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The Things We Keep Hidden

Chapter 1 – The House With Locked Rooms

[image: ]


Rain slid down the bus window in crooked silver lines as Emely Carter watched the coastline emerge through the fog.

The town looked exactly like the kind of place she had spent years avoiding.

Small.
Quiet.
The sort of place where people noticed strangers and remembered faces.
The kind of place where questions lingered too long.

She tightened her fingers around the strap of her bag and looked away from the water.

By the time the bus stopped near the harbor, the rain had become steadier, drumming softly against the pavement and rooftops. Wind carried the sharp scent of salt and wet cedar through the open station doors.

Emely stepped off the bus with two suitcases, a leather portfolio case tucked beneath her arm, and a knot of exhaustion buried deep in her chest.

No one was waiting for her.

Good.

She preferred arrivals that way.

The driver unloaded the final suitcase before climbing back aboard without a word. A moment later the bus disappeared into the gray afternoon, leaving Emely standing alone beside the nearly empty street.

Ahead of her, the town stretched upward along the cliffs:
weathered storefronts,
warm café windows,
old fishing homes painted in faded colors.
And at the very top, overlooking the sea like something stubbornly refusing to collapse—

Blackwater House.

Even through the rain, she could see it clearly.

Large.
Dark.
Aging badly.
Beautiful.

Emely exhaled slowly.

“Well,” she murmured to herself. “You wanted a distraction.”

The taxi ride up the hill was short and silent except for the hiss of tires on wet roads.

The driver glanced at her through the rearview mirror once they reached the gates.

“You staying there alone?”

“For now.”

He frowned slightly.

“That house has been empty a long time.”

“I noticed.”

Another pause.

Then:
“People say strange things about it.”
Emely almost smiled.

People always said strange things about old houses.

Haunted.
Cursed.
Broken.
Usually they were only describing the families inside them.

The iron gate protested loudly when she pushed it open. Gravel crunched beneath her boots as she dragged her luggage toward the front steps.

Blackwater House stood enormous against the storm-dark sky.

Three stories.
Tall windows.
Stone walls streaked with age and seawater.
Parts of the roof sagged slightly.
Several shutters hung crooked.
One upstairs window had been boarded over completely.
Still, Emely felt it immediately.

Potential.

Not just structurally.

Emotionally.

Houses carried things.

Memory.
Silence.
Damage.
She had built an entire career restoring spaces people had abandoned after grief became too heavy to live beside.

Hotels after bankruptcies.
Family homes after funerals.
Libraries after fires.
People always assumed restoration was about repairing wood and plaster.

Most of the time, it was about teaching a place how to breathe again.

The front door stuck halfway before finally opening inward with a long groan.

Cold air met her immediately.

Dust floated through weak gray light filtering from the tall windows. Furniture sat beneath white sheets like sleeping ghosts. The scent of old wood, mildew, and forgotten years wrapped around her at once.

Emely stepped inside slowly.

The silence felt enormous.

She closed the door behind her and stood still for a moment, listening to the house settle around her.

Somewhere upstairs, something creaked.

Wind rattled a loose pane of glass.

Otherwise—

Nothing.

Perfect.

She dropped her bags near the staircase and pulled a folded letter from her coat pocket.

The paper was soft from overhandling.

Ms. Carter,

As sole remaining beneficiary connected to the Blackwater property holdings, you are authorized temporary stewardship pending legal review and restoration evaluation...

She stopped reading there.

She already knew the rest.

The house had belonged to her mother’s side of the family.

A family she had not spoken to in almost eight years.

A family she had intended never to think about again.

Yet somehow death and paperwork had dragged her back anyway.

Typical.

Emely folded the letter sharply and shoved it back into her pocket.

No point thinking about that tonight.

This was temporary.

Restore the house.
Handle the legal mess.
Leave.
Simple.

At least, that had been the plan.

A loud knock at the front door startled her hard enough that she nearly cursed aloud.

She glanced toward the entryway.

Another knock followed, firmer this time.

Emely crossed the room carefully and opened the door halfway.

The man standing outside looked equally soaked and unimpressed by the weather.

Tall.
Broad-shouldered.
Dark hair damp from rain.
He held a toolbox in one hand and a rolled set of papers beneath the other arm.

For a moment neither of them spoke.

Then he said, “You’re the restoration specialist.”

Not a question.

His voice was calm, low, roughened slightly at the edges.

Emely nodded once.
“You’re late.”
One eyebrow lifted slightly.

“It’s storming.”

“Yes.”

“You still expected punctuality?”

“I always expect punctuality.”

Something flickered briefly in his expression.

Amusement, maybe.

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

He stepped inside after she moved aside just enough to allow it.

Water dripped from his jacket onto the wooden floor.

Emely immediately noticed his hands.

Calloused.
Paint-stained.
Scarred across the knuckles.
Someone who worked with his body every day.

“Bruce Holloway,” he said, setting the toolbox down carefully. “Contractor.”

“Emely Carter.”

“I know.”

That caught her attention.

Bruce shrugged lightly.
“Small town.”
Of course.

She resisted the urge to sigh.

He looked around the entry hall slowly, studying the ceiling damage and warped staircase with the focused attention of someone mentally cataloguing problems.

“This place is worse than the photos.”

“Most things are.”

Again—that almost-smile.

Small.
Quick.
Gone before she could decide whether she imagined it.
Bruce unrolled the papers onto a nearby table.

“I reviewed the structural reports on the drive over. Foundation’s stable, surprisingly. Roof needs immediate reinforcement before winter gets worse.”

Emely moved beside him to examine the plans.

He smelled faintly like cedarwood and rain.

Annoyingly noticeable.

“We’ll need to clear the west wing first,” she said. “There’s water damage spreading through the upper walls.”

Bruce glanced toward the dark hallway.

“You been upstairs yet?”

“No.”

“You should avoid the back corridor until we inspect the floor supports.”

“I’ll survive.”

His gaze shifted toward her then.

Steady.
Quietly assessing.
“You always this determined to ignore good advice?”

“Usually.”

To her surprise, he laughed softly.

Not mockingly.

Just genuinely.

The sound caught her off guard in a way she disliked immediately.

Bruce walked toward the staircase, boots echoing against old wood.

“Mind if I take a look around?”

“You’re the contractor.”

“That wasn’t an answer.”

Emely crossed her arms.
“You planning to steal the wallpaper?”
He glanced back at her over one shoulder.

“Depends how valuable it is.”

There it was again—
that dry warmth beneath his voice.
Dangerous.

Not because it was flirtatious.

Because it felt easy.

And easy was rarely safe.

Bruce disappeared upstairs while Emely unpacked supplies in the kitchen.

The room was colder than the rest of the house.

She opened cabinets mechanically, inventorying dishes and rusted cookware left behind decades earlier.

Anything to keep her hands busy.

Anything to avoid thinking.

Outside, thunder rolled across the coastline.

The house groaned softly around her.

For the first time since arriving, exhaustion settled fully into her bones.

She hadn’t slept properly in days.

Not since the lawyer called.

Not since hearing her mother’s name spoken aloud again.

Emely gripped the edge of the counter tightly until the memory passed.

Upstairs, footsteps moved overhead.

Then silence.

Then another creak.

Longer this time.

A few minutes later Bruce returned downstairs, brushing dust from his sleeves.

“There’s a locked room on the third floor.”

Her stomach tightened instantly.

She kept her face neutral.
“Okay.”
“No key?”

“No.”

Bruce studied her for half a second too long.

“Owner didn’t leave one?”

“There isn’t one.”

The answer came too fast.

She knew it the moment the words left her mouth.

Bruce noticed too.

Not because his expression changed—
it didn’t—
but because something in the room shifted quietly between them.
A pause.
A recognition.
He didn’t push further.

Instead, he picked up his toolbox again.

“I’ll come back tomorrow morning,” he said. “We should start before more rain gets into the west side.”

“Fine.”

At the front door, he hesitated.

“The heating system barely works,” he said. “You’ll freeze in here tonight.”

“I’ve survived worse.”

Another one of those unreadable looks.

Then:
“Still. There’s a diner near the harbor if you need real coffee.”
“I make real coffee.”

Bruce opened the door.

Cold wind rushed inside immediately.

“We’ll test that theory tomorrow.”

And then he was gone into the rain.

Emely closed the door behind him and leaned against it for a moment longer than necessary.

The house felt different now.

Less empty.

Which, somehow, unsettled her more.

Upstairs, beyond walls thick with age and silence, the locked room waited in darkness.

Emely stared toward the staircase.

Then slowly reached into her coat pocket.

Her fingers closed around a small brass key she had lied about moments earlier.

She held it tightly in her palm.

But she did not go upstairs.
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Chapter 2 – Dust and Splinters
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The next morning arrived wrapped in fog thick enough to swallow the coastline whole.

Emely woke cold.

For several disoriented seconds she forgot where she was.

Then the ceiling above her came into focus—
water stains,
hairline cracks,
aged wooden beams darkened by time.
Blackwater House.

Right.

She had fallen asleep on top of the blankets sometime after midnight, too exhausted to unpack properly. The wind had rattled the old windows most of the night, and the heating system had coughed uselessly before giving up entirely around two in the morning.

By sunrise, the bedroom felt like the inside of a refrigerator.

Emely groaned softly and dragged herself upright.

The house creaked around her as if resentful she was awake again.

“Good morning to you too,” she muttered.

She dressed quickly in layered sweaters and work jeans before heading downstairs.

The kitchen was still dim with early gray light. She found the coffee supplies she’d unpacked the night before and immediately got to work.

Coffee first.
Existence second.
By the time she heard boots on the front porch forty minutes later, the house smelled faintly less abandoned.

Emely opened the door before Bruce could knock.

He stood there holding two paper bags and wearing the same dark jacket from yesterday, though this one was thankfully dry.

“You look disappointed,” he said.

“I was deciding whether to pretend not to hear you.”

“Cruel.”

He stepped inside, bringing cold air with him.

Then he paused.

“You made coffee.”

“I told you I could.”

Bruce lifted the paper bags slightly.
“I brought backup anyway.”
Emely eyed them suspiciously.

“Pastries.”

“That sounds optimistic for a contractor.”

“It’s a dangerous personality flaw.”

Despite herself, she felt the corner of her mouth twitch.

Bruce noticed.

He didn’t comment on it.

Something about that restraint made her oddly aware of him.

He moved through the kitchen comfortably, setting the bags down before shrugging off his jacket. Today he wore a dark thermal shirt with the sleeves pushed to his forearms.

Again, she noticed his hands first.

Strong hands.
Worn hands.
The kind built by years of physical work and quiet endurance.

“Storm held overnight,” he said, pouring coffee into a chipped mug. “Roof damage might be worse than I thought.”

“We’ll start in the west wing.”

Bruce took a careful sip of coffee.

Then another.

His eyebrows lifted slightly.

“Well.”

Emely crossed her arms.
“Well what?”
“You weren’t lying.”

“I rarely do.”

Something flickered across his expression at that.

Too brief to fully read.

But she caught it.

And hated that she wanted to know what it meant.

They spent the morning clearing damaged furniture from the west corridor.

Dust coated everything.

The old wallpaper peeled away in long curling strips while weak sunlight filtered through cracked windows. Some sections of flooring had warped from moisture, forcing them to move carefully around unstable boards.

At first they worked mostly in silence.

Not uncomfortable silence.

Just cautious.

Measured.

Emely preferred it that way.
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