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   Broken Dreams
 
    
 
   A curvy brunette with green eyes, Jess first caught Dean’s eye when they were in their early twenties. Dean had ended up in the hospital where - at the time - Jess was training to be a nurse. He’d tripped down a flight of stairs and twisted his ankle awkwardly when leaving the home he still (embarrassingly) shared with his mother and father. He walked home many hours later with the news that his ankle was only bruised. He also managed to leave Accident and Emergency with a phone number for Jess who had been observing the nurse seeing to the potential break. They had hit it off immediately and had dated for two years before moving into their first property together; a small house on the outskirts of the city. A year later, with the last of their savings, they were married and - not long after that - found that they were expecting their first child; although this came as a surprise to both of them. Two years after that (and a little more planned) their second child was born. Now both Dean and Jess were in their mid-thirties.
 
   Today…
 
   The house was a mess. Boxes were piled up in every corner of every room - not that there were many rooms. The lack of space being the main reason for Jess and Dean’s decision to move. The property had served them well; a two bedroom terraced house on the outskirts of the city. The first home they had purchased together after they got married almost nine years ago now (they’d rented previously). With two daughters, Sophie who was six and Caroline who was eight, the second bedroom was no longer big enough for the two of them to share. Combined with the fact that work was going well for both Jess and Dean - they decided it was the right time to move to a bigger property. A house where Sophie and Caroline could have their own rooms and a home where they could all continue building happy memories to look back on when they were grey and old.
 
   “Damn!” Dean leaned against the landing wall and rubbed his toe. His youngest daughter Sophie had pulled him from his slumber. She was screaming out - another nightmare probably - and he’d run from his bedroom, forgetting the boxes lining the way. As a result; box meet toe, toe meet box. A quick rub until he had taken the sting off enough to be able to continue walking on it. He put his foot down and winced in pain, thankful at least that no one else had witnessed his stupidity. He hobbled through to the bedroom where Sophie was sitting up, crying. As he made his way across the empty looking room (other than the piled up boxes of toys and clothes waiting for the removal men to collect them) he cast a quick eye towards Caroline. She was fast asleep, her headphones still in place where she’d fallen asleep listening to her music again. Both Dean and Jess had told her not to go to sleep listening to music; both of them fearful she’d one day strangle herself as she twisted and turned throughout the night. He’d deal with her second. First he would deal with the daughter who was actually awake and calling for him. Always calling for him. He often wondered why she never called for Jess.
 
   “Your daughter is calling for you!” Jess had told him when she also stirred from her sleep.
 
   “She’s your daughter too!” Dean reminded her, annoyed at the prospect of having to get out of his warm bed. Their daughter was no stranger to nightmares and it was always Dean who was the one she wanted to comfort her. He didn’t mind but - at the same time - he could not help but think it would be good if Jess also went once in a while.
 
   “Yeah but she is calling for you!” Jess would tell him as she rolled back over, snuggling back down onto the soft mattress.
 
   “Hey, what’s up sleepy-head?” he sat down on Sophie’s bed, next to her. Immediately she threw her arms around him and gave him a tight squeeze. He gave her a squeeze back. “Another nightmare?” he asked. “It was just a dream.”
 
   “I don’t want you to die!” Sophie sobbed.
 
   Always the same dream.
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   Moving Day
 
    
 
   “Have you been teasing your sister again?” The family were sitting around the breakfast table in the near-empty kitchen (again, other than the packed boxes). Dean was looking at Caroline whilst he ate the last slice of his toast.
 
   “No!” Caroline answered him, looking him directly in the eye. Dean and Jess knew she was telling the truth. She was only eight years old and hadn’t learned to lie properly yet - not without giving many a tell-tale sign at least. 
 
   “She didn’t say anything!” Sophie stuck up for her - just as she always did when her mother or father accused her of something she hadn’t done.
 
   Dean turned his attention to his youngest daughter, “Must be some reason you keep having that dream, honey.” Sophie had been having the same recurring nightmare for over a year now. It had gotten to the point where neither Jess nor Dean needed her to explain what the ‘bad dream’ was about when it woke her up; they instantly knew. Instead they’d just put their arms around her until she stopped sobbing and then tried their best to settle her back down again whilst reassuring her that it was just a dream. Nothing more, nothing less. Sophie heard what they said and understood it was nothing more than a bad dream but it never made it any less upsetting.
 
   “What about what we spoke about?” Jess asked Dean. They had stayed up a while, after Dean got back to bed the previous night, discussing Sophie’s bad dreams. Both of them were concerned but neither of them knew what they could do about it. It had been Jess’ suggestion to get a specialist involved; someone who may be able to help Sophie understand where the dreams were coming from or, even better, someone who could help her stop having them at all. Dean looked at Jess. He hadn’t wanted to approach the subject with Sophie yet - not until they’d investigated the cost implications at least. And even if they already knew the costs, moving day wasn’t the best time to bring up such discussions. They had enough on their plates. Too late now though. Sophie was staring at him, waiting to see what her mum and dad had been talking about.
 
   “How would you feel about talking to someone?” Dean asked. “About your dreams,” he clarified. Sophie shrugged. “Might be good,” he pushed her, “they might be able to stop you from having them? That would be good, wouldn’t it?” Sophie nodded.
 
   “What about me?” Caroline asked. She was at the age where she liked to tease her younger sister from time to time, or blame Sophie for things she had done but she was also at the age where she always felt as though her sister was getting special treatment over her (not that she was). “I want to talk to someone too!”
 
   Jess smiled at her, “You can talk to me!” Caroline turned to her younger sister and poked her tongue out at her. “Er - that’s enough thank you!” Jess quickly stopped an argument from escalating.  Dean ignored it and continued talking to Sophie.
 
   “Well - when we’ve settled into our new home - we’ll see if we can find someone nice and friendly for you to talk to!” He tried to say it with enthusiasm; hopefully making it sound more exciting and appealing than it was likely to be. He turned to Caroline, “Oh and while we’re talking about last night - both your mother and I have already told you about listening to your music when you go to bed. If you do it again we’ll take your iPod away from you!” a threat previously agreed with his wife. They knew Caroline would sulk if they took her iPod away but they’d rather that then have her hang herself by getting tangled up during the night.
 
   “You’ll take it away? Forever?”
 
   “Forever!” Jess backed Dean up.
 
   Caroline wasn’t sure whether her mum and dad were being serious with their threat but - at the same time - she didn’t really want to find out. She just sat there, a wide-eyed expression on her face as though the mere thought of being without her beloved music player was the most daunting one in the world. Sophie leaned across to Caroline and stuck her tongue out. 
 
   “Don’t you start!” Jess warned her. 
 
   Dean changed the subject, “So who is excited about seeing their new room today?” he asked. Both girls cheered. They’d all loved the house from the moment they first saw it; a large white-bricked house in the middle of nowhere with four double bedrooms (one with an en-suite bathroom), two family bathrooms, a study, dining room, living room, large kitchen with breakfast bar, cloakroom and a double garage - all surrounded by luscious green fields and forests. A huge difference to the house they were currently living in. Dean stood up and took his plate over to the sink where he proceeded to run it under the tap - rinsing the toasted breadcrumbs down the plug-hole. Jess walked up behind him and put her arms around him. She gave him a kiss on the neck.
 
   “I know I am,” she smiled. “I’ll miss this place though,” she continued, “so many happy memories.”
 
   Dean turned around - still in her arms - so that he was facing her. He embraced his loving wife with his own arms, “Memories which we will take to the new house,” he said, “and - once there - we’ll build upon them with even better ones.” He gave her a kiss as the two girls laughed from the table. “Shut up, you little monkeys!” Dean laughed. “Come and give your old man a hug!” They didn’t need asking twice as they jumped from the table and ran towards their mum and dad - throwing their arms around them. “Enjoy the calm,” Dean told Jess, “for it all goes out of the window as soon as the removal men get here!”
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dean watched on as the removal men loaded the first of the boxes into the back of the first lorry. Their lives - all four of them - packed into various shaped cardboard boxes. Their lives - enough to fill two medium sized lorries. Looked at it like that, it was fairly depressing. 
 
   Jess was standing in the doorway to the house; a tray of hot drinks in her hands as she waited for the removal men to come back. Dean walked over to her, “Imagine if they just vanished,” he said.
 
   “What? Who? The removal men?”
 
   “No. Well - yes. The lorries. Imagine if they just disappeared. You know never to be seen again.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Jess asked. She was already stressed despite it being the beginning of the moving process and - other than packing - she hadn’t really done that much. Packing and tea making. Dean went to reply but stopped himself from saying anything as the removal men came back to the house. As they went by Jess, they each took a cup of tea - thanking her in the process.
 
   “That’s our lives,” he told her. “That is everything about us and our family. If those lorries vanished then so do all of our memories.” Dean continued when the coast was clear to do so.
 
   Jess looked at him. She didn’t look amused by his thoughts. “Well thank you for that,” she said, “as if I didn’t have enough to worry about what with getting our precious belongings from point a to point b without breaking in the first place. Now I get to imagine a world where our belongings just disappear into thin air. So - yes - thank you for that.”
 
   Dean couldn’t help but to laugh. He leaned close to her and gave her a kiss before reassuring her, “Everything will be fine. These guys are professional.” His words were badly timed as - from inside the house - a smashing noise was clearly audible. He sighed. “Wait here…” he said as he disappeared into the house to see what had happened.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Day One
 
    
 
   By the end of the first day both of the lorries had been completely cleared of their contents. Much to Jess’ delight this was done without the lorries disappearing without a trace, as Dean had joked, and without any more of the boxes being dropped. In fairness to the removal men, it hadn’t been their fault the first box had been broken anyway. It was an overly large cardboard box stuffed with way too many of the girls’ toys and the bottom had simply fallen through - but they should have expected that; that’s what you get when you ask two young girls to help pack up their toys - everything gets crammed into the one box with the lid slammed shut (or folded shut in this instance). 
 
   The two lorries turned around in one of the fields, as permitted by Dean who was now the proud owner of the land, and headed off back out of the drive and down the narrow street they had originally travelled  down. Dean watched as they disappeared round the corner before stepping back into his new home. He closed the door and surveyed the mess; cardboard boxes stashed in every visible corner and their furniture literally just dumped in the rooms they belonged in. He looked at Jess who was trying to move the larger of the sitting rooms sofas back against the wall.
 
   “Not quite sure where to start!” he told her. He was knackered before he had even started.
 
   Jess stopped dragging the sofa and stood up straight - her eyes fixed on her husband, “You could start with grabbing the other end of this sofa,” she told him.
 
   “Shit! Sorry!” he realised he’d just been watching her struggle. He grabbed the other end of the sofa and helped his struggling wife move it back against the longest of walls. They had chosen where the furniture was going before they had got to the house. They had looked around the house three times before putting in an offer and - on the third visit - they had decided which room was going to be used for which purpose. The only rooms they had not decided upon were where their daughters were going to sleep. They had chosen the front room, overlooking the drive, for themselves as it was the biggest room (with the en-suite) and that was as far as they had got. They knew, before they even pulled up into the property with the convoy of moving lorries, that there were going to be arguments over the remaining rooms.
 
   “MUM!” Caroline was shouting from the top of the stairs. Before Jess or Dean went to investigate the shouting - they knew what it was going to be about. Dean was first to the bottom of the stairs. He looked up at his eldest daughter who had a face like thunder.
 
   “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “She won’t get out of my room!” Caroline whined.
 
   “Your room? But your mother and I haven’t decided who is getting which room yet.”
 
   Jess joined her husband, “What’s the matter?” she asked him.
 
   “The room issue.”
 
   “Ah.”
 
   “I told her which room I wanted but now she won’t get out. She says it is her room.”
 
   Dean turned to Jess, “She called for you. You can deal with this. I can’t be bothered with it,” he shrugged, “I’d sooner be doing the important bits like unpacking…”
 
   Jess knew Dean was tired. They’d all been doing their bit to help with the packing but Dean had also been working full-time in the office to ensure everything was up together in order to give him the luxury of time off with which to move. “I’ll sort it out,” she whispered to Dean. Dean nodded at her and walked back through to the room with the sofas (soon to be their lounge) and Jess headed up the stairs to deal with the girls. “Right,” she said using her best voice of ‘authority’, “what’s going on up here?”
 
   “I want this room!” Sophie called out from the third biggest room on the second floor of the house. Her voice, just as whiney as her sister’s.
 
   “I said first!” Caroline moaned. She ran through to the room. Sophie was sitting on the floor, having surrounded herself with boxes. Jess was actually surprised. Both her and Dean thought the girls were going to argue over the second biggest room (across the landing), not this one.
 
   Jess turned to Caroline, “Well - as the eldest - don’t you want to have the other room? The bigger one?” she asked.
 
   Caroline shook her head and started to whimper, “I want this one. I don’t like the other room.”
 
   Jess frowned, “You don’t like the other room? But it’s bigger! And the views over the back garden are much better than the view from this room…” In truth the views from both rooms were similar - overlooking the fields out the back of the house which seemingly stretched on for miles - but the size of the rooms were definitely different. 
 
   “I want this room!” Caroline stamped her feet.
 
   Jess turned to Sophie, “And you don’t want the bigger room?”
 
   Sophie moaned, “It smells funny in there.”
 
   Jess frowned as though her daughter’s words surprised her. She turned from the room and walked across the landing to the room that neither girl wanted. As soon as she walked in, the smell hit her; a heavy musk hanging in the air. Of all the rooms to stink of damp it had to be this one. She walked over to the window and opened it. She walked back across to the other bedroom where the girls were still arguing over whose room it was, “It’s just damp in there,” she said. “I’ve opened the window so - by morning - the smell will be completely gone.”
 
   “I want this room!” Caroline whined again. “I said it first!”
 
   “No you didn’t. I did!” Sophie shouted back.
 
   “Have you even looked at the third room?” Jess asked - trying her best to keep from shouting at the two of them. They had gone from sharing a room to having one of their own. You’d have thought they would have been happy with either of the rooms. They both shook their heads. “So you’ve decided you both want this room without even seeing all of the rooms on offer?” Jess shook her head, irritated at the stubbornness of her own children. 
 
   Dean’s voice made her jump, “Sorted it?” he asked from the doorway.
 
   Jess turned to him, “They’re being stupid. They both want this room.”
 
   “Really?” Dean was surprised. He had also prepared himself for the girls to be arguing over the second biggest room available. “What’s wrong with the other room?” he asked Jess. He turned his question to the girls and repeated it so he could hear it straight from them, “What’s wrong with the other room?”
 
   “It smells funny in there!” they both said in unison.
 
   “So you both want this room then?” he asked. Jess immediately knew where he was headed by the tone in his voice. The tone which suggested he wasn’t in the mood for silly arguments. “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “I saw it first!” Caroline whined.
 
   Dean turned to Jess and shrugged, “Then they can share it. Half each.” He turned from the room and headed back down the stairs, smirking at the girls protests coming from the room about how they didn’t want to share and that they wanted a room of their own. 
 
   Caroline was the first to ask to see the last bedroom on offer. Jess walked her through to the other room, down the end of the landing at the front of the house and - surprise, surprise - Caroline fell in love with it more or less straight away.
 
   “I’m glad that’s settled then.” Jess walked back down the landing towards the stairs. “And remember - don’t go emptying all of your clothes and toys everywhere until your father has had a chance to move your furniture around!” 
 
   The bedrooms were to be the easiest of the rooms to sort out. With the exception of what was to be Dean and Jess’ bedroom, they all had built in wardrobes - other than that - they only needed a bed to be built; something Dean had planned to do before the end of the day having left the girls’ bunk beds in their last house. No sense dragging that around with them when they’d be able to afford the space for their own beds, he thought. It was just a bind that it meant he had to build two beds before they could really unpack anything.
 
   Before Jess went back down the stairs - to start unpacking the kitchen in order to fix something for everyone to eat - she couldn’t help but look towards the second bedroom. Her eye caught by a slight movement of the open door. She dismissed it as being caused by a gentle breeze from the open window. Of all the rooms to smell rotten - it had to be that one. She shook the thoughts from her mind and hurried down the stairs with only the slightest of chills running down her spine as though being watched by someone. Or something.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dean collapsed onto the clean sheets of the Queen-size bed he shared with Jess. The day had been full on and they were still nowhere near being done yet with many boxes still waiting to be unpacked - and a stack of boxes which needed to be put up into the attic until they were needed again (if they ever were to be needed again). The living room furniture was placed where they intended it to stay, as was the furniture in the dining room. Both rooms had the relevant boxes stashed there - some of which they had even started unpacking. Everything was out of the boxes in the kitchen - and spread across the work-tops ensuring there was very little space with which to actually prepare food - ready to be put into the cupboards once Jess had decided where she wanted everything stored (a very important decision when arranging a kitchen). The two beds, in the girls’ rooms, had been built with very little shouting from Dean who’d always hated Do-It-Yourself tasks and the girls’ boxes had now been emptied across all available space in their rooms, which was their contribution to unpacking. 
 
   “I’m absolutely knackered,” Dean huffed as he settled down onto the soft mattress.
 
   “At least we made good progress. At this rate we might not have to use our whole week unpacking. We might get some time to actually sit back and relax!” Jess pointed out - ever the optimistic. Dean looked at her. He didn’t want to think about everything they had left to do. He just wanted to switch off for the night and enjoy the peace and quiet. It had been a long, long day and he had been fit for bed for the past three hours but every time he thought he was going to go up - he found himself starting another job. “What?” Jess saw the way he was looking at her.
 
   “Oh nothing but if I die tonight - in my sleep - you know, from exhaustion, just know that I loved you very much,” he smiled at her.
 
   “That reminds me,” Jess said, “did you go into the bedroom.”
 
   “We have four bedrooms now, honey, you’ll have to be a little more specific.” 
 
   “The bedroom,” said Jess, putting more emphasis on the word ‘the’ than entirely necessary. Dean knew what she was talking about, he just didn’t want to talk about it. They had spoken about it - at great lengths - before deciding to put the offer in. Both of them had agreed it wouldn’t be a problem for them, what had happened in that room, and that they just wouldn’t talk about it. Yet here they were on night one and Jess was trying to bring it up.
 
   “We said we wouldn’t talk about it,” he reminded her.
 
   “There’s a funny smell in there,” said Jess. “Smells like…”
 
   “…The house has been empty. There’s bound to be a few smells lingering. That’s what happens. Especially in buildings this old. Did you open the window?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then by morning it will be aired. Nothing to worry about.” Dean leaned across and gave Jess a kiss on the cheek - hoping such an act would put her mind at ease. Clearly, by the look on her face, it hadn’t done as he’d hoped for. 
 
   Thanks to full disclosure on the property, when Dean had asked the estate agent why the house was going for such a low price, considering the size and location of it, they were informed about the previous owners. A man named Stuart Keane who’d lived there for many years with his wife, Cathy. Stuart was a hard-working man who traveled a lot for business. He knew his wife struggled when he was away. She’d always been prone to bouts of depression and the solitude she faced, when alone, always forced the ill-feeling to the forefront of her mind. And then, one day, when Stuart came home from a week away - he was greeted at the front door by a foul stench hanging in the air. He called out to his wife but there was no answer, despite her car being in the driveway. She wasn’t downstairs so he investigated upstairs. There, at the top of the stairs, he was struck dumb by the sight of his wife hanging by a tight noose wrapped around her neck; her skin blue, eyes closed, swollen tongue hanging from her mouth. The house had been put on the market within the fortnight, Stuart being unable to stay there. Upon learning the sad story Jess and Dean had discussed at great length their feelings towards the property (that room in particular). Neither of them liked the fact someone had died there but, at the same time, neither of them felt it was enough to stop them from moving in - especially at such a low asking price. They agreed that, if they went for it, they just wouldn’t discuss it again. And here they were - night one - already discussing it.
 
   “Are you okay?” Dean asked when he realised it was clear that Jess wasn’t.
 
   “It just feels strange knowing that - you know - someone killed themselves in the next room,” she continued, “and I know we said we wouldn’t talk about it but…I don’t know…I’m just being stupid…Earlier the door moved and I know it was just a breeze coming from the window I had opened but I felt as though I was being watched.”
 
   Dean sighed. This was exactly what he didn’t want to happen. They get the property of their dreams. They move in. And then Jess freaks out because of the history in the house. This is why they had talked about it before even putting in an offer. To avoid this very situation. “We spoke about this,” he reminded her once more.
 
   “I know we did and I’ll be fine - it’s just…It’s the first night. I’m allowed to feel a little off sorts on the first night, right? I promise I’ll be fine by morning. And - when everything is unpacked and where it should be - all of this will be nothing but a distant memory.”
 
   “Promise?”
 
   “Promise.”
 
   “I just want this to go smoothly. We’ve had great memories from the last house and I want more from this one. I don’t want anything tainting it. I want the kids to grow up and remember the fun they had here, you know? I want them striving to achieve the same with their own families some day.”
 
   “And I want the same. I promise - it’s just first night nerves.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   Jess changed the subject. She could see Dean was tired and that usually meant he was quick to anger. He wouldn’t do anything when angry other than have a bit of a shout and a sulk but she didn’t want that - not for their first night together in their new home. She moved closer and reached down with her hand, a smile on her face. “So how tired are you?” she asked. She started to stroke the inside of his leg before moving her fingers to the shaft of his (temporarily) flaccid penis. His look of concern soon disappeared - replaced by a smile. Jess leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth before she moved down, under the duvet. Dean gasped as he felt first her breath and then her lips against his skin. He smiled.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Night One
 
    
 
   Dean woke with a start at the sound of his youngest daughter’s scream ripping through the night. Two nights on the trot. He sat up trying to remember if there had ever been an occasion where she’d had the same dream on two consecutive nights. The dream was recurrent but usually a couple of times a month - not daily. He rubbed his eyes and looked over to the clock on the bedside cabinet. 3:30am.
 
   “She’s calling for you!” Jess pointed out. He looked down to where she was lying. She hadn’t even opened her eyes. Clearly she wasn’t going to be getting up. Dean shook his head. Why was it always his name his daughter called out? He threw the duvet back and swung his feet from the bed. “Could you get me a drink as you’re up?” Dean turned back around to his sleeping beauty. She still hadn’t opened her eyes. He shook his head and stood up - every joint in his body aching from the moving of the furniture and general D.I.Y he’d been doing throughout the day.
 
   “Jesus I ache,” he moaned as he staggered his way to the doorway. He flipped the hallway light on via the switch on the wall just beyond where he was standing and reached for his dressing gown which was hanging on the back of the door. “Fucking freezing,” he moaned to Jess - even though he could tell by her breathing that she was already asleep again. “I’m coming!” he called out to Sophie in the hope that his voice would soothe her enough to calm her crying. He walked down the hallway to his youngest daughter’s room and leaned in, flicking the light switch on. Sophie was sitting up in bed, tears streaming down her face. Dean wished he could stop her night terrors. He wished he could take away the fear she felt during the nights. He guessed the sooner the better with regards to finding a professional. He walked over to the bed and sat on the edge of it. Sophie threw herself into his arms and held him tightly. She was shaking like a leaf - more so than he’d ever felt her shake before. In fact to his knowledge, she usually woke up screaming and that was it. She didn’t usually shake. If she had – it certainly hadn’t been enough for him to notice or remember. He gave her a squeeze, “Did you have the dream again?” he asked. She shook her head and moved away from her dad before looking towards the door. She was pale. Dean frowned and followed her gaze - unsure of what had got her attention. “What is it?” he asked.
 
   “Someone was standing in the doorway. They woke me up.”
 
   “Your sister?”
 
   Sophie shook her head.
 
   “Are you sure? Your mum and I were asleep and there’s no one else here.”
 
   “I thought it was you.”
 
   “Me? Not unless I sleep walk.” Sophie wouldn’t look away from the doorway. Perhaps she was scared that, if she did, the thing she saw would sneak up on her? “It was probably just a shadow,” he tried to comfort her.
 
   “It spoke to me!” she looked at her dad. Still shaking.
 
   “It spoke to you? What did it say?”
 
   She looked back to the clear doorway, “I thought it was you,” she said. Her voice quivering. It shook its head and said no…” Dean could see how that would scare someone. If he woke up to such a sight, he was pretty sure he’d be just as freaked out. “And then it moved from the doorway.”
 
   “It did? Where did it go? Back towards your sister’s room?” he couldn’t help but feel the likely culprit was going to be Caroline. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d played a prank on her sister. Admittedly it would have been the first time she had done such a thing during the night - especially at this time. He’d check on Caroline when he had settled Sophie. She shook her head. “Not towards your sister’s room?” she shook her head again.
 
   “That way!” she pointed out of the door. Dean followed her finger towards the empty bedroom across the landing. He felt a chill run through his body but did his best to hide it. 
 
   He turned back to her, “You were probably still asleep. Still dreaming…Just thought you were awake. There’s no one else in the house. Just us. It probably just felt more real because the house feels strange to you at the moment but that will pass. First nights are always scary,” he smiled at her; an act of reassurance. “When I first moved into our old house, with your mum…Do you want to hear something funny?” Sophie nodded. “I went to the toilet in a cupboard. I woke up during the night and thought I was in the bathroom. You know - your mummy teased me for a long time after that! And you know why I did it?” Sophie shook her head. “Because my brain was confused. Just as your brain is confused now.”
 
   “Can I sleep in your bed tonight?” she asked.
 
   Dean nodded, “Just for tonight.” He stood up, bent down and scooped her up in his arms before carrying her through to his own bedroom - getting her to shut the lights off as they passed the relevant switches. As he pushed his bedroom door shut - the door to the empty room closed too. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Day Two
 
    
 
   Dean woke up and stretched his aching joints. With so much work to do he had hoped the aches would have gone by morning. No such luck. He rolled onto his side and noticed that both Jess and Sophie had already woken up and left the room - no doubt on quiet purposely to ensure they let Dean rest before he had to face what was to be another busy day. He rolled from the bed and had another stretch; a satisfying click from his back. He made his way through to the en-suite bathroom and caught a sight of himself in the mirror. He jumped.
 
   “Christ. Looking old.” He reached for his toothbrush and a near-empty tube of toothpaste. A gentle squeeze of the tube onto the brush and he began brushing his teeth - all the time looking at his reflection, haunted by how tired he looked. He couldn’t help but feel that he should have left all the mirrors wrapped up in their blankets until after the move was finished. At least that way he’d have had a chance to make himself look a little better - with a bit of a rest - before having to see his aged reflection staring back at him. Might have taken the sting off a bit. He spat the toothpaste froth from his mouth to the sink and rinsed both his mouth and toothbrush off before putting the latter back in the glass holder. Back in the bedroom he put his dressing gown on and stepped onto the landing; any luck Jess still had some bacon left over from the other day. A nice sandwich to fix himself up for the day. “What are you doing?” he asked. No sooner had he stepped onto landing then he had spotted both Sophie and Caroline. They were standing at the other end of the landing. Both of them were staring into the empty bedroom. Neither of them were saying anything. “I said what are you doing?” Dean repeated himself.
 
   They both jumped at the sound of Dean’s voice. “Nothing!” said Caroline. She dragged her sister back towards her own room, “Come on!” Dean frowned and watched as they disappeared into Caroline’s room. Caroline closed the door after a final glance back towards the empty bedroom. Dean hesitated a moment and then walked down the landing towards the second bedroom where he stopped in the doorway. He peered in and noticed that the contents of several cardboard boxes had been emptied onto the floor as though someone had been searching for something. He sighed and walked into the bedroom to get a closer look at what had been emptied on the floor; various compact discs - certainly nothing the girls should have been going through. He bent down and picked them up before dropping them into the open box, sighing as he did so. The empty boxes weren’t the only thing he noticed either. The smell, which Jess had mentioned, hit him too. He looked towards the window and noticed it had been closed. “Thought she said she opened this,” he muttered under his breath before opening it back up - as wide as it would permit. Satisfied, he walked back down the landing, towards Caroline’s room, and opened the door after giving it a gentle knock. “What were you looking for?” he asked.
 
   “Nothing,” Caroline piped up from where she was playing on the floor with her sister. Both had small dolls in their hands.
 
   “So why did you empty the box out? You must have been looking for something.”
 
   “It wasn’t us.”
 
   “I saw you standing there.”
 
   “We didn’t touch the box!” Caroline argued.
 
   “Then who did?” Dean guessed it could have been Jess but - had it been so - why were the girls standing there acting suspiciously? More likely he had walked out of his room and caught them doing something they knew they shouldn’t have been doing in the first place.
 
   “Maybe it was the person from last night!” Sophie suggested.
 
   “Honey - we spoke about this - there wasn’t anyone standing in your doorway last night. You were dreaming.”
 
   “No I wasn’t. I watched them go into that room. Maybe they went through the box?”
 
   Dean sighed. Obviously neither of them were going to tell him the truth he sought. “Look - just stay out of the room, okay?”
 
   “Okay daddy,” they both agreed.
 
   “Good,” he said - if only because he couldn’t think of anything else to say to them. He pulled the door shut and headed off down the stairs, to the kitchen, where he could hear Jess banging around as she put various pots and pans in their new homes. “Did you go through the CDs this morning?” he asked.
 
   “Oh. Good morning. How are you? Yes. I’m well thank you….” Jess said sarcastically.
 
   “Sorry. Good morning. How are you?” he asked. He leant in and gave her a kiss on the cheek.
 
   “What CDs?” Jess asked.
 
   “There’s a box in the spare room - been emptied out onto the floor. The girls were standing in the doorway, looking in, so I thought it was them but neither one admitted to it. Did you go in there?”
 
   Jess shook her head as she put a saucepan into the cupboard, “I’ve been sorting out the kitchen,” she said as she put a frying pan up into the same cupboard. “Nearly done too!” she pointed out.
 
   “Well if it wasn’t you and it wasn’t them…”
 
   “It probably was one of them. You know they’ll say anything to get themselves out of trouble.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Jess sensed her husband seemed a little apprehensive about something, “What’s the matter?” she asked.
 
   “Last night…Never mind.” Dean stopped talking. After the conversation they had had, before going to sleep, he thought it best not to mention anything to do with what Sophie thought she saw during the night.
 
   “No. You don’t do that,” Jess told him. “Last night - what?”
 
   “It doesn’t matter!”
 
   “Tell me!” 
 
   He sighed when he realised Jess wasn’t going to let it go, “Sophie said she saw someone standing in her doorway. Said they disappeared into the spare room. That’s why she was crying during the night - it scared her.”
 
   “What?” Jess seemed alarmed. The funny smell in the room had reminded her of what’d happened in the room and she was already on edge about it. The thought of her daughter seeing things - especially things disappearing into the same room - just made her that little bit more nervous. 
 
   “It’s fine,” Dean reassured her, “I told her she was probably still dreaming. It’s just a coincidence.”
 
   “That’s a hell of a coincidence, don’t you think?”
 
   “Honey, it’s fine. I promise. Have you never woken up before now and been in a confused state between awake and dreaming?”
 
   “Funnily enough - no.”
 
   Dean sighed again. “It’s fine.”
 
   “Stop saying it’s fine. Our daughter saw someone in the house last night. Someone who supposedly died here when they took their own life.”
 
   “No. Our daughter thought she saw a person here. She didn’t say whether it was male or female because she couldn’t see them properly. Besides - for all we know it could have been Caroline looking for the toilet. Got up in the middle of the night, got confused and wandered into the spare room. Remember that time, in our last flat, when I…”
 
   “Did you ask Caroline?” Jess interrupted him. “Did you ask her whether she got up during the night?”
 
   Dean felt a temptation to lie; a little white lie to rest his wife’s nervous mind. He resisted, “No. I haven’t spoken to her.”
 
   “Maybe we should get someone to come by and give the house a blessing,” Jess’ mind drifted.
 
   “I’m sorry - what? Someone to give the house a blessing? Seriously?”
 
   “You know, like an exorcist.”
 
   “An exorcist? Do they even really exist?”
 
   “Our daughter thinks she is seeing ghosts - what harm will it do?”
 
   “A lot when we have to explain to the children why we have some fucking nut walking around chanting whatever they chant in each of our rooms. Look - it was a dream. She thought she was awake but she was clearly still dreaming. You know what she’s like with her dreams. And the smell - I was just in the room - it’s damp. Nothing more and nothing less. It will go. I opened the window again…”
 
   “The window was open. I opened it last night.” Jess looked alarmed again.
 
   Dean was quick to stop that conversation from spiralling into anything more to do with restless spirits, “Then one of the girls must have closed it when they were going through the boxes…Jesus - I wish I had never said anything about any of it. This is ridiculous.”
 
   “Oh so now I’m being ridiculous?” Jess snapped at her suffering husband. Clearly she was still tired from the previous day’s move and unpacking. They both were.
 
   Dean looked at her, “I didn’t say you were ridiculous. I said THIS was ridiculous. We’re supposed to be enjoying our new home together - you know, making happy memories - and instead we’re talking about the possibility of ghosts and calling in the ghostbusters. It’s stupid. We’re both tired, both irritable - let’s just…Let’s just start the morning again.” To emphasise his point he walked from the room before turning back in again, “Good morning, sexy lady…How did you sleep last night?” he gave her a cheeky wink and a smile.
 
   “Funny you should ask, darling, but I had a somewhat restless night. What with the ghosts and all…”
 
   Dean sighed.
 
   * * * * * 
 
   Jess had been unpacking the kitchen for the whole morning - more specifically putting the things away in their new homes dotted throughout the various cupboards, having done the actual unpacking the previous day. Dean had left her to it and concentrated on making the living room more of a ‘homely’ environment by clearing the boxes away - giving them all somewhere pleasant to rest at the end of another day of clearing up; it was hard to rest in a room when you were surrounded by boxes of all shapes and sizes which you knew needed to be put away at some point. At least this way they could come into the room and put their feet up after closing the door to the rest of the mess. Out of sight out of mind - which is exactly what the children were. They had come downstairs and started playing amongst the boxes, after breakfast, but Dean sent them up to their bedrooms to play out of the way. All the time he was trying to move around them, he couldn’t help but think they’d missed a trick by moving with the girls still quite young. Had he waited a few more years until they were grumpy teenagers he could have trusted them to help unpack the boxes without damaging any of the contents.
 
   Jess walked into the living room, “How are you doing in here?” she asked. She looked around the room. Nearly all of the boxes were gone - but she expected as much considering a fair few of them had been stacked outside of the living room, in the hallway. Most things were sitting around on the shelving units.
 
   “Nearly done,” he said.
 
   “You’re actually putting things up on display already?” Jess asked. Dean fired her a look. He was tired and irritable from the second night’s broken sleep in a row and already knew where she was going with her sentences. “I hadn’t cleaned them yet,” she reminded him. And there it was. Just as he expected.
 
   “There’s no point in cleaning before we unpack everything,” he told her.
 
   “Everything is dusty though,” and it was. The shelves had a thin layer of dust on them which matched the cupboards in the kitchen - which she was disinfecting prior to loading up with various appliances.
 
   “And the more we unpack, the more mess we will make. We can blitz everywhere  when everything is in its rightful place,” he told her. “Otherwise we’ll spend loads of time cleaning now and then more time cleaning when we’re done.” What Dean suggested made sense to him but he knew it would annoy the hell out of Jess who liked everything to be just so. He was more interested in unpacking as quickly as possible, though, to ensure he had at least a couple of days in which to relax before going back to the office. Jess was just looking at him. They both knew, as soon as his back was turned, she was going to dust the shelves down and give the carpet a hoover. 
 
   Jess changed the subject, “What’s going on with the boxes out here?” she asked.
 
   “More old records. We never listen to them so I was going to put them in the loft until we do a car boot sale, or something.”
 
   “A car boot sale? You?”
 
   “Okay - until we eBay them,” he admitted. Neither of them knew of a time where they’d ever done, or visited, a car boot sale. “I just don’t think we need them cluttering the room.” To his surprise, Jess nodded in agreement. The way the day was shaping up - he was sure she was going to argue with him about that too. When people say moving was stressful they were wrong, Dean realised that now. It wasn’t the move that was stressful but rather the frayed tempers of the tired individuals clashing over the silly little things (such as dusting before you have completely finished unpacking). “I’m more or less done in here,” he said, “so I’ll take them upstairs now to get them out of the way. Probably stick them in the loft tomorrow, or something.”
 
   Jess nodded again, “In that case - I’ll probably just give this room a quick clean…”
 
   Dean rolled his eyes.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Night Two
 
    
 
   Despite the moving boxes and general mess, the house had a different vibe about it during the lighter hours. It seemed homely, warm and welcoming. But by nightfall it seemed to change. Everything became darker and not just in general lighting conditions but (and it’s hard to explain) the feeling of the home. The mood seemed to blacken as the shadows slowly crept across the rooms with the sinking sun, both Dean and Jess had noticed it though neither would admit it to the other. They both snuggled down under the thick duvet. Both shattered from another hard day of unpacking and lugging furniture around. On the plus side most of the unpacking had been completed now and the house was - slowly - starting to look like a proper home to be proud of. The spare room still needed to be set up and the boxes, filled with the goods not needed, had been moved to the top of the landing, just underneath the hatchway to the loft, ready to be put amongst the rafters the following morning.
 
   “Can we never move house again?” Jess breathed heavily as she laid her head back on the soft pillow. “I’m so tired.” She closed her eyes. “So tired.” She didn’t need to say as much. Dean knew she was tired from the way she had snapped at him throughout the day. She fidgeted onto her side and cuddled up against Dean who was lying on his back - staring at the ceiling. “I’m sorry if I was horrible to you today.”
 
    
 
   “You were fine,” Dean lied. There was no sense in starting a fight with her when he wanted to go to sleep. He knew she wasn’t snapping at him because she didn't love him or because she was angry with him. She was just exhausted - emphasised by the fact she was already breathing heavily; a sign she was about to fall asleep, if not already dreaming. Dean couldn’t help but think of Sophie in the other room though, wondering whether he’d have another disturbed night’s sleep. He hoped not. Just one night of unbroken sleep. That’s all he wanted. One night. He felt his eyelids grow heavy.
 
   Despite the family sleeping off their busy day, the house didn’t fall silent. Water pipes from the attic space banged together; caused by a worn seal on a faucet valve. The television, recently unwrapped from a bundle of blankets in the living room, occasionally creaked for no reason. A dripping noise constantly tapped the sink in the kitchen - another issue with a faulty seal which would be easily fixed when the family had the time to do so. Worst of the noises though was the one which started half way through the night when the family was in a deep sleep. The sound of the floorboards creaking underfoot and then…
 
   3:30am
 
   The sound of the door to the spare room closing and - finally - the sound of deafening silence.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Day Three
 
    
 
   Jess opened her eyes and blinked the early morning fog from her vision. A loud banging, which seemed to come in threes, had awoken her. She sat up; at first unsure whether she had even heard it or whether she’d imagined it. When the banging echoed through the house another three times she jumped from the bed and hurried to the door to see what on earth was going on. Dean was standing on a two-step ladder underneath the loft hatch - a broom in his hands. He reached up and used the end of the broom to hit the loft hatch another three times. His two daughters standing next to him, watching intently.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Jess asked. It hadn’t been the best way to wake up in all honesty. 
 
   Dean stopped what he was doing and looked across to where she was standing, “I’m sorry. Did I wake you?” he asked.
 
   “Did you wake me? It’s echoing through the whole house!” Jess said. She didn’t believe Dean didn’t realise the noise he was making and didn’t wait for another apology. She turned back into the bedroom and slammed the door shut.
 
   “Whoops! Looks like daddy is in trouble, girls!” Dean laughed.
 
   They didn’t care. Both of them were completely fixated by the hatch to the attic. “Hurry up and open it, daddy!” Caroline moaned, eager to see what was in the attic even though Dean had told her it was most likely empty and - more importantly - she wasn’t going up there regardless. Dean gave the hatch another three, solid hits with the broom. 
 
   “It won’t open,” he told her, “it’s stuck fast.” He jumped down from the steps and threw the broom onto the floor. “Shit!” he said under his breath. 
 
   “Daddy!” Sophie berated him for his bad language but he didn’t pay any attention. He was frustrated by the stuck hatch.
 
   He walked through to the bedroom where Jess had climbed back into bed. He stood at the foot of the bed until she looked at him, “Thanks for waking me up,” she told him again.
 
   “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. It was an accident.” He hesitated. “I’m trying to get the stuff put away. So we can relax…”
 
   “I was relaxing. I was asleep!”
 
   Dean continued, “Damned thing won’t budge. Should have asked the estate agent to let us see up there before signing anything.”
 
   “It’s stuck?”
 
   “I’ve been hitting the hatch…”
 
   “I heard.”
 
   “….and it won’t even give a little. It’s either stuck or something has fallen on top of it. Something heavy. God only knows how I’m going to get up there,” he sat on the edge of the bed. “Fucking annoying.”
 
   Jess sat up. Clearly she wasn’t going back to sleep. “What are you going to do?”
 
   “Have to buy a ladder.”
 
   “I thought the estate agent said there was a ladder in the loft - one which came down when you opened the hatch?”
 
   “Yep. But how do you propose I get to it if I can’t open the hatch? Need to get up there so I can try and put more weight against it and - to do that - I need a longer ladder. Those steps are good for changing lightbulbs and that’s about it,” he moaned. “Means I can’t put the boxes away just yet. Probably be a couple of days.”
 
   “It’s fine but promise me one thing?”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “When you do put the boxes up there, can you at least wait until I am awake?”
 
   Dean smiled at her, “Can’t make any promises. And - I know you won’t believe me - I was trying to be quiet. I wanted it all done before you woke up. Clearly I’m a failure.”
 
   “Hmmm, I still love you though.”
 
   “Yeah but I love you more. Hence I was trying to do something nice for you.”
 
   “No, you don’t.”
 
   “What you think you love me more?” he asked, a cheeky grin on his face. “Prove it!”
 
   Jess raised an eyebrow and smiled at him. She knew what he was hinting towards. “You’d better shut the door then,” she nodded towards the bedroom door, “don’t want the kids coming in.”
 
   “Well I’m not sure what you’re thinking but,” he laughed, “I was after a bacon sandwich.” Jess opened her mouth - an over exaggerated gesture to show her shock at having her advances turned down. Dean laughed again as she gave him a playful hit on the arm. “And can you make it crispy, please?”
 
   “You’re such an asshole!” she laughed.
 
   Sophie called from the doorway, “Mummy! You’re not allowed to swear!”
 
   “Yeah, mummy, you’re not allowed to swear!” Dean laughed again. “No wonder we’re raising little monkeys. Practically dragging them up!” He jumped back when Jess took another playful swing at his arm.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said to her daughter, despite the smile on her face showing she wasn’t actually sorry at all. “Anyway he called you a monkey! Doesn’t he get in trouble?”
 
   “I’m hungry!” Sophie changed the subject; her voice having gone from stern to whiney within the blink of an eye.
 
   “Yeah, mummy, she’s hungry. She wants bacon too, don’t you sweetie?” Dean adopted the same tone of whiney voice as his daughter. He looked at her, having asked the question, and she nodded.
 
   “I swear I’m going to beat you black and blue,” Jess laughed.
 
   “Did you hear that? Your mummy wants to hurt me!” Dean tried to get Sophie on side.
 
   “Can you do it after you’ve made me breakfast?” Sophie asked. Jess laughed. Clearly breakfast was more important than her father’s health.
 
   A bang from the landing made all of them jump. Dean was first out of the bedroom (despite Sophie being closest). Caroline was standing on the small step ladder and attempting to copy what her father had been doing.
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” he shouted. “Get down from there!” She wasn’t that high up - where she was standing on the step - but, by the time you factored in the fact it was more than possible to fall over the bannister from where she was, it was enough to panic a parent. Caroline got down from the step ladder.
 
   “I was trying to help!” she argued - she started to cry; the sound of her father’s harsh voice startled her. 
 
   Dean picked the step ladder up and walked through to the spare room with it where he dumped it against the far wall. Jess walked in after him. “She was trying to help, you can’t be angry with her for copying what you were doing.” She paused, “Jesus - it still stinks in here. You still think that’s just damp?”
 
   Dean sighed. “How’s about we go for a walk?” he suggested.
 
   “What?”
 
   He called out to the girls, on the landing, “Who wants to grab some breakfast and then go exploring outside?”
 
   Sophie cheered at the suggestion - as did her sister, albeit a little quieter. 
 
   Dean turned to Jess, “Let’s take a break today. We’re doing well with the unpacking. Let’s just go for a walk and take a look around the place. I’ll pop to town tomorrow and get a ladder. We’ve worked hard these past couple of days, I think a few hours off will do us good.” They’d seen the front of the house when they came to look around it, before making their purchase, but they’d never actually taken the time to look around out back; certainly no further than seeing that it backed onto fields and trees anyway. Jess nodded - happy to go along with his plan. He smiled. Not only did he get out of doing some more work but he also successfully avoided any further conversation about the lingering stench in the room.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dean and Jess were walking through a small wooded area just behind the house. The pair of them holding hands as though they didn’t have a care in the world. The two girls running ahead of them, laughing and smiling. A picture perfect happy family out enjoying the early morning hazy sunshine. On the surface at least. Dean and Jess were both aware the other had been silent for a while now; both aware they were lost in their own thoughts.
 
   “Pretty, isn’t it?” Jess was the first to break the silence between the two. She was looking back at their house not too far in the distance, the fields around it - lush green grass (some patches in need of a cut already) and tall, tall trees which seemingly reached to the few white clouds above. 
 
   Dean followed her gaze and nodded, “That it is.” He turned around to her and smiled, “And it’s ours.” To his surprise, Jess didn’t smile back at him. “What’s wrong?” he asked. He already knew. She was thinking about the room. In particular she was thinking about what had happened in the room; the lonely wife who’d taken her own life.
 
   “Do you think we’ve made a mistake?” she asked, after a couple of seconds hesitation.
 
   “A mistake?”
 
   “Moving here. Do you think it was a mistake.” She was looking back towards the house. Dean paid more attention to her eyes. She was looking at the back upstairs window; the spare room. 
 
   “Turn around,” he told her. “Look.” He pointed towards the girls who were picking wild flowers just beyond a row of trees. Both of them were smiling. “See that? That’s the start of happy memories in our new family home…Do I think we made a mistake? No. Not a chance. I think we made the best decision of recent years and we need to forget about what happened in that house, just as we spoke about the other night and just as we talked about before we even put in an offer. If we keep dwelling on the past - their past - it will drag us down. Don’t know about you but I don’t want that. Do you?” 
 
   Jess shook her head. “I’m just having trouble settling in,” she said in a hushed tone.
 
   “It will become easier - especially when all the moving boxes are disposed of.” He gave her a reassuring smile, “Trust me - it will be good. No. It will be great.” He pulled her close and gave her a hug. 
 
   The sound of Sophie approaching made them pull apart. They half expected her to join in but she didn’t. She pointed back to the house. “Who’s that?” she asked. Her mum and dad turned back to the house quickly, in the direction Sophie was pointing.
 
   “Who?” Dean asked. He was scanning the back of the house but couldn’t see anything.
 
   “They were in the window,” Sophie said, “but they’ve gone now.”
 
   Dean called Caroline over from the wild flowers she was still picking from, “Caroline, come on, we’re going home now!” She went to say something in protest but Dean had already turned his back and started to hastily walk back to the house. The girls followed - although Jess purposefully hung back a little; not because she was scared (although a part of her was) at the prospect of someone being the house but more so because she wanted to protect her children from whoever it could have been.
 
   “Wait here,” Dean told his ladies when he got to the back door. He stepped in, purposefully leaving the door open, “I’ll go and take a look around.” As he walked past the kitchen work-top he grabbed a knife from the draining board and took it with him. He hadn’t seen anyone in the house, only Sophie had, but that didn’t mean he did not want to be prepared for bumping into a possible intruder.
 
   “Why do we have to wait here?” Sophie asked her mother.
 
   “Because your father asked you to,” was the easiest answer for Jess. The girls rarely argued with their father. In part this annoyed Jess a little as they tended to be argumentative with her but, flip side of the coin, it meant she was able to turn around and use the threat of telling their father if they were up to no good. It certainly tended to do the job of keeping them in line.
 
   “I need the loo,” Caroline whined. She didn’t need the toilet, Jess knew this, she just didn’t want to stand around outside when she believed something far more exciting was happening in the house. Had Jess let her go in, to use the bathroom, Caroline would have run straight past it and headed to her dad.
 
   “Well you’ll have to wait a minute,” Jess told her. Her voice clearly told both daughters that she wasn’t in the mood for any nonsense. Caroline tutted but - other than that - didn’t say anything.
 
   After what seemed like an eternity Dean re-appeared at the bottom of the stairs. Jess watched as he walked down the hallway and into the kitchen. He put the knife back on the side and shrugged - a sign to Jess that the house was empty. She didn’t breathe a sigh of relief though. The fact of the matter remained that someone had hanged themselves in the property and, on two occasions now, Sophie had thought she’d seen someone that shouldn’t have been there.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Night Three
 
    
 
   Jess and Dean were lying in bed together. The room was illuminated by two lamps on the bedside cabinets which sat either side of the bed. Neither of them had been able to sleep despite their obvious exhaustion; both of them pre-occupied with thoughts of the house and their youngest daughter.
 
   “I’m worried about Sophie,” Jess said, “I think we need to take her to a specialist.” It hadn’t been the first time they had discussed the prospect of taking her to see someone. Dean had admitted it would be a good idea, once they were settled into the new home, to try and find her some help with regards to the dreams she was having. Now Sophie was seeing things when she was awake, Dean felt the same as Jess; waiting may no longer be an option. Especially given the things she was supposedly seeing was fuelling the paranoia both parents were feeling about living in a property where someone had taken their own life for whatever reason. Jess was aware Dean hadn’t responded to her so asked him directly, “What do you think?”
 
   He hesitated - not because he didn’t agree but because he felt as though he was failing his youngest daughter. If she was having issues, whether they be bad dreams or the belief she was seeing things, as her father he felt he should have been able to make things better for her. He should have been able to fix her. “I think we might need to,” he reluctantly agreed. It would have been easier to ignore it had Caroline, or even Jess and Dean, seen a figure in the house too but they hadn’t. It was only ever Sophie and that, on top of the bad dreams she regularly had, suggested she clearly needed a little help. Jess felt relieved. She thought he’d have been too proud to go along with it. Too afraid to put his hand up and admit he (they) needed help. “The Internet is being set up in a couple of days,” he continued, “we can search around for someone as soon as it’s plugged in.”
 
    Jess started to cry. “I’m sorry. Ignore me. I’m being stupid. Just tired.”
 
   “It’s fine.” Dean moved over and pulled Jess towards him. He held her tightly against his body. “Give it a few months and we’ll both look back at this and laugh.” Jess didn’t reply. She snuggled in close to her husband. Dean was glad she moved closer to him as it helped to hide his face; the doubtful expression. He wanted everything to be okay and - deep down - he was sure that would be the case. At the moment he was struggling to see the light. They both fell into a comfortable silence as their brains continued to work scenarios through whilst they waited for sleep to take hold of them.
 
   * * * * *
 
   3:30am
 
   Caroline stirred from her sleep and jumped when she opened her eyes and saw Sophie standing at the foot of her bed, “What are you doing?” she asked. 
 
   “I can’t sleep,” she moaned. “Can I come in with you?”
 
   “What? No. Go away.”
 
   “Please! I’m scared!” 
 
   “Go away!” Caroline hissed. Sophie didn’t move. She was standing there - a look on her face which gave all signs that she was about to cry. Caroline realised she wasn’t going anywhere and sat up, “Go back to your room.”
 
   “I want to sleep in your bed!”
 
   “There’s no room! Go away!”
 
   “Please?”
 
   “No!”
 
   Sophie reluctantly walked from the bedroom before her sister started shouting at her. She didn’t go back to her own room though. She just stopped there, outside her sister’s bedroom door, staring ahead towards the other end of the landing; towards the spare bedroom’s door in particular.
 
   “Leave me alone,” a voice hissed at her from within the darkened room. Slowly, the door closed. Sophie ran back to her own bedroom and dove underneath the covers.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Day Four
 
    
 
   Dean dressed himself after his warm shower and left the bedroom. Immediately he noticed Jess across the landing in Sophie’s bedroom. She was ripping the sheets from her bed. Sophie was standing nearby - a sheepish look on her face. When Dean walked into the room he noticed Sophie had been crying. Jess looked angry.
 
   “What’s going on?” he asked. 
 
   “We had a little accident during the night,” Jess said. Dean looked at Sophie who - in turn - did all she could to avoid his gaze. “Didn’t we?” Jess turned to Sophie. Again, Sophie avoided her eye line.
 
   “What happened?” Dean asked Sophie directly. She hadn’t had an accident for as long as he could remember - certainly more than a few years anyway. Sophie didn’t look at him; still too embarrassed. “Hey!” he gave her a playful nudge. He wasn’t angry that she’d wet the bed (unlike Jess apparently), after all accidents happen. “What happened?” he asked her again when she finally looked at him.
 
   Jess butted in, “She got scared during the night and didn’t want to get out of bed.” Jess threw the last of the sheets onto the pile on the floor.
 
   “You were scared?” Dean asked. “What were you scared of?”
 
   “I had a bad dream,” Sophie lied. Sophie was a sensitive girl and could pick up on moods in the house. The mood she’d recently picked up on was one of stress and frustration from her parents and she felt that she’d only be making it worse if she told them she didn’t like the house; how the house scared her.
 
   “Another one?” Dean asked. “What happened?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it!” Sophie said.
 
   “Okay, that’s okay, you don’t have to if you don’t want to. That’s fine.” Dean turned to Jess as she scooped up the dirty laundry. “Where’s Caroline?”
 
   “Well she’s in her room,” Jess hissed as she walked out of the room and started down the stairs. 
 
   Dean frowned and followed her (to the top of the stairs at least). “Why did you say it like that?” he asked. “What’s she done?”
 
   “Your youngest daughter went into Caroline’s room during the night because she was scared and your eldest daughter turned her away.” Jess disappeared down the hallway and towards the kitchen. 
 
   Dean sighed. It was always ‘his’ daughter when one of them had done something wrong. When they were good - it was ‘their’ daughter. Something bad - ‘his’ daughter. He turned back to Sophie who was still standing next to her stripped bed looking sorry for herself. “What was your dream about last night?” Dean pressed her once more.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it!” Sophie repeated herself.
 
   Dean nodded, “Okay. Well. Not sure if I ever told you this but - did you know dreams often work in reverse; so you think something bad is going to happen but - in reality - something good actually happens.” Sophie looked at him as though she knew he was lying. Truth be told, Dean didn’t know if he was lying or not. It was something his mother had told him when he was growing up; not that he had many bad dreams as a youngster. “As for the bed,” he changed the subject before she questioned his logic, “don’t be embarrassed. At least you just had an accident. Remember what I told you? I actually went to the toilet in a cupboard by mistake! That was something to be embarrassed about.” 
 
   Sophie laughed.
 
   “Right - get dressed - you can help me in the spare room today,” Dean gave Sophie a pat on the head and turned back to the door.
 
   “No!” Sophie screamed out.
 
   Dean turned back to her - shocked by her outburst, “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “I don’t want to go in there!” she started to cry. “We’re not allowed in there!” she shouted. Dean closed the bedroom door so they wouldn’t be interrupted by Jess, or Caroline if she dared leave her own room.
 
   “Who said you aren’t allowed in there?” Dean asked. He knelt down so he was level with Sophie. “Your sister?” Sophie shook her head. “Then who?” He realised Sophie wasn’t going to tell him. “This is your house,” he said, “and there are no rooms which are off limits to you or your sister. Come on,” he took her hand, “come with me.” He walked with her out of the bedroom and towards the spare room. Sophie pulled herself from his grip and ran back towards the door of her own room. Dean just stood there a moment, confused by her reaction. “Sophie - really, it’s fine…Look!” he turned back to the spare room and opened the door. The first thing that hit him was the smell in the room. The second was that - once again - various boxes had been unpacked and their contents spread across the floor. “What the hell?” A door slammed behind him and made him jump. He turned around and saw Sophie had hidden in her room again, closing the door behind her. He looked back to the mess in the spare room (one of the last rooms to unpack) and wondered whether she had taken everything from the box. She knew she had been naughty (because of the mess) and then had the accident during the night whilst she lay awake fretting about it, instead of actually putting the stuff back where she originally found it. Certainly a better thought than thinking she was too scared to go to the bathroom and so wet herself. And most definitely a better thought than the belief the house was being haunted by a lonely woman. He walked into the bedroom to see what had been moved this time and noticed the window had - again - been shut. Makes sense, if it was her moving all these bits and pieces around, it’s a fair assumption to say she could have been cold, what with it being the middle of the night (or later). He reached across and opened the window once more.
 
   “What’s all the commotion?” on edge, the sound of Jess’ voice made Dean jump. He turned to her and noticed she was standing in the doorway. She had heard the slamming of the door.
 
   Dean pointed towards the mess, “This. I think I know why our daughter was scared to go to the bathroom last night. I reckon she was up, rooting around in here, and then started to worry what we’d say when we woke up.”
 
   “That doesn’t make any sense,” Jess said.
 
   “Do you have another suggestion as to how these things got emptied onto the floor and the window closed then?” Dean asked.
 
   “Maybe…”
 
   “Don’t say it.” He knew what she was going to suggest; perhaps the window was closed, and boxes emptied, by a wandering spirit. 
 
   “It would make sense! Sophie thought she saw someone in the house, woke up the other night to the sight of someone, it’s not the first time the boxes have been emptied in here and we already know that someone hung themselves in this very room!”
 
   “Okay - yes - we know someone killed themselves but, come on, a ghost? Have you heard yourself? And putting that to one side - the common denominator in everything you just said is ‘Sophie’. Sophie saw this, Sophie saw that…I think she is going through a difficult time at the moment and she needs help. Professional help that we’re unable to offer her.”
 
   “And what if they say she is fine? What then? Will you even consider the possibility that there could be something left behind in this house?”
 
   Dean didn’t answer her immediately. He didn’t know what to say. If the girls hadn’t emptied the boxes - and it wasn’t Jess or him - it didn’t really leave a lot of other scenarios to explain it as much as he hated the thought of something more sinister. “I’m going to finish this room today. And when I go to town to pick up a decent ladder, I’m going to buy a load of plug-in air fresheners. By the end of the week - latest - what happened in this room will be nothing but a distant memory and even that will come to fade.” He started picking their scattered belongings up before dropping them back into the boxes (in no particular order). Jess stood there a moment without knowing what to do or say for the best. She could see Dean was getting stressed with the whole situation; his tormented daughter, and what had happened in the room. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said eventually, “I didn’t mean to upset you.”
 
   Dean stopped what he was doing and straightened his back. He turned back to his wife and forced a smile, “I’m not angry with you I just wanted everything to go smoothly. This was supposed to be a great step for our family, the start of more adventures together and instead it’s…Well…It’s shit, isn’t it? Our daughter could be nuts…”
 
   “Don’t say that.”
 
   “…And if she isn’t nuts then we’re most likely getting haunted by a fucking ghost. I’m not being funny but neither scenario is exactly an example of what one would call smooth running.” He felt himself getting worked up again and stopped. He took a few deep breaths, “Shit.”
 
   It was Jess’ turn to reassure him. She didn’t think anything was going smoothly at all, in fact she wished the sale had fallen through and they’d been forced to look elsewhere for their new home but - seeing Dean’s level of stress - she knew she couldn’t agree with him or else it would just keep escalating and, from there, it wouldn’t be long before they’d both be shouting at each other. “It’ll be fine,” she told him. “You said as soon as the Internet is installed we can start looking for some help for Sophie. And last night, I’m sure the bed wetting was just a one off. It was an accident. These things happen from time to time. She just needs time to adjust to the new environment. It’s strange for adults. Imagine what it is like for children! And - as you said again - once this room has been set up into how we want it…The memories of what happened here will fade.” She walked over to him and put her arms around him. It took a couple of seconds until he gave in and put his arms around her too. “As you said - it’ll be good here. A nice family home.” She smiled at Dean, hoping her words had made him feel a little better about the situation. He smiled back but each passing day, the more they experienced strange things, the less he believed the words she had said (and the words he’d previously said too). 
 
   He broke her grip and pulled away. “I don’t even know where to start in here!” he said - trying his best to act ‘normal’. There were boxes all around the room with very little with regards to built in storage space; just a single, narrow cupboard in the corner of the room. Dean walked over to the cupboard and opened it; empty. Plenty of room. “Probably just dump what I can in here,” he said. 
 
   Jess knew he was trying to act as normal as he could; a way of distracting himself from the various frustrations. She played along. “Do you have to?” she asked.
 
   “Yeah look…” Dean started shifting the boxes from the room and into the cupboard - stacking them as high as he could, “Look at that, much better in here already,” he teased her. If anything, teasing Jess was the best way of making things appear more normal. Previously - before the move - there hadn’t been a day go past without a gentle bit of teasing here and there. Jess didn’t mind. She knew it was his way of showing he loved her. Jess had a thing for cluttered cupboards and wardrobes. Nothing annoyed her more than opening a door just to have the contents spill out across the floor because someone was too lazy to put them in place properly and Dean knew this - hence the gentle teasing. He wasn’t going to leave the boxes in the cupboard, he was going to empty them and find proper homes for the contents. But, for now, it gave him room to move about a bit without constantly bumping into things. When the cupboard was full, he closed the door. “See - perfect!” he said. There were still a few boxes on the floor but not nearly as many as there had been. “Now - we just need to never open this cupboard again, okay?”
 
   “You’re funny.”
 
   He smiled at her. Already he was starting to feel better. They both were.
 
   “So what do you want to use this room for?” he asked. “Study? Playroom for the girls? Generic spare room what posh folk, like you and me are, tend to have?”
 
   “Generic spare room what posh folk tend to have? Not the best use of English right there, honey. How about a nursery?”
 
   Dean coughed, “Now who’s being funny?” He changed the subject, “Right - I best get to town and see about getting a ladder. If you have any serious thoughts about what you’d like to do in this room - you can let me know when I get back…” He started to make his way out of the room and towards the top of the stairs.
 
   Jess followed, “I was being serious actually. What about it?” 
 
   Dean stopped at the top of the stairs and turned to her, “You’re serious? You want…” he looked around to see if the children were within ear shot before whispering, “another baby?”
 
   Before Jess could answer a loud bang and crash came from the spare room. Loud enough to make them both jump. Dean frowned and walked back into the room, passing by Jess in the process. Again, she followed a few steps behind. The cupboard door in the spare room had opened and the boxes had toppled out across the floor.
 
   “Shit!” Dean muttered.
 
   “So who do we blame for this? The ghost or your dodgy stacking skills?”
 
   Dean gave her a look; a simple look which seemed to simply say ‘fuck you’. He smiled and walked from the room, “I’m going to town,” he said. 
 
   Jess hurried after him, “And when you get back we can continue our conversation,” she said, smiling. Dean looked at her from the bottom of the stairs. A look of disbelief on his face. Of all the things Jess could have said, that was probably the last thing he expected to hear. “What are you looking at me like that for?” she asked.
 
   Dean smiled, “You never fail to surprise me,” he said. He crossed to the front door stepping into his shoes on the way.
 
   “Surely that can’t be a bad thing,” Jess said as she followed him towards the front door. Dean opened the door, turned around and kissed Jess goodbye.
 
   “We’ll talk,” he said - still unsure whether she was even being serious.
 
   Sophie slowly opened the door to her room, soothed by the voices of her mother and father. Her eyes were drawn to the spare room. The open cupboard. She watched, wide-eyed, as a hand reached out of the cupboard and shut the door. Sophie slammed her door again and dove back onto her bed, hiding under the duvet.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Day Five
 
    
 
   When Dean pulled into the driveway, the car was crammed with bits he hadn’t actually intended to buy. He had the ladder, which was an intended purchase, laid out across the back seats of the vehicle (only just fitting) but the boot was also full of goods; paint in particular. A shade of magnolia with which to decorate the spare bedroom. It was not something that had previously been discussed between himself and Jess - he just bought it on a whim when he walked down the aisle in his quest for the ladder. The house was fairly neutral with its colourings and it looked as though it must have had a fresh coat in recent months. Perhaps after the original owner decided to sell up? Dean certainly didn’t feel as though the house actually needed decorating at this stage but, at the same time, he figured it might be a good idea to put their own stamp on the spare room at least. Make the room their own. Help eradicate the past memories from the house. He figured it would help bring the girls closer together too. Since moving into the home they seemed to be growing further and further apart. He figured that maybe it was something to do with them no longer sharing a bedroom. Give the girls a paint brush and let them paint on the walls - the only time in their young lives when he’d make such an offer - before he and Jess went over it properly. He knew it would also encourage Sophie into the room; help her see that she was allowed in there and that whoever had told her to stay out was wrong to do so. That comment had irritated him for most of the day. He couldn’t understand who would have told her she wasn’t allowed in the room. Jess wouldn’t have cared if she was in there or not, he certainly didn’t and - no matter how hard he tried - he couldn’t picture Caroline saying she wasn’t allowed to venture in either. In the end he put it down to being in her head. She was a sensitive girl so maybe she was picking up on the bad vibes both he and Jess had about the room. He’d made a mental note to himself to have a word with his wife when he got home. They would both need to be more careful with regards to what they said in front of their daughters.
 
   Jess had come out of the house and helped him unpack the car when she heard him pull into the driveway. They’d carried the ladder up to the top of the stairs, where they laid it flat across the landing floor (and told the girls not to touch it) and they’d carried the paint through to the spare room where they’d stacked it up against the wall - Jess very much in control of the stacking after the incident with Dean’s packing of the boxes into the cupboard earlier in the morning.
 
   Jess smiled when she initially saw the paint. She knew Dean hated decorating - which in turn meant she knew she’d be doing most of it - but it was the fact he had bought it which made her happy. Clearly he was thinking of the family when he did so; an effort to try and make them feel more at home. She also liked the idea of disguising what had happened in the room by putting her own mark on it. She just wished she had been consulted as to the colours purchased. Magnolia was safe. Magnolia was boring. She would have liked to paint it a funky lilac colour, or something similar - which Dean would never have bought without being told to do so. Men just don’t choose colours very well - it needs a woman’s keen eye. She did not mention this to Dean when she saw the colour of the paint. She just smiled and thanked him. No sense rocking the boat. He was obviously quick to temper at the moment and that would have only annoyed him; the fact he’d tried to do something nice just to have her moan at him for his colour choices. Magnolia for now and then - in a year or two when they came to decorate the rest of the room - she’d choose something a little…brighter.
 
   With the ladder on the landing and the paint neatly stacked in the corner of the spare room - Jess had asked Dean where he wanted to start. He had told her he wanted to start on the sofa with his favourite ladies and a hot cup of tea - perhaps, even, a chocolate digestive biscuit or two to dunk into his drink. She knew - at that point - he had no intention of doing more work that day. Not that she minded. They’d all had a crappy morning so it was probably a good idea to bring the family together and relax for what remained of the afternoon. Especially given the fact the girls had both been in their own rooms not speaking to each other and playing on their own.
 
   By the time Dean had returned home on the previous day it had gotten so late that he wanted nothing more than to crash in front of the television with his wife and children - a Disney cartoon playing through on the blu-ray player. It was moments like this he cherished; all of them together and the sounds of the girls laughing at the antics of some cartoon character they had grown to love. In this instance the character in question was Olaf from ‘Frozen’ - one of the few cartoons Dean didn’t actually mind watching repeatedly although he did wish he could skip through the songs. He wished, even more, that his daughters didn’t feel the need to keep singing them out loud for the following week. By the time they had stopped singing them, they were ready to watch the film again and so the process repeated itself.
 
   The rest of the day and early evening had very much been what some would consider as a lazy day. They watched ‘Frozen’ (Sophie wanted to put it on for a second time), they’d had dinner, they’d played a game or two of Operation - a kids’ game which featured the picture of a man on an operating table. On various points of the picture there were holes and - in those holes - there were different shaped pieces which represented the man’s internal organs. The game was simple enough - you had a pair of tweezers and each player took it in turn to remove one of the man’s organs. If you weren't careful the man would make a buzzing noise and his nose would light up. When Dean first played the game, when they bought it for the girls last Christmas, he’d said it would have been a better game if the had tweezers emitted an electric shock if you weren’t careful enough. A point Jess disagreed with.
 
   At the end of the day the girls were bathed and sent to bed whilst the adults settled down on the sofa, snuggling in close together, with something more age appropriate on the television. A glass of red wine each in their hands. A peaceful evening to what had started out as a shitty day.
 
   The following morning did not start as the previous night had ended and - within five minutes of waking up - tempers were already high.
 
   “Someone must have done it!” Dean shouted. He was standing in the spare room with Jess. Both Sophie and Caroline were standing in the doorway - nervous looks on their little faces. The paint, which had carefully been stacked up, had been spilt across the room. Not in a way which suggested they had, somehow, toppled over just as the boxes had but a way which suggested it had been done on purpose. Some of the paint had splashed up the walls, most of it on the carpets. Some of it had even managed to find its way across to the other side of the room - marking both wall and carpet there too - and that was what really bothered Dean. There was no way it could have made it across there by accident. Someone had to have done it on purpose. Dean (and Jess to some extent) had woken up and both been happy. They’d had a great day and evening together and managed to get through the whole night without being disturbed by anything or anyone. Dean had even turned round to Jess and pointed out that things were already starting to get better and they hadn’t even painted the room yet. Jess - helpfully - told him not to jinx it. And yet here they were standing in a mess of spilt paint. Dean looked at his two daughters but neither of them would admit to it. Both were looking down at the floor. Dean turned to Jess. “Anything to say? Any suggestions?”
 
   Jess turned to the girls and went down to their level - a less intimidating approach than the outburst Dean was currently experiencing. “Did either of you come in here last night?” she asked. They shook their heads. Even if they had - they wouldn’t have admitted it to their parents now. Not after seeing Dean’s reaction. 
 
   Dean turned back to the room to survey the damage done and to try and formulate a plan on how best to deal with it. By doing so, he accidentally kicked one of the half full tins over, causing more of the magnolia paint to spill across the room. “Shit!” he shouted. Had his foot not connected with the tin he might have seen the hand print on the carpet, behind one of the boxes; a hand print that was clearly too big to belong to either of the young girls.
 
   “It’s fine,” said Jess, “this is why we have house insurance.” She turned to the girls, “Why don’t you two go downstairs and I’ll be down in a minute to prepare your breakfast.”
 
   “Sorry, daddy!” Caroline said before she turned and ran from his sight. He wondered whether that was an admission of guilt, and that she’d spilt the paint, or whether she was just sorry because he was upset about it. Dean went to call her back but Jess stopped him.
 
   “You said we could have a fresh start in this room,” she reminded him, “shouting at the girls now, before we decorate, probably won’t help with the happy memories in this house.” Jess was upset about the spillage - of course she was - but she also knew that there was nothing they could do about it now, even if they did know who was responsible. What was done was done. All they could do now was fix it.
 
   “Not sure whether the house insurance would cover this. Not sure how it works - what with moving house and everything. I mean I told them, I’m sure I did, but…” he sighed, “…guess it’s complicated.”
 
   “Worst case we phone them and ask the question. If you want - I’ll do it.”
 
   “The boxes splashed with paint, we’re going to need to go through them and make sure it hasn’t gone through. Might have damaged whatever was in the boxes.”
 
   “And there’s no sense fretting about that until you’ve actually seen…”
 
   “Well - whatever - the paint was clearly a waste of money.”
 
   “I’m sure there is enough in here to at least do a corner of the room,” she laughed. Dean didn’t laugh. His nice gesture, at sorting the room and making it their own, was now dripping down the walls and staining the carpet. In his eyes - there was nothing to laugh about in this room and probably wouldn’t be anything to laugh about for a long time.
 
   “Do you think Caroline did it?” he asked. “Maybe upset because you told her off yesterday morning for not looking out for her sister? This is her way of dealing with it?”
 
   Jess shook her head, “She’s never done anything like this before. Fine she can be…hard work sometimes….But she’d never do this. Even if she did - she won’t admit it. Neither of them will. They’re not stupid.” Jess looked around at the mess in the room, “Least we have an excuse to pull up the hideous carpet,” she said. “Come on - smile - no one got hurt, we’re probably covered under the house insurance…It’s fine. In the great scheme of things it is fine.” Dean knew she was right but it still didn’t take the immediate sting off. Yes the room would be sorted and yes no one got hurt but it just meant more stress and more hard work to fix it all. “Come on, I’ll go and get us all something to eat. We can just shut the door on this room for now and deal with it later. It’s not going anywhere.” She took Dean by the hand and pulled him from the room. She closed the door behind them. “See - gone!” She smiled at him. He still didn’t smile back.
 
   “I’m going to go for a walk,” he said, “just need to cool off a little.”
 
   “Okay.” Jess knew it was probably for the best; when Dean was angry the best thing you could do was give him the time to calm down. They rarely argued but when they did - it was usually because she didn’t give him this necessary space. A few arguments later (and it was a few) and she’d learned the lesson - a lesson she also shared with her daughters when she found herself, from time to time, telling them to leave daddy alone for a while. “I’ll get you something to eat when you’re back,” she told him. “If you’re good, I might even make you a bacon sandwich. I think we have some left.” Dean smiled at her and headed off to get ready for his walk.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dean’s walk took him to the edge of the large garden. He didn’t plan on going much further - he just needed time away from his family and, specifically, that room. The whole business of what had happened there, and what was happening with his youngest daughter, was starting to get to him despite his best intentions not to let it. The girls hadn’t put their hands up to the incident with the paint (not that he really expected them to) and, if they didn’t do it, not many other scenarios were left to explain it. At least - not many scenarios which didn’t point towards the home’s tragic past. He didn’t believe in spirits. That was one of the many reasons why he found himself able to move into the house in the first place. So a woman had killed herself there, so what? It didn’t mean a vengeful spirit would be left behind to harm all those who dared move in. This wasn’t the movies. This was real life and - in real life - things like that didn’t happen.
 
   Dean found himself thinking about the woman who had lived there previously. After the estate agent had told him about what had happened, he had gone home and Googled the story. Good old Internet has everything hidden away on there somewhere and the suicide was no different. He remembered how he felt when he read about it; the feelings the owner must have felt when he found his wife hanging by her neck. He put himself in his shoes and wasn’t sure how he’d have gone on living had he found himself in the same position. Seeing your wife dead, knowing she had killed herself because she felt so desperate, so lonely. Had that been Dean, he knew he wouldn’t have been able to go on living - at least, if he were in the exact same position as the previous owner. They didn’t have children together, unlike Jess and Dean. With the children to look after he knew he’d have found the strength, from somewhere, to stay alive and ensure they were okay. But, definitely, if Jess and Dean were living in the same conditions as the previous owners - he wouldn’t have wanted to go on. He might not have killed himself immediately but he knew it would have only been a matter of time before he gave up. He wondered whether the man had found any sort of happiness by moving out. Part of him feared the previous owner had managed to steal a part of his family’s own happiness and that they, in turn, had inherited some of his sadness. Previously, he had never been a pessimistic person but - recently - he felt as though that was all he was and it consumed him despite his best efforts to remain positive. The trouble is it was hard being upbeat about everything when you were surrounded by so much stress and anxiety. He cast his mind back to the weeks leading up to the move, when he was at work, and how he wanted nothing more than to be at home with his family; helping to prepare for the next stage of their lives. Now he was at home he found he wanted nothing more than to be back in the office. The amount of time he ‘wasted’ there when he should have been at home with his family, he hated himself for wishing to be back behind the desk. And thinking of his family, he knew he had to get back to them soon. Let them know that he’d calmed down and that everything was fine. After all Jess was right - it could all be fixed with a little time, patience and - unfortunately - more money.
 
   He slowly started walking back down the long stretch of grass and towards the house. His eyes were drawn to the top window on the right hand side; the spare room. His heart skipped a beat when he noticed a shadow in the window. He quickened his pace until it turned into a run. Once at the back door he burst in and charged up the stairs, calling out for Jess all the way.
 
   She walked out of the spare room with an alarmed expression on her face, “What is it?” she asked. Dean’s panicked shouts had - in turn - set her on edge.
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked. He immediately knew that the shadow he’d seen, at the window, had been his wife’s. 
 
   “We thought we’d start clearing up. We were hoping to get the worst of it done by the time you got back,” she moved to the side so Dean could see into the bedroom. The girls were in there, with wet cloths, wiping the walls as best they could (not that it was making much difference) and the boxes had all been moved to the side of the room to give them a clearer idea of the actual damage caused. “You know - it’s not actually as bad as we first thought. Sure the carpet will need replacing but the walls were going to be painted anyway so…Nothing ruined there. I’ve had a look in the boxes too and everything inside seems okay. I think we were lucky - all things considered.” She stopped talking as she noticed how exhausted Dean appeared to be, “Are you okay?”
 
   He laughed, “Yes. I’m just being stupid. And thank you for this,” he said, referring to the cleaning operation taking place in the bedroom. “I’ll just take my coat and shoes off and then I’ll come and help.” He went to go back down the stairs but was stopped by the sound of Sophie’s voice.
 
   “Daddy?” Sophie asked.
 
   “Yes, honey?”
 
   “Is this the room where the lady died?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Night Six
 
    
 
   Dean walked into the bedroom and collapsed on the bed next to Jess. It had turned out to be a long day (and evening).
 
   “They’re finally asleep,” he said. The pair of them had spent the majority of the day explaining what had happened in the house in the most kiddy-friendly way they could think of. The problem was - whenever you were speaking about death, there was never a way that was really suitable to discuss with children. They never understood it no matter how hard you tried to make it easy for them. Out of the two girls, Caroline had been the one who was more freaked out than her sister; which surprised both Dean and Jess. They figured that because she was a little older, she would understand more. She had surprised them by reacting badly saying that she wanted to move out and go back home. They told her that this was her home now and that nothing bad could happen in her own home but she didn’t believe them. Jess had put Sophie to bed and she seemed to go to sleep fairly quickly; perhaps because she’d had more time to come to terms with what had happened (having already known about it) but Caroline, who Dean put to bed, was a different story and - for the first time since she was about five years old - she’d demanded that the light be left on. “How’d she know?” Dean asked.
 
   Jess shrugged, “I don’t know. Maybe she heard us talking about it?”
 
   “But we’ve been careful not to say anything in front of the girls.”
 
   “I know but you know what they’ve like. They have a tendency to hear most of what they’re not supposed to. They pick up on things.”
 
   “Well I can’t wait to hear what the counsellor says about it when Sophie brings it up with them - if we ever find a suitable one. We’re probably going to be labeled with the bad parent sticker…You know that, right?” Dean got up and started to remove his clothes - ready to climb into bed. “If it’s not one thing it’s another,” he groaned.
 
   “By tomorrow they’ll probably both have forgotten about it,” Jess told him, “you know what children are like.”
 
   “I know children have active imaginations. No wonder she thinks she has been seeing things. She must have heard us talking and now her mind has put two and two together to come up with…Whatever is going on in that mind of hers. You know we’ve probably broken our daughter, right?”
 
   “Don’t say that. She’ll be fine. Tomorrow we’ll phone around some specialists and see if we can get her an appointment with one of them. Let’s just…Let’s just get to tomorrow, shall we?”
 
   Before he’d even finished talking to the girls about the tragedy in the spare room, Dean had already decided to utilise tomorrow for finding a counsellor for Sophie to talk to. The girl already had bad dreams even before she had found out that someone had killed themselves in the house, and this probably wasn’t going to do those any good. If anything he felt they were likely to get worse. Now it was all about damage control as quickly and efficiently as possible. It didn’t even bother him that the Internet might not be working by morning, if it still hadn’t been connected, he was happy to use his mobile phone and a copy of the Yellow pages they had found by the front door when they first moved in; much to his surprise. He was sure they’d stop producing that since the Internet took off. It didn’t matter what he thought. Now he was just grateful it had been left for them. He stood there for a moment, at the end of the bed, with his mind racing overtime. Jess noticed he’d stopped getting ready for bed.
 
   “What’s the matter?” she asked.
 
   He walked from the room and down the stairs, towards the front door. They’d casually tossed the book in the corner when they’d started bringing their boxes in. It was still there. He grabbed it and walked on through to the living room with it tucked under his arm. He knew he wasn’t going to sleep this evening - his brain was working overtime with concerns for his children (and stress). Why bother waiting for the morning to go through the section detailing various counsellors? Using his time productively now - by morning he could have a list the length of his arm of telephone numbers to try. Lying in bed, tossing and turning all night, was nothing but a waste of time. At least doing it this way, he felt as though he was doing something useful. 
 
   Jess walked into the room, confused as to why he had suddenly walked from the room, “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
   “I’m not tired, I figured I’d get a head start on looking for a counsellor.”
 
   Jess didn’t move from the doorway, “Did you want me to help?” she asked.
 
   “Only have one book,” he pointed out. “Besides - there’s no sense both of us sitting up. You might as well go on up to bed.” Truth be told he wanted some alone time anyway; a little peace to clear his head as he thumbed the booklet for telephone numbers. 
 
   “Okay. Well. If you’re sure.” She walked over to where he had crashed onto the sofa and leaned down for a kiss. He didn’t look up, too busy looking down at the book. She hesitated a moment - and then kissed him on the forehead when she realised that he was already caught up in the book. “Well. Good night.” She walked from the room.
 
   “Good night,” Dean replied, still without so much as looking up at her.
 
   * * * * *
 
   3:30am.
 
   The house was mostly quiet with the exception of the dripping tap in the kitchen. Both Caroline and Sophie were sleeping soundly in their bedrooms. Dean was still downstairs, lying on the sofa. His mouth was wide open as a small trail of drool seeped out onto the open page of the telephone directory resting on his chest where he’d dropped it before resting his eyes ‘for a minute’. On the floor, next to where he dreamt, was a piece of paper and a pen; the paper had ten numbers scrawled across it. His snoring suggested he was in a deep sleep.
 
   The living room door quietly clicked shut before a pair of footsteps made their way up the stairs - hardly making a sound as they did; almost as if they weren’t quite touching the floor. 
 
   Jess was sleeping soundly in her bed. She stirred slightly as the door opened slowly.
 
   “What time is it?” she asked. She didn’t open her eyes. She didn’t even move. In reality - she didn’t even need an answer. She was already asleep again.
 
   “Ssh,” whispered a voice which was not her husband.
 
   She stirred again as the bed creaked on Dean’s side. The duvet moved as someone climbed in behind her.
 
   “Mmmm, that’s nice,” she sighed as she felt someone push up behind her. “I love you,” she said before falling back into a deep, deep sleep. Her visitor didn’t reply.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Day Seven
 
    
 
   When Jess woke up she noticed Dean’s side of the bed was empty. She rolled over onto it - half expecting to feel the warmth left from his body and smell his natural scent - but was surprised at how cold the mattress and (that side of) the duvet were. Almost as though no one had actually slept there. She buried her face in the pillow and suddenly pulled it away - retching as she did. A dank, musty smell stuck to the pillow as though it hadn’t been washed for many years.
 
   “Jesus!” she moaned, “Guess I know what I’m doing today!” A day of stripping the bed linen off and giving everything a good wash. She presumed it must have got dirty in the move - even though they were all bagged up neatly. She threw the duvet off and climbed from the bed before sticking her head into the en-suite bathroom. She frowned when she noticed it was empty. Figured Dean may have been in there - perhaps washing himself ready for a busy day of whatever he’d planned to do. Realising he wasn’t in there, she threw her dressing gown on and stepped from the bedroom and onto the landing. “Dean?” she called out. Nothing. She poked her head in on the girls - both of them were still sleeping. Hardly surprising given the late night they’d had. At least neither of them appeared to have had nightmares. Jess walked down the stairs towards the living room where she’d last seen Dean. He was still in there, fast asleep. The book on his chest, his neck at an extremely uncomfortable angle. “Honey?” she whispered loud enough to wake him but not loud enough to startle him. Nothing worse than being woken up with a jump. “Honey?” she whispered again when he didn’t stir. This time he did.
 
   “What time is it?” he asked as he pushed the heavy book onto the floor. 
 
   “It’s early. Just gone seven.”
 
   The book landed with a thud. “My fucking neck!” Dean moaned as tried to rub the ache away. “I tell you - this is not a comfortable couch to fall asleep on…”
 
   “Why’d you come back down here?” Jess asked.
 
   “I told you - I didn’t think I’d be able to sleep so thought I’d try and find a number for a counsellor. Need to get this sorted,” he said.
 
   “I presumed you’d found one when you crawled into bed during the night.”
 
   “I found a few…Wait…What? I didn’t come to bed last night. I fell asleep here,” he said.
 
   Jess’ face went white, “You woke me up getting into bed.”
 
   “Jess, I’ve been down here all night. I swear.”
 
   “No, you didn’t.”
 
   “Yes, I did. You just woke me up.”
 
   “Then who crawled into bed with me?” she asked. Panic all over her face.
 
   “One of the girls? It wouldn’t exactly be surprising if one of them couldn’t sleep after yesterday!”
 
   “I’ve just checked on them. They’re both asleep in their own beds. They don’t go back to their own bed after coming in with us, you know that. They stay until morning.”
 
   “Well - Jesus, Jess - I don’t know what you want me to say. I’ve been down here all night.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Why would I lie about something like that? I’ve been down here all night.” He sat up. He expected Jess to come over and sit with him but she didn’t move from where she was standing in the doorway.
 
   “Look - I think we should seriously consider our options here…”
 
   “Our options? Our options to what?” he asked before giving her a chance to explain.
 
   “This place. This house.”
 
   Dean didn’t like where this was heading, “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I don’t feel safe here. Something is very wrong with this house.”
 
   “Jess…”
 
   “No, I mean it, I don’t feel safe here. I haven’t since the first night. I’m not comfortable.”
 
   Dean tried his best to keep his temper under control despite feeling it build up inside him. They’d spoken - at length - about what had happened in the house to avoid this very situation and yet, here it was, rearing its ugly head. “I’m pretty sure we can’t back out of a signed contract. The deal was done. This is our house now. We chose it. Together. We can’t just pack up and move out….Hell we…” he cut himself off and fell silent. Jess started to cry. Dean didn’t get up to offer her any form of comfort or reassurance. He sighed heavily - as though he’d lost all patience and will to even continue with the conversation but did so regardless, “This was supposed to be the start of the next chapter in our lives. You know, what we discussed, a place to continue raising the children. A place to make more happy memories…”
 
   “We need help!” Jess went to argue. “Something is happening with our family and we need help to deal with it…”
 
   “Oh now we need help?” That was the final straw. Dean raised his voice, “The other day it was Sophie who needed the help. We were fine. It was our daughter who was fucking insane but now it’s all of us? Brilliant. Nice one. Well…” he stopped. He noticed a shadow behind where Jess was standing. He peered around her and noticed Sophie and Caroline were standing there - both of them appeared upset. “Shit,” he muttered under his breath. Judging by their expressions it was obvious they’d heard more than enough. “Sophie, daddy’s sorry…I didn’t mean it…” he got up and walked towards the girls. Jess, in the meantime, turned to face them. Despite the outburst from Dean - it appeared the girls’ minds were elsewhere. 
 
   “I don’t want you to die,” Caroline whispered. Her voice was quivering as she addressed her father. She burst into tears as though she’d been containing them for months upon months and was no longer able to hold them. Dean sighed again. That was all he needed, Sophie had been telling Caroline of her dreams. They had worked so hard to keep them from their eldest daughter just because they didn’t want her to start to have them either; a little seed planted by Sophie which would grow into a huge oak tree of problems. 
 
   Jess knelt down to her daughter’s level and put her arms around her, “Your father’s not going anywhere,” she reassured her.
 
   “But he is though,” Caroline whimpered. Sophie started to cry too. 
 
   Dean turned to his youngest, “Did you have that dream again?”
 
   She shook her head. He couldn’t help but wish they had never mentioned the possibility of her seeing someone - a specialist - to try and help with the bad dreams (and other issues). Ever since they had dropped it into a conversation, to see what she had thought, she had clammed up and refused to admit to anything to either her mum or her dad. This time she must have woken up, in a panic, and shared her sad thoughts with her sister - and her sister clearly listened and took it straight to heart.
 
   “What makes you say that?” Jess continued talking to Caroline.
 
   “Because he is going to die! He dies in his sleep!” she started to become more distressed. Jess held her tighter than before - a gesture to show she was there for her.
 
   Dean muttered, “At least it’s peaceful,” he said.
 
   Jess glared at him, “You think this is funny? Look at what is happening to our family. We can’t do this, Dean. We’re falling apart.”
 
   Dean walked back into the living room and picked up the piece of paper he’d been working on during the night before he had dozed off, “Look - telephone numbers for counsellors - a whole list of them. I’ll phone them this morning and try and get an appointment for the whole family. We can all speak to someone and let them decide how best to proceed; whether it be one on one or group sessions for all of us. If that’s what you want - we’ll do it - but we can’t move out of this house. It’s nothing to do with the house…”
 
   “But it started when we moved in!”
 
   “The dreams were occurring well before we moved here,” Dean reminded Jess. “Remember? How many times have I lost out on a good night’s sleep because I’ve had to go and comfort her? In case you’ve forgotten - loads of times.” He reiterated, “It has nothing to do with this house and what happened here and you need to put that out of your mind. You’re making it a problem and you need to stop!” Dean realised he was saying too much in front of the girls but he couldn’t stop himself. Just as Caroline’s floodgates had been opened, so had his - and his emotions came out in a more hostile way than Caroline’s. Jess just looked at him - her arms still offering comfort to her weeping daughter - a look of hatred in her face.
 
   “You’re an asshole,” she said - her voice was low.
 
   “Well - that’s a maybe but I’m the only sane one here right now.”
 
   Jess stood up and walked from the room, leading both daughters away. Dean stormed over to the door and slammed it shut. He returned to the couch and sat down heavily on it. This was supposed to be the next stage of their content family life and yet the whole thing was going to shit. And to think - it wasn’t long ago that Jess was hinting at wanting another child. He sat there, desperately trying to figure out where it had started to go wrong and - more importantly - how to fix it. He couldn’t put the house on the market. The ink wasn’t even dry on the contracts yet. He couldn’t just sell up and move out again. Besides, these problems were nothing to do with the house. Maybe they’d flared up from the moving and general stress involved with that but it wasn’t the house. There’s no such thing as ghosts and houses don’t hold into past memories. They’re just brick and mortar. They don’t store karma - whether it’s good or bad. It doesn’t work like that. He looked down at the piece of paper and the numbers listed upon it. His mind was telling him there’d be no shame in seeking help for all of them, though. An outsider who could listen to their problems and help guide them back to the happy family they once were. He felt a little embarrassed at not being able to fix the issues himself but clearly things were getting out of hand. Despite the harsh words he sometimes used when he spoke to Jess - he didn’t want to lose her. He didn’t want to lose any of them. If they needed to speak to a stranger then so be it.
 
   He reached across to the telephone and started to dial the telephone number situated at the top of the list. Whatever it takes - he was determined to keep both his family and their new home.
 
   With the number dialled, he pressed the handset to his ear and listened as it began to ring.
 
   * * * * *
 
   “I’m sorry,” Dean was the first to apologise as he walked into the spare bedroom where Jess was still tidying up from the previous day. Her eyes looked as though she’d been crying all morning. “Where are the girls?” Dean asked when Jess didn’t acknowledge his apology.
 
   “Outside.”
 
   Dean walked over to the window and looked out. The girls were playing in the garden; running around and laughing. Dean smiled. The image below was what he’d imaged it to be like before they moved in; the girls running around with room to play, the pair of them smiling and laughing as they enjoyed themselves.
 
   “Look at them,” he pointed out of the window for Jess’ benefit. She didn’t move from her spot near the corner of the room, “Please?” he begged. Reluctantly she stood up and joined Dean at the window. “Look at them out there. They look happy, don’t they?” Jess didn’t answer. “You know - this is what I imagined it to be like when we were waiting to move in. No arguments, just joy. Happiness.” Jess didn’t say anything. She wiped a remaining tear from her cheek. “Isn’t this what you wanted?” he pressed her, trying to get her to talk. She nodded. “I am sorry for earlier,” he continued. “It’s just - I wanted this to work out so badly for us, you know? I wanted us to be happy here. I thought we would be. Never imagined we’d be arguing the way we are right now anyway…”
 
   “Me neither.”
 
   “Pretty stupid,” he said. “I’ll try and fix things. I’ll try and make things better but this is our home now. We need to make the house work. I know you said you don’t feel safe here but everything is just getting blown out of proportion; no doubt because of the stress of moving and what’s going on with Sophie. But - this room - what happened; we spoke about it. We were both fine with it and I don’t understand the sudden turn around you’re having.”
 
   “I just feel like we’re always being watched,” Jess admitted. “I don’t feel comfortable here. I know it’s silly but I can’t shake the feeling that - everywhere we go - there are eyes on us.”
 
   “Look, hows about we unpack, we decorate this room and make it our own, we see the counsellor - as a family - and then, if you’re still not satisfied that there’s nothing wrong with the house…Then we’ll look at putting it back on the market and finding somewhere else to live. Is that fair?” Jess didn’t answer. “Come on, please, I’m trying really hard to make this work here. You need to work with me, please. What do you say? I promise, after speaking to the counsellor and sorting this room out, if you’re not happy we’ll move…Yeah?” Jess nodded. She didn’t look as though she was entirely convinced but Dean didn’t care. She still nodded and that was better than nothing. “And I think I’ve found us a counsellor,” he explained. “It only took most of the morning but there’s one - not too far from here - who is able to see us in the morning if you’re interested? I took the appointment just in case you said yes but - if you don’t want to - I can always call them and cancel?”
 
   “We should go,” Jess said.
 
   Dean nodded, “Fine - whatever you want.” Nearly whatever she wanted anyway. She wanted to move out. She wanted to go back to their old home, even though it belonged to someone else now, but she couldn’t have that. “So,” he hesitated, “am I forgiven? Could I get a hug?” Jess looked at him. She knew they’d both been stupid about the situation. They’d both over reacted. Dean continued, “And - maybe - as the kids are outside…Maybe I could get a blow job?” Jess laughed.
 
   “You’re such an asshole!” she said. Her outburst didn’t matter this time - not all the time she was smiling about it. Her words didn’t come with the venom presented earlier. Dean smiled and leant in for a sneaky kiss of her cheek. A second later and he put his arms around her, holding her close to his body with their two children playing in the garden beyond the window.
 
   A happy family.
 
   “Come on,” he said as they continued their hug, “let’s go outside.”
 
   “What about the room?” Jess asked.
 
   “What about it? It’s not going anywhere. Just leave the window open to try and air the smell of paint and leave it. Family time is more important. These days won’t last forever,” he reminded her. One minute your child is your baby, the next they’re running around as teenagers and then - before you know it - they’ve moved out and are starting a family of their own. Dean didn’t want to miss any of it. He took Jess by the hand and walked her from the bedroom and down the stairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Night Seven
 
    
 
   The rest of the day had been spent playing in the sunny garden - running around playing tag and kicking one of the plastic footballs - and was concluded with a nice barbecue; although it had to be cooked in the kitchen as they didn’t actually possess a proper outdoors barbecue due to the lack of room in their last home. Despite the rocky start to the morning, the day was filled with laughter and smiles. At least - it was until it came for the girls to go to bed. Neither of them wanted to go up, despite being allowed to stay up half an hour later than their usual bedtime.
 
   The usual routine of putting them to bed went along the lines of telling them to go to the bathroom (making sure they went to the toilet) to brush their teeth and then to say goodnight to each other (and their parents) before heading off to their own rooms. Sometimes, rarely, Sophie would ask for a bedtime story. Tonight - for the first time in as long as Dean could remember - both girls requested a story. Jess offered to read for Caroline after Dean said he’d read for Sophie first and then Caroline but their eldest daughter refused her mother’s offer. She wanted her dad to read it to her and became teary at the possibility of him not doing so.
 
   “It’s fine. I’ll do it,” Dean had told Jess.
 
   It upset Jess, from time to time, when the girls always requested their father. Sophie called out for him when she cried - it was always her father she wanted and now Jess wasn’t even good enough to read a story to her eldest child. When she had mentioned it a while back to Dean - he had told her it was because he was always stuck at work so - in their eyes - wasn’t around as much. His words made sense but - occasionally - it still bothered Jess. She cooked for them, she cleaned for them - would it really have hurt to be asked to read for them from time to time too? Tonight was one of those nights she felt unappreciated.
 
   “You can make me feel loved when you’re done,” she had told Dean with a cheeky smile on her face. He knew what she’d meant and couldn’t help but smile too. As he climbed the stairs, to where his girls waited in their bedrooms, he wondered how fast he could get the individual readings done. Hopefully in record breaking speed, he thought, so he could venture off to satisfy his wife’s needs.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Dean closed the book and put it on the floor next to Caroline’s bed.
 
   “I think that’s enough for tonight,” he told her. She’d chosen Swallows and Amazons and there was no way he was about to read the whole thing to her in one night, despite her pleas for him to continue. “We’ll read some more tomorrow,” he told her. “In fact - you can read it to me,” he suggested. Not just because it saved his voice and saved him the embarrassment of doing the various voices but because it happened to be good practice for her too. He leaned across to her and gave her a kiss on the forehead, “Nighty-night!” She didn’t respond. Dean stood up and walked to the door. He reached for the light-switch.
 
   “Please don’t die, daddy.” 
 
   Dean froze. He didn’t quite know how to respond. It was clear that Caroline was upset and immediately he realised why she’d wanted him to read to her as opposed to Jess. She wanted to cram in as much time with her dad as humanly possible. Clearly Sophie’s conversation had upset Caroline more than she had let on. Dean walked back across the bedroom and sat on the edge of the bed.
 
   “Promise me,” Caroline continued.
 
   “Honey - we all go up to Heaven I’m afraid so I can’t promise you that. But what I can promise you is that it won’t be for a really, really long time, okay?” Caroline had tears in her eyes - clearly on the verge of crying. 
 
   “So not tonight then, okay?”
 
   Her words alarmed Dean but he tried his best not to show it and tried to comfort her some more, “You know - as I told your sister - if you have a bad dream…They tend to work in reverse. So all the bad stuff you dream about actually turns out to be good things. If you dreamt of me dying tonight - I’m actually going to die in years to come.”
 
   “But what if I didn’t dream it?” she asked. Fear on her face.
 
   “Then it’s all in your head and you’re being silly for no reason,” Dean smiled at her.
 
   “It’s not in my head though. I was told you were going to die tonight,” Caroline started to cry.
 
   “By whom? Your sister?”
 
   Caroline shook her head.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I’m not allowed to say. If I tell anyone then mummy will die too…”
 
   “What? You’re being stupid. Who has been saying all this?”
 
   Caroline stopped crying. Her eyes went wide with fear. Something over Dean’s shoulder had caught her attention. She pointed, “He told me!”
 
   Dean frowned. Slowly he turned around to face the direction Caroline was pointing. There, just a few feet behind him, a man stood with a knife in his hand. Before Dean could say anything the man took a step forward and swiped at his throat with the tip of the blade. The blade cut through Dean’s skin as though it were a hot knife through butter. Blood sprayed across the room as a major artery was cut right through. Dean grabbed his throat and fell off the bed, onto the floor where he started to try and crawl towards the door, away from his attacker. Caroline wanted to scream out loud but didn’t dare. She remembered the man’s threat and - more importantly - the conversation they’d had the previous night. He was going to look after her. He was going to be her new daddy. They’d be one happy family. Him, the two girls and Jess. But if they dared to tell anyone about his nightly visits, then both their current daddy and their mummy would have to die. The man stepped over Dean’s body and shut the bedroom door to stop any unwanted attention coming their way. He raised his finger to his mouth and shushed Caroline quiet.
 
   “Ssh, it’s okay…” He walked over to her and sat on the bed. Caroline didn’t move. She was rooted to the spot. The man leaned forward and kissed her on the forehead. “Daddy’s here now,” the man whispered.
 
   * * * * *
 
   Jess walked up the stairs towards her bedroom to prepare herself for Dean; a quick shower and the opportunity to slip into something a little less uncomfortable. As she walked past the spare room she couldn’t help but notice the strong smell of paint. She peered into the room and noticed the window was closed. She walked in - to open it - and stopped dead when she realised the cupboard was open. Not just that but a light too - coming from the ceiling in there. She walked across the room to investigate, stepping around the (now dry) puddles of paint and opened the cupboard wider. Her heart skipped a beat. Inside the cupboard, there was no ceiling. Just a hole where it should have been. A hole which lead straight through to the attic space. A light shone down from the space.
 
   “What the hell?”
 
   She used the shelving unit on the back wall of the cupboard to clamber up high enough to see into the attic. Her heart skipped another beat when she realised what she was looking at in the far corner of the room; some kind of shrine built up around pictures of a woman. Next to that, she saw there was a mattress - surrounded by food wrappers. Two buckets in the corner of the room. She pulled herself up into the loft to get a closer look. As she walked across to what appeared to be a ‘living space’ she noticed several heavy weights had been left on top of the loft hatch. No wonder Dean hadn’t been able to open it. She didn’t look into the buckets. She didn’t need to. As she approached, the smell hit her hard. They were full of waste. She gagged. A closer look at the shrine and she noticed random scribblings on post-it notes stuck to various different pictures of the woman. Notes which spelt out how sorry someone was, how much he loved her. She knew instantly it belonged to the previous owner. He’d been living in the attic all this time? She ran back towards the hole in the cupboard ceiling and carefully dropped down the various shelves until she was back in the spare room again. 
 
   “Dean!” she called out.
 
   She ran through, across the landing, to Sophie’s room and stopped dead. Her daughters were standing at the other end of the landing, next to Caroline’s room. They both look petrified. A strange man - the previous owner? - was standing between them with his arms around them. In his hand was a bloody knife.
 
   “Hi, honey!” he said. He smiled. “I hope you don’t mind but I thought the kids could stay up a little later tonight. Was thinking about putting on a midnight snack or something. Don’t know about you but I am absolutely starving.” He turned to the girls. “By the way - we’ve been talking and I’m not sure their names suit them. I think we should call them Beth and Gloria…” He turned to the girls, “What do you think? You like those names?” They didn’t say anything. They just stood there, trapped in his embrace, with tears running down their faces. He turned to Jess, “And - I hope you don’t mind - I was hoping I could call you Cathy?”
 
   Jess screamed.
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