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He arrived in Rackam on a drizzly November afternoon. His colleagues had teased him for taking a sabbatical to work on his latest book in the sleepy seaside town. The hotel brochure promised ‘quaint charm’ and ‘splendid isolation’, two qualities he cherished. As his taxi rolled down the narrow, cobbled streets lined with Victorian lampposts and weathered cottages, he felt a weight lift from him. Those stuffy old windbags at Cambridge could not understand his need for solitude. He thought of himself as moderately sociable, gladly taking part in the endless drinks and alcohol-fuelled discussions of Freudian symbolism in Shakespeare’s King John, but when it came to the real work, he preferred his own company with none of the distractions, constant engagements and dreary academic events. And why should he not get away? He was diligent enough and prided himself on his dedication to the college and the students he taught. But every now and then, he had to get out of Cambridge and its small, insular universe. Here, with the sea on his doorstep and the north wind blowing, he could clear his mind.

The hotel was a hulking Gothic structure perched on the cliffs over the angry grey sea. It loomed into view as the taxi left the main road. Its slate roof bristled with chimneys, and its windows reflected the dim, sunless sky. Leonard thought it seemed less inviting than the brochure had suggested, but perhaps it was just the weather. He was not here as a tourist, so as long as there was a bed, a good breakfast and a shower, he would be comfortable. The reception area was pleasant enough, although the woman on the desk was a little off-putting. She was gaunt and grey-haired, and fixed him with a piercing gaze as he approached. 

‘The name’s Rodgerson,’ he said. ‘I’ve booked for the week.’

She checked her register, then glanced up with a tight-lipped smile. ‘Doctor Rodgerson?’

‘That’s right.’

‘Doctor of what?’

‘Astronomy,’ he replied, though he refrained from saying it was none of her business, which it was not.

She handed him an iron key. ‘You’re in Room 13, Doctor Rodgerson. I trust you’ll find it quiet enough.’

Leonard gave her a polite nod and took the key, keen to be out of her company. As he climbed the creaking staircase, he reflected that he had heard, many years before, that hotels tended not to have a Room 13 because of the superstition around that number. This one appeared to be the exception, but then perhaps the management did not have time for such silly notions. That refreshingly modern outlook seemed at odds with the age of the building and the rustic atmosphere. He dismissed this from his mind as he arrived at the room and entered. It smelled faintly of salt and mildew. The bed, draped in faded damask, faced a large bay window offering a sweeping view of the churning sea. Not bad for the price.

He gave a contented sigh as he put down his bags and strode to the window. A good decision on the whole, he reflected. The room was spacious enough to rest and work in, and he could go out when he needed some air. After the long journey, he decided that exercise was what was required right now, so after some unpacking, he put on his coat and went downstairs. The receptionist was thankfully elsewhere, so he stepped out and followed the road down towards the cliffs. Despite the lowering clouds it was mild for the time of the year, and he felt comfortable as he admired the view across the North Sea. The water churned and licked against the jagged rocks at the base of the cliff, its thunderous roar carried up to him on the autumnal wind. Leonard felt very small as he looked out across the vast ocean. If he were to topple from his perch here and be lost beneath the violent surf, what would it matter to the sea as it swallowed him up? Everything he was, everything he had ever been, would be lost to the depthless void.

He shook himself. The weather and isolation were making him morbid, and he felt he was above such existential paranoia. Turning his back on the unfeeling ocean, he headed towards the comfort of the hotel.

***
[image: ]


That night, Leonard could not sleep. He blamed the wind rattling the windows and the distant crash of waves. But there was something more, something deeper, a sensation like a cold whisper threading through his mind. He tossed and turned, and just as sleep began to claim him, he awoke to a muffled noise reverberating through the walls.

At first, he thought it was a trick of the wind, but the cadence seemed more animated, almost human, perhaps animal. Rising from the bed, he pressed his ear to the wall. He could not discern any specific sound or word, yet he was sure this was no machine, nor a strange effect of the weather. There was an intelligence to it, a purpose. In certain notes he felt there was a tone, but what emotion it expressed or meant to express was unclear. Whatever it was, it did not come from outside, but from somewhere below, deep within the bowels of the hotel.

He did not know how long he stood by the wall, listening intently to the bizarre, otherworldly hum. But in the end, it began to subside, until all he could hear was the distant sound of waves lapping on the shoreline, and the muted cry of birds. The hum was gone, and he was alone in the dark. He waited some minutes before returning, deeply unnerved, to his bed. It occurred to him as he lay, trying to get back to sleep, that it could be other guests. There may be artists here, musicians, perhaps poets or dramatists. It was not uncommon for such characters to frequent seaside retreats. But this explanation brought him no comfort, and he continued to mull over the mysterious sound, its echoes gnawing at him, and it was dawn before he finally drifted into a fitful sleep.
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The next morning, Leonard rose late. He spent a couple of hours working on his book, then went down to the hotel restaurant for breakfast. He was the only one there, the building oddly deserted. After eating, he decided to go out and explore the town. There were few people as he wandered the quiet streets. He greeted some of them, and they were polite but distant. The whole place seemed muted, with few shops or storefronts to brighten the décor. Many of the windows he passed were boarded up or closed despite it being peak time on a weekday.

At length he stopped in a little café for afternoon tea. He was the only customer, apart from a dishevelled old man who sat in the corner and watched him as he took his seat. Leonard nodded to the man, then took a book out and read as he waited for someone to come and take his order. The middle-aged waiter did not keep him waiting long and promptly delivered the requested coffee.

‘You’re not from round here,’ he said as he laid the tray on Leonard’s table. It was not a question.

‘No, I’m here on holiday,’ Leonard replied. He hoped that was definitive enough a response to stop the conversation, but the waiter did not move. His gaze was appraising, and a little too direct for comfort.

‘You’re at the hotel,’ said the waiter. Another non-question. Leonard noted the way he said the hotel as if there was only one in the town. Surely that was not the case, even for a place this size.

Leonard nodded. ‘That’s right.’

‘Odd place, that.’

Leonard frowned, interested despite himself. ‘What makes you say that?’

‘It’s built on shattered ground.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

The waiter’s impassive gaze lifted to a point slightly above the top of Leonard’s head, eyes upraised towards the past. ‘Something terrible happened there. Many years ago, before the hotel was built. There used to be houses, a whole street of people living there. But the sea had been creeping ever closer for centuries, always mere inches away from knocking on the door. They were warned, the inhabitants, but they would not leave their homes. One winter there was a terrible storm. The sea found its way into the cracks and gaps in the cliff that the houses stood on. Eventually the ground itself gave way, and all those houses slid into the sea and were consumed by the water. Not a soul survived, and the bodies were never recovered.’

Leonard sat very still, the gravity of the story weighing upon him. ‘And they built a hotel on that spot?’

The waiter shrugged. ‘Supposedly it’s safe enough, where it is. Supposedly.’ With that he turned away and returned to his duties.

Leonard drank his coffee in silence, unable to shake that heavy feeling. Why on earth had the man told him that story? Was it even true? Perhaps the locals just liked to have fun at visitors’ expense. Still, it preyed upon his mind. He finished his drink in a hurry, keen to be out of this café, but also reluctant to return to the hotel with its oppressive atmosphere. He would dedicate the rest of the day to exercise and sea air, in the hope of shaking this maudlin mood.
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That night, the strange noise woke him again. He lay in bed a while, listening to the unearthly hum. It seemed louder, the bed vibrated with it. He rose slowly and paced the room, trying to pin down the source. Above, within, below? It surrounded him on all sides, filling him with its bizarre emanations. Fully awake, he decided to venture out of his room and investigate.

The hotel corridor was dark and still as he crept out. It occurred to him now in the dead of night that he had not seen a single other guest since he arrived. He stood in the dim light, listening. The hum was audible here, if a little fainter. He moved slowly through the narrow space and pressed his ear to each door as he passed. No sounds from within, only that incessant vibration in the wood, in the floor, in his bones. He felt suddenly very
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