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T

he fan oscillated back and forth but it did nothing more than circulate the muggy, night air. The midsummer heat made it difficult to sleep – close, sticky and almost suffocating. Over the last few weeks, the storm clouds had been threatening but never fully unleashing their power, just a few sporadic shower bursts every now and again. Another storm was on the horizon. The fan was merely an attempt to cool the room down in any way possible but really all it was doing was a good job of moving the already warm air about. 

Valerie’s bedsheets were already tangled, as though she had been trying to fashion some kind of rope ladder with her covers. The open sash window provided little comfort, the air so still that the net curtains remained motionless. Thank goodness that she was able to leave the window open – it was quiet most of the time due to the dwindling number of residents in the area. Many of her neighbours were elderly, like her, determined to live in their own houses for as long as possible until being ferried off to assisted living in town.

She tossed and turned in bed before settling on a cool spot facing the wall. The fact that she managed to stay in this position for longer than five minutes gave her the faint hope that she would soon fall asleep. She could feel her tension slowly easing. Her mind felt heavy. Her limbs slowly melted into the mattress. All that was left was the sound of traffic in the distance and the neighbour’s cat jumping onto the nearby dustbins. These were familiar, comforting sounds, informing her that all was normal in her world.

Then, just like clockwork, everything slowly started to wind back up. The traffic wasn’t passing through as it normally did. It was approaching the street. The sound of engines grew louder and closer until they crescendoed and settled outside her bedroom window. She grumbled loudly to signal her annoyance and refused to open her eyes to acknowledge their presence or her worry. This was something she had been anticipating for a while now as the events on this usually mundane street were catching up with everyone who lived there. However, after a few moments, the temptation was too great, and she slowly began to focus on the wall. The blue and red lights danced around her bedroom rhythmically. Valerie resigned herself to the fact that she was now further from sleep than ever, in fact, wider awake with every passing second. The lights informed her that everything was far from being all right. She fumbled for her glasses on the bedside cabinet. 

She had discreetly positioned a chair by the window a while ago, so she was able to observe the comings and goings of her neighbours without being spotted. The stories she could tell! She was an upstanding member of the community with a keen eye and a stern demeanour. She had founded the Neighbourhood Watch Committee a long time ago, not that this made any difference to the residents, but it gave her peace of mind and maybe justified her need to look out of her window now and again. It gave her a kind of power and sense of importance to hold the knowledge of some of the things she knew – some things that could provide a lot of bother for some of her neighbours. 

She spotted two emergency vehicles – an ambulance and a police car – which momentarily made her blood run cold. This was serious, everything pointing to this being more than a standard attempted break-in or a callout for a domestic disturbance. The lights continued to blink in sequence, punctuated by the opening and closing of doors. They were headed for the house directly opposite her own. That was when she grasped the cushion she had been holding closer to her and held her breath. After all these years, everything that had happened – could it be that it was finally ending tonight? Number 30 had a story to tell. There had been no permanent tenant in there for a while. Her memory was still relatively sharp. There had been a steady stream of tenants over the years but no buyers interested in the property. This did not come as any surprise to her. For one reason or another, a series of short-term leases seemed to be a common trend for this particular house. A new family had moved in less than a month ago and Valerie found herself mentally ticking the days off to see how long they would last. For no one seemed to stay longer than a month, no one seemed to last longer than a month...

She had already rehearsed several times how she would describe them to the police:

Well, Officer, from what I’ve seen, a single mother with a young girl were staying there. The girl couldn’t have been more than about five? Unruly, curly hair - a kind of blonde colour. like straw. Very pretty little thing; knee-length pink dress and white socks with ruffles on. The mother, well, she looked like you’d expect any single mum to look – bedraggled. Longish brown hair. Eye colour, well let me think ... sadly I never did get close enough to see. They kept themselves to themselves you see. She walked with her head down a lot of the time. No, maybe that’s not the right way to describe it. She walked as though she didn’t want to be seen. She was always quite guarded and a bit jumpy if I’m being honest when I saw them out and about. Barely said two words to me. I didn’t really have much to do with them at all. But then she had reason to be on edge living in that house. The things that have happened in that house and the one next door over the years...

Valerie steadied her nerves and got to her feet. She knew it was probably worth her giving up on trying to get back to sleep now. She now had a purpose for the rest of what remained of the night. It was time to get dressed now as surely someone would be knocking on her door before too long. They would be questioning surrounding residents about what they knew about Number 30 and indeed the neighbouring property, Number 28. And they would definitely, without any doubt in her mind, want to hear what she had to say.
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I

t started the day they buried Stevie. Or in fact, just after. Birdy had scrunched her face up and reached for her mother in support. They both stared at the disturbed earth for some time, almost in a joint silent prayer. After a few moments of quiet, Carrie cleared her throat a few times to signal that was the end of the ceremony.

‘Mummy, I’m sad,’ a small voice piped up in the best mournful voice possible.

Carrie patted her daughter on the head and then turned this into a comforting rub. ‘It’s just a goldfish, Birdy. You can get another ...’ Her voice hung suspended heavily in the air. She looked down and saw that Birdy’s bloodshot eyes were brimming with tears. Her bottom lip quivered in an overt display of grief.

‘He wasn’t just a goldfish, he was my friend,’ she whined, in the way a five-year-old does. 

‘Come on, let’s go back inside. I’ll make you your favourite pancakes.’ She watched as her daughter’s face morphed into a smile. ‘That’s better!’ she declared as Birdy skipped off towards the open door. Carrie paused to cast her eyes up and down their house, a standard two up two down. The garden they stood in wasn’t much better than the house itself and they were surrounded by the beginnings of an extension that had never taken off. Deep trenches for foundations had been dug long ago but nothing much had progressed since. Carrie rather suspected that this was due to their dwindling savings but in all honesty, she didn’t know. They could in fact have used the existing hole for Stevie but Birdy had insisted they dig a new one for his grave. Their house was a post-war build, crumbling on the outside and equally as grim on the inside. However, she had heard the phrase many times that a family makes a home. Sadly, if their family was anything to go by, then the house would surely be condemned.

Birdy sat swinging her legs on the chair as she made short work of the pancakes. Carrie sat opposite her, a cup of coffee poised thoughtfully in one hand, as was often her position these days. She spent most of her day plotting their escape – she and Birdy fleeing their awful house in the early hours of the morning. Anywhere, direction unknown but anywhere would be markedly different from this setup. Anything to escape him and the veil of misery that cloaked their existence.

‘Can I go and watch TV now Mummy?’ Birdy cocked her head to one side, awaiting her mother’s response although she had already begun backing out of the kitchen. 

‘Oh, sure, pumpkin,’ Carrie was snapped out of her thoughts as she focused on her daughter’s expectant face. The puffiness around her eyes resulting from excessive crying was receding but the bruising would take several days to heal. Stevie’s burial was now a fading memory from Birdy’s mind, a distraction from the other nightmares they had to endure on a daily basis. Carrie watched as she scampered off to the lounge and heard the distant sounds of cartoons.

Carrie rubbed her head, almost too vigorously at first, forgetting herself. Her fingers made contact with the swelling, still prominent. Her bruises would take a little longer to heal and her long, mousey hair could only hide so much. Normally, she wore it tied back for practicality but now sported it free from a ponytail in an attempt to cover her face. She sighed and busied herself clearing up the dishes, looking out onto the muddy mess and the patch of land to the side which now supported a makeshift cross for Stevie. It wasn’t as though she could take care of the garden in any way – she wasn’t allowed. In her darker moments, Carrie had sickening thoughts that he hadn’t filled the foundation holes in on purpose. It was often one of his sick jokes that he would threaten to do away with her and bury her in there. He would always brush this off afterwards that he’d been winding her up and she was too sensitive. Carrie reached for the cloth and absentmindedly wiped down the tops, around the kettle and toaster, around the vase of freshly bought flowers next to the window. Of course he was sorry, he always was. And he always bought the same flowers to accompany this apology. However, the sentiment was gradually losing its value along with his words. He would never get cross and shout at her so loudly again, he didn’t know what had come over him, he was so, so sorry. It was work, he was stressed about work and the pay cut he’d been forced to take. This was why they couldn’t go ahead with their planned home improvements. The bank wouldn’t lend them any more money. The excuses were endless, and these words were now a vacuum. However, this was the first time he had struck Birdy, who had inadvertently got caught in the crossfire. Jon had raised his hand to Carrie and their child had been in the wrong place. All it meant to Carrie was a few days of walking on eggshells around him, not daring to do anything to provoke him again whilst they were still in the reflective period. It was some comfort that Birdy was home schooled otherwise this would have resulted in a few days off school whilst her bruise faded. 

Carrie checked the clock and quickened her pace as she realised there was still time. She threw a glance around the door and saw Birdy now settled comfortably on the sofa, entranced by the cartoons on the television. Carrie retrieved the laptop from the cupboard as she did every chance that she could. Every day that Jon was not in the house, she could continue her research, plot their escape. It was an old laptop that he had discarded after upgrading to a newer model. Yes, it was as slow as anything, but it had internet access, a window of escape. Carrie did the same thing every day – she looked for their exit out of there, just a small and safe house away from here whilst she planned their next move. Far away from the outskirts of London, a move into the countryside.

She scrolled down the list of available properties. She immediately discarded those with a waiting list, those requiring a sizeable deposit. She couldn’t risk choosing anything that required a direct debit to be set up for payments. Having just managed to scrape together all the money that she could, her options were limited. They would probably have to resort to staying somewhere that would require all of the money up front. She decided to navigate away from the rentals pages and move to the Snooze and Stay website. This was popular with travellers needing short term lodgings without a notice period. Carrie knew that people could stay for anything from one night to weeks and even months if they needed to and in all honesty, she wasn’t sure how long they would need to plan their next move. It would be markedly more expensive if the rent had to be paid in advance but it may be their only option at the moment. 

Glancing at the clock again to check how much time she had left, it caught her eye. At the bottom of her filtered search, there it was: a glowing beacon of hope. Surely this was too good to be true. It was vacant and the rent was affordable. The house was available now. This was ideal as it meant that maybe in a month’s time, they would have to move again but this was the next step in assuring their safety.

She found herself clicking on the advert for more details. Okay, it wasn’t brilliant. The area looked a bit run down but the house was furnished. This would do. Carrie made a note of the number and frantically thought about how she would be able to get out of the house later to find a working phone box to make the call. He would never let her go out and would be far too suspicious. She couldn’t use her mobile as he made it his business to carry out surprise checks. To hell with it, she’d call from their landline. It was a while before the next bill was due and he wouldn’t be able to check the calls made from the house until then. Carrie cast a final look at the webpage before reaching for the phone. Number 30 Dunberry Crescent. She’d call them now.

The house was perfect. It looked better on the inside than outside. From the photographs on the webpage, Carrie could see there was a separate lounge area, a moderately sized kitchen with a large table in the middle and a small utility room situated just off this. Upstairs looked to be a converted bedroom. It was open plan which made Carrie think that this had once been a lounge area too. It seemed too exposed to have been a bedroom originally. There was no bedroom door and the room began at the top of the staircase. Regardless, Birdy would love this to be her room as she’d be able to see out into the floor below. There was also a small toilet and shower room next to it.  On first glance, the layout appeared jumbled and poorly designed but they would know more once they arrived there.

Beyond the ground floor was a converted cellar. There were two further bedrooms and a large bathroom with a marble tub underneath the window. The floor also housed the boiler in its own separate room and a small courtyard. There were floor plans on the website and Carrie could see that the basement area appeared smaller than the other two floors. Never mind, as long as it didn’t have a drug den underneath the house, it would be perfect for the two of them. 

She called the owner. A raspy, older sounding woman answered. She was somewhat doddery with her words which made Carrie feel even more anxious. As she was still clock-watching, every word was precious, and she did not appreciate this woman’s mentality of ‘why use two words when ten would suffice?’ Regardless, in a moment of bravado, Carrie arranged for their arrival at the house to be the following Monday, just the other side of the looming weekend. All she had to do now was discreetly pack enough clothes for Birdy and herself and think how and when to leave their house without causing too much suspicion.

By the time Jon arrived home from work, Carrie had safely stored the old laptop back in place and had even managed to secretly put some clothes to one side.

‘What have you been up to today?’ His question was more of an interrogation than one of interest.

‘Birdy’s goldfish died, we buried him out back ...’ She instantly regretted giving too much information. It looked as though she was deliberately trying to make herself seem busy as opposed to I’ve actually been planning how to leave this prison you have forced me to live in ... 

However, he didn’t pick up on this. Instead, he frowned at her and put down his coffee cup. He clasped his hands in front of him and spoke with measured words as though he were addressing a small child. 

‘Who? Say her name properly, Carrie.’

Carrie moved her mouth but for a few seconds, no sound came out. ‘B-B-Bridgette,’ she managed to stutter finally.

‘Now Carrie, you know I don’t like that nickname. Her name is Bridgette ... That’s the name that she was registered under.’

Carrie sighed. ‘You know I didn’t choose that.’

His tone became more serious as he acknowledged her disapproval and the fact that she had answered him back. He moved a few steps closer to her, his tone remained condescending. ‘Bridgette was my late mother’s name. Are you saying there is something wrong with it?’ It was almost as though he had increased in height as he stared down at her, his eyes seeming not to blink at all.

‘No, no. That’s fine.’ She whispered in response. Her eyes fell to study the floor tiles, anywhere was better than looking him square in the eye.

He changed tack now. ‘No more pets,’ he announced, his tone was softer but still heavy with authority. ‘No dogs, no cats or hamsters. I’m not having it. She’ll soon get bored with them and it will be up to us to look after it. Barely managed a goldfish as it is.’ That was it. No negotiation or anything. His word was final, always.

‘No, I wasn’t saying that we should get another pet,’ Carrie stuttered nervously. ‘Just that she’s been a bit down today.’

He looked back at her, his mouth set in a thin line. It seemed to placate him that she had not continued to provoke him for an argument and he wandered through to the lounge to take root in front of the football for the evening. That was their cue to keep the noise down as it was forbidden to disrupt him during his time in front of the television. With everything that he had to endure at work, he informed her, he deserved this time by himself in the evening. Carrie heaved a sigh of relief that there would be no further conversation for a while and started clearing the dinner plates. As she took her familiar place in front of the sink gazing out into the garden, she felt her spirits lift slightly when she realised she had a purpose now. She would get Birdy and herself far away from this house. 

Friday rolled into Saturday and then to the end of the weekend. She had less than twenty-four hours before she and Birdy would set off to their safe haven. Carrie resigned herself to the fact that she could not wait until Monday morning to leave. Jon called her at regular points throughout the day whilst he was at work and would immediately become suspicious if she did not answer. This would cause him to rush home to enquire why she hadn’t picked up the phone and then complain to her for wasting his time. It was just one of his many controlling techniques. Nothing was caring about it; it was purely to control where she was during the day, that she was where he wanted her to be. One time, she had been out at the shop when he had called and didn’t she pay for that when he got home!

So it would have to be in the middle of night when she was certain he would be asleep. That would give them a good few hours head start and put some distance between them. Carrie sat at the edge of the bath whilst Birdy played with some bath toys. 

‘Listen, Birdy ...’ she moved nearer to the edge of the tub and lowered her voice. Before continuing, she glanced towards the door and despite hearing him clattering around downstairs, she kept her voice low and pushed the door so it was only slightly ajar. ‘I’ve got something to tell you,’ she whispered to her daughter. ‘It’s like a surprise, you like surprises, don’t you?’ Carrie wore the most convincing smile she could muster.

‘I love surprises!’ Birdy replied and each syllable of her words bounced joyfully. 

‘Good,’ she edged closer still until her face was a few inches from her daughter’s in the bath. ‘We’re going on an adventure ...’ Carrie waited for a response from her daughter and saw as her eyes grew wide. ‘Without Daddy, just you and me.’ 

A wide smile accompanied Birdy’s curious eyes.

‘But listen carefully,’ Carrie whispered. ‘You can’t say a word to Daddy, not even a tiny bit. Can you do that?’

Birdy nodded enthusiastically back at her. Carrie wondered if she felt the same relief that she did that they would soon be free. ‘Not a whisper, baby. But the special thing is we need to leave after bedtime. I’ll have to wake you up and we’ll have to go when it’s dark.’ She waited with trepidation for the endless questions which she would surely be barraged with next. However, Carrie had spent the whole weekend anticipating every possible question – we’ll take a taxi, then we will get a train for the rest of the way. Yes, I have packed your clothes, yes there will be snacks to eat on the way, yes you can go back to sleep if you get tired ...

Birdy looked thoughtful for a moment before asking, ‘Can Mr Bear come too?’

Carrie’s face broke into a relieved smile. ‘Of course Mr Bear can come!’ She paused, waiting for further interrogation that was important to a five-year-old. Surprisingly, there were none. ‘Remember what I said baby, not a word to Daddy,’ she reaffirmed as she towel-dried her daughter’s hair.

‘Is the surprise for him too?’

Carrie faltered. ‘Kind of. You know how busy Daddy is and he’ll need to stay here and work. The surprise for him will be that we are giving him all the space to work and peace and quiet.’

It was easier than she thought to slip a sleeping pill into his dinner. She still had a few left over from an old prescription when she had visited the doctor with stress before the abuse had accelerated. After she was sure he was deeply asleep, she crept over-cautiously around the house, freezing every time she made a noise louder than a whisper. Every chair leg scraping caused a flash of adrenaline to course through her. He was out for the count but there was still a slim chance he could stir.

Waking Birdy was easier than she’d thought. Luckily, she’d left enough time in her plan to do this slowly but also, more importantly, not have her awake too soon before they were ready to leave. There was no way she could risk having her bouncing around the house asking questions about their impending trip. She knew Birdy would be tired later, but they would be a safe distance away by then and this would be much easier to deal with. Carrie gathered their bags which she had placed near the front door after she had woken up. Truthfully, she doubted whether she had had any decent sleep anyway. Carrie cast a last look back into their house as they stood on the threshold. She wished she had felt some kind of longing nostalgia but there was nothing. She just harboured the feeling that this was long overdue and she should have done it much sooner.
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n arrival at number 30 Dunberry Crescent, Carrie squinted at the padlock which permitted their entry to the house. The journey that they started late last night had taken them into the morning. The journey had progressed relatively smoothly, she had just clammed up when the overly chatty taxi driver had enquired where they were setting off to at such a late hour. Carrie had smiled awkwardly and made her answer as succinct as she could. She found it quite easy to lie and say they had been called to a family emergency and had to leave there and then. Their train had been delayed by a few minutes which caused repeated checking of her watch as she mentally calculated how long it had been since they left the house.

She looked up and down the street and was surprised that it looked exactly the same as the photographs, albeit a little more run-down than she had anticipated. She wondered how old the pictures were on the website. However, it seemed quiet which was perfect for both of them. Some of the surrounding houses were tightly packed together yet others were detached. It looked as though the various house designs had been thrown together. Some of the front doors led directly onto the street, like the one they were to stay in. However, the house next door had a few steps leading up to the front door. There was a small area in front of the house with just enough room for the bins to be stored in front.

In the past, Carrie was sure the owner of the property would have been standing outside the house waiting, jangling a set of keys to the house. Things had changed and now there was just a numbered padlock with rolling dials securing the property. Carrie had been emailed the code and been informed there would be a set of keys inside as well as instruction manuals on how to operate the various appliances. Carrie checked the piece of paper she’d been constantly and reassuringly touching in her pocket. This had the security code on it.

Birdy stood quietly by her side, the excitement of their trip dissipating. She was now succumbing to her tired state and yawned several times.

‘Just a few more minutes, baby. I just need to check the code again,’ Carrie reassured her, although she needn’t have worried as her daughter’s patience was surprising her.

‘Need any help?’ a curt voice sounded behind her and made Carrie jump. This caused her to nudge Birdy out of an almost upright sleeping position. 

‘Sorry, you startled me!’ Carrie laughed nervously, not wanting to appear hostile to someone who appeared to be one of her neighbours.

The woman nodded at her and switched on a formal smile which disappeared from her face in the same fashion. Her appearance reminded Carrie of an old school mistress from decades ago. Carrie noticed she wore her greying hair in a tight bun and his colour seemed to be the theme as she cast her eyes over her coat. She peered at them over the glasses which balanced on her nose.

‘Belongs to the Fishers, this house,’ she nodded towards her. ‘The lock is a bit stiff, so I’m told. I’ve some oil if you need it.’

‘Uh, no, I think it should be fine.’ For some reason, Carrie just wanted to get inside. She wasn’t afraid of this woman by any means, but they had been outside for too long and she felt as though she needed the sanctuary of four walls again. The woman stood behind her still, watching the struggle. Birdy hugged her leg tighter, obviously a bit unsettled at this unfamiliar woman looming behind them. 

Carrie muttered some obscenities under her breath out of frustration at the lock. Her hands were also becoming sweaty, which wasn’t helping. This caused her daughter to chastise her, ‘Mummy, you said a rude word, I heard you.’

‘Please, Birdy, just give me a minute,’ Carrie placed the lock between her palms to warm it up as though that was the problem. She felt the old woman’s presence becoming more claustrophobic by the second, her eyes seemed to bore into her. This coupled with the thought that Jon could by now have woken up from a deep sleep, still feeling groggy but discover they were missing. At last, the lock sprang open and Carrie closed her eyes and smiled triumphantly to herself. ‘Thank you for your offer,’ she turned to face the woman. She quickly pushed Birdy inside.

‘How long you folks here for, anyway?’

‘Oh, just a month or so, we’re renting and will be looking to move on ...’ By now, Carrie had placed her bags in the darkened room and was keen to get in herself, but it seemed rude to cut this old woman off whilst she was mid-conversation.

‘I’m just there if you need anything. The name’s Valerie by the way.’ Her tone was still clipped and somewhat unfriendly. She pointed to a house behind her but kept her gaze fixed on Carrie.

‘Oh, thank you, but we’ll be fine, I think. Besides, like I say, we’re only here for a month.’ She smiled an exhausted smile before edging the door closed. However, before it was fully shut, she could’ve sworn she heard the reply, ‘My bet is that you are out within a month ...’ before she strode off. Too tired to mull over this thought, she breathed a sigh of relief at the safety of inside.

It had been straight to bed for both of them, without even using the time to have a proper look around the house. As the top bedroom was exposed, it had been the first bed Carrie had spotted. As she had been on the go for what seemed like an eternity, she flopped straight on the bed. Birdy joined her and they decided to rest fully dressed on top of the covers to make up for their lack of sleep that night. Too exhausted to even dream, Carrie felt her eyes close the minute her head hit the pillow.

Carrie woke before her daughter. She squinted in the semi-darkness. A curtain had been drawn to cover a window somewhere downstairs, but it didn’t help that the sun hit the side of the house they were facing. For a moment, she allowed herself the stillness of being free. The emotional relief was immense. She was able to finally feel some sense of accomplishment that she had succeeded in what she’d set out to do – they were finally safe. However, just because she was awake, it didn’t mean she was able to get up, seeing as Birdy had her limbs wrapped around her. She gently placed a hand on Birdy’s head, flattening her wayward curls somewhat. Carrie tested her ability to free herself from her grasp. Laying in one position now that she was fully awake was proving more uncomfortable by the second. For a fleeting moment, this reminded Carrie of the times she had remained frozen in her marital bed, afraid that any movement would disturb Jon. The longer he had remained asleep had been a blessing.

She needn’t have worried as Birdy began to shift gradually. She slowly raised her sleepy head and met her mother’s eyes.

‘Morning, baby,’ Carrie smiled warmly down at her before pausing to look at her watch which she had placed on the bedside cabinet. ‘Or make that afternoon, we’ve been asleep for a while.’ She flicked the switch on the bedside light.

‘A one and then a thirteen,’ Birdy confirmed.

‘Or how do we say that as a time?’

Birdy paused for a moment, eyes cast to the ceiling as she tried to recall her knowledge of telling the time. Carrie was by no means the best teacher but tried her hardest. ‘One thirteen?’

‘Or thirteen minutes past one. Or past lunch time?’ They both sat up on the bed together. Carrie wondered what to make them for lunch considering how much food they had bought with them.

‘Do you have any sandwiches left over from earlier?’ It seemed like ages ago that they had left home.

‘I’ve still got all of mine,’ she smiled. Carrie knew this meant she had snacked on chocolate and crisps on their journey. ‘Will this be where you will sleep, Mummy?’ Birdy bounced on the bed a few times in her seated position to test the springs.

‘I thought you might like this bedroom.’

‘But where will you sleep?’ Birdy looked around and her expression was relatively easy to read. Her mother would be too far away for her liking.

‘There are two more bedrooms downstairs. Want to have an explore?’ Carrie asked with a smile and jumped to her feet. The staircase leading up to the bedroom was a fashionable winding one, which made Carrie wonder how they had ever got the furniture up there in the first place. It occurred to her that a great deal of negotiation would have been required to winch everything from the floor below and over the banister. Carrie had second thoughts about Birdy sleeping in this area. Not that she had ever shown any signs of sleepwalking but all it would take would be a midnight trip to get a drink of water and she would tumble down the stairs. No thank you, they hadn’t escaped the clutches of a violent man to break a leg here.

Birdy wandered from room to room on the ground floor, cooing occasionally and rubbing the sofa, patting various surfaces in every room. She was a very sensory child and often needed to touch different materials. She scrunched up her nose. ‘Where are the bedrooms, then?’ 

Carrie laughed. They were standing in the lounge area and it was obvious no further rooms were leading off. ‘There’s a secret basement, want to see it?’

Opposite the front door was a wooden set of stairs curving down below. They just hadn’t seen it upon entry as they had been too tired, that coupled with the curtains still drawn over the window to the left of the door made the room still relatively dim. Carrie wasn’t sure what to expect downstairs, but the bedrooms appeared fresh, albeit one was a bit gloomy due to a lack of window. This showed definite signs of being a conversion where space had been used to its full potential. A larger bedroom would have benefited from the window as in the second bedroom, there was a floor to ceiling glass which had a view of a small courtyard. 

‘Do you want this room baby? You might be able to see some birds if you’re lucky.’ Carrie peered out of the window and was able to see into the neighbouring house if she stood at the right angle. This meant that hers and Birdy’s privacy would be slightly too compromised for Carrie’s liking, since they would be able to see into this bedroom too. The bathroom window also shared this view; as it was the room next to this one. Carrie made a mental note to ensure the bathroom blind was always pulled down. 

The area downstairs also had a room that housed the boiler. An old metal shelving unit was pushed against the wall and what looked like paint cans that had not been disturbed for a while judging by their rusted lids and faded colours. The unit itself looked unstable to the point of collapsing if the slightest pressure was applied. Carrie spied a wooden panelled door at the end of this room. She tried the handle and found it to be locked. Carrie rattled the door a few more times and wondered if she’d seen a large key on the set which had been left. She recalled the floor plans which had been on the website and remembered that they had appeared smaller on the basement floor. Therefore, there was a further area beyond this door – perhaps a covered veranda or something similar. All in all, it appeared that the house had been extended and converted several times as many rooms did not seem to fit or appeared haphazardly placed.

‘We need to find a shop for some food and think about what to have for dinner,’ Carrie suggested as they sat at the kitchen table finishing their lunch. ‘You up for a bit of a walk?’

Birdy nodded her head enthusiastically, mouth still full. Carrie put their rubbish in the bin whilst Birdy busied herself looking for her shoes. Having not being able to bring a phone with them to use the maps, she hoped that they would find a shop on their travels. It was one of the sacrifices she had made to leave their house. The idea of taking her phone with her had been out of the question.

Carrie checked her pocket several times for the keys before she allowed herself to close the front door. It would be the ultimate nightmare if she were to lock them both out on their first day. They both stood, backs to the house as Carrie looked up and down the street as she figured the best direction to take. She wished it had been proper daylight when they had arrived, or that
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