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  Chapter One

  
  




The removal van pulled away just before four in the afternoon, and for the first time in three weeks the Marlow family stood together in silence, looking at the house that was going to be their home.

Number 4, Thorn Lane, sat at the end of a curved street in the town of Hollowmere, a place so quiet that Helen Marlow had joked, on the drive up from Manchester, that they were moving into a postcard. The house was narrow and tall, built from grey stone gone soft at the edges with age, with a black front door and windows that caught the last of the afternoon light like watching eyes. Ivy had been cut back from the brickwork not long ago; you could see the pale scars where it had gripped the stone for years before someone took a knife to it.

“It’s bigger than the photos,” said Ellie, fifteen years old and determined not to sound impressed. She had her arms crossed and her school bag slung over one shoulder, even though school did not start until later that week.

“It’s got a garden,” said Tom. He was ten, and gardens meant something different to him than they did to his sister. He was already halfway down the side path before Helen called him back.

“Wait for your father to unlock it,” she said. “We’re not sneaking in the back way on our first day.”

David Marlow stood at the front step with the keys the letting agent had posted to them, turning the heaviest one over in his fingers. He was forty-two, and the last two years had put grey in his beard that had not been there before — first the redundancy, then the long stretch of freelance work that never paid quite enough, and now this: a fresh start in a town none of them had lived in before, in a house that was, according to the agent, “full of character.”

It had been Helen’s idea, in the end, to leave Manchester entirely rather than simply move house within it — a clean break, she’d argued, somewhere none of them had history, somewhere David wouldn’t drive past his old office every morning and somewhere Ellie wouldn’t run into old school friends who’d ask, with careful pity, how things were going. Hollowmere had come up almost by accident, a rental listing Helen had found late one night when she couldn’t sleep, cheaper than anything comparable back home, close enough to a train line that David could still get into the city for meetings when he needed to. None of them had visited before signing the tenancy. They had chosen a house, and a town, and a whole new chapter of their lives, entirely on the strength of a dozen photographs and a letting agent’s cheerful, unverifiable enthusiasm.

“Here we go, then,” David said, and put the key in the lock.

The door opened onto a hallway with a dark wood floor, worn pale in a path down the centre where, presumably, a hundred years of feet had walked before them. The house smelled of dust and something else beneath it, something cold and mineral, like the inside of a cellar, though the agent’s details had said there was no cellar at all.

“Smells like my nan’s house,” Tom said, wrinkling his nose.

“It smells like nobody’s lived here in a while,” Helen said. “We’ll open some windows.”

They went through the ground floor first — a sitting room with a stone fireplace, a kitchen at the back that had been fitted sometime in the nineties and never updated since, a small room off the kitchen that the agent had called a study and that David immediately claimed for his desk. Everything was exactly as it had looked in the photographs, except real, except theirs, at least for the length of the twelve-month tenancy they had signed.

Upstairs there were three bedrooms and a bathroom with a claw-footed tub that Ellie declared “actually kind of cool,” the first positive thing she had said since Manchester. The largest bedroom, at the front of the house, would be David and Helen’s. Tom took the smallest, at the back, because it had a window that looked directly down into the garden and he had plans, already, for what he might dig there. That left the middle room, between his parents’ and his, for Ellie.

It was in that middle room, on their very first night in the house, that the bell rang for the first time.

Ellie heard it before anyone else did, because she was the only one still awake. She lay on a mattress on the floor — the beds would not arrive until the following week — staring at the ceiling in the dark, listening to the unfamiliar creaks of a house settling around her, when a small, clear sound rose up from somewhere beneath the floorboards.

It was a single note, high and bright, like a dinner bell, or the bell above the door of an old shop. It did not sound like a pipe knocking, or a mouse in the wall, or any of the ordinary noises old houses make. It sounded, unmistakably, like a bell, rung once, by hand.

Ellie sat up. She listened for a long moment, her heart going fast, but the sound did not come again. Eventually she told herself it had been something outside — a wind chime two gardens over, a cyclist’s bell on the lane — and she lay back down, and after a while she slept.

She almost didn’t mention it at breakfast the next morning. It was Tom who brought it up first, in the offhand way children have of announcing something that turns out to matter a great deal.

“Something rang in my room last night,” he said, through a mouthful of cereal eaten standing up at the counter because the kitchen table had not yet been unpacked from its blankets. “Like a little bell. Just once.”

Helen looked up from the box she was unpacking. “A bell?”

“Yeah. Under the floor, I think. Like — " he tapped the counter with one knuckle, once, " — like that, but a bell noise instead.”

“I heard it too,” Ellie said, before she could stop herself. “In my room. I thought it was outside.”

David, who had been half-listening while he searched for the coffee, straightened up. “One bell, one time?”

“Yeah,” said Tom. “Just once.”

“Old pipes,” David said, in the confident voice he used when he wanted a subject closed. “This house is what, a hundred and fifty years old? There’s probably lead pipe under those floors that hasn’t been touched since the war. It expands and contracts at night when the temperature drops, and it makes a sound. I’ll have a look at the heating system today.”

“It didn’t sound like a pipe,” Ellie said. “It sounded like an actual bell.”

“Pipes can sound like all sorts of things,” David said, and that, for the moment, was that.

He did look at the heating that day — an ancient boiler in a cupboard under the stairs, all soot-black metal and cobwebs, that the agent had assured them was “recently serviced” and that David privately suspected had not been touched since the Millennium. He found nothing that explained a bell-like sound, but he found plenty that explained a dozen other groans and clanks, and he came upstairs that evening satisfied that he had, essentially, solved the mystery, even though he had solved nothing at all.

That second night, the bell rang twice.

This time the whole family heard it, because they were all still awake, sitting on unpacked boxes in the front room with a laptop propped against a lamp, watching something none of them were really paying attention to. The first ring came at perhaps nine o’clock, thin and clear, seeming to rise up through the floorboards from directly beneath them. Everyone went still. Then, a few seconds later, a second ring, in exactly the same place, exactly the same pitch.

“There,” Tom said, delighted rather than afraid, the way children often are with things that have not yet been explained to them as frightening. “That’s it. That’s the bell.”

Helen had gone very quiet. She was looking at the floor as if she could see through it. “That came from right here,” she said. “Right under us.”

“Two rings tonight,” David said slowly. “One ring last night. That’s…” He stopped, because he did not like where the sentence was going, and he was a man who preferred sentences that ended somewhere sensible.

“That’s counting,” Ellie finished for him. “It’s counting up.”

“It’s a coincidence,” David said. “One night, two nights. It’ll ring twice tomorrow as well, you’ll see, and then we’ll know it’s just some mechanical thing that repeats.”

It did not ring twice the next night. It rang three times.








  
  
  Chapter Two

  
  




By the fourth morning, the ringing had become the thing nobody in the house discussed at breakfast, and everybody thought about all day.

David told himself, and told Helen, that there had to be a rational cause — some old mechanism in the floor, a genuinely long-dead pipe with an air pocket that filled and emptied on some schedule tied to the drop in temperature after sunset, perhaps even some sort of clock mechanism left behind by a previous tenant, forgotten and still ticking away its dying battery. He liked this last theory best, because it had an ending: eventually the battery would die, and the ringing would stop, and life would go back to being explicable.

Helen, who taught Year Four and had spent fifteen years learning to read the difference between a child’s genuine fear and a child’s performance of fear, watched her own children very carefully that week, and satisfied herself that neither Tom nor Ellie was making the noise up, or making it happen. Whatever it was, it was real, in the sense that it was actually occurring in the world and not only in their heads. That did not mean she knew what it was.

Ellie, for her part, had begun keeping a private log on her phone. She was the kind of teenager who liked to have facts arranged in order, who found comfort in a spreadsheet the way other people found comfort in a locked door. Night one: one ring, roughly eleven fifteen. Night two: two rings, around nine. Night three: three rings, nine forty. She had begun, without telling her parents, to time the gaps between rings as well — always the same, always a few seconds apart, like someone deliberately pausing between each pull of a rope.

Tom had stopped being delighted by the third night and had started sleeping with his door open and the landing light on, though he would not have admitted this was because of the bell if you had asked him directly. He would have said it was because his new room was dark and unfamiliar, which was also true, and which was easier to say.

School had started that week, too, which meant the ringing had to be endured alongside the ordinary chaos of packed lunches and forgotten PE kits and Tom’s insistence that he did not need anyone to walk him the four streets to his new primary, thank you very much, he was ten, not five. Helen found herself grateful for the noise and business of those mornings, because they gave her, for an hour or two at a stretch, somewhere else to put her mind besides the sound that had come up through the floor the night before.

It was on one of those mornings, dropping Tom at the school gate, that Helen fell into conversation with another mother, a woman called Sandra who had lived on the next street over for eleven years and seemed to know everyone in Hollowmere by name. When Helen mentioned, lightly, that they’d just moved into Thorn Lane, something crossed Sandra’s face — quick, there and gone, the same flicker Helen would later recognise in Griffith’s expression when David asked him about the pry bar.

“Which end?” Sandra asked.

“The far end. Number four.”

“Oh,” Sandra said, and then, visibly deciding against whatever she had been about to say, added only, “Well. I hope you’re settling in alright,” before shepherding her own son through the gate with rather more haste than the moment seemed to require.

Helen thought about that exchange for the rest of the day, turning it over the way you turn over a coin looking for the flaw in it, and said nothing about it to David until that evening, by which point it had already begun to seem, next to a bell ringing under their daughter’s floor, like a very small thing indeed.

It was Helen who suggested, on that fourth morning, that they simply go and look.

“Look where?” David said. “There’s no cellar. The agent’s particulars specifically said no cellar, no basement, nothing below ground level. It’s a slab foundation, or close to it, on a house this age — more likely compacted earth and old boards straight over it.”

“Then let’s take up a board,” Helen said, “and see what’s under it, because I would rather know than not know.”

They chose to open the floor in the middle bedroom — Ellie’s room — because that was where the sound seemed loudest and most consistently centred, directly beneath a particular board near the foot of where her bed would eventually stand. Ellie herself insisted on being present, arms crossed, refusing an offer to go and wait downstairs.

It took David the better part of an hour with a pry bar borrowed from a neighbour, an older man named Griffith who lived two doors down and who, when David explained what he wanted the bar for, had gone very still and asked, in a voice that tried and failed to sound casual, “Which room is that, then, the one you’re wanting to open up?”

“Middle bedroom, at the front,” David had said. “Why, do you know something about this place?”

“Every house this age has its noises,” Griffith had said, handing over the bar without quite meeting David’s eyes. “You’ll get used to it,” and he had gone back inside and shut his door in a way that suggested the conversation, as far as he was concerned, was finished.

Before that, though, there had been several ordinary days — or as ordinary as days could be with a small bell counting upward every night beneath the floor. David had gone into town twice to ask about the boiler service records, and both times had come away with nothing but a photocopied certificate that told him little he didn’t already know. Helen had thrown herself into the school run and the unpacking with the particular ferocity of a woman trying to out-work her own unease, lining cupboards, hanging curtains, arranging and rearranging the sitting room until it looked, at last, like somewhere they might actually choose to sit. Ellie had gone for a long walk around the town on her own the second afternoon, partly to escape the boxes and partly, she admitted to no one, to see whether Hollowmere itself felt as wrong to her as the house did. It did not. It felt like any small English town in early autumn — a bakery with a bell above its door that made her flinch the first time she heard it, a churchyard with leaning stones going soft with lichen, a river walk where two old women sat on a bench feeding a scatter of ducks and did not look up as she passed. Nothing about the town seemed to know or care what was happening in one particular house at the end of one particular lane, and Ellie had found that, on balance, more unsettling than reassuring, because it meant that whatever this was, it belonged only to them.

Tom, for his part, had spent most of that week absorbed in the garden, which ran back further than the house’s narrow frontage suggested, ending in a low stone wall and a straggling apple tree that had clearly not been pruned in years. He had already claimed a corner of it for a den, and had already
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