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Chapter 1

	 

	A young couple sat together in the playground, watching their two kids playing happily on the equipment. 

	“Do you think we can afford it?” Jennifer asked. “It needs a lot of work…”

	“Yeah, of course we can,” David replied. “We’ve come this far in life, and we work hard, so why not just go for it?” he pointed out. “Besides, I’m pretty handy with a hammer,” he added with a big grin.

	Jenn smiled. “You’re right – let’s just go for it!”

	“Of course I’m right. Even when I’m wrong, I’m right,” David said with a smile, causing Jenn to laugh at his very poor impression of Al Pacino from Donnie Brasco.

	Jenn’s laugh, however, soon turned into a cough.

	David put his arm around her and kissed her gently on the head. “I’ll call the estate agent in the morning and put in our cheeky little offer. According to the home report, it hasn’t been rewired since the ‘80s, so hopefully we can get something knocked off the asking price.”

	Jenn smiled again, though this was also interrupted by her coughing loudly.

	“I think you need to go to the doctor and get that cough looked at, Jenn,” David told her, concern in his voice. “You’ve had it for a while now…”

	“I know,” she replied, shrugging casually. “It comes and goes. I’ll be OK; I’m probably just getting another cold.”

	David stared at her, frowning, unconvinced.

	After months of house-hunting and several fruitless viewings, David and Jenn Sweeney had finally found a house they both loved. It was a 1930s property in the suburbs, with good transport links and great schools nearby. It was also the perfect location for both their jobs.

	David worked primarily in the east end of the city as a community-based physiotherapist with the NHS, a job that involved partly working from home – an added bonus. Jenn, a social worker, also worked mainly in the east end, though she occasionally covered other districts.

	The couple had first met as students at university – they’d been introduced in the student union bar and had been together ever since. With similar interests and the same taste in music, they often attended concerts together. 

	One band they both particularly loved was Madness; they would go to see them whenever the band came to town, which was every two years or so. Their favourite Madness song was the band’s cover of ‘It Must Be Love.’

	Eventually – after they’d both graduated – David and Jenn got married and had two kids: Bella, who was six, and Olivia, who was three. They had bought their first home a few years before Bella was born – a small, ground-floor, two-bedroom flat. It wasn’t much, but it was theirs, and they were happy living there together. 

	When Bella came along, the flat started to feel a little cramped, so they moved – this time, into a modest three-bedroom end-terraced house. They loved that house, which was in pretty good condition; all they had to do was paint Bella’s bedroom and lay some carpets. On top of that, the area was nice, the neighbours were friendly, and it really felt like a close-knit community.

	With their new home and their little family, they felt like they’d won the lottery.

	They lived there happily for quite a while, and soon enough, little Olivia was born – at which point it was time for a bit of a switch-around in the house. The couple gave the master bedroom to Olivia and Bella to share, while David and Jenn took the room next door. The box room was turned into a playroom, packed full of toys. 

	However, as the girls grew older, the young couple began to feel that, yet again, they needed a bigger house. Another deciding factor was the area they lived in – it had changed significantly over the years and no longer felt the same. Most of their elderly neighbours had passed away, and the families who moved in seemed less desirable; loud, drunken parties became a regular occurrence nearly every weekend.

	With neither David nor Jenn liking the way things were heading, they decided it was time for a fresh start. 

	So, David called the estate agent and submitted their offer, which was accepted almost immediately. The house had been on the market for many years, and although it had fallen into slight disrepair, it was still habitable. David and Jenn were delighted that their offer had been accepted; they couldn’t wait to get the keys and start renovating. 

	Once they moved in, they realised just how much work needed doing to it: new electrics, a new boiler, a new kitchen, redecoration throughout, new carpets and flooring, and tidying up the garden and driveway. Fortunately, none of this hard work bothered the young couple – they both knew this was their forever home and were eager to put their own stamp on it, no matter how much time and energy it took.

	The property was a large ex-council house with huge front and back gardens. The driveway was monoblocked, though it had become uneven over time, with many of the blocks now sunken and weeds growing through the cracks.

	There was also a garage – a separate outbuilding that had been built at the same time as the house. It had been pebbled-dashed and painted white many years ago but now it just looked old and tired, with cracks in the walls and missing concrete in places. To make matters worse, it had a very old asbestos roof that was now covered in moss and grime. 

	Behind the garage was an old, rusty iron gate with peeling black paint that led around to the back garden.

	As you entered the front door of the house, the living room was to the left. It was spacious, with the original fireplace and a single-glazed, hexagon-shaped, lead-lined porthole window facing the driveway. To the right of the hallway, a grand staircase led upstairs. Straight ahead, past the living room, was the kitchen, which – like most of the house – was old and tired. However, it opened up into a fairly modern, spacious extension that had been added roughly 20 years ago. This extension served as a combined dining and living area. It was airy, with plenty of natural light streaming in, and featured a glass PVC door that opened onto the back garden. To the right of the kitchen was a pantry-style cupboard, which led to a narrow corridor extending under the stairs and into a small utility room.

	Continuing up the grand staircase, there was a narrow landing. To the left was a fair-sized, semi-modernised family bathroom. The suite itself was modern, with a jacuzzi-style bath and a sleek shower cubicle. Unfortunately, the hideous brown and cream marble tiles rather ruined the overall look. Directly across from the bathroom was another fairly good-sized bedroom. This only needed a lick of paint and some new carpet or laminate flooring. Next to that was a smaller bedroom – a space that appeared even tinier due to the huge, ugly, brown fitted wardrobe that dominated half the room, distorting its depth and making it feel cramped. Lastly, there was the box room, and while small, it had plenty of potential. Access to the loft was in this room via aluminium ladders. 

	The previous owners had been granted planning permission to convert the attic into an additional bedroom, and – by the looks of it – they had already started the work. All that remained was to install a staircase and complete the decorating.

	The attic itself was a good-sized room. The previous owners had cleverly built storage space into the eaves, which helped the space feel larger, as well as making it far more practical.

	As soon as their offer on the new house was accepted, David and Jenn put their current home on the market. Their estate agent predicted it would sell quickly due to its location in a nice area and its near-perfect condition. After all, apart from a little paint or wallpaper changes to suit the new buyer’s taste, no major renovations were needed.

	In the end, the house sold within a week and even fetched £10,000 over the asking price. David and Jenn were over the moon; with their savings and the additional profit from the sale, they could tackle the renovations on the new house and hopefully still have a little money left over for themselves.

	Their moving-in date was set for the 17th of January. They couldn’t get the keys until the afternoon, which wasn’t ideal, but such are the challenges of being locked into a chain while moving house. Fortunately, David and Jenn were at the end of the chain, as their new house had been empty for years. So, despite the usual stresses of moving house with two young children, they remained positive and took it all in their stride.

	David’s mum, Angela, was a retired psychologist with a free-spirited, eccentric, hippy-type personality. She was deeply into spiritual practices like crystal healing, Reiki, meditation, and everything that came with them. In her house, Angela preferred all her picture frames, mirrors, and various pieces of artwork to hang at slightly crooked angles, as she liked to be ‘different.’ She had always been a hippy at heart, but her passion for spiritual healing and crystal therapy hadn’t fully developed until after the death of David’s father, Peter.

	Peter had tragically passed away when David was young, following a long battle with cancer. Both Angela and David struggled to cope with the loss, each finding their own ways to deal with it. 

	For David, the solution was to set goals for himself and work tirelessly to achieve them – anything to keep his mind occupied and away from the pain. Angela’s way of coping was more unconventional. Her spiritual practices and eccentric habits might have seemed unusual to some, but David simply humoured her and let her get on with it.

	She was happy, and that was all that mattered to him.

	***

	Soon enough, it was moving day, and David and Jenn arrived at their new house with the removal men and van following closely behind. David parked their car – which was full to the brim with various boxes, as well as their pets – further down the street so the removal van could reverse into the driveway, making it easier to unload the furniture and larger items. 

	Jenn stepped out of the car and looked up at the house, a big smile spreading across her face. Turning to David, who had opened the boot and was already picking up a box, she said, “I forgot how big the house was.” 

	“Yeah, it’s a good size. Just as well it’s our forever home – I don’t want to be doing this all over again,” he replied with a grin as he walked past, carrying the box. 

	Jenn went to the boot and picked up another box while David walked up the driveway, opening the door for the moving men and instructing them where to put the various items. 

	As she turned to follow him, Jenn noticed a black jackdaw perched on the front garden pillar where the metal gates were attached. Its piercing green eyes seemed to bore into her, making her stop in her tracks and gasp. The bird twisted its head, staring at her intently with each eye in turn, occasionally squawking and chirping. 

	A sudden wave of unease washed over her. 

	Just then, David came back outside to grab another box, walking past the bird without even noticing it. The jackdaw’s beady little eyes followed his every move. 

	When he reached Jenn, he frowned. “Are you OK? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

	Jenn snapped out of her trance. “Yes, I’m fine,” she said quickly. “I was just looking at that black bird sitting on our garden pillar – that’s a bad omen, you know.” 

	David turned to glance at the pillar, his frown deepening. “What black bird?” he asked. “I can’t see anything.”

	Jenn looked around wildly, sighing in frustration. “There was a jackdaw! Right there! A black bird with green eyes… it was sitting on our front pillar at the start of the driveway. You walked right past it!” She shook her head. “I’m telling you, seeing a black bird on your property when you move in is a bad omen!”

	David rolled his eyes and tutted. “You and your superstitions – God knows where you get all this stuff from. I didn’t see any black birds because I’m more concerned with getting the car and van unloaded.” He sighed. “Look, it’s obviously flown away now, so we’re all good, yeah?” he added, his tone laced with sarcasm as he gave her an exaggerated thumbs-up.

	Jenn stared at him for a moment, annoyed, then broke into a smile. “You can be a right sarcastic arsehole sometimes, you know that?”

	David grinned. “Yeah, I know – that’s why you love me,” he said with a wink as he hefted another heavy box from the boot of the car.

	Jenn chuckled, walking up the driveway and into the house. 

	***

	David had just finished stacking the last of the boxes in the front living room, while Jenn was attempting to organise the twenty or thirty boxes already surrounding her. She piled them into groups based on the room names written on them, ready to be moved to their proper places later on.

	Angela, David’s mum, had happily agreed to help by taking the children out for a few hours while they moved in. 

	David glanced out of the living room window and saw her car pulling into the driveway. A moment later, Angela stepped out and began unbuckling the kids from their car seats. Then, holding their hands, she skipped up to the house with them. “Come on, my little cherubs! Show me your lovely new house!” she announced. 

	In response, the children squealed with laughter.

	“Hello?” Angela called out as she reached the front door.

	“We’re in here, Mum – in the front living room!” David replied. 

	Angela and the kids burst into the room, brimming with excitement.

	“Mummy!” the girls exclaimed in unison as they ran towards Jenn.

	“Hello, my gorgeous little bunnies!” Jenn gushed, kneeling down to hug them. “How are you? Did you have fun with Granny?”

	“Yeah!” Olivia replied, beaming. “We went to soft play and Granny got us slushies! Then we went for a drive in her car!”

	“Oh wow, that’s fantastic!” Jenn smiled. “Granny loves getting you two hyped up on sugar, doesn’t she?”

	“Well, that is a granny’s job,” Angela grinned, winking as the kids giggled and started rifling through the nearest boxes.

	“Girls, why don’t you go up to your new room and play with your toys?” Jenn suggested. “I’ve left them in there so you can play for a while. After all, Mummy and Daddy have a lot of unpacking to do.”

	“OK, Mummy!” the girls chirped before dashing out of the living room and up the stairs. 

	Angela began looking around the room, carefully manoeuvring around the mountains of boxes. “Oh yes, this is a lovely house – it’s so light and airy,” she said, before pausing thoughtfully. “Although, there is a lot of energy flowing through it… there’s almost a kind of ominous feeling to it, especially in this area,” she added, her back to the couple as she inspected the fireplace.

	David and Jenn exchanged a glance, David rolling his eyes and shaking his head ever so slightly, which made Jenn break out into a wide grin. She quickly turned away and pretended to busy herself unpacking boxes to keep from laughing out loud.

	“Well, it is an old house, Mum,” David pointed out. “I imagine there’s been a lot of energy coming and going through it over the years.”

	Angela turned to face him, her expression serious. David was now stacking boxes in the corner of the room, trying to appear preoccupied. “Hmm,” she mused. “Well, next time I visit, I’ll bring my sage to burn and cleanse the house for you both. A cleansed house is a happy house!”

	David shifted into humouring mode, giving Angela a big, exaggerated smile. “That would be great, Mum, thank you. Now, why don’t you go and check on the kids and see what they want for dinner? We were thinking about getting a takeaway tonight since half the kitchen is still packed in these boxes.”

	“Oh, that’s a great idea, son! I fancy a Chinese veggie curry,” Angela replied brightly.

	“Sure, Mum, whatever you want – it’s our treat.”

	“Fantastic, thank you!” Angela said as she headed upstairs to find the children.

	As soon as Angela was out of earshot, Jenn stopped what she was doing and began sniffing the air around her. 

	David noticed and frowned, confused. “What are you doing?” he asked her.

	“Can’t you smell that?” Jenn replied, still sniffing.

	“Smell what?”

	“Cigarette smoke… I can smell cigarette smoke. I just got a strong whiff of it,” Jenn told him, sniffing the air again.

	David took a sniff too. “I can’t smell anything.”

	Jenn frowned. “I can definitely smell it, David,” she insisted.

	David rolled his eyes. “Well, none of us smoke, so it’s probably from the previous owners. You must have disturbed some dust that was caked in nicotine or something.”

	“Hmm,” Jenn replied, her tone uncertain, “maybe.”

	After a few hours spent sorting and unpacking boxes, David set about building the children’s bunk beds in their room. It didn’t take him long. By now, he was feeling incredibly tired, but it was a happy kind of tired. He was just glad they’d finally moved in.

	Meanwhile, Jenn was downstairs organising the kitchen cupboards. The kitchen-diner was open-plan, thanks to the large extension. It certainly made the house feel more spacious. The kitchen itself, however, was old, tired, and dated, though Jenn knew she’d be able to spruce it up a bit until they could afford to buy a brand-new one. Nothing a bit of cupboard paint can’t fix, she thought. 

	Earlier in the day, David and Jenn had transported the family pets to the new house in the car. She had placed Thumper, their rabbit, by the far window in the kitchen-diner to let him settle into his new surroundings. Lola, their cat, had been left to roam freely and explore the large back garden and neighbouring areas. 

	When they first arrived, Jenn had noticed that Thumper seemed agitated and unsettled. He’d been running back and forth in his cage, stamping his feet vigorously. She knew that this kind of behaviour often meant that the rabbit was sensing danger or feeling threatened.

	Pausing in her task of stacking tins in the cupboard, Jenn walked over to the cage and knelt down. “Hey, little man, what’s up with you?” she asked softly. 

	Thumper froze in place and looked up at her, his little chest heaving in and out as though he were having a panic attack. Concerned, Jenn opened the cage and tried to pick him up, but he darted around the cage so quickly that she struggled to catch hold of him. When she finally managed to pick him up, Thumper resisted with all his strength, doing everything in his power to wriggle free. He kicked his powerful back legs, scratched Jenn with his claws, and even bit one of her fingers hard enough to draw blood. 

	“Ouch!” Jenn cried, wincing. “Calm down, Thumper – it’s only me! What’s wrong with you today?” 

	The rabbit continued struggling, but she eventually positioned him in the crook of her arm, holding him like a baby – a technique she’d learnt that usually helped relax rabbits. In response, Thumper began to settle slightly, but Jenn could still feel his little heart racing under her hand. She stroked his head and gently rubbed his ears, whispering, “It’s OK. There’s a good boy. Calm down.”

	Despite her efforts, Thumper remained agitated, so Jenn decided to put him back. As soon as she lowered him, he wriggled out of her arms, darting into the little house in the corner of his cage. 

	Jenn sighed, closed the cage, and stood up. As she walked back to the kitchen, she rubbed her bitten finger, puzzled. He’d never bitten her before. While she resumed putting the tins away, her eyes kept drifting back to the rabbit’s cage, her brow furrowed in concern.

	Just then, David walked into the kitchen. “Jenn, I’ve finished rebuilding the kids’ bunk beds,” he informed her. “I’ll build ours in the morning; we can sleep on the mattress tonight.” 

	“OK, honey, that’s good,” Jenn replied quietly, clearly distracted.

	“Are you OK?” he asked, concerned.

	Jenn snapped out of her reverie and turned to face him. “Yeah, I’m fine. Thumper is acting really strange, though – he seems very agitated. He keeps running around his cage and stamping his feet. And he bit me!” she added, holding her finger up for him to inspect.

	After giving her finger the once-over, David glanced across the room at the rabbit’s cage. Thumper had cautiously emerged from his little house and was now looking around. “He’s probably just out of sorts, trying to get used to his new surroundings,” he suggested. “I’m sure he’ll be back to his usual self tomorrow.” 

	“Yeah, you’re probably right,” Jenn replied, though she still seemed a bit unsure.

	David put his arms around Jenn’s waist, and she looped hers around his neck. “How about we get the kids to bed and then open that bottle of champagne your mum gave us as a housewarming gift?” he suggested, smiling.

	Jenn returned the smile. “And then maybe we can christen our bedroom too?” 

	David chuckled. “Maybe, if you’re lucky… though I’m not one for putting out after a couple of glasses of champagne – I’m a classy lady!”

	Jenn laughed and kissed him on the lips. “Well, in that case, how about I try to find the other bottle of wine I’ve got stashed somewhere?” 

	David’s smile widened. “Yeah, that would probably do it,” he replied. 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	The next morning, the kids came bursting through David and Jenn’s bedroom door, full of energy. 

	“Mummy, Daddy!” they both cried as they leapt onto the mattress where David and Jenn were sleeping. 

	David groaned as he looked at his smartwatch. “It’s 6:23 am on a Saturday morning,” he sighed, feeling worse for wear and bleary-eyed. 

	“Yup, that sounds about right – it’s like clockwork with these two,” Jenn said, chuckling as the kids jumped all over their mum and dad, giggling.

	David rubbed his eyes and face, letting out another sigh. “I feel terrible,” he told his wife. “It was such a great idea of yours to have the champagne and that whole bottle of wine last night.”

	“I didn’t see you saying no to any of it, sweetheart,” Jenn pointed out, “and it’s not like I forced it down your neck, is it?”

	“Daddy, I’m hungry! I want my breakfast,” Bella interrupted. 

	“OK, sweetheart. I think Mummy is going to get it for you,” David said with a hopeful glance at Jenn.

	“I don’t think so!” Jenn scoffed. “It’s your turn to get up with them; I got up with them last weekend,” she added with a sarcastic smile. 

	David groaned. “Well, that’s great, isn’t it? So, you got me drunk last night, had your wicked way with me, and now that I’m terminally hungover, I have to get up with the kids?”

	Jenn grinned. “Yup, pretty much.”

	David inhaled deeply, rubbed his face again, and let out a loud sigh. “OK, come on, kids. Let’s go and get some breakfast.” 

	The children squealed with excitement and bolted out of the bedroom, racing down the stairs. David groaned again as he tried to haul himself off the mattress.

	He staggered downstairs like a zombie desperately in need of caffeine. Grabbing a coffee pod, he threw it into the machine and switched it on as the kids grew increasingly rowdy, sitting at the table and waiting for their breakfast.

	“Right, kids, that’s enough. Settle down – it’s far too early for all this noise,” David said, his tone weary. But the girls clearly weren’t listening – instead, they’d started squabbling over something. 

	As David poured their cereal and milk into two bowls, Olivia began to cry and Bella started shouting.

	“She took my toy!” Olivia wailed.

	“I had this toy earlier, and now I want it back!” Bella shouted defensively, holding it up in the air.

	David let out another loud sigh, gripping the edge of the counter. “Right, that’s enough, you two!” he snapped, his patience wearing thin. He then picked up the two bowls of cereal, placed them on the table in front of the kids, and sat down with a tired sigh. “Bella, you know better than to take things out of your little sister’s hands. That’s not nice, is it?”

	“But, Daddy, I had it first!” Bella protested.

	“Then ask her for it, Bella. Don’t just snatch it out of her hand.” Then, turning to Olivia, David knelt beside her, trying to calm her down.

	Olivia, however, wasn’t having any of it.

	“OK, Olivia,” David began, his voice weary but gentle, “Daddy is going to be honest with you. I’m not feeling very well this morning. It’s 6.30 am on a Saturday, I haven’t had my coffee yet, and I’ve got a really bad headache. Now, it could be that I’m coming down with a head cold or the flu or something, or it could be because of all the wine and champagne Mummy gave me last night. I don’t know – I’m not a doctor. But I really need you to calm down and stop crying. Can you do that for me, please?”

	Oliva paused her wailing and stared at her dad, as though processing his words. For a brief moment, it seemed like she might stop crying altogether. But then, just as suddenly, she burst into tears again – this time even louder than before. 

	David groaned again, rubbing his face in frustration. He then stood up and shuffled over to the coffee machine, eager to get his first strong cup of the day. As the machine sputtered to life, he poured his coffee, took a long, deep sip, and closed his eyes in blissful relief.

	Meanwhile, Bella had started eating her cereal but was now glancing over at the rabbit cage. “Look!” she exclaimed. “Thumper’s still sleeping!”

	David took another long, deep slurp of his coffee and exhaled slowly. “Mmm,” he muttered, barely registering her words.

	“Daddy, look at Thumper!” Bella continued, her tone more insistent this time. 

	David turned, his attention finally drawn to the rabbit’s cage. Thumper was lying in the middle, unusually still. A frown crept across David’s face.

	Typically, when Thumper heard the kids in the morning, he’d perk up and run to the side of the cage to beg for attention. But not today. Plus, with Olivia crying at the volume of a jumbo jet taking off, it seemed impossible for any living creature to sleep through the racket. 

	A terrible feeling washed over David as he stared at the cage, his heart sinking.

	Bella placed the toy she’d taken from Olivia onto the table, hopped off her chair, and ran over to Thumper’s cage. Olivia, who had instantly stopped crying upon seeing the unattended toy, grabbed it from the table and followed her big sister. 

	David sighed, set his coffee down, and walked over to the cage as well. 

	“Come on, Thumper… wake up, sleepyhead!” Bella said, tapping the cage lightly. 

	Olivia giggled. “Sleepy wabbit!”

	The moment David looked at Thumper, he knew. The rabbit’s lifeless body was stiff, the tell-tale sign that rigor mortis had set in hours ago. Even so, he tried to remain composed as the kids continued tapping the cage, utterly oblivious. “Right, kids

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

