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| Matt Blake knew the place he'd just

| moved into wasn't his dream home.
What he didn't know was that its

history would give him nightmares....
>

Illustration: Nicolas Ortega




N JANUARY 2021, 18 months after a sticky divorce,

Ibought a house. Iboughtit partly because I could -

my ex-wifeandIhad gotluckyonthe propertyladder

and walked away with enough money for a deposit
each.Butalso, IboughtitbecauseIwasdesperate. With
shared custody of our two-year-old daughter, Ineeded
aplace where she could be happy and whereIcould get
back on my feet.

It wasn’t my dream home. The bay window had
been replaced by a PVC box, the walls were wonky,
the windows were draughty and the pipes groaned
whenever I turned on the heating. It was freezing in
winterand,Iwouldlearn, had aslug probleminsummer.
On aroad in Walthamstow, north-east London, lined
by Victorian bay-windowed terraces, mine stood out
like a cracked tooth.

The divorce had hurt. After a decade together,
five of them married, there had been no emotional
or physical abuse, no infidelity; love just curdled.
Plus there’s nothing like new parenthood to expose
cracks in a marriage. “Daddy,” our daughter said one
bedtime soon after the separation, “when I’'m a baby
again, will you and Mummy live together like you did
when I was a baby before?” Turns out explaining to a
toddler that time runs inexorably in one direction is
far easier than explaining why two grownups can no
longer share a home.

SothefirsttimeIturnedthekeyonthatgrey January
day, at the height of the pandemic, I felt elated. This
house represented a new future for us both. I never
once thought about its past.

“The first thing you do when you move into a new
houseiswipeallmemory of the previous owners,” my
brother, Nick, said a few weekslater. “And we can start
withthat disgusting carpetinthe frontbedroom.” The
carpet was a browny grey, like rat’s fur. And it clung
stubbornly to the floor. But with a crowbar and brute
force, it slowly began to submit. Suddenly, Nick stopped
yankingand stood up. “There’s something wrong with
your boards.”

The more we pulled, the more we saw it - an
amorphousblack patch, about the size ofa doublebed,
inthe centre of theroom. Some of theboards appeared
chewed up and peppered by flecks of white and grey
where there had obviously been some kind of fire. My
homebuyer’s survey had mentioned nothing of this.
While the damage was cosmetic, it didn’t take a joiner
to see the boards needed replacing.

Most fires startin kitchens, notbedrooms. This one
had obviously been small, on the exact spot where a
bed must once have been, and where my bed was now.
The next morning, [looked back at all the images ever
taken of the house on Google Street View. One, from
August2008, showed the housejust asitis now except
for corrugated iron sheets where the windows should
have been. Above the window frames sooty marks
curled up the front of the house like eyelashes. The
gutters were melted, mangled, and the facade’s white
render was peeling.

Isentafreedom ofinformationrequesttothe London
firebrigade, asking foralist of every call-out tomy street
inthe past20years. Since 2000, almost a third of the 20
calls to which firefighters had responded were to one
address: mine. Four “malicious false alarms” and two
“primary fires”. Stranger still, five of those incidents
(including both fires) had taken place within a seven-
month period, between February and September 2008.
The fire brigade wouldn’t tell me whether anyone had
died, orbeenhurt,and the police wouldn’t help. A trawl
ofthelocal paper from the time yielded nothing.

I went outside and looked up at the house. It had
clearly been repaired. Two doors down, I saw Jackie -
who has lived on the street for 20 years - smoking on
her front step. I asked if she knew anything about the
fires. “Ohyeah, we allused to call yours The Fire House,”
shesaid. Jackie also told me she remembered the man
who had lived there at the time; he used to light fires
in the bedroom, then sit on the wall opposite to wait
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for the fire brigade. “One fire was so bad,” she said, “I
thought it was going to take our house down with it.”

She tapped ash into a flowerpot. “Of course, he’sin
prison now for raping those women. He murdered one
in the playground round the corner. The papers called
him the E17 Night Stalker.”

HENAMAN VYAS CAME to London from India,
he was 24. A university graduate whose father
had been a teacher, he moved into this house
in 2008, found a job at a dry cleaner’s and a
girlfriend about his age. He also had a terrible secret.
Ajuryat Croydon crown court heard that, between 24
March and 30 May 2009, he had attacked four women
between theagesof32and 59. Always at night, always
near hishome:inagraveyard,analleywayandawoman’s
own home, where he had forced entry. His last victim
wasa35-year-old widow named Michelle Samaraweera.
He spotted her at 1am in the local supermarket, where
she had popped in to buy milk, and he killed herin the
children’s playground 50 yards up the street.

Police had DNA butinitially found nomatch. In what
became one of the largest manhunts in British police
history, they swab-tested more than 1,000 local men,
postedleaflets through doorsand put outanappeal on
the BBC’s Crimewatch. Eventually, the investigation
yielded aname. By then, Vyashad got wind of the appeal
and bought a one-way ticket to India, where he hoped
to avoid extradition.

Meanwhile, Samaraweera’s family, and those of
Vyas’s other victims, faced an unimaginable wait for
justice. Walthamstow MP Stella Creasyled acampaign
to bring him back. Local women held a march. It was
only in 2019, after a 10-year extradition battle with
Indianauthorities, that British detectives brought him
home to face trial.

“Aman Vyas has had over 11 years to come clean
and admit to raping and murdering my sister, and
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even longer to admit to all the other heinous crimes
committed against the other innocent victims,”
Samaraweera’s sister told the court during his trial.
“Instead, he has lied and fabricated stories for his
own benefit. He will never understand what he put
my mother, sisters, children, loved ones, friends and
myselfthrough.”

Summing up, the judge told him: “You have shown
neither compassion nor remorse for your victims
throughout your trial, putting those who were alive,and
couldremember events, through the ordeal of reliving
events, whilst you continued to protest yourinnocence
tothebitterend, concocting ever more fanciful versions
of eventsasyou struggled to explainaway the weight of
the evidenceagainst you.” Vyas wasjailed for life, with
a minimum term of 37 years before being considered
for parole.

AsfarasIknow, Vyascommitted none ofhiscrimes
inside the house, and nobody died here, at least not
at his hands. But it is where he lived. Where he came
home, cleaned himselfup. Some of my neighbours even
remember him. “Kept himself to himself,” Jackie’s
partner Mike told me. “Not rude, but not friendly. I
don’t think I ever heard him speak. He always looked
at the ground when he walked past.”

LL HOUSES HAVE HISTORIES. But how much
thought do we give to what happened in them
before we moved in? Like most people, I treated
this house’s past like the junk folder in my email:
you know there might bebad stuffinthere, butsolong
asyounever openit, it can’t do any harm.

That evening, after I’d finished reading the court
report, Ifound myselfpeeringinto corners of theroom
to check the shadows were still where they should be.
Foratime, Ibecame darkly obsessed with my house as
thestagingareafor Vyas’sdepravity. Itbecame wrapped
in the horror of what he did.

Time passed. I ripped up the charred boards and
replaced them with new ones. My daughter started
primary school at the end of our street. Yet, walking
around the house, my unease remained. When I was
onmy own, Ibegantoimagine him here.Did that third
step creak for him as he went upstairs to bed? Did the
front door key stick for him when he let himselfin?
Some evenings, as my daughter slept, I'd find myself
ghoulishlyimagining what he did when he came home
after committing the crimes.

Inever found out why he started the fires. They don’t
fitthetimeline of the crimes for which he was convicted
- the last one took place a few months before the first
rape. My guess is that it made him feel powerful. But
that’s all conjecture.

N 2010 THE NOVELIST Harriet Evans bought a new
home with her partner on Danbury Street, north
London. They moved in and unpacked their boxes,
but for Evans, something didn’t feel right. The place
was always cold, none of the door handles worked and
there wasamouseinfestation they couldn’t fix. “Itjust
hadavibe,” Evanssays. “ThenIdiscovered we werethe
fifth people to buy it in 10 years.” Evans Googled the
address. “Itwasall over the internet,” sherecalls. “The
last thing you want is to see your new home described
asone of the most notorious housesin north London.”
In1902,awomannamed Annie Waltershad murdered
twobabiesinaroomshe’d beenrentingat the property.
Shehadbeen engagedin “baby farming” - demanding
payment from desperate single mothers in return for
giving their unwanted newborns a better life.
“Iwastrying tohaveababyat the time and theidea
thatthesebabieshadbeen murdered there wasincredibly
painful,” Evanssays. “Forawhile Iwas freaked out by
it,drivenin partbythe fact that "d recently left my job
towrite full-time and wasin astate of high anxietyand
depression,soitwasn’tagreattimeinmylifeanyway.”
“Houses with horrible histories can be challenging
tosell,” says estate agent Reuben John, salesdirector at
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M&M Propertiesinnorth London. “Some people really
careand won’t gonear it; others pretend they care just
to get a discount. But the truth is, a nice property will
always sell, especially in London.”

Nobody knows this better than John. In 2015, he
sold 23D Cranley Gardens, in Muswell Hill, to an asset
management company for £285,000. It was in this flat
that,in1982and 1983, Dennis Nilsen murdered thelast
three of his 15 young male victims, chopping up their
bodies and flushing parts down the toilet.

The flat’s current tenants declined tobeinterviewed
forthisarticle, but Johnremembersthe sale well. “The
moment I walked in, I picked up a really creepy feel,”
he says. “I have often wondered if this was because I
already knew what had happened there, or because
therereally was a dark energy to that place.”

Unlike my home, 23D Cranley Gardens is such
a famous address that John chose to disclose the
property’s past to prospective buyers. “A lot of people
were very open-minded until they walked through the
frontdoor. Someactually said they feltan evil presence,
walked straight out and refused to go backin.”

Laura Bamber lived in a notorious property from
the age of 13. In the 1990s, her parents moved her and
her two sistersinto alarge Georgian house in the Kent
countryside. They soon learned that the wife of the
previous owner had killed herself in the basement
two decades earlier. “Local rumours were that her
husband was abusive and used to lock her down
there,” she says. “We even found a lilac dress of hers
ina cupboard in the attic.”

While Bamber says she enjoyed a happy childhood
there, some of the rooms had “oppressive vibes, areal
Miss Havisham feel. ’'m not superstitious, but therooms
where the previous owners spent most of their time
always had a weird smell. A lingering, foreign smell.”

The question of whether houses soak up “vibes”,
as wallpaper absorbs cigarette smoke, has troubled

humans for centuries. The science of this phenomenon
is the study of “emotional residue” - which explores
whetherfeelingshangaroundinaphysicalenvironment
aftertheresidents haveleft. Scientists have even proved
that tearsand sweat glands pump out “chemosignals”
other people detect and physically respond to, not only
in the moment but even after the source has gone.

After I told friends the story of my own home,
more than one of the more spiritually minded told me
the place had a “weird vibe” or a “strange feel”. One
Sunday afternoon, my ex-wife stopped by to collect
our daughter. I'd mentioned the dark history, but this
was the first time she’d been inside. “It’s a nice place,”
she said, “but it’s got an uncomfortable energy toit.”

I’d always been cynical about this kind of thing.
But when she offered to burn sage inside the house
to cleanse the negative aura, I was strangely moved. I
don’t believe in ghosts but perhaps, deep down, I was
superstitious. “I really think the sellers should have
told you about this,” she said and frowned.

‘ HEYHADNO OBLIGATION to tell youabout this,”
says Sam Cook, practice head of commercial
and property litigation at Nockold’s Solicitors,
reminding me that the starting point for any

property negotiation is, and always has been, caveat
emptor - Latin for “let thebuyer beware”. “Ultimately,
it is up to you as the buyer to satisfy yourself that the
quality of the property is sound and isn’t blighted in
some way,” he says.

There is legal precedent for this. In 1998, Alan
and Susan Sykes bought a house in Wakefield, West
Yorkshire, only todiscoverthat, 14 yearsearlier,adentist
had murdered and dismembered hisadopted daughter
before hiding her body parts about the property. The
Sykeses instantly moved out of the house, sold it at a
loss of thousands and sued the former owners for failing
totellthem about the house’s gruesome past. The case

went to the court of appeal, where a panel of judges
ruled that the vendors, Jamesand Alison Taylor-Rose,
had not been dishonest when they answered “no” to
a questionnaire that asked: “Is there any information
which you think the buyer may have aright to know?”

“You couldn’t get a more subjective question if
you tried,” Cook says. “So the only real way to protect
yourselfis to do the research yourself.”

It was for precisely this reason that Roy Condrey,
a US landlord and software entrepreneur, launched
DiedInHouse.com,in2013. Asinthe UK, US estateagents
are not legally obliged to tell potential homebuyers
about prior criminal activity becauseitisnot considered
a “material fact”, so he developed an algorithm to do
justthat. “Ifthere’safire orif you’ve had building work
or repairs, you have to disclose that by law,” he says.
“Why not a death? Especially a violent death.”

For $11.99asearch, DiedInHouse will trawl through
more than 130m police and courtrecords, news reports,
obituaries, death certificates and credit histories. For
beltand braces, his team then performamanualsearch
to“trytofillany holesthe algorithm might have missed”.

Businessisbooming. Condrey says he has sold more
than 300,000 reports since he started - an average of
around 100 a day. “No matter what people say, murder
impacts a lot of people; I know it does,” he says. “If
peopledidn’t care, they wouldn’tbebuyingourreports.”

It has done so well in the US that Condrey wants to
expand the service into Britain. But there is one snag.
“Ouralgorithm mainly works on digitised records, most
of which only gobackasfarasthe 80s,” hesays. “Togo
back further, we have toresearch a property manually.
And in the UK, history goes back for ever. You’ve got
houses that are older than my country.”

OULD I HAVE USED such a service, if one were
available here in Britain? Unlikely. Almost two
yearson, Istillthinkabout what happened inmy
house. But part of thereasonIboughtit wastodo
itup, sothat’swhatI’vebeen doing. Aswellas pulling up
thebedroom floorboards and replacing them with fresh
pineones,Igotinbuilderstoaddabedroomintheloft
and re-render the facade. Ireplaced the guttering and
light fittings, painted the walls, relaid the downstairs
floor with cork, built shelves and put out my books.
I’ve discovered damp, and I’ve learned that the house
was also used as a cannabis farm by one person who
owned itafter Vyas: it wasthe only house on the street
on whose roof snow would never settle.

Iam the 20th owner of this house since it was built
in 1888. According to the local records office, its first
owners were a warehouse packer, his wife and their two
children. When Queen Victoria died, it was inhabited
by a cordwainer - a shoemaker - and his family. When
the first world war broke out, a wonderfully described
“cutter of fancy materials” was here with his wife and
three children. Another family lived here for almost
40 years from the mid-1930s, raising two sons. Now
it’s me and my daughter. I haven’t told her about the
house’s past because she’s too young. She’s also too
busy drawing unicorns on her bedroom door.

I’ve cometorealise thatahouse hasmanylives, but
is only one home at a time. Harriet Evans did have a
baby whileliving on Danbury Street, and lived there for
five more years before selling up to move somewhere
roomier. “In the end I came to love that house,” she
says. “Webecame a family there, gave it somuch love,
and I'look back on that time with massive fondness. I
was sad to leave. A house’s past matters only as much
asyou let it matter.”

I think she’s right. My daughter and I have been
happyin our house, and I think we’ll stay happy here.
Butalthough my name maybe onthedeeds, Inolonger
feelasif wereally ownit. We just take care of it. And for
now, it’s taking care of us @

Does your house have a dark history? Share your stories
at theguardian.com/house-histories
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