
  
  Praise for This House Isn't Haunted But We Are:


“Short, sharp and tender beneath its skin, Stephen Howard's deeply creepy Gothic novella will keep you up long into the night.” Lucy Rose, author of The Lamb

“This House Isn't Haunted But We Are explores how grief makes us forget about the present, rendering us aimless, half alive wanderers through parents who have lost a child, and a house who doesn’t want to be alone as it nears the end of its life. A heartfelt supernatural and cosmic story about three broken individuals struggling to heal and finding comfort in each other.” Ai Jiang, Bram Stoker and Nebula Award-winning author of Linghun

“Stephen Howard blends the Weird, the psychological, and the gothic with easy style. This House Isn’t Haunted But We Are will draw you in, but watch out - there's far more to it than meets the eye.” Ally Wilkes, author of Where the Dead Wait and All the White Spaces

"There is an unrelenting sense of dread and horror for the entire duration of the story. The plot is unique and clever. I could see this as a very stylish A24 movie." Sadie Hartmann, Mother Horror

"This House Isn't Haunted But We Are is a novella sized bite of grief horror which offers a fresh take on the haunted house trope. " Catherine McCarthy, author of Mosaic and The House at the End of Lacelean Street

"A short but punchy story. I absolutely adored this. Told from three perspectives - husband, wife, house - this book weaves the these narratives together seamlessly to craft a wonderful, gripping, emotionally wrenching story. Exceptional book." Robert Welbourn, author of Great Romances of the 20th Century

"A poignant story of grief, loss and isolation that spans the personal to cosmic. Howard deftly navigates this tale of mourning with compassion and heart." Suzan Palumbo, author of Countess and Skin Thief: Stories

"A classic haunted house tale reimagined with a clever, modern twist. Rich gothic storytelling and authentic characters make for a deeply engaging and unique read." Craig Terlson, author of the Luke Fischer novels

"Take a classic trope, add a dash of cosmic horror and stir in a ton of grief and you have the recipe for this intriguing tale." Janine Pipe, author of Sausages: The Making of Dog Soldiers
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  For those who’ve loved and lost.








  
  HOUSE


You are clogged up and cold, have been for some time, but they might be about to change that. There’s plenty of fuel beside you. The caretaker is lazy, but she stocked the woodpile recently, tipping you off to the possibility of them, of new people to inhabit you, fill you up with warmth and joy. You hope there might be children as you so dearly love the sound of children’s laughter, their smell reminiscent of freshly baked bread. Your single storey is ideal for young children; no stairs to fall down. But the great outdoors surrounds you, rolling moors smelling of grass and earth; room aplenty to run around and play. Yes, you know you’re ideal for children. 
You have the loft space, though little ones can’t reach it, and you find ways to dissuade anyone from entering anyway. But you’re especially protective with the little ones, for whom the sight, that is, what the loft holds, would be… too much.
There’s a wall of grey, rugged stones separating you from the narrow country road. There’s a gate carved into it. There’s a car turning through the gate.
They’re here.
Wind whistles through your loft. Condensation and black mould wriggle in windows like crust in your eyes that you can’t blink away. The car pulls into the gravel driveway and crunches to a halt. They get out and you are disappointed to see two adults, no children. The woman has brown skin and long straight hair neatly tied into a ponytail, slender, wearing smart trousers and a turquoise jumper. The man is white and unshaven, wearing jeans and a grey hoodie that hugs him tight around the waist. His footsteps are heavier. You have seen him before recently, but long ago, too, when you were both younger. She is slower to approach, apprehensive, as if she doesn’t want to be here. To you, it appears the man senses this too because he’s pointing to the surroundings and half-smiling, nodding fervently, then gesturing towards you and talking a lot. Perhaps, he’s convincing her that you’re worth it. You feel judged, exposed, vulnerable. You have been hurt before. Tenants come and go, unappreciative, listless in their cleaning, lacking pride in their home. You cannot allow your hopes to soar too high.
The couple circle you, all along the man gesticulating and chattering, the woman nodding but her lips are pursed, her eyes uncertain. Something isn’t sitting right with you, but you can’t place it. Not at first. As they finish their navigation of the grounds, you realise what is missing; they haven’t touched each other once since arriving. You might not be the foremost expert on humans, but many have inhabited you and they are always touching each other, sometimes quietly, tenderly, but sometimes loudly, sloppily, and you try to ignore these displays of affection. But this couple keep a distance from each other. Whether conscious of it or not, they are always at arm’s length, minimum. You wonder if they’re like you, or maybe they’re so unlike you that they don’t care for any intimacy at all. 
You thought humans were all the same; they all need to be loved, just as you do. Sometimes humans need healing, sometimes you do, too. The couple are standing outside your front door. Hovering above are two birds hanging in the sky before making a swift descent. Above, dark clouds approach. You wait for the two people to enter.






  
  SIMON


The cottage is everything I hoped it would be. Sure, it needs a little TLC, but Aunt Susan told me as much. I’d seen for myself when I had first rocked up with a van full of furniture. Cousin Tom helped unpack while Aunt Susan nattered about her neighbour’s money troubles, old gossip that she is. Anyway, she used to rent this place as a holiday let, but there are fewer and fewer ramblers these days and so the place sits dormant, uncared for and unloved. But we have so much to give, Priya and I, especially since Lily… 
I can’t.
Can’t think about Lily.
I thumb my wallet, which is in my jeans pocket, itching to pull out the photo I have of her, but I resist. It’s the last photo I ever took of our baby. Kind of helps this feeling she’s still with me. She’s smiling in the photo, the gap in her front teeth prominent. Her cheeks are flushed as she’d been running around chasing after ducks by the pond. Our favourite walking spot. We’d all loved it. Tossing bread onto the murky pond surface, playing hide-and-seek among the trees, all that fun stuff. But now…
Fuck. Pull it together, Si, pull it together. Don’t let Priya see you wavering, not with the way things have been lately. I’m telling her all the ideas I have for this place that’ll make it ours as we circle the property, but there’s this listless expression on her face, a glassiness to her eyes which usually means she’s checked out. She’d rather be back in the city, probably.
I just can’t anymore, though. Too many reminders, too much noise.
“I’ve got the key here somewhere,” I say, rifling through various pockets until I hear the jangling and feel the fierce cold of metal. As I yank my hand from my pocket, a tile from the imbricated roof crashes into the gravel. Priya jumps aside, slate debris scattering against her ankles.
“Are you okay?” I mean to take a step towards her, but my foot stops, hovering above the ground just a moment before landing back where it started.
Priya nods. “Let’s get inside.”
I raise the key and dangle it as if attempting to hypnotise her. “Shall we do it together?”
Priya stares off into the distance. “It’s getting cold, Simon.”
She’s right, of course. The breeze is biting at my cheeks, and the smell of impending rain is on the air. Further off, where Priya still stares, is a clutch of trees. The leaves and branches are swaying like parishioners during their favourite hymn. Shades of yellow and brown signalling autumn. I push the key into the lock and, not without some exertion, twist it and push the door in.
There’s a light smell of damp from sheer disuse. The walls are bare as Aunt Susan cleared the place out for us, but our furniture is in thanks to Cousin Tom and me. There are boxes stacked in the hallway and spilling into the lounge. The lounge is to the right, and you pass through there to the kitchen, which looks out into the sparse North Yorkshire moors. To the left is the smaller bedroom, a child’s room, really, and the next room along is the master. Straight ahead is the bathroom. Compact and cute. With a good clean and a lick of paint, this will be everything Priya and I need. A real home. No, a family home. We can fix this place; this place can be fixed. I toss her glances as we move through the cottage, but she’s opaque, has erected a barrier between us when, once, we were completely in sync. I hope this project can recalibrate us.







  
  PRIYA


The place stinks. Outside, the smell of manure is heavy and laden with rural turgidity. That sense that nothing is happening at all and that’s the way people here like it. Eurgh. Inside, it’s damp and fuzzy. I can taste the walls from several feet away. Not my sort of cuisine, truth be told. 
Simon waves his hands at this and that, talks about a lick of paint here and sanding down the dresser there. All the while he sounds like the depressed voice inside one of those museum headsets that tells you about art or exhibits in a dreary monotone. I tune him out and wander around our new home. In the city, our loft apartment was open plan with smart exposed brick, a bespoke kitchen, and sleek finishes all about. Here, I see mould stuck in the corners of windows because the insulation is so poor. I feel trapped by the small rooms and low ceilings, as if the sheer weight of my guilt is pushing down upon the structure. I want our marriage to work. I do. I want the spark to come back. But Lily is gone, and maybe it’s time to accept any concept of us is too.
I stray into the bedroom. There’s a small square cut-out in the ceiling. Odd, no handle to open it, but it must be a loft space full of heck knows what. The extra storage might prove useful, or maybe it’s sturdy enough
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