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Chapter 1
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Orwell heard the scream from outside the dilapidated cottage. Shelley’s shriek resonated through the crumbling walls and out of the door to where Orwell was lifting another box from the car. His daughter’s dire cries had punctuated Orwell’s days ever since he was sentenced to life as a widower. In the five months following Kallie’s death, Shelley would frequently scream until she was incapable of making any further sound, her throat raw and her eyes bloodshot. Eventually, she’d collapse on the spot in exhaustion, sweaty hair pasted to her face, her skin ice cold, but momentarily exorcised of rage. 

Orwell longed to do the same, to let out all the grief in a primal roar, to give out a guttural cry from the pit of his despair, but instead he’d gathered it all inside, and built a stronghold to contain it. He knew he had to be strong for Shelley, and he couldn’t be strong if he gave in to his own weakness. With another scream rattling the ancient windows of the unfamiliar cottage, it was time to be strong again. He dropped the box marked ‘Memories of Mum’ onto the threadbare sofa, took a second to prepare himself, and hurried towards Shelley’s new bedroom.

When Orwell saw Shelley, he realised this scream was different. This was not the sort of scream the grief counsellor had called a natural mechanism for a teenage girl coping with the death of her mother, nor was this was a scream of anguish. This was a scream of fear.

Typically, when she screamed, Shelley’s wide eyes stared into space as if she saw beyond her own reality and into another world. She balled her hands into fists and her arms lay dead straight by her sides. This time, however, her hands were crossed over her heart, and her eyes had narrowed, fixed upon something. 

The scream continued even after Orwell wrapped his arms around Shelley. He pulled her close, muffling the sound against his shoulder until it broke seconds later.

“It’s okay,” Orwell said, releasing her and stroking her hair. “I’m here.” Orwell tried to make eye-contact with Shelley, but she continued staring at something behind him.

“What is it?” Shelley asked in a hoarse whisper, her face drained of colour. She backed away until she touched the opposite wall. “Is it a foot?”

Orwell gazed up. The soiled wallpaper curled away from the ceiling as if trying to flee in disgust. Something protruded from a gap between the wall and the ceiling. Orwell tried to focus his tired eyes upon the shape. Did it wiggle? Was something alive up there? He leaned in closer: an ancient shoe. It looked like a moccasin, the leather a blemished, beige colour. He’d read about this when researching an article on superstition which he’d not yet had published.

He placed his hand on Shelley’s back. “It’s okay, sweetheart. It’s nothing to worry about.”

“What is it?” Shelley’s eyes were still fixed upon it.

“It’s a shoe–an old superstition. They... keep demons away.”

“Get rid of it,” Shelley said, her voice shrill, not far from the pitch of her screams.

“Honey, I can’t just pull it out of the wall.” Orwell turned back to Shelley. She looked small with her arms folded tightly in front of her body.

“It’s fucking creepy.”

“Shelley, don’t swear.”

“There’s a fucking shoe sticking out of the wall of this creepy fucking house and you’re concerned about my swearing? I’m thirteen, Dad. Jesus Christ, I’m sleeping in the car.” Shelley hurried towards the door, skirting the wall to stay as far away as possible from the shoe.

“No, Shelley,” Orwell said, holding out an arm to stop Shelley’s progress. “It’s okay, I’ll get it.”

Orwell reached up and touched the shoe, and a sudden dread overwhelmed his body. Warmth radiated from the leather, and he felt a reaction to his touch. It couldn’t possibly be living? He’d been awake for over forty hours, and he’d had to stick his head out of the window during the last hour of the drive through those winding Fen roads to avoid falling asleep at the wheel and crashing into one of the many ditches. Part of him knew his mind was playing tricks, but the irrational side was taking over.

“I need to get some tools,” he said. If nothing else, it would buy him time to rationalise the situation. Of course, it wasn’t a real human foot, but this was an old cottage; perhaps a family of mice had made it their home. When offering them the cottage, Uncle Jack had said it had been empty for quite some time. That would give a family of vermin the opportunity to nest. 

With his toolkit buried in the bottom of one of the boxes still in the car, he ventured into the kitchen to seek a suitable utensil. He hit the switch, and when the light eventually flickered on, his heart sunk again. No way had anyone cooked anything fit for human consumption in there for a long time. Several lumps of plaster had fallen from the ceiling and sat on the worktop and the floor, both of which were covered in a thick layer of grime. A rusty stove stood in one corner, and beside it was an old gas cooker that looked like it should have been condemned. He opened the cupboard beneath the sink. There was nothing on the shelves other than a thick layer of dust, though at least he’d located the fuse board. There was something else in the cupboard, hanging on a piece of string from the sink’s plumbing: a stone, ring-donut shaped, perhaps a little larger than a fifty-pence piece. The string was tied through a hole about the size of the tip of his finger. For some reason, he felt compelled to reach out and touch it. The stone was oddly smooth. But he had no time to get side-tracked with Shelley still freaked out by the shoe. As much as he wanted to touch it again, to figure out how it had become so smooth, he had work to do. He closed the cupboard and pulled open a stiff drawer of the woodworm-riddled dresser that consumed one entire wall. There he found something he could use–a metal skewer spotted with rust and a paring knife with its wooden handle speckled with black mould. He took the two implements to the table in the combined dining area and front room where he grabbed the sturdiest looking of the dining chairs.

Back in Shelley’s bedroom, he climbed onto the chair and leaned in closer to the shoe. Somehow, it still smelled of fresh leather. When he touched it, a shudder flew down his spine, and he had to grip onto his knife and skewer to avoid dropping them. It felt almost moist, like sliced meat straight out of the packet. On either side of the shoe was a chalky substance, perhaps old cement. It didn’t look like the shoe was cemented in, or certainly not securely. It would come out with a good tug, but that would mean touching the moist leather again. Orwell shuddered at the thought. Instead, he poked the knife beside the shoe, finding it pushed in easily. He twisted it behind. As irrational as the thought was, he worried that the shoe was somehow integral to the cottage’s structure. If it came down, would the roof come down with it? 

He looked back at Shelley. She had that pained and anxious look on her face again. He couldn’t leave the shoe, couldn’t leave her looking like that. As he pulled the knife out, cement dust crumbled to the floor. He repeated his actions on the other side and then ran the knife above and beneath it. He loosened the cottage’s hold on the shoe, and pushed it over to one side as far as he could in order to see behind it. As far as he could tell in the dark, there was a wooden beam which confirmed that the shoe wasn’t holding the house up. It had been wedged in there as an afterthought.

It wasn’t alive, and there was nothing alive inside it, but Orwell still struggled to get past the revulsion it triggered. What was wrong with him? He was now the single father of a teenager who’d suffered a great deal of trauma. He had to be brave, and he had to be strong. It was no good being scared of a shoe. Orwell grabbed it and pulled it the rest of the way out. It felt different now. It was as dry as it looked, like a slice of ham left out to curl in the sun. Why could he think of nothing but meat? The moisture must have been a trick of his imagination; his tired mind messed with him simply because it could, simply because it was an arsehole. He took the shoe back through the house and shoved it in the plastic bin outside.  

“Better?” asked Orwell when he returned to the bedroom.

Shelley nodded. She looked so pale, her large brown eyes, just like her mother’s, heavy with tears. She’d wept so much over recent months, silently, without sobbing, but her supply of tears seemed limitless.

“Are you sure you want this bedroom, or do you want to look at the other?”

“I’ll have a look.”

Orwell led the way. In truth, there was little difference between the two rooms. They were similar in size, though the second one was possibly a little larger, and closer to the bathroom and front room. “What do you think?”

Shelley was silent, her face glum as she looked around the room.

“I’ll leave you here for a moment while I check out the rest of the cottage.”

Shelley nodded, and as she tested the bed, Orwell left her alone. He went into the next room along where he found the bathroom. Damp and musty, it seemed improbable that anyone had been inside for weeks. The bath itself didn’t look to be in too poor a condition, the white porcelain devoid of chips and stains. He lifted the toilet seat and discovered an altogether unpleasant smell. Orwell pulled the chain hanging from the cistern above and clean water gushed in to replace the browning water, and the smell was marginally improved. The pipes in the bathroom started to squeal, and he left the room, closing the door behind him. At least it wasn’t in as a bad a state as the kitchen. 

He met Shelley in the hall and she threw her arms around him.

“What’s wrong?” he asked, his heart racing to match hers.

“Someone’s whispering,” she said, looking back over her shoulder.

“Whispering what?”

“I don’t know–like moaning or something. Go see!”

Orwell released Shelley. It was ridiculous, of course. It wouldn’t be anything, but he couldn’t help but feel anxious. He crept towards Shelley’s room inch by inch.

“Quickly, before it stops,” urged Shelley.

Orwell sped up. He felt that he had to or not only would his daughter think he was a terrible provider who had ruined her life, but she would also think he was a coward.

As soon as he was fully in the room, he could hear it. It wasn’t whispering. It was the old pipework in the bathroom, still groaning after the recent toilet flush.

“Come in, Shelley. It’s okay.”

“No.”

“It’s just the pipes in the bathroom. Come on. Listen.”

Shelley tiptoed back into the bedroom.

“Listen.”

The pipes gurgled again.

“That was it!” said Shelley.

“The pipes.”

“They didn’t do that in the old house.”

“That’s because the old house wasn’t an old house. The new house is an old house.”

Shelley laughed. All the money in the world wouldn’t matter as long as he heard her laugh once in a while.

“Will it do that every time you flush the loo?”

“Flush the loo; wash your face; run a bath.”

“And have a shower?”

“There’s no shower.”

Shelley’s eyebrows lifted. “No shower? What kind of backward place is this?”

“Showers weren’t invented when this place was built, and no one’s put a penny into upgrading it.”

“Seriously?”

“Well no, at some point a toilet was put inside.”

“People used to go to the toilet outside?”

“Yes, so you should consider yourself lucky.”

“Seriously though, if those pipes are going to whisper at me all night, I’ll have the other room.”

“Okay, sweetheart.” Was that pitiable decision really all that he could give her, the first choice of bedroom? Maybe she would be better off with Robert and Tabitha. The thought of Shelley’s maternal grandparents made him shudder. He could still hear Robert’s oily voice and the mock kindness as he offered to take Shelley off his hands. Was it wrong to want to keep his daughter? Did he deserve to be left with nothing? “I’ll grab your sleeping bag from the car,” he said, making an excuse to move before he burst into tears. 

Shelley brushed the discoloured blanket that had been left on the bed. “Do you think I need it?”

“I’d rather you had something from this century around you tonight. We’ll unpack your bedding tomorrow.” 

Shelley smiled again, and for a moment, Orwell was happy, but when he got back to the front room, the front door was open, and on the rug by the door was a filthy footprint.
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Chapter 2
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He’d left the door open. It was his footprint. He only thought about closing the door earlier, but he’d forgotten. His mind was an arsehole, and he was tired. These were the thoughts that got him into bed and allowed him to fall asleep.

It was not a good night, but Orwell hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since Kallie’s death. He was sure people would tell him he hadn’t grieved properly, and that was why she haunted his dreams, but if getting over her meant that she would no longer be in his dreams, did he really want that? Besides, how many people had to grieve for their wife twice? Orwell had almost come to terms with the fact that he was going to lose Kallie when the first course of chemotherapy failed to have any effect. The doctors spoke about experimental treatments but suggested the chances were very slim–less than one percent. So when Kallie went into remission, they were told not to get their hopes up, that it was more likely to be a reprieve than release. But six months later, she got the all-clear. Orwell had felt so blessed, had promised not to let a day go by when he didn’t make the most of every moment he spent with his wife. How was he to know she’d be killed in a car crash only weeks later? No, he was not ready to release her from his dreams just yet.

This dream was different. In this dream, it wasn’t Kallie’s last moments that he dreamed of–his imagined version of her last moments as he wasn’t there when her heart had finally stopped–but that Kallie followed them to the cottage, that Kallie left the footprint by the door. The footprint was muddy because she’d pulled herself out of the grave. It was a dead–or undead–version of Kallie wandering the house, her face disfigured and her body broken, stumbling through the cottage and turning what remained of her nose up at it.  

Orwell had woken up cold. His sleeping bag was unzipped. He’d probably rolled over in the night and forced it open; it was old, the zipper liable to travel. Still, there would be proper sheets on the bed once he’d unpacked, so he wouldn’t have to worry about that again. He chuckled at the thought–one less thing to worry about. No more problems with self-opening sleeping bags! That was one for the win column. Now if only he could help his daughter settle into her new home and school, get a job to earn some money and, oh yes, deal with the crippling hole in his soul that was ripped open when Kallie was torn away from him. 

As he contemplated getting up, weighing the alternative of pulling the sleeping bag over his head and wallowing in his own misery, he heard the pipes sing. 

“Shelley?” he called. “You up?”

She mumbled back from the bathroom, and Orwell realised it was time to pull the mask back on and become the responsible adult who had a handle on the situation.

A couple of minutes later, Shelley shuffled into the bedroom and joined Orwell on his bed. “I dreamed about Mum last night,” she said with a forced smile on her face. Her eyes looked heavy as if about to burst with tears.

“Me too,” Orwell said, and he disguised a shudder as the vision of her corpse shuffling through the cottage came back to him.

“She was looking for us; she couldn’t find us,” said Shelley.

“Was she... okay?”

“What? Yes. What do you mean?”

Orwell was silent for a moment, trying to pull Kallie’s real face back into his head, not dead Kallie with her broken nose and her collapsed lung, not sick Kallie with the dark rings around her eyes and the thinning hair, but his Kallie, lost and forgotten.

“Isn’t she... okay in your dreams?” Shelley clambered off the bed.

Her face was there, somewhere, but Orwell couldn’t recall it without the fractures, the blood, and the rotting flesh peeling away from the bone. 

The way Shelley stared at him, reading the horror and revulsion on his face, it was apparent she could read his thoughts, could imagine the nightmare version of Kallie he’d seen.

“No, Shelley...” he started, but if he couldn’t convince himself, how could he convince her? 

“Is she... dead in your dreams?” Shelley backed out of the door, “You see Mum now as a dead body?”

“No,” Orwell said again. He moved to get out of bed. “Only last night.”

But Shelley was gone.

Orwell put his hands to his head. He concentrated on his breathing. How the hell was he supposed to deal with this? He looked up at the hideous wallpaper with its olive-green thistle shapes on a beige background flaking away from the wall like skin after sunburn. Was this really the best he could do for Shelley now? It had been three years since his novel had been published and it was a long time since he’d seen it on the shelves of any bookstore. The publisher had fallen during the recession, and while his agent kept busy with pitches, there had been no interest in his second novel. The advance on the first novel had given them a healthy deposit on their house, but Kallie’s wages had paid the mortgage with Orwell supplementing it with the occasional piece of freelance work, or a short story published in a reputable magazine. Without Kallie’s income, Orwell had to look for a stable job, a search which had been so far unsuccessful. Without Kallie’s income, Shelley could no longer attend her private school. Without Kallie’s income, Orwell couldn’t afford the mortgage on their house and had been forced to move into an old cottage in Greater Mosswick, a tiny village in the armpit of the Fens.

Orwell sighed. As much as he wanted to stay in bed, to curl up into a ball and shut out of the rest of the world, he had to keep going, telling himself that with each day it was going to get easier.

*      *      *
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Shelley sat on the tatty sofa in the front room. She missed the sofa in her old house, but Dad had insisted there would be no room for any of their old furniture in the cottage (which came partially furnished anyway) and, looking around, Shelley realised he was right. The wooden feet of this sofa looked brittle, and the original colour was anyone’s guess. Now a sandy colour, with golden tassels around the edges, and threadbare in places, it hadn’t aged well. There were buttons missing from the rear cushions, making it a little lumpy. But even though there was discoloured stuffing coming out of the bottom cushions, it was relatively comfortable. She pulled her phone out of her pocket. No new notifications. It hadn’t taken long for her old school friends to forget her. She gazed around the cottage. The cobwebs were so thick in the corner of the room that they held flakes of paint that had peeled away from the ceiling. The thought of inviting any of her friends here made her feel anxious. She could see the way they’d judge the place if they ever came to stay–the likelihood of that now seemed slim anyway given the social media graveyard she’d been buried in. She was going to have to accept that she was no longer part of that circle. Some friends they’d proved to be.

Dad had talked to her about school. He’d spoken to the headmaster, and it was decided that it was better to get settled in sooner rather than later, a thought that filled her with dread. She’d been educated privately since year 3 and had heard horror stories about comprehensive secondary schools. The buildings were ancient with crumbling rubble constantly falling everywhere; the classes were huge and made up of inbred kids that could neither name the prime numbers up to one-hundred nor tie their shoelaces; and newcomers were always targets for bullies who thrived on the pain and misery of others (mostly by their hands). What was the point anyway? You could go to school, pass your exams, and then find an odd lump somewhere on your body that made it worthless. If you were lucky enough to survive, if you could consider living in this sick world to be lucky, a car could come out of nowhere to rob you of your life. What had she done to deserve this? Worse still, her dad seemed to be hardly holding himself together. She just wanted to scream, and it was as much as she could do to hold it all inside.

She heard the sound of the pipes again. Dad must have been up and in the bathroom. To Shelley, it still sounded like whispering. She listened carefully, and while she may have been forcing the connection, to her it sounded like they were calling her name.

*      *      *
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Orwell came into the front room. The garishly patterned wallpaper–this one had orange roses near the top, and their long green stems intertwined down to a thick bush that made up the bottom metre of the paper–was also peeling from the wall, and black mould spread on the wall behind it like the hand of a thirsty man reaching for a glass of water. 

“It’s grim, isn’t it?” Shelley said.

“No, it’s not grim it’s... cosy.” Orwell felt like an estate agent.

“Do we have to stay here?”

“It’s lovely, really. Just needs freshening up.” Orwell hoped she hadn’t seen the kitchen. That’s where he’d have to start. He glanced out of the front window, through the enormous gap in the ill-fitting curtains. Immediately outside the house, his view consisted of mud, beyond that a hedge, and distant trees swaying in the ever-present wind. So these were the Fens that his father used to speak so passionately about. No wonder he never brought him to visit here. On the drive down, after passing The Wash, he’d soon noticed the flatness of the land. With all the twists and turns of the country road he couldn’t remember catching sight of a single landmark of interest. It had been dark though. Maybe the majesty of the Fens would captivate him by day. At first glance by daylight, maybe not.

Orwell looked at Shelley. She wasn’t a country girl. He thought back to the time he and Kallie had taken Shelley to a farm one spring to see the new-born lambs. She got a little mud on her boots and made a fuss. She’d refused to go anywhere near the lambs, their feeble baaing eliciting anguished cries from her. Back in the safety of the tea room half an hour later, Shelley was appeased with ice cream before they headed home. What was he doing to her?

Shelley looked at the peeling wallpaper, and down at the threadbare carpet, and managed a half smile when she looked up at her father. 

Orwell could see through the mask to the overwhelmingly forlorn face beyond.  “I’m sorry it’s come to this,” he said.

Shelley stood and placed a hand on Orwell’s shoulder. “It’s not your fault, Dad,” she said. “You weren’t the one who killed Mum.”

Inside Orwell felt his heart break all over again. He thought they were through with all of this. 

“No one killed your Mum, sweetheart,” he said and put his arm around her. “It was just an accident.”

“Dad...” 

“No, I don’t want you to get all worked up about this again.”

“Dad...”

“I know, Darling. I know it’s not fair.” He could feel her body stiffen, was ready for the scream to sound out again, but when there was a knock on the door he was the one to yelp.

“Ahoy!” Uncle Jack called through the door. 

Orwell didn’t know how to greet his uncle when he opened the door. Shake of the hand? Hug? Jack didn’t give him a choice. As Orwell reach forward, leading discreetly with a hand, Jack grabbed it with both of his, yanked Orwell to him, and pulled him into a surprisingly firm hug given the slender physique of the old man. Jack was at least seventy and looked every day of it. He had no hair on top and compensated with a short but thick, white beard. He wore tiny, round spectacles, and his slim-fit, flannel shirt hung loose on him.

“How long’s it been, my boy?” asked Jack.

Kallie’s funeral. Orwell was aware they’d spoken, but the specifics of the day were a blur. Before that, it would probably have been his father’s funeral. Maybe it’d be nice to get to know the man away from death.

“You get a good night’s sleep?” asked Jack.

Orwell made a noise which was neither agreement nor denial.

“That’s good to hear. Suppose the weight of the world must be off your shoulders now you’ve got a stable home again.”

There were other places Orwell could have moved to, but the cost of the rent would soon have sapped what little remained from the sale of the house–he’d been a victim of negative equity, a situation he was forced to accept as yet another kick to his already tenderised stomach. The Greater Mosswick cottage was available rent-free. All he’d have to cover was the bills. Essentially, it was charity. The property belonged to Jack Griffiths and was on the grounds of his much larger estate. The cottage had previously been rented out but had been empty for the last couple of years, maybe longer, on account of its poor condition, which Jack hadn’t the time nor energy to fix. It wasn’t like he needed the money. 

Orwell made another noise, and Jack turned his attention to Shelley. “And how do you like your room young lady?”

“Other than the creepy shoe, it’s fine.”

“Ah, you found that did you?”

“Dad got rid of it.”

Jack tottered backwards. “You removed it?” Before waiting for an answer, he hurried through to the bedroom taking huge strides.

When Orwell arrived in the room, Jack was looking up at the gap and shaking his head. “What did you go and move it for?”

“It upset Shelley.”

“You know how long that’s been there?”

Orwell shrugged. 

“It’s been in there a long time. Kept a lot of families safe too.”

“Safe from what?”

“Spirits. Spells. That sort of thing.”

“That’s all superstition,” said Orwell.

“That may be, but no one’s been hurt, well, not inside the walls of this cottage, since it’s been there, so it must have done some good.”

Shelley, who’d done a remarkably good job of holding her tongue until that point, cut in. “That’s silly. That’s like saying spraying elephant repellent around the door has worked because no one’s seen an elephant around here since forever...”

“You youngsters...” said Jack, but elected not to finish his comment. There was probably a reason why his sons rarely brought his grandchildren near.

“Where d’you put the shoe?” Jack looked over each shoulder in turn as if his head was a pendulum.

“In the bin out the front,” Orwell said.

“We can probably still get it wedged back up there.” Jack edged towards the door.

“I don’t want it back in my room.”

“It’s probably not too late,” Jack said, his voice wheezy.

“Too late for what?” Orwell said.

“I know you probably think I’m a daft, superstitious, old man, but I’m not happy living near a home that ain’t protected.” 

Orwell went out to the bin. He was still peering in when Jack tottered over. 

“It’s gone,” Orwell said.

The colour, what little there was, drained from Jack’s face. “I’ll get it sorted,” he said and walked back towards his house without as much as saying goodbye.

Back inside, Shelley asked, “What did he mean?”

“What, by get it sorted? I don’t know–he’ll probably turn up with another old leather shoe, or something.”

“No, not by that,” Shelley said as she cast nervous glances around the room. “When he said no one had been hurt inside the cottage?”

“I don’t know Shelley. I’m sure it’s nothing to worry about.”

“Nothing to worry about,” Shelley said, and nodded, but inside, a wail of banshees shrieked in their shrill voices warning her of the potential pitfalls in her new home.  
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Chapter 3
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“At least Uncle Jack’s letting us decorate,” Shelley said. 

She didn’t know Jack had suggested implanting another shoe in the cottage earlier that afternoon while Orwell wandered the grounds to get his bearings. There were fields to the north, fields to the south, and to the east and west, fields. Orwell didn’t want to agree to hide another shoe in the house, but Jack was practically shaking at the thought of being unprotected. “It could go right up inside the chimney breast,” he’d said. “It doesn’t have to be in Shelley’s room.”

“We’ll have to paint after we take the wallpaper down. Jack’s okay for you to choose your own colour... but he ruled out black.”

“He does know I’m not a goth, right?”

“You think Uncle Jack knows what a goth is?”

Shelley laughed. It was one of only a few in recent months, and it was precious.

“We’ll start right away. I could be working any day now.” In truth, Orwell hadn’t received a single reply to the C.V.s he’d sent out, but he had an appointment at the job centre in a couple of days’ time. He wasn’t looking forward to it. “And you’ve got school next week.” He’d dreaded bringing the subject up again, but she had to go. She’d not been a massively popular girl at her old school, but she didn’t cause problems either. He was hoping that she could slip in anonymously, find a couple of friends and get by until she started her GCSE years, and then get stuck into her studies. Surely things would have settled down by then? They couldn’t keep sinking forever.

Orwell expected an argument or at least a comment, but the room was still on her mind. “So I can tear that wallpaper off the wall?” she said, her eyes full of childish excitement. 

Orwell had wanted to leave the bedrooms for a while and get started on the kitchen, which so far he’d only given a rudimentary wipe down, but these bread crumbs of joy had to be swallowed up when available. “Yep.”

“And burn the carpet?”

“Careful, Jack’ll think you’re a witch if you start a bonfire.”

“But I can get rid of it?”

“Not sure the budget will stretch to new carpets.”

Shelley sighed.

“We can get a rug. Most of the carpet is covered by the bed and the dressing table, so it’ll cover what you can see of the carpet.”

“Cool. Can we tear the wallpaper off now?”

“Don’t you want to get paint first?”

“Nuh uh. The sooner that paper’s off the better.”

“Okay, fine. Go get started, but we’ll have to head for the shop soon, or it’ll be closed.”

Shelley sped into her room. Orwell listened carefully to the sound of tearing.

“Dad...”

Orwell was quickly in the room, ready to see the carnage she’d caused. He imagined he’d find a scene like something from a post-apocalyptic novel or after a tornado strike with debris strewn everywhere, but she’d only torn a single strip from the wall.

“Dad, there’s something weird behind here.”

Where she’d torn away a bit of paper next to the bed, she’d revealed a wooden panel. Beside it, Orwell could see the slight ridge running horizontally along the wall. 

“It’s a board or something.”

Orwell looked closer. It was about a metre high. He traced the line along the remaining wallpaper and felt that it stretched almost the length of the room. “Whatever’s that for?” he pondered.

“Maybe it’s a hidden closet.” 

“I’m going to have a look outside,” Orwell said. “See if there’s a protrusion in the side of the cottage.” 

“I’ll come with,” said Shelley.

“Come with? I thought you were good at English?”

“Don’t start on school, Dad; I don’t even want to think about that yet.”

So she had tactically ignored the subject earlier. They both pulled on their shoes, an odd symmetry in their movements as if one was the other’s shadow, and traipsed outside, and round to the back of the building. Sure enough, the cottage stuck out more at the bottom than the top.

“What’s it like that for?” asked Shelley.

“Not a clue.”

“Where’s your imagination? I thought you were supposed to be a writer?”

Shelley smiled, and Orwell felt like a fool for letting her harmless quip barb him, but he’d had little request for his services recently; he’d sought no freelance, and the only news from submissions had been rejections. Just think, when the oldest of those queries had been sent out, he still had a wife. 

“So what is it?” asked Shelley.

“I already told you–I don’t know.”

“Don’t you want to know?” Shelley circled Orwell as they walked back around the cottage.

“Yesterday you were scared by the oddities of this place, but today you’re excited; what’s that all about?”

“A: I’m awake now. Yesterday I was tired and grouchy, and it was dark and spooky. B: I’m a teenage girl. We change our minds!”

“Okay, okay. I’ll grab a knife, we’ll shift the bed, and we’ll find out what it is. It’s probably covering some old pipework or something though, so don’t expect buried treasure.” That’d be something–a cache of gold coins, or diamonds, emeralds, rubies... but that wouldn’t bring Kallie back. Why did every single one of his thought processes end that way? 

“If it was pipework, wouldn’t it be noisy, like the rest?” Shelley brought Orwell back to reality with her logic. Too often it felt as if their roles had been reversed: she could think laterally while he always felt like he was struggling, grasping at straws. He picked up a flat knife from the kitchen drawer and took it into the bedroom. He tossed it onto Shelley’s bed, which he then attempted to pull away from the wall. Damn, it was heavy. Orwell bent down to look under the bed. It was on an old divan, and it sagged in the middle so that it touched the floor. No wonder it wouldn’t drag. Orwell tugged at the drawers, and one corner inched out. He wiggled it from side to side until it emerged further. Inside it was full of dried flowers, but the smell was like a rotting carcass. There was no way that the drawers were coming out. He’d have to find another way to move it. He had half a mind to move it all the way out of the cottage and replace it with a new one. He couldn’t have Shelley sleeping on a bed that was carrying the scent of death. Of course, he had to get it a few feet before he could contemplate getting it all the way outside. He tried to pull it again from the foot of the bed, but it wouldn’t budge. Instead, he moved to the head and managed to wedge his knee between the bed and the wall. With even more wriggling he was able to get between the bed and the wall and then push it away from the wall. As he moved back round to the side of the bed to grab the knife, he realised that Shelley had not only been watching him move the bed, but recording it on her phone too. 

“What are you doing?” asked Orwell with mock indignation.

“What?” said Shelley, with a smile. “I just wanted to capture whatever was behind the wallpaper.”

“Didn’t think to give your poor old dad a hand then? Thought you’d let me struggle by alone?”

“You know what Uncle Jack would say... youngsters these days!”

“Well, now’s the time to start filming if you want to capture what’s inside, rather than me faffing about with the bed.”

Orwell scored the wallpaper horizontally, and down both sides. It was apparent that on either side there was brickwork, which seemed to match the shape from the outside. Then there was the board. Orwell tugged it aside and realised that it had been made from a number of floorboards carefully nailed together. They were heavy and thicker than he’d expected, so once he’d dragged them back to the bed there wasn’t a great deal of room to see what it had been hiding. He’d uncovered something, but no light reached that part of the room to tell much more than its shape. It looked like nothing more than another wooden panel. Whatever it was, it was thick with dust. 

“Could you fetch a cloth?” asked Orwell.

Shelley looked up from behind her phone. “Okay, but don’t move anything till
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