the-minute-trendy – trilby hat was tipped at a rakish angle on his forehead. Noting his baggy trousers, scuffed work boots and the frayed collar of his coat, she swiftly deduced that his odd styling was not a fashion statement. He was dressed in once-expensive, but now worn clothing, the type often favoured by street people that chose warmth over looks. She met his flat gaze, and saw how his narrow lips tipped up at the corners in a less than genuine smile.

Before answering, she checked both directions.

Where had he come from?

Other than an occasional passing motorist, she could have sworn that she’d had the bridge solely to herself in the moment before leaning over the parapet.

She supposed he must have climbed the steps from the riverbank onto the bridge after she’d passed, and walked silently enough not to attract attention as she’d dithered there about returning home.

‘I’m, uh, OK, thanks,’ she said, and turned quickly away, walking faster than before.

‘You needn’t fear me,’ said the man.

She ignored him. People that said such things probably had shady intent, or why bring it up at all?

He began walking, his boots clopping on the paving.

Walking directly ahead was not her finest move, as it forced her to continually glance back over her shoulder to check on his progress. She should cross the road, putting a safe distance between them. But then she’d be on the wrong side of the road for Harclay House, and be forced to cross back again after negotiating the junctions at the top of the hill. All he had to do was to wait for her to return, otherwise she’d be pushed into heading towards the college, and at that late hour she’d be in a more vulnerable position, alone with him in the darkness of a quiet side street overhung by wide leafy boughs.

She kept walking, trusting to speed, should he even hint at quickening his pace. Even with her trainers nipping, she believed she could outrun him in those cumbersome boots.

She kept glancing back.

Each time he had maintained distance, and not gained on her. Perhaps she had overreacted to the stranger’s concern; maybe he had overheard her outburst, saw her clinging over the edge of the parapet and thought he’d best intervene before she took a dive into the murky depths.

Without stopping, she watched him over one shoulder.

‘Talk to me,’ he said.

‘Leave me alone,’ she replied.

‘Talk to me, Sophie,’ he said.

She came to a sharp halt, turning to face him.

He stopped as sharply, again maintaining several metres between them. His smile twitched.

‘How do you know my name?’ she demanded.

He frowned, his trilby falling and rising subtly.

‘You called me by my name,’ she accused.

‘Did I?’

‘Yes, you called me—’ Sophie caught her words. Had she misheard? Perhaps he had not used her name, but something that her fear had twisted to fit, so speaking her name now would be a bad idea.

‘Do you know me?’ he countered after a few seconds.

‘No.’

‘Then that suits us both.’ He once again fixed an insincere smile in place.

‘Please leave me alone.’

‘I’m not doing anything wrong,’ he reminded her. ‘We are simply walking in the same direction. If you’d prefer, I can wait until you get more of a lead on me?’

‘Then what?’

‘Then what?’ He puffed out his chest, straightening but without removing his hands from his pockets. What was he clutching so securely, some type of weapon? Maybe he intended waiting until they were over the bridge, and then he’d grab and abduct her, and in his pockets were bindings to secure her with.

She showed him her phone.

‘Come near me, I’ll call the police.’

‘Why?’

‘If … well, you’re acting a bit weird.’

‘I have done nothing to harm you, only offered to wait here and let you get safely away. The way I see it, it’s you that is acting weird. I’m sure the police have more to do than answer phone calls from hysterical little girls jumping at shadows.’

‘What? Wait … what did you just say?’

He twitched his smile a final time, then turned abruptly and walked away, retreating across the bridge towards the steps he must have originally ascended.

‘Hey!’ she called after him, outrage bolstering her. ‘What did you just say?’

He didn’t respond. His boots surely clip-clopped on the pavement but she couldn’t hear them. There wasn’t a single vehicle moving in sight, no sound of traffic or anything else, even the rush of water below was muted.

Her phone jingled, and its sudden intrusion shocked her. She almost dropped it as she juggled it up to see who was calling.

It was Callan, of course, probably checking that she’d made it back to Harclay House safely.

She hit the answer symbol, even as she brought the phone closer to her mouth. ‘Callan—’ she breathed.

‘You OK, Sophe?’ he asked.

‘No, I—’

Sophie’s attention was off the stranger for no more than seconds. Yet he had disappeared from view, as resolutely as if he’d never been there at all.

Sophie checked herself. ‘I, uh, I’m almost home.’

‘You sound … I dunno …’

‘I’m fine,’ she lied. ‘Just regretting not accepting a lift home. In future, if I refuse an offer, remind me how stupid an idea it was this time to walk all the way back.’

‘You sound—’

‘Out of breath? Yeah, I’ve been walking fast.’

‘I was going to say “scared”. Are you worried about getting home after all my talk of ghosts earlier?’

‘No. I don’t know if you noticed, Cal, but I wasn’t convinced by any of it.’

‘Shame. It’s not too late for me to come over and protect you.’

‘You fly monkey,’ she chided him. ‘The way things are sounding, it’s you I’ll need protecting from.’

He again exaggerated a laugh, sounding like a pantomime villain.

Unbeknown to him, she stared at the spot where the stranger must have descended the stairs to the riverside. If her memory served, there was an underpass that allowed access under the busy road bridge. She checked that he hadn’t emerged on the other side to make his way parallel to her. There was no sign of him; no hint that he’d even existed.

She shook her head at the stupid thought, and began walking, but for safety she kept Callan on the phone. Soon she was off the bridge and heading up the hill. She glanced behind and across the road several times, until she was convinced the stranger was no longer a threat. Maybe he never had been a genuine threat, and she’d misread his interest. Perhaps he had been thinking altruistically when checking she was OK; he’d be a poor example of humanity if he’d ignored a young woman about to do self-harm. No, she didn’t think his case had anything to do with selflessness. He had the look of a street person; it was more likely he’d planned on asking her for cash.

Before she reached Harclay House, she dug her keys from her pocket and said goodnight to Callan. She stopped, checking that she was unobserved, and then entered the tiny front garden. She already had her colour-coded key ready and opened the door in a hurry. She spilled inside, and quickly shut the door behind her. In the entrance vestibule, she stood a moment, catching not only her breath but her composure. Her gaze was drawn to Belle’s door, and – thankfully, because she didn’t want to be drawn into another conversation about poltergeists – it was shut. Nobody else seemed up and about in the big old house. She worked her cramped toes inside her trainers, then, with her apartment door key held before her as if it was some kind of magical dowsing tool, she allowed it to lead her upstairs.




ELEVEN

Judith was waiting for Sophie on the next landing up.

The woman twiddled the stud piercing in her lip, her eyes dark and downcast.

‘Hi Jude, everything OK?’ Sophie asked as she came to a halt at the head of the cantilevered stairs.

‘Kind of … well, it all depends on …’ She continued playing with the stud, now plucking at it with long fingernails, the coloured varnish chipped at the tips.

Sophie waited. It was apparent that the woman was nervous about speaking her mind.

‘Have I done something wrong?’ Sophie’s eyebrows arched.

‘No. It’s just that, well … is there any chance you can, uh, like, keep the noise down a bit?’

‘Sorry. When was I being too noisy?’

‘Earlier,’ Jude said. ‘All of that banging and scraping …’

‘I don’t know who you heard, but I’ve been out for hours. I was in until about seven—’

‘No, it was after that. About an hour and a half ago.’

One and a half hours ago Sophie was at Callan’s house, debating the validity of kinetic energy and other pseudo-scientific explanations for the odd goings-on.

‘So it wasn’t me that you heard, then.’

‘It was,’ Jude contradicted, a little more strength to her voice.

‘No. It was not.’ Sophie straightened a little. She was not going to be intimidated or bullied by her neighbour. Those were traits she’d also given up back when she’d discarded other childhood beliefs.

‘I thought you were going to come through the ceiling at one point.’

‘Jude, I don’t know what you heard, but I assure you that I had nothing to do with it.’

‘It sounded like it came from your room.’ Judith’s voice lost its edge, and she again turned down her eyes.

‘I’ve been out for at least three hours,’ Sophie stated. ‘Sound travels in this old place. You surely know that? You maybe heard noise from another room on this level, but—’

Jude pointed up the wooden stairs. ‘I came out here to listen. The noise was coming from your room. The same racket as I sometimes heard before you moved in.’

‘Oh? When you thought that Billy Burton must be poking around?’

Sophie peered up the stairs. At the top a security light dimly lit up the landing. From this angle she couldn’t see her door.

She turned back to Jude, now counting the woman as an ally rather than as an opponent. ‘Is he in the habit of going into our rooms while we’re out?’

Jude shook her head, but added, ‘I suppose he’s reserved the right to check …’

‘He doesn’t have the right to—’ Sophie halted. She wasn’t actually fully cognisant of the rules landlords were regulated by, but morally she didn’t think he should be poking around among a tenant’s private and personal belongings while they were out. She thought about going down, rousing Burton and having a stern conversation with him about overstepping a line. Except she had more than a sneaking suspicion that Burton had not been the one responsible for disturbing Jude’s peace.

Jude’s head lifted marginally. ‘Aren’t you going to check?’

‘No. I’ll leave speaking with him until tomorrow.’

‘I meant for you to check your room. If it wasn’t you up there, maybe somebody got in and stole something.’

If a burglar had managed to break in, then their pickings would have proved slim. She had her phone, tablet and purse with her. Her few clothes, toiletries and the recent photo she’d framed wouldn’t amount to even the most desperate of thief’s booty.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Jude asked.

‘No. I …’ Again Sophie allowed her words to fade. It made sense to accept Jude’s offer. She didn’t believe for a second that they would find anyone in her room, but, well … what if?

‘Go on, I’ll follow you up,’ Jude prompted. ‘I don’t mind admitting, it’ll put my mind at rest when we find the place empty.’

‘Yeah. Same here, now that you mention it.’

After hitting the light switch and flooding the upper landing and stairs with a wan glow, Sophie led the way, taking each stair carefully. She already had her keys out, the corresponding key poised to slide into her lock. As she ascended, she began wondering if she hadn’t fully secured the door on the way out with Callan, and it had done its trick of popping open. Had she again left a window slightly open and the through draught was strong enough to cause something internally to repeatedly bang?

She glanced behind at Jude. The woman had sucked the piercing into her mouth, chewing down on the metal. Her previously downcast eyes were now the size of fifty-pence pieces, and as shiny. She was nervous, perhaps frightened, but her presence bolstered Sophie’s own courage. She halted on the landing, waiting for Jude to join her. Once they stood close, Sophie indicated the door. It was closed tight. Nothing about it suggested that anyone had forced entry. She looked at Jude, who had her head tilted on one side, listening intently. Sophie couldn’t hear anything except her neighbour’s rapid breathing.

She inserted her key and gave it a twist.

The door popped open to the gentlest of touches.

Neither Sophie nor Jude advanced.

The room was in darkness, lit only from the landing light and the palest of glows coming through the window from the feeble street lights. Sophie had extracted the key, and now held the bunch like a bristling knuckleduster, some of the keys protruding between her fingers. Employing the keys as a self-defence weapon was something she’d learned about as a young schoolgirl, but had never employed. She felt a tad foolish standing there, as if she would beat a burglar around the face with her metal-augmented fist, because she seriously doubted she’d genuinely have the stomach for it. She allowed the keys to slip from between her clenched fist and into her pocket before Jude could notice she’d been so anxious.

‘See,’ she announced. ‘Nobody here.’

‘Check your bathroom,’ Jude urged.

Sophie frowned at the order, but her neighbour was right. If anyone was in her apartment, the most logical hiding place would be in the adjoining room. She almost reached again for her keys, but was able to force herself to leave them be. She went to the bathroom door, pushed it open and thumbed on the light. She leaned in and out of the room quickly. Nobody there. The window was closed fully.

She checked the one that looked out onto the alley.

It too was closed, not even open a crack that could have let in a draught. But to make sure she wasn’t missing something, she grasped the sash window frame and jiggled it. There was some play in the frame, meaning a breeze could find its way around the edges, but—

She gasped, stepped back sharply from the window, her hand clutching the front of her jacket.

‘What is it?’ Jude crowded close enough to lean over her shoulder.

‘Don’t look,’ Sophie warned, but her words had the adverse effect. Jude craned further forward.

‘Who’s that creep?’

Sophie couldn’t resist another look too. To ensure she wasn’t mistaken.

Though the window was set at an angle to the street, and wasn’t overlooked by any neighbouring property, she could see part of the side garden and over a small wall into the adjacent service alley. Standing in the shadows of the alley was a man, wearing an old trilby hat and a woollen overcoat. It was apparent that the women stared back at him, but he seemed unperturbed by their scrutiny as he smiled up at them, saliva-slick teeth as glossy as his eyes.

He aimed a finger at them.

With another gasp, Sophie stepped back involuntarily, bumping Jude, and she grasped her to avoid stumbling. They had to do a quick jig to become untangled, and when Sophie again tentatively checked out the window, the stranger had disappeared. Where he’d gone she had no idea, because he had departed so rapidly she could believe he had dissipated like mist.

‘He’s gone,’ she croaked.

‘Do you know him?’ Jude asked.

‘No. Well, actually, he approached me on the bridge when I was on my way back, and I asked him to leave me alone. Do you think he followed me here?’

‘Nah, he’s probably just a down and out. Sometimes they use the alley to get to the bins behind the shops down the road. It was probably just bad timing that we looked out as he was passing.’

Sophie took another look out the window and again failed to spot him. ‘One thing’s for sure, it can’t have been him in my room, eh?’

She tried laughing off her remark, but Jude wasn’t the humorous type. She said, ‘I still think somebody was in here.’

Sophie took stock of her surroundings. Nothing seemed out of place. Except … hadn’t her easy chair been under the window when Callan had reclined in it earlier? It now sat about half a metre away, angled towards the fireplace. It was puzzling, but on reflection she’d gone to the bathroom to test her infrasound theory and Callan had presently followed; perhaps he had reset the chair without her noticing after rising out of it to follow her.

She checked the time on her phone.

Ten to midnight.

She had an early start in the morning; she should retire to bed. But … 

‘Fancy a cuppa and a bit of a chat?’ she asked her new friend.

‘No thanks,’ said Jude and turned for the exit. ‘I’m up in a few hours. Try to keep the noise down, huh?’

Perhaps ‘her new friend’ was stretching the description too thin.




TWELVE

Part of the way through her second week living in Harclay House, Sophie had to consciously remember her prime reason for moving there when she could have chosen better accommodation. College took up a lot of her mental energy and left her feeling exhausted, more so than the physical work at the garden centre ever depleted her. After the weekend, and the events with the stranger on the bridge, and spotting him again in the alley alongside the house, she hadn’t given him much thought. She had related the full incident to Callan when next they met up, and he’d mildly scolded her for not accepting his offer of a ride home, reminding her that it could be unsafe for women to walk alone at night. She’d paid his warning little heed; she’d lived in Carlisle all her life and its streets had proven safe havens to her and Kelsey, unlike their childhood home in the west of the city.

She’d also told Callan about being accosted by Jude and being accused of being a nuisance neighbour. Callan had laughed it off. From the way Sophie had described her two meetings with Jude, he’d formed the opinion she was a bit of an odd bod and suggested Sophie would be better off avoiding her in future. Perhaps he reflected what he believed Sophie also believed about her neighbour. She didn’t. From what she’d learned from her brief interactions with the older woman, Jude was lonely, but was socially awkward and found meeting people and forming friendships difficult. Sophie had made it a personal mission to try winning Jude over; it would be good practice for when she became a teacher and had to deal with similarly challenging pupils.

Sadly, she didn’t come across Jude in the house in the coming days, and her mission had sputtered to an unscheduled halt. Of her other housemates, she met a teenage girl called Tricity – a name she’d never heard before – in the communal kitchen, where the girl was in the process of photographing her artistically arranged meal. Sophie said hi, and they’d exchanged names, but the student had made it clear from her aloof response that ancient twenty-somethings were unwelcome in her peer group, and, seeing as Sophie was rapidly approaching her next milestone birthday, she’d quietly slipped away and left the kitchen to Tricity and her Instagramming or whatever she was up to.

She also briefly spoke with another young woman, who apparently lived on the first floor next door to Jude, but beyond exchanging the briefest of pleasantries, she couldn’t be drawn into conversation. Sophie knocked on Belle’s door, but the only sociable person she’d met in the house yet had not been home. Sophie spent much of her time sequestered in her apartment studying, or out and about with Callan. On Thursday evening, groggy from mental fatigue, the urge to exercise hit her, and naturally she chose to run along the riverbank and challenge the steep embankment as she regularly had as a girl. It was several years since she had last competed, but had not totally dropped her habit for jogging, so had remained reasonably fit. However, it had rained during the day and the embankment proved slick and not as easily surmounted in trainers rather than hockey boots. It didn’t deter her from struggling to the top, the effort reminding her of her disturbing dream, and also her missing sister.

Kelsey’s voice whispered through her memories: ‘Why didn’t you use the stairs, silly?’

‘Where’s the challenge in taking the easy way up?’ Sophie replied aloud, her voice rising and almost breaking on the final word.

A Kelsey-shaped void formed in her chest and tears stung her eyes. Dashing them away, she looked down at her dirty trainers and mud-dotted jogging pants and another line of dialogue from her dream slipped free: ‘Look at the state of you. You’re filthy.’

Standing on tarmac at the head of the stairs, she stamped some of the loose muck and broken blades of grass off her running shoes, and bent to rub off the tiny clods adhering to her yoga pants, pointless when the material at her knees was completely plastered with mud. Sighing at the unavoidable, she continued her run, her pants heavy and uncomfortable as they bounced with each step. She ran past the college and on, going beyond the city limits and over the M6 to a roundabout that allowed access back under the motorway onto the riverside, and she ran back as far as the bridge. She had a choice then, to cut up onto the main road via an ornamental garden, or return to the same steps she’d avoided before. She elected for the garden, which had once reflected a grand Italianate design, but had later been designated as a ‘Chinese garden’ by the city’s populace when Italy briefly became their enemy during the war years. In keeping with modern sensibilities, the tranquil spot of pergolas, lily ponds and crazy paved pathways had been renamed Eden Bridge Gardens. Sophie caught her breath there a minute, before stretching her aching limbs.

There were few people around. A trio of boisterous boys walked a dog along the riverside. Pedestrians hurried across the bridge overhead. But she was the sole user of the garden.

No, that was untrue. There was one other person, grinning at her from where he hunched in the shadows under the boughs of a tree. It had rained earlier, but the day had turned pleasant, warm enough for a T-shirt rather than the heavy overcoat and trilby hat he wore.

Her glance at him lasted less than a second, but was enough for her. Feigning indifference, she turned and bounded away, as if this had been a brief stop in her ongoing run. She vaulted the steps and out onto the pavement on the river bridge and, denying the urge to check behind her, she ran, and didn’t stop until she was back at Harclay House, having hastily dug out her keys from a belted pouch carried on her hip. Standing in the small, untidy garden, she could feel a tremor in her legs that had nothing to do with exertion, and it took a couple of attempts before she could insert the key and practically tumbled over the threshold.

A palm jammed against her shoulder with enough force to jolt her. She croaked in discomfort, and anger flared where before she had felt fear at the presence of the trilby-hatted figure.

‘Bloody hell, lass, you’re gonna do somebody an injury,’ said Billy Burton.

Sophie rubbed her shoulder. ‘I think I already did.’

‘Daft bugger.’

She didn’t respond to his usual demeaning attitude. She smiled tightly and moved to pass him. He stepped in her way, his left knee hyper-extending so that he struck an odd pose. Sophie reared back a little as he exhaled a hot, moist breath directly in her face.

‘Something the matter?’ she asked.

‘Aye. According to Miss Wannop, you wanted a word with me.’

She had no idea who Miss Wannop was. It must have shown in her confused expression.

He jabbed a finger upward.

‘You mean Jude?’

‘Aye. Judith Wannop.’

‘Sorry. I hadn’t caught her full name and—’

He shrugged off her explanation, set his hands on his hips and eyed her.

Sophie retreated a little more, almost into the garden again.

‘Shut the door, lass. You’re letting the fumes in.’

He meant the exhaust from the row of traffic stalled and backed up at a red light. Now that he mentioned it, the smell was strong. She fumbled the door shut, after taking a reassuring peek and confirming the stranger had not pursued her. With her back to the door, she felt too crowded by her landlord’s presence. He didn’t move. He jerked his chin up, inviting her to get to it.

‘Should I expect forewarning from you before you enter my apartment—’

‘You think I’ve been snooping around?’

‘No. It’s just … well, it was just something that came up in conversation with Jude.’

‘Aye, Miss Wannop told me you were getting on your high horse about me.’

Sophie frowned. ‘I think that’s a slight exaggeration.’

‘Slight, eh? But you don’t deny calling me? D’you think I’m some sort of perv, picking through your knicker drawer when you’re out?’

‘No … no, it’s not like that.’

‘So why accuse me of sneaking into your room?’

‘I didn’t.’

‘According to—’

‘Now hold on.’ She raised a palm between them, and he scowled at it. Having caught his attention, she went on: ‘Jude said she’d heard somebody banging about in my room and I wondered if you had gone in to check on something. I wasn’t accusing you of … well, what you said.’

‘I don’t need to give you notice,’ he said. ‘This is my house, my rules, and I reserve the right to go anywhere when and where I wish, and it says so in your tenancy agreement. But!’ Now he held up a finger and wagged it. ‘I don’t. I respect boundaries, and will only ever go into a rented apartment if there’s some sort of emergency. So, no. It wasn’t me in your room, or anybody else’s, so you can stop spreading rumours like that.’

Her hands shot up in surrender. ‘I wasn’t spreading rumours, only trying to clear up the source of the banging that Jude heard.’

‘I told you already. This old place sometimes makes funny noises. It’s nothing to worry about.’ He glanced down at her jogging pants. ‘Did you take a tumble or what?’

‘Uh, no. I was jogging and—’

Before she finished her sentence, he slapped at his oddly posed leg. ‘Was a time when I’d have outrun you, no problem. Used to run miles when I was in the forces.’ He thumbed over his shoulder. ‘Think you’re fit? Try running in full kit with a loaded Bergen on your back.’

‘Is that how you hurt your knee, through carrying a weight on your back?’

He glared at her.

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend—’

‘Do I look offended?’ he snapped. ‘No. I didn’t hurt my knee from carrying a bloody bergen. I was wounded in action. Hit by shrapnel.’

‘Oh.’ Stuck for the correct response, she shut her mouth.

‘Iraq, if you must know.’

If she’d been pressed to estimate his age, she’d put him in his fifties or maybe even early sixties … meaning he’d have been an older soldier during the Iraq War, even if he’d been first into the country in 2003.

He saw the doubt in her eyes.

‘I went in first time,’ he added. ‘Ninety-one. Operation Granby. You wouldn’t remember it called that; you’ve probably heard of Desert Storm … well, that was the Yank name for it. In fact …’

He looked her up and down again, possibly calculating her age, so she pre-empted him. ‘The first Gulf War happened before I was born.’

‘Aye. I was just about to say that.’

‘I can’t imagine how horrible it must have been for you.’

‘Huh, I doubt you soft-arsed young ’uns can. But horrible?’ A sick gleam lit up his eyes. ‘Nah! Best days of my life.’

He turned and limped away from her, and unless she was mistaken, his gait was more pronounced than before.

She watched him retreat to his room, then, slightly bemused by their interaction, she approached the stairs. As she started up them, the weight of mud on her knees pulled at her. She took the extra effort as a challenge, and jogged both flights to her landing.

In her room, she took care to remove her dirty trainers, and set them down on a sheet of paper taken from an A4 lined and ruled notebook, with a mind to clean them once dry. She disrobed in the bathroom and set the shower running. Before entering the cubicle she was drawn to the window, angling so that she could see outside without disclosing her naked presence. The stranger was nowhere to be seen. And, even following minutes under the shower, with the extractor fan whirring merrily away, there was no sense of being watched, no sense of presence, no feeling of dread whatsoever. In that moment of calm, her mind turned once more to her sister.




THIRTEEN

Seventeen years earlier

Kelsey clutched Sophie’s hand as instructed, but was prone to try prying loose at every opportunity. Sophie held on, shifting her own grip in order that Kelsey’s tiny hand wouldn’t slip free.

‘Behave and stand still,’ she warned her sister as they waited at the crossing for the green man to light up.

Kelsey squirmed, and said, ‘Let’s just go, Sophe.’

‘No. Wait for the lights to change.’

‘But there are no cars coming.’

‘Just wait, will you?’

Kelsey tried pulling free.

‘Oh. Come on then.’ Sophie towed her across the road, her head snapping in both directions. Fifty metres away a car turned towards them from a side road and approached. The lights changed and an electronic beeping sounded, finally giving the instruction to cross. They’d already reached the opposite side by the time the car stopped.

‘See,’ Sophie told her little sister. ‘You can never be too careful. What if that car came much faster … it would’ve hit us.’

‘Not if we crossed when I first said to.’

Sophie exhaled. Kelsey’s point was valid.

‘I’m in charge,’ she stated.

At eight years old, Sophie felt as if she was a big girl, and therefore responsible for her little sister, two years her junior. Their mum had gone to heaven, and their nine-year-old brother Joshua wasn’t too keen on being a six-year-old’s chaperone, so it fell on Sophie to collect Kelsey from class and walk her home safely, despite her protestations.

‘Dad doesn’t hold my hand when we walk,’ Kelsey said.

‘I don’t know when. Dad doesn’t walk you from school, I do.’

It wasn’t that their father was purposefully neglectful of his youngest child’s welfare, it was just that he worked hard to feed and clothe his brood, so he couldn’t always be there at home time. Sophie, always a serious child, took on the role of a mother hen not solely out of necessity but because she secretly relished the responsibility; it made her feel more grown-up, mature and trusted, all of them the desires of many children of her actual age. In fact, she’d go as far as to say that she was more mature, and trustworthy, than Josh was any day, despite him often using the big-brother card when it came to receiving special treatment like being allowed to play outside later than the girls, and when it came to issuing chores to them he’d rather avoid. He could be a real immature so-and-so at times.

She didn’t dislike Josh – actually she loved him a lot, but didn’t let it be known in his presence – but he could be a pain at times and very annoying. The same couldn’t be said about her feelings for Kelsey. She adored her little sister, even when she was acting like a spoiled brat, because wasn’t that the prerogative of six-year-old girls? Actually, bad behaviour wasn’t what she expected from Kelsey, so she’d make it her mission to turn around a tantrum or bawl by giving in to Kelsey’s demands, handing over a treasured toy, or cuddling her into submission. She only wanted her little sister to be happy, to laugh and giggle. Kelsey wasn’t that naughty; she simply possessed a needy streak that Sophie tried fulfilling to ensure a more pleasant existence for them all: home life was challenging enough without having to contend with unnecessary drama.

At that young age, Sophie also took on other parental responsibilities. It was she that bathed Kelsey, and ensured she cleaned her teeth, and that her clothing was clean and ironed – she also spent a large part of her time ensuring Josh was fed and clothed, although he’d never admit it – taking some of the burden from their dad: when he came home from work, he had enough to do trying to keep the house shipshape without having to see to his kids’ needs as well, and why should he when Sophie was eager to help?

Josh never waited for them after school. It would be uncool for him to be seen walking home with his sisters, so he ran on ahead with some of his pals, up to mischief usually. Sophie suspected that her brother was guilty of thieving from their corner shop, because he often ended up chewing on a toffee or a Mars bar or something like that, which they never had the money for. Dad worked hard but for little reward; whatever wage he brought in rarely stretched to pocket money, and she seriously doubted any of his friends were generous enough to treat Josh, either. If Dad found out that Josh was stealing, he’d leather him.

Sophie and Kelsey bypassed their corner shop. The temptation to treat them was strong, but Sophie would never stoop as low as stealing sweets.

Their home was a three-bedroom semi-detached house that sat on the inner edge of a cul-de-sac. It sounded nicer than it looked. It was council property, an old red-brick building with a partially rendered front and tatty wooden window frames. There had been some rejuvenation of their neighbourhood in recent years, but the demolitions and rebuilds were yet to reach their street. The garden that surrounded the property on three sides was untended, an expanse of untidy grass and abandoned toys. A long time ago, their father had put out an old settee for disposal but had not got round to taking it to the tip, so it sat mouldering against the overgrown privet hedge. Josh was perched on it, his mouth empty for a change when the girls drew up to the garden gate.

‘What took you so long?’ he asked, his voice as highly pitched as that of a cartoon mouse.

‘We walked … sensibly,’ Sophie told him.

‘Call yourself a runner … huh!’ Josh jumped up from the old settee. His backside was green from mildew that grew on the upholstery.

Sophie had recently been picked to represent their school at an inter-school sports day. Before then she’d only run when play necessitated, but since she’d shown an ability for it at their most recent sports day, she had taken to the sport and had even begun jogging around their housing estate whenever she got the time.

‘Why are you outside?’ Sophie wondered.

‘Door’s locked.’

‘That’s right. I have the key,’ said Sophie.

‘Eh? What’ve you got the key for? I’m the oldest!’

‘You’re also the daftest,’ little Kelsey pointed out.

‘Hey!’ Josh pulled a stern face.

Kelsey laughed at his failed attempt to intimidate her. After a second or two, so did Sophie. He was a skinny boy, with NHS spectacles and sticky-out ears, so he was never going to achieve a scary expression.

Sophie ushered Kelsey through the gate and closed it behind them. She dug out a large key and headed for the side door. Josh darted in front of her.

‘Why did Dad give you the key and not me?’

Rather than explain that he was untrustworthy, Sophie softened the blow. ‘Maybe he thought you’d prefer to play out a bit with your pals before coming home.’

He thought about her explanation for a few seconds. Then grunted. ‘Open the door then, key girl.’

‘Before I do, you must promise you won’t raid the cupboards before Dad gets home.’

‘Does that mean I’m allowed to nick stuff when he gets back?’ he countered.

‘No. Promise to let me make a start on our tea before you eat everything in sight.’

He drew a rough cross over his heart with a fingertip. ‘I promise.’

‘Mean it,’ she stressed.

He again crossed his heart. ‘I won’t nick nothing. Honest injun.’

‘I won’t nick anything,’ she corrected him.

‘Good, that makes two of us, then,’ he said, and showed a gap-toothed grin.

She shook her head. ‘And don’t say honest injun, it’s not nice.’

‘Why?’

‘Well, it isn’t politically correct, these days.’

‘OK.’ He crossed his chest a third time. ‘Dishonest injun.’

Kelsey giggled, while Sophie exhaled in exasperation. He knew exactly what she’d meant, but being cheeky was embedded in his DNA.

Sophie unlocked the door.

Josh pushed past them, and Sophie had to steady Kelsey on the step to avoid falling.

By the time the girls made it inside and Sophie had helped Kelsey out of her coat, Josh had already switched on the TV, the volume ear-splittingly loud, and was on his way to check the biscuit barrel. There were no biscuits left. He searched for potato crisps, and sneered at the single pack of inexpensive maize snacks left in the cupboard.

‘Leave them be,’ Sophie warned.

‘Finders keepers, losers weepers.’ He didn’t like them, but it didn’t stop him claiming them. He dashed around the girls, back into the living room and dived on the couch, while tearing open the packet.

‘Ehm, get your feet off the furniture, please,’ Sophie demanded.

‘Get stuffed,’ he replied, his teeth yellow with the cheesy snack.

‘Josh. Dad will go mad …’

‘Not if he doesn’t find out. Are you going to tell on me, Sophe?’

She eyed him sourly.

Kelsey pursed her mouth, put her fists on her hips and gave him a stern look of her own. ‘I’ll tell.’

‘No you won’t, Kel. Only grassers and squealers tell. Are you a squealer like a little piglet?’

Kelsey’s face lost its scrunched look. ‘No. I’m not.’

‘Good. So I’ve got nothing to worry about.’ Josh crossed his heels on one arm of the settee, while shuffling down with his shoulders to find a comfortable spot at the opposite end. As an afterthought, he lifted his head and stared at Sophie. ‘Are you gonna snitch?’

‘Just get your feet off the furniture or else.’

‘Snitch,’ he snarled. ‘Grasser. Squealer. Little piggy-wig.’

Sophie bit her tongue. She turned away; it was better to ignore his taunts than be pushed any further. She retreated into the kitchen once more, but Josh still wasn’t done.

‘Nobody around here likes a grasser,’ he snarled, and she was pretty certain that it was something he’d been taught many times in his short life by the other older, tougher kids on their estate. It was a code of silence to be broken at their peril, and one which would go on to cause them unnecessary suffering.




FOURTEEN

These days Sophie reminisced about her elder brother less often than she did about her younger sister. Unlike Kelsey’s disappearance, he’d been taken from their lives shortly after their father was imprisoned. At eighteen years old, and more or less a dropout from fulltime education, and employment, he had turned to more than petty crime. Unsupervised by a parent, his thieving had progressed from pinching sweets from the corner shop, to stealing from parked cars, to burglary. It would be easy to blame the friends he hung out with for turning him to criminal activities, but Sophie had to be honest: once he’d grown into his sticky-out ears, Josh had become tall and strong, and a leader rather than a follower. Mostly the burglaries he conducted were his own stupid ideas, as was the idea to target warehouses where the pickings should be richer. He and two accomplices had tried breaking into an electronics store – surely anyone with any sense would have realised that the premises would be protected by electronic and physical security. They were chased by a security guard that gave details of their getaway car to the police: a wild chase later and their getaway car skidded off the road and crashed. Josh and one of his friends died instantly, the third of their gang was severely injured and died months later from medical complications.

Having her brother killed was awful, but at least Sophie could come to terms with his untimely death. They were able to bury him, and he had a grave and marker where they could visit and remember him, as they did with their mum. The same couldn’t be said for Kelsey. Although Sophie felt in her soul that Kelsey was no longer alive, she hoped against hope that her instinct was wrong. But living in this manner was akin to being stuck in Limbo, where the answer to her disappearance was forever out of reach.

She slept fitfully that night.

At a point during the darkest hours, she kicked free of her duvet and visited the bathroom. On her return to bed, she spotted her dirty trainers waiting to be cleaned. She collected them, and some of the products she’d purchased when originally cleaning her room to a habitable standard. She spent some time at the bathroom sink scraping off and then swilling away dried dirt and then used cloths and a spray detergent to clean her running shoes.

Something creaked above her.

At first she didn’t respond, but a creeping sensation of dread began filling her chest. Her head slowly tilted upward.

A flat, featureless ceiling, painted white but slightly dulled by age, met her gaze. The picture rail about thirty centimetres beneath the ceiling indicated how this space had originally been part of a single larger room, adapted to accommodate a bathroom at some point, and with the shower cubicle and tiled wall much later additions. The light fixture was old, probably fitted about the same time as the extractor fan. It would not normally hold her attention, except it was moving slightly, swaying gently.

She glanced towards the window.

Earlier, she’d checked it was closed and found that it shifted easily in its frame, but no major draught was finding a route inside. It had not been an errant breeze that set the light fixture swinging.

The creak had been less than subtle.

Surely if the sound was the product of the house settling, then so was the movement of the fixture?

She again peered upwards.

The creak didn’t repeat.

Exhaling finally, she turned back to cleaning her shoes. Once they were to her satisfaction, she took them and sat on her bed, drying them with a soft cloth. Finished, she set the trainers on the floor alongside other pairs of shoes she was yet to find space for in her cupboards. She checked her phone: she hoped that Callan was experiencing a sleepless night and had contacted her, but he had not. There were several notifications from her social media accounts and she scrolled through them, but they didn’t hold her interest. She opened one of Kelsey’s abandoned pages: it was still active, and Sophie regularly checked it, hoping for an update from her sister. The final post on her page was dated the same day that Kelsey fell off the face of the earth. It didn’t offer any clue to her state of mind when she had gone missing, or what had become of her; it was simply a sarcastic comment about a political mess occurring at the time.

It was after three a.m. when she swiped off the page.

She switched off the lights, and then forced herself to turn off the phone. She set it down on her bedside cabinet, its charging cable coiling down the side of the bed to the plug socket. For a minute afterwards the screen glowed softly, and she used its meagre light to see by as she plumped up her pillow and snuggled back under the duvet.

Darkness returned.

She still couldn’t sleep.

At least, she’d no conscious perception of having slept, but when her eyelids snapped open, daybreak had crept up on her. Low sunlight stabbed between her drapes to paint orange bars on the ceiling. Her gaze had instantly locked there, because without any doubt it was the source of the noise that had startled her awake.

She sat up, never taking her eyes off the ceiling.

A creak repeated.

A few seconds later, it came again.

As she listened, the noise moved, as if something suspended below it slowly paced half the length of her ceiling.

Of course that was a ridiculous notion.

More logical was that whatever crept stealthily overhead did so in the attic space above her room.

She slipped from bed. She’d dressed in a T-shirt and cotton shorts after showering. Now they felt ineffective shields against the night’s creeping terrors. She quickly pulled into a pair of jeans and pushed her feet into the trainers she’d so recently cleaned. Feeling a tiny bit less vulnerable, she stood at the centre of the room peering up, waiting for the footsteps to return.

Footsteps?

Yes, she was convinced that she had heard the tread of feet on the floorboards above.

But whose feet?

This damned house had the habit of exaggerating the slightest of sounds, amplifying and distorting them beyond reality. Her imagination had made them sound like the footsteps of a ghoul creeping about in the cobwebbed space beyond her sight, when in truth she’d probably heard nothing more substantial than a rodent scurrying around.

‘It would have to be a bloody big mouse,’ she scoffed under her breath.

She stood a moment longer.

‘Oh, crap! A rat!’

She clutched the front of her shirt, peering in open-mouthed disgust as if a dirty great rat would gnaw a passage through the ceiling and leap on her. She didn’t fear rats as such, but neither did she have a fond spot for them.

Belle’s words came back to her, from when she’d described checking Sophie’s empty apartment when Jude reported hearing somebody inside: ‘She was probably just hearing the seagulls up on the roof, or the crows that make their nests in the chimneys.’

Hopefully what Sophie had been awakened by was the scramble of birds in the eaves as they responded to the rising sun, not an infestation of club-footed rodents.

A soft bump sounded, then something like the flap of unfurling cloth.

Yes, she could imagine those were noises made by birds rising to greet the day.

Something compelled her to cross the room and hit the light switch. The bulb flared, casting stark beams into the far corners. Sophie cringed at the sudden intrusion of harsh light, averting her face. Her hand fell on the door, and without thinking she unsnibbed the lock and turned the handle. The door opened towards her. She stood a moment longer in indecision, before caution forced her back across the room and she retrieved her set of keys – the lesson learned from when she’d last been locked out – and crept out onto the landing. The security light dimly glowed, enough to see by. She left off the main light so as not to disturb anyone else in the house. It felt very still and silent as she stood alone at the top of the house.

Actually, hers was not the uppermost room.

There was a hatch that gave access to a loft, and she wondered how much space there was over hers. Enough, she wondered, that an entire colony of gulls could have made it their roost?

Roseate daylight cut through the skylight, daubing the uppermost rungs of the access ladder. The ladder appeared aged, unsafe to climb, but somebody had used it to access the attic judging by the smeared fingerprints on the loft hatch. Who knew, those prints could have been there for decades, and time could have worked to weaken the ladder in the interim. She wasn’t confident about climbing the ladder, and who cared if there was a bunch of seagulls crowded under the steepled eaves? They wouldn’t welcome her intrusion, and were best left alone.

She stepped back, ready to return inside, and a hand clutched her shoulder.

She squealed, spinning wildly and slapping at the offending hand.

Jude leaned close, her face a pale oval floating in the dimness. Her eyes appeared round, glossy with fear. She was clad in a shapeless cotton nightie that left her thin legs bare.

‘Jude? For cripes’ sake! What—’

‘You hear him, don’t you?’ Jude whispered.

Sophie’s heart thundered in her chest. For a moment she could barely breathe, let alone answer.

Jude craned closer, again laying her hand on Sophie’s shoulder. This time it didn’t elicit another screech, but Sophie shivered, and gently extricated her shoulder from under Jude’s clammy touch. Undeterred, Jude grasped Sophie’s upper arm and shook her gently.

‘You did hear him. Tell me …’

‘It’s … it’s only the birds in the eaves you can hear,’ Sophie said, her voice pitched equally low. If anyone had been roused by her cry of surprise, she didn’t want to be targeted as the culprit who’d spoiled their beauty sleep.

Jude was unconvinced.

‘I heard him crawling in the walls.’

Sophie indicated the loft hatch. ‘Belle told me that seagulls and crows find their way inside and—’

‘Birds can talk, can they?’ Jude challenged. ‘Birds can speak your name?’

Actually, a friend of her father once kept myna birds and they had proven to be great mimics. Josh had delighted in teaching them to swear, while the girls had taught them to speak their names. But Sophie wasn’t about to mention those clever birds. Not when Jude looked ready for fainting. All colour had drained from her features and she shivered, weak and fragile. How the woman had managed to climb the stairs so silently, and lurk undetected on the landing when first Sophie left her room, was surprising. In hindsight, Sophie briefly wondered if it was Jude mounting the stairs that had woken her this time, and not the birds as she’d thought.

‘I heard him whisper my name,’ Jude asserted.

Sophie shook her head in denial. ‘You probably just imagined—’

‘Don’t treat me like I’m a bloody idiot!’ Jude snapped. She aimed a finger upwards. ‘I’m not a child, afraid of the dark and imagining make-believe monsters. I heard him whisper my name, not once but three times. He’s up there now.’

‘Who, Jude? Who are you talking about? Who do you mean by him?’

Jude visibly deflated. Her shoulders rounded and her chin dipped to her breastbone. Her hair hung loose and greasy, almost concealing her face. ‘You’re just like Belle and all the others. You won’t believe me.’

‘I still don’t know who you mean.’

‘Don’t lie,’ said Jude, and she tottered away, cautiously descending the stairs. At the next landing down, she halted, grasping at the bannister to avoid collapsing.

‘Wait there, Jude,’ Sophie said. ‘I’ll help you to—’

‘Forget it.’

Jude scuttled away, instantly a little stronger.

‘He’s real, call him what you will. Mister Nobody, the bogeyman,’ she cast back over her shoulder, ‘and you’ll know it soon enough.’




FIFTEEN

Seventeen years earlier

It was noisy downstairs, unusual for that time of night. Theirs was a three-bedroom house: Dad took one, Josh the next, so the girls had to share. As Sophie slipped from under the covers, she glanced over at where Kelsey was snuggled under her blankets. If her sister had been disturbed by the laughing and scraping of furniture downstairs, she hadn’t woken up. Sophie dug her feet into her slippers and straightened her pyjamas as she stole across the floor to the door. It was chilly in the room, despite the window being shut tight and the radiator trickling out meagre warmth. It had rained earlier in the day, but the skies cleared as evening came on and they were to expect frost by the morning, if the weather forecast was to be believed. Her dressing gown hung on a hook on the back of the door. Sophie was tempted to pull into it, but she left it hanging, so as not to risk any undue sound that might rouse Kelsey, because then her sister was bound to follow. Sophie took care turning the door handle; it elicited the faintest of squeaks, but she managed to open the door and slip out onto the upper landing without alerting Kelsey she was being left alone. It shouldn’t be a concern really, except Kelsey was terrified of the dark and if she discovered she had been abandoned by her protector, easy prey to the bogeyman, she’d probably howl loud enough to raise the neighbourhood.

Sophie was of an age where she’d come to doubt the existence of bogeymen, Santa Claus and the tooth fairy, but was also still young enough that she retained a tiny bit of belief just in case. So, it was not with ultimate confidence that she went down the stairs without turning on the light. She took the stairs a single step at a time. Reaching down with her right foot, following with the left, then pausing to gauge the darkness for danger. As she descended, she could see light edging the door into the living room, and it wasn’t as scary on the stairs anymore. The voices originated from behind the door, one of them her dad’s, slurred slightly by alcohol. She didn’t recognise the other voices, those of a man and a woman. Sophie halted on the stairs and hugged herself tightly, unsure what to do, whether to enter the living room or to return to bed and ignore the noisy adults. To her recollection, this was the first time that her dad had brought home friends since before her mum died, and she shouldn’t begrudge him some adult company, but, well, who was this woman and how friendly was she towards Dad?

She went down the final stairs and stood at the door, one ear cocked.

Drunken conversation continued, and something must have happened to cause uproar because in the next instant the laughter was raucous. A bang and rattle were followed by the shattering of glass: the woman whooped in surprise but Dad told her not to worry about it. The other man said something that was cheeky enough to make Sophie blush. Again, she considered retreating upstairs, but then she heard the voices diminish in volume and it was a few seconds before she understood that the adults had entered the kitchen. She cracked open the door and leaned timidly inside the living room. The smell of beer and perfume was strong. Several glasses containing the dregs of wine were set on the coffee table. An equal number of crushed beer cans were scattered in front of her father’s easy chair and the settee. Her dad and his friends must have been home drinking together for several hours before Sophie had been woken.

From the kitchen the conversation continued, but it was apparent that the breaking of glass indicated that the party was coming to an end. Goodbyes were being made, and Sophie was relieved to hear that the woman was about to leave despite protestations. It wasn’t that she expected her dad never to seek female friendship, or company, ever again, but this was still too soon after her mum …

Dad and the other man returned to the living room.

Sophie tried darting out of sight, but too late.

‘Ahoy!’ said the stranger in mock surprise. ‘What have we got here?’

‘Sophe?’ her dad asked, his forehead creased. ‘What are you doing up at this hour?’

Caught and unable to flee without appearing rude, she shuffled back into the open doorway again. ‘I, uh, heard a funny noise,’ she said lamely.

‘That will have just been us … talking.’

‘I heard laughing and then some glass breaking …’

‘Yeah. I broke a glass by accident,’ said her dad, his eyes going to a spot on the floor in front of the settee. There was a large wine goblet, snapped off from its stem and broken into several vicious shards that were embedded in the carpet. By all accounts it was one of his guests who’d broken the glass – the woman, Sophie assumed – but out of misguided chivalry, Dad chose to shoulder the blame.

Sophie, ever keen to be helpful, moved towards it, eyes searching for where more shards of the glass littered the floor.

‘No,’ said her father, interjecting between them. ‘You’re going to cut yourself if you stand on it in those flimsy slippers. I’ll clean it up; you can run back to bed now.’

‘Got a dustpan?’ asked the stranger. ‘Let me get it. You can put this beautiful child back to bed.’

Her dad thought for a second only, then indicated the door to a space under the stairs. It was more than a closet; it used to be a larder or pantry, a holdover from a previous era before poorer homes were equipped with refrigerators and freezers. These days it was used to store the children’s coats and shoes, half-empty paint pots, the vacuum cleaner, and other sundry items. He said, ‘I suppose if you’re going to stay here, you might as well make yourself useful.’

The friend grinned, showing yellow teeth, and Sophie cringed a little at the directness of his gaze. His eyes were watery, perhaps glazed by alcohol consumption, and his nose appeared flattened at the bridge, nostrils downturned, and one ear was broken at the tip so that it flopped towards her. He reminded her of an old bulldog, and not a nice one at that. If she got too close, it wouldn’t surprise her that he’d bite. Without saying goodnight, she backed away, ready to return to bed. She’d absorbed her father’s words without giving them much thought, but they coalesced in her mind right then: ‘if you’re going to stay here’. Hopefully, her dad only meant he could stay for the remainder of the night, and that he’d be gone by the morning.

As she went up, her slippered feet barely making a noise on the carpeted stairs, her dad followed, one hand on the small of her back to guide her. The stairs switched ninety degrees towards the upper floor, and there the stairs formed wide triangles. Sophie paused on one of them and looked down at him.

‘Dad,’ she asked timidly, ‘who are those people?’

‘Just some friends I made at work,’ he replied.

‘Is the woman—’

He touched a finger to her chin, stopping her.

‘She’s called Nina, and before you get yourself all upset, she is Barry’s girlfriend, not mine. I still miss your mum so much, it’s too soon for me to start thinking about—’

It was Sophie’s turn to halt his words.

She turned quickly and practically flew up the few remaining steps onto the landing. ‘It’s all right, Dad,’ she said quietly over her shoulder. ‘You are allowed to have friends, you know.’

Her words held no conviction, and broke on the final syllable.

‘Nobody will ever replace your mum,’ he said.

‘Promise?’

‘Promise. Now go on, back to bed with you.’

He didn’t follow any further.

Sophie looked back at him, eyes sparkling in the dimness, and squeezed a tight smile before gently opening her bedroom door and slipping inside.




SIXTEEN

Belle opened her door on Sophie’s third attempt at visiting.

She grinned, a mouthful of masticated sandwich visible between her teeth.

‘Howdy, neighbour,’ she said around the wad of sticky dough and unidentifiable pink and green filling.

Sophie held up a cake wrapped in cellophane, purchased using her staff discount at the garden centre. It was the weekend following Sophie’s rude awakening and strange interaction with Jude, and her first opportunity to visit with her sanest neighbour. ‘Thought I’d return the honours, if you’re up for it?’

Belle showed her the other half of a massive, hand-crafted sandwich she’d initially concealed out of sight behind her door. Then with a quick appraisal of Sophie’s lemon drizzle cake, she nodded briskly and said, ‘There’s always room for dessert in my life. Come on in, I’ll put the kettle on.’

Sophie thumbed towards the stairs. ‘How’s about you come up to my room instead? I think it’s high time I do the entertaining.’

‘Your bloke not entertaining enough for you?’ Belle wiggled an eyebrow suggestively.

‘Callan’s a funny guy, and makes me laugh, but there are times when I crave a sensible conversation.’

‘And you came to me?’ Belle tilted her head on one side, her mouth downturned at the corners. Then she grinned again. ‘I should take that as a compliment, no?’

‘I meant it as one,’ Sophie assured her.

‘OK. So it’s only right that I accept your invitation. Lead on, girl. Uh, is it OK with you if I fetch this stinky thing?’ Belle wafted the sandwich towards her, and it did smell rather pungent.

‘Of course,’ said Sophie, thinking that it was unlikely the sandwich would last until they reached her room.

Belle exited her apartment and followed to the foot of the stairs.

Billy Burton’s door opened. He poked out his head but didn’t fully emerge from his room. Thumbing on his glasses, he eyed the women, grunted in recognition, and ducked back inside. His door closed with a solid thump.

‘Weirdo,’ Belle said.

‘He’s not the only one.’

Belle chuckled. ‘I know. I’m a nutter. Bet you’re reconsidering your choice of sensible conversationalists round about now.’

Sophie nudged her playfully with an elbow, and they both mounted the stairs side by side. They trotted upward, Belle taking another chunk out of her sandwich with an exaggerated twist of her head. She offered the remainder of the sandwich to Sophie, who declined politely. They passed the communal kitchen, and Judith’s apartment, deliberately, heading up the wooden stairs swiftly. At the top, Sophie dug out her keys and let them in. She waved her guest over to the easy chair while she put on the kettle.

Belle sat, finishing off her sandwich, while eyeing her surroundings. ‘How long have you been here now?’

‘This is the end of my second week.’

‘Thought it’d take longer for you to get this dump in order.’

Since her first visit with Belle, she’d been inspired to add a few more personal touches to her environment. Her bed now sported a pretty duvet cover, with matching pillowcases, and she’d scattered some cushions around to make the old furniture more comfortable and colourful. Some trinkets had been added to the mantelpiece over the gas fire, and there was the framed photo of her and Callan taking centre stage. Her school books, and also some novels and magazines, were stacked neatly on the sideboards, while her clothing had been moved out of sight into the wardrobe, and also in several plastic storage boxes artfully stacked out of sight behind her bed. The place didn’t look as dour with the skirting boards and door frames wiped down, the paintwork brighter. More light made it into the room too, because she’d taken down the heavy drapes supplied by Burton, with a mind to put them through the washer to help liven them up, and do away with the faint smell of mildew and lingering cigarette smoke she’d detected on them.

‘It just took a little elbow grease and about ten litres of bleach,’ she exaggerated, but then squinted at the tarnished ceiling fixture and added, ‘but there wasn’t a lot I could do about the nicotine stains or spiderwebs up there.’

‘Those Victorians must’ve been some really tall dudes, eh?’ Belle said.

‘Nah, they probably forced a servant up a ladder and to hell with the consequences if they fell. Health and safety at work wasn’t a thing back then.’

The kettle fizzed to a boil, then clicked off.

She made drinks, then Sophie sliced the cake and presented it on a plate. Belle didn’t rest on formalities, taking a slice and chewing into it, even as she snagged a second slice and cupped it in her palm. Sophie marvelled at how a young woman with such a huge appetite could stay so slim. After several slices of lemon drizzle cake, Sophie would have to run it off for an hour or two, but despite her athletic-looking build, she doubted Belle ever ran other than to get to the head of the lunchtime queue.

‘Were you out of town for a few days?’ Sophie probed as she sat on the settee. ‘It’s just that I called on you a couple of times, but you were never in.’

Again, disdaining formalities, Belle pulled up her knees and crossed her ankles. She wrapped an arm around her legs, the other hand juggling a third slice of cake. She wagged it up and down with each word. ‘Had some family business to deal with, and stayed with my mum till it was done.’

‘Your mum lives in Carlisle?’

‘Wetheral,’ she said.

Sophie’s eyebrows rose unbidden. Wetheral was a scenic village on the outskirts of Carlisle, known as an affluent area that attracted wealthier residents. Belle obviously read the look on her face.

‘I’m social housing born and bred, me,’ said Belle, while raising her nose skyward. She tapped an index finger horizontally under her nostrils. ‘Not every lass from Wetheral is a snooty bitch.’

‘Join the club,’ Sophie announced, unashamed of her roots, if not what happened there. ‘I’m a housing estate kid, too.’

‘Tell the truth now,’ Belle teased. ‘For a second there you thought I was a rich bitch slumming it in this dump. Nah, my parents still rent … well, correction, they get their rent paid through their benefits. What about you, Sophe? Got any family in the town?’

For a second, Sophie considered laying out the truth about why she’d moved into Harclay House. But for only a second. ‘Only child.’

‘No parents?’

‘My mum died when I was little. And my biological dad, well, let’s just say he’s out of the picture. My stepfather, uh, my real dad’s unreachable, too, these days.’

‘Sorry to hear that.’ Belle nibbled the end of her third slice of cake, before licking crumbs of yellow icing sugar off her palm. She looked up. ‘I have a big brother, but he joined the army and moved away when I was still at school. Haven’t seen him in ages.’ Shrugging off her words, she added, ‘Can’t say we were close. There was too big of an age gap between us.’

A tiny admission of her own wouldn’t hurt, Sophie decided, though she was only prepared to go so far. ‘When I said “only child”, I should’ve said “the only remaining child”. I had a brother, too. He was killed almost eight years ago now. Car crash.’

‘Sorry to hear that. You miss him?’

Sophie didn’t reply. Her eyes prickled.

Belle said, ‘I can’t even picture Ben’s face these days.’

‘I know what you mean.’ There were times when she struggled to recall Josh’s face from when he was a young adult … but from when he was a skinny, bespectacled, sticky-out-eared adolescent she had no problem. Oddly enough, the same was beginning to be said for Kelsey, too. In her dreams she could clearly see her as a six-year-old, and again at fourteen, and finally as the young woman she’d grown into, but it wasn’t as easy during her waking hours. She tried then to conjure a clear image of Kelsey, the way she’d looked the last time she saw her, and all she achieved was an amorphous pale blot in her mind’s eye.

The two of them sat for a moment in silent camaraderie.

Then Belle gave a shiver and aimed a nod at the front door. ‘Had any more probs with your poltergeist?’

‘That’s, em, kind of what I wanted to talk to you about.’

‘It is?’ Belle clucked her tongue. ‘And there was I believing you actually craved my sparkling company. There’s always an ulterior motive … sheesh.’ She gave a goofy smile to show she was not being serious.

‘When you called Burton a weirdo, and I said “he’s not the only one”, I was referring to—’

Belle halted her with an upraised finger. ‘Don’t tell me! The lovely Judith Wannop?’

Sophie’s laugh was sharp, no more than an exhalation of air.

‘Did I not warn you about her before?’ asked Belle.

‘You agreed she was an odd bod, and that you were uncomfortable around her, and avoided her whenever you could.’

‘Is that what I said? You’ve some power of recollection, Sophe.’

Again she practically spat out a laugh. ‘It comes from having my studying head on, trying to take in all these details and forcing them to stick.’

Belle appeared to reflect on her feelings towards Jude, and the perception Sophie must have formed from her words. She said, ‘Did I not also say that she was all right in small portions?’

‘Yeah. I’m sure you did.’

‘Good, ’cause, for the record, I don’t actively dislike her or anything, I just find her … strange.’

‘Strange, indeed. I was woken by the birds up in the attic the other day,’ Sophie said, ‘and when I went out on the landing, there was Jude, creeping about in the dark in her nightie, claiming that somebody was in the walls calling her name.’

Belle laughed. ‘Probably off her head on drugs.’

‘She takes drugs?’

‘I dunno. But how else would you explain that kind of behaviour? Schizophrenia? Paranoid delusions?’

Sophie smiled and aimed an index finger at her. ‘Didn’t you just ask about my poltergeist?’

Belle practically bounced on her crossed legs, excited at the prospect. ‘So now you believe me?’

Sophie shook her head. ‘It was the birds. Like you pointed out that time, they’d probably got into the eaves and were waking up as dawn broke. I heard them stomping about and flapping their wings.’

‘Birds? Stomping?’

‘Wrong choice of word. Walking, I heard them walking about.’ Unbidden, she looked up at the ceiling and tracked an imaginary path through the attic space.

Belle watched her. ‘Was this bird, by any chance, wearing hobnailed boots?’

‘I’ll tell you what, they’re noisy buggers,’ Sophie claimed. ‘And blooming heavy-footed enough to shake the light fixture in my bathroom.’

Belle’s features momentarily creased in confusion, before she stared up at the ceiling. She nodded, used the ceiling fixture above them for reference. ‘Don’t birds have hollow bones to help them fly? Even if there were a few of them roosting on the rafters, I doubt they’d have enough weight to shake the lights.’

‘Well, they did.’

‘Or, Mister Nobody did it.’

Sophie grunted at the name. It wasn’t the first time she’d heard it used to describe an unknown culprit. Jude had referred to her imaginary bogeyman by the name. Before that it was the same name coined by Kelsey to describe her imagined tormentor, before he manifested into reality and was renamed Rorty.

Rorty.

The name sent a shiver through her in a manner that Mister Nobody never could. She instantly felt nauseous and had to turn her face aside, her mind snapping back to that frightening image conjured in her nightmare where a stained finger beckoned her towards the understairs pantry in her childhood home. An almost inaudible cry escaped her.

‘You OK?’

Blinking tears away, and swallowing bile, Sophie nodded several times before feeling recovered enough to meet Belle’s gaze. ‘Sorry,’ she said, and went on with a lie. ‘Cramps. It’s that time …’

Belle shook her head. ‘Hell, Sophe, is it that bad? I thought you were about to throw up. Look at you! You’re as pale as a ghost.’

When Sophie presented an index finger this time, it was a plea. ‘Can we change the subject from ghosts for a minute?’

Belle visibly deflated.

Sophie rubbed her lower abdomen. She exhaled a few times. It was an act, and possibly over-egging her reaction. She waved it away and got up. ‘More coffee?’

‘Wouldn’t say no,’ said Belle, all the while observing her with up-tilted eyes.

Still shaky, Sophie laughed. ‘Now you’re beginning to wonder if I’m as nutty as Jude is.’

‘Believing in ghosts doesn’t make you a nutcase.’

Silence was her best policy. Sophie concentrated on refreshing their drinks, and then urged Belle to eat up: a couple of slices of cake were still untouched on the plate.

‘Are you trying to fatten me up?’ Belle laughed, even as she reached for another chunk of cake.

‘As long as you don’t get too big …’

Belle read her tone, stalled with the cake poised before her mouth.

Sophie aimed towards the ceiling. ‘I was going to ask you to investigate what’s going on up there with me, but you’ll need to fit through that tiny loft door.’

Belle’s gaze lifted again to the ceiling, as if she could divine the terrain above them. Her bottom lip hung open. After a moment her tongue darted and flicked her upper teeth. Slowly her head began to nod, and then she turned wide eyes on Sophie. ‘I’m in,’ she declared.

‘Cool,’ said Sophie.

But again Belle stalled her with a lifted finger. ‘We must wait until ol’ Billy Boy isn’t home. One of his instructions to me when I first got a tour of the house was that the attic is out of bounds.’

‘Really? He didn’t mention it to me,’ said Sophie.

‘Did you ask him about it?’

‘No.’

‘There’s your answer then. I spotted it during the tour, and asked how it could be accessed – that ladder wasn’t there at the time – and he quite bluntly said, “You bloody well don’t. And don’t let me catch you trying, or else …” A second or two after, he tried laughing off his warning tone, but – believe me, Sophe – he bloody well meant it.’

‘He certainly doesn’t sugarcoat things,’ Sophie said. ‘What do you know about his routine?’

Belle blinked slowly.

‘So we just have to wait until we know for sure that he’s out and—’

‘No. We just keep an eye on his car. If it isn’t parked around the back, then it probably means he isn’t home.’

‘He has a car?’

Belle slapped her hip. ‘Gimpy leg.’

‘Yeah, he mentioned that.’ Sophie laughed at his explanation. ‘Says it’s an old war wound.’

‘It is,’ Belle stated. ‘Well, from what I hear, he came back from the first Gulf War with a messed-up leg. Doesn’t strike you as an ex-squaddie, does he?’

‘No. You can normally tell them from their appearance and mannerisms …’

‘Yeah, you usually can,’ Belle said. ‘I’ve a squaddie for a brother, remember? Besides, I know he was in the services because I’ve seen Burton’s medals. He has them in an open box on his desk. I recognised insignia from the King’s Own Scottish Borderers.’

‘Is that the same regiment that Ben’s in?’

‘No. They don’t exist anymore, they amalgamated and became the Royal Scots Borderers a good few years ago. But I checked, and the King’s Own were deployed during Desert Storm, so Burton’s probably telling the truth.’

Sophie accepted Belle’s account; she had no idea how the young woman knew so much about the amalgamation of military regiments, but it was unimportant. She supposed that Burton had no reason to lie, although there could be some embellishment to his tale about being injured during deployment to Iraq. Who knew? There was a possibility his lameness was down to as mundane a reason as arthritis, or an old football injury, but he got off on claiming it was an old war wound to boost his ego.

‘Can you see his car from your room?’ Sophie asked. Her own windows looked out onto the main road and the side alleyway.

‘Not where he parks it, but I see and hear whenever he comes and goes.’

‘Cool. How’s about coming and finding me the next time he leaves the house and we’ll have a sneaky poke around?’

Belle grinned at the idea of a clandestine adventure. Then, attention drifting back to the plate and the final slice of cake left untouched on it, she asked, ‘Are you going to eat that or let it go stale?’

‘It’s all yours.’




SEVENTEEN

Seventeen years earlier

Against Sophie’s hopes and expectations, Barry, her stepfather’s friend, didn’t leave the next morning. He didn’t leave for several weeks.

On the first morning after she had investigated the drunken laughter downstairs, Sophie had led Kelsey down by the hand, cautiously checking before entering the living room. Their dad was up already, and at first Sophie thought the two men had stayed up all night drinking, but she’d heard him ask his friend how well he’d slept, only to hear an uncouth reply: ‘Keith, mate, I was too full of beer to get comfortable, but too pissed to get up for a leak.’

‘Hope you didn’t piss on my settee,’ said Keith.

‘Nah, mate, but I can’t promise I didn’t crap myself.’

Both men laughed, while Sophie cringed at the vulgarity.

She looked down at Kelsey. ‘Cover your ears.’

Kelsey snatched her hand out of her grasp, but not to comply. She burst into the living room, excited to meet Dad’s new friend.

Dad had his back to them. He was dressed in his work clothes, shirt untucked. Sophie spotted a small cluster of shaving foam on his earlobe. She was about to tell him about it, but her attention shifted to Barry. He had sat up on the settee where he’d obviously bedded down, wearing only boxer shorts and a dingy vest. His bared arms and legs were hirsute, thick and matted in places. His toes dug into the carpet, wide, blunt things with tiny crescents for nails: a boy in Sophie’s class at school chewed his nails right down to the quick, and his damaged nails looked similar … did Barry bite his toenails to make them look equally damaged? His hairy hands gripped his knees, as if he needed some extra stability to stop from swaying. His fingernails were as disfigured as his toenails, and oddly stained red. His mouth opened in a slab-toothed grin as he spotted the girls.

‘Ahoy!’ he exclaimed, like how he’d greeted Sophie’s appearance during the early hours.

‘Hiya!’ said Kelsey and darted towards him.

Sophie clutched at the back of her pyjamas, but it was too late, Kelsey was already out of reach.

Dad placed a restraining hand on Kelsey’s head, holding back the little girl, or Sophie was certain she’d have leapt onto Barry’s lap.

‘Howdy, little one,’ said Barry. ‘What’s your name then?’

‘I’m Kelsey,’ she announced, then thumbed backwards without looking. ‘That’s my sister, Sophie.’

Barry peered past her, with his manic grin never slipping. ‘Yes, we met already.’

Kelsey frowned, then turned an accusatory glare on Sophie. ‘You did?’

‘You were asleep,’ said Sophie. ‘I got up through the night.’

‘Not fair,’ said Kelsey. ‘I didn’t get to stop up all night.’

‘I wasn’t up all night—’

Before she could finish explaining, Kelsey had already dropped the subject. ‘What’s wrong with your ear?’ she asked, in the naive but forthright manner of children.

‘Nothing’s wrong.’ Barry clutched his disfigured ear where it flopped forward. ‘Watch,’ he announced, and twisted it back and forth, timing each move by repeatedly sticking out his tongue.

Kelsey giggled at the antics, and even Sophie, attempting to remain serious, wheezed out a laugh.

‘Here …’ Barry guided Kelsey’s tiny hand to his broken ear. ‘Feel how it works.’

Kelsey snatched her fingers back with an exaggerated squeal. But in the next instant she reached for the proffered ear again. She took the bent part between her fingertips and wagged it up and down. Barry coordinated with her, darting his tongue in and out. ‘Meep!’ he went, with each waggle. ‘Meep! Meep!’

Kelsey giggled uproariously.

Barry tickled her under an armpit, then with both hands under her ribs, and she squirmed, giggling and squealing for mercy.

‘Come on now, Kel,’ said Dad. ‘Give Barry some peace, and Sophe can make your breakfast.’ He raised eyebrows at Sophie, an instruction to take her sibling into the kitchen. Sophie complied, reaching to assist Kelsey off Barry’s knee. Despite her need to escape the tickling, her desire to stay was equally strong.

Sophie tugged her sister free and got between them.

Laughing, Barry tapped Sophie’s backside, ushering them away. If the action was an innocent show of affection, or something else, their father didn’t notice, but Sophie urged Kelsey to speed up. She walked stiffly, her backside clenched, and her face glowing pink. Kelsey still chuckled, and repeated Barry’s comedic ‘meep-meep!’

Sophie was disturbed.

She couldn’t have fully explained why, but she had taken an instant dislike towards Barry, and it had little to do with his looks, and more to do with his behaviour. Maybe he was only trying to be friendly, and to entertain his friend’s kids – in some misguided attempt to repay Dad’s hospitality – but Sophie didn’t want him touching her like that, and even less did she like the way his hands had been all over Kelsey. She hoped Dad saw through him the way she had, and asked him to leave, and never again extended an invitation to stop over.

Sadly, it was not to be so.

During that first night, Barry had planted his feet under the table and it was months before he left.

During his extended stay, he took over Josh’s bedroom. Their brother was relegated to sleeping on the couch, but only after an attempt at sharing a room with his sisters failed miserably. Josh’s behaviour and lack of hygiene was not compatible with the girls, and before long bickering almost turned to blows, and their dad was forced to intervene. Rather than explain to Barry that his son required his own space, he instructed Josh to bed down in the living room – for the time being. It didn’t concern Josh too much; Sophie fully believed he relished the opportunity to stop up half the night watching TV through the wee small hours, with a freedom to steal treats from the kitchen cupboards unobserved and unchecked. On the occasions that Dad and Barry stayed up late, Josh was allowed to sit with them, or he retreated to their father’s room until it was time to drag down his blankets and pillow and set up on the settee.

Dad and Barry worked at the same textile mill, Keith Middleham a line supervisor in the yarn production section, while Barry worked in the dye house. Their schedule generally matched, but there were some occasions when one or the other was home while the other was at work. On her return from school, ushering Kelsey before her, Sophie’s guts would curdle whenever they entered the house to find Barry waiting for them. Not so Kelsey’s guts: she loved to find Barry home before Dad, because that was when bars of chocolate or a couple of fifty-pence pieces would appear from his trouser pocket, and he’d present them with the warning and a wink: ‘Between us. Don’t tell your dad our secret, eh? Meep!’

Apparently he also extended secretive treats to Josh, because often their thieving brother would bypass the corner shop on their way back, but was still found with chocolate around his mouth and coins in his pockets when they arrived home. During that period Josh learned a few new swear words, and a knowledge of the female anatomy he had no right to have an interest in at nine years old, his taunts aimed at his sisters sometimes sexually explicit. Sophie would never be certain if this forbidden knowledge was gleaned from his horrible friends or her unwelcome houseguest.

Nina, for all she was allegedly Barry’s girlfriend, didn’t visit the house again, and Sophie was positive that her name was never mentioned except for in the past tense. From what she put together from overheard snippets of adult conversation, Barry was coming off another failed relationship, and Nina had been a stopgap measure until he found something more permanent. How anyone would ever want to live as his partner escaped her, and Sophie began to fear that he’d never leave.

But then one morning Sophie woke up, shook Kelsey awake and they went downstairs to find Josh and Dad already seated at the breakfast table, and Barry gone.

Sophie deduced that his disappearance had to do with what had happened the day before, but shame stayed her tongue and she didn’t mention anything about the incident to Dad. Eight years later, she would sorely wish that she had told their dad, before Keith welcomed his old workmate Barry O’Rourtie back into their home.




EIGHTEEN

It was mid-week before Sophie’s mobile phone rang, and she answered to an excitable wheeze from Belle: ‘Lay-deeze and genital-men, oops, I mean gentlemen,’ Belle announced. ‘Elvis has left the building.’

On any other occasion, Sophie might be bemused by her new friend’s proclamation, but had been waiting on tenterhooks for this very moment.

‘You’re certain he’s gone out?’ she asked needlessly.

‘He’s revving up his ol’ jalopy as we speak. Can’t you hear?’

From so high up, and at the wrong side of the house to hear his car starting, Sophie took Belle’s word for it. She darted to her bathroom and peeked out the window onto the side lane. Sure enough, a few seconds later, an old petrol-blue Ford Mondeo came puttering out from behind the building and trundled up the service alley. The exhaust spewed blue diesel smoke. Once Burton drove past her window, he chose to take a sharp left turn, with no option but to follow the flow of traffic, otherwise he’d be forced into trying to cross three lanes to reach the opposite carriageway. She had no idea where he was going, but there were several supermarkets and an industrial estate not too far to the north. Hopefully he was going out for his monthly grocery shop, and would be gone for a while.

‘On your way up?’ she asked Belle.

‘Try stopping me.’

Belle ended the call, and Sophie guessed she was already mounting the stairs. She grabbed her gloves, and a spare set for Belle, and rushed to open her door. Instantly, she had to return and snatch her keys off her bedside table. Opening the door, she found Belle already on the upper landing. As if it would help the mission, she had dressed in a black hoodie and leggings, bottomed off by black trainers. ‘You hoping to join a ninja society or something?’ Sophie teased.

‘Gonna be dirty up there,’ Belle replied. ‘You should’ve dressed accordingly.’

‘Black shows the dirt more than grey does,’ she responded. She was dressed in her jogging pants and a grey sweatshirt with the name of an American Ivy League university emblazoned across the chest. Her choice of clothing had nothing to do with their plan to investigate the loft, and more that she’d intended on working out that evening. ‘Here.’

Belle accepted the gloves; bright yellow rubber washing-up gloves. ‘Well, these have just ruined my cool style.’

‘If the birds are roosting up there as we suspect, you can guarantee we’ll be poking around through their mess. Wear them or not, but I don’t fancy sticking my bare fingers in bird poop.’ Sophie pulled on her gloves and gave the cuffs satisfactory snaps against her wrists.

Belle wriggled into her gloves, and after Sophie pulled her door shut, they approached the ladder.

On previous inspections, Sophie had determined that the ladder was old, and a bit rickety, but she had taken exploratory steps up the first few rungs and found it sturdy enough, despite appearances. The ladder was situated so that somebody could ascend it, and use their head or rounded shoulders to assist with pushing the hatch open into the attic space. From three steps up from the landing, she had not been able to determine if the trap was heavy or not. The presence of dirty fingerprints on it showed that somebody had used the extra effort of a push to force the trapdoor up at some point in the past; she simply had no idea how long ago.

Belle wedged the side of her foot against the ladder. ‘After you,’ she said.

‘No, please, after you,’ said Sophie.

‘Not likely. I’m not opening that bloody hatch and having a dirty great spider jump on my face.’

Sophie cringed at the suggestion.

‘Go on.’ Belle grinned. ‘After you. Don’t worry, I’ll support the ladder ’til you’re safely inside the attic.’

‘Very kind of you,’ Sophie said, and they both sniggered.

Sophie went up the ladder tentatively, testing each handhold before committing to climbing onto another rung. Once she was high enough to reach for the hatch, she looked down at Belle. ‘Listen out for anyone coming, will you?’

‘Just open the hatch. Don’t worry, he’s taken his car, he’ll be gone for ages.’

‘Did you bring a torch?’

‘No. Use the one on your phone, like I plan to.’

Sophie nodded, though she’d have to wait until she had opened the hatch before she could retrieve her phone from her hip pocket.

She climbed another couple of rungs, then tested the small brass bolt. It took a little wiggling to release it from its retainer and slide it free. Once the bolt was open, the door rattled freely to her first attempt at opening it. It was flimsy, some sort of thin chipboard nailed to a framework of almost weightless pine wood. The hatch, Sophie assumed, was a later replacement, as it did not match the original craftsmanship of the other Victorian features in the house. She barely needed any pressure to send the hatch back on its hinges and she immediately rose into the dusty, out-of-bounds attic space. As she climbed, she felt safe enough to reach into her hip pocket to retrieve her phone, but had second thoughts. It was dim in the attic, but enough ambient light made it through chinks between the bricks and under the roof tiles to see by. Also, there was some sort of skylight, a match to the one in the upper landing ceiling, that was mostly blanketed by grimy cobwebs but let in a slanting beam of spectral light through which dust motes swarmed.

‘I take it that nothing has chewed your face off yet?’ Belle asked from below.

Sophie glanced down, wearing a grimace against the possibility of being eaten alive, but was confident enough to give Belle a thumbs-up. ‘I’m happy to report there are no horrible beasties at home.’

‘What can you see?’

‘Not a lot. Come up and see for yourself.’

After checking that Belle was making the climb, Sophie clambered into the attic. Fortunately, there had been some effort made to extend the storage capacity of the attic at some point in the remote past, with boards laid on top of the rafters, making moving around safer. The rubber gloves proved a godsend: the attic was layered with an accumulation of dust, soot and cobweb; remarkably there was no immediate sign of bird poop. As she progressed, she had to swipe aside curtains of ancient webbing to see under the eaves, but it struck her that through the middle section, under the apex of the roof, there was free passage. There were old tracks in the dirt underfoot, though there was no way of telling how long ago Burton, or somebody else, had tracked through the attic.

Some cardboard boxes and old hardboard packing cases were stacked under the eaves. A brief perusal of them showed items wrapped in yellowing newspaper. To the touch the paper felt brittle, about to fall apart in some boxes, or swollen with damp and mildew in others. She teased open one carefully wrapped bundle to discover an old china ornament – a clown sprawling on a park bench, head thrown back, a hand grasping his extended tummy as his oversized feet windmilled in the air. With the other gloved hand he upended a brown bottle to his painted lips, while other empties had spilled over the ground beneath his feet. She was unsure of its value, but thought that such an item must have been collectable once, albeit hideous to her senses.

‘Bloomin’ hell, do you think that’s worth something?’ said Belle over her shoulder. ‘We should sneak an antiques estimator in.’

Sophie swiftly rewrapped the clown and placed him back where he’d come from. ‘These aren’t ours to sell,’ she reminded Belle.

‘Looks like they were stored here ages ago. Bet you that Burton has no idea these are up here.’

Sophie shrugged aside the wager. ‘I’ve a feeling these were items abandoned by tenants that left without notice.’

‘Yeah, maybe. You OK, Sophe?’

It had struck her that one of those old packing boxes might contain the trinkets left behind in the wake of Kelsey’s disappearance. After she’d been missing for several weeks and the terms of her tenancy lapsed, Burton had offered her belongings to Sophie for collection. Alas, aside from a few personal photographs and clothes, Sophie had declined the rest: Kelsey hadn’t resided in Harclay House long and what belongings she’d accrued had no sentimental value to Sophie – not then, but she wouldn’t say the same about them now. However, to request ownership of Kelsey’s stored trinkets now might cause Burton to grow suspicious of her motive for moving into her sister’s room. More so, he might demand back payment of the rent he’d claimed Kelsey still owed him.

She moved away from the boxes.

Belle’s inquisitiveness was yet to be satisfied. She dug through several chests, unwrapped items, and those she found most interesting she studied under the light from her phone, and surreptitiously took photos of some of them. Sophie didn’t let on that she knew what Belle was up to – recording the choicest items she intended getting evaluated – but would try dissuading her from stealing any of them if it jeopardised finding Kelsey.

There she was again, her mind reeling with mixed messages; she believed that Kelsey was dead, but hoped and prayed that she was alive, had found no clues to her whereabouts after moving into Harclay House, but was loath to move out until she’d searched all four corners of the creaking manse.

‘What do you make of this?’ she asked. Taking a cue from Belle, she brought up the torch app on her phone and directed its beam into the sharp angle made by the roof and the back right corner of the house.

‘What is it?’ Belle asked, joining her light with Sophie’s.

‘Looks like junk, and some carrier bags stuffed with clothes and stuff. Look.’

She indicated what looked like an old bookcase that had been repurposed to serve as a storage cabinet of sorts. It was lined with old food cans, the lids on some opened and peeled back, labels faded.

‘It’s as if the stuff was just left here to rot,’ Sophie said.

‘Well, by the bloody look of things, it was dumped here years ago.’

She was correct. Everything was covered with a layer of the same sooty dust that covered the floor and, if there was anything inside any of those cans, Sophie doubted it would be edible.

Belle stooped and pushed some wadded material aside. ‘Yack!’

‘What’s that?’ Sophie asked, angling her light for a better view.

‘Dead rat,’ said Belle, and flicked the material back over it, concealing the desiccated corpse.

‘Burton must have used this space as extra storage at some point …’

Sophie peered back towards the hatch, envisioning the dirty fingerprints smeared on it. Were those the prints made by Burton the last time he’d carried junk up here?

They emptied one of the carrier bags. The clothing inside was a hotchpotch of ladies’ underwear. All were stained, mildewed and unwearable now. Swiftly, Belle shoved them back where they came from, even as a worm of unease began a creep through Sophie’s innards. She aimed her light around the space, and saw some old cushions taken from a sofa and laid directly on the boards. Rodents had got to the upholstery, gnawed and pulled some of it out, made nests of it, but all many years ago judging by how dirty everything was.

‘Y’know something—’ she began, but never finished.

‘What are you two up to?’ a voice challenged, and instantly Sophie and Belle spun to cast their lights over the person silhouetted against the loft hatch.

Sophie’s heart quickened, despite recognising the figure. Her tongue darted, wetting her parched lips.

‘Bloody hell, Jude!’ Belle cried before Sophie could speak. ‘You almost gave me a heart attack.’

Jude swept a hand in Belle’s direction. ‘Gave you a start, did I? Well think about how I felt when I heard you buggers creeping around up here.’

‘You couldn’t possibly have heard us,’ Belle challenged, ‘not from two floors down. More like you were snooping around and saw the hatch was open.’

‘Huh! You’re wrong. I did hear …’

Sophie and Belle gravitated towards the hatch.

As their lights danced over Jude, the older woman cringed, squinted and again made that swiping motion of a hand. ‘Try not to blind me, eh?’

Sophie switched off her torch app, but Belle ensured that Jude got another blinding before turning her beam aside.

‘So? What are you up to?’ Jude demanded again.

‘Doing you a favour,’ Belle told her snappily, ‘and putting your nonsense about the bloody bogeyman to rest. There’s nobody up here.’

Perhaps Belle was too quick to dismiss the evidence they hadn’t found … 

‘Know what else is missing?’ Sophie posed.

Belle’s eyebrows raised towards her hairline, while Jude sucked her facial piercing into her mouth and chewed on it in contemplation.

‘Bird shit,’ she proclaimed.

‘And isn’t that a good thing?’ Belle said.

‘Is it? If the gulls and crows roost up here like you suggested, then surely they’d leave a mess behind. The only evidence of any infestation we’ve seen is from rodents.’

Belle shrugged. ‘Then that’s what Jude must be hearing. Old Rattus rattus crawling between the walls.’

Jude grunted. ‘It wasn’t a rat calling my name in the night.’

‘No. More likely it was wishful thinking. When was the last time you had an actual bloke in your room?’

‘A darn sight longer ago than either of you sluts!’

Before either of them could respond, Jude ducked down and they heard her descend the ladder swiftly. Perhaps she expected them to chase her like kids in a school playground? Sophie simply shook her head in bemusement while Belle laughed.

‘I suppose I asked for that?’ she said after a moment’s reflection.

‘I can’t say anything about her impression of me, not after I’ve had Callan over a couple of times. I mean, yeah, that makes me a slut, right?’

‘Even if you had him over three times a day, there’s no law against it. I suppose I should go and apologise to Jude. Y’know, in case she grasses us up to Burton for being in the attic.’

Some damage control couldn’t do any harm, Sophie supposed. Sadly, Jude was beginning to prove slightly unstable, and any attempt at cajoling her into silence was probably pointless. As she recalled, Jude had tattled to Burton about her suspicions that he might have entered her room without giving prior notice. Thinking it gave her power over them, she might decide to tell him about their breaking of the rules.

‘Remind her that we were here on her behalf, trying to get to the source of those sounds, and that makes her complicit.’

Belle gave an exaggerated nod at the idea.

She went down the ladder first.

Sophie paused a moment longer, taking another look around the attic. Their movement had stirred up more dust particles; if they’d swarmed in the shaft of silvery light before, now they formed a blizzard. Next time she investigated the attic, she should wear a mask, because who knew what kind of toxins she had breathed in. Next time. Yes, there would definitely be a next time, because not only were there areas of the attic still to be inspected, she wanted to go over some of their previous tracks. When she’d climbed that ladder she had expected to find evidence of roosting birds, disproving Jude’s crazy talk of a bogeyman living in the house.

The bogeyman didn’t exist.

Once he had, perhaps, but not anymore.

She took care stepping out of the attic, and then lowered the trap.

Before it was fully shut, her gaze was drawn towards the opposite end from where they’d searched. An oblong of dim light was cast upward onto the inner slope of the roof. It was too substantial to be leakage from a chink between the rafters …

‘Come on, you’d better hurry up,’ Belle urged from below, ‘before Burton catches us.’

Sophie closed and bolted the hatch and scampered down the ladder.




NINETEEN

For the time being it seemed as if their trespass of the attic would go undiscovered. Belle must have made some kind of amends with Jude, because not long after Sophie returned to her apartment, their neighbour had come back up the stairs, knocked timidly on her door and offered a brisk, but seemingly genuine, apology for rudely snapping at them.

‘It’s just all this weird stuff that’s been going on,’ Jude further explained, ‘and people have started treating me as if I’m going out of my mind.’

‘Wasn’t our intention.’

‘I know that now.’

‘Also, I think we can rule out that there is a bogeyman within the walls.’ Sophie smiled, keeping her tone light.

Jude frowned. She licked at the stud in her lip.

‘When I think about it, now, I probably do sound as if I’m nuts.’

‘Not at all. Belle tried convincing me that the house has a resident poltergeist.’

Jude squeezed a smile. ‘It’s a plausible theory.’

Sophie chuckled. ‘We were checking if the birds were getting inside and were responsible for the noises we’ve been hearing.’

‘Yeah. I get that now. But Belle said there was no evidence.’

‘We didn’t get to inspect the entire loft. Maybe there’s evidence, we just missed it.’

‘Huh,’ said Jude.

Sophie looked at her and Jude looked back.

After a few seconds, Sophie raised her eyebrows.

‘OK, right,’ said Jude, getting the message. ‘I just came to say sorry, and that Burton won’t hear from me about you being in the attic.’

‘Thanks.’

‘OK, then.’

Jude turned towards the stairs.

Guilt assailed Sophie.

‘Hey, Jude.’

Jude turned around, and now it was her eyebrows arching towards her hairline.

‘I’m a little busy just now,’ Sophie explained, ‘but if you ever fancy a chat, or a cuppa, you only have to knock.’

‘Huh,’ said Jude, but with a gentler sound than normal.

Sophie smiled encouragement.

Jude turned and went down the stairs, but with less urgency than usual.

Closing her door, Sophie double-checked it was secure.

Already she had changed out of her jogging bottoms and sweatshirt as they were filthy with attic dirt, electing for yoga pants and a T-shirt – her plan to go on an evening run had been put on the backburner. She gathered up her soiled clothing, and also the curtains she’d taken down, and placed them all in a black plastic bag. Also in the bag went liquid detergent tabs and fabric conditioner. She had ranged throughout the house, although rarely using any of the communal facilities, but only from the ground floor up. This would be her first trip into the basement: during her first tour of the house, prior to signing her tenancy agreement, she’d barely poked her head through the open basement door when Burton briefly opened it. And, back when she had visited when Kelsey rented the same apartment, her sister had actively avoided it as much as possible, claiming that the descent triggered normally buried childhood terrors within her. Knowing fully to what she’d referred, Sophie didn’t press her sister into going downstairs on some misguided mission at overcoming her fear. Now, for some reason, descending underground held more than a worm of unease for Sophie too, but she was determined not to give in.

Locking her door behind her, she pushed her phone and keys into a zip pocket on her yoga pants. The bunch of keys and fob were sizable, and uncomfortable the way they dug into her hip, but there was nothing else for it. Clutching the weighty bag to her chest, she wrapped her arms around it, and went down the wooden stairs almost sideways, in order to see where she was placing her feet. The stone staircase was wider, the steps not as steep, so she negotiated them with more ease. At the bottom she paused momentarily, half-expecting Belle to poke her head out and make a quip about their recent adventure. She didn’t. Instead the front door opened and inside bustled Billy Burton. He clutched laden carrier bags, perhaps three to each hand, and the strain was visible in his pinched expression. He wore his spectacles and a couple of days’ worth of grey stubble, and a bottle-green sweater over jeans and trainers. He wasn’t initially aware of her presence, muttering and cursing under his breath as he pushed the front door closed behind him. He turned, saw her standing before him, and croaked in surprise.

‘Sorry,’ said Sophie. ‘Didn’t mean to startle you.’

‘What the hell are you doing standing there in the bloody dark? Are you daft or what?’

It hadn’t struck her how gloomy the evening had become. Coming down the stairs, she had trusted the light on the first-floor landing to make her way safely, so hadn’t noticed that the hallway was in darkness. Coming indoors, his eyesight hadn’t adjusted yet to the gloom, so it probably seemed darker again to Burton. The black bag she hugged had also most likely served to disguise her form.

‘I suppose so, yeah,’ she agreed. ‘Daft as a brush, me. Uh, can I help you with those bags?’

He struggled to respond for a second, captured between her sarcasm and offer to help. Finally, he shook his head, and declared, ‘I’m not a bloody invalid, you know!’

‘I’m not suggesting that you are, but you do look as if you’re struggling with those heavy bags.’

He checked out the bulging bin bag she carried. ‘You’ve enough to get on with yoursel’, lass.’

Without another word, he turned and limped towards his apartment, grunting at the weight of his shopping.

Sophie waited until he set down his bags and rattled about with his keys, in some bemusement by how harassed he seemed at having an audience. Throwing open the door, he grabbed the bags by their stretched handles and practically slung them indoors. Before disappearing after them, he scowled at her, then dragged off his glasses, as if by doing so, she’d disappear along with his eyesight. He reversed in and shut the door with a resounding bang.

‘Not only a misogynistic prick but an ungrateful misogynistic prick.’

Again, Belle had managed her seemingly magical ability of appearing unannounced. She’d exited her room while Sophie concentrated on Burton’s struggle with his bags. As Sophie had, she’d changed out of her stained black outfit for something more colourful. Her soiled clothes were destined for the washer too. She carried them, plus a few more items draped over her left arm. In her right hand, she wagged a partially sucked lollipop.

‘Are you heading downstairs?’ she wondered.

‘Yeah.’ Sophie adjusted the heavy bag in her arms. ‘If you want to, you can chuck your washing in with mine and save some cash.’

‘OK.’

Belle came forward and plopped her washing on top of the already cumbersome bag.

For a second, Sophie wondered if Belle had hoped for her to make the offer, that perhaps she’d been used.

‘Oh, I thought you might still come down with me …’

‘You want, I’ll come …’

‘I haven’t been down there yet. Wouldn’t mind a quick show-and-tell on working the machine.’

‘No probs,’ said Belle and stuck her lollipop in her mouth. She approached the basement door and opened it, then stood aside so that Sophie could enter. ‘Oh, hang on, I’ll get the light. Bloody dark down there otherwise.’

Belle reached past and hit the switch. A bulb snapped to life, but its glow barely reached the stairs and left much of the basement in shadow. A potpourri of scents assailed Sophie, none too pleasant. There was a tiny hint of flowers, but it was largely overwhelmed by must and damp cardboard and deteriorating fabric. All around the walls, outdated furniture had been stacked. A clear space had been left to form a path through the clutter, and an ancient washer-dryer dominated the far space. The window over the drum could have been an open maw, a passage into the bowels of the earth … or to hell itself.

Sophie halted, unwilling to begin the climb down. How on earth had Kelsey ever drummed up the fortitude to make the descent into this horrible place?

Belle pressed against her, and it was enough pressure to get her moving.

Sophie stepped down, taking care not to lose her balance with both arms encumbered.

‘I’ve got you,’ Belle reassured her, and Sophie realised that her friend had taken hold of her T-shirt, to help steady her.

‘Were you waiting for me to come downstairs just now?’ she asked.

‘You think I’m afraid to come down here by myself?’ Belle asked around her lollipop.

‘No, it’s just you appeared right after Burton went indoors, and—’

‘Yeah. I heard him come back and waited ’til he was past before opening my door. Didn’t want him to spot my dirty washing and wonder what I’d been up to.’

Her explanation sounded valid.

She went on, ‘I heard him moaning at you, just before I opened my door. Actually, I didn’t know you were coming down here, I assumed you were heading out for your run.’

‘Got to get these chores out of the way first,’ Sophie said as she alighted the bottom step. She shuffled forward. Belle stood directly behind her, so close that her hot sickly-sweet lollipop breath washed over the nape of her neck. She shivered, not so much at Belle’s exhalations as the grimness of their surroundings. The bulb did a poor job of lighting the basement. The old furniture stacked around the walls made her feel as if she was in the back room of a junk shop, where the stuff that was too far gone for recycling was stored until it was dumped or was thrown on a bonfire. It was cooler, damper and more ominous than any other place in the house, and that included the attic.

She eyed the washer-dryer suspiciously.

‘Does that thing even work?’

‘It does if you feed it enough coins and kick it in the right spot,’ said Belle.

Sophie approached and halted directly facing the machine. This very spot was the last known location of her sister. She closed her eyes and held her breath. Alas her senses were more attuned to Belle’s presence than any lingering essence Kelsey might have left in the space. She opened her eyes as Belle moved past to open the door on the washer.

‘Careful with this door lever, it can catch your fingers. I snapped a nail or two on it before I learned the trick for opening it.’

‘Is everything in this house skewed, even the blooming washing machine?’ Sophie asked.

‘Skewed, twisted, cater-cornered, fubarred. Yup.’ Taking out her lollipop, Belle aimed it at the machine. ‘Take care when you put your coins in the slot; you have to give the slider a bit of a whack to push it in and can bruise your palm.’

‘Joyful,’ Sophie wheezed.

‘If you can’t move it, give it a little knock with that hammer.’ Belle indicated an old hammer strategically propped up at the side of the washer.

Belle reached for her dirty laundry, relieving Sophie of it. She shook out the hoodie and pants, and then was deliberately discreet when unfurling her bunched underwear. She shoved them in the drum, then made way for Sophie to load in her washing. Sophie put in her joggers and sweatshirt, and a few more items she’d fetched from her laundry basket, and then weighed up whether or not to include the curtains. Even there, surrounded by the musty basement odours, the curtain fabric smelled unpleasant. They were flimsy and cheap, so wouldn’t burden the weight limit of the machine. She stuffed them in and added the tabs and fabric conditioner, then took care closing the door, keeping Belle’s warning in mind about the awkward latch. She set the cycles to both wash and dry – it was potentially hours until they would end.

‘Good luck ironing those after they come out,’ said Belle.

‘I’ll be surprised if they survive the washer at all, and don’t fall to pieces,’ Sophie confessed.

She had come prepared with pound coins. But before she could feed them into the sliding receptacle, Belle beat her to it, dispelling any notion Sophie had that she’d expected a free ride. ‘Here,’ Belle said, and set the heel of her palm to the slider. ‘Keep your arm straight and put your shoulder behind it, then push sharply. Actually, it’s better if you do it.’

Sophie set her shoulder and gave the slider a hearty shove, pushing the slider home. The coins tinkled into the guts of the machine.

‘You’ve got the knack,’ Belle commented, impressed she hadn’t required an extra knock of the hammer.

Sophie frowned. ‘Doesn’t seem to be working … uh, there it goes.’

After a pause, as if the old piece of technology needed some thinking time, it rumbled to life. The water pipes gurgled and moaned as they fed the machine. Somewhere deeper in the structure of the building something banged rhythmically.

Both women stared up at the gloomy ceiling.

‘There’s our poltergeist, I’d say,’ said Sophie. ‘Is there any correlation between the machine being used and the weird sounds from the walls?’

‘Don’t know about you, Sophe, but you wouldn’t find me coming down to use the washer in the middle of the night … but that’s when most of the weirdness happens.’

Sophie inspected the machine. ‘Can this be set on a timer?’

‘You’re lucky it works at all. If ever it doesn’t start after you’ve fed in your money, give it a good kick right there.’ She indicated the exact spot near the base of the control panel with her foot. On closer inspection, there were dozens of tiny scuff marks, suggesting that Belle wasn’t the only one to have kicked the machine in the past.

‘Maybe some of the house’s braver souls use the washing facilities through the night,’ Sophie suggested. ‘Burton himself, perhaps. Maybe it’s more economical for him.’

‘Don’t you worry, Sophe, if that skinflint was getting a cheaper electric tariff through the night, he’d make us all wait ’til the night shift to eat, drink or wash our bloody clothes.’

Changing the subject slightly, Sophie made a more detailed study of their surroundings. It looked no better after her second perusal. ‘Admittedly, when you’re in a freaky spot like this it’s easier to believe in ghosts and ghouls.’

‘Place gives me the frigging creeps,’ said Belle. ‘It’s like, I dunno, there’s a sense of presence or something.’

‘I know exactly what you mean.’ Sophie thought of her bathroom, and her weak theory that the extractor fan was responsible for the uncanny sensation.

Without explaining her motive, Sophie began a brief circuit of the available space.

Belle watched, while sucking determinedly on her lollipop.

Sophie touched an abandoned refrigerator. It felt gummy. She distractedly wiped her hands on her yoga pants as she continued. She opened a door on a cupboard, pulled open a drawer on a writing bureau. Inside were some old papers. She took them out, found they were invoices from a farm shop, yellowed with age. After the briefest perusal, she returned them to their resting place. She would never say it out loud, but she was longing to find something that had once belonged to her sister, where perhaps Kelsey had left a clue to her disappearance. She found nothing.

‘Check this out.’

She turned around to find that Belle had begun a search too, and that hers had taken her to the alcove beneath the stairs.

Sophie couldn’t see what had caught the young woman’s attention. She retrieved her mobile phone from her zipped pocket and turned on the torch. She aimed it into the semi-darkness, the glow helping, but also serving to cast deeper shadows from the stacked furniture items.

‘What is it?’

‘Come see.’

Sophie approached, the washer rumbling behind her.

Belle was stooped over, so that she could reach across the stacked furniture to the wall to the left of the staircase. Her arm wasn’t long enough to reach, but Sophie could see what she groped for. It looked like a frame set in the wall, boarded over with a square of hardboard. It was set at an odd height, the bottom perhaps level with Belle’s hips, the top with her shoulders. ‘I bet you this is one of those dumbwaiter things,’ she announced.

Sophie had no reason to correct her. She too had come to a similar conclusion. Back when this house was the home of a wealthy Victorian family, it was highly likely the basement and attic spaces were domains of the servants, and they employed the moveable platform to winch items from one level to the next. Possibly, if she could inspect the rooms in line above that spot, she’d find similar hatches boarded over, perhaps now blending in with the more modern decor. Recalling the light she’d spotted being cast onto the underside of the roof, she would happily wager that she had already spotted the apex of the dumbwaiter shaft.

‘Should we break it open and have a look?’ Belle wondered, her voice low and conspiratorial.

What would tearing off the hatch serve, except to perhaps see Burton evicting them for damaging his property? Sophie’s interest was piqued, but not enough to tempt Burton’s wrath.

The rumble of the washer changed pitch. It grew so loud that the air vibrated in Sophie’s inner ears.

She caught Belle’s elbow and directed her attention at the machine. ‘You don’t normally hang out down here waiting for it to finish washing, do you?’

‘No chance. I just get it going then leave it to do its thing.’

She had to raise her voice to be heard. ‘Sounds like a plan.’

Belle went up the stairs first. Sophie followed after. The washer had begun to chug, and it almost sounded like the mocking laughter of an ogre chasing them from its space. She ignored the machine, and instead found her gaze turning back to the dumbwaiter hatch. Unless she was mistaken, those scuff marks on its surface were similar to those on the attic door.

She caught Belle’s sweater, halting her at the top of the stairs.

Belle waited, grey eyes dancing in expectation.

‘How do you fancy another exploration of the attic?’

Taking out her lollipop, Belle studied it as if it was a seer’s crystal ball. ‘I think I’ve dirtied enough clothing for one day,’ she finally admitted.

‘Oh, I don’t mean now,’ said Sophie. ‘I’m thinking about the next time Billy goes out in his car.’

‘Well, yeah then. You can count me in, Sophe.’




TWENTY

Sophie gently shoved Callan away from her, and in his sleep he rolled onto his back, left arm outflung so that it hung over the edge of the bed. Free of his octopus embrace, she sat up and allowed the sheet to pool at her waist. Her torso was bare, exposed to anyone peeking through the slatted blinds, but they’d have to be fifteen feet tall or perched on a ladder to see her. Callan’s bedroom was not overlooked by his neighbours. Nonetheless, she felt mildly exposed, so crossed her arms over her breasts as she sent her knees over the opposite side and sat up on the bed. Her instinct was to stand and shuffle to the bathroom, though she didn’t feel the urge to pee.

Something else had woken her.

It was the bloody dream again, she concluded, as she sat on the toilet with both arms resting on her knees.

By merely closing her eyes, she brought the dream into her mind’s eye once more, beginning at a point that wasn’t disturbing enough that it would jolt her off the toilet seat. She saw the door to the basement in Harclay House, but it was changed subtly within the dreamscape. Instantly it was a different door in a different house. Here it was situated in the corner of a room rather than in a hallway. The wallpaper on either side was dated, gaudy with flowers on top, intersected by a pine dado rail, with an alternating striped pattern below … a style of home decor popular throughout the 1990s, but less so into the new millennium, when her stepfather had not got round to redecorating after her mother died. The door looked smaller in reality than the one that had existed in their family home. That said, it was the door to the repurposed pantry. As she perched on the loo, she shivered. She fully expected what was coming next, but its effect wasn’t lessened by foreknowledge. She cringed in expectation, her eyelids crimped tightly. Her actions should be enough to distort the image upon her internal screen, but it didn’t. If anything, the clarity of the picture grew, as if zooming in on the door as it cracked open. A hand emerged, the fingertips darkly stained, and a finger curled, beckoning her to enter.

‘Sooophiieeee … you should come and join us …’ whispered a voice.

Dread ran sharp nails up and down her spine.

‘No, no, no, no …’ she repeated.

‘Come,’ the voice whispered, ‘there’s room for three, don’t let Kelsey enjoy all of the fun alone.’

‘No. You must let my sister out.’

‘Why not come inside and join her?’

With a snap of those fingers the scene morphed, and it was as though she was before Harclay House’s basement door again. It stood open a crack, and the fingers beckoned her from within.

She shook her head in denial and tried to retreat.

From nowhere, Billy Burton grasped her shoulders. His long fingers dug painfully into her collar bones. ‘What the bloody hell are you doing standing here in the dark?’

He pushed her forward.

‘Stop that,’ she warned, and tried pulling free.

‘Get in there.’ His fingertips lanced deeper into her flesh. ‘What’s stopping you, are you daft or what?’

‘Take your hands off me.’ She dug in her heels.

‘Get in there.’

‘Please don’t, it’s—’ She pointed a trembling finger at the stained hand now stroking the door frame.

‘It’s what? Ungrateful?’ he rasped.

It was not the word she was about to use, rather it was what Belle had accused the misogynistic prick of also being … 

‘Let me help,’ he said. ‘You’ve enough to get on with yoursel’, lass.’

‘No, I don’t want—’

‘My help? Why not? I’m not a bloody invalid, you know!’

He drove into her, and in her dream state she was powerless to resist. She hurtled forward, and the door flew open to admit her, blood-stained fingers clutching and dragging her into the darkness.

With a cry Sophie jerked to wakefulness.

She scrambled, mindless of Callan’s arm over her shoulder, and erupted from the bed to stand gasping in shock at where she was.

She had thought herself awake before, but no, this had all been an altered manifestation of her previous nightmares. Her trip a moment ago to Callan’s bathroom had been a figment of her imagination, leading her unwittingly into the contortion of recent events in Harclay House then to what had occurred years ago in her childhood home.

‘Sophe? You OK?’

There was enough light filtering through the window blinds to make out Callan. He sat up in bed, one hand groping for her as he blinked in bewilderment.

She approached the bed, reached out and lightly touched his fingertips.

His reaction was to jerk back, as if touched by something disgusting.

Snapped from a deep slumber, he had no idea where she’d gone to, or why.

She touched him again, and this time, he didn’t recoil, but groped to lace their fingers.

‘I’m right here,’ she assured him.

‘What are you doing out of bed?’

‘I had a horrible dream. It woke me.’

‘You screamed,’ he said.

‘I did?’

‘Yes. I nearly jumped out of my bloody skin!’

She’d cried out in her dream, apparently echoing it in reality.

‘Sorry. I—’

‘It’s OK. Come here.’

He scooted across the bed, and she allowed him to pull her into his arms. She dropped on the side of the bed, twisted awkwardly in his embrace. He released her so that he could touch her face, and then her hair. He pushed back a stray lock behind her ear, then smoothed back her hair from her forehead. He kissed her on her left eyelid.

‘I’m OK,’ she said.

‘This isn’t your first nightmare,’ he told her.

Gently extricating herself from his hug, she looked down at him. In the dimness his eyes were tilted wetly upwards.

‘I’ve suffered from them for years,’ she said.

‘I know. You told me already. But I mean here, when you’ve slept over these past couple of weeks.’

‘Really?’ It was as much his choice of words as the revelation that surprised her. On the occasions she’d spent in his bedroom lately, it had been for hours at most. Never had she slept overnight – in fact there had been little sleep to be had whatsoever, before she had made the journeys back to Harclay House. At least, not that she’d been aware of sleeping.

‘When was I asleep?’ she wondered.

‘You’ve nodded off a few times,’ he said.

‘No, I—’

‘I’m not making things up, Sophe. You’ve fallen asleep just about every time you’ve visited, and each time you’ve been agitated and then snapped awake.’ He grunted. ‘Usually, you then announce that you have to get home and leave.’

‘It’s not that I don’t want to stay here with you, it’s just that, well, you know.’

He did know. And he also understood that finding closure regarding her sister’s disappearance was important to her, but more so that she sought resolution on their past. The vivid dreams plagued her due to a mixture of incomprehension and guilt, and if pressed she couldn’t say which of them troubled her most. Discovering Kelsey’s whereabouts, regardless of her fate, might bring about a sense of peace once she’d taken the time to deliberate, but she doubted she’d ever forgive herself for not doing more to protect her when they were children. Abandoning Callan’s bed to return to Kelsey’s last known location was both a way to reinvigorate her search for answers plus an act of contrition.

‘I hoped that tonight would be different,’ he said, and it was understandable, because she could see from his digital alarm clock that it was almost four a.m. and later than when she’d ever travelled home before.

‘Oh, man! I didn’t mean to stay this long!’ Sophie bolted up from the bed, chased by his grasping fingers, and she began dragging her clothes from where they had been haphazardly shed.

‘Aww, come on, Sophe! You don’t intend to go back now, do you?’

‘I must.’

He scrambled out of the bed, naked but unashamed in the gloom. He chased her a couple of steps, trying to take away the items she’d gathered. ‘Just come back to bed. I’ll take you back in a couple of hours, once it gets light.’

‘No, Callan. I can’t stay. I have to go.’ She began pulling her clothes on.

‘Sophe?’

She ignored his plea.

Dejected, he stood for a moment. Then he exhaled deeply, and bent to grab his clothes.

‘You don’t need to take me,’ she told him.

‘As if I’m going to let you walk home alone at this time of night. Just give me a minute or two to get dressed and to pull my thoughts together, OK?’

Sophie continued dressing. After putting their laundry in the washer, and they had discovered the dumbwaiter, Sophie and Belle had swiftly abandoned the machine, allowing it to do its thing. Long before the cycle was due to end, Callan had called Sophie and offered to collect her to share a Chinese takeaway. She’d come out and met his car when it slowed at the kerbside, and clambered in. She hadn’t dressed for a nighttime stroll back, so was only attired in T-shirt and yoga pants. The weather was clement enough, but too cold for comfort at that early hour.

He drove her across town in near silence, brooding.

As he negotiated the roundabout at Hardwicke Circus and approached the river bridge, he finally asked, ‘Seen anything of that bloke again?’

For a second she genuinely thought he was accusing her of improper conduct. Then it struck her. ‘Oh, the street person?’

‘Who else?’ He made a show of checking both sides of the bridge. ‘Didn’t you say he was lurking around here somewhere?’

Since his approach on the bridge, she had previously mentioned to Callan about spotting him in the Eden Bridge Gardens, but not about him peering up at her bathroom window from the service alley. ‘No,’ she said, drawing out the word alongside a head shake.

Callan squinted sidelong. ‘You don’t sound certain of that.’

‘I haven’t seen him hanging around,’ she said, bending the truth.

‘Maybe he’s moved on elsewhere.’

‘Suits me if he has,’ she said, which, this time, was the absolute truth.

‘If ever you are approached by him again, don’t hesitate. Call me.’

She flashed him a thankful smile, but his attention was on bringing the car to a safe halt at the roadside, a manoeuvre that would be risky during the busier hours of daylight. He kept the engine running. She looked across at him.

‘Got your keys ready?’ he prompted.

‘They’re here.’ She tapped the zipped pocket on her pants.

Briefly, things felt awkward between them, an unfamiliar sensation for both.

‘Goodnight, then,’ he finally said, and grasped the gear stick in preparation for moving.

‘Good morning,’ she corrected, and gave him another smile.

His reply was a smile too, but tinged with sadness. ‘Are you sure we’re OK, Sophe?’

‘Of course.’ She frowned. Then leaned across and kissed him on the corner of his mouth. After a second he returned the kiss. His smile brightened, but not by much.

‘Why don’t you, um, you know, find somewhere to park, and come in for a little while.’

Sparks lit up his eyes.

She pointed out the service alley. ‘Maybe you can find somewhere to park back there. I know Burton uses that alley to access the house’s rear yard.’

‘You mean it?’ he asked. ‘You want me to stay?’

His questions didn’t require vocal responses. She touched his cheek. Then she backed out of the door onto the pavement.

He checked for the entrance to the alley, then back with her. She bent at the waist, so he could fully see her face. ‘I’ll leave the door open for you. Just make sure you close it once you’re inside or Burton will have a fit.’

‘Just give me a couple of minutes,’ he said, echoing his earlier words, but more eagerly.

She shut the car door and backed towards the gate and tiny, untidy garden. Callan drove carefully, making a wide turn to face the mouth of the alley. Maybe she should wait for him to park and rejoin her before going inside. The thought was fleeting. She wrapped her arms about her, shivering in the chill before dawn, then darted up the path towards the door. Unlocking it, she entered, then took care to push the door almost closed. She headed for the stairs and halted.

By then the wash cycle must surely have ended. She wasn’t too keen on descending into the basement at that early hour, but when would be better than while accompanied by a protector? She returned and waited by the door until Callan appeared, moving as furtively as a cat burglar. His gaze darted as he searched for Burton. She understood his anxiety: the house rules didn’t prohibit visitors, but Burton might not be impressed by those arriving during the depths of night.

‘I thought you were going to—’ he began in a stage whisper.

Sophie touched a finger to his lips, then to hers. ‘We have to be quiet. You found a parking spot OK?’

‘Yeah. I pulled in next to that old coal chute … I’m not blocking anything; I can’t imagine there’s been a delivery through it in donkey’s years.’

He was probably correct; as far as she knew there were no coal fires still in use within the property. She closed the door, ensured it was fully shut this time, then darted away, waving for Callan to follow. Like a faithful old hound, he followed on her heels without question. He faltered at the foot of the stairs, but for mere seconds only, until realising that Sophie had a different destination in mind than her apartment and lurching after her.

At that time of night the door to the basement was locked: possibly Burton locked it during his final round on an evening, though why he’d need to was confounding. Sophie let them through, then carefully secreted her keys in her pocket.

‘What are you up to?’ Callan whispered urgently.

‘I left some stuff downstairs and need to collect it. Thought I’d do it while my bodyguard was with me.’

He glanced around, going for the joke as usual. ‘I don’t see him.’

She nudged him with her elbow.

He grunted, and was instantly shushed by her fingers over his mouth. They both sniggered.

When she leaned in and switched on the light, Callan peered past her, and his snigger faded. ‘Who the bloody hell lives down there? Freddy-frigging-Kr—’

Before he could finish, Sophie again placed fingers over his mouth, but with urgency this time. She really didn’t want to hear the name of any bogeyman, fictional or otherwise. It was enough that even the hint of his name had brought to mind Kelsey’s childhood monster, Rorty, once more, but it was unsurprising considering he’d so recently invaded her nightmare. Unlike that movieland monster, Rorty didn’t have blades for fingers; his were blood-stained.

‘I meant to get home earlier and collect my stuff,’ she said quietly, ‘but am a bit wary about going down there at this time of night.’

‘Don’t blame you,’ said Callan. He didn’t move, just swayed from one foot to the other on the uppermost step. Sophie took his hand and towed him down with her.

Callan spluttered, and wiped his face with his left hand.

‘Spiderweb!’ he exclaimed. ‘Ugh, and another.’

Sophie grimaced, keeping her head low. Being the taller of the two, Callan was catching all the fly traps webbing the staircase while she passed freely beneath them; evidently she and Belle must have cleared the lower webs earlier without noticing. She grimaced at the thought of little arachnids scuttling through her hair, but she also enjoyed a tiny ember of sadistic glee each time she heard Callan curse at another web.

At the bottom she turned to him, helping him to wipe some of the sticky strands off his face. ‘Some bodyguard, eh?’ he muttered.

‘You’re still my hero,’ she assured him, and pecked a kiss on his lips. He brightened, but it only lasted seconds before a frown lined his forehead.

‘What a dump,’ he said.

‘Literally,’ she said. ‘Just think about the history of the house’s previous tenants left to rot here.’

He leaned back on his heels, chin raised in sudden understanding. ‘Ah, I get it. You think there might be something down here belonging to your sister?’

‘The thought had crossed my mind,’ she admitted, ‘but without knowing what I was looking for, I’d never know if I found it.’

He blinked at her.

‘Never mind,’ she said, and headed towards the washerdryer.

‘Maybe if I see something I won’t recognise it either,’ said Callan from behind her. ‘Uh, I don’t know about that. What’s this then?’

Sophie didn’t react. She could tell even before reaching it that the machine was empty. But of course it would be. She had not returned home before now to empty it, so it stood to reason that Belle must have collected their laundered washing. Shrugging it off, she turned about and found Callan reaching over the stacked furniture as Belle had earlier. He had longer arms than her neighbour, so had no trouble reaching the edge of the hatch on the wall.

‘Careful,’ she warned, and he plucked his fingers away as if about to be bitten by a dog. Next second he turned and appraised her, then nodded at the boarded-up spot.

‘Do you think this is where the coal used to pour inside?’ he asked.

‘It’s a dumbwaiter.’

‘Pardon?’ he cupped a palm around his ear.

‘I said “dumb” not “deaf”.’ She aimed a glance skyward. ‘Earlier, I found where it terminates in the attic.’

‘What the hell were you doing in the attic?’

‘Snooping,’ she whispered, and tapped the side of her nose to clarify. ‘Say nothing.’

He nodded. Then he lost interest in the hatch. ‘Where’s your stuff?’

‘Belle must have collected it. Come on, I’ll give her a knock at a more reasonable hour and get it from her then.’

‘Let’s have a little look around first,’ he said. Then without waiting, he began moving around the space, touching the ancient furniture as she had earlier.

‘Let’s just go, Callan,’ she encouraged him. ‘I’m not going to lie. The less time I have to spend down here the better … I really don’t like this place.’

‘Something’s weird about it.’ He thought for a moment, then nodded in conclusion. ‘Yeah, there’s something decidedly off about this basement.’

‘Yeah.’ She looked around at the spider-haunted shadows, the decrepit old furniture and the cyclopean stare of the archaic washer-dryer. ‘You can say that again.’




TWENTY-ONE

With a cry, Sophie threw off the duvet and spilled out of bed. She stood, bewildered, a string of unspoken questions lining up behind her tongue. She had no idea of what had jolted her from sleep this time, until the thundering on her door came a second time.

‘Uh, ooh? Whassat?’ Callan rolled on his back and lifted his head from the pillow, also confused by the sudden noisy intrusion to his slumber.

Sophie rubbed her hands over her face, her skin feeling rubbery and unresponsive beneath her fingertips, and stared at the door.

A third time somebody knocked very loudly.

‘You expecting a raid from the Old Bill or something?’ Callan said, his tongue still thick with sleep.

Sophie stepped around the foot of the bed, but halted. ‘Who is it?’ she asked.

The door rattled under another pounding.

Fearful, she stared.

What if she opened the door and found the landing empty again?

Well, if nothing else, at least she’d have Callan as a witness this time.

Another bang, and something grumbled.

She took a couple of steps towards the door, before realising her state of undress. ‘Uh, hey,’ she called, ‘just give me a second or two, will you?’

Beyond the door, it fell silent.

Sophie pulled into the same T-shirt and yoga pants she’d discarded on their return to the house during the early hours.

As she approached the door again, she gave a running commentary. ‘Just a few more seconds, I’m coming. Who is it?’

‘Have you got your bloody man in there?’ demanded Billy Burton.

Sophie halted, glanced back at Callan, who, hearing the challenge in her landlord’s voice, sat up, wearing a scowl. Her initial relief at hearing his voice disappeared when she recognised his tone.

‘Is there a problem?’ Sophie asked, before opening the door. ‘It’s not against your rules to—’

‘If that’s his bloody car blocking me in, he’d best get it moved, or I’ll have it bloody well towed.’

Sophie cracked open the door and peered out.

Burton’s features were rigid in anger. His exhalations were short and sharp, and steamed up the lenses of his glasses.

‘Uh, sorry. We didn’t think you’d need to get past …’ she began by way of explanation.

‘I’ve got a bloody important hospital appointment, and you’re going to make me late. Have yous got no bloody sense parking like that?’ He reared up to see over her head, and obviously laid eyes on Callan. ‘Oh, I see! That eager on getting between her legs you just abandoned your car anywhere, eh?’

‘Now, hey!’ Callan started and he made to rise from the bed.

Sophie turned, wide-eyed and teeth clenched, shaking her head in her urgency to quell his reaction. The last she wanted was for him to jump to her defence, only for Burton to decide enough was enough and demand she leave.

To her landlord, she said, ‘Look, go and get ready and Callan will be right down to move the car.’

‘Aye, well.’ Again, Burton ensured he was glaring directly at Callan. ‘Make sure you bloody well do, you stupid bugger.’

‘Steady on, mate,’ Callan grumbled under his breath. ‘Or you’ll be going to hospital sooner than you expect … in a bloody ambulance.’

Sophie shushed him, then turned back to Burton. ‘He’ll be right down, OK.’

Burton spun away, and Sophie noted that his limp was more pronounced, as if affected psychosomatically by his impending hospital appointment.

Behind her Callan scrambled from the bed and began dressing. Once attired, he forced his feet into his trainers without undoing the laces; he huffed and puffed and cursed at the effort.

Sophie brushed her hair back, making a semblance of style from the scruffy mess it had become after two bouts of lovemaking. Callan swerved past her to get out the door. ‘Be right back,’ he promised.

In the end, he was gone for the best part of fifteen minutes. During that time, Sophie quickly showered. Too rushed, she took no heed of the atmosphere, but wrapped herself in a large towel to cover herself, knowing that she’d left the door open for Callan. She dried off in the bathroom, but had to go into the living area to dry her hair. Before she had finished setting up her hair dryer, Callan lurched into the room, literally throwing the door shut behind him.

‘Bugger wouldn’t let me park in the yard again,’ Callan explained about the delay. ‘I had to park down at the leisure centre and walk back over the bridge.’

‘What harm would it have done to let you pull back in after he left?’

‘He was obviously making a point. How that ignorant swine doesn’t get his face punched daily is beyond me. I bet that’s why he’s made this house for women only; he wouldn’t get away with his crap with a bunch of blokes.’

Sophie thought plenty of women could be tempted to smack him too.

‘He was making a fuss out of nothing,’ Callan went on. ‘He could have easily got his car past mine if he’d pushed in our wing mirrors. I wasn’t totally blocking him in. I think coming up here and knocking us awake was his way of showing who is in charge.’

‘It’s in his nature to be a bully.’

‘Don’t give him an excuse for his behaviour,’ Callan said.

‘I’m not. I’m stating a fact. He can’t stop being a miserable, patronising sod because that’s exactly what he is.’

Callan snorted in laughter.

‘But there’s one thing I should thank him for …’ Sophie teased.

‘What’s that?’

‘I forgot to set my alarm on my phone. If he hadn’t come banging on the door, I’d have been late for college. You’d best think about getting ready for work, too.’

‘Shit!’ Callan croaked. ‘What day’s it? Only Thursday? Shit, with you staying over last night, I had it in my head that it was the weekend.’

In a mild state of panic, they both readied for their respective days. Leaving the apartment together, Callan allowed Sophie to go down the stairs first. As they danced down the steps, he said, ‘How did Burton know that was my car?’

Sophie had no idea.

‘I mean, did he go from door to door, from the ground floor up, knocking everyone out of bed ’til he got the right room?’

‘Does it matter?’ Sophie had formed a hypothesis; the way Burton had known to wake them was not that great a mystery to her. She was the latest tenant to move in, and he hadn’t experienced being blocked in by any of the others living under his house rules before – ergo, she was probably the culprit.

‘Maybe he saw me drop you off one of those other times,’ Callan suggested.

‘Maybe,’ said Sophie.

‘Don’t know how, though,’ Callan went on, ‘because his rooms are at the back of the house, and there’s no window in the hall.’

‘Ring camera?’ she suggested.

‘Haven’t noticed one.’

The thought that Burton had installed a camera at the front door had never entered her mind before. Instantly she felt a chill. What if she’d misconstrued the sensation of being watched, and really she’d been observed by a digital eye rather than a supernatural one? At the front door, she paused, and Callan understood what she was looking for. He shook his head after only a few seconds of inspection. The door frame, the door, the nook it was set into, were all free of electronic surveillance devices.

Sophie relaxed a little. On reflection, when she’d entered his apartment when signing the tenancy agreement, Burton’s surroundings had been dour and dated, and the only sign of any relatively modern technology was his TV and a PC old enough that he probably started it by winding a key in the back.

On the pavement outside, they paused to say goodbye. They pecked lips and hugged. Then, as if in symbiotic thought, they both turned and peered up at the house. Whatever Callan was thinking she couldn’t say, but she realised that with Burton gone she was missing an opportunity to investigate the attic again. She was tempted to see Callan off to work, then maybe return indoors and ring the college and feign sickness … but no, she couldn’t guess how soon Burton might return and didn’t want to anger him a second time in one day.




TWENTY-TWO

Her college day ended and Sophie walked home. It drizzled, the sky an overcast gunmetal grey, the endless clouds threatening heavier downpours to come. She kept her head down, chin tucked in the collar of her jacket. She was unburdened by books or tablet, her phone, keys and small purse her only items, and all pushed into various pockets. Her hands were slick, a bit cold, but she walked with them swinging gently at her sides, in no hurry to get home. The lights at the crossings were against her, but she didn’t mind. At the final crossing, she waited for the green man to show, feeling a trickle of rain on her cheek. From her position, she could see Harclay House, and she steeled herself. She trotted across the road once the traffic halted. Approaching the house, she plucked out her keys, readying them, but faltered before going inside. She didn’t fear Burton, but neither was she looking forward to the berating she fully expected. That morning, he had not had time to unload on her, but she’d dwelled on what form his angry reaction might take all day while supposedly studying, and thought he’d be waiting for her return where she’d receive a vocal blasting from both barrels.

As she unlocked the door, she studied the jamb and the adjacent walls for a camera again, but with as little success as before. It gave her some comfort that Burton couldn’t be watching for her return in order to ambush her in the entrance hallway. If she was quiet enough, she should be able to slip past him and up the stairs to the safety of her room. If he came hammering on her door again, she’d refuse to open the door while he vented, and at least keep it as a protective barrier between them.

Stepping across the threshold, she scolded herself mentally. Being fearful of going home was not an emotion she’d suffered since she was a child. Back then, she’d been terrorised by a horrible man; she was damned if she was going to fold under a withering glare from the likes of Billy-bloody-Burton.

She took only a few steps into the hall before being brought to a halt. Thankfully, Burton wasn’t responsible for stopping her, it was Belle, and the student social-media-maven girl Sophie had briefly met in the kitchen with the unlikely name of Tricity. They were deep in conversation.

‘Hey!’ Sophie said, waving in greeting.

Startled by her intrusion, they both rounded on her with open mouths and wide eyes. Tricity fumbled the smartphone she held, and looked as if she was about to shove it out of sight. Seeing it was only Sophie, she relaxed, and beside her Belle grinned in recognition.

‘Usually I’m the one startling you, Sophe,’ Belle announced.

‘I’ve been practising my ninjutsu skills,’ said Sophie.

Tricity, confused by their banter, screwed her features.

‘Hey,’ asked Belle, swinging a finger between them, ‘have you two met?’

‘Yeah,’ said Sophie. ‘It’s Tricity, right?’

The girl nodded, but glanced quickly at Belle.

Amused, Belle eyed the girl closely. ‘Tricity, eh?’

‘OK,’ said the girl moodily, ‘my name’s actually Patricia, as you know, but that’s an old lady’s name, isn’t it? I was nicknamed Trisha by my school friends, but I mostly use Tricity, from my username, on Instagram and TikTok.’

Belle chuckled. ‘Tricity,’ she repeated, still amused.

‘OK, Isabella,’ Tricity challenged, ‘maybe you should get yourself a dope handle too.’

‘Maybe, you’re right. My gran used to call me Belle-belle-bellybutton, do you think that might work?’

Tricity smirked at the idea, then realised that Belle was only fooling. She gave a haughty sniff.

Belle turned to Sophie. ‘What about you, girly?’

‘I’m usually plain old boring Sophie Wade,’ she answered, and she again offered a damp hand in greeting to Tricity. ‘But my friends call me Sophe.’

‘Right,’ said Tricity, and accepted her hand. Tricity’s shake had the substance of a leaf of damp lettuce. Belle and Sophie exchanged glances.

Then Sophie asked, ‘So what were you two up to? You both look like the kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar.’

‘Something that might interest you, Sophe,’ said Belle, emphasising the shortened use of her name. ‘Go on, Pat, uh, Trish, uh, Tricity … why don’t you show her?’

Tricity flinched each time Belle deliberately addressed her wrongly, earning a grin of satisfaction from Belle. Her type of humour was proving as childlike, and painfully annoying for the recipient, as Callan’s was often guilty of.

Tricity moved closer to Sophie and, cupping her phone in her hand, she waited until Sophie and Belle huddled on each side. She tapped a video that had been paused on the screen. ‘I filmed this last night,’ she explained.

They watched together, silent, as the view became recognisable as the staircase before them. Tricity – obviously she was the one aiming the phone’s camera – descended the stairs with some trepidation. It could be noted in her shallow, rapid breaths and the squeak in her voice when she said, ‘There! Did you hear it? It was the same noise again.’ Behind her voice another sound could dimly be heard, an intermittent rapping noise, growing louder as she descended. She turned the camera one way then the opposite, taking in a full scan of the hall. It was odd watching the screen, with the camera panning over the very spot they huddled at just then, the picture devoid of all life.

‘It’s not coming from outside,’ Tricity’s recorded voice said, and the shot snapped towards Burton’s door, but pulled away in the next second. ‘It’s not him. It’s coming from down there …’

The image settled on the door to the basement.

Sophie held her breath. Unlike how she’d found it in the early hours of the morning, the basement door stood partially open.

The rapping sounds came again, sharp taps like something metal against brick.

Initially the image drew away from the door, but then Tricity’s inquisitiveness must have got the better of her because she began moving towards it. ‘Hello?’ she asked. ‘Is someone there?’

The door slammed, and Tricity shrieked, and there in the real world, the three of them jumped, exclaiming again, even though at least two of them must have known the outcome already.

Belle dusted her palms. ‘Told you. We’ve got ourselves a poltergeist.’

Sophie wasn’t convinced. ‘Don’t forget that when we were down there earlier, the water pipes made one hell of a racket.’

‘Do they also slam doors once they’ve got your attention?’ Belle asked, with a smug tightening of her lips. She leaned in towards them again, and lowered and slowed her voice. ‘What do you say, Tricity, was that the work of knocking water pipes and a draught, or was it some unearthly creeping menace that was responsible, something truly supernatural?’

‘You can bet I’m going to post it as the latter,’ Tricity announced.

‘You didn’t check to see if anyone was down there, then?’ Sophie asked the girl.

‘No way. Would you have gone down after that happened?’

Probably not, Sophie thought, but turned her gaze on Belle.

‘Wasn’t me,’ she proclaimed. ‘I was down earlier on, collecting our stuff from the machine but … oh, yeah, that reminds me. I’ve folded the curtains so they didn’t crease too badly, but I just left your clothes bundled up the way they came out the machine, OK? I just grabbed my few items, but didn’t want to go raking through your smalls and stuff.’

‘Yeah, of course. Thanks. I’ll collect them—’

A gruff voice snapped, ‘Why’d I even bother supplyin’ communal rooms if you lot are gonna gather in the bloody hallway for a mothers’ meeting?’

‘Jesus!’ Belle exclaimed, then in a stage whisper directed at the women, ‘Talk about a creeping menace and it shows up.’

‘I heard that, Miss Gobby,’ Billy Burton growled, and took a step outside his apartment.

‘Oh? That’s a shame. You weren’t meant to, seeing as this is a private meeting. No men allowed.’

‘Aye, what a pity,’ he replied. ‘This is my place, not yours, and I decide who goes where and when.’

‘I’m not certain that’s true, Billy. I mean, your owner’s privileges don’t give you a right to walk in on me when I’m undressing to shower.’

‘When the bloody hell am I supposed to have done that?’ he demanded, his voice high with indignation.

‘Well, you haven’t yet. But don’t be gettin’ any dirty ideas.’

He clucked his tongue. ‘Trust me, lass, if I was gonna do that, I’d be looking for a woman with a bit more meat on her bones.’

‘That’s charming,’ Belle sniggered. ‘I can’t even pull an old letch, these days.’

‘Bloody letch,’ he repeated, and his gaze lit upon Sophie. Unlike Belle, she was not built like one of those heroin-chic models popular on the catwalks a few decades ago. She flushed under his scrutiny. He jabbed a gnarly finger at her, and said, ‘I want a word with you, Miss Wade.’

‘Uh, yeah, sure,’ Sophie said. ‘When … where? Now?’

‘Aye, right now will do just fine,’ he replied. ‘Rather, as soon as these two natterjacks get themselves gone.’

‘Sent to our rooms like naughty schoolgirls!’ Belle exclaimed. But she took care to give a jokey flick of her head and fist her hips. ‘Let’s be gone, Tricity, before we raise the ire of our lord and master and must be spanked.’

Burton grunted, but after a moment his lips twitched at the corners. It was apparent that he’d long been the recipient of Belle’s saucy jibes, and secretly he enjoyed the attention.

Growing serious for a moment, Belle leaned her head close to Sophie’s. ‘You going to be OK alone with him?’

‘Yeah. I think so.’

‘If I don’t hear from you within ten minutes, I’ll come and kick his bloody door in.’

Burton studiously ignored Belle’s boast, then raised his eyebrows in silent question, checking if she had anything more to add. Only to Sophie, she said, ‘Give me a nod when you’re done and I’ll give you your stuff.’

Tricity, who’d kept her silence until then, said, ‘Hey, Billy. Is this house haunted?’

‘Huh! Haunted? Don’t be so bloody daft, lass.’

‘Another question?’ she asked. ‘Are you on Insta?’

‘If you’re on about instant coffee, the answer’s yes; anything else I haven’t got a clue what you’re on about.’

All three women laughed, despite his earnestness – Sophie wondered if he knew exactly what she was referring to, but this was all part of his gruff persona, and the game he played in female company.

Tricity put her smartphone in her hip pocket. She planned on posting her video, happy that Burton would be none the wiser that his spooky house was about to be featured as clickbait.

As Tricity began to move away, Burton clicked his fingers, as if summoning a dog. ‘Don’t you go spreadin’ silly rumours; I’ve had enough with that’n up there going on about ghosts and bogeymen and other rubbish.’

It took no extra explanation to figure out he was referring to Judith Wannop.

Tricity didn’t deign to acknowledge him, and kept going.

‘Bloody impudent, you young ones,’ he growled.

Belle was about to comment, but caught a cautionary glance from Sophie and bit down on whatever she had in mind. The young woman showed Sophie a thumbs-up, then headed for her apartment, while Tricity ascended the stairs. Sophie lingered, her skin prickling, unsure if it was a reaction to warming up now she was out of the drizzle. Her cheeks felt particularly hot.

‘You look like you’re about to explode,’ Burton told her.

‘I’m OK.’

‘High blood pressure? Nah, it’s low pressure that makes you faint, isn’t it? Anyhow, you should sit down before you keel over.’

‘Honestly,’ she said, ‘thanks for your concern, but I promise you I’m fine.’

‘Suit yersel, but I’m gonna have a seat.’

Without waiting for her, he approached the staircase. Already, Tricity was out of sight. He reached, and steadied himself, then lowered, his painful knee outstretched. He settled on the third step, wriggling his backside to find a comfortable spot. It seemed an innocuous move, and she couldn’t be certain if it was deliberate or not, but he’d effectively cut off Sophie’s escape route to her apartment.

She swayed from foot to foot while he spied up at her. He raised his glasses on the lanyard round his neck and thumbed them on to better see her. Three times he inhaled and exhaled as he studied her.

‘Well?’ she prompted, thoroughly discomfited by his scrutiny.

‘I hear you’ve been poking around,’ he said, as much of a question as an accusation.

‘No. I—’

‘According to your chap, he said you were both digging around in the basement in the middle of the night …’

‘Oh, yeah. That’s right.’ For a second she feared her and Belle’s incursion into the attic had been discovered, but that wasn’t it.

‘Callum, isn’t it?’ Burton went on.

‘Callan,’ she corrected, and he nodded, but it was doubtful he’d taken in the subtle difference in names.

‘Aye, when I got him to move his car this morning, he told me you’d both been down poking about among that stored furniture.’

‘We went down to collect some washing from the machine. I don’t know what Callan said, but I wouldn’t call it poking around. I just took a cursory look about and—’

‘There’s nowt of any value down there.’

‘Some of it is …’ She thought of an appropriate description. ‘Interesting.’

‘It’s junk,’ he asserted.

‘One man’s junk is another man’s treasure,’ she quoted back at him, and added a smile of innocence.

‘Nah, lass, it’s just rubbish. Trust me, if I thought it was valuable I’d have it in the sale room.’ He grunted at his forthright admission. ‘But anyway. Some of it has been down there a long time, from even before I took over this place, and I can’t be confident that it’s safe to poke around in it. Could be black mould, or some other contaminants on it. I mean, bloody hell, there could be owt growin’ in one of those old fridges, that you don’t want gettin’ anywhere near to.’

‘Why not have it cleared out if it’s such a potential health hazard?’

He shrugged narrow shoulders. ‘I’m not over the hill, but I’m not as young as I used to be either, and I’ve got a dodgy knee. Do you want to try carryin’ all that stuff up those stairs?’

‘Couldn’t you pay some—’

She was halted by a hawking noise in his throat.

She got the message. He didn’t have money to waste, when it was easier just to order her to keep her nose out of it.

‘So? Next time I do my washing, you’re advising me to stay away from that old stuff?’

He nodded. ‘That’s about it.’

‘Fair enough,’ she said. ‘I won’t touch it.’

‘Heard you found some old papers down there,’ he added.

‘Receipts?’ she asked for clarity.

‘Is that what they were?’

‘Yeah. Well, more like invoices from a farm shop, if memory serves.’

He grunted, unimpressed by her power of recall.

‘What did you expect to find?’ he asked after another clearing of his throat.

‘I didn’t expect to find anything. Just saw them, read them briefly, but they didn’t hold my interest, so I put them back where I found them.’

‘They’re unimportant.’

‘Yeah,’ she agreed.

He unfolded, pushing up to his feet.

She waited, wondering if he was finished.

He jerked his head and turned towards his apartment.

‘Tell Callum, no bloody parking round the back in the future,’ he said over his shoulder as he limped away. ‘I need access at all times, and don’t want to have to come dragging him off you every time I want to go somewhere.’

Under her breath, she said, ‘Oh, don’t you worry, I’ll be sure to tell “Callum”.’

‘Good,’ he said, proving his hearing was more acute than his eyesight.

His point made, he returned to his private rooms.

Sophie seethed silently at her treatment. Belle’s description of him was spot on: the man’s attitude towards women in particular was terrible. He seemed intent on either demeaning her intelligence or sexualising her, and he’d made an art out of landing an insult and then walking away, as if it was some type of one-upmanship and mic drop. If she was not fearful of rocking the boat too much, she would give him a piece of her mind.

‘Psssst,’ a voice sounded.

Sophie turned towards a partially open door, around the frame of which a hand beckoned her, a finger curling. The image set her teeth on edge, and she had to fight down the urge to curse, but it was for only a fraction of a second before recognising the hand as Belle’s. Her friend’s face appeared in the opening, craning to see past her towards Burton’s room.

‘He’s gone indoors,’ Sophie reassured her.

Belle leaned out into the hallway. ‘Is he for real?’

‘You weren’t wrong a minute ago when you said he treats us like naughty schoolgirls. I feel as if I’ve just been scolded by the headmaster.’

‘He’s such an obnoxious prick.’ Belle retreated inside, confident that Sophie would follow.

Belle joined her, and took care to close the door tightly. ‘Did you hear what he said to me?’

‘Did you expect anything less?’

‘I suspected that you hadn’t fully closed your door,’ Sophie said, noting how it had clicked shut just now, but hadn’t done so when Belle had supposedly left them in private.

‘Yep, guilty as charged. I was earwigging. I wanted to ensure there was no funny business.’

‘On his part or mine?’

Belle laughed, but swiftly sobered. ‘I’m not kidding. There was one time I was worried I wasn’t going to make my rent and he more or less insinuated I could pay him in kind.’

‘The filthy pig,’ Sophie retorted.

Belle fell silent, and Sophie didn’t pursue the subject: Belle had not clarified how she’d ended up settling her debt. ‘It sounds as if we’ve got away with our investigation of the attic.’

‘That bugger’s hiding something,’ Belle asserted.

‘Agreed,’ said Sophie, ‘but what?’

‘One thing’s for certain, he didn’t warn you off touching that stuff in the basement out of fear of “contaminants”. This entire house is a frigging Petri dish of contaminants – at least it was before certain of us spent a week bleaching and scrubbing our rooms.’

‘Yeah. I don’t know if you heard, but he asked me about something that doesn’t fit …’

Belle eyed her quizzically.

‘Before you discovered the dumbwaiter, did you see what I was looking at?’ Sophie asked.

Belle shook her head. ‘No. I was more interested in the hatch that I’d found.’

‘Hmmm. I didn’t think that you had.’

She didn’t expound, too troubled by the contradiction. The idea that Callan had seen her look through the farm shop invoices would have proved impossible, seeing as she had gone nowhere near them on their early-morning visit to the basement. She had inspected them when in Belle’s company, not his. So how was it possible that Callan had mentioned her finding them to Burton?




TWENTY-THREE

Awakened by a piercing screech, Sophie scrambled from her bed and was part of the way to the door before stumbling to a halt. The scream had morphed to laughter, and it took a moment longer before she realised it had not been of genuine fear or pain, but one of hysterical glee. Drunken voices reached her, loud and echoing throughout the house, and it took her only another moment to deduce that some of her younger housemates had arrived home from a night on the town a little worse for wear. Other voices rang out, scolding the youngsters to silence, but it only encouraged more laughter from one, and then a string of curses as the second drunk girl reacted angrily. A boy’s voice hushed her, to no avail. A door slammed, and the cursing girl shouted a wordless challenge, but was then hushed again by her friend. Both girls proceeded to shush each other until they must have made it indoors and fell silent. Sophie shook her head, bemused; it reminded her of times when Kelsey had returned home tipsy and unable to control her volume and Sophie had tried smuggling her to her bedroom without alerting her stepfather. And then she was no longer bemused, because it triggered other memories. She was sure that Keith had heard, but back then he had chosen to turn a deaf ear to Kelsey’s behaviour, the way he’d turned a blind eye to that of his pal, Barry O’Rourtie, until the proof of his terrible deeds could no longer be ignored.

As the house settled again, and Sophie grew aware of the chill in the air, she collected a sweatshirt from her pile of laundered washing and pulled into it, over the top of the T-shirt and shorts she’d donned for bed. It was unlikely she would fall back to sleep soon, so she chose to read instead, and pulled one of her coursework books from a stack, taking it with her to bed. She sat, her back supported by pillows, against the headboard. Her coursework couldn’t hold her attention, but neither did it coax her back to slumber. She put the book aside, then filled her kettle from the kitchenette sink and put it on to boil. She spooned drinking chocolate powder into a mug, hoping a warm drink might help her get back to sleep. While she waited for the drink to cool, she walked around her room, studying it differently from when she’d first moved in. During those first few inspections, she’d been seeking dirt and eliminating it. This time she sought more than surface grime.

Her investigation led her to the bathroom; she leaned inside through the open door and switched on the light. Previously she had noted how the picture rail along the wall had mysteriously ended at an adjoining wall, indicating that the bathroom had been a later addition, cut from the larger space. She wondered if the same could be said for other areas of the house, where rooms had been reconfigured and voids and cubbyholes re-used. On a whim she knuckled the bathroom wall at its furthest point from the door: the resulting knock was sharp, with barely any echo. It suggested a solid outer wall, but she couldn’t be certain. The window wall was not an issue, and she could tell from its configuration that the wall housing the shower cubicle backed onto her room.

Leaving the bathroom, she went towards the alcove where she did most of her work under the window, and again her test knocks were sharp, much as she’d expected. She abandoned the wall there, because next was the fire and mantle, and then the door onto the landing. She instead made a series of knocks along the wall to which the headboard of her bed was pushed. Again, there was nothing untoward … until her quest took her deeper into the corner adjacent to the kitchenette where she had stacked plastic boxes containing her spare clothing. Her knocks rapped sharply, until a point where the response was a dull thud. Again, she knocked, perhaps a few centimetres to each side of the dull spot, and was rewarded by similar hollow thumps. Working away from the spot, she found that a void ran behind the plaster from as high as she could reach, down to the floor level. By its relative shape, she wondered if she’d discovered where a door had once stood, boarded over and given a layer of plaster decades ago when the rooms had been adapted to form a self-contained apartment. If so, she had no idea where the door might have given access to, unless … 

She darted across the room and went out onto the landing. Peering around, she found the house had fallen still and quiet. She checked the shadows where the security light didn’t reach, prepared for Jude to lunge at her like a creature from a nightmare. Jude, though, was a no-show that night. Sophie estimated where her room extended to, and found that she stood directly beneath the loft hatch. It had occurred to her before that the hatch seemed flimsier than it should be, and the ladder not an original feature either; she wondered if she had discovered the original location of the attic access. Returning indoors, she again tested the wall beyond her stacker boxes and was rewarded with the same hollow thuds. Again, she traced an area behind the plaster that equated to a doorway, now hidden from the world behind a layer of painted plaster. The urge to knock a hole in it was strong, but not as much as the realisation that it would be a swift ticket to eviction.

Moving away, she worked along the wall over the kitchenette counter, and into the next corner, where it made a right angle with the false wall erected to form the bathroom. There again she found a void, a narrower shaft this time, and she would bet her entire wage packet that she had found the route of the now defunct dumbwaiter.

Scritch.

The sound was indistinct.

Scritch-scritch.

A mouse scratching within the dumbwaiter shaft, she assumed. Sophie leaned and pressed her ear to the wall.

The scratching was slightly louder, and she could even detect the tiniest vibration of the wall against her cheek. Surely, no mouse, scratching several metres away, could have the strength to send vibrations through the structure of the house? She touched her fingertips to the wall, but they weren’t sensitive to the tiny vibrations. Again, she pressed her ear to the cold surface.

Thump!

That did it. That was no mouse.

Thud-creak! Scriiiitch!

She jerked away and stared at the bare wall, as if expecting something to erupt through the lath and plaster to grab her.

After a moment of breathlessness, she returned to the wall, feeling slightly foolish at her initial reaction. Again, she listened. Very faintly she could hear a pattering sound, and decided it was the running footsteps of a rodent after all.

Balling her fist, she thumped the wall gently.

Thud!

She lunged away, almost falling over her bed in her haste.

Eyelids stretched to their limits, she stared again at the wall, but the loud response was not repeated.

She exhaled slowly, the flood of adrenalin ebbing, leaving her limbs trembling.

‘That’s one bloody big mouse,’ she wheezed, before smiling in self-admonishment.

The likelihood was that another sleepless tenant had heard her test thumps, and had thumped back in anger. Possibly Jude was the one responsible, hers being the room almost directly beneath Sophie’s. Maybe the older woman was up, fearful of the sounds in the dumbwaiter shaft and that had been a bang of her fist born out of fear. It was probably irresponsible and not a little cruel for Sophie to knock on the walls in the middle of the night when her housemate was already hanging by a thread.

Abandoning her investigation for now, she sat on the edge of the bed.

Her focus switched between the two points on the back wall concealing the voids. Again, she wondered how many places in the house concealed similar shafts or doorways. It was probable that Jude had not simply been allowing her imagination to run rife after all, but misconstrued what she’d heard as a voice, rather than the nocturnal movements of rodents through the walls. Many older dwellings than Harclay House had secret passages, priest holes, concealed trapdoors and the like, but as far as Sophie knew those had never been features incorporated into Victorian architecture: but then again, what did she really know? The shaft and doorway she believed were behind her kitchenette wall had never been intended to be secretive, and had only been covered up when falling out of use, and the rooms adapted as self-contained apartments.

Her hot chocolate had cooled. It was warm enough to remain palatable, though, and she sipped it. Hopefully its milky content would help settle her mind and allow her to sleep. It was the early hours of Friday; she still had a full day’s studying at college ahead, and didn’t look forward to turning up for class groggy and bleary-eyed.

Turning off the bedside lamp, she lay back on the bed and pulled her duvet up to her neck. With her head nestled in the pillows, she lay, watching the darkness recede as her eyesight adjusted. In its place swarmed grey shadows that moved and swirled when she attempted to look directly at them. It was an effect of the clouds drifting past a full moon and casting their shadows through the window, since she was yet to rehang the curtains she’d washed. Understanding what caused the eerie effect didn’t help; it was disquieting, not good when attempting to settle her mind. She turned on her side, pulling up her knees, and putting her back to the window. Her gaze was partially obscured by her pillows, but still fell upon the wall, and the hidden spaces beyond. Screwing her eyelids, she hoped to block out the images painted in her mind’s eye. But it was no use; a giant rat crawled in the walls, squirming to fit through tight spaces, its hairless tail long and sinuous, almost serpentine, while its hands – yes, they’re more like hands than paws – clutched and clawed at the walls until its fingertips bled and—

‘Rorty!’

Sophie cried out the monster’s name, again scrambling from the bed, kicking and stamping to be free of the duvet entangling her feet. She slapped at the bedside lamp, but missed the switch and sent the lamp flying instead. It clattered against the plastic storage boxes. She darted away, as if pursued by the creature from her nightmare, and again stumbled to a halt part of the way to the door.

Facing the direction she’d fled from, she gasped and backed away another couple of steps as she stared at the wall.

Shadows shifted as clouds obscured the moon’s watchful eye.

In the writhing shapes she defined fingers, one of them curled, beckoning her to enter its owner’s den, and a whisper of a voice enticed, ‘Sooophiieeee … join us …’

Shaking her head in denial, she shut out the voice, because it was no more than a remnant of the past, stirred from her memories to strengthen her nightmare. She buried her face in her palms, fingers digging into her scalp as she forced the images to retreat. When she looked again, the shadow hand had faded.

How long had she slept?

Like when she’d wakened from a nightmare in Callan’s bed, she had no conscious recollection of having slept, but it was apparent that she had once curled up in bed. Perhaps it was only for minutes, she couldn’t say, but she’d drifted into sleep far enough to be assailed by the bogeyman.

‘Rorty does not exist,’ she stated. He had, but only until her stepfather ensured he’d never hurt his children again.




TWENTY-FOUR

Seventeen years earlier

The evening before Barry O’Rourtie moved out, Sophie had walked Kelsey back from school as usual. Josh was nowhere to be seen, possibly up to no good while their dad was still at work. Duty fell on Sophie to start getting their tea ready, and she had stood at the kitchen sink, peeling enough potatoes to feed three hungry children and two ravenous adults. Minced meat was already bubbling away in a pan, flavoured with chopped onions and sliced carrots. Sophie preferred to make her own gravy with a stock cube and cornflour starch, a skill learned during a cookery class at school, but her dad had purchased an inexpensive brand of gravy granules and left instructions for her to use them instead. As she peeled, she was distracted, and had only one ear on the goings-on in the adjacent living room. From the room she heard the six o’clock evening news starting on the TV, but there was little hope of anyone listening to the bulletin due to Kelsey’s hysterical laughter. Barry was tickling her again.

It was their game, according to Kelsey. Barry enjoyed tickling her, almost as much as Kelsey enjoyed him tickling her.

For Sophie’s part, she didn’t enjoy the game whatsoever.

He’d tried it with her, tickling and stroking, and other things, but each time Sophie had pulled from his grasp and slunk away. But by doing so she might have redirected him towards Kelsey.

She set down the knife, put aside the potatoes she’d peeled already and then swilled her mucky hands under the tap. Taking a dish towel, she dried off as she entered the living room. Barry was lying full length on the settee, Kelsey sitting astride his thighs. As he tickled, big hands under her armpits, and almost entirely encompassing her tiny chest, he bucked his hips up and down, ‘Meep-meep! Ride ’em cowboy!’ he called out.

Kelsey bounced happily, squirming and adding to his pleasure while in raptures of laughter.

‘Kelsey!’ Sophie scolded her little sister. ‘Get down, right now!’

‘We’re playing horsie,’ Kelsey replied in naive bliss.

Through enduring the sexually explicit language Josh aimed towards them, Sophie had gleaned what some of it meant, and the acts that adults enjoyed performing behind closed bedroom doors. It had never occurred to her that a grown man might enjoy doing the same with a little girl as he did with a grown woman until Barry O’Rourtie had entered their lives.

‘Kelsey, I said get down.’

‘We’re playing.’

Sophie stormed across the room and grabbed Kelsey’s arm.

‘Ow, you’re hurting,’ Kelsey whined, and tears started, where the instant before she’d been flushed with glee.

‘Ahoy! Easy now.’ Barry sat up, bodily lifting and setting Kelsey on her feet.

Sophie tried to usher away her sister, but Kelsey folded her arms tight around her body, and almost bent double. Barry stood behind her, eyeing Sophie. ‘Whatever’s in your mind, little missy, you’ve got the wrong end of the stick.’

‘I only want Kelsey to come and help prepare tea,’ Sophie lied.

He saw through her lame excuse, and instead said, ‘I think you’ve got everything in order. You need some help peeling those spuds, then you call me, right?’

From his pocket he took a folding knife. Her dad had one just like it, a tool they used at the textile mill. Barry opened it and locked the blade in place. He stared at her, his eyes sunk deep in their sockets. He leaned in. His broken ear flopped towards her, like an accusatory fingertip. Using the blade, he scraped beneath the edges of his stained fingernails, his mouth turned up at one corner in a sneer.

Sophie backed away a step.

He exhaled harshly and shook his right hand. ‘Look at what you made me do,’ he growled.

Blood poured from under his index fingernail, crimson rivulets streaming towards his palm. If Sophie had cut herself in that fashion, she would have run for the sink, to wash and staunch the wound. Barry was untroubled by it. He merely rubbed his fingers together, smearing the tips crimson. ‘My knife is very sharp,’ he said, and the unspoken part of his warning was implicit.

Tears welled in Sophie’s eyes. She didn’t know what to do. Partly she wanted to flee, but more so, she had to protect Kelsey. Sadly her little sister was clueless to the peril they were in.

‘I’ll get you a plaster, Rorty,’ Kelsey announced.

And there it was, the moment that Kelsey had first spoken the monster’s name aloud in Sophie’s presence, and it was with such familiarity that she realised that it was a name they’d used secretively between them while they’d previously enjoyed playing their games.

Before Sophie could stop her, Kelsey rushed around her and hopped down into the sunken pantry, where they kept a Tupperware container stocked with adhesive plasters, lint bandages and antiseptic ointments and salves.

Sophie sidestepped, avoiding his touch as Barry followed her. He eyed Sophie coldly, pointing the knife towards her with his bloodied hand.

Frightened, yet more concerned for Kelsey’s safety, she said, ‘I’m telling my dad.’

‘You do that,’ Barry – no, Rorty – growled, ‘and I’ll have to slit his throat. Do you want me to do that, Sophie? Do you want me to kill him and make you all orphans?’

She bit her lip, tears trembling on her lashes.

‘You’re not going to tell anyone,’ he reiterated.

‘I’ll … I’ll call the police.’

‘Oh? Really? And what are you going to tell them?’

‘That you … that you …’

He lunged, and she squeaked and jerked backwards.

‘I’m sure the police have more to do than answer phone calls from hysterical little girls jumping at shadows.’ He laughed nastily, then grasped a handful of her sweatshirt. Pulling her towards him, he held the knife under her chin. ‘Do you still believe in the bogeyman? You should. I’m the bogeyman. Fuck with me and I’ll murder your entire family in their sleep. You got me, Sssooophieeeee?’

‘Y–Y–yeah,’ she stammered.

‘Excellent. Now be a good girl and shut the fuck up before you make me really angry.’

He shoved her away.

Sophie fled to the kitchen.

She stood sobbing by the sink, surrounded by the sharp aroma of raw potato. It was easier to concentrate on the smell of the peeled vegetables than on what was going on under the stairs.

‘I’ve found you a sticking plaster,’ Kelsey announced.

‘Kelsey,’ Sophie croaked.

‘Put it on for me? Eh? Eh? Meep-meep!’ she heard the monster ask, once more portraying Kelsey’s jovial playmate.

‘Eww, you’re all bloody.’

‘Let me wipe it first, uh, ooh, silly me, look where I got blood. Let me wipe that for you …’

Kelsey fell silent.

Sophie darted into the living room again and stood with her chest heaving, trying to control her breathing.

Within the pantry, Kelsey whimpered.

‘It’s OK, you don’t have to be afraid,’ Rorty said, his voice grown husky.

‘Kelsey?’ Sophie said timidly. ‘You should be afraid. Come out now.’

‘No, Sophie … you should come and join us …’ Rorty countered. ‘Come, there’s room for three, don’t let Kelsey enjoy all of the fun alone.’

His bloody hand emerged, smeared and glistening redly. He curled a finger, beckoning her inside.

‘No. You must let my sister out.’

Sophie grabbed the door and yanked it open. Rorty loomed over the little girl, menacing, confident that she was in his thrall. His blood stained Kelsey’s clothing, in places he should never touch.

Her little sister beseeched her to help, eyes liquid pools, bottom lip sucked in, and she sobbed. She definitely was not enjoying their game any longer.

‘Let her go!’ Sophie lunged and grabbed Kelsey, and in the next second hauled her bodily from the pantry.

They ran, and Rorty pursued.

Their terror carried them upstairs, and Sophie slammed the bedroom door behind them.

Rorty could easily have burst inside, but how would he then cover his actions to their dad with a lie?

He stood outside, running his fingernails down the door. Scritch-scritch. Scritch-squeak.

‘I am Rorty,’ he said in a gravelly voice. ‘I am the bogeyman. Tell anyone about this and I swear I’ll come to you in the night and cut your grassing little tongues out. Do you hear me, you little bitches? I’ll murder you in your beds, then I’ll cut off your dad’s head and beat Josh to death with his bloody skull. Is that what you want? Is it?’

Neither girl answered.

They huddled, squeezed together in the gap between their twin beds. Kelsey could barely breathe, and Sophie was not much better off.

‘Good. Stay quiet, just like that, and I’ll leave you alone.’ He lowered his voice, and it was more menacing than ever. ‘But whisper a single word about our game, and I promise you, none of you will live another fucking hour.’

He scraped fingers down the door a final time, and then his footsteps slowly descended the stairs.

When their dad returned home, he wasn’t surprised to find his evening meal on the table, only that his friend had taken on the task of preparing it after Sophie, their usual cook, and Kelsey had gone early to their beds, complaining of upset stomachs. Dad had eaten his meal, then looked in on the girls, but both feigned sleep, and didn’t answer his gentle, probing questions. Sophie had lain there, debating if she should tell, but was beaten by fear. What if she told Dad about Rorty’s threats to kill them all … would he believe, and be able to do something to protect them before that knife whispered across his throat? She doubted it, seeing as Rorty had followed their dad to the bedroom, pretending concern over the unwell girls, really to monitor their ability to keep their mouths shut.

Peeping through flickering eyelids while their dad’s attention was on Kelsey, she saw Rorty sneer. He knew Sophie was feigning sleep, and had mimed slitting his throat, drawing a stained fingertip from one ear to the other. The warning was enough to keep her lips sealed.

The men had left the room, closed the door, and gone back downstairs. Sophie had slipped from her bed, and into Kelsey’s, to pull the little girl into a protective hug. They’d both fallen asleep wet-eyed and sobbing. Throughout the night, Sophie had started awake, petrified, expecting to find Rorty bending over them, knife poised to slay.

Each time the darkness coiled and unravelled, spread like an inky blanket and then enshrouded her once more with fitful sleep.

When morning came, and they were still alive, Sophie was thankful, but also afraid to face the monster again. But she had no recourse other than to lead Kelsey down to breakfast … the fear of being ratted out must have worked on him overnight, because they found him gone.

If only he’d stayed gone forever, but the bogeyman crawled back out of hell eight years later.




TWENTY-FIVE

Morning found Sophie blinking in bewilderment at a female police officer standing on her landing. Thankfully she hadn’t been roused unexpectedly from sleep this time. There had been an opportunity to shower and dry her hair, and dress for college before the constable knocked. She held a mug of coffee, half emptied, fully expecting to find Belle or Jude at the door. Discovering the police officer was momentarily flustering and she lunged to and fro, seeking somewhere safe to put down the mug.

The constable raised a hand, partially in greeting, partially to waylay any further panic. ‘Sorry for bothering you at this time,’ she said, before giving her name and collar number, and also the location of the police station she worked out of – all details missed by Sophie.

Immediately Sophie experienced several emotions, one tumbling over the next: confusion, guilt, fear and dread. What other reason could a police officer have for visiting her room than to relay some awful news? Sophie was pretty confident that nothing she’d done could be misconstrued as criminal – breaking house rules was not punishable by law – so it was unlikely she was in danger of being arrested … 

Had something terrible happened to Callan? Had he been hurt, or – please God, no! – killed in a collision while driving; had he tripped and fallen downstairs, or slipped in the bath, cracked his head and drowned … 

Or … 

Was the officer there to inform her that Kelsey’s remains had been found? Why else would they be there about Kelsey, because they wouldn’t deliver a message on her behalf had Kelsey turned up alive and well … 

‘I’m investigating an assault,’ the officer went on, and Sophie almost spilled the remains of her coffee as she took a step back.

‘I haven’t assaulted anybody!’

Again, the officer’s hand came up to waylay her from going down the wrong path. ‘Sorry. You misunderstand. I’m doing door-to-door enquiries, to determine if you witnessed anything.’

Shaking, Sophie invited the officer into her apartment.

‘I don’t know how I can help,’ she announced, even as she directed her to take a seat.

The officer said something else that bypassed her confused brain, before the woman again raised a hand, catching Sophie mid-babble. The officer took out a notebook and pen, and asked Sophie’s name and age.

Sophie answered by rote, conditioned to comply with the authorities without question. She then sat down too, one hand smothering her mouth as she gained control of herself. ‘I’m sorry. For a minute there I thought something awful had happened.’

‘If the allegation of assault is true, then something awful did happen,’ the officer countered.

‘Oh, yeah, of course. I’m not trying to diminish anything, just, I thought that you’d come to inform me a loved one had died or …’

‘No, I’ve just got a few questions for you.’

The officer smiled, a little condescendingly for Sophie’s liking, but could she expect anything less when she was acting like a flake? ‘Sorry,’ she said, and held up both hands to help calm down. ‘I’m relieved that no one has died, but, obviously, I’m concerned that somebody has been assaulted. Here?’ she wondered. ‘In Harclay House?’

Without clarifying the alleged allegation, the officer instead asked, ‘Were you home during the entire night?’

Sophie nodded.

‘Can you give me an idea of when you arrived home last night?’

‘I, uh, was home from early evening onwards. I’m studying at the college, and came home afterwards … at maybe four thirty-ish?’

The officer nodded, and jotted in her notebook.

‘I had a brief discussion with my landlord, uh, Mr Burton, and a couple of other tenants, then collected some laundry my friend Belle was holding onto for me, then came up. I was going to go out for a run, but—’

‘So you haven’t left the house since returning home at about four thirty?’ the officer clarified.

‘No.’ Sophie twiddled her hands, then wondered where the heck she’d put down her coffee mug, having no recollection of setting it aside.

‘Did anything unusual happen during the evening?’ the officer pressed.

‘Uh, no.’

‘What about in the early hours?’

‘Not really.’

‘No antisocial behaviour or anything?’

‘Come to think of it, yes. Some of the younger girls arrived back, and they sounded a bit tipsy, and there was some shouting and swearing, but that was it. I wouldn’t call it antisocial, just high spirits.’

‘Who did you hear?’

‘I don’t know, just two of the girls.’

‘Anyone else?’

‘Some of the other tenants were annoyed and demanded silence. Y’know …’

The officer nodded.

‘Nobody else?’

‘Uh, well, I did think I heard a boy’s voice at one point.’

‘A boy?’

‘Young male,’ Sophie corrected herself. ‘Maybe a teenager judging by his voice.’

‘Can you recall an accent or—’

Before the officer could finish, Sophie shook her head. ‘Probably local. It would have stood out as accented, otherwise.’

‘Can you recall what was said?’

‘One of the girls got argumentative with the other tenants. I only heard him ask her to calm down and she did, and then soon after everything fell quiet.’

‘Did the male enter either of the girl’s rooms?’

‘I couldn’t say.’

‘You didn’t hear anything else during the night?’

Sophie understood what she was alluding to. Sound carried through the house, she was super conscious of that fact every time that Callan visited.

‘I didn’t hear anything … untoward.’

The officer flickered a smile at the choice of word.

‘I couldn’t sleep,’ Sophie went on. ‘I tried reading for a while, but ended up getting up and making myself a hot drink. I was probably awake for another hour or two, but didn’t hear the girls or … well, anyone else, again.’

The officer probably would not be interested in hearing how she’d discovered boarded-over voids in the walls, or the sounds of scratching rodents.

‘You didn’t hear this boy leave the house?’ the officer asked.

Sophie shook her head.

‘Can you be more specific with times?’

‘What, like when the girls came home? I’d say it was around two a.m. and I was awake until about four before finally falling back to sleep again.’

‘And you heard no other sounds of a commotion?’

‘No. Nothing. Sorry I can’t be of more help.’

‘No. That’s fine. You’ve been a great help.’

The officer closed her notebook. Apparently nothing Sophie had related was of any evidential value, otherwise she’d have been asked to make a formal statement, right?

The officer stood, adjusted her equipment belt and stabproof vest, and lastly resettled her hat on her head. She smiled again, this time more genuinely, and said, ‘So are you off to college again today?’

Sophie started, fearing that she was going to be late, but no, she’d risen in plenty of time.

‘Yeah, uh, college,’ she said, distracted. ‘Ehm, is everyone OK? You mentioned there was an assault …’

‘I’m sorry, I can’t discuss the details with you. But you needn’t worry, you are not in any kind of danger.’

She hadn’t for a second considered that she might be the next victim of an assault, but now that the officer had brought it up—

The officer leaned in and, sotto voce, said, ‘Between you and me, I don’t think there’s anything in it, just a couple of horny kids getting too cosy with each other until he took things a bit too far.’

Sophie nodded in understanding, but frowned at the same time, finding it difficult disguising her disillusionment with the officer’s blasé attitude. Kelsey’s disappearance had been met with a similar apathy and lack of positive action.

She walked her to the door, and on the landing, the police officer paused to peer one way then the other. ‘Is this the only apartment on this floor?’

‘As far as I’ve been led to believe,’ said Sophie.

The woman frowned at her reply.

Making light of her comment, Sophie indicated the attic ladder. ‘I’ve a few crows and seagulls for neighbours, but don’t tell Mr Burton or he’ll start charging them rent.’

Again, the officer smiled. Then said, ‘That’s me finished then. If anything important comes to mind afterwards, you can contact the police station and leave me a message.’ She again gave her name and number, and again it went in one of Sophie’s ears and out of the other. Not because she didn’t want to help, but because her mind was once more turning over conflicting thoughts and scenarios.

Once the police officer went downstairs, Sophie hurried to collect the things she needed for college, then followed swiftly on her heels. The constable and a male colleague stood chatting with Billy Burton. Her landlord spotted her, and squinted at her, but didn’t mention her to the officers. Instead of heading directly for the exit, Sophie swerved towards Belle’s open door, her friend urgently beckoning her in without emerging into the hall.

As soon as she was inside, Belle shut the door and urged her to join her in the furthest corner.

‘Did you get a visit from the coppers?’ Belle whispered.

‘Just now,’ Sophie confirmed. ‘I wasn’t told who is supposed to have been assaulted.’

‘It’s one of the girls from up on the first floor, apparently. I think they call her Elize, one of Tricity’s pals.’

‘I haven’t met her,’ Sophie admitted.

‘Got a bit of a big gob on her,’ Belle said with a sneer. ‘Didn’t you hear her last night? Made enough noise to wake the entire house up.’

‘I heard, yeah. I also heard somebody shouting at her to shut the fuck up.’

Belle grinned. ‘That might have been me.’

‘So, what’s supposed to have happened?’

‘Copper that spoke with me wasn’t too forthcoming with the details,’ Belle said, ‘but reading between the lines, Elize woke up to find a strange man in her room. Touched her up, I’d assume, otherwise where are they getting the “alleged assault” from?’

‘Was it her that brought a boy back with her?’

‘Don’t know. Could’ve been Tricity.’

‘From what I was told, it was the girl that was assaulted who brought home a friend. The copper thought things were consensual – if you know what I mean – until he took things a bit too far.’

‘Don’t think it was Tricity, otherwise she’d have filmed her reaction and monetised it on her YouTube channel by now.’

‘How do you know she hasn’t?’

Belle shrugged. It wasn’t as if she was being serious, anyway.

‘Thing is,’ she offered after a moment. ‘I don’t think that anyone assaulted her, at least not the lad she came home with, because he left again shortly afterwards. From what I heard, things were over with kinda briskly, and he came downstairs looking all sheepish and left.’

‘You saw him?’

‘Yeah. I made it my business to take a look at who was responsible for waking me up.’

‘How’d you know he didn’t leave after assaulting her?’

‘Took her a few hours to make a stink over it, if he did.’

‘Maybe it took that long for her to work through her feelings and decide to report the assault.’

‘A gobshite like her? I think if he’d done something she didn’t like, we’d have all heard about it while he was scuttling to escape.’

‘You saw him leave?’

‘Yeah. Not a bad-looking guy, actually.’

‘You told the cops that you saw him leave?’

‘Yeah. I think I helped exonerate him.’

‘So, if not him, who do you think was in Elize’s apartment and woke her?’

‘Beats me, probably wishful thinking if he didn’t fully satisfy her.’

‘Belle!’ Sophie scolded.

‘Aah, well, what’s the alternative? Her boyfriend snuck back for sloppy seconds? If so, how’d he get back indoors?’ Belle shrugged off the idea. ‘For all we know she dreamed it. Sometimes dreams can be really vivid, especially when you’re still drunk.’

Sophie couldn’t argue against that point; her own dreams often proved extra vivid even without alcohol in her system.

‘I’ve never admitted this before, but there was one time I woke from a dream,’ Belle offered, adding weight to her theory, ‘and I’d swear that somebody was standing over me. By the time I scrambled about trying to find the light switch and got it on, he was gone, but I’m not kidding you, Sophe, I’d swear I heard my door close on his way out.’

‘No way?’

Belle raised her eyebrows, pulled in her lips in contemplation, then threw up her hands. ‘I was a bit shaken at first, but after I thought about it, I convinced myself it must have been a lingering dream. Didn’t you complain about waking up and finding your door open, though?’

‘My door has a mind of its own,’ Sophie agreed. ‘I recall you saying yours did too, and Burton claimed it happens all the time due to the house settling. And before you say it, I’m still to be convinced there is a poltergeist here, or if they exist at all.’

‘So who do you think sneaked into Elize’s room? Maybe Jude’s Mr Nobody is getting braver,’ Belle said, with a wry twist of her mouth, ‘and has gone from watching to touching.’

‘Isn’t that the pattern of most creeps?’ Sophie said.




TWENTY-SIX

Nine years earlier

Walking in through the side door, directly into the kitchen, Sophie was three steps inside, about to sling her book bag on the dining table, when she came to an abrupt halt. She had no words, only a faint yelp of consternation as it dawned on her who exactly was seated at the far end of the table.

‘Ahoy,’ he said. ‘I take it you’re Sophie, all grown up and filled out.’

‘Wh–what …’ she whispered.

Her stepfather stood with his back to them, washing a pan at the sink. He turned, and offered a smile of greeting, while drying his hands on a tea towel. ‘Hiya, Sophe. You remember my old pal Barry, don’t you?’

‘Uh, yeah,’ she said, ‘I remember.’

She’d never forget. Because his beaten-up features, broken ear, and his bloody-ink-stained fingers had been indelibly burned into her psyche.

‘Long time, no see,’ Barry said. He eyed her with steely calm, reading her response.

‘Does Kelsey know you’re here?’ she croaked.

A crease grew between her dad’s eyebrows.

‘What’s up, Sophe?’ he asked.

‘Yeah,’ Barry added, his voice raised in mock concern. ‘Is there something bothering you?’

She shook her head.

Then, ignoring the monster, she looked directly at her dad. ‘Is Kelsey home yet?’

He grimaced. ‘She’s probably knocking about down the park with those other pushy girls.’

He was probably correct. Some of the friends Kelsey hung out with were a bit too forward for Keith’s liking; he blamed them for Kelsey’s rebellious nature, and for leading her astray. Too many times, Sophie had covered for Kelsey, smuggling her indoors and to their bedroom so that Keith didn’t smell the alcohol on her breath or the marijuana smoke in her hair. Their dad wasn’t a fool, and probably knew that Kelsey was drinking and dabbling with recreational drugs – almost as much as Josh did these days – but refused to believe it was down to anything other than peer pressure. Sophie didn’t know if he’d suspected the cause behind the shift in his daughter’s behaviour following Barry’s swift departure. If he had, then he hadn’t voiced his suspicion, preferring instead to lay blame on Kelsey’s friends for leading her astray.

Sophie turned a wary gaze on Barry O’Rourtie and his mouth widened in a lascivious grin, his tongue curled behind yellow teeth. In the second or two she’d been engaged with her dad, he’d slipped an item from his pocket, a lock knife, and pulled it open. Deliberately, he pared at the hard skin beneath his opposite thumbnail. The action was an obvious warning to Sophie, but totally flew under her dad’s radar.

Sophie strained a smile for appearances’ sake. ‘It’s been so long now, we thought we’d seen the last of you.’

He winked. ‘Meep-meep! I’m the proverbial bent penny, I am.’

She didn’t voice her thoughts, because how could she admit to hoping he’d died, without alarming her dad and being forced to explain?

It wasn’t solely her secret to tell.

She must find Kelsey and warn her that her bogeyman was back. They must face the monster together.

For eight years their secret had festered in their minds, and each of the sisters had different reasons for keeping it locked away. After they descended the stairs to find that Rorty had left during the night, they had still not come clean to their dad. It was not only that Rorty might return and follow through on his threat to murder him if they whispered a wrong word. Each girl had been too ashamed to speak of the events of the evening before; Kelsey because it was not the first game she’d played with Rorty after he’d taken her into the sunken pantry beneath the stairs; Sophie because she had failed to protect her little sister from his perverted nature sooner. They each burned with personal shame, and between them – unnecessary to be voiced aloud – they had agreed to keep the other’s secret alongside their own. With the monster gone, it had seemed pointless forcing further embarrassment upon their dad when it was already apparent that he felt somewhat inadequate in raising his children. If he learned that he was responsible for bringing a sick-minded predator into their lives, it might break him.

Yet, by not telling him, they’d allowed the monster an opening to slip back in.

‘I’ll go and fetch her,’ Sophie announced, and turned for the door.

‘She’ll come home soon enough,’ her dad said, ‘and I could use a hand here.’

He had washed the dirty lunchtime pans and plates, and got the raw ingredients ready for tea, but had yet to make a start chopping or peeling.

‘I’ll only be a few minutes, Dad,’ she promised.

‘No, you make a start on the veg and I’ll get the meat going,’ he instructed.

‘But Dad …’

‘Never mind “but”,’ he said, growing mildly annoyed.

‘Hey, Keith, m’lad,’ said Barry, ‘just let the lass go and fetch her sister, why don’t ya? I’ll give you a hand with those veggies.’

Keith darted a glance between them, and perhaps even then he caught a hint that all was not as it should be. He nodded very slowly, his gaze straying to the knife that Barry still held in plain sight.

‘Direct me to your potatoes,’ Barry said in a silly voice, and held the knife aloft.

It broke the moment.

Her dad snorted in laughter, then came to a conclusion. ‘All right, Sophe, you go find your sister, but come straight back with her. Tea won’t be too long.’

Without a backwards glance, Sophie threw open the door and bounded onto the side path, and before she’d cleared the garden, she was running.

Her breath felt captured inside her ribcage. An unusual sensation for Sophie, who had been competing as an athlete at a county level for several years by that stage. Her gait was ungainly, somewhat affected by the thick wedges on her school shoes, but also because her emotions were in a knot, conversely while her past life seemed to be unravelling behind her. Before she had reached the end of her street and took a turn towards the local park, she gasped with each exhalation, and tears blinded her. She was afraid. Mostly she anticipated Kelsey’s reaction to hearing how her abuser had returned and had been welcomed again into their house by their father, and it worried her. There had been times when Kelsey had failed to come home before, usually after informing Sophie with a text message, being too drunk or incapable of passing their dad’s scrutiny. On those occasions Sophie had lied for her, promising that she was safe and sound at a friend’s house, and Kelsey always returned in the morning once she’d adequately sobered up. Sophie feared that Barry O’Rourtie’s – no, Rorty’s – return might send her running for the hills. Either that, or she’d built enough steel in her backbone over the intervening years that the pent-up shame and anger would force a confrontation with him. Kelsey might be scarred, but the scar tissue had made her tougher. Sadly, Sophie would physically fight to the finish to protect her younger sibling, but personally didn’t feel mentally ready to confront their abuser yet. Not under these circumstances; not with him back on their home ground.

Sophie lumbered to a halt. She wiped snot and tears from her face with her sleeve. Open-mouthed, knees quaking, she scanned the area. There was no sign of Kelsey in the park.

A little boy and girl played on the swings. Another boy, slightly older than the other kids, clung recklessly to a roundabout, kicking the ride to greater speed with one foot, the other locked around the safety bar: if he flew off, he’d probably break his neck.

She could hear voices, a low murmur.

Sophie trotted deeper into the park.

A stream ran through its middle, bordered by shrubs and small trees. The foliage was not thick enough to hide a bunch of teenage girls. Arched stone bridges periodically spanned the stream, connecting a footpath winding from one end of the park to the other. Sophie hoped to discover Kelsey and her friends huddled beneath one of the arches, concealed from adult view. There were kids under one bridge, but it was a bunch of scruffy boys from her school, plotting their next deviltry. Spotting her, they began catcalling and whistling. Sophie ignored their immature behaviour and turned quickly away.

She left the park, racing instead towards a cluster of shops at the top of a nearby hill. The run uphill inordinately taxed her, and she again approached her destination blowing and panting, her entire rhythm out of sync. A lonely building sat in private grounds, surrounded by a chest-high red-brick wall: an old Salvation Army HQ, now abandoned and left to wrack and ruin. Its rendered walls were artistically vandalised with spray paint naming football team affiliations, pop bands that were no longer current or even remembered for the most part, and vulgar images of human genitalia.

Known to local kids as the ‘Sally’, it was another of Kelsey’s known haunts, but it was a matter of seconds to determine that her sister wasn’t crouching in the recessed doorway off the old fire escape route from the back of the building, and nor were her friends. She jogged back out onto the roadside, fisted her side to quell a growing stitch, then set off running once more, this time towards wasteground at the rear of the shops. There she found Kelsey and three of her school friends, sharing between them a large plastic bottle of cider.

Spotting Sophie, Kelsey’s initial response was to quickly shove the bottle to one of her friends, but if her older sister was there to spy on her misbehaviour, it would’ve been too late. She grinned sheepishly, then it dawned on her – judging by Sophie’s stricken expression – that something was wrong. Even as her pals began to chatter loudly, one of them trying to stall Kelsey from leaving, she pushed past and ran to Sophie.

‘What’s wrong, Sophe?’ Her fingers plucked urgently at Sophie’s school sweater. ‘Is it Dad?’

Probably the last time that Sophie had worn a similar look of crushing despair was when they’d learned of their mum’s premature death. They’d often spoken about how one of Kelsey’s greatest fears was of their dad being killed and leaving them and Josh alone in the world.

‘It’s him,’ Sophie croaked. ‘He’s back.’

‘Him.’ Not a question, a statement of fact. Kelsey had lived in fear of Rorty’s return, the fear never lessening in the intervening years, only growing stronger as time passed. Taking to drinking alcohol and smoking weed at such a young age was not that unique in their environment, but Kelsey had done so for more than simply getting high: it also helped her bury the past.

Tears stood like pearls on Sophie’s lashes. Conversely Kelsey’s tears didn’t show; eyes flat like glass, her face set grimly, pale and waxy.

‘How … what … when …?’ Questions whispered under her breath.

Sophie shook her head, unable to explain other than that the monster had returned.

‘He’s at our house?’ Kelsey asked.

‘Dad wants us to come home,’ Sophie said.

‘I’m not coming,’ said Kelsey.

‘You must,’ Sophie told her. ‘I can’t do this alone. I need you with me, Kel.’

‘We’re going to tell Dad what happened?’

Sophie took her hand.

Kelsey shook her head. ‘I … I …’

‘We’ll do it together,’ Sophie promised. ‘But we must do it at the right time. We can’t just walk in there and tell. All hell could break loose. Rorty already took out his knife, and I know exactly what he meant by showing it.’

‘I … I don’t … think … I can,’ Kelsey stammered. Initially shock had kept her emotions kettled, but they were about to bubble to the surface, and then there would probably be no way to close the floodgates.

‘We can if we do it together, Kel.’

‘What if Dad doesn’t believe us?’

‘Whether or not he immediately believes us won’t matter if it forces Barry to do another runner. At least this time he won’t get to come back.’

‘It’s Rorty. Not Barry. I can’t think of it any other way than as Rorty.’

‘Rorty isn’t real, Kel. Not in the sense he tried to force us to believe; he’s not really the bogeyman. He’s just a man. A horrible, nasty, sexual predator, but still just a man that deserves to be punished for what he did to you … to us.’

Kelsey’s face seemed to balloon in despondency, eyes bulging, cheeks puffed out. She whispered, ‘Did he play games with you too? You never told me …’

‘He tried touching me, Kel. Not as much as he did with you. But he still ruined my childhood, because he ruined yours. I love you, Kel and—’ She stopped. Kelsey’s school friends had come to a decision and began approaching. If it was to offer vocal support to Kelsey, or to wrest her away, Sophie didn’t know and didn’t really care. She shot them a warning look, then took her sister’s arm and forcefully marched her away. ‘C’mon, Kel. There are too many nosey bitches around here for my liking,’ she stated.

‘They’re my friends,’ Kelsey said.

Sophie eyed the almost-empty brown bottle of cider they’d been passing around, the glassy eyes of the girls, and said, ‘You need to make some new friends, Kel, because being around that lot isn’t helping you.’

‘It’s a good job I can rely on you, then,’ said Kelsey, and if she was being sarcastic, Sophie didn’t care.

‘I’ll always be there for you, Kelsey. No matter what.’




TWENTY-SEVEN

Her college week had ended, but she had two days of hard labour to look forward to at the garden centre, Sophie thought with a twinge of regret. Keeping her studies going while also working was taxing, and again, she knew the easy route would be to move out of Harclay House and take up Callan’s offer to share his home. She would still study, still have to work to bring in some earnings, but the pressure would be alleviated if she wasn’t threatened with eviction if she failed to pay up on time. The thing was that she was old-fashioned, in that, when it came to move in permanently with Callan, it would be as Mrs Mackay, not as his live-in lover. She had nothing against anyone that chose to cohabitate in common-law partnership, it was simply that coming from a broken home – sadly more than once in her case – she’d pined for the stability of a lifelong husband, something her own mum had been denied.

Her free time was limited to a few hours here and there, and she owed some of them to strengthening their relationship if ever she hoped for Callan to pop the question. It was Friday evening, and really she should have agreed to his invitation to go out for dinner and a few drinks, but then she’d be expected to go back to his place, and though she wasn’t fully averse to the idea, there was something more pressing she hoped to do than assuage their lust: she had a couple of spare hours that she wished to spend wisely. The trouble she had was fitting those hours around Billy Burton’s movements, and finding a slot where she could deep dive into her search for clues to Kelsey’s disappearance without alerting him. This latest incident concerning Elize, and her supposed phantom visitor, hadn’t helped. Burton had called a house meeting shortly after the police left – which she’d been unable to attend – and, from what she’d been told by Belle when she briefly returned home during her lunch break, he’d demanded that all tenants take more care locking doors in future, and issued a new rule that all visitors must be accompanied at all times, wherever they were in the house, and must be personally chaperoned out the door when they left. His strengthening of the rules didn’t affect Sophie, as she already followed them of her own accord, but they had put her housemates on alert, and they might notice if she began poking around after hours. Some would keep her movements a secret from their landlord, Belle and Jude she believed she could trust, but none of the other girls yet. Belle and Jude in particular, because the night before she had drafted them into another furtive hunt through the attic.

She had arranged for them to join her in her room at eleven p.m. by which time she was sure that Burton would have settled down for the night, and unlikely to make an unscheduled visit to the uppermost floor and catch them in the act. When inviting her co-conspirators, Belle had reacted with her usual eagerness, while Jude had surprised her. Mostly she had come across as verging on bipolar, in that she could present one time as anxious and timid, while on others highly-strung and aggressive, all symptoms, Sophie realised, of somebody living in a constant state of fear. When Sophie approached her with her plan to make a more thorough search of the attic and hopefully get to the bottom of the troublesome noises plaguing her, Jude had agreed wholeheartedly. Sophie hadn’t needed to pull the ace from her sleeve, and tell her about the hidden shafts and voids she’d discovered behind her own walls, so had kept it as convincing evidence to uncover when her friends arrived.

Belle couldn’t contain her enthusiasm. She knocked on Sophie’s door at a little after ten thirty, dressed again as if she was joining a cult of shadow assassins, in black from head to toe. Her mousey coloured hair, pulled and twisted into a knot at the back, was held in place by a wide elasticated material band that encircled her head above her ears. Despite relying on the light from her phone last time, she’d also brought along a torch that could be clipped onto her headband.

‘You look prepared for action,’ Sophie noted.

‘If there’s any spelunking to be done, then I’m your woman.’ As was often the case, Belle was eating. This time she had a cheek full of chewing gum.

‘I told Jude to be here by eleven, so we might have a little wait before we can start.’

‘Probably for the best,’ said Belle. ‘I crept out of my room, so Burton didn’t notice, but I could hear his telly blaring, so he’s obviously still awake. By the time Jude gets here he’ll hopefully be in bed.’

While they waited, they again broached the subject of Elize’s nighttime visitor.

‘I think she imagined it,’ Belle asserted. ‘As I probably did that time I told you about.’

‘Possibly, but I don’t think we should be so quick to dismiss her claim. My sister—’

She caught herself, but Belle was too astute to slip anything past.

‘You never mentioned having a sister,’ she said. ‘You said you’d a brother – Josh, wasn’t it – but that he’d passed, leaving you as an only child.’

‘I, uh, never mentioned Kelsey as she was actually my half-sister, we had different fathers,’ she said.

‘Still your sister,’ Belle stated. ‘Older or younger?’

‘Younger, by two years,’ said Sophie.

Belle nodded. ‘I wish I’d had a little sister. I told you about my brother, Ben, but the age gap meant we were never that close. I would’ve loved a little sister to share my experiences with. Must have been good for you when you were growing up, eh?’

‘Most of the time,’ she said, which happened to be the truth. Sadly her memories of the good times had been horribly tainted.

Again Belle caught Sophie’s unspoken words. But she didn’t challenge her to expound, only waited, chewing softly on her gum.

When the silence got too much for her, Sophie said, ‘I, em, haven’t seen Kelsey in over two years.’

‘She moved away?’

‘Yeah,’ said Sophie, and again didn’t elaborate.

‘Miss her?’

‘More than anyone.’ Even as she admitted it, she felt guilty. She missed Josh, but not the rogue he’d turned into as an angry young man, and she missed her mum, taken away too soon, and there was even a tiny part of her that missed her biological father, Johnny Wade, even though she was too young to remember him prior to when he’d abandoned them. Lastly, she missed Keith Middleham, who’d also been taken from her life when he was imprisoned. But they all paled into insignificance when judged against how much she yearned to see Kelsey again.

‘You OK, Sophe?’

She blinked back tears, and swallowed the lump that had formed at the base of her throat.

‘Yeah,’ she said, straining to smile. ‘You’re just making me nostalgic for the good old days.’

Belle again chewed on her gum, eyeing her in silence.

Sophie was torn. Belle was swiftly becoming a genuine friend; why shouldn’t she own up to the real reason she’d taken on Kelsey’s apartment in Harclay House? Perhaps Belle had heard something, a clue to what had happened to Kelsey that had not been passed to the police. But she only had to think of the derision Belle had showed towards Elize, and how she’d written off the girl’s claim of sexual assault as imaginary, and it was the same dismissive attitude others had shown towards Kelsey’s disappearance. She didn’t want to hear similar negative sentiments from Belle concerning her sister.

Out of the blue, Belle asked, ‘Do you know the history of this house?’

‘No. Other than that it used to be a family home and was converted to individual flats at some point … judging by the state of the decor, in the late sixties or seventies.’

‘I was bored one time and decided to read up on the name. It’s called after Andrew Harclay, a local hero, an earl that stopped a war with King Robert Bruce.’

‘Oh?’ said Sophie, wondering where she was heading with this historical tidbit.

‘Problem was, when King Edward II heard about the peace treaty he’d negotiated with the Scots, he was pissed that Harclay had made it without his permission and had him arrested for treason. Poor bugger was hanged, drawn and quartered on Gallows Hill just for trying to do the right thing.’

Sophie grimaced at the lurid image Andrew Harclay’s death painted in her mind. ‘And you’re telling me this because …?’

‘Might explain why there’s such a horrible shadow over the place when it’s named after somebody executed over a simple error of judgement.’ She leaned in close, breath smelling of spearmint. ‘What if it’s Harclay’s restless spirit lurking around the halls looking for vengeance?’

Sophie tutted, and gave her friend a gentle shove.

Belle grinned.

‘Is any of that true?’ Sophie asked.

‘All of it, just not the very last bit. But then again … whooooo!’ Belle mimicked a ghostly wail.

They chuckled.

The door rattled to Jude’s knock.

Sophie crossed the room and opened the door.

It wasn’t Jude at all. When she leaned out to check the landing, there was no sign that their housemate was even on the way upstairs yet. She frowned at Belle, who’d come to investigate too and stood directly behind her left shoulder.

‘I didn’t just imagine that knock?’ Sophie demanded.

‘I heard it, too,’ Belle confirmed, ‘and saw the door shake.’

‘So who the fu—’

An almost inaudible scrape drew Sophie out onto the landing again, and she turned her eyes upward, following the ladder to the loft. The hatch was shut, but she’d swear she had heard it settling in its frame.

Belle had followed out onto the landing. She too eyed the hatch suspiciously. ‘You sure you still want to go up there?’

‘More than ever,’ Sophie confirmed.

‘Bloody hell,’ Belle wheezed.

‘If you don’t want to go up, I’ll understand. You can stay here and be our lookout, if you prefer?’

‘Like buggery am I staying behind.’ Belle took a pointed glance back inside Sophie’s apartment. ‘You got any weapons in there?’

‘What, like knives or something?’

‘A big stick will do,’ said Belle.

‘A stick won’t help you against a ghost,’ Sophie teased.

‘Probably not, but if there’s a bloody big rat up there it’s going to get a good smack over the head.’

‘Maybe we should arm ourselves,’ Sophie agreed, ‘because if there are gulls roosting up there, I don’t want to startle them and have them going for our eyes.’

Belle again stared at the loft hatch. ‘Somehow, I don’t think we’re going to find any birds up there.’

Footsteps ascending the stairs drew their attention. Jude climbed the stairs deliberately. Sophie wondered how much their housemate had overheard. She didn’t seem worried about birds, rats or vengeful spirits. Her expression was one of determination, and Sophie briefly wondered how much of it was because she had to mentally steel herself to greet them.

‘I’m a little early,’ Jude said.

She had dressed for an expedition into the dusty attic too, in laced-up boots, jeans and a nondescript jersey that covered her almost to the knees. Her frizzy hair had been braided, held in place with metal slides and a rubber band. As she waited for a response, her tongue darted to lick the stud piercing her lip. For a split second, a visible emotion shot through her, and Sophie thought she might turn tail and run.

‘You’re right on time,’ she assured her, then beckoned both women into her apartment. Inside, Jude inspected her surroundings. It was her first time entering the room since she and Sophie investigated the alleged shifting of furniture that time, when spotting the creepy man in the alleyway through the bathroom window. The way her eyes jittered from one spot to another, it was as if she sought objects that were invisible to ordinary scrutiny.

Sophie gesticulated, and her friends followed. As they rounded her bed, Belle raised her chin in silent question.

‘Are either of you aware of this?’ Sophie asked, and rapped gently on the wall. She was rewarded with a sharp sound and a frown from each of the women. She moved a little to the left and this time the wall echoed like a kettle drum.

Jude covered her mouth with a hand.

‘I think this was where the original stairs to the attic were situated,’ Sophie explained, then raised a hand for them to follow.

She knocked on the wall near the partition forming the bathroom wall. It also rang hollowly.

Belle said nothing.

But Jude’s breathing came sharp and audible as she thought through the revelation.

‘Your room’s almost directly above mine,’ she finally wheezed. As Sophie made way for her, she leaned in and pressed a palm flat to the wall. She next leaned in and put an ear against the cold plaster. She drummed her fingertips. ‘Is this some sort of shaft?’

‘Dumbwaiter,’ Sophie said.

Jude didn’t reply. So, Belle chipped in, ‘Back in the day, there would’ve been a little platform inside that could be raised or lowered to deliver stuff between floors.’

‘Yeah,’ Jude said, ‘I know what a dumbwaiter is.’

‘Sorry,’ said Belle, lacking sincerity.

Jude ignored her, while once more testing the wall. This time she used her fingernails to rap several times on the surface. She nodded at the responding echoes from within the wall.

‘It extends all the way from the attic down to the basement,’ Sophie said, and indicated Belle, inviting her input.

‘Yeah. We found the bottom,’ she added needlessly. She was calculating, and working out positions in her head. Finally, she said, ‘My room’s on the opposite side, at the front of the building, so it won’t pass through my walls.’

‘There could be other voids, though,’ said Sophie, ‘like the other one I found.’

Belle chewed her bottom lip.

When Jude turned from the wall, her dark brown eyes were wide with wonder. ‘Do you think these shafts are why the sound travels so easily through the house? When I’ve thought I’ve heard things, has it just been carried from another room?’

Sophie nodded.

Jude exhaled in relief. ‘I genuinely thought I was beginning to lose my mind.’

‘When I first discovered the hidden shaft, I listened and could hear something – a rodent most likely – scratching about. For all I know, it was a couple of floors down, but the sound was amplified by the shaft and made it sound as if it was behind my wall.’

Belle laughed softly under her breath, unconvinced. ‘Doesn’t explain why the doors spring open on their own. I still think we’re dealing with something weird.’

‘By weird, you mean paranormal?’ Jude asked for more confirmation, and Sophie cringed – she’d been trying to allay Jude’s fears, but Belle seemed to take masochistic delight in teasing the older woman.

Sophie made a show of checking the time. ‘It’s gone eleven,’ she proclaimed. ‘Time we got down to business.’

As Jude moved past, Sophie aimed a shake of her head at Belle, as if to say: ‘Will you please stop riling her up?’ She was rewarded with the pop of chewing gum followed by a grin.

Sophie doled out rubber gloves again and all three pulled them on. As they left her room, she ensured that her door was securely locked. She shoved away her keys and took out a small torch she’d purchased in anticipation of another search of the house. To avoid drawing anyone up from the lower floor, in particular their unwelcome landlord, they left off the main stair light, trusting solely to the dimmer security light to make their way to the foot of the ladder. The trio stood below the hatch, staring up.

‘Who wants to go first?’ Jude asked.

‘Age before beauty,’ Belle said snarkily.

Jude snorted, refusing the invitation to lead them.

Sophie said, ‘This was my idea, so I should go first, I suppose.’

‘Not going to argue with that logic,’ said Belle, and for once, Jude was in agreement.

Sophie gripped the small flashlight between her teeth, then began to climb. As she did the last time, she tested the hatch first and found it wouldn’t move. The bolt was slotted in its retainer. She worked it loose and the cover lifted as easily as gossamer on a breeze. Tentatively she followed, prepared for a shrieking bird to lunge at her face with snapping beak and talons. All that swarmed her was a cloud of billowing dust. Opening the hatch had caused a through draft, with air entering from someplace else. Supporting the hatch with the top of her head, she fumbled the torch on, then gripped it between her teeth again while she took a couple of steps higher on the ladder. Once able to, she set the hatch back on its hinges and stepped up onto the rafters. Very little external light made it through the skylight; the attic was much darker than during their previous investigation. She shone the torch around, ensuring she stuck to the boards so that she didn’t fall through a gap.

There was no hint of movement, no sounds, not even the faintest scurrying of mice. The theory that birds roosted in the attic was thoroughly debunked. Jude came up next, and Sophie used her torch to show the woman where it was safe to walk. Jude stood, arms wrapped around her middle as she peered into the deepest corners. Belle clambered up and joined the light of her torch to Sophie’s. Sophie led the way, and stood atop a boarded area covering where she suspected the original stairs entered the attic. If there was an open void, it, at least, could not be accessed from the attic as the boards were wedged between the rafters, with several packing cases piled on top. They moved towards where they’d discovered the discarded junk, and Sophie’s gaze fell with some distaste on the bag filled with women’s underwear. She prodded it with a toe.

‘Freaky,’ said Belle.

‘You can say that again.’ The bag of underwear had played on her mind at times ever since discovering it. She dug inside and pulled out a bunch of mouldy knickers and under the torchlight she checked the labels inside. They ranged from a size 6 to size 22: these had not belonged to a single individual.

Belle had watched, and came to a conclusion. ‘Those look like the trophies of a dirty perv.’

With no argument, Sophie shoved the underwear back in the bag, then, abandoning the spot, she backtracked towards the entrance hatch. Jude moved adjacent to her, heading to check out the contents of the boxes and packing cases. Being Jude’s first time in the attic, the woman was extra careful about where she put her feet: again, Sophie noted the strange intensity with which she eyed everything, as if expecting to spot something beyond the norm. She was yet to be convinced by her own reckoning that sounds carried in the voids explained what she’d heard emanating from beyond her apartment’s walls.

‘I’m just going to shut this for a minute,’ Sophie announced and began closing the hatch.

In a mild panic, Jude lunged towards her.

‘It’s OK, I’m not locking us in,’ Sophie reassured her, ‘I just need the place to be darker while I check on something.’

Belle, growing curious, approached, wondering what Sophie was up to. Her torch beam darted across the underside of the roof. In the daylight, thin beams of light had filtered into the attic space; Sophie wondered what she’d see in full darkness. ‘Knock off your torch for a few seconds,’ she said, and demonstrated by turning off hers. When Belle followed suit, it took a few seconds before her vision began to adapt to the dark, but the longer she waited the more she spotted tiny glimmers between the floorboards and rafters. Taking extra care, she shuffled across the boards to a spot she thought was above her bathroom, and she knelt for a closer look. Deliberately she’d left on the lights in her apartment, including the one in her bathroom. Though the ceiling looked whole from below, she could see where there were tiny seams between the rafters and as she leaned closer she could see down into the shower cubicle. Her blood ran cold.

She stood without explanation, moved across the attic, and found another place where almost minuscule holes between the rafters acted as spyholes when she leaned close enough. Through one she could see her bed. The iciness in her veins didn’t subside. So much for her theory about infrasound causing the creepy feeling of being watched.

She stood, turning her torch back on, and studied around her feet. If ever there had been evidence that somebody had crouched over the hole to spy on her, she’d destroyed it. Maybe nobody had spied on her, but she couldn’t easily shake the oily sensation the idea left in her gut.

Rather than voice her suspicions, she aimed her torch beam over at where she’d spotted the top of the dumbwaiter. Only the faintest light filtered up from below. She headed towards it, and found the other women congregating at her back. A frame, constructed from the same flimsy wood, netted by a plastic mesh, sat over the opening. It was thick with cobwebs and dust, but also there were points where the grime was smeared, as if disturbed by somebody’s fingers – no doubt where it had previously been picked up and set aside, to be resituated later.

She aimed her torch through the mesh, but couldn’t see much.

Belle took the lead, crouching and picking up the cover. She propped it against the underside of the roof, then leant over the disclosed opening. ‘Yep. Looks like a shaft to me,’ she announced.

‘And you’ve seen many of them before, I bet,’ said Jude.

‘No. I’m a dumbwaiter virgin,’ Belle replied, taking no offence at Jude’s obvious snarkiness, ‘but I can tell a shaft from a hole in the ground.’

‘Huh,’ Jude grunted.

‘Give over,’ Sophie warned Belle, and received another click of popping gum.

Sophie leaned over the shaft, directing her torch beam down it.

The glow was inefficient and didn’t reach much more than a few metres.

Belle added her light, and it only caused alternating shadows.

Nothing of the original mechanism remained that they could see; no platform, no winches or ropes.

Near the top there were rungs. ‘Is that a ladder?’ Belle asked.

‘It looks like it,’ said Sophie, even as Jude also craned over to see.

‘Why does a dumbwaiter shaft have an escape ladder?’ she asked. ‘I mean, surely it wasn’t used as a lift by the servants?’

‘The ladder looks like it was added much later, after the dumbwaiter was stripped out,’ said Belle.

‘Does it go all the way down to—’ Sophie was about to say ‘the basement’ but never got the chance.

Nudging her aside, Belle grasped the uppermost rung and tugged. It didn’t move. ‘Feels sturdy enough. One of us should climb down and see.’

‘No chance,’ said Jude, and reared back to exaggerate the point.

Belle ignored her, reaching lower and testing the next two rungs for stability. ‘It should hold a person’s weight OK.’

‘Age after beauty,’ Jude said, twisting Belle’s earlier statement. ‘Besides, you’re the skinniest out of us, Belle. You should do it.’

‘I don’t think that’s a good idea,’ Sophie cautioned.

‘It’s been doing my head in,’ Jude announced. ‘The noises, the scratching and banging. Hearing my name called.’

‘And what do you hope I find by climbing down there?’ asked Belle.

‘I hope you find nothing. That’s the point. So I know that there’s nothing weird going on and it’s only normal sounds travelling.’

‘So basically it’s down to me to prove that you’re not a nutter?’ Belle smirked. ‘When you put it that way, how can I refuse to help?’

‘I seriously don’t think you should be climbing down there,’ Sophie warned.

Belle thought about it. ‘You’re probably right.’

But instead of moving aside, she swung around and sat her backside at the edge, feet hanging into the shaft while she fixed her torch to her headband.

‘Belle … no,’ said Sophie.

‘I came prepared for potholing, so let me do it, OK?’

Remarkably, Jude took hold of the woman’s clothing, preventing her from slipping over the edge. ‘Sophie’s right, Belle. You’re going to bloody fall and break your neck.’

Belle reached for the nearest rung. Her foot snagged it, and she settled it under the arch of her foot. She gradually added weight.

‘See,’ she said, ‘it’s still strong.’

Then the rung gave way under her foot with a dull snap and she plummeted.

At first, she never got a chance to cry out in fear; she was far too busy trying to save herself.

Her feet scrabbled at the ladder, kicking and slipping, and another rung disintegrated into dust because it was so rotted.

She was seconds away from discovering if the shaft dropped all the way to the basement. Thankfully Jude’s grip on her sweater was relentless, and she hauled up and back, saving Belle from a bone-shattering fall. Jude cried out at the effort, and Sophie scrambled to assist. The shout of alarm that had previously been sealed in Belle’s throat rang out, and was amplified by those of the others.

Somehow, Belle found her footing. She lunged upward, and aided by Jude’s tug on her sweatshirt, she was yanked from the top of the shaft. The trio staggered backwards, and Sophie tripped, falling on her side, her torch spilling from her fingers. Jude took several tottering steps backwards, skidded off the boards, and her right foot sank deep into a gap alongside a rafter. As she continued to stumble, her trapped foot didn’t follow, and she shrieked in agony. When Belle crashed down on top, Jude screeched again, while Belle cursed vilely, and tried to struggle up.

Dust billowed around them.

Their thudding, scraping, and yelling attempts to get up were magnified tenfold by the acoustics, and carried throughout the entire house by the very shafts and voids they’d tried to investigate.

Sophie, stunned by what had occurred, took a few seconds to think straight again, more concerned at first to stick to the boards and avoid putting a hand or foot through her apartment’s ceiling. She grabbed her torch, and spun it on her friends. Only then did she realise how badly the events had turned. Belle seemed physically OK, if not covered in dirt from wallowing about before making it back to her feet, but the same could not be said for Jude. She still lay on her back, her spine arched in agony as she clawed to reach her trapped foot: her ankle was bent at a totally unnatural angle, and as Sophie’s torch played over it, the light was reflected from her boot in crimson.

Sophie cried out in horror, but her voice was lost within the racket made by Belle and Jude. Belle tried to assist the woman to release her trapped foot, and in her pain, Jude slapped and scratched at her. Belle fell back, and almost went back down the shaft, but for Sophie grabbing and pulling her safely aside.

‘Jude, Jude, you have to calm down and let us help,’ Sophie said, approaching cautiously to avoid getting a scratched face.

‘Whaaaa! I think my ankle’s broken,’ Jude howled.

She was probably correct. From the way her boot sat at almost ninety degrees to her shin, something had snapped or been twisted horribly inside. There was blood too, hopefully not from a ruptured artery.

‘Wait, don’t move,’ Sophie warned as Jude again arched her spine to alleviate the agony bearing down on her foot.

‘Let me lift her,’ Belle announced, ‘while you try freeing her foot.’

‘But what if—’

‘D’you want her to bleed to death?’ Belle squawked, and for the first time showed genuine dismay. Her eyes were wide and wet and vividly lit with each slash of a torch beam. Ignoring Sophie for a moment, she scrambled forward, and somehow got her knees under Jude’s shoulders, her arms linked around the woman’s chest. ‘Help her,’ she commanded.

Sophie scrambled forward. Jude’s cries were awful. She tried to block them while she felt around the trapped foot. The boot was wedged and no amount of tugging was going to free it. ‘I can’t get it out,’ she moaned.

‘You have to,’ said Belle. ‘Is she bleeding?’

Sophie’s rubber gloves were slick with blood.

‘We have to stop the bleeding or—’ She stopped speaking, and instead lunged again at the woman’s foot. Feeling around, her fingers were abused by Jude’s own attempts to free herself, trapping and abrading them between the board and rafter holding her foot tight. Sophie endured the pain, thankful for her gloves or it would have hurt much worse. She pulled and tugged, but it was hopeless. Then a thought struck, and she undid the laces and pulled them open, and worked the tongue back and forth until there was clearance. ‘Jude, it’s going to hurt, but I’m going to try easing your foot out, OK? You must try not to fight me. Do you understand?’

‘Just fucking pull it out!’ Jude screeched, and without waiting she threw her shoulders into Belle, knocking her onto her backside, and began drawing her tortured foot free. Sophie wrapped the ankle in a bloody clasp, holding it immobile to hopefully avoid the foot tearing from the joint altogether. The foot, minus sock and boot, slid free and Jude collapsed a few seconds in relief, before rolling on her side and drawing her knee to her chest. She cradled her abused ankle, keening. Both Sophie and Belle were lost, unsure what to do next.

‘I, uh, think it might be OK,’ Jude wheezed after a moment. Her fingers played up and down her ankle. ‘My leg wasn’t snapped, just my foot was trapped halfway out my boot in a weird position.’

‘You’re bleeding though,’ Sophie said.

Now Jude’s gloves were reddened. ‘Uh, yeah. I’ve got a cut here.’ She dabbed at a laceration on the back of her calf. ‘It’s not too deep, but it’s bleeding and stinging like crazy.’

‘We thought you’d snapped your bloody foot off!’ Belle chided.

‘Felt like it for a bit,’ Jude replied. ‘Sophie, can you, uh, pull my boot free?’

The boot slipped out largely unhindered now that there was extra wiggle room. Sophie pulled the discarded sock out and dangled it in front of Jude. The older woman eyed it for a moment, then saw humour in the way Sophie wagged the limp bag of material. She laughed, though it was a pained sound. After a few seconds, Belle swore under her breath and then struggled back to her feet. Sophie shook her head, then chuckled despite still feeling shaken.

‘What the frigging hell is going on up there?’ Billy Burton hollered. ‘Who’s there? Are you lunatics trying to bring the house down around our bloody ears?’




TWENTY-EIGHT

Nine years earlier

Pale and waxy-skinned, Sophie and Kelsey dragged their feet up the garden path, in no hurry to enter the house and face Barry O’Rourtie again.

Back and forth they had gone over how they would broach what had happened when they’d been little girls and were terrified to speak up against him. At first, Sophie had talked Kelsey into a full-frontal assault, where they’d spill the beans directly in front of him to their dad and then let the cards fall where they may, but after some thought had decided that it might be best to wait for the right moment, when they were alone with Dad, to tell him so that he could make his response based entirely on the facts rather than on raw emotions.

Then they had begun fearing the ‘what if’ scenarios of whether they would be believed, or if Rorty would follow up with his threats of extreme violence before they were able to tell all. What if Dad believed his old friend over his deceitful children? Lately he had been the recipient of lies told by both concerning Kelsey’s rebellious behaviour and whereabouts. He was not an idiot, and knew he was being misled, but allowed the lies to persist rather than challenge them, so why should he believe them now? And even if he did, what would he even do about it? What did they expect him to do?

Were they prepared to tell all to the police, to have their names and faces dragged through the local papers and shown on telly newscasts, for all their friends to see and hear? There was more than an iota of fear in Sophie in particular, where she thought that it was perhaps going to be worse enduring the shame if the truth came out, than what they had been put through as kids. Then the guilt expunged the fear, because how dare she care more about her own feelings than what Kelsey had already suffered?

Twice on the return from the wasteland behind the shops they had stopped, and wept together, fearful of carrying on, bickering, agreeing one second, disagreeing the next, but both times finding the resolve to put one foot in front of the other – albeit slowly – and continuing forward. A walk home that should have taken minutes lasted more than half an hour: if nothing else, Dad was going to be mad at them after warning Sophie to return home with her immediately after she found Kelsey. She thought about lying again, swearing that she couldn’t find her sister at first – but why? It was not as if the issue would be of any importance once they told him about Rorty.

On the path, only a few remaining steps from the side entrance into the kitchen, they stopped. They stood facing each other, staring into each other’s eyes. Kelsey’s were pools of shivering liquid, in which Sophie saw her face reflected. Her image shivered too, but then again, so did her real body. They held hands, and Sophie mouthed a promise that she would shelter Kelsey. ‘Whatever happens next, I’ll protect you.’

What happened next shocked them.

There was a loud scrape and a bellow of fury, several voices rose up, each vying for dominance, and then something smashed, clattered and the door was forcefully yanked open. Josh hurtled over the steps and landed awkwardly on his knees on the unkempt lawn at the side. He staggered up, face as white as the girls’, and he at first looked ready to flee, but then he made an odd motion and grabbed something off the ground and yanked it free of the overgrown grasses. It was a hammer, the wooden haft stained green and slick, the metal head corroded. He held it not like a tool, but as a barbaric weapon. He snarled and swung it as if at somebody emerging from the doorway behind him, but nobody came. He spotted the girls. ‘Go,’ he shouted, ‘just go.’ But too late, the girls rushed to the door to witness the source of the commotion. Dad and Rorty scuffled in the kitchen, locked together, staggering from one place to another, upending dishes and pans, knocking the table about, turning over a chair. Josh pounced back between them, forcing a way past to get inside. ‘I told Dad!’ he screamed, snot flying from his flaring nostrils. ‘I told Dad everything.’ And only then did Sophie realise that she had not only failed her sister, she’d failed her brother as well, because he too had obviously been a victim of the pervert in their midst, but unlike Kelsey, he didn’t have a sister to go to who’d help console him or alleviate any of his pain and suffering. Josh had carried his shame as a seething ember, and it had finally been fanned to flames with Rorty’s reappearance, fanned so hot it had exploded before either girl had got a chance to spill their secret—

Sophie was hit by a series of flashes of comprehension, but there were parts of what happened that she would never clearly recall afterwards. Some things she witnessed visually, others only audibly, where some again she absorbed and understood instinctively. Josh didn’t expound on what he’d told their father, and didn’t need to. Through his telling everything, he most likely would have intimated that he was not the only one used and abused by the horrible monster masquerading as a family friend. Their dad had always proven to be a quiet, calm man, one who would rather avoid conflict than meet it head on, but it had never meant that he was weak. ‘Still waters run deep’ was a saying that their mother had been fond of when describing the manner of Keith Middleham, her second husband. Sophie always thought she meant that his quiet nature was because he was a deep thinker, slightly introverted, and that his buttons were difficult to press, but she understood now that it also meant that he carried his anger deep within him, and when it was released it spilled out as a raging torrent. The way he battled Rorty, Sophie had never seen such fury vented by anyone before.

Rorty was built for brawling, and his bashed-up face and buckled ear indicated he was no stranger to violence. He forced their dad back, throwing solid punches that opened up a cut over Keith’s eyebrow, so that blood poured over his features. But the spill of gore fed their dad’s wrath and he punched back, landing blow after blow, which caused Rorty to shy away and cover his head. Dad roared coarsely, and continued to beat the man, then switched to kicking him, aiming to rupture his groin or break his ribs. In the doorway, the girls held each other back, as each went to help their dad but knew they’d only hinder him. Josh danced behind the fighting men, waving the hammer, hoping for a clear shot at his abuser. Keith halted in his attack. He faced his stepson, raised an admonishing finger and gave a simple command: ‘No.’ This was his fight; it was on him to protect his kids, and didn’t want to endanger any of them while doing so. Josh got the message and backed away a few steps, seething, breathing heavily. Sophie and Kelsey scuttled a few steps forward, locked together, as if they were a symbiotic creature. Keith’s pause was his undoing.

It gave Rorty a chance to regain composure. The ugly creature swept around and buffeted him in the chest with a swipe of a meaty forearm. Keith fell back against the kitchen counters, and weathered the pounding of Rorty’s fists again. Knuckles rammed his gut, smacked his jaw, loosened his teeth. Josh yelled in frustration, and threatened to bash in Rorty’s skull with the hammer, but obeyed his dad’s order to stay out of it. Rorty didn’t care about the rules of engagement; he kicked out at Josh, his booted foot found Josh’s groin and their brother sank down gasping in pain … the hammer slipped from his fingers.

Rorty spotted the girls. His face split in a grin, his own teeth bloody, strands of red saliva loosely stitching his open lips. ‘Ahoy, little snitches! Did you really think this piece of shit was going to protect you from me?’ He snarled, and aimed a kick into their dad’s side.

When he didn’t respond with a return blow, Rorty grasped his hair, yanked his head around torturously and powered in a smashing blow to the side of his bloodied face. Keith sank to his knees. Rorty struck him again.

‘Stop it!’ Kelsey howled.

‘Get off him,’ Sophie shouted.

‘Oh, no,’ Rorty laughed. ‘I’ve only just got started … meep!’

From a pocket, or pouch, or out of thin air for all Sophie could recall after, he spirited his lock knife. It was already open, the blade winking dully under the kitchen lights. He held it up, even as he tightened his fingers in their father’s hair. ‘Remember what I warned I’d do to you all?’ he crowed.

Both girls cried out, even as Josh fought through the nauseating agony in his groin, and scrambled to get to their dad. Again, Rorty kicked out, this time knocking Josh senseless onto his back.

‘Don’t touch my kids again,’ growled their father.

‘And you think you’re man enough to stop me, do ya?’

Rather than instantly slash his throat, Rorty drove the point of his knife into the flesh of their dad’s shoulder. He twisted and grated the blade against bone: Keith roared in torment, but also forced himself up onto one foot. Rorty jabbed again, this time lower, and the blade sank easily a couple of inches into his side.

Sophie disentangled herself from Kelsey and raced forward. There would be little she could do against the monster, but she had to try.

Rorty slashed at her face, missing by a mere hair’s breadth. She fell back with a cry, slipping on broken crockery and ending up seated on her backside, partly under the table. Her gaze met her dad’s. His face was contorted, not with agony alone, bloated almost as he puffed out his cheeks several times, his rage building. With one heel, Sophie kicked the haft of the dropped hammer and it skidded towards him, unnoticed by their abuser who had turned his gloating towards Kelsey. Sophie never heard what he said, or if she did, she didn’t comprehend the words in that moment. It didn’t matter. Her eyes were fixed on her dad’s, and his on hers. He knew from her frank expression that everything he’d come to believe about his friend was true, and that none of his children were safe unless he stopped him. He took hold of the hammer with a slight nod of gratitude, and rapped it wickedly against Rorty’s kneecap. The brute yelped in pain and leapt backwards. Dad spun up and around, following him, heedless of the knife that cut and slashed at his chest, while he beat relentlessly at Rorty’s head and torso. With a swipe of the clawed hammer, he sliced a bloody gash from Rorty’s forehead to a point above his misshapen right ear. The loose skin and hair flapped high as Rorty reared away in pain. Blood poured in a sheet from the scalp wound, huge runnels of it pouring down his forehead and getting in his eyes. His lashes and eyelids were rimmed with clots in seconds.

‘Enough, enough!’ Rorty called, as if it was a game and he could demand a time out.

‘I’ll decide when you’ve had enough, you filthy, child-molesting bastard,’ Keith snarled, and lunged at him once more.

He struck Rorty again and again, and then the previously gloating monster began to cry in desperation, his fingers flicking away the knife, so that he could beg for mercy, and then in the next instant try to fend off another furious flurry of blows. His stained fingertips grew bruised and bloated.

In her periphery, Sophie caught a snapshot of Kelsey. Her little sister was horrified by the levels of violence. Her eyes were so wide they appeared ready to disgorge their orbs, while her fingers plucked and writhed over her lips; a wail of terror was trapped in her throat. Sophie wasn’t as disturbed by Rorty’s undoing – how could she be when it was she who’d deliberately kicked the hammer towards Dad for that very reason? She doubted that Kelsey pitied the monster, any more than she did, it was just the brutality of his punishment that disturbed her so much because it was served by a normally gentle soul that she loved. Sophie looked over at Josh, who had surfaced from his swoon to grin feverishly as they watched their dad beat Rorty’s head until the entire swath of raw scalp flapped loosely over his crushed features and he sank down unmoving onto his back.

Even then, their father wasn’t finished.

He straddled Rorty, peering down with sheer hatred burning in his gaze, and he turned around the hammer and drove the wicked claws through the exposed skull. ‘There, was that man enough for ya? You won’t touch my, or anybody’s kids, ever again.’




TWENTY-NINE

‘You think this is a bloody laughing matter, do you?’

Sophie, Belle and Jude were lined up in the downstairs hallway. Some of their housemates stood on the stairs, openly observing the drama, and without exceptions the others would have their doors cracked open, listening. Billy Burton, in an untucked vest and hastily pulled on jeans, lurched back and forward on bare feet, his unclipped toenails yellow and ragged. He’d forgotten about his glasses on their lanyard, and they hung awkwardly lopsided, angled across the bulge of his pot belly.

‘I don’t think the matter is as serious as you’re making out,’ Sophie responded. She wanted to add, ‘Unless you’d like to explain why this old dump is full of peep holes,’ but it wasn’t the right time to levy any accusations on him.

‘Really, Miss Wade?’ He stabbed a finger at each in turn. ‘All of you have been warned that certain areas are out of bounds. I strictly enforce the rule because they can be unsafe. Maybe it would suit you better if Miss Wannop had broken her ankle or cut herself severely? Would that be serious enough for you then?’

While he postured and brayed and tried intimidating them with threats of eviction, and compensation claims for the damage they’d caused to his property – of which there was none – Sophie couldn’t keep the smirk off her face. In comparison to the threat that Rorty had once posed to her and her siblings, this insignificant excuse for a bully failed to instil trepidation. Fleetingly, in her mind’s eye, she watched Keith Middleham standing over Rorty, hammer in hand dripping blood and brain matter, and she thought that there was nothing beyond issuing weak threats that this pathetic creep could do or say that would cause her genuine concern.

He aimed a scolding eye at Jude. She still hopped occasionally on one foot, alleviating the pressure from what was now proving to be a twisted ankle and a graze, with Sophie and Belle supporting her between them. ‘What if you’d come through the ceiling altogether, eh? Do you have the cash to pay for the repairs, huh, because I doubt my insurance would cover it.’

‘Not a word on whether or not Judith is OK?’ Belle countered. ‘Typically, all you’re interested in is money.’

‘Speaking of which,’ he snapped back, ‘you still haven’t paid this month’s rent, and you’re now a week late.’

‘Only five days,’ she corrected him, spreading her arms wide, ‘and thanks for airing my personal business for everyone to hear.’

‘Everyone here should hear this: I expect to be paid on time, not five days later, or who knows when you’ll next scrape the cash together. Can I expect you to pay me this weekend, eh? No? Then it will be a week that you’re behind, a week and bloody well counting. I’d best see that money soon, young lady, or you’ll be out on your ear.’ He gestured sharply with a thumb over his shoulder, then ensured everyone in the house heard: ‘And that goes for the rest of you. Pay up or get out. There are plenty of other girls itching to rent your places.’

‘We were only trying to get to the bottom of some of the weird stuff that’s been going on—’ Jude began, before Burton snapped full attention to her again.

‘You and your silly bogeyman,’ he scoffed. ‘Are you bloomin’ six years old or something?’

Six years old, Sophie thought, the same age that Kelsey had been when an actual bogeyman inserted its vile presence into her life. Anyway, did it matter the age of any victim, child or adult, when they were being forced to exist in a state of constant anxiety?

‘Do you have any explanation for why there’s evidence in the attic that somebody once stayed there?’ Sophie challenged.

‘Bollocks,’ Burton scoffed, eyes darting, and taking in the reactions of the other girls on the stairs.

Belle argued the point. ‘We found some material, maybe used as a blanket, and cushions, empty food tins and—’

‘Boxes filled with stuff,’ Sophie butted in before she could give away knowledge of the more incriminating evidence contained in the carrier bag.

‘Stuff dumped up there after a tenant skipped out?’ he countered.

Belle shrugged, but knew to stay quiet about the assortment of underwear. Let Burton raise awareness of it first and incriminate himself in the perverted trophy-taking act.

‘How old is this stuff, eh?’ Burton went on. ‘You know that I’ve owned this place for, what, a decade at least now? In all that time there’s been nobody living in the bloody attic. Don’t you think they’d have been discovered before now?’

‘Not if previous tenants stuck so rigidly to your rules for fear they’d be kicked out if they broke them.’ Belle had chewed her gum until it had to be a tasteless almost unyielding wad by then, but it didn’t stop her trying to pop a bubble to punctuate her point.

Ignoring her, Burton said, ‘I’m having a padlock fitted to that hatch and the ladder removed first thing in the morning. Nobody goes in the attic from now on. Got it?’ He glared at each of them, then enforced his instructions with a command. ‘Now it’s after bloody midnight, and high time we were all in our beds. Off you go now, and let’s try and keep the noise down to a bloomin’ minimum for the rest of the night. This is twice in a row you daft girls have had everyone up half the bloody night.’

‘Huh,’ said Jude, angered by how easily he’d written off their concerns. It was one thing ignoring the fact that she’d suffered those scary nocturnal noises, quite another to brush off Elize’s claim of being sexually assaulted in her sleep. She seethed, and for a second Sophie expected the woman to speak up, but she didn’t; instead she turned abruptly away, shrugging off their supporting hands and began a painful hop up the stairs.

‘Dismissed like naughty schoolgirls again.’ Belle snorted.

‘That’s right,’ said Burton. ‘But if you don’t want to be treated like daft, immature brats, stop acting like them.’

‘It wasn’t that when you asked me to dress up in my gym knickers for you,’ Belle muttered under her breath, and Sophie wasn’t totally sure if she was being serious or not. Burton didn’t hear, and perhaps it was for the best. Sophie nudged her with an elbow, indicating they should talk in her room.

‘Ding-ding! School’s out,’ Belle called after him as Burton retreated to his apartment, and again, Sophie had to wonder at the hidden meaning behind her words.

Assisting the limping Jude down the ladder, and then two flights of stairs, had not been easy while harangued all the way by their landlord, and neither of them had been given time to catch their breath. Belle was still wearing her headband, but had unclipped her torch prior to exiting the attic. After shutting her door, she snatched the band off and threw it across her room. The smirk that Sophie had worn during their dressing down had slipped, and she instead felt pressure between her brows.

‘Is he forcing you to—’ Sophie was unable to speak the words.

‘What? Have sex with him? What do you take me for?’

‘You once said he’d more or less insinuated you could pay him your back rent in kind …’

‘I didn’t say whether I took him up on his offer or not,’ said Belle.

‘I’m not judging you.’

Belle exhaled sharply.

‘I’m not,’ Sophie reassured her. ‘I’m just concerned for you.’

Belle shrugged off the subject. ‘Don’t know how I’m going to pay my rent this month,’ she admitted, ‘but it won’t be by getting down with Ebenezer-frigging-Scrooge. You know when I went to visit my parents that time, well, it was in the hope that maybe they could help me out. They claimed to be almost as skint as me, waiting on their benefits to get paid.’ She laughed at the irony. ‘I’d sell photos of my boobs on the internet, but as you can see I don’t have much to brag about in that department.’

‘I’d help you out, but …’

‘I know. You’re struggling to make ends meet, too. I get it.’

‘Maybe I could have a word with Callan and see if—’

Belle stopped her in her tracks.

‘Neither a borrower nor a lender be,’ she quoted at her. ‘If and when the time comes and I can’t pay back your fella, I don’t want money to become a bone of contention between us. We are friends … right, Sophe? I’d prefer to keep things that way.’

‘We are friends. And I understand why you don’t want to borrow cash, but why’s it different from asking your parents for a loan?’

‘Wasn’t expecting it to be a loan from them. I mean, isn’t that what parents do for their kids? Bail them out and a lot more besides.’

Sophie didn’t reply, because instantly her mind had gone back to how Keith Middleham had taken his parental responsibilities to the max, and beaten his kids’ abuser to death. She’d told Belle before that he was currently unreachable, but not that it was because he was still serving a custodial sentence for the voluntary manslaughter of Barry O’Rourtie. Despite the circumstances and the knife wounds he’d received, his initial claim of killing the bastard in self-defence had not held much weight when he’d continued hammering Rorty’s brain to mush after he was unconscious and no longer a threat. In his defence he claimed a loss of control after discovering his friend had molested his children. An unsympathetic judge and jury had found him guilty all the same, and he was sentenced to serve a mandatory custodial term of ten years minimum. Fingers crossed, with parole board backing, he’d be released under licence conditions into the community in the coming year.

Belle seesawed her head. ‘Something will come up,’ she decided. ‘If not, well, I might have to go back to my parents, tail between my legs, and ask for my old bedroom back.’

‘Would it be so bad?’

‘It’d be awful. But I’ve got to be honest with you, Sophe: if Billy Boy keeps on with his threats, I’m going to tell him where he can shove Harclay-frigging-House. Right where the sun doesn’t shine.’

‘I’d miss you if you left,’ Sophie admitted.

‘You’re only saying that because you like eating my biscuits.’

‘That’s a lie,’ Sophie said, then allowed a smile to build. ‘We both know it’s your gingerbread cake that I’m after.’

‘Aah! Speaking of which, I think I’ve got some cake left. I’ll put on the kettle.’

‘Thanks, but it’s getting really late. Maybe we’d better call it a night, eh?’

‘You’re at work in the morning?’

‘Yeah, I’m on an early shift both days this weekend.’ She took out her phone and checked the time. ‘Oof! Later than I thought.’

‘I really should get my act together. Instead of staying in this hovel, under Billy Burton’s stinking rule, I should get myself a decent job and find somewhere better to live.’ Belle studied Sophie for a moment, then added, ‘Unless you really need to be here, I’d advise you to make other arrangements too.’

Sophie tried making light of the advice. ‘Now it sounds as if you’re trying to get rid of me.’

Belle shook her head. ‘Absolutely not. I’d miss you, too. You’re the only thing making life here bearable at the moment.’

Tears shone in the young woman’s grey eyes. ‘You know how I said I’d have loved to have had a little sister, well, there’s probably only a couple of months between us, but I would have really liked a big sister, too.’

Sophie nodded several times, her own eyes brimming, unable to speak. Then she turned for the exit, overcome with emotion, and dashed upstairs.




THIRTY

After finishing work on Saturday afternoon, Sophie was picked up by Callan and he drove them out to the coastal town of Allonby, where he bought ice creams and they walked on the wide sands, the sea almost glass-like in its stillness. The sea was not always as calm; sometimes the tides there could be brutal, and some attempts had been made in recent years to stop the coast from being eroded. Several miles across the Solway Firth, Criffel stood taller than the surrounding hills of southwest Scotland, purple in the evening haze. The sun had already partially set beyond the hill, casting orange and lavender ribbons into an otherwise cloudless sky. It was a lovely evening for a walk with her boyfriend, and Sophie wished that it could last forever.

Out of nowhere she grew maudlin, and surprisingly began to sniffle. She had to disengage her clasped hand from Callan’s in order to pull out a tissue and mop her cheeks.

‘Blooming hell, Sophe,’ Callan said, ‘if I’d known you disliked ice cream that much I’d have bought us fish and chips instead.’

She appreciated his attempt at cheering her up, but just then she didn’t want to be cheerful, rather she wanted to wallow in sentimentality. Belle’s comments about loving to have had a sister were not confused in Sophie’s mind; she totally understood that the young woman was beginning to look upon her as a surrogate for the sister she’d been denied growing up. It was a touching thought, but it had triggered the longing for Kelsey to hit her so hard she’d barely slept a wink all night. Tossing and turning under her duvet, she dreamed of Kelsey, as a child, as a teenager, as an adult, but there had also been times when it had not been Kelsey but Belle, and in her dream state she was her sister. Belle’s face, Belle’s voice, but still Kelsey. She liked Belle, no doubt about it, and genuinely cared for her, but she should never be allowed to replace her sister in her affections. There was, of course, room in her heart for both, but she couldn’t allow her fondness for Belle to overshadow her sister.

They turned towards the barely lapping surf. The tide was out, and the hush of the coming night overwhelmed them.

Sophie’s weeping broke the silence.

‘Hey, hey, hey, what’s wrong? What’s bothering you, love?’ Callan faced her, drawing her into an embrace. She pressed her cheek against his chest, and his shirt grew damp from her tears.

‘I’m OK.’

‘You don’t sound OK.’

‘I am. I’m just having a moment. Please, just hold me a little while longer.’

‘As long as you need,’ he promised.

She wept softly, her body feeling hot, but comfortable and protected in his arms. She wept for Kelsey, and she wept for her mother, she wept for Josh – a rarity, but heartfelt – and she even found that the hoped-for future spent with Callan deserved a tear or two as well. Her emotions were not raw, they were controlled, and eased her, and when she slowly drew out of his embrace, she smiled sadly, but with a lot of emotional weight expunged. She drew the back of her wrist under her nose, then dabbed the tears with the scrunched tissue. ‘I must look like a right state?’

He tilted his head to one side. ‘You look absolutely lovely. Tears on your cheeks suit you.’

‘The snot dripping from my nose, not so much, eh?’

They both laughed, and gently cuffed each other. They clasped hands again and began the stroll back to where he’d parked his car on pot-holed gravel opposite the ice cream shop. During the walk, she told him about what Belle had said, and how it had triggered a powerful surge of grief for everyone she’d lost along the way. The act of grieving, she had discovered, was not solely reserved for those she loved who had died.

That night she had gone back to Callan’s place and they made love, slowly and tenderly, and again she had slept fitfully, but this time her dreams were rose-tinted. Awakening early, he returned her to Harclay House and she quickly prepared for another day’s work. When she got home later that afternoon, she knocked on Belle’s door, clutching a gingerbread cake she’d purchased from the garden centre, and also a couple of bars of chocolate she planned on sharing with her. Belle was not home. Perhaps she had returned to Wetheral in the hope of garnering a bailout from her parents. Sophie tried calling on her friend in the early evening, but again there was no answer. She contemplated calling Callan to come and sit with her, but it had been days since she’d worked out, so she went for a jog alongside the River Eden instead. She pushed hard, feeling the exertion as a burning sensation in her muscles, but it was not totally unpleasant. ‘Feel the burn,’ she encouraged herself, a common motivational phrase heard during gym visits when she’d been a competitive athlete. She pressed through the mild agony, and then found all tightness leaving her limbs and then the going grew almost effortless. The burn became an afterglow of pleasure, and she smiled, at peace in her mind for once, as she pushed towards the final leg of her run. Eden Bridge Gardens appeared before her as the sun dropped behind Carlisle’s skyline, and she swerved towards the path that would take her towards the steps and up onto the road bridge before it grew too dark.

She’d practically forgotten about him.

But there he was.

The creepy stranger with the battered trilby hat and heavy overcoat. He was seated on a bench, feet splayed, cradling a bottle between his knees. He was deep in contemplation, brows lowered, his face darkly tanned, ruddy in places from exposure to other harsher elements than the sun. With the last glimmers of sunlight, his eyes shone brightly, like candlelight reflected in mirrors, as he snatched up his heavy head. Recognising her, his shoulders straightened and his mouth opened in a grin. She came to a halt, unwilling to run past in case he should lunge from the bench to grab her.

‘You look warm,’ he said, and even those innocent enough words sounded wrong. ‘Thirsty? Why not come over here and have a drink with me?’

She shook her head, and took a backwards step.

‘Come on, don’t be shy, girly.’ He raised the bottle and shook its contents to froth. Deliberately, he settled the base of the bottle over his crotch and wagged the bottle in her direction. ‘I’ve plenty left for you.’

With his gruff laughter ringing out, Sophie turned tail and ran. Ordinarily she would have challenged herself by running up the steep grassy embankment, but not this time. She flew up the steps, fearful of looking back in case he was in pursuit. At the top, she could turn left and follow the path back to the crossings, and eventually to Harclay House. But his route from the garden was shorter and he could choose to cut her off, knowing exactly where she lived. She turned to the right, her soles clattering along the pavement as she hurtled along, and then darted across the road and into the grounds of the college. There were other paths taken by students in and out of the grounds, and though she normally avoided them and used the shortest one home, this time she was thankful for a circular route. Her approach to Harclay House was from the opposite direction, with a view all the way down the slope towards the river bridge. Traffic was minimal on a Sunday evening, but there were pedestrians on both sides of the road, none of them, she was relieved to note, wearing a hat and overcoat. She dashed inside, never gave a second thought to knocking on Belle’s door, and bounded up the stairs, taking three at a time. Inside her apartment, she shut and locked the door, forcing the snib tightly in place and testing there was only the minimum of play between door and frame. Then, shaken, she found herself standing at an angle spying out of her bathroom window into the service alley, dreading seeing him. Her breath caught in her throat, her fear confirmed. He was there, head angled upward, eyes glossy, teeth slick with saliva, as he grinned at her.




THIRTY-ONE

Callan shook Sophie awake early on Monday morning. ‘You’d best get up if you’re gonna make it to class on time.’

She groaned and snuggled deeper under the duvet. ‘Just give me another five minutes.’

He grunted in mirth and slipped from under the cover. Naked, he trod to the bathroom, legs aching until he got the blood flowing. He stood at the toilet bowl, splashing loud enough to give Sophie a second wake-up call.

‘That’s better,’ he sighed, hitting the flush button. Last night they’d downed a couple of bottles of cheap plonk, and most of it had sat heavily in his bladder.

He glanced from the bathroom, and Sophie was yet to stir. ‘I’m going to jump in the shower,’ he announced, ‘so you may as well stay there a bit longer.’

She swore at him under her breath, but he took the curse in good humour.

Seconds later, the thunder of running water brought her from under the duvet, face screwed against the incursion of light through the window. She was fully aware of where she was, but couldn’t recall making it to bed. After her run, and fretting over that trilby-hatted weirdo, she’d summoned Callan to her rescue, and his response was to take her back to his place via a convenience store where he’d grabbed a couple of ready meals and more wine than had proved good for her. She was naked, her clothing discarded in an untidy heap on the floor beside the bed. If they’d had sex, she couldn’t remember, and a quick check of the bedding showed it largely creaseless, as if they’d collapsed on the bed side by side and slept like the dead.

Her phone sat on a bedside table. She fumbled it, had to squint to focus her vision, and jerked into action. Unless she got moving, she was going to be late for college.

‘Oh, crap,’ she said, as she snatched her clothes. Why hadn’t she changed into something more appropriate than her running gear before coming to Callan’s, and maybe had the foresight to bring some fresh underwear with her? With no other option, she pulled into her mud-dotted jogging pants and sweatshirt, but wadded her T-shirt, socks and knickers, and sneaked them into Callan’s laundry basket.

Sitting on the edge of the bed, she forced her feet into her trainers. ‘Cal, can you maybe hurry up a bit? I need to go home and change before college.’

He had no chance of hearing over the streaming water. He thudded and squeaked around in the cubicle. Sophie lurched into the bathroom, still wriggling one heel into the crushed back of her trainer. She rapped on the shower cubicle, but he had his face tilted down, water pummelling his hair flat. She opened the door, and jabbed a finger in his gut. He yelped, and she had to steady him to avoid a nasty slip. ‘Bloody hell, Sophe!’

‘I need you to hurry,’ she said.

‘Why don’t you jump in with me, shower here?’ he said, winking lasciviously and cramming backwards to make space.

‘I don’t have anything to wear.’

‘I always find it’s best to shower nude.’ He reached with a soapy hand.

She clucked her tongue, gently pushing his groping fingers aside. ‘You know what I mean.’

‘Why not call in sick, stay with me? We can, y’know, finish what we started, seeing as things didn’t exactly go to plan last night.’

‘Your plan, not mine, I suppose.’

‘Wasn’t me who got naked first,’ he said, then chuckled. ‘By the time I got my kit off you’d zonked out, and being a gentleman I let you sleep in peace. Promise. Honest injun.’

Honest injun. An outmoded, maligned phrase these days, which instantly threw her back to when her brother Josh was an annoying little reprobate with a vocabulary to match. ‘Please don’t say that,’ she whispered.

‘Uh, sorry. Didn’t mean to offend you.’

Sophie blinked at him, unaware she’d spoken aloud.

‘No. It’s not what you said. You just reminded me of Josh … When we were little, I was forever correcting him for his language. Jesus, what a condescending snob I must’ve been.’

‘At least you grew out of it, eh?’

‘Cheeky bugger!’

She lunged inside the cubicle, grabbed the temperature control, and twisted it to cold. He shrieked, and erupted soaking and trailing bubbles as he danced around her, trying to grab a towel. Laughing, she snatched it and darted into the bedroom. He rugby tackled her onto the bed and they rolled together, him laughing, her howling as his wet hands invaded her clothing.

They kissed, and writhed and then settled into each other’s arms.

‘Stay with me,’ he said, staring into her eyes.

‘I can’t, Cal, I have to get to college.’

‘I don’t only mean for today. I mean always.’

‘I … I can’t,’ she said.

He stiffened.

‘Not yet,’ she continued in concession. ‘I’ve still to find—’

He extricated himself from her arms, and sat on the edge of the bed. His shoulders rounded, hands clasped between his thighs. She reached and stroked his damp bare back. He leaned away from her touch. ‘I understand,’ he said, ‘I just hope I’m not going to wait forever.’

‘Callan.’ She sighed.

‘Sorry. I didn’t mean it the way it came out. I really do hope you find Kelsey soon, and …’

‘It’s not just about Kelsey,’ she said. ‘It’s just that, well …’

He waited.

She didn’t speak, hoping that he would figure things out.

He bent and grabbed his clothes and began pulling into them. ‘We’d best get a move on.’

He drove her towards Harclay House without barely a word.

Both sat facing forward most of the journey. A couple of times, Sophie glanced sideways at him, and saw him chewing his bottom lip, forehead creased. His eyes were glassy.

Sophie could take the silence no longer. ‘Do you remember when we were at Talkin Tarn and you asked if we were still OK?’

Panic flared across his features as he snapped round to stare at her.

‘It’s OK,’ she announced. ‘I picked the wrong way to ask that. As far as I’m concerned, we’re still more than OK, Cal. Same for you?’

‘Yeah. Zero doubt.’

‘Yeah. Ditto. Remember you’d got it in your head something was the matter, because we hadn’t slept together, and I explained that I was uncomfortable doing it in my apartment?’

‘When you were convinced you were being watched.’

‘I think we might have found evidence that I wasn’t totally off the mark.’

‘What do you mean? Your landlord’s been perving on you?’

‘Not him. Maybe nobody. But the walls have these voids and shafts, and yeah, you can see through little holes into my bathroom and—’

‘I’ll knock his fucking head off!’

‘Calm down. I don’t think it’s Burton. Belle almost had me convinced we had a poltergeist –’ she clucked her tongue at her foolishness – ‘but it turns out our nighttime prowler is probably flesh and blood.’

‘Who?’

‘I’m not sure.’

‘You think it’s this fucker with the hat?’

She didn’t reply; he was getting riled up, and she didn’t want him going off on one if they crossed paths with the creep en route to the house. Callan, even full of righteous fury, might not be capable of taking on the rough-looking character. He was – in his own words – a lover not a fighter.

‘Why not approach Burton with your evidence or, better still, the police? After what happened with that Elize girl, I’m sure they’ll be interested in what you have to say.’

‘Not yet. If I rock the boat, it will probably end any hope I have of finding something that leads to Kelsey. There are some things troubling me that I’d like to look into first,’ she admitted.

‘Like what?’

‘Remember when we were in the basement?’

‘Creepy arsed place.’

‘When Burton came and knocked us awake the next morning, saying that you’d blocked in his car …’

‘But there was ample space to get past. Yeah. What of it?’

‘You said you’d parked tight up against the coal chute, didn’t you?’

‘That’s right.’

She nodded, and lapsed once more into silence.

Callan glanced sharply across a number of times, but when she didn’t expound, he went back to frowning and concentrating on the road.

‘That’s two things about the basement that don’t make sense,’ Sophie said after a while.

‘Two things? What are they?’

She ignored his question, and instead asked one of her own: ‘How do you feel about coming down to the basement with me?’

He didn’t reply, but chewed his lip more fervently. She didn’t require an answer, knowing full well he’d agree to her plan.

‘We’ll have to wait for the right time, and be careful that Burton doesn’t suspect anything,’ she went on, ‘but I’ve got an idea that should work.’ By removing the ladder and padlocking the hatch, Burton had made further exploration of the attic difficult, and had expressly forbidden them from entering it. He had not banned their use of the basement washer, and Sophie had stockpiled enough dirty laundry to make a trip downstairs appear authentic.




THIRTY-TWO

Belle was not home when Sophie returned from college during her lunch break, or at the end of the day. It maddened Sophie that she had not had the foresight to ask for Belle’s mobile number, but in the short time they had known each other it hadn’t seemed necessary. With no other way of contacting her, she just had to bite her lip and wait. Later in the early evening she wandered down to the ground floor and once more rapped on Belle’s door. No response, but unless she was mistaken there was faint music emanating from inside her room, interspersed by muffled conversation. She put an ear to the door and strained to hear.

It sounded as if a radio or TV had been left on with the volume turned low.

‘Belle,’ she asked, ‘are you home? Can you hear me?’

She knocked on the door again.

Was Belle perhaps in her bathroom, unable to hear her? Or maybe napping, lulled to sleep by the soft music?

‘Belle?’

‘She’s still not home?’

Sophie turned towards the familiar voice. Jude descended the stairs, gamely taking one step at a time. Even from across the hall, Sophie could tell how swollen the woman’s right ankle was. On her left foot she wore a regular trainer, but a sandal with an adjustable strap on the right. With each step down, the sandal flapped loose. Sophie lunged to assist Jude to the bottom.

‘You should have your feet up, not wandering about the house,’ Sophie counselled.

‘I wanted to check on Belle, to see if she was back yet.’

‘I hear music coming from her room,’ said Sophie.

They both eyed her door.

‘That music’s coming from Tricity’s room upstairs,’ Jude corrected her. ‘Trust me, I heard it just now when I was on my way down; it’s much louder upstairs.’

Jude’s explanation for the music was reasonable, and Sophie had no reason to challenge it. She said, ‘Did you happen to speak with Belle before she left?’

Jude sucked in the stud piercing her lip, and nibbled it. After a few seconds, she released it. ‘I haven’t seen her since we got our telling off from Burton the other day. You?’

‘I spent a few minutes in her room afterwards, but it was late and I went upstairs. I haven’t seen or spoken to her since.’

‘You’ve been out a lot,’ Jude said. ‘I’ve knocked on you a few times—’

‘I had work, and then spent some time with my boyfriend.’ Telling Jude she’d practically fled Harclay House for fear the trilby-hatted man might be lurking around would not help alleviate the woman’s anxiety. ‘Today, I was at college.’

‘Huh, OK,’ said Jude, but sounding less cynical than usual.

‘Do you, by any chance, have Belle’s phone number?’

Jude looked at her quizzically. ‘Before last week we didn’t even exchange pleasantries.’

‘Would you believe I don’t even know her full name?’

‘Isabella.’

‘Yeah. I remember Tricity using her first name once. It’s her second name – y’know, her family name – that I mean.’

Jude shrugged. ‘Couldn’t tell you. For the record, if I ever go AWOL, my full name is Judith Anne Wannop.’

‘Sophie Wade.’

After a moment they shook hands.

‘My friends call me Sophe,’ Sophie added.

‘Jude.’

It was a shame their original meeting hadn’t gone as well, but Sophie supposed that Jude’s initial aloofness was due to a lack of confidence rather than surliness. It was an equal shame that they had formally introduced themselves under the circumstances of their other friend’s disappearance.

‘I’ve an idea,’ said Sophie.

Without waiting for Jude, she strode to the bank of letter boxes, and after a quick glance towards Burton’s apartment, she dug into the box allocated to Belle. After a brief root through it, her nails snagged something flattened to the floor of the box, and she drew it out. It was a flyer from a local shop specialising in window blinds, addressed simply to ‘The Occupier’ and Sophie recalled finding one just like it in her letterbox at the beginning of the previous week. Either Belle had missed it or had left it as unimportant when last she’d collected her mail. Sophie put the flyer back where she found it, and turned exasperated to Jude.

‘What if she’s hurt?’ Jude asked.

‘I don’t think she’s in there, but …’ Sophie returned to Belle’s door and banged harder than before. ‘Belle, can you hear me? Belle?’

Jude joined her and kicked the door. ‘Oww! Not my best move.’

She limped away, squirming her previously injured foot around in the sandal. Sophie tried not to laugh.

Jude glared at her from beneath lowered eyebrows, but only for a second before she cracked a smile. Lit up, she looked ten years younger. Sophie returned to the door.

She hammered it with a balled fist.

Belle didn’t answer, but along the hall, Burton’s door swept open. ‘What’s all that racket?’

Sophie didn’t reply. Burton stepped out of his room, bent slightly at the waist as he eyed them. ‘Should have known it would be you lot again,’ he snapped. ‘What the bloody hell are you up to now?’

‘Do you have your master keys handy?’ Sophie asked.

‘What for?’

‘We think Belle might have hurt herself and needs our help.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ he said, and made a half-hearted swipe at the air.

‘We aren’t being daft,’ Jude said, voice strident.

‘Pah! You need to see things from my perspective,’ he said. He limped several steps towards them, but halted when Jude fisted her hips and barred his progress. He snorted, unimpressed. ‘Get out of my way, if you want me to take a bloody look.’

She stood aside, again hopping, and hissing, until she found a less painful stance.

Burton stood directly beside Sophie. His body odour was fishy, and she caught a waft of neck sweat and unwashed hair. She averted her face momentarily, until she felt his hand close over hers, halting further knocks on the door. She swiftly extricated her hand, trying to conceal the revulsion she felt for him since learning of his filthy-minded nature from Belle. A man that would suggest a woman play the role of a schoolgirl for his sexual kicks was almost as low in her estimation as the monster that had ruined her – and her siblings’ – childhood. Almost.

She stepped back, wringing her hands, wiping off his clammy touch. He couldn’t fail to notice. He sneered. ‘Want my help or not?’

‘Do you have your keys?’

He tapped his pocket.

‘Please,’ she said, and indicated the door.

He pulled out the huge bunch of keys, all of them colour-coded, and worked through them until he found a match for the blob of paint on the door lock. Inserting the key, he looked over his shoulder at the women, in no hurry to turn it. Sophie would swear later his poorly concealed smile was one of victory.

‘Belle, if you can hear us, we’re coming in,’ Sophie called, and Burton took the prompt. The lock snicked open and the door swung inward, hinges groaning.

As he wriggled the key loose, Sophie and Jude pushed past him into the room. There were no lights on, but enough daylight remained to see clearly by.

‘Oh?’ said Sophie.

‘Huh,’ Jude grunted.

‘You’ve got to be bloody kidding me?’ Burton growled.

Sophie’s gut fluttered as she stared around the living area. Through several visits with her friend, the surroundings had grown familiar to her, but now they felt … sterile.

All of Belle’s personal trinkets, soft furnishings and ornaments were gone.

Her artistically arranged paintings had been removed. Fainter spots on the wallpaper showed where they had previously hung, and there were empty spots on a dresser and coffee table where family photographs had proudly been displayed before.

Unaware of how Belle had personalised her apartment, Jude was initially unaware of the reality. She limped towards the bathroom, in case their housemate had perhaps slipped and knocked herself senseless in the shower.

‘She’s gone,’ Sophie announced before Jude reached the bathroom. The older woman frowned at her announcement, but made a cursory check anyway. When she came out, she nodded gently.

Sophie rounded on Burton.

He met her glare, his lips writhing. Beyond his colourless gaze something darker slithered. ‘Well blow me down,’ he growled, ‘the sneaky little tart has only gone and done a moonlight flit. Shoulda known somethin’ like this would happen when she owed all that back money.’

‘Don’t call her that,’ Sophie warned.

‘Why not? You expect me to speak fondly of a stinking bitch who has done a runner still owing me hundreds?’ He puffed out his chest, aiming a gnarly finger at them in turn. ‘Neither of you had better get any funny ideas either, and better pay up on rent day.’

‘You made me pay a deposit, don’t forget,’ said Jude. ‘So I’m always a month in advance.’

Sophie too, but she didn’t mention it.

‘Your deposit is to cover for damages,’ Burton stated, ‘not for covering back rent.’

‘I haven’t caused any damages,’ said Jude.

‘There’s bloody time yet,’ he snorted, and leered at her sore foot. ‘How do I know what kind of mischief you daft buggers will get up to next.’

‘We are not daft and we are not buggers,’ Sophie growled. ‘And Belle isn’t a stinking bitch. You should learn to show a bit of respect to people you expect to pay to live under your roof.’

‘Feel free to fuck off any time you like,’ he snapped, ‘as long as you’re paid up to date. Like I said, there’s plenty of other lasses crying out for cheap digs around here. I’ll have your rooms filled again by the end of the week.’

Seething, Sophie looked away. Her gaze fell on the tiny kitchenette where Belle had kept her kettle and cups. The bread bin was partially open. When Sophie drew closer, she could see an item was inside, and a chill slithered up her spine. Belle had laid out a gingerbread cake, the identical brand that Sophie had enjoyed with her when first they’d met. She didn’t believe that her friend had left it behind deliberately on the off chance that Sophie would find it.

She said nothing about the cake, but turning back to Burton she asked, ‘I remember now you once called her Miss Gobby, but that was when she was winding you up. What is Belle’s real second name?’

‘Why?’

‘What is Belle’s second name?’ Sophie repeated bluntly.

‘Cameron. Why do you want to know?’

She nodded sharply and aimed for the exit. ‘Jude, d’you want to come with me?’

Jude darted a look at Burton. He sneered, but she’d already made up her mind. ‘I’ll be damned if I’m staying here with him.’

‘Pair of daft buggers,’ Burton muttered before they were out of earshot. Then he chuckled dryly in self-gratification.




THIRTY-THREE

‘You just want me to keep driving around on the off chance you might spot her?’ Callan gripped the steering wheel, hunching down so he had a wider view through the entire windscreen. Not that it would help, because it would be unlikely for Belle to be hovering several metres in the air above the rhododendron bushes lining the roadsides.

It was the late afternoon following Sophie’s discovery that Belle had moved out, and Callan had collected her directly from college. All attempts she’d made to locate her friend by interrogating social media and their other housemates had failed. As Callan drove them around Wetheral, she used the internet function on her smartphone to try to pin down Belle’s family home. ‘I’ve tried searching for her parents’ address, but nothing has come up in the name Cameron,’ Sophie told him.

‘How long have they lived in the village?’ Callan asked, trying to narrow things down. ‘If they’re long-time residents, maybe a knock on any door will get you their address.’

‘I don’t know, but I’m doubtful they live in any of the grander houses … According to Belle, she’s a housing association kid, and her parents aren’t well off.’

‘Define “well off” around here,’ he said. There was an eclectic mix of building styles with older Victorian and Georgian mansions sitting alongside ultra-modernistic homes. The streets were leafy, gardens walled. Here and there smaller plots were off-set, and the houses upon them less grand, but even they probably commanded an extortionate purchase price.

Driving aimlessly, Callan took them towards the tiny railway station serving the village. There were no passengers or staff about. He spun his car around and headed towards the heart of the village. Years ago, Belle had attended a birthday party held at an upscale restaurant off the village green; possibly there would be somebody about they could enquire with. Callan took them to a hotel instead. ‘I was just thinking, an establishment like this probably employs a lot of the younger residents of the village before they move away to uni or whatever. There’s a possibility they know your friend Belle from when she was younger and where we can find her.’

‘Not a bad idea,’ Sophie concurred.

A stylised royal crown hung over the front door. Four stars.

‘You want me to go in and ask?’ Callan offered.

She paused a second too long, and before she could stop him, Callan threw open the car door and bustled out, trailing the seat belt. He disappeared inside the hotel. Personally, Sophie had not wished to get any third parties involved beyond Callan and Belle’s parents, because she had no idea what – if anything – Belle’s sudden disappearance might signify. After all, it was only days since Belle had expressed her desire to get away from Harclay House and change her future prospects for the better, not to mention encouraging Sophie to do likewise. Maybe leaving had been on the cards and their heartfelt conversation about sisters was her way of saying goodbye, without actually letting on that she planned on flitting and reneging on her debt to Burton. Sophie couldn’t imagine why Belle would be worried about coming clean with her; it was not as if she was about to run and inform the horrible man.

Callan returned before long. He wore a mystified expression, a look he’d perfected around Sophie as part of his oft-times flustered, goofy persona. He exaggerated a shrug that saw his shoulders almost touch his ears. Then, sliding into the driving seat again, he said, ‘Nobody I spoke with knew her, but some old feller mentioned somebody called Benjamin Cameron, apparently Liv and Big Benny Cam’s lad.’

‘Ben,’ Sophie confirmed. ‘Belle said she had an older brother called Ben, a soldier.’

‘There you go, then.’ Callan grinned. ‘Problem solved. The old feller says Liv and Benny live, and I quote: “Ower on’t crofts, ower thee-ah.” From the way he pointed west, I took it he was being literal.’

Nodding over her phone screen, Sophie matched the old man’s directions to a map of the village. ‘Oh yeah,’ she said. ‘There are a couple of “croft” roads named on here that could be the right one.’

‘Let’s do this then.’ Callan drove while she directed him back onto the main route through the village and then off to the left. The first possible match was their first left, while option number two was barely fifty metres further along. ‘At least we know we’re in the general area now,’ Callan said.

‘I know, but I’m having second thoughts about approaching her parents now. I mean, what if they’ve no idea that Belle has left Harclay House and she hasn’t informed them yet? Do I need to cause them undue worry?’

Callan stopped the car, tight to the pavement adjacent to the first of several bungalows in view on the croft. He looked over at her. ‘You and I both know that this is as much about Kelsey’s disappearance as it is Belle’s. Only an idiot would fail to spot the similarities between the way they both’ – he made air quotations with his fingers – ‘“supposedly” ran away from Harclay House while owing money. Leaving the house and deliberately failing to leave a forwarding address is one thing, but for either of them to then avoid all contact with their friends and family is stretching believability to the breaking point. Yeah, it “could”’ – again he made quotation marks in the air – ‘happen, but the likelihood is next to zero. If you don’t want to check with Belle’s parents first, then let’s go straight to the police station. After what recently happened there with that Elize girl, I’m sure they’ll take a closer look at the goings on at Harclay House than they did when you reported Kelsey missing.’

‘What exactly am I going to tell them?’ she asked.

He sucked in his bottom lip, thinking about it. She’d told him what their previous investigations had turned up in the attic, and the voids behind her walls. He see-sawed his head, then offered, ‘Tell them that you think there’s been foul play?’

‘In what shape? That we found historical evidence of a Peeping Tom?’

‘I’d phrase it differently, like “knicker sniffer”, but I suppose that might sound a bit crude.’ His humour failed miserably, causing her to shudder. ‘Sorry,’ he added. ‘That was uncalled for.’

‘No, it’s just that I don’t really know if there’s been any funny business. Yeah, there’s evidence of some mucky bugger once phrogging in the attic, but it looks as if it was probably years ago. We’ve heard suspicious noises and—’

‘There was that time you thought somebody had been in your room and moved your phone.’

‘Yeah,’ she said, sounding short and exasperated. She had largely forgotten about and more or less written off that event. Now he’d brought it to mind, she had to reassess that maybe the phrogger had been lodging undiscovered within Harclay House more recently than the evidence suggested. Maybe Elize had not suffered a drunken nightmare … Maybe Jude’s bogeyman had whispered her name. She shook her head. Not in denial, but in indecision. ‘I can’t go running to the cops without checking with her parents that she hasn’t moved home. If she hasn’t, then the decision to involve the police should really begin with them, don’t you think?’

Without answering, he got out of the car.

He stood waiting on the road, while she peered up at him through the insect-dotted windscreen.

‘You coming then?’ he asked. ‘If some of these folks are old, they might not feel comfortable opening the door to a strange young man.’

‘Strange being the operative word,’ she answered, and this time her attempt at humour failed too. Cringing at her misplaced quip, she unclipped her seatbelt and stepped out onto the pavement.

‘Do you want me to come to the door with you or just wait at the gate?’ he asked.

‘Come with me. Please.’

They approached the first bungalow. Callan trailed a step behind, so that anyone peering out of a window or viewing a Ring camera would see her approach first.

An elderly woman answered Sophie’s knock. She was pleasant, though a bit vague on details, and unhelpful. They moved on, deeming it a waste of their time trying the next house along – surely the first woman would know her neighbours – and instead approached the third bungalow, where the road took a slight bend. Nobody answered her knock and they moved on. On the opposite side of the road, making the most of the last rays of sun, a middle-aged woman was in the front garden, tending flowers. The lawn had been mowed to perfection. She wore a floppy hat decorated with butterflies and a blouse with polka dots. Her denim shorts were knee length, and her feet shod in walking boots and thick woollen socks. Bent over, clipping delicately at a spray of lavender, she spotted them approaching. Without rising she aimed a smile at them, eyes crinkling in mirth. ‘If you’re selling something, I probably already have two and don’t need a third,’ she announced.

Sophie returned her smile. ‘We are actually looking for a friend’s house and wondered if you could help.’

Rather than mention Belle, or even Benjamin Cameron, Sophie went directly with the names Callan had learned. ‘Do you possibly know where Liv and Big Ben, uh, Cam, live?’

‘You’re looking for Olivia and Ben Cameron?’

‘I, uh, assume so. I’m actually a friend of their daughter, Belle.’

The woman straightened, the top of her hat barely reaching Sophie’s eyeline. Touching a gloved hand to her breastbone, she announced, ‘I would be Liv Cameron, though I don’t know who told you my husband goes by the name Big Ben.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to offend …’ Sophie squirmed for a nanosecond, before noting that Liv’s eyes had crinkled in amusement at the name. Now that the shadow of her hat brim had shifted, her face was familiar, seen several times by Sophie in the photographs previously displayed in Belle’s room.

‘Sorry for that,’ Callan interjected. ‘I was given your names by an old farmer-type drinking in the hotel bar.’

‘Ha! That’ll be La’al George … he likes to pull people’s legs, that one. He’s a big lump, but was referred to as Little, or La’al George as a boy, his father being Big George, and the name stuck. My Ben – no taller than I am – once called him by his nickname, and “little” George hasn’t let him forget.’ She chuckled. To be polite, Sophie joined in, although she didn’t really find it amusing.

As if spotting her disingenuity, Liv sobered quickly. ‘So you’re friends with my Belle, are you?’

‘Well, I am. I’m Sophie. This is my boyfriend, Callan.’

Callan squeezed out a smile, whereas Sophie thought it appropriate to offer a hand.

‘No offence,’ said Liv, ‘but I’ve just been digging through the compost heap … I’m not sure you’d wish to take my hand.’

Sophie wasn’t offended, but with her hand left hanging, she didn’t immediately know what to do with it. She slowly withdrew it, and gently patted her thigh. ‘I don’t know if Belle has mentioned me to you before, but—’

Liv gave a dismissive shrug. ‘She rarely tells me a thing, these days. Never comes around unless she’s after something.’

A tiny sliver of ice formed in Sophie’s gut. She had not expected such a blunt or snarky response.

Sophie looked past the beautifully tended garden to the expensive-looking bungalow – not what she had expected from Belle’s claim that her parents were living off benefits – and could see no sign of movement within. ‘So, she isn’t staying here, then?’

‘Huh, that’ll be the day.’ Swiftly Liv’s demeanour had changed, and Sophie was having trouble keeping up. ‘She moved to some dump in town, and I told her then, she’d made her bed—’

‘Harclay House?’ Sophie butted in, for clarity.

‘Yes. How that hovel has been allowed to fall to pieces in a lovely area like Stanwix, I’ll never know. I warned her not to come running back here with her tail between her legs—’

‘Are you aware …’ About to mention that Belle had left the house, Sophie suspected that it would not be the right thing to do at that given moment. She adjusted her question. ‘Of her current mobile number? I had it, but seem to have accidentally wiped it from my contact list.’

Liv eyed her suspiciously. She was not easily deceived. ‘I find that a little hard to believe, young lady. Wait a minute, are you two some sort of bailiffs trying to track her down? I understand that Belle’s struggling with debt, but as irresponsible as she is, if you expect me to give her up, you’ve got another think coming.’

Sophie was unsure whether to try laughing off the accusation, or argue vehemently against it. In the end she was too stunned for either response. In a small voice, she said, ‘I’m just her friend.’

‘So why hasn’t she mentioned you before? What did you say your name was? Sophie?’

‘That’s right. Sophie Wade. I, uh, also live at Harclay House. We only met a couple of weeks ago but have become friends since. Belle hasn’t been home for a few days and, well, the truth is, I was beginning to wonder if there was something the matter.’

‘Why would there be anything wrong?’ Despite her diminutive stature, Liv seemed to grow in presence. Her eyes were as grey as her daughter’s, but as sharp as knapped flint. ‘Wait a minute! What has really brought you here? Does she owe you money? If that’s the case, you’ve come to the wrong place, because I’m giving you nothing. When she moved out on her own, I warned her that the bank of mum and dad was permanently closed.’

Sophie lowered her head.

Callan stirred behind her, and she almost turned to usher him back to the car, except Liv was not finished. She seemed to blow hot and cold with each flick of an eyelid. ‘I suppose it would do no harm to give you her number. If you are a bailiff, then maybe you can get an affordable payment plan worked out with her and she won’t have to live like a dog in that kennel forever.’

I’m just her friend, Sophie was about to reiterate, but she kept those words to herself. Why argue when Liv was prepared to give her what she sought, even if the woman’s motive was wrong?

‘Give me a minute.’ Liv walked away, her boots clomping on the path to the house.

‘Is she nuts?’ Callan whispered as soon as Liv disappeared inside. ‘Or just a bitch?’

‘I think the term’s “disappointed”. She expected more from her daughter than to leave home, jobless, and live in a dump like Harclay-frigging-House. I’m surprised she’d give me the time of day after admitting I live there too, let alone give me Belle’s number.’

‘Yeah, about that …’ he began, but caught the thought before it was fully formed.

Sophie crowded close up to him, keeping her voice low. ‘Does that bungalow look like council property to you?’

‘Looks as if it might cost a lottery win to buy one like it. Especially here.’

‘Agreed. So why would Belle—’

Callan tapped her wrist, alerting her to Liv’s swift return. She must only have gone inside the entrance vestibule to find her daughter’s telephone number. She walked down the path, wafting a yellow Post-it note with a series of digits written on it. ‘Here, and good luck in getting her to answer. I’ve tried a dozen times … of course, that’ll be because she would recognise my number and decline to answer. It’s a different story when she wants something.’

Sophie didn’t push the conversation further. She accepted the note with a smile and nod, which went unreciprocated.

‘Cheers,’ Callan added.

Liv perked up again. Her face crinkled. ‘I’d best be getting back to my garden before those weeds grow knee high. Umm, maybe if you are Belle’s friend, we might see each other again.’

‘I am Belle’s friend,’ Sophie assured her, but kept her following words to herself: ‘But if I ever see you again it will be too soon, you horrible person.’

Back in Callan’s car, Sophie bent over her phone, transcribing the number on the note into her contact list. She attributed it to Belle Cameron, before deleting her family name and typing Belle-Belle. ‘Should I call her now?’

‘Something got me wondering back there,’ Callan confessed. ‘Why did Belle tell you she grew up on a housing estate? Her parents are obviously better off than she admitted to. What if she lied to you about other stuff too and Belle isn’t as much of a friend as she made out? It’d explain why she never left a forwarding address or phone number with you.’

‘I’ve been wondering, too,’ said Sophie, and told him about Billy Burton’s comments regarding the invoices she’d leafed through in the basement, and how he’d made it sound as if Callan had informed him.

Callan shook his head.

‘I know it wasn’t you. You weren’t even there when I looked through them, I was with Belle at the time.’

‘Why tell him about that, though, such an inconsequential thing? Think she was maybe trying to win brownie points with him?’

Belle would never try currying favour with him.

‘No. I don’t believe it was her,’ she decided. ‘I trust her. She has absolutely no love for that man and no reason to tell him what we were doing.’

‘Then who was it?’ Callan asked, but Sophie had already come to a decision and hit the call button.

Liv claimed to have tried contacting Belle a dozen times with no success; Sophie made it a full baker’s dozen before giving up, and by then they were back at Harclay House.

Callan indicated the pavement. ‘Am I just dropping you here or …?’

‘Drive into the service alley.’

‘Despite Burton’s dire warning?’ He grinned in rebellion. ‘Or because of it?’

‘There’s something I want to check, and I need you with me.’




THIRTY-FOUR

Leaving plenty of room to drive another vehicle past, Callan brought his car to a halt. ‘Does right here work for you?’

‘Right here’s fine,’ Sophie confirmed.

Seated on the left, she was adjacent to the coal chute he’d described parking next to when allegedly blocking Burton in. She had expected it to be bigger, with a set of double doors that could be flung open and bags of coal tipped directly from the back of a horse-drawn cart into the basement. Instead, she saw something that amounted more to a trap door, set vertically into the red-brick wall. It was an original fixture, formed of tongue-and-groove wooden planks, painted royal blue, set into a matching wooden frame. The access door, a possible security risk in the modern era, was secured with a hasp and padlock which would prove a feeble obstacle to any determined burglar. She had no need to get out for a closer look, but she did. Callan alighted the vehicle, sliding around past the bonnet to join her at the chute.

‘What are you looking for?’ he asked.

Sophie’s head tilted one way then the other as she inspected the door. Under her touch, she could feel that the door had been painted several times over its history, and was thick with older layers that had bubbled and flaked over time. The hasp and padlock were more recent additions. The brass lock had a spot of purple, colour-coded to a key that wasn’t included on her key fob. She turned the lock up, and found that the keyhole was protected from the elements by a rubber cover. She flicked it aside and peered at the keyhole. It had grown dim in the lee of the house as the evening encroached, but it was still light enough to make out shiny scratches around the keyhole.

Callan leaned in for a closer appraisal.

Sophie allowed him to inspect the lock, brushing past him and walking towards the rear of the house. Unsure what it was she had been looking for, Callan dropped the lock and followed like a well-trained dog. She paused at the corner, peering around and into the back lot. The garden was as untended as its counterpart at the front, with dull, lifeless grass rearing in spiky tufts through what Sophie thought might be compacted cinders. Also there were stringy shrubs left to grow wild, and a series of holly bushes forming an impenetrable boundary between the service alley – the wall behind them an unnecessary and neglected feature – and a row of colourful wheeled bins, each designated for different forms of recycled rubbish. A pile of bulging plastic bags was dumped haphazardly at the bases of the bins, one pecked open by the birdlife and litter scattered around like confetti at an ogre’s wedding.

‘What are you looking for?’ Callan probed again, leaning past her. He scowled at the strewn rubbish.

She nodded at a bare patch of dirt.

Callan raised his eyebrows.

‘Burton is out,’ she explained.

‘Yeah,’ he agreed. There was no sign of Burton’s Ford Mondeo. ‘Maybe I should move my car before he gets back.’

‘It’s probably for the best. Once you’ve parked, will you come back here with me?’ Sophie asked.

‘Of course, love. What’s on your mind?’ For once he didn’t give a suggestive wiggle of his eyebrows.

She didn’t reply, too deep in thought.

She stepped further into the garden, attaining a better angle to look up at the house. The roof overhung the walls by half a metre, sections of cast iron guttering hanging precariously in places and overflowing with moss in others: during a downpour the rain must stream unchecked over the edge. Leaning further back, she followed the slope of the roof higher. An ornamental, circular turret extended upward from the roof, and she couldn’t line it up with any feature she had noticed during her two expeditions into the attic. Frowning, she looked towards where Callan had started his car, about to reverse towards the main road. When she measured the width of the house from the back exit the girls used to reach the rubbish bins, to the near corner, it seemed as if the house took on extra dimensions. Of course, her mind was filling the place with voids and tunnels and shafts that could not possibly have been incorporated into the structure when it was originally built. As Callan manoeuvred out of the lane, she returned to the coal chute and again touched fingertips to the wooden door. She learned nothing new through stroking it. Again she picked up the lock and pushed aside the rubber cover. The lock was no less scratched, the marks bright. If there was a blind wall behind the door, why had the lock seen such frequent activity?

A scuff of feet on dirt.

Heart leaping, she dropped the lock and spun around. Already Callan was out of sight, and it would be ten or more minutes before he would make it back from the nearest car park at the leisure centre – although she hoped he’d find an available spot much closer on one of the side streets. Whoever had caused the sound of footsteps was also out of sight, and she shrugged it off as an innocent sound that had been carried from the main road, misinterpreted.

She was tempted to return to the front and wait for Callan there. But she should make the most of the time while Burton was absent to do some more digging around. She returned to the rear garden and picked a route past the strewn litter towards the back door.

She tested the door. It opened a crack. But rather than enter, she shut it again. Billy Burton had not obeyed his own strict rule about keeping the doors locked when leaving on an errand this time. If she was a vindictive person, she might bank his mistake to use against him another time. She smirked at the idea of throwing his rules back in his face, but doubted it would ever happen. For all her faults – granted they were minor ones, in her opinion – she couldn’t be described as catty. Vengeful, unforgiving, grudge-bearing, yes, but never catty.

Burton usually parked his Ford on the patch of flattened cinders directly outside the back door. During inclement weather there was only a short distance to cross to get under cover again. But Sophie thought his parking spot was chosen more because he could keep an eye on his car from the windows of his apartment. He had access to both interconnected apartments on either side of the stone stairs, but spent most of his time in the one to the right, to the rear of the house, furthest away from the noisy road. When signing her tenancy agreement, she and Callan had both been invited into his living space-cum-office, but there were other rooms adjoining it she had not seen inside and had no desire to at the time. She took a sneaky peek now, finding a chink between the venetian blinds he’d lowered over the nearest window. She spied into a dour space, barely lit, but whatever she had hoped to find, it was not in there. Moving further along, she found another window, but the glass was frosted, indicating a toilet or bathroom beyond. She had no interest in seeing either. Harclay House adjoined a neighbouring property, being at the end of a terrace. Years ago, a gated archway would have given access to the rear of the next house along, but somebody had bricked it up for privacy’s sake. The wall extended eight feet tall from the back of the house and met the boundary wall twenty feet distant.

In the deepening shadow of the wall, she paced backwards, peering upwards until she was far enough back that her neck didn’t ache. Again she calculated where her room was situated, and grunted in confusion. There was a bay window in her living space towards the front, and the sash window in her bathroom overlooking the service alley where Callan had driven them in, but definitely not a third window situated over the back garden. The glass was grimy and dotted with bird droppings. Inside some type of yellowed card or lining paper covered the warped panes. Briefly she wondered if the mysterious window was connected to another stairwell, similar to the one that originally accessed the attic, another feature of the house now hidden from within by a false wall.

‘What else are you hiding?’ she demanded of the old house.

She didn’t expect an answer. One never came. But there was a clunk and a dull thump from somewhere. A check around didn’t bring the sources of the noises to light, but they were unimportant anyway, and reminded her that Harclay House played with noises around its exterior very much as it did internally. If she listened carefully, she could hear the individual cars passing on the main road, and a lorry, rattling and growling as it pushed up the hill towards the traffic lights.

She checked her phone, hoping that Belle had perhaps noted a number of missed calls and made some attempt at returning a call, a message, anything, but of course there was nothing. Belle did not know Sophie’s number; perhaps she had assumed it was Burton or some other person chasing her to recoup unpaid debts and was purposefully avoiding replying to them. With that in mind, she typed out a text message and sent it instead, hoping that through it her friend would get in touch. However, she knew instinctively that it was a waste of time and energy, as much as all her attempts at contacting Kelsey had proved.

Sliding her phone into a pocket, she again peered up at the mysterious window. The lowering sun cast an orange glow over the upper levels of the house, painting the roof tiles and the window glass with hues of fire. For the briefest moment, Sophie would swear that there was a flicker of movement beyond the orange glow, as if somebody within had peeled back the paper coverings to disclose the darkness within. Exhaling sharply, she stepped backwards several times, trying to get a clearer view of the window. Sharp, spiny grasses dug into her calves and ankles, and she hissed in discomfort and had to dance aside to avoid further injury.

When she looked again, the setting sun reflected too brightly to discern anything else. She turned aside to blink swarming spots from her vision.

Returning to the coal chute, she again studied it. The third time was not the charm. The hatch didn’t divulge anything more than that which she already suspected. She considered taking Callan’s advice and involving the police. But what if she was concerning herself needlessly, and Olivia Cameron had spoken some hard truths concerning her wayward daughter? Last time, when reporting Kelsey’s disappearance, she had been firmly warned to beware crying wolf.

Callan returned, ruffled and out of breath.

‘Did you run back?’ she asked.

‘Didn’t want to leave you here alone,’ he said, while straightening his rucked-up sweater.

She guessed he’d been forced to drive over the bridge and park at the leisure centre after all. He’d made good time in returning, for which she was thankful.

She touched his hand, and without further encouragement he entwined his fingers with hers and pulled her gently in for a kiss.

‘Thanks for doing this with me,’ she told him.

‘I still don’t know exactly what it is that you’re up to … but, hey! I’m your man.’

‘You sure are.’ This time she kissed him, a quick peck on the cheek, then she urged him to turn around and head for the front with a fond tap to his bottom. She withdrew her keys, and let them in.

They paused in the hallway under the mosaic of tiles depicting the house’s legend. It cast Sophie’s mind back to Belle’s explanation of how the house was named for an executed man, and it struck her that Belle had been well read, a receptacle of other facts and anecdotes she occasionally spilled out; the girl was more learned and intelligent than appearances might first have indicated, and she had to consider that part of Belle’s brash character was an act, designed to detract from any expectation laid upon her by an overbearing mother. A pang speared her; she missed Belle so much in that instant, almost as much as she missed her little sister.

Unbidden, Callan made for the stairs.

‘Hold on,’ Sophie said, ‘we aren’t going up yet.’

When he looked at her, she was pointing down.

‘You really want to visit that stinking pit again?’ he asked, and gave an exaggerated shudder of disgust.

‘I do. But wait a sec.’ Without explaining, she darted on cat feet towards Burton’s apartment, and set an ear to his office door. She was confident he wasn’t home, but it paid to be doubly sure. Who knew? His car could have broken down the last time he was out and been towed to a garage for repair. She heard nothing, except for sound filtering from the floors above.

On her way back to Callan, her steps faltered slightly outside Belle’s room. ‘Where are you, Belle?’ she whispered under her breath.

‘Want me to go down first?’ Callan offered, his fingers around the door handle.

‘If you wish.’

He opened the basement door and peered down into the darkness. He exhaled, a stutter of apprehension. Sophie reached past him and pawed on the light. The dim glow from the cobweb-covered bulb did little to dispel the creepy atmosphere. Callan took a gentle nudge in his lower back to take the first step down. As he descended, Sophie followed close behind, spying around the walls, seeking to see over the tops of the stacked furniture. Nothing untoward stood out.

‘Ah, you dirty little—’ Callan swiped at his face and flapped his hand, trying to dislodge a sticky strand of web. Sophie thought it best to stay silent about the webs stuck in his hair and the spider crawling on his shoulder.

At the bottom, Callan’s instinct was to continue towards the washer-dryer. Sophie turned back on herself and faced the hatch on the wall. Had they been mistaken in assuming it marked the foot of the dumbwaiter shaft, and had instead found where the old coal chute once let in? No. Absolutely not. They were set in walls that were diagonal to each other.

As she approached the hatch, she heard Callan rummaging through drawers, and was reminded again that somebody must have told Burton about her finding the invoices, but who could it have been other than Belle? Unless … 

‘Callan, give me a hand over here, please.’

He joined her. ‘Whassup?’

‘I need you to keep a listen out while I open this.’

‘I can listen and help at the same time.’ Without waiting for a response, he leaned past her, easily reaching over the stacked furniture, and began yanking at the covering. It was stubborn to move, but he didn’t give up, grabbing one corner and literally tearing it free.

Sophie tensed, expecting a racket as the board peeled off the screwheads. But other than a slight squeal of resistance, the board peeled loose, and before Callan set it aside, she saw that it had not been screwed over the hatch: an interlocking oblong of wooden beading had been fitted to the larger board so that it could be pressed snugly into the opening to seal it.

While he placed the hatch down safely, Sophie clambered past him, one knee on top of the cupboard. Under her fingers she felt grime, but also patches devoid of grit, as if wiped clean. She couldn’t swear that Belle had not wiped the top when inspecting the hatch that time, but she didn’t believe so. Then again, any one of their other housemates could have been down in the basement since and poked around as she had. A few clean spots did not necessarily add up to the fact that somebody had climbed into the shaft by that route, but Sophie felt certain they had. Poking her head into the shaft, she had to close her eyes momentarily, protecting them from disturbed dust drifting down the shaft from above. Carefully testing, she squinted first, then opened her eyes fully when nothing filtered through her eyelashes. Her angle made seeing all the way to the top difficult, so she twisted around, placing her backside on the counter. Callan supported her, hands on her hips to steady her as she ducked inside and inspected the shaft. At the top, Belle had broken a few rungs, but at its lower points the ladder she spotted appeared much sturdier. Here and there needles of light speared the shaft, and she understood that the majority of them would be emerging from nigh-on invisible cracks and holes in the walls, but had some of them been manually widened to allow a voyeur to peer into the rooms beyond?

The ladder and peepholes were not recent proof that Jude’s bogeyman within the walls was real, but Sophie wouldn’t bet against it. Nothing could be gained from climbing higher, so she tapped Callan’s supporting hands and he drew her out of the hatch, and helped steady her as she straightened up. The look on her face probably spoke volumes, and Callan was astute enough to deduce its meaning. She wiped her hands clean of red brick dust, then aimed at the outer wall. ‘Notice something?’ she asked.

‘I noticed something wrong the first time we were down here, I just couldn’t put a finger on what troubled me at the time,’ he said. ‘The dimensions of the room are off by a long shot.’

In unison they said, ‘That’s a false wall.’
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The bulb flickered, casting a juddering shadow across Callan’s dumbfounded face as he blinked back at her. Sophie felt her mouth hanging open, and had to make a mental effort to shut it.

‘Do we go to the police now?’ she asked in a hushed voice.

‘I think we should.’

Sophie shook her head gently, recalling the warning against crying wolf. ‘Let’s just take a quick look and if we find anything incriminating, we’ll back out and phone the cops.’

Callan said nothing. His eyes bulged slightly.

Sophie asked, ‘OK?’

He nodded, but again without replying.

They dithered in front of a large wardrobe after Sophie had tugged open its doors. It was a huge, sturdy thing, made of mahogany, set on bowed legs, with room enough inside to store both a lady’s and gentleman’s array of clothing. The open doors, each fitted on the inside with full-length vanity mirrors, flanked them as they peered into the wardrobe’s depths. The back had been removed and beyond it a bare portion of the wall had been chiselled open, forming a hole through which a man could easily crawl unhindered.

‘What are the chances we’ll find Narnia through there?’ Callan wheezed, but under the circumstances his quip fell flat.

Sophie dreaded what they might find.

In the same instant, she hoped to find exactly what she sought, and the contradiction made her both nauseous and hopeful by equal measure.

She stooped, and made to step forward into the wardrobe.

Callan clutched her.

‘I should go first,’ he said.

She shook her head. ‘I’d prefer you to guard my back, Cal.’

‘But what if … what if he’s already in there?’

‘How can he be,’ Sophie reasoned, ‘when the hatch outside is padlocked shut?’

Without discussing their theory, both had independently come to the conclusion that a third party was gaining access to the house via the coal chute, using a key they’d got their hands on, where they would remain – mostly – out of sight and sound within the concealed voids behind the walls. How long this had been going on was debatable, considering the obvious age of the evidence Sophie had found in the attic, or even if it was still happening. Whatever the case, they were both on the same page when it came to discovering tangible proof of wrongdoing she could pass to the police, because it would encourage them to take Belle’s disappearance seriously, and hopefully Kelsey’s too.

Again, Sophie stooped and put a foot inside the wardrobe. It easily outweighed her, probably several times over, but it wobbled, one of the feet sitting unsteadily on the uneven floor. The door hinges moaned like disembodied spirits. She gave a little gasp, and again Callan clutched her defensively.

‘I’m OK,’ she promised. ‘You can let me go.’

‘OK, but if you expect me to wait here while you go in there alone, you’ve got another think coming,’ he told her.

‘I’m counting on you coming with me.’

‘I thought you wanted me to listen out.’

‘I thought you claimed to be able to listen and help.’

He grinned at her taunt, then urged her into the wardrobe.

‘So what are you two up to, huh?’ a voice piped up behind them.

‘Bloody hell!’ Callan howled and almost leapt into the wardrobe after Sophie. She too let out a cry of alarm at the startling voice.

Jude stood at the bottom of the stairs, having made it all the way down without alerting them, a difficult feat when limping on one damaged ankle.

Sophie clambered out of the wardrobe. It was Callan’s first time meeting the woman, but introductions were unnecessary. ‘Jude! Come over here. You aren’t going to believe what we’ve found.’

Approaching gamely, Jude eyed Callan with a look approaching distaste. He had no idea, but Sophie knew to take no notice, as it was simply her go-to face when meeting anyone new. As she reached the wardrobe and Callan gave way, they exchanged brief nods in acknowledgement.

Sophie indicated the hole in the wall. ‘You know about the dumbwaiter shaft over there beside the stairs, but look … we’ve found another entrance into a different void.’

On seeing it, Jude stepped back, one hand clutching her lower face. ‘Oh!’

Sophie waved a hand at the wall behind the wardrobe. ‘It’s a fake wall, with enough room for a passage behind it.’

It could be seen that Jude was thinking about the implications, and no doubt wondering if the previously concealed void gave access to other places in Harclay House. Quite easily anyone behind the wall could exit into the basement at any time and let themselves into the house proper, or clamber into the dumbwaiter shaft to crawl between the walls and torment those in the rooms by whispering their names.

Sophie offered further explanation. ‘There’s a hatch in the outer wall; we think it was an old coal chute, where we think somebody is letting themselves inside.’

Jude shivered, head shaking as if in palsy. She wasn’t in denial, more in confirmation of her fears. She croaked, ‘I warned you all, but nobody believed me.’

‘Belle and I believed you,’ said Sophie, but Jude was correct. Both of them had mocked the woman at first, and she now couldn’t deny that Belle’s assertion concerning a resident poltergeist was probably her way of pulling both their legs. It was a small thing, but once more made her wonder how genuine Belle’s friendship towards her was. No, she decided. She wouldn’t allow any doubt to creep in. It was simply Belle’s character to poke fun; it didn’t make her any less a friend. And she was not about to turn aside from trying to find her.

‘We need to report this,’ Jude croaked after some thought.

‘We’re going to,’ Sophie assured her, ‘but I hoped to find something more concrete first that proves we aren’t nuts.’

‘Ahem,’ said Jude, indicating the hole in the wall.

‘It’s proof of something going on in the past, but we need something current to take to the police.’

‘Surely this is plenty to show that Burton’s been creeping about spying on us all,’ Jude argued.

Sophie shook her head, thinking back to all the weird incidents she’d experienced. ‘It wasn’t Burton moving stuff in my room, or climbing about behind the walls. When I think back, I believe I even heard someone climbing into the loft after knocking on my door. From what I’ve seen of Burton, with his war wound, he isn’t agile enough to have disappeared so quickly.’

Jude grunted, accepting her logic. There were probably times she’d suffered frightening happenings where Burton’s whereabouts could be accounted for. Whoever the guilty party was, it wasn’t their landlord, but Sophie had a good idea who it could be. Had the sicko been active in the house two years earlier, and been responsible for frightening Kelsey into running away … or doing worse?

‘Me and Callan are going to go in and see what we can find. We’d appreciate it if you can stand guard for us and—’

‘Bugger that.’

‘It’s just so you can warn us if—’

‘No. I’m not standing here like a useless lump,’ Jude said with some force. ‘I’m coming with you.’ 
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Within seconds of climbing into the void, Sophie had to dig out her phone and bring up its torch app. Casting the harsh light around, she identified where the coal chute entered the building. The remains of an old cast-iron slide were braced between two waist-high retaining walls and extended most of the way across the open space. Sometime, perhaps years earlier, a wad of folded cloth had been laid over the tops of each wall, making climbing over them less abrasive. While Callan and Jude tried orienting themselves, Sophie crouched closer to the chute and spotted recent evidence of boot heels skidding through the accumulation of tarry granules left there around a century ago: somebody had definitely been using the hatch as a means to enter and exit the building.

Callan dug out his phone and brought up his torch. Jude also delved in her pocket; perhaps she had also come down to the basement on an evidence-seeking mission, because she was armed with the same torch she’d used in the attic. The competing and clashing beams caused the shadows to leap and bound. Sophie squinted and hissed as a bright shard speared her and left its afterimage burned into her vision.

‘Take it easy with those lights,’ she warned. ‘I don’t think we need all three of them.’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Jude said, but Callan obeyed by turning off his torch and pushing away his phone. He clambered over the retaining wall to the left, following the cramped passage formed between the original outer and partition walls. Sophie’s light lit him from behind and sent his shadow swaying before him.

‘There’s another set of steps,’ he announced.

‘Wait for us,’ Sophie cautioned, and scrambled over the wall, accidentally tugging the wad of cloth after her. Jude made do without its help, relying instead on her long legs to step over the lowest portion of wall, her back up against the fake wall. Her torchlight danced over Sophie, but this time her face was turned away so she wasn’t blinded.

The women joined Callan at the foot of the steps. These appeared to have been erected by whomever had adapted the basement. They were roughly sawn wooden planks, set atop a narrow metal frame. When their lights played over the steps, boot prints were evident in the accumulation of red dust that had sifted onto them from the raw brick of the outer wall. Peering up, Sophie saw that the steps continued two stories high, and then her light was blocked by the underside of a platform built from the same type of sawn planks.

‘Are we going up?’ Callan asked, not sounding too confident about it.

‘We must,’ said Sophie.

Jude said nothing, but neither did she turn back.

Callan whispered a curse, but set his feet to the steps. They were too steep for the women to immediately climb behind him, and they were forced to string out. Once Callan was more than a body length above, Sophie began to climb, taking extra care while holding her phone so its light assisted him as well. Their progress was marked by soft gasps and more muttered curses, and the creaking of planks underfoot. When Callan called out, his voice was loud enough to startle her. ‘Hello,’ he announced, and an echo chased his voice towards the upper floors.

A bump, a scrape. Faintly, a girl replied, but Sophie could tell without much difficulty that it was one of their housemates wondering at the source of his disembodied voice. She was close enough behind to grab at his leg, stalling him a moment. He looked down at her, and she placed a finger to her lips. ‘Shhh,’ she hushed him, ‘before we have everyone screaming at imagined ghosts.’

Callan climbed out onto the platform. He reached to assist Sophie, then offered his hand to Jude. She frowned mildly at the offer, paused at his familiarity, then took his hand firmly and allowed him to haul her the last few feet onto flat ground. She stumbled on her aching foot, and he had to steady her with his hands on her hips. She ducked her head, smiling, cheeks turning pink in the backwash of light. But her mild embarrassment lasted seconds at most. She gasped, and stepped back dangerously close to the top of the stairs. ‘Huh?’ she said. ‘What are those?’

Sophie cast her light over several items lined up along the wall. A bedroll, a packed military-issue rucksack, a pile of loosely arranged clothes. Food items in packets and tins. A camping stove with spare canisters of butane gas. Bottles and cans – the majority containing alcohol – as well as two larger containers of spring water. There were other items suitable for rough camping, some of them readily identifiable – rolls of plastic-coated rope, carabiners, zip-lock ties and a folding shovel – but other things that required further scrutiny. Callan made the mistake of picking up a jar and shaking it. Under the glow of Sophie’s torch, it took a moment to make out the sloshing pink contents. Callan grimaced one second, gagged the next, and dropped the jar in disgust. It crashed to the floor, smashing in pieces and scattering its contents across the platform. Yowling, Jude and Sophie danced to avoid the splash of putrid smelling liquid and the collection of bone fragments and teeth spreading beneath their feet. Jude howled, and went down on her side, grabbing at a freshly twisted ankle.

‘What in God’s name—’ Callan didn’t finish his shout.

Sophie, alarmed at their discovery, but equally concerned for Jude, had no immediate reply. Her initial response was to reach to help Jude up, while cringing away from the horrible remains puddled across the platform.

Jude was more disturbed than freshly injured. She cringed too, using one hand to massage her ankle, the other wielding her torch to flick away the gruesome bone and teeth matter.

Sophie tiptoed around what appeared to be a molar, to which adhered tiny fragments of raw flesh, as though it had been ripped forcefully from a living jaw.

‘Are they animal bones?’ Callan gawped, incredulous.

Sophie nodded. But she had no way of knowing for certain; it only felt easier to deny what her brain screamed at her.

Jude knocked away another bone; it could have been a piece of shattered cranium.

‘Wait! Don’t,’ Sophie warned. ‘Those could be human remains … evidence.’

‘Human?’ Callan cried, even if it was apparent that he’d been grasping for another acceptable explanation for the jar’s contents.

‘Those teeth … look at them. They look human to me,’ Sophie said.

Jude nodded in agreement, head shaking again as if with ague. Although skidding and twisting her ankle afresh, she fought any discomfort, practically jumped ramrod to her feet, and backpedalled from the foul-smelling puddle.

She darted her torch beam around, settling it on Callan and Sophie for a second at a time. Sophie had to shy away, slightly. When she turned back, Jude was slapping at her pockets.

‘Where’s my phone?’ Jude demanded, as if one of them had pickpocketed it.

They didn’t answer. It was obvious her phone must have fallen out when she slipped, fell on the platform and then writhed around. Jude began searching, and Sophie passed over her torchlight, sweeping it about.

‘We have to ring the police,’ Jude croaked. ‘Where has my fucking phone gone?’

From above a muffled sound echoed.

‘Listen!’ Sophie said, halting stock still.

Jude continued to frantically scramble to and fro, seeking her lost phone.

‘Jude!’ Sophie snapped. ‘Be quiet!’

Jude halted her search, glaring at Sophie’s impudence, but only until the same muffled sound repeated. ‘Is that … is that …’

‘Belle?’ Sophie called.

The muffled wail came a third time, stretched out, more desperate.

‘Belle?’ Callan added his voice to Sophie’s.

Thud, thud, thud. The bumps were dulled, as if somebody drummed their heel against an upholstered surface.

‘Belle, can you hear us?’ Sophie called, and began moving towards the source of the sounds.

Callan followed, breath rasping.

Jude backed away towards the top of the steps.

‘I need to find my phone and ring the police,’ she called after them.

Without slowing, Sophie called back, ‘Yes, Jude. Do that. Ring them. Get them here immediately.’

The passage took a sharp right turn.

They swung around the bend and found a second void, this one much narrower than the platform, but still passable. Sophie, leading, held out her phone so that its torch lit the tight space. Judging by their position in the building, she thought they must be behind the wall adjacent to Jude’s room on the first floor, directly below hers. Part of the way along, they discovered a ladder, set at a sharp angle to the wall, but scalable by a relatively agile person. Standing at its base, they each peered upward. The void and a second platform had to be behind the wall at the rear of her kitchenette, where she’d assumed the original stairs to the attic were located. Above them, unless she was seriously mistaken, the circular turret extended above the roof line, not to mention the unaccounted-for window she’d spotted from the back garden.

‘Do we go up or wait for the police?’ Callan asked over her shoulder.

She barely gave it any thought before answering. ‘If Belle’s stuck up there, who knows what trouble she’s in. We should try and free her and let Jude fetch help.’

‘You’re right,’ he said, and tried to squeeze past. ‘Let me—’

‘Just stay with me, Callan,’ said Sophie, and mounted the ladder. She began to climb. Without question he followed.

From below them there was a rumble, a cry, Jude’s voice raised in alarm.

Lastly, a pained squeal that curtailed far too abruptly.
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Only part of the way up to the next level, Sophie halted, and looked back.

Callan also clung to the ladder below her, peering back into the gloom behind them. Neither could see beyond the right-angle corner, and there was no hint of her light to show that Jude was still there, seeking her dropped phone. She must have vacated the space and descended the stairs to the original void, where the coal chute was situated. Somewhere along the route on the way in she must have lost her phone, if indeed she had actually remembered to bring it when deciding to investigate the basement.

‘Has she hurt herself?’ Sophie wondered aloud.

‘Probably gone over on her ankle again.’

‘Maybe we should go back.’

‘Don’t you think she’ll be OK for a minute or two?’ Callan counselled. ‘Let’s check on Belle first, and decide who needs our help the most.’

Sophie didn’t want to devalue Jude, but she had to prioritise, and Callan was correct. Belle’s reason for being stuck somewhere above could have no good or normal explanation, making her the one in need of immediate help.

Still, she paused a little longer, peering down, as if she could divine Jude’s plight through force of mind.

From above, the dull thudding repeated. A barely detectable whine accompanied it.

Sophie started, and began climbing.

Callan, his teeth set in a rictus grin, clambered up after her.

The false partition wall was tight to his shoulder when he stepped up onto the next platform. Sophie was granted a tiny bit more space due to her smaller frame, but even she found the void claustrophobic. The air was damp with must and the acrid stench of rat urine. Sophie folded an arm around her lower face, breathing into the crook of her elbow. Her eyes stung, and she dashed at them with her sleeve. The darkness wasn’t absolute: darts of light leaked through the walls from numerous pinholes, poorly fitting seams and deliberately drilled peepholes.

The passage didn’t extend far. They had to squeeze through a tight spot where some kind of brick pillar almost filled the passageway. Once beyond it, Sophie estimated their position and thought they must be directly behind her kitchenette wall by then, therefore – yes! – there were the original stairs leading to the attic. She lunged towards them, only for Callan to grab her around the waist and haul her back to safety.

Held securely, her feet barely scraping the boards underfoot, she saw that the lower two stairs had collapsed, the boards having rotted and fallen into the cobwebbed space below. As she aimed her phone down, she could see parts of the crumbled wood jammed in the cavity alongside the original outer wall. She aimed a grateful nod over her shoulder. Treading carefully backwards, Callan ensured he was at a sensible distance before setting her on her feet again.

Washing the old staircase with her torch app, it was immediately apparent that it was not a safe route to the attic anymore, and probably the real reason for the adaptations made to the loft and the addition of the ladder and hatch at a more accessible spot. The third step up was missing its riser, and the stair was warped and ready to fall next. The steps above looked equally worse for wear, a death trap in the waiting. If Belle was trapped above in the turret room, she had not accessed it via these stairs.

‘We need to go back and find another way up,’ Sophie decided.

‘Why not return to the basement, check on Jude on the way, then go up and use the ladder into the attic?’ Callan asked.

‘Burton had the ladder removed, and the hatch locked shut.’

‘I could probably climb the dumbwaiter shaft.’

‘No. It isn’t any safer than using those stairs.’ She turned to wave the light beyond him into the narrow gap. ‘There must be another way up, back there somewhere.’

It made sense. When climbing off the ladder, they’d naturally taken what they perceived as the shortest, not necessarily the safest, path towards the faint thudding and whining noises. With Callan leading, they retraced their steps, bypassed the square brick shaft that – in hindsight – must contain the dumbwaiter shaft, and found that the passage extended into darkness beyond the head of the ladder. Also, the platform they trod upon was marginally wider, not to mention directly behind Sophie’s bathroom.

Callan suddenly plastered his cheek to a wall.

‘The filthy bastard,’ he growled, and reared back to face her.

Her light washed all colour from his features, but it seemed as if what he’d observed through a peephole in the wall had also drained the blood from them.

‘Maybe you shouldn’t look,’ he warned, but Sophie was having none of it. She took his place at the peephole and saw what had disturbed him. The hole, though tiny, gave an uninterrupted view of anyone sitting on her toilet, and it sickened her wondering how many times she’d been observed in such an intimate and private moment – in some ways it felt worse than being spied on from above while showering. She echoed Callan’s curse, her body trembling in revulsion.

‘Look,’ said Callan. He’d pulled out his phone and switched on its light. He shone it at Sophie’s feet. No, rather at the floor beneath them. Dusty boot prints marked the platform, indicating where somebody had stood, feet shuffling, before continuing on.

Sophie tracked the prints, but didn’t have to travel far. The confines of the house dictated that the passage must turn again, and this time, they found another ladder going up to the attic.

As she began to climb, Callan laid a hand on her lower back, stalling her. ‘Are you certain you’re ready for what we might find up there?’

She knew he was not simply talking about Belle.

‘I’m not turning back now,’ she proclaimed, as much to bolster her resolve as anything else.

He nodded, in full agreement.

She climbed and, once at the top, she clung with one hand to the uppermost rung as she swept her light beneath the slope of the roof. During her previous inspections of the attic space there had been areas she had not searched. At her current position she could see the stacked boxes and crates, even where they had found evidence of a previous camp, but her light would not reach beneath the farthest slope to where the entrance to the turret must be situated. She clambered up and into the attic, ensuring she stepped on the boards and not between the rafters. Behind her, Callan climbed out, first on his hands and knees, until he was able to get his bearings and rise to a crouch. His hair was instantly netted by the grimy webs on the inner surface of the roof. Sophie glanced at him. He had his phone aimed down, lighting their progress across the boards, so she used hers to give them ambience to see by. She aimed it slightly away, one hand cupped to help direct the glow from their eyes. Callan peered about, his jaw muscles tense as he took in their surroundings.

‘This way,’ she said, and led them unerringly beyond the old encampment, and under the slope of the roof towards a small door that materialised out of the gloom before them. It was shut, a bolt thrown to keep it barred.

They halted, exchanging a long look, each seeking support from the other. Briefly, they reached and touched fingertips. Then Sophie slid the bolt. The door groaned as it was released, but barely budged. She had to tug with all her bodyweight, and finally it began to swing open towards her.

The smell indicated something awful could be found within.

It reeked of urine and faeces, and something vinegar-like that could have been sweat or some other human excretion. There was also a dank odour of unwashed clothes and fleshy rot.

As before, she had to throw the crook of her elbow over her mouth to avoid throwing up.

Callan gasped at the stench and recoiled a step.

Sophie ducked into the open portal.

Less than a second later, she jerked back out.

‘There’s nobody here,’ she said, dumbfounded at their lack of success.

‘Then where?’ Callan asked, and he leaned in to add his light to hers.

‘Wait. Look.’

Within the turret an almost indefinable hatch had been set in the middle of the tiny room. Of course, Sophie realised. The mysterious window was not in the attic turret; it was in the uppermost level of the house.

The pungent smell saturated the enclosed space of the turret, but it was emerging from below, carried up on draughts through the cracks between the floorboards and the seam around the trapdoor. Breathing shallowly through her mouth, Sophie tested the floor and found it sturdy. She crouched and entered. A hasp was fastened to an iron bar set through a ring on the trap. Again, it took only a little force to dislodge it, and once the bolt slid free, Callan joined her to wiggle out the iron bar and pull open the hatch. If the stench was bad before, it was almost unbearable as the hatch flew open.

Gagging, holding in her stomach contents with an effort, Sophie peered down into darkness. She was hesitant to fill the space below with light, dreading what might greet her. Callan took the dilemma away from her, aiming his phone into the open hatch.

Eight feet below, an almost naked Belle cringed up at them from the centre of a nest of wadded duvets and blankets, piled deep enough to muffle sound and to absorb spilled bodily fluids. This was no comfortable bed fit for a princess; it was a reeking mat of many layers, designed to stop an unwilling guest from making noise that would alert anyone nearby. On closer inspection, the blankets were also mounded up the walls, screwed securely into the brick. In some places it could be seen where past captives had tried to rip the cloth away but had failed to cause more damage than a few frayed edges. The one who’d built this padded cell had done so with a warped intelligence and possibly previous experience.

Belle had to avert her gaze, their lights blinding her after being held so long in the dark. She whined, all she could manage to vocalise with a wooden ball filling her mouth, the gag held in place by a leather thong that passed through the ball and was secured behind her head. Her wrists were zip-tied, and fitted to a chain that disappeared into the centre of the mounded blankets. If she laid out at full length, hands extended above her head, she might have been able to reach the walls with her heels, and tap out some basic Morse code message. Alongside her desperate but muffled wails for help, was that the source of the thudding sounds that had led them there?

Turning aside her phone so that the intensity lessened, Sophie bent through the hatch.

‘Belle, it’s me, Sophie,’ she called to her friend. ‘Callan’s with me. You don’t have to be afraid. We are here to free you.’

‘Uuuuhhiiiiieee …’ was all the young woman could manage behind her gag. To Sophie, it sounded as if she had called her name in desperation.

‘Don’t worry, the police are on the way. We’ll have you out in no time.’

‘Nhuuu …’ Belle moaned, grey eyes wide and blazing with artificial life.

‘How do we get down?’ Callan wondered.

‘Here,’ said Sophie, indicating a rope ladder pulled up out of Belle’s reach, and looped over a specially fitted bracket on the ceiling. By leaning and groping, she was able to get her fingertips to a rung and draw it towards them.

‘Nhuuu!’ Belle moaned again, this time shaking her head dramatically.

Sophie inspected the ladder, wondering if Belle’s warning was because it wouldn’t bear their weight. But no. The young woman struggled onto one side, and began stabbing her bound wrists towards a blanket-draped wall a few feet beyond her reach. ‘Uuhhiiieee … nhuuuuu!’

‘Hell,’ Callan exclaimed. ‘She’s naked, Sophe. Look at what’s been done to her.’

There was no need to examine her any further. Sophie had already registered the awful state of her friend. She was stripped to her cotton knickers, and they were soaked through, stained darker at the crotch than by her pee. Her slim frame appeared skinnier than Sophie recalled, her ribs, hip bones and clavicles standing sharply beneath her taut skin, but hardly surprising if she’d been held there for days without food or water. There were smears of filth on her legs and feet, unavoidable when she was forced to go to the toilet where she sat.

‘As soon as I’m down, I’ll give her my sweatshirt to cover up with,’ Sophie reassured him. But Callan had not noted her nakedness with any thought of protecting Belle’s modesty; he was pointing out how her captor had chosen to debase her, to use and abuse her.

Had Kelsey been similarly held, to perish here as the plaything of a deranged beast? Had she survived her childhood bogeyman, only to fall into the trap of another equally despicable creature as an adult?

Rather than fear, Sophie experienced fury. As Belle again shook her head and cried her plaintive warning, stabbing her hands at the wall, Sophie swung down onto the rope ladder and swarmed down it, galvanised by outrage. Well before her feet met the heaped mound, Belle shied away, crying out towards the wall.

‘What is it?’ Callan called down. ‘What’s wrong with her?’

Immediately Sophie understood Belle’s alarm. She was yet to account for the mystery window, and in that instant knew that it was located out of sight beyond what had at first appeared to be another blanket-covered wall, but was actually a thick drape hanging on a pole over a casement. It was heavy velvet, backed by another layer of thick cotton, and added to by other reams of cloth and blankets pinned to it to help dampen sound and conceal the room’s prisoner from view on the off chance somebody might climb up to the window. When she was in the garden, she had briefly thought somebody had peeled back the paper backing the window panes, but had swiftly convinced herself it had been a trick of the shifting light, as she’d put down the unusual sounds and footsteps to the whim of acoustics. He had been there at the window, Belle’s abductor, Kelsey’s killer, and watched her. He knew they were coming and had secreted himself in ambush.

As she gawped in expectation, waiting for him to erupt from beyond the drapes to drag her down, she heard instead a drum of heavy footsteps, and a croak of alarm from above. Torn between helping Belle first, or her boyfriend, her response was instinctual, and she turned to the scuffling noises above. Callan dropped his phone, and his tumbling light cast his shadow upon the turret’s ceiling. A larger silhouette engulfed it, and Callan too, and Sophie screamed in horror as she saw the unfolded spade – no, it was properly a military entrenchment tool and could also be used as an axe – swipe from left to right and carom off the side of Callan’s head. A spray of his blood spattered Belle’s upturned face. He fell heavily as Sophie cried out a second time, and scrambled in ungainly panic to reach him. Her climb wasn’t as clean as her descent had been, and she would have struggled to scale the last few rungs. Except Callan tumbled aside, and his attacker lunged to fill the aperture, a hand groping for her.

Her phone spilled from her hand, and she was unable to hold on to the ladder. Weightless, she dropped, until the fingers snagged in her hair. He grasped her with remorseless strength, swinging her pendulum-like when her feet kicked free of the rungs, and then hauled her upward, her scalp on fire. He dragged her completely free of the hatch and threw her in an unceremonious sprawl across the turret floor, to check up against the bare brick wall with concussive force.
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For long seconds, Sophie lay in stunned silence, her body racked with pain, causing her muscles to tighten and slow down any response she might try. A groan worked its way from her core, and her knees drew up towards her chest. She couldn’t afford to lie any longer in misery, because every second she failed to fight back was another second for her attacker to have his way with them all. She pushed against the instinct to curl into a ball, and forced open her eyes. She wished she could blank out the horrible beating that Callan was suffering, but wishing was futile; already his face was slashed with the glancing blow from the spade, but their attacker wasn’t done with him. He used his fists and feet to pummel Callan into complete collapse. Every blow landed with a sickening force, and Callan cried out at each. Sophie echoed his agony, feeling every hit in her soul.

With Callan bloodied and whimpering, his attacker turned to face her.

She had correctly guessed the identity of the man in the walls: he’d dumped his trilby hat somewhere, but still wore his heavy wool overcoat, shapeless trousers and worn boots. Up close, his features were more brutish than ever, his complexion ruddy rather than tanned, a face full of writhing capillaries from alcohol abuse, nose flattened across the bridge. His forehead was bumpy, marred by several small white crescents of scar tissue. His reddish hair was shorn close to his scalp, thinning on top. His eyes glittered with malicious glee, his teeth slab-like and yellow. Like another beast she’d met before him, this man’s ears were broken, one turned down at the tip, the other as lumpy as a bunch of grapes.

‘You’re next, Sssophieeee …’ he promised, deliberately sibilant.

‘You won’t get away with this,’ she answered.

‘Won’t I? Nobody has been able to stop me yet.’

‘The police are—’

‘Ha! Don’t expect the coppers coming, girly. Before I followed you two clowns up here, I made sure that prune-faced bitch wouldn’t be squealing to anyone.’	

She recalled Jude’s pained cry, and how abruptly it had curtailed. ‘Wh–what have you done to Jude?’

‘Jude, huh?’ He grunted in humour at what was apparently a dig at her colloquial manner of speech. Further proof that he’d been spying and eavesdropping on all the house’s residents for a while. He showed his curled brick-dust-stained fingers, and tightened them in fists. ‘I’ve done to Jude what I plan on doing to you, Sophie. But first we’re going to have some fun. Mmm, yeah. Lots of fun.’

He crouched over her, his gaze roaming like a filthy touch, alighting on her almost tangibly. She squirmed away but there was no escape through the wall.

He poked her thigh.

Sophie slapped away his hand, surprised to find her limbs moving.

‘Mmmm, fresh meat,’ he said, and poked her again undeterred, this time dangerously close to her genitals. ‘I look forward to spending some quality time with you, Sophie. Got to say, our girl Belle’s a bit too scrawny for my usual taste. And the smell coming off her … urgh! It’s enough to make me heave.’

‘You’re a monster,’ Sophie croaked.

‘You betcha,’ he said, and grinned maliciously, pleased with her summation.

‘Did you … did you …?’ Her question wouldn’t form.

He misconstrued where she was heading, and instead cast a derisory look over his shoulder and into the padded room below. ‘What? Screw her? Yeah, more than once. What, Sophie, are you jealous? I can assure you I’m more of a man than your limp-dicked soy-boy will ever be.’

He was in striking range of Callan, and to prove his point he sent a savage kick into his lower back. Callan was on the verge of unconsciousness, and the boot to his kidney reignited his agony. Arching away, he howled in pain.

‘Weakling,’ the brute snarled.

He turned his attention back on Sophie.

‘Leave him alone,’ she said.

‘Uh, no.’

‘Please, you must realise that the game’s up for you. You can’t possibly expect to keep things going. Not now.’

‘Really? See, the way that I see it, once I’m done with you and make you all disappear, I’ll get back to doing whatever I want to the next bunch of slags to move in here.’

‘There are people out there now, listening, hearing everything. You can’t hope to—’

‘They only hear what they want to hear.’ He again aimed a derisory glance down through the hatch at Belle. ‘That silly little cow almost had you convinced I was a poltergeist. And sour-faced Jude, and her fucking bogeyman, well, what can I say about that? Oh, wait! They weren’t the only ones to believe in things that go bump in the night, were they? From what I overheard between you and the soy-boy over there, you weren’t so dismissive about spooks or bogeymen, either. What was it you called your bugaboo? Rafferty? Nah, it was Runty.’

‘R … Rorty,’ she corrected him, unsure why she was being so candid. She couldn’t recall a time when she and Callan had spoken openly using the name her sister had coined for their childhood bogeyman, but she must have, and the dirty son of a bitch must have been lurking, with his ear to the wall.

‘Rorty?’ He paused, and she knew then that his mind was being cast back to a time when he’d previously heard the name. His eyelids pinched, and his mouth hung open a little as the memory formed. ‘Wait a minute, where have I heard that name before?’

Sophie said nothing.

‘Say it again,’ he commanded.

She pinched her lips.

‘I said say the fucking name.’

‘Rorty,’ she snapped.

He reared back, his mouth and eyes widening.

And Callan struck him across the shoulders with the flat of the entrenching tool.

The impact should have flattened him, possibly caused him serious injury, but the man was burly with muscle, somewhat protected from the impact by his thick woollen overcoat. He gasped more in surprise than pain, then spun around to confront Callan.

Her boyfriend had made it to his feet, but he was unsteady, his face swollen to almost twice its normal size. As he hefted the shovel again two-handed, shaking it in warning, he yelled, and bloody spittle sprayed the man. ‘Come and get it, you bastard.’

‘Oh, somebody’s definitely gonna get it,’ the man replied, and he sprang.

Callan tried to strike him, but he lacked the strength if not the determination. The shovel caught the man’s forehead a glancing blow, but his thick arm was raised, and had taken most of the brunt out of it. He snatched the shovel from Callan and returned it the next instant, the metal handle whacking him across the chin. Callan staggered back with a gasp and his heel fell on empty space. He pitched backwards, unable to stop his fall and dropped through the hatch. His fall was agonising, one leg stretched up before him, even as his spine impacted the edge of the opening. His weight pulled him down, his shirt rucking up and exposing his bare flesh to the wood. He lost strips of skin before gravity snatched him down and threw him in a tangled heap on the mound of stinking bedding. Thankfully for her, Belle rolled aside at the last second, avoiding being crushed by his plummeting weight. The last part Sophie couldn’t see, but she imagined her boyfriend’s excruciating tumble through the trap with a sense of finality, because she wouldn’t waste his sacrifice. While her attacker was distracted, she scrambled up and launched away through the tiny door into the attic.

‘Hoy! C’mere, you!’

She felt fingers swipe at her back, but she contorted, and his groping hand missed. Sophie lunged away, her feet thumping on the boards as she picked up speed.

Fleeing was not a result of terror, or of cowardice. She ran to give hope to Callan and Belle’s ongoing survival. For the time being, both were out of the brute’s reach, and while chasing her he was not making a push to finish either of them off. She couldn’t fight him alone and unarmed, so her best hope for saving them was to run and fetch help. She had dropped her phone, and Callan’s had been knocked out of reach, and who knew what had happened to Jude’s. She could seek another phone inside Harclay House, but her best bet was to escape outdoors and scream to the high heavens.

She practically slid down the ladder to the next platform and then hurtled on. The brute pursued her, shoulders scraping the walls, his boots thundering on the boards. But she was faster, and fit through the tighter spots with ease, while he was forced to negotiate the bottlenecks more carefully. All her life she’d run, and she had a talent for it. In a foot race the burly man stood no chance. In no time, she made it down past the makeshift camp – leaping the puddle of teeth and bone fragments – and the internal stairs. She took the ninety-degree turn in the passage and in the darkness almost ran full pelt into the first low wall containing the bottom of the coal chute. She threw her legs over it, banging and clattering on dirty metal, then spilled through the hole cut in the wall into the bottom of the wardrobe. She scrambled out on all fours and into the basement. Freedom beckoned. Slipping, skidding, she made it to her feet and pounced towards the steps out of the basement … and into Billy Burton’s arms.

She had never credited him with having much physicality in his presence before. Never thought he might have strength in his scrawny arms, or half-crippled leg, but he was more than her measure. He thrust her out at arm’s length, his face contorted in confusion, perhaps anger too, and a little fear.

‘Billy,’ she gasped, ‘please, in the name of God, there’s a stranger in there and he’s killing people! Please, you have to do something … you have to help.’

‘Daft bitch,’ he said as he grappled her into a bear hug and forced her to the ground. ‘I am doin’ something to help.’

‘Billy, no! You must—’

‘I must do nothing,’ he snarled, and snapped a palm over her mouth, stifling her next cry. ‘I’m sick to the back teeth of being told what to do.’

‘Is that right?’ The brute thundered out of the wardrobe with such intent that he slammed one of the doors back, a crack zig-zagging through the centre of its mirror. As he jumped down, the wardrobe wobbled, threatening to collapse onto him. He thrust an arm back and righted it, though it now stood a hand’s width off the hole in the wall. ‘Bring her over here, and then get your scrawny arse up there and lock that door. Nobody else comes down here or else.’

Sophie cowered as the brute crouched and grabbed the back of her neck. His fingers practically encircled her from spine to trachea. He squeezed. White spots filled her vision. He dragged her up and transferred his other hand over her mouth, even as Burton shied away.

Sophie saw that Burton was of two minds, but wouldn’t openly rebel before the more dominant one in their partnership. Yes, it was patently obvious now that Burton must have been complicit in allowing the brute to live within Harclay House, and to prey on its inhabitants. It was also apparent that he obeyed the brute out of fear, but could his mind be changed? Although she was almost helpless in the man’s grasp, she twisted free for a moment, and sent a keening plea towards Burton before the rough palm crushed her lips to her teeth.

‘Don’t expect him to help you. He does as I say.’ To add strength to his words, the man snapped at Burton. ‘Did I not order you to go and bar that fucking door?’

‘Uh, uh, yes, Sarge,’ Burton croaked and scurried up the stairs, the pain in his leg less debilitating while he was flooded with adrenalin.

The brute twisted Sophie in his arms, adjusting how he clamped her mouth to gag her, so that he could direct a gleeful stare into her eyes. ‘He can’t help you or anybody without condemning himself,’ he crowed, taking delight in stripping from her any hope of being saved by Burton. ‘You heard right. I was his sergeant in Iraq. We were supposed to be sweeping a village for insurgents, but didn’t I catch Corporal William Burton having his wicked way with a haji girl. That’s right, you wouldn’t know it to look at him, but he had a real way with the girls back in the day, whether they wanted him or not. He thought I would turn him in, but I’m not that kind of guy. Hell, if I didn’t have an eye for those haji girls myself!’ He grinned, allowing his words to sink in.

Sophie screwed her eyelids shut, unable to meet his filthy gaze any more. She pitied the faceless Iraqi girl she conjured in her mind’s eye, imagining the horror she must have experienced while being violently raped by the two foreign invaders.

‘Of course,’ the man went on, thrilled to be telling their story, ‘we couldn’t allow her to live. Not when she could identify us.’

He pushed Sophie tight up against the stacked furniture, his hand mashing her lips closed, and forcing her to look again. With his other hand, he dipped in his coat pocket and took out a knife. He snapped it open, one-handed, and held its sharp tip against the side of her neck.

‘I made him stick her right there,’ he explained.

The knife pierced her flesh, and a pearl of blood ran into her collar.

Sophie mewled in dismay.

‘Oh, don’t you worry. You don’t get to die as easily as that village girl. I’m going to take my time with you.’

Beyond the brute, Burton cringed on the stairs. He must have secured the door, because he was making a slow descent once more. His face had grown more haggard within the last minute. He swore repeatedly, but silently, admonishing both his cowardice and his poisonous truth. Sophie met his eyes, and in his shame he averted his gaze.

‘Billy cut her good. Then we threw in a grenade, and burned her and the pigsty we left her in down to ashes. Ha! Got clean away with it, didn’t we, Bill?’

Burton didn’t answer.

He probably thought it was unnecessary. But he hadn’t gotten away whatsoever, because his demented sergeant had become attached to Burton like a devilish possessing spirit ever since, making him pay for his silence with a place to hide, and a means to feed his ravenous appetite for sexually brutalising females. How many young women had he raped and murdered? Before Belle, she now believed he’d also taken Kelsey. But that had been two years ago; who else had he snatched in the intervening months? There was no doubt in Sophie’s mind that Elize had told the truth, and that it was the sergeant who had crept into her room, and couldn’t resist fondling her in her drunken stupor. If not Sophie, perhaps Elize would have been the next girl to disappear within the hidden cavities of Harclay House – or it would be Jude, or Tricity, or any of the others. He had been watching, waiting, choosing his next victim, and pounced when fearing that Belle was about to move out, thwarting his intention to have his way with her.

Obviously Burton had supplied him with a set of keys, allowing him to come and go undetected via the coal chute. There was no mystery now to who had been in Sophie’s room and moved her stuff, either, or who had teased her by knocking on or opening her door before disappearing into one of his secret boltholes in the landing wall. It was also obvious now who had told Burton about her poking through those invoices she’d found in a drawer that time she investigated the basement with Belle, after spying on them through one of his strategically drilled peepholes. Who had those invoices been sent to … another of his victims?

She thought of the carrier bag stuffed with soiled underwear discovered in the attic, and how long he’d practised his trade in collecting trophies. Then she remembered the jar broken by Callan, and wondered when he had switched to a more murderous form of trophy taking … perhaps he’d been engaged in both sick pastimes since he and his lickspittle lackey took ownership of Harclay House, and adapted it to suit their horrifying pursuit.

Billy limped closer.

‘Come here,’ the man said, and twisted Sophie towards his helper.

Burton moved in.

‘Do you want to take her?’ the man teased. ‘You caught her, I suppose she’s yours to have first.’

Burton looked her up and down. His tongue darted over his lips.

Sophie cried out and kicked at his damaged knee.

He staggered away, cursing vehemently, holding his leg.

The sergeant laughed. But then he leaned in dangerously close, and again his knife nicked her flesh. ‘Try anything like that with me, I’ll split you from arsehole to breakfast time. Now, good. I’ve got your attention. Let’s finish what we started upstairs. I’m going to take my hand from your mouth, but try to scream and—’

‘Did you murder my sister?’ she demanded immediately.

He grunted in mirth. ‘I fucking knew it. You are Kelsey’s big sister, huh? As soon as I heard you mention this Rorty character, I knew it. It’s not a common name, is it? But that is what she called me when I introduced myself to her right over there.’ He nodded towards the dumbwaiter shaft, where he must have crawled from the wall to ambush Kelsey. ‘Who the fuck was this Rorty to her? I felt almost second fiddle to the arsehole the way Kelsey talked about him; fucking terrified she was, or mad as a fucking stoat.’

‘A monster … like you.’

‘I doubt it. I bet he couldn’t give me a run for my money,’ he boasted. He studied her for a moment. ‘Are you as fucking crazy as she was? What was all that shit she talked about … claiming I had a bloody scalp, red fingertips?’

‘She wasn’t crazy, you animal, she was terrified!’

‘Yeah,’ he agreed. ‘I would have to agree. Hey, Bill, d’you hear who we’ve got here? It’s only Kelsey Middleham’s big sis. Whaddaya say, we keep it in the family, eh?’

‘Kelsey-friggin’-who?’ Still favouring his sore knee, Burton returned. He peered sharply at her. After a moment he thumbed on his spectacles and got close enough for his sour breath to fill her senses. ‘Oh, yeah, I see it now. You used to visit with her. But your hair was different then, and you were heavier built. I never clicked that it was you, not with you lying about your second name.’

‘I didn’t lie. I’m Sophie Wade. Kelsey had a different dad.’

The brute shook her. ‘So, what? You came here looking for her, to get to the bottom of what happened to her? A right ol’ Miss Marple, eh? And what did you expect to do if you found out, eh? I bet ending up the same way as her wasn’t in your plan.’

‘Wh–what did you do with her?’

‘What do you think?’ he sneered. ‘You’ve seen our room up there; it isn’t a fucking Airbnb.’

‘Did you …?’

‘History fucking repeating,’ he snarled. ‘You already asked the same about Belle, and I told you exactly what happened. Yeah, we did her six ways to Sunday, then I took my damned time cutting her throat so deeply her head came off in Bill’s hands.’

She stared, emotionless, at her landlord.

Burton returned her stare, bolstered by the presence of his partner in crime. He flicked his eyebrows up and down.

‘You are going to pay,’ she warned.

‘Hah! You don’t concern me, Miss Wade.’

‘How do either of you expect to keep this quiet any longer?’

‘Shut it,’ said the brute.

Ignoring his terse warning, she continued to stare at Burton. ‘It was one thing making a single girl disappear every now and then, but not four people in one go. Who is going to believe your lies when people come looking for us this time? The police will turn this place upside down, and both of you will be going to prison for the rest of your lives.’

Burton looked at his friend for the answer, but his sergeant didn’t care. He grunted and said, ‘If time’s against us, we’d best get on with things before it’s too late. Don’t know about you, Bill, but I was beginning to get tired of groping around in the darkness all the time. Next place we go, I want sunshine and sand, and I don’t mean by running back to the fucking desert.’ 




THIRTY-NINE

Sitting with her back against the bare brick wall, Sophie pulled up her knees protectively. Painted in hellish hues by a single red bulb, Burton stood guard over her, one hand furled through her hair, exerting enough pressure to cause pain. He had no idea that her scalp had almost been torn off when his pal dragged her off the rope ladder upstairs – but, even if he did, he probably wouldn’t care. He kept his other hand cocked, ready to beat her if she tried raising the alarm.

‘Billy.’ She attempted to reason with him. ‘You’re in enough trouble as it is; don’t let him do this to us.’

‘Shut it. If you hadn’t tricked your way in here to go poking your nose into our business—’

‘He murdered my sister.’

He chewed his bottom lip, then averted his face. He knew exactly to what depths his friend had gone, but he was equally guilty, equally deviant, and his only path to freedom was to do exactly how he’d been commanded and trust his sergeant to clean up their mess, as he’d always done before.

‘If you help us, the courts might be more lenient towards you,’ Sophie tried.

‘Even if I’m caught, I won’t see the inside of any bloody court,’ he snarled, but without looking at her. ‘I’ll top myself first.’

‘You won’t have to take your life if you stick with your friend much longer. He’s psychotic, Billy, it’s only a matter of time until you outlast your usefulness and he beats you to death …’ Deliberately she used the brute’s boast against Burton. ‘Or cuts your throat so deeply your head comes off.’

‘That didn’t happen,’ he croaked. He glanced sharply at her, then away again. ‘He only said that to hurt you.’

‘So … he … he didn’t murder Kelsey?’

‘Oh, he murdered her, all right, just not how he said. He didn’t use a knife, only his hands. Throttled her. Bragged afterwards that he felt her vertebrae come apart under his fingers.’ Burton turned a nasty grin on her, and she realised she was as well trying to reason with the brick wall that was abrading her spine.

‘Bastard,’ she seethed.

He grunted in mirth. ‘Daft bitch.’

Sophie stopped talking. With nothing further to mentally torment her with, he tightened his grip on her hair. She winced, dug her chin into her collar and fought down a squeal of agony, fearful of the brute returning and enacting his threat of beating her head to a pulp if she tried alerting anyone of her plight.

When discovering the void behind the wardrobe, and the coal chute more or less directly behind it, Callan’s first instinct had been to turn to the left, towards the rear of the house, and Sophie and Jude had followed. But, missed by them, the void had also stretched towards the front of the house, where there was another sub-basement, hidden from view for years, that extended out under the front garden. Back in the days before refrigerators, the Victorian residents had kept their meat and fresh produce chilled in that subterranean space. The room was larger than the pantry to which Rorty had taken Kelsey when she was a little girl, but served a similar purpose. The floor was cobbled, and at one side a stone shelf resisted time, and the wall above was fitted with corroded hooks from which game or produce would once have been hung. The floor and walls trembled, traffic passing on the road mere metres away, helping to muffle any sounds from below. The brute used the room as a second holding cell for his victims, a seasoning place before forcing them up, cowed into docility, between the walls to the padded room high above where he’d take his sexual and murderous pleasure.

Sophie glanced towards the single door. It was not large. She wondered if she could get to it and throw it shut in Burton’s face, slowing him enough to make it back to the basement, and then up the stairs to safety. She feared running into the brute’s arms this time, because he couldn’t be far away. When she’d been bundled towards this room, under threat of terrible violence if she made a sound, the men had briefly discussed the problem of the other three people behind the walls. Apparently he was convinced that Callan was no longer a threat to them, and Belle was still secure in her chains, but the brute was concerned that he had not finished Jude to his satisfaction. He’d left Burton to guard Sophie, and gone to drag Jude back from wherever he’d dumped her before, unconscious and bleeding. Surely it wouldn’t be long before he returned.

If time was so short, she should try to escape now, before it was too late. Face the challenge, she reminded herself. Do not let fear control you; embrace your fear and use it to fight back.

But how?

As far as she knew, Burton had secured the door at the head of the basement stairs, and she had no way of … Wait!

She crept a hand to her hip pocket.

Yes. Her keys were secure in her pocket: Burton could have no way of suspecting that his sarcastic demand to always keep her keys close could end up as his undoing.

She slipped her fingers into her pocket and hooked the ring on her key fob.

Burton glanced down, and she froze.

He tightened his fist, and she winced, raising a sneer from him, but didn’t give him any more satisfaction than that. He grunted, and turned his gaze towards the door. Perhaps he was wondering what was keeping the psycho from returning.

‘He’s probably run away and left you to shoulder all the blame,’ she said.

‘What? Oh, just shut up. I know you’re trying to sow distrust and—’

‘How can you possibly trust anything that monster says? He bullies you, uses you, he’s destroyed your life and will take what’s left of it before he’s finished.’

‘The way you talk, you’d think I’m some sort of weakling … a follower. Don’t forget, Miss Wade, I was the one that took that haji girl first, and I was the one to kill her, not the sarge; he only helped me clean up afterwards. Who’s the real leader in our partnership?’

‘He is.’

‘No.’

‘He says “bark” and you waggle your tail like a puppy.’

He spun at her, teeth set in a rictus, eyes feverish. He bore down on her, shaking her head savagely, her hair twined in his fist. ‘Shut up, you daft bitch,’ he snarled into her face, ‘or I’ll show you—’

She had once doubted if she’d genuinely have the stomach for it, but it all came down to circumstance. Her right hand jabbed his face.

The blow lacked power, but it caught him flush.

It was a second or more before realisation struck, and he reared back. In his desperation, he released her to slap a hand over his left eye. Rather, the bloody socket where his left eye had been. He caromed off the stone shelf and went down on his bad knee on the cobbles. His mouth opened in a silent scream, even as Sophie rose to her feet and showed him the keys fisted in her hand, the shaft of her newly colour-coded apartment key protruding between her knuckles.

‘Wha–wha–what have you done?’ he cried, then peeled free his palm to inspect it for blood. He studied it with a blinded eye, and again it took a moment before shock was replaced with disbelief. He cried out, and tried to push up from the floor. His weakened knee betrayed him and he sprawled out, grabbing for her. Sophie was too fast, springing away, and tugging open the small door.

Diving through it, she spun to check how close he was, but he’d barely risen. She slammed the door shut, and threw the bolt the fiends had fitted to lock in their victims whenever they left the room.

He hollered after her, beating feebly at the door, then cried out for help, but she ran.

It was a short dash, and then she spotted dim light filtering into the passage from the basement. The low wall on this side of the coal chute formed a barrier, but nothing that would stop her. An identical wall on the far side of the chute was all that might slow down the brute, because there he was, a hulking silhouette on the far side, rushing towards her to cut off her escape. She couldn’t go back, she had to go forward, so she did so at full speed. She vaulted the wall onto the chute, and threw her shoulders bodily through the hole cut in the partition. She slammed into the wardrobe doors – closed behind her captors after dragging her back inside earlier – and the one that was previously cracked shattered and cast chunks of razor-edged glass over the floor as she broke out into the basement.

Sophie rolled on the ground.

She scrambled on all fours and reached the foot of the stairs. Tiny slivers of glass adhered to her left palm and were stuck in her knees. She barely felt them as she clambered upward.

The brute burst out behind her.

Glimpsing back, she saw how he had been burdened with Jude, her saving grace until now. He cast the semi-conscious woman aside, and Jude crumpled against the washer-dryer, the hollow machine booming like a bass drum. Jude collapsed on her side, but her eyes flashed open and lit directly on Sophie. She sucked her piercing into her mouth and nodded sharply at Sophie, a blessing to run, to escape, to bring help and avenge her and the others.

She would have, too.

Except the brute was fleeter of foot when no longer encumbered. He leapt across the room and snatched Sophie’s legs. She kicked and twisted to free her legs, but his fingers snared her right ankle and with a powerful tug he yanked her from the stairs and cast her in the other direction. She spun like a five-pointed star, arms and legs akimbo, and then impacted the floor belly first. The air whooshed from her lungs, even as she skidded in a half circle and folded up against the drawers directly beneath the dumbwaiter shaft.

Across the room Jude stirred and tried to rise, even as Sophie also rolled onto her backside, hands planted to each side. She gasped for air, gaze fixed on the brute. For a moment he was caught in indecision – who to go for first?

Sophie pushed up from the floor, but instead of running this time, she spun around and grabbed the cover over the dumbwaiter shaft and wrestled it free: the brute must have replaced it following Callan freeing it earlier. She couldn’t bypass him to reach the stairs, or go back into the cavity behind the wardrobe, so there was only one viable way upstairs. She scrabbled for a grip on the edge of the opening, got her knees on the cupboard beneath it, and pushed inside. Not fast enough. The brute wrapped an arm around her waist, tore her out of the shaft and slammed her down on her back on the stacked furniture. She cried out in a mixture of agony, disappointment and fury.

‘You’re more fun than I ever imagined,’ he hooted, clearly enjoying the moment. He dug in his pocket, seeking his knife.

Sophie had not relinquished the bunched keys in her hand. Her apartment key still protruded, and she beat at him with it. Alas, whereas Burton had been caught unaware, his pal was already in a fight, and ready for her. He forgot about his knife, shielded his face with an arm, and the heavy woollen material absorbed most of her strikes. She must have got through at least once though, because blood dripped from his cheek onto hers as he loomed over her to force his hands around her throat. She punched again, but feebly. His fingers encircled her throat and applied crushing force until blackness swarmed through her mind almost instantaneously. She shrieked up at him, but her wind didn’t last and it ended up a pitiful cry. She was going to perish, as Kelsey had before her, her vertebrae parting under the relentless crushing force. ‘No!’ her mind screeched. ‘No!’ But she had nothing more. Even the keys fell from her lax fingers.

Jude, on the other hand, found her second wind.

Distracted while gloating directly in Sophie’s purpling face, the brute had no idea Jude was on her feet, limping but moving, or of her dropping low and scooping up something from the floor. She staggered forward, unafraid, or desperate, and raised her arm as she lunged so that all her bodyweight was behind it, and drove home the glinting shard of mirror glass. Twenty centimetres long and razor sharp, his coat didn’t thwart it as it had Sophie’s key. The glass dagger sank a hand’s breadth into his lower back, and Jude screamed in fury as she wrenched her bleeding hand aside, snapping off the glass inside him. He roared in agony, and spun, ramming an elbow into her sternum and knocking her flying. He didn’t pursue her; instead he reared back, spine contorted as he clawed to free the shard from his back. Wherever she’d hit him, it was a serious wound. He staggered, weakened almost instantly, and he half sat with his back against the stacked furniture, still pawing to dislodge the buried glass. He sliced his fingertips on the broken edge, but could find no purchase. He turned and looked at Sophie – for help? – and she hissed at him like a jungle cat.

‘You fucking bitches!’ he shouted, and swung a bloodied hand at her, fingers stained to the knuckles with his own blood.

Sophie slid off the furniture and barrel-rolled across the floor, away from him. She stood, massaging her abused throat as she sucked in air.

‘Billy!’ the brute called.

‘Billy can’t help you,’ Sophie told him, with not a little satisfaction. ‘Right now, he’s lying through there feeling sorry for himself.’

‘It doesn’t matter. I don’t need his help to kill you both,’ he stated, but there was no conviction in him now. The pain from his wound drained his strength startlingly fast. His usually ruddy face was as pale as the underbelly of a fish. He pushed away from the furniture and something toppled and crashed to the floor. He stamped forward, and Sophie scooted backwards to escape his groping hands.

‘Sophe … over here,’ Jude called.

Sophie glimpsed quickly towards her, and saw Jude raise her knee and then kick at something on the floor. It skidded towards her, and Sophie slapped down her palm to stop it. Her fingers furled around the haft of the hammer Belle had sometimes used to beat the washer-dryer into action, and she hoisted it up with her as she pushed to her feet.

The brute swayed on his feet, one hand outstretched towards her.

She snorted.

Pain engulfed him, and his legs quaked. He took a step towards her, and when he pawed the air, it was as if seeking her assistance.

‘What was that you said before about history repeating?’ she snarled, and struck him.

The hammer split his skull, tearing off a clump of bristly hair and flesh. Blood sheeted from the wound, crimson on white, and he collapsed to his knees.

‘No,’ he moaned, blood tracking all the way to his jaw line and dripping into his collar.

The image was vivid, often conjured in her nightmares, but to Sophie it was comforting this time.

‘You murdered my sister, you hurt my friends, and you have hurt my Callan. Yes!’ she stated, and struck him a second blow.

This time the hammer landed a few hairs’ width above his left ear, the sound like a racket whacking a tennis ball. The brute gasped, and pitched sideways.

Standing over him, waiting for him to rise again like a B-horror movie monster, Sophie clutched the dripping hammer. Her stepfather, Keith Middleham, had once given his all to save his loved ones from a beast; it was only right that she did the same.

The brute groaned, and his eyelids flickered.

She hit him again, saying, ‘That one’s for hurting me.’

And then she struck him again for good measure. Blood pooled around his crushed skull.

Jude limped over and rested her hand on Sophie’s forearm.

They stared down at the dead monster at their feet.

No, not an actual monster, not a supernatural bogeyman either, Sophie decided, only a seriously deranged human being. He was not the only one they must contend with.

‘What are we going to do about Burton?’ Jude asked, coming to the same conclusion.

Sophie weighed the bloody hammer in her hand once more, but as fast as it had arrived, the vengeful rage fled her, and she dropped it to the floor like the reviled thing it had become. ‘Like I told that monster, Burton’s fit for nothing just now.’

‘Police are here,’ announced a voice from above.

Sophie and Jude both jerked, and raised their heads in unison.

On the stairs stood Tricity and Elize. They must have heard the racket and come down to investigate, using their keys to unlock the basement door. Both girls were in shock at what they’d just witnessed. Elize slowly shook her head, but a dawning satisfied smirk worked its way onto her mouth when she figured out who the man on the ground was and recalled what he’d done to her. Tricity held up her phone, and Sophie took mere seconds to deduce that she had been recording her battle – at least the latter end – with the brute, and despite fighting for their lives, those last few seconds could be damning. Her last couple of blows to his skull had definitely not been made in self-defence.

‘Oh, no. Please tell me you aren’t live streaming,’ she croaked.

‘Uh, no,’ said Tricity and hit a button. She then aimed a fingertip at the screen and added, ‘In fact—’ and she dabbed it ‘—oops! I just accidentally deleted the recording. In fact, let’s not mention I caught any footage, at all, yeah?’

Upstairs, there was a commotion, police entering the building noisily. Unknown to them all at that time, when Sophie had been dragged from the ladder, her phone had dropped beside Belle. After Callan almost landed on top of her, and Sophie ran, leading away the brute, she had used it to summon help by dabbing the emergency number and Callan moaning out the address.

As the police called out to locate them, sounding as if several officers had entered the house together, the four all exchanged nods, silently agreeing to protect Sophie and Jude from any possible prosecution. Sophie called, ‘Help, we’re down here.’

From there, she planned on leading them first to Burton, then swiftly up through the house to release Belle and Callan.

Jude touched her gently on the cheek, wiping the droplet of blood that had dripped from the brute’s face. It was a tender action, one of deep connection. Sophie owed Jude her life, and would never forget it. Jude, she supposed, equally owed her for hers. That connection should never be severed after that day.

‘Go,’ Jude told her. ‘I’ll take the cops to Burton, you go and see your man. He’ll be worried and probably needs to see you, to believe that you’ve made it.’

‘Thanks, Jude,’ she said, and gently touched the woman’s cheek.

Bashful as usual, Jude dipped her head, but couldn’t conceal her smile. ‘Huh,’ she said, but softly this time in gratitude.

Sophie darted through the hole in the wall, retracing her labyrinthine steps to the padded room, again taking great care to avoid stepping on the physical evidence of previous murders spilled from the broken jar.




FORTY

Sophie Mackay

Fifteen months later

They stood at the graveside, Sophie, Callan and Keith Middleham. Sophie and Callan leaned against each other in mutual support, while Keith kept a respectful distance to allow Callan full use of his walking stick. For fifteen months Callan had been recuperating from his injuries, the worst of which he’d received, not from being beaten with the metal entrenchment tool, or by the brute’s fists and feet, but from his ungainly slip through the hatch from the turret. The cuts and swellings on his face had been bad enough, and his body covered by bruises, but worse, he’d broken a hip, torn ligaments in a knee, and displaced a number of discs in his spine. Fortunately he’d landed on the mounded duvets and blankets, otherwise it was unlikely he’d have survived the fall at all. Several surgeries, and months of physiotherapy and rehabilitation later, his facial scars were fading, and he was back on his feet, but he would require a walking aid for some time yet.

Jokingly, lying in hospital after being saved from Harclay House, he had promised Sophie, ‘I’d go down on one knee for you, Sophe, but I’d never be able to get up again.’

It was enough of a marriage proposal as she’d needed from him, and she had accepted wholeheartedly. They married at a wedding venue on the outskirts of Gretna, a few miles from Carlisle over the Scottish border, with Callan wobbling on two crutches while Sophie was walked down the aisle of the purpose-built chapel by the recently paroled Keith Middleham. The girls from Harclay House were in attendance, and Belle and Jude her maids of honour. It was the last occasion they had all been in the same place at one time, because they had all moved to different accommodations after Harclay House was designated a crime scene and the media nicknamed it Harclay Horror House. After enduring her terrifying confinement and abuse, Belle had nothing more to prove to her parents about personal resilience. She was a survivor, capable of standing on her own two feet, but she had returned to her family home in Wetheral, to reconcile and rebuild their relationship. Meanwhile Jude, with a newfound confidence and desire to socialise, no longer felt the need to skulk in the shadows and had found a bright newly adapted apartment in the town centre, close to all the action.

Whether the old building would ever become a home to anyone again was doubtful. Its owner, William James Burton, was currently serving subsequent life sentences for his part in the murders of three women, their DNA identified from the remains spilled from the broken jar – Kelsey Middleham, Jolene Harris and Gaynor Rogers – and would possibly face further trials in the future as more victims were identified. His partner, finally named in the press as Sgt (Ret’d) John Alan Guthrie of no fixed abode, was posthumously tried and found guilty for his part in the abductions, sexual assaults and rapes of the three identified victims, and the attempted murders of those that had survived him on that fateful day. Despite partially blinding Burton, and slaying Guthrie, there wasn’t a judge in the land that would look unfavourably on Sophie, or her friends, due to the national and then worldwide swell of public support for their heroic fight against the serial murderers. She testified in court, but only as a witness for the prosecution.

A comprehensive search of the Horror House and grounds uncovered the remains of the three known victims, plus others yet to be identified, buried in various states of decomposition and dismemberment. All had small parts of their anatomy missing – teeth, finger bones, slivers removed from ribs – but some were reunited when further jars containing Guthrie’s trophies were discovered secreted in caches behind the walls. After the initial trials and coroner’s inquiry concluded, Burton was sent whimpering to begin a custodial sentence, and some victim remains were finally released. Kelsey’s remains were laid to rest in the family plot alongside the bodies of her mum and brother. Months after the burial, the newlyweds and Kelsey’s father had agreed to meet and lay fresh flowers on her grave after her memorial stone had finally been erected.

As they peered down together at Kelsey’s gravestone, Sophie was teary-eyed, but not distraught as she once might have been. Her raw grief was tempered by the knowledge that she had stopped Kelsey’s murderers and brought justice for her sister and the other victims. It had been unlikely to happen, but she had held onto hope that she would find Kelsey alive, and was initially devastated to learn of her murder at Guthrie’s and Burton’s hands, but learning of it had also fired her up and given her the strength and determination to fight on. It had been horrible, but Kelsey had been avenged and could rest in peace now. Sophie always had preferred a challenge to taking the easy route, and battling those monsters in the claustrophobic spaces between the walls had proved her greatest challenge to date. But, she swore silently on Kelsey’s grave, for Callan, for her dad, and for the lifelong friends Sophie had acquired in Belle and Jude, she would do it all again at the drop of a trilby hat.
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