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  Hidden Things

  
  




The air in The Salty Scone is thick with the scent of sawdust and fresh-brewed ambition. Dust motes dance in the slanted afternoon light, a chaotic glitter against the backdrop of exposed wall studs and plastic sheeting. Frankie Marlowe sneezes, a puff of powder rising from her jeans as she pats her thigh.

“Bless you,” Aunt Ginny says without looking up from her clipboard. A vibrant, peacock-feather scarf is wrapped twice around her neck, a splash of defiant color in the demolition zone. “Carl says the new electrical should be done by Friday. Friday! Can you imagine? We’ll have outlets for all the laptop loungers.”

Frankie smiles. “That’s the Harbor Haven dream, Gin. More power outlets.”

At her feet, Marmalade, a golden retriever mix with an old soul and perpetually muddy paws, lets out a soft whine. He noses his way past a stack of drywall, his tail giving a low, uncertain thump-thump against a pile of tarps.

“What is it, boy?” Frankie asks, following his gaze.

The contractor, a broad-shouldered man named Carl, swings a sledgehammer into a section of the old north wall. With a groan of splintering lath and cracking plaster, a large chunk gives way, revealing the dark, musty cavity behind it. Marmalade is instantly on alert, trotting closer to the new hole and pawing at the base of the wall. A distinct, cool draft snakes out from the opening, carrying the scent of damp earth and forgotten things.

“Whoa, hold up,” Carl says, lowering his sledgehammer. “There’s a draft. Shouldn’t be a draft there. That’s an interior wall.”

Frankie crouches beside her dog, who is now nudging his wet nose into the gap. “He’s obsessed with this spot. What do you think, Marm?”

Carl peers into the darkness. “Looks like… another layer of wall? Like someone framed it in.” He takes a crowbar and pries at the edges of the opening. More plaster crumbles, and with a final, screeching tear of wood, a section of framing pulls away, revealing not insulation, but a narrow, door-sized void. It’s a room. A sealed-off, closet-sized room.

A hush falls over the small group, broken only by Marmalade’s excited panting. Carl shines his work light into the space. The beam cuts through decades of stale air, illuminating a rusted metal cot pushed against one wall, its thin mattress slumped and stained. Beside it sits a small, water-damaged trunk, the kind with leather straps and brass fittings now green with age.

“Well, I’ll be,” Aunt Ginny murmurs, her clipboard forgotten at her side. “It’s like a time capsule.”

Frankie, her reporter’s instincts buzzing to life, is the first one to step through the jagged opening. The floorboards creak ominously under her boots. The air is cold and heavy. On the floor, nestled in a pile of dust and debris near the cot, something glints. She kneels, her fingers closing around a delicate, silver locket, tarnished with age. It’s heart-shaped, and on its surface, faint but clear, are the engraved initials E.K.

She holds it up. “Anyone know an E.K.?”

Aunt Ginny moves to her side, her expression suddenly distant. She takes the locket from Frankie’s palm, her thumb tracing the letters. “Oh, my. Eleanor Keating,” she says, her voice unusually quiet and casual. “She lived in the apartment upstairs, long before this was a coffee shop. Vanished back in the ‘70s. Big town scandal. No one ever found her.”

The words hang in the dusty air. Vanished. Not moved away, not left a note. Vanished. Frankie looks from the locket to the desolate little room. The cot. The trunk. This wasn’t a storage closet. This was a hiding place.

The bell over the front door jingles, startling them all. Dean Whitaker steps inside, brushing sawdust from the shoulders of his navy peacoat. He’s holding a rolled-up tube of architectural drawings. His dark hair is windswept, and his eyes, the same deep gray as the Harbor Haven sea before a storm, find Frankie’s immediately. An old, familiar chord of warmth and awkwardness vibrates between them.

“Sorry to interrupt the… deconstruction,” Dean says, his gaze sweeping over the chaotic scene. “I have those maritime maps for the museum exhibit you wanted to see, Ginny.”

“Dean, perfect timing,” Aunt Ginny says, her usual warmth returning. “Come look what we found.”

Dean steps carefully over a stray power cord, his analytical gaze taking in the hidden room. Frankie feels that old pang—the way he moves, so deliberate and cautious, a stark contrast to her own tendency to dive in headfirst. It was one of the many little things that had eventually wedged a continent between them.

“Frankie found this,” Ginny says, handing him the locket.

Dean takes it, his touch gentle, reverent. He turns it over in his fingers, his brow furrowed in concentration. “This design… the engraving style,” he says, almost to himself. “It’s from the 1970s, but it’s not mass-produced. This looks like custom work from a jeweler in Boston that was popular back then. Very high-end.”

Frankie’s mind is racing. A missing girl. A secret room. A custom, expensive piece of jewelry. Her journalist’s instincts, dormant for months, are now screaming. This room wasn’t just forgotten during a previous renovation. It was deliberately hidden. The new framing was meant to erase it, and Eleanor Keating along with it.

“The trunk,” Frankie says suddenly, her voice sharp with purpose.

She moves to the water-stained chest and wrestles with the rusted clasps. They resist, fused by time and damp. Carl hands her the crowbar, and with a sharp crack, the lock gives way. The lid groans open. The inside smells of cedar and decay. There are a few folded, moth-eaten garments, a small, leather-bound book, and a scattering of letters.

As Frankie lifts the book, a single, torn piece of paper flutters from its pages and lands on the dusty floor. She picks it up. The handwriting is a frantic, looping cursive, the ink slightly bled. There are only a few lines visible, dated October 1974.

He’s watching me again. From the street, from the docks. I see his shadow everywhere. I can’t tell anyone. They won’t believe me.

Frankie flips the scrap over. On the back, just two more chilling sentences.

I have to get out. The plan is set for tomorrow night.

Her heart hammers against her ribs. Tomorrow night never came for Eleanor Keating. This note wasn’t a plan; it was a premonition. Was this secret room her sanctuary, or her prison?

Frankie looks up, her eyes meeting Dean’s over the open trunk. The unspoken years and the quiet ache of what-ifs between them vanish, replaced by the dawning of a new, fifty-year-old mystery. In his steady gaze, she sees the same question that’s echoing in her own mind.

What happened to Eleanor Keating?

“Ginny,” Frankie says, her voice low and serious, holding out the fragment of paper. “Who might Eleanor have been afraid of back then? Someone ‘important’?”

Aunt Ginny’s face clouds over. She takes the paper, her eyes scanning the desperate words. For a moment, she looks like she might brush it off, file it away with other half-remembered town tragedies. But then her gaze lands on the desolate cot, the lonely trunk, and the hole in her wall that now represents a hole in Harbor Haven’s history.

“There were always whispers,” she says slowly, her flamboyant scarf suddenly seeming like armor. “Stories people told after a few drinks at The Salty Dog Tavern. But nothing you could ever prove.”

Dean kneels beside Frankie, his attention now on the diary. He opens it carefully, the spine cracking in protest. The first few pages are filled with teenage dreams and complaints—about schoolwork, about the biting sea wind, about a boy who worked on the fishing boats. Then, the tone shifts.

“September 12th,” he reads aloud, his voice low. 

“He brought me a gift today. It’s beautiful, too beautiful. I told him I couldn’t accept it, but he wouldn’t take it back. He said it was our secret. It feels heavy in my pocket, like a stone.”

Frankie looks at the locket still looped around her aunt’s finger. A beautiful gift. A heavy secret.

“We need to know who he was,” Frankie declares, a familiar fire lighting in her chest. This is a story. A real one. Not a fluff piece about a new restaurant opening or a profile on a retiring postal worker. It’s a story that has been walled up in the dark for half a century, waiting for someone to find it.

Dean looks at her, and for a second, she sees a flash of the high school boy who loved a good puzzle, before the caution of adulthood set in. “The town historical society might have records. Old newspapers, council meeting minutes…”

“And people,” Frankie finishes. “People who remember.” Her mind is already compiling a list.

The first name that comes to her is Eleanor’s family. Someone must still be around.

Ginny seems to read her mind. “Her cousin, Evelyn Keating. She still lives over on Lighthouse Road. Keeps to herself these days.”

Frankie gives a decisive nod. “That’s where we start.”

Dean hesitates for only a fraction of a second. Frankie sees the internal conflict—the methodical researcher warring with the impulse to follow her lead. The careful man who plots a course versus the boy who used to jump off the pier with her on a dare.

Finally, he gives a slow nod. “Okay,” he says. “But we do it by the book. We don’t go trampling all over a fifty-year-old cold case without knowing what we’re walking into.”

Frankie almost smiles. Classic Dean. But she knows he’s right. “Fine,” she agrees. “By the book.”

She looks back at the secret room, a silent tomb in the heart of her aunt’s cheerful new coffee shop. By the book or not, she knows one thing for sure. The walls of Harbor Haven have just started talking, and she is going to make sure she hears every last word.
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The drive to Lighthouse Road is a study in contrasts. Frankie taps an impatient rhythm on the dashboard of her Jeep, her mind already three steps ahead, while Dean navigates the winding coastal asphalt with the steady, unhurried precision of a ship’s captain. Marmalade, relegated to the back seat, rests his chin on the center console, letting out the occasional huff of doggy commentary.

“He didn’t have to seal the room up,” Frankie muses aloud, turning the tarnished silver locket over and over in her palm. The initials E.K. feel like a brand. “He could have just… left. Why go to the trouble of building a new wall? It’s not just hiding something; it’s erasing it.”

“Preservation works both ways,” Dean says, his eyes on the road. “You can preserve a memory, or you can preserve a secret. Building a wall is a very permanent way to do the latter.” He glances at her. “You think the ‘he’ in the diary is the one who built it?”

“Have to be,” Frankie says. “Which means we’re not just looking for a secret boyfriend. We’re looking for someone who could frame a wall, hang drywall, and plaster it over so well that no one noticed for fifty years. Someone with skills.”

The thought hangs in the air between them, heavy and unsettling. The Jeep crunches onto the gravel driveway of a small, tidy cape cod house, its shingles weathered to a soft gray by decades
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