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Ben’s finger pressed through a bit of rotted drywall. He brought his finger out, which was covered with white dust, and frowned. Shit, he thought. Folks are sure to be pissed now.

He had just gotten used to this room.

When his parents moved him to this new house, they were certain he’d pick any one of the rooms on the second floor, but Ben was always partial to basements. Basements had a coolness to them, a hidden element that meant privacy. Why an only child needed privacy, Selma and Victor had no clue.

They had been in the house a solid two weeks, and Ben was still rotating furniture in his room. This rotted piece of drywall came as a surprise, though. He was leaning against the wall with one hand, lost in thought as he tapped his finger, and before he knew it there was a finger-sized hole in the middle of his wall.

He washed his hands in the bathroom and picked up the bit of drywall that landed on the floor and tossed it out. The walls were dark with a rich purple paint so the white outlined hole at eye level with Ben stood out prominently. Ben leaned forward and pressed his eye against the hole.

A small sliver of light illuminated what appeared be a stack of boxes inside.

Ben hurried up the stairs to find his father attaching a new faucet to the kitchen sink. “Yo, dad. I found something.”

“Yeah, what?”

“Some boxes. They’re hidden in the wall.”

“What?”

“I’m serious. C’mon, I’ll show ya.”

His father found the hole and lifted his glasses to see inside. “What’d you do to make this hole here?”

“Nothing. I was just tapping.”

Ben’s father stepped back from the hole, readjusted his glasses and looked the room over. The king-size bed was a mess, the bathroom floor was lined with used towels, and next to Ben’s computer was a monumental stack of CDs waiting to tip over and crash. Next to the bed, still unopened, was Ben’s art portfolio filled with his sketches—a little hobby when he was three that turned into a full-blown obsession by the time he reached sixteen.

“I thought I told you to clean this room.”

“Was about to. Found this as I was testing the stability of the fort.”

“Don’t be a smartass. Just get it cleaned.” His father snuffed, then pushed his glasses back to the bridge of his nose. 

“What about this?”

His father turned, seeing his son point to the peephole he’d made. “I’ll patch it up.” Ben’s father knelt down, running his fingers smoothly across the surface of the wall, and then giving it some light taps. “Uh-huh. Thought so. There’s a groove here. There’s an opening behind this wall. Someone covered it up long time ago. Whoever did it was sloppy on the drywall. Might be a little nook under the stairs. We’ll cut it out in the morning, see if anything in there is worth salvaging. In the meantime, clean up your room, huh?”

“I’ll get on it. Wanted to do some work first, got some sketches I wanted to...”

“Get on it. No excuses.”

Victor closed the door, turned the corner and walked back up the stairs. Ben hated being told what to do, especially by his father. It made him feel as if he were a toddler. That’s why he picked the basement. It was away from the world of fights, tension, and more importantly, prying eyes.

He eventually did clean his room, even going so far as to mop it, but time was passing slowly. While he busied himself with cleaning and sketching, he eyed the grooves in his wall. At just the right angle he could see the impression of the doors at waist level. Somebody wanted that portion of the stairs overlooked by the world. Victor didn’t care what was under there, so long as he didn’t have to unpack any more crap. He was doing so many Mr. Fix-it jobs already; he couldn’t stand the sight of a hammer. But the curious side of Ben’s nature rose to the surface. 

Although he was home schooled, his parents still expected him to be in bed at a decent hour, but it was already two in the morning; Ben’s concerns for sleep were long gone.

With great trepidation he crept out of his room, not bothering to turn on the lights but letting his flashlight show the way up the stairs to the garage. He moved carefully, letting each door hang loose rather than close it. He quickly found the box cutter. The blade looked just long enough to cut through the wall. Ben always found that their family “borrowed” a lot of things without returning them. After moving nine times in eight years, they gave up trying to organize what belonged to who.

Quietly he eased himself out of the garage without knocking over the rakes and brooms, slid through the door leading down to the basement and tip-toed back to his sanctuary. Once inside, he locked the door and turned on the light. 

He took the towel from his bathroom and laid it on the ground to catch the debris and dropped slowly to his knees. Soon, he was busy at work cutting. Here and there he snapped a few chunks of drywall off and placed them on the towel, though some fell without any force at all. Ben worried whether the towel was enough to dull the clatter even though his parents slept on the third floor.

After only ten minutes of work the chore was done. Ben looked at the hole and smiled. He was excited. He knew he couldn’t wait until morning. The two doors which were revealed from the drywall were made of thin wood, possibly balsa. Something pale and forgettable whatever it was. Two ivory knobs stuck out like a pair of cloudy white eyes.

Ben reached for the handles with both hands.

“Hmmmmmm”

Ben stopped.

It...sounded like...humming.

“Hmmmmmm”

Ben’s eyes went wide. He was about to get up when he heard a couple of rattles and metallic tinks to his left; Stupid water heater, he thought, quickly dismissing the interruption. 

Ben opened the small doors.

Inside, there were two boxes on top of each other surrounded by a very old, very dusty navy blue blanket. His hands fumbled until he finally found the chain for the light bulb above his head. Hunched inside, he began taking some things out in order to get a better look at them in his room. 

The first box held some how-to books, mostly on the art of origami. The second box held some childhood toys: a stuffed monkey, a jack in the box, and a teddy bear. Ben held the bear outstretched in his hands. Of course he was too old to play with such things, but that didn’t stop him from staring at the lost treasure.

He remembered a time when his parents bought him everything, no matter what the cost. Big, expensive, ridiculous...it didn’t matter; they always said yes. Then one day he asked for a teddy bear and his mother said no. It was a new word to him, this “no” business. After all that time of getting whatever he would whine over, it shocked him, changed him. Changed him into the brat that he was. He remembered vividly how he responded to such a word from his mother, “If you don’t get it for me...I’ll call the cops on you.”

His dad punished him enthusiastically for it. It was that day that his childhood longing for a teddy of his own was beaten right out of him. 

Over the years he matured. Very little but still, he was a growing boy who became very private very quickly. It was his decision that to keep whatever he found in his newly discovered nook under the stairs secret. This was for his eyes only.

He sat the teddy on his bed then turned back, ducking down to rummage some more. When he pulled the blanket out of the way he found a small but heavy box wedged in the corner. He pulled back the flaps, looked inside and was greeted with the nostalgic aroma of some old friends. Ah, those spirits were quickly rising within him. Ben never had dreams to be an archeologist but his interest was steadily piquing. The box held five wine bottles enough room for six. He grabbed one from the neck and slinked it out. Popping the cork proved difficult and he had to struggle to use the tiny corkscrew on his keychain. It was plain to see that the wine was homemade and stored for safekeeping. With no labels to determine which was
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