[image: Cover]
 
    
      a thriller

      The House Never Lies

      C.M.R. Thorne

    

  
    
      Also by C.M.R. Thorne

      The Release

      Twelve Past Six

      Each book stands on its own. They can be read in any order.

    

  Prologue

The house wasn’t asleep.

Houses never sleep, not anymore. Somewhere in the utility closet a green light blinked, patient as a heartbeat. The sensor above the back door counted degrees. The thermostat in the hallway wrote a line every minute in a logbook nobody ever read. The house recorded everything and judged nothing, and maybe that was the problem.

At 2:41 a.m., something moved on the upstairs landing.

Bare feet on the stair runner. A hand that reached for the railing and found it. Downstairs, in the kitchen, a lamp came on for a moment – twenty percent, the night setting – and went off again. A phone lit up. Thumbs over a screen, a hesitation of eleven seconds, then four words and a send button.

The house noted: kitchen light off, 02:44.

At 2:53 a.m., the back-door sensor registered a fault.

The house didn’t know the difference between accident and intent. The house noted the fault the way it noted everything, without a question mark.

What happened next, in the hallway at the bottom of the stairs, took fourteen minutes.

There was sound, but no microphone to hear it. There were two voices whispering, and then one voice that no longer did. There was a movement the hallway sensor recorded as presence, and then a fall the house recorded as nothing, because there is no sensor for falling. There was someone sitting on the fourth stair, elbows on knees, watching.

For nine minutes.

The hallway sensor wrote it all down, dutiful: motion, motion, motion. Small movements, low to the ground. Smaller each time. The house didn’t know it was watching an ending. The house knew only: someone is here. And then, at 3:07 a.m.: no one here is moving anymore.

At 3:09 a.m., something in the utility closet was erased. The house noted that too – not here, but somewhere else, far away, on a server in another country. Houses remember in two places these days. Almost nobody knew that.

Then it was quiet.

For three minutes the house was alone with what lay at the bottom of the stairs, and with the green light in the utility closet, and with the thermostat that wrote its line at 3:10 a.m. like it always did: 18.5 degrees, all is well.

At 3:12 a.m., the front door opened.
Chapter 1

Eight months after his wife’s death, Daniël Vos sat across from a man who knew his house better than he did.

“You have a SmartCasa system,” the man said. His name was Theo Maes, he’d come on behalf of the insurance company, and he had an accent you could hear Flanders in, like gravel under a door. “Installed in 2016, expanded just last year. Thirty-eight sensors, two smart locks, one hub in the utility closet.”

“If you say so.”

“I don’t say so. Your house says so.”

They sat in the kitchen. Daniël had made coffee because you make coffee for visitors, even the ones you don’t want. Maes hadn’t touched his cup. He’d brought a leather folder, the kind of folder people carry when they want you to look at the folder instead of their face.

“Mr. Vos, I have to ask you a few questions about the night of March 14.”

“Those questions have been asked. By the police. Twice.”

“I know.”

“My wife fell down the stairs. She’d taken sleep medication, it was dark, she fell. It’s in the report. The case is closed.”

“I know,” Maes said again, in exactly the same tone, and that was the moment Daniël first felt something cold on the back of his neck. People who say I know twice usually know something else.

Maes opened the folder.

“With a payout of this size, the company runs a standard verification. Part of that is a data request to the manufacturer of your smart-home system. SmartCasa keeps a copy of all events in their own cloud. Did you know that?”

“No.”

“Most people don’t.” Maes turned over a sheet of paper and slid it across the table. “This is the night of March 14. Every line is an event in your house.”

Daniël didn’t look at the paper. Not yet. “What are you looking for, Mr. Maes?”

“Nothing. That’s my job: checking whether there’s nothing.” He tapped the sheet with one finger, twice, softly. “Except – there’s something.”

The sheet was a table. Times on the left, events on the right, the font of a system that never gets tired. Daniël’s eyes slid down the lines the way you walk along a cliff: as close to the edge as you can get without looking down.

02:41 – motion, upstairs landing.

02:44 – kitchen light off.

Marit. That was Marit, her last round through the house, and Daniël had to wait a moment for his throat to work again. Eight months, and it still lived inside things like a table.

“I was asleep,” he said. “I’d taken zolpidem. That’s in the report too.”

“It is, yes.” Maes leaned in a little. “Take a look at 3:12.”

Daniël looked.

03:12 – front door opened.

He read it again. And again. The line just stayed there, patient, the way only machines are patient.

“That’s wrong,” he said.

“That’s what I thought too.”

“No, you don’t understand. It can’t be right. There was no one there that night. I was asleep upstairs, Marit – my wife was lying in the hallway, my daughter was asleep. The police checked the lock. No forced entry. There was no one.” He heard his own voice picking up speed and couldn’t stop it. “At seven twenty I found her. The front door was deadbolted. I know because I opened it myself for the ambulance.”

“At 3:12 a.m., the front door opens,” Maes said. “At 3:14 it closes again and locks. No force – the how is in the detail data. I’ll come back to that.”

“Then your table is broken.”

“Could be.” Maes leaned back. For the first time he picked up his coffee, took a sip, set the cup back on exactly the same ring. “Except there’s one more thing, Mr. Vos. Something that bothers me more than that front door.”

Daniël waited. Outside, a car turned into the street, slowed, drove on. The sound of the Weidevenne, the kind of suburb where everyone drives slowly past everyone else’s life.

“We have this data from the manufacturer’s cloud,” Maes said. “The police, back then, read out the hub in your utility closet. I requested that report and laid the two side by side.” He set a second sheet next to the first. “This is what your hub says about the same night.”

The second table was shorter.

Much shorter.

“The hub has not a single event between 2:44 and 7:21 a.m.,” Maes said. “No motion in the hallway. No fault. No front door. According to the box in your utility closet, nothing happened that night at all.” He looked at Daniël, and his voice went very calm, almost gentle. “A copy should match the original. When the original is emptier than the copy, someone cleaned the original. Stairs don’t do that by themselves, Mr. Vos.”

“What are you saying?”

“That someone was in this house that night.” Maes picked up his pen. “And that someone worked very hard to erase it.”
Chapter 2

After Maes left, Daniël stood in the utility closet for twenty minutes.

The hub was a white box the size of a lunchbox, with one green light blinking slowly. He’d never really looked at the thing. It belonged to the house the way the plumbing belonged to the house: it worked, so it didn’t exist.

Thirty-eight sensors. He could have pointed out maybe four.

Marit had wanted it, the summer before last. Well – wanted. Erik had recommended it, and what Erik recommended usually happened, because Erik did it at cost and came to install it himself and stayed for dinner afterward, and that’s how it had gone for nine years. You’re the last ones on the street without it, he’d said. Pretty soon the neighborhood will think you’ve got something to hide.

Daniël took out his phone and called him.

“Daan.” Erik’s voice, warm as always, a drill in the background winding down. “Everything okay?”

“There was an insurance man at my kitchen table this afternoon.”

Silence. One second, maybe two. “About Marit?”

“About the night.” Daniël could hear how flat his own voice sounded. “Erik, he had data from our system. From SmartCasa themselves, from their cloud. There’s a thing in it that can’t be.”

“What kind of thing?”

“The front door. At 3:12 a.m., the front door opens. And at 3:14 it closes again, locked, nice and neat.”

The drill in the background started up again, far off, someone else. Erik said nothing for a moment, and Daniël pictured him shifting in his seat, phone between ear and shoulder, the way he always did when something got his full attention.

“That’ll be a sync error,” Erik said. “You see it all the time. The cloud lags, or it duplicates an old event. I wouldn’t – ”

“The hub is empty, Erik.”

“What do you mean, empty?”

“From a quarter to three until I found her. Nothing. No motion in the hallway, while – ” He stopped. While my wife was lying there. Some sentences he hadn’t finished in eight months. “The insurance man says: if the copy is fuller than the original, someone erased the original.”

This silence was longer.

“Where are you now?” Erik asked.

“Home. In the utility closet, to be exact. Standing here staring at that box of yours like it’s going to confess.”

“Stay there. I’m coming over. And Daan – don’t touch anything, okay? If something really is wrong with those logs, you don’t want your fingers on them.”

It took eight minutes for the doorbell to ring. Erik lived diagonally behind them; by the back path he could be in their kitchen faster than the pizza guy could reach the front door, and this year he’d taken that path more often than anyone.

✦

He knelt in front of the utility closet with a laptop on the washing machine, and he looked the way he always looked: sweater too big, reading glasses pushed up in his hair, the calm of a man who fixes things for a living. He’d been there that morning too, Daniël remembered. Within ten minutes, before the second ambulance. He’d made coffee for the officers and wrapped a blanket around Fleur. What would you do without friends like that.

“Tell me what you see,” Daniël said.

“I see a healthy system.” Erik scrolled. “Firmware current, sensors online... here, March 14.” He was quiet for a moment. “Yeah. The logging stops at 2:44 a.m. and starts again at 7:21. That’s not a gap, that’s an amputation.”

“Can that happen by itself?”

“A crash, you mean? Then you’d see a reboot in the system log. I don’t see one.” Erik put on his glasses, which he only did when he truly didn’t understand something, or when he wanted it to look that way. “This was erased, Daan. By hand. Someone with access.”

“Who has access?”

“You, Fleur – ” a small pause, exactly where Marit’s name used to live. “Marit. And me, as the installer. Nobody else.”

“The insurance company thinks someone was inside that night,” Daniël said. “And the man looked at me like he already knew who.”

Erik closed the laptop and stood, and for just a moment Erik looked at him with a face he knew only from the morning itself – the morning of the ambulances. Then it was gone, and Erik put a hand on his shoulder.

“Listen to me. You didn’t do anything. I know that more surely than anything in this world.” A quick squeeze. “But if that insurance guy is right, then eight months ago someone was in this house while Marit lay at the bottom of those stairs. And then the question isn’t just who came in, Daan.”

“What, then.”

“The question is who she went downstairs for at a quarter to three in the morning.”
Chapter 3

Fleur heard it through the floor.

Not the words. Words didn’t carry through the concrete of the Weidevenne; only tone did that, and the tone downstairs had been wrong all afternoon. First the strange man with the folder – she’d seen his car outside, a gray rental, the kind of car nobody drives for fun. Then Dad on the phone. Then Erik.

She sat on her bed with her math book open to page 148, and she’d been staring at the same problem for forty minutes without seeing a single number.

Insurance, she’d caught, from the bottom of the stairs, on her way to get a glass of water she didn’t want. And: March 14.

March 14.

People always said losing your mother was the worst thing that could happen to you. It wasn’t. Fleur knew by now exactly what was worse, and it fit in four digits and a colon, and it had been sitting behind her breastbone for eight months like a stone that grew along with her.

Downstairs the door fell shut. Erik leaving. She knew the way he closed doors, a little too softly, as if the house were made of sugar – he’d done it as long as she’d known him, Uncle Erik who wasn’t an uncle, who’d taught her to ride a bike in the parking lot by the sports center because Dad had a deadline that weekend.

She waited until she heard Dad’s footsteps head for the kitchen, and then she took out her phone.

The folder was called French - grammar, because nobody opens a folder called French - grammar. One video inside. She didn’t play it. She never played it; she only checked that it was still there, every day, the way your tongue keeps finding the broken tooth.

Eleven seconds, March 15, 3:13 a.m.

On the frozen first frame: the hallway, dark, filmed from the front door. The bottom steps of the staircase. And on the left, half in frame, something you’d only recognize if you knew what it was.

She’d shot it that night without knowing why. Because you film things, because you’re seventeen and that’s what your brain does: grab, capture, look later. Later never came. A morning came instead, with ambulances and a blanket around her shoulders and a question from a policewoman – did you hear anything last night, sweetheart? – and a no that had been born again every day since.

“Fleur?” Dad, at the bottom of the stairs. “You eating with me or did you already have something?”

“Coming!”

Her voice sounded normal. That was the secret talent she’d developed this year: sounding like a girl with a math book while she stared at eleven seconds that would change everything.

Because that was the thing about the strange man and his folder, about the word insurance, about the tone through the floor: something had woken up. For eight months the night of March 14 had been a closed door the whole house walked around. Now someone was standing at it, testing the handle.

And if that door opened, everything would come out.

Including her.

Fleur put her phone in airplane mode, which made no sense, she knew that perfectly well, as if a video could spread some other way, like a smell. She closed the math book and sat a moment longer with her hands flat on the cover.

At 3:12 a.m., she had opened the front door.

Nobody knew that. Nobody could ever know, because of the question that came right behind it, the stone behind her breastbone, the question the policewoman hadn’t asked and Dad hadn’t asked and God hadn’t asked:

And when you saw her lying there – why didn’t you wake anyone up?

Downstairs a pan clattered. Just Dad, just pasta, just Tuesday.

She wiped her eyes on her sleeve, pasted on her normal face, and went downstairs, past the spot at the bottom of the stairs where she never looked anymore, through the hallway where all of it still hung like smoke after a fire.

The little sensor eye in the hallway blinked green once as she passed.

The house forgot nothing. That was the whole point of the house.
Chapter 4

“So you’re the husband,” the detective said, as if that were a profession.

“Daniël Vos.”

“Talsma.” No handshake. The interview room at the station had two chairs, a table with torn laminate on top, and a window overlooking the bike racks, and Talsma sat down like a man who had to be somewhere else by five. “You’re here about your wife’s case.”

“About the night of March 14.”

“That case was closed in April.”

“I know. That’s why I’m here.”

Daniël laid the plastic sleeve between them. Maes had left the copies with him – for your records, he’d said – and only hours later had Daniël understood that it hadn’t been a courtesy. It had been a fuse.

He slid the two tables side by side, exactly as Maes had done at his kitchen table. “This comes from the cloud of SmartCasa, the manufacturer of our smart-home system. And this is what the hub in my own utility closet says about the same night. Look at the difference.”

Talsma looked. Four seconds, maybe five. “I see two printouts.”

“The hub is empty from 2:44 to 7:21 a.m. The cloud isn’t. In the cloud, my front door opens at 3:12 a.m. At 3:14 it closes again and the deadbolt goes on.” He could hear himself saying it too smoothly, rehearsed too many times in the car. “According to your own file, no one was in that house that night.”

“And who says that cloud data is right?”

“The manufacturer.”

“Mr. Vos.” Talsma leaned back. “I don’t want to take anything from you. But we see cloud sync errors all the time. A system like that lags, duplicates an old event, slaps the wrong timestamp on it. Last year I had a gentleman in here whose smart doorbell saw a burglar every single night. You know what it was? A spider. On the lens.”

“This is not a spider on a lens.”

“That’s what the gentleman said too.”

“These are two logbooks from the same house that don’t say the same thing,” Daniël said. “The insurance company’s investigator says: when the original is emptier than the copy, someone cleaned the original.”

“The insurance company’s investigator.” Talsma tasted the words like something past its expiration date. “That man gets paid not to pay out. You do know that, right?”

Daniël had thought about that. At three in the morning, and at four too. “If he wants to make me a suspect, fine. But the question still stands: why are those two lists different?”

“Fault. Update. Power dip.” Talsma counted off the possibilities on fingers that didn’t believe in them. “Technology, Mr. Vos. Technology lies around the clock. That’s thirty years of experience talking.”

“Did you request the cloud data in March?”

“Excuse me?”

“While the investigation was still open. Did the police request this data from SmartCasa? Yes or no.”

Talsma turned a quarter toward his screen, clicked, read. It took long enough to be its own answer.

“Forensics read out the hub at the time,” he said finally. “Nothing notable. No forced entry, no trace of third parties, circumstances consistent with a fall down the stairs. Sleep medication involved. It all fit together.”

“It fit the hub.”

“Yes.”

“The hub that’s empty.”

“The hub that had nothing on it.”

“That’s not the same thing,” Daniël said, and he noticed he’d leaned forward. “You questioned the house, and the house had already erased its answer. Your whole file is built on the erased version of that night.”

For a moment it was quiet. Somewhere in the building a door slammed, someone laughed, a phone rang and nobody picked up.

“That’s a conclusion,” Talsma said. “Conclusions are ours to draw.”

“Then draw it.”

“Mr. Vos.” And now came the voice Daniël would hear often in the months ahead, from all kinds of people behind all kinds of tables: the reasonable voice. The voice of procedure. “I understand this is terrible. Your wife, eight months ago – that doesn’t fade. And then a man shows up with a folder and winds your head up. But we don’t reopen a closed case over an insurer’s printout. Submit it through the contact form and it’ll be assessed. And if the company really believes a crime was committed, they’ll file a report themselves.”

“And until then?”

“Until then, my advice is to let this go.” Talsma stood, which ended the conversation without anyone having agreed to it. “We simply don’t have the capacity to chase every sync error in a new-build commuter suburb. There are cases with blood on them on the waiting list here, if you follow me.”

At the door he shook Daniël’s hand after all. Too firm, too short.

“My condolences, by the way,” he said. “Belatedly.”

✦

In the parking lot, Daniël sat in his car without starting it.

It was raining the kind of November rain that doesn’t fall so much as hang. Two officers walked to a van, hoods up, and one laughed at something the other said. Ordinary afternoon. Ordinary station.

Somewhere inside was a file with his wife’s name on it. Closed. Consistent with a fall. Built on an emptiness nobody had recognized as emptiness.

Because that’s what the lie looked like: like nothing. What happened that night? Nothing, says the house.

And who admits he believed an empty list eight months ago?

Nobody was going to do this for him. That’s what he’d collected here: forty minutes of waiting room, ten minutes of Talsma, and this one insight. The police hadn’t closed the case because they knew something he didn’t. They’d closed it because the house had kept silent – and nobody asks a house whether it had help keeping silent.

He started the car, pulled off the lot, and as he turned onto the street he saw him standing there.

Gray rental, half on the sidewalk, a hundred meters from the station. Theo Maes leaned against the door with his hands in his pockets and his collar up, and he watched Daniël come toward him as if he’d been expecting him here since yesterday. Which, it would turn out, he had.

Daniël stopped next to him. Rolled down the window. There was rain on Maes’s glasses, and it didn’t seem to bother him.

“They sent you away, didn’t they,” Maes said. “Good. Now you can listen to me.”
Chapter 5

“Ten minutes,” Maes said. “That’s all it takes to learn to read your own house.”

They sat at the kitchen table again, same seats as the first time, as if the chairs had settled that between themselves by now. Maes had brought a laptop as thorough as he was: no stickers, no scratches, a screen without a single greasy fingerprint. He logged in to a page with the SmartCasa logo and turned the screen a quarter turn, exactly enough to share without handing anything over.

“Why are you doing this, anyway?” Daniël asked. “Teaching me this.”

“Because you’ll try it either way. Better you do it right.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“No,” Maes said, satisfied, and he tapped the table with one finger, twice, softly. “Pay attention. You only need to remember two things. The hub in your utility closet is your house; the cloud is the copy at the manufacturer. And those two are supposed to be each other’s mirror.”

“I’d gathered that much.”

“Then you’re already there. The rest is browsing.”

The insurer’s data request came with the right of access, Maes explained, and access meant: a timeline. He scrolled to March 14 and Daniël’s house unfolded in rows. 17:52, back door open, closed – Fleur, home from her Saturday job. 18:40, dishwasher on. 22:15, living room lights off. A family going to bed, translated into system language, and Daniël found he could hardly stand to look at it, all those ordinary lines of the last ordinary evening.

Maes scrolled into the night and stopped at one line. 02:53 – back door sensor: fault. “We’ll park that one for now,” he said. “Sensor broke. Or didn’t – sensors rarely break at exactly the right moment.” He scrolled on as if he’d said nothing.

“Here,” Maes said. “3:12. Go ahead, click it.”

Daniël clicked. The event folded open like a file cabinet.

03:12:07 – front door lock: unlocked – method: manual/key.

03:12:09 – front door: open.

03:14:22 – front door: closed.

03:14:31 – front door lock: locked (deadbolt) – method: manual.

“Your lock opens four ways,” Maes said. “With the app. With a code on the panel. From the inside, with the thumb turn. And with an old-fashioned key.” He pointed line by line, without touching the screen. “No app command. No code entered. No error, no failed attempt, no force – that lock records all of it, neatly, and there’s nothing there. Only one thing happened: someone outside put a key in the cylinder and turned it.”

“A key,” Daniël said.

“A metal key. Cut for this door.”

Daniël stood, walked to the window, came back. Outside, the Weidevenne’s paperboy biked past, fourteen years old, earbuds in, a boy without a single secret. “Then someone had one copied. You can do that with a photo these days, can’t you? You photograph a key ring at a birthday party and a week later – ”

“Possible,” Maes said. “Everything’s possible.”

“You don’t believe it.”

“I don’t believe anything. That’s my trade.” He took a sip of coffee and set the cup back on exactly the same ring. “But I’ll tell you what bothers me about this event, Mr. Vos. Not how that door opened. When it closed.”

“A little over two minutes later.”

“Two minutes and a quarter. And then the deadbolt goes on. Manual.” Maes folded his hands. “So it’s one of two things: your visitor was in and out within two minutes – and what do you do in two minutes in a house where a woman is lying at the bottom of the stairs? Or.”

He left the word lying where it fell.

“Or what?”

“Or he came in, locked the door behind him, and stayed. The system doesn’t see that front door open again until 7:24 a.m. – four minutes after you found her. When you let the ambulance in.”

Daniël felt the cold of the counter against his lower back and realized he’d been backing away. “That would mean that all night, someone – ”

“Was in this house. With you upstairs. And your daughter upstairs.” Maes nodded slowly. “Or option one, the two minutes. Pick whichever lets you sleep better.”

Daniël thought about that night the way he’d been thinking about it more and more these past weeks: as a floor of his own house he’d never set foot on. He was a building consultant; he made his living knowing how buildings worked – load-bearing walls, thermal bridges, where a roof wants to go when the wind picks up. For twenty years he’d told clients a building never lies; you just have to know where to look. And now a Belgian sat in his kitchen teaching him how to look at the only building he’d never studied.

“You’re thinking of something,” Maes said.

“I’m thinking: why would an intruder put the deadbolt on? An intruder wants to be able to get out.”

“Very good. That’s the right question.” Maes tapped again, one finger, twice, softly. “An intruder wants a way out. Someone who turns the deadbolt behind him believes he belongs inside. He’s locking up the house – the way you do it, every night, last round.”

“Someone who feels at home here.”

“Or is home,” Maes said, and those two words, too, he left lying where they fell.

“You said the hub was wiped around that time. That wiping – it’s in the cloud too, isn’t it?”

“Sharp.” For the first time, Maes sounded like he meant it. “No. The wiping happened locally, on the box itself, and whoever did it switched off local logging right afterward – the hub went offline at 3:09 a.m. and didn’t come back until 7:21. The sensors kept talking to Belgium the whole time; that’s why the cloud has your front door.” He clicked the event shut. “Clean work. Whoever did it knew that system. But not quite well enough, or he’d have known there’s a copy running in Belgium.”

“Back at 7:21,” Daniël said. “By itself?”

“Came back or was brought back.” Maes shrugged. “That difference isn’t in my data.”

“How long has that copy been running?”

“Since a firmware update in January. Two months before the night.” Maes smiled thinly. “Your house started talking without anyone telling the house it could. I love that – witnesses nobody noticed standing there.”

He began packing his things, the laptop, the leather folder, everything in order, and Daniël looked at the printout left behind on the table and read the line one more time. Method: manual/key. The front door opened at 3:12 a.m., and it opened the way the milkman used to come in, the way family comes in. With a metal key.

In the hallway Maes stopped, coat already on, and he asked the question the way he did everything: as if he’d had the answer for ages and had only come to see how long Daniël would take.

“How many keys are there to this front door, Mr. Vos?”

Daniël counted in his head. His own, in his jacket pocket. Marit’s. Fleur’s, on the cord with the ladybug charm she’d decided was childish and had never swapped out anyway.

“Three,” he said. “There are three.”

“Are you sure?”

“Mine’s right here.” His hand was already at his pocket. “Fleur’s hangs on her bag. And Marit’s – ”

He looked past Maes into the hallway, at the little shelf by the utility closet, at the row of hooks Marit had once put up because this family could never find anything otherwise.

Marit’s still hung on its hook.
Chapter 6

The first doorbell Daniël rang was at number 3, and he wasn’t halfway through his opening line before he knew how this morning was going to go.

“Daniël.” Bas from number 3, baby on his arm, the door open to the crack of people pretending the crack is a coincidence. “Everything okay?”

Nobody in the Weidevenne asked that anymore because they wanted the answer. They asked it the way you test a loose paving stone: carefully, with the tip of your shoe.

“I have a strange question,” Daniël said. “Your doorbell. The one with the camera. How long does it keep footage?”

“Our doorbell?”

“I’m trying to figure something out about – about March. The night of Marit. Someone may have been in the street that night, and I thought: all these cameras around here.”

He watched it happen in Bas’s face, the slide from sympathy to discomfort, two shades in half a second. The baby grabbed for the door handle and Bas moved him to his other arm. “Thirty days, I think? That’s standard with the subscription. After that it records over itself. Sorry, man. March, that’s – ”

“Eight months. Yes.”

“We were so sorry, you know. About everything.” The crack didn’t widen an inch. “If there’s anything we can do – ”

“This was it,” Daniël said. “Thanks.”

Number 5 did open up. “That camera?” The man pointed at the box above his door. “Fake. From the hardware store. For package thieves – works great, costs nothing.” He laughed at it himself, and Daniël laughed along, because that’s how it went, and moved on.

Number 7 didn’t open. Two cars in the driveway, and upstairs a curtain moved.

Number 9 was Mrs. Terlouw, who first needed ten minutes for her hip.

“And that doorbell of yours,” Daniël tried. “Does it record at night too?”

“What doorbell, dear?” She tapped the thing. “It hasn’t done a thing since Easter. My son-in-law was going to look at it.”

At number 11 he didn’t get to finish. “Thirty days, sorry.” The door closed before the word camera was out.

Thirty days. The whole street hung full of glass eyes and they all had the same memory: a month, then erase, record over, gone. Daniël’s house was the only one in the Weidevenne that had kept its night – and only because a manufacturer in Belgium made a copy nobody had asked for.

He stood on the sidewalk halfway down the street and felt the neighborhood watching him. Not anyone in particular. The neighborhood itself, the windows, the spring hedges that were bare now. By the mailbox stood two mothers from the side street, hands on the handlebars of their cargo bikes, and when he nodded, they nodded back and went on with their conversation just a little too quickly.

The neighborhood was already talking. A neighborhood like this didn’t do it out loud; it talked in calendars, in group chats you were no longer in, in invitations that stopped coming. The husband from that house where it happened is going door to door asking about cameras. He could almost hear the sentence word for word.

One address was left, and it was the best of them all: Van Dam, across the street. Retired hospital systems administrator, widower, the kind of man who’d named his wifi “StopLookingAtMe” and cleaned his gutters three times a year. Van Dam didn’t have a thirty-day doorbell subscription. Van Dam had, as the whole street knew, his own server in the utility closet and camera footage “going back over a year, kid, storage costs nothing these days.”

And his camera looked down the street. Straight at Daniël’s house.

“March 14,” Van Dam said, and he said it the way everyone said it, with that small held breath before it. “Come in, Daniël. Seriously? They think someone – at your place?”

“I think so. The police don’t yet.”

“Then let’s go look.” And Van Dam walked ahead of him to the little room next to the kitchen as if he’d spent eight months waiting for this question, and for a moment, for the first time that morning, Daniël thought: now. Now I’m going to see something.

The little room smelled of dust and solder. Van Dam sat down, clicked, and a calendar appeared on the screen, month by month, days as green blocks. October: green. September: green. Back, back, May, April –

March.

Daniël saw it before Van Dam said anything. A row of gray blocks in the middle of the month, like missing teeth. The eleventh through the fifteenth.

“No,” Van Dam said. “No, wait. That can’t be right.”

“What am I looking at?”

“That week – oh, right. Damn it, yes, that was that week.” He turned around, half apologetic, half relieved there was an explanation. “The whole system was down for a few days. Firmware update from the installer. I got a nice little email: maintenance across the whole neighborhood, cameras and hubs going offline, might take a while. They even knocked ten euros off my service contract for it.” He chuckled thinly. “The eleventh through the fifteenth. Of all weeks.”

“From the installer,” Daniël said slowly.

“Yes, everything here runs through the same company, you know that – half the Weidevenne has its service with ZandvlietSmart. Saves hassle. One email, one technician, one bill.” Van Dam scrolled back and forth over the gray blocks, as if on the third pass footage might still turn up underneath. “That week of all weeks. What rotten luck, kid. What incredibly rotten luck.”

Luck. Daniël looked at the five gray blocks and tried to feel it as luck, and he almost managed, because that was still how his head worked in those days: anything with an explanation got the benefit of the doubt. An update was an explanation. An email was an explanation. Ten euros off was practically an alibi.

“Ah well.” Van Dam pushed himself up, regret in every movement. “You could have had it all from me, everything, the whole night on camera. But if my system was down, it was down.” At the front door he put a hand on Daniël’s shoulder, and what he said then, he said helpfully, warmly, without a single hidden motive – and it hung in Daniël’s ears the whole way back across the street:

“Ask Erik how that maintenance went – he can tell you to the minute what was down that week. That boy knows more about this neighborhood than city hall does.”
Chapter 7

Marit’s phone was in the drawer of her nightstand, where he’d put it in March and where he’d left it for eight months, between her reading glasses and the little box with her wedding ring.

Daniël stood looking at it for twenty minutes that evening before he pulled the drawer open.

It wasn’t that he’d never thought about it. He’d thought about it the way you think about a cellar hatch: you know it’s there, you know it opens, and you walk around it. The police had examined the phone back then – “nothing notable found,” case closed – and returned it in a ziplock bag, and the ziplock bag had gone into the drawer, and that had settled it. As long as nobody asked a question, no answer needed to exist.

Now the question existed.

The battery was long dead. He sat on the edge of the bed, on her side, with Fleur’s charger, and watched the screen come to life after five minutes with the factory logo, cheerful and empty. When the lock screen appeared, he typed the code without thinking: Fleur’s birthday. Marit had only ever had one code in her life. “If I forget it,” she always said, “at least I’ll know what I thought mattered most.”

The phone opened and his wife came back.

Not all at once. In layers. The wallpaper: Fleur on the pier at Vlieland, eleven years old, mid-jump, the photo crooked. The grocery list app, the latest list on top: Saturday: cheese, baking paper, firelighters, something nice for F (exam stress). Daniël read that list three times. Something nice for F. She’d never gotten to buy it, that something nice, and he sat on the edge of her side of the bed and waited for his throat to work again, like with Maes’s table, because eight months later it still lived inside things: in lists, in columns, in the bookkeeping of a life.

He didn’t cry. It almost surprised him, how dry he stayed. Grief never came when it was supposed to; it came on Tuesday afternoons, at the sight of a brand of chocolate sprinkles.

He opened their own chat – Marit with the little heart she’d once put there herself – and didn’t scroll up. The last message had been sitting there for eight months and he knew it by heart, and still he read it again, because last things sit differently than ordinary things. March 14, 5:05 p.m.: will you grab milk? His answer: a thumbs-up. The very last thing he ever said to his wife was a thumbs-up.

Photos. The last one was from March 13, 7:22 p.m.: a failed pancake, charred black, and under it in the family group chat – he still remembered – dessert has left to go build campfires. Marit’s humor. One day before the night, his wife was taking pictures of failed pancakes.

That was what would stay with him most about this evening, later: how ordinary everything was. Calendar: spinning on Tuesdays, client appointments at her practice, “F dentist 4:00 p.m.” Mail: newsletters, a return label. No false bottom, no shadow life, not a crack anywhere – and he didn’t understand yet that this was the shadow life. That twenty-five years of practice looks flawlessly ordinary.

Then: the messages.

WhatsApp, the night of March 14. He scrolled with a thumb that weighed more than his whole arm. The last message in the list was from 10:14 p.m., her friends’ group chat, something about a birthday present, three laughing emojis from someone else. After that, nothing. No message at 2:44 a.m. No trace of what the house had seen: 02:44 – kitchen light off. His wife stood in the kitchen at a quarter to three in the morning and turned off the light, and her phone claimed she did nothing.

But Maes had taught him how to talk to systems: you don’t ask the front desk, you ask the bookkeeping.

The carrier’s app was on the second screen, between the bank and the weather. Usage overview. March. He scrolled past data and gigabytes down to the night, and there it stood, bare and indestructible, the way only a billing line can be:

15-03 – 02:44 – 1 message sent.

One message. At 2:44 a.m. To a mobile number the app listed neatly and that appeared nowhere in her contacts – he checked twice, digit by digit. No name. No conversation in the messaging app, no archive, nothing: the entire thread was gone, deleted, and only this one line had survived because a phone company didn’t know it was supposed to forget.

1 message sent. Who do you text at a quarter to three in the morning, the last thing you’ll ever send? And who took it away afterward?

Erased twice, Daniël thought. The hub in the utility closet and the conversation in her hand – whoever cleaned up that night had cleaned up thoroughly. Or Marit had done it herself, night after night, message after message, the way you wipe your tracks for someone you know is watching. He didn’t know which of the two frightened him more.

Daniël sat on the edge of the bed for a long time. Around him the house did its evening things: the heating ticked as it cooled, somewhere the refrigerator hummed, above his head he heard Fleur walk from her desk to her bed, two steps, flop. Everything logged, everything recorded, and the one device that could have told him something about Marit had been emptied by hands that knew what they were doing.

He looked at the number.

You’re supposed to hand something like this to the police, he thought. You’re supposed to give it to Talsma, who’d see a spider on a lens in it. At the very least you’re supposed to sleep on it.

He pressed call.

The phone at his ear felt wrong – her phone, her warmth long gone from it – and he hung up, too late: he’d heard it ring once. Somewhere, at someone’s place, a screen had just lit up with a dead woman’s number. He didn’t think about that in the moment; that came later, and when it came, it came hard.

He hastily swapped the phone for his own, typed the number over digit by digit, and called again, standing in the middle of the bedroom, his heart suddenly everywhere in his body.

One ring.

Two.

Three – and then nobody picked up, but there was an answer all the same: a voicemail with no name, no number, only a voice, and it was a woman’s voice, young, flat, the voice of someone who knew exactly who might be calling this number:

“You know why I don’t pick up. Don’t leave a message.”

Click.
Chapter 8

“You stir,” Erik said, “I’ll cut.”

Wednesday. Since March, Wednesday meant Erik on the doorstep at six with two grocery bags, his too-big sweater, and a menu that was not up for negotiation. He’d never announced it and never asked; he’d simply shown up to cook the Wednesday after the funeral, and then every week after, and somewhere over the summer Daniël had stopped pushing back. Tonight it was stamppot – mashed potatoes with endive and bacon – and on the counter sat a cup of chocolate mousse from the good store, because Fleur was eating upstairs – “exams,” she’d said, which was the answer to everything these days – and Erik never forgot her.

Daniël stirred. And because in this kitchen you apparently always discussed the big things with your backs to each other, he said it to the pan: “I opened Marit’s phone.”

The cutting stopped. Barely. Went on.

“Rough night, then,” Erik said.

“A message went out that night at 2:44 a.m. To a number that’s nowhere in her contacts. The thread itself is gone – everything’s gone – but the carrier’s app still has the line. One message sent, 2:44.”

“How do you know it was deleted? Maybe she – ”

“Erik. The kitchen light went off at 2:44. She was standing right there” – he pointed the wooden spoon at the spot by the island, and they both looked at it, and of course nothing was there, nothing had been there for eight months – “and she sent someone a message – and from that exact moment the whole night is erased. I want to know who.”

Erik wiped his hands on the dish towel he always kept over his shoulder, pulled his reading glasses out of his hair, and put them on. “Give me that number.”

Daniël handed him his phone. Erik sat down at the kitchen table, pulled his own laptop out of his bag – it went everywhere with him, like an organ – and typed, scrolled, typed. This was Erik at his best, and it was impossible not to feel something calm about it: a problem, a man who knew his business, a kitchen that smelled of bacon.

“Okay,” Erik said after three minutes or so. “Prepaid. SIM from one of those supermarket kits, the batch was activated in January. Not registered to anyone. No contract, no address, nothing. Dead end, Daan – that’s exactly why people buy numbers like that.”

“Who buys a number like that?”

“Teenagers keeping their parents out, cheaters, and contractors like me who want to be left alone after six.” Erik took his glasses off and looked at him over the screen. “And people selling something that can’t stand the light of day. Did you call it?”

“Voicemail. A woman’s voice: you know why I don’t pick up, don’t leave a message.”

“A woman’s voice.” Erik leaned back and let that hang in the kitchen for a moment, and Daniël heard every question his friend was politely not asking. Then Erik got up, turned the heat down, scattered the bacon over the pan – he knew this stove better than Daniël did; he cooked on it more often, after all – and said, with something careful in his voice: “Can I say something you might get angry about?”

“Since when do you ask first?”

“Since your wife turns out to be texting a secret number at three in the morning.” He said it softly, without cruelty, and that was exactly why it landed. “Think about what you’re doing here. You’re calling unknown numbers from your own phone. Next thing it’s a dealer, or worse, and now that guy has your number, your name, and two seconds of googling gets him your address. Where Fleur lives.”

“So what am I supposed to do? To the police I’m a spider on the lens.”

“That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying: not yourself, not like this.” Erik tasted the stamppot, nodded at the pan, added pepper. He served it, two plates, equal portions, like always, and he was already seated when he said, half to his plate, “Something just came to me, by the way. Probably nothing.”

“What.”

“Last winter there was a wave around here. Break-ins, attempts. And at three of my customers, someone showed up at the door saying he was a technician. From me, from ZandvlietSmart, there to ‘update the system.’ I never sent anyone.” He looked around for the salt, as if that ended the story. “Coveralls, little case, knew exactly what was on the wall. I reported it to the police. It became a file number.”

“Why did you never tell me that?”

“Because it was January, February, and by March you had other things on your mind.” He pointed his fork at Daniël’s plate. “Eat. It’s nothing when it’s cold.”

Daniël didn’t eat right away. Someone posing as a technician, he thought. He gets inside, looks around, knows afterward where the hub hangs and what kind of lock is on it. Someone like that photographs a set of keys on a hook while you’re making him coffee.

A metal key. Cut for this door.

They ate, and the conversation bent toward safer country, Fleur’s exams, the permit for Erik’s workshop, and it was – that was the strange thing, the thing Daniël would chew on longest – it was a good evening. At ten thirty Erik went home, out back along the back path, after delivering the mousse to the top of the stairs with two knocks on Fleur’s door and “delivery service, kiddo.” He pulled the door shut behind him, and the house was emptier with him gone.

Daniël cleaned up the kitchen. Started the dishwasher. Checked his phone one last time before heading up.

23:50. One new message.

The prepaid number.

He stared at it so long the screen went dark and he had to wake it again, and the message was still there, ten words, no salutation and no sign-off:

Do not call this number again. Not from that house.

Not from that house.

Not this number, not that place. Whoever typed this didn’t just know who had called – they knew from where. That you were standing in your own kitchen at this very moment. That wasn’t a reply to his phone call. That was someone watching.

Daniël stood in his kitchen and looked up, along the ceiling, past the sensors he couldn’t point out, and for the first time since March he had the feeling the house was looking back – and that on the other end, someone was watching through the same eye.
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