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CHAPTER 1


August


“THIS IS ALL incredible!” I say with an ironic tone. “Not only are we abandoning everything we know, but it’s also happening on a Friday!’ I huff as I throw myself back into the leather seat.


Mum assures me that we haven’t gone crazy and that I’ll understand their decision in time. Dad received an outstanding job offer last month. He had personally been scouted out by the mayor of a small town called Whistmere. It is quite a touristy place, well known for its hauntings, and occasional ghost appearances. Maybe it is true, and perhaps it isn’t. Either way, I show no interest in the rumours that are circulating. Instead, I take a kick at the seat in front for the millionth time, sighing in disgust.


“Besides, it’s only temporary,’ Dad explains as he turns the wheel, exiting the motorway.


“Depends if you get a raise,” I reply, convinced that it would take more than a miracle for him to turn down extra cash. Part of me wishes his words to be true. Maybe we’d only be here for a matter of months before Dad finds a better job. But when our new home looms into view, my mind is consumed by dreadful thoughts. Now, there are no more familiar apartment blocks, no roads that stretch on forever, nor the noises coming from the bustling city of Dawn Ridge. Realising this town is hundreds of years behind time, I begin to wonder if it got stuck in another century.


My parents had chosen, yet again, another historical house to stay at. During their time at university, they had spent countless hours studying ancient architecture. There was something about the buildings that fascinated them. I guess interests are a difficult thing to change.


“I wouldn’t be surprised if people here don’t know what the internet is!” Luke adds, clearly as unhappy about the move as I am. Technology is everything with him these days. Ever since he’d received that computer for his thirteenth birthday, his eyes have remained fixed to the silver screen. It was his new game, a gadget with a thousand uses. I often wonder why Luke is so passionate about the machine, and more importantly, what he does on it.


As the car passes through the iron gates that separate the house from the terrace, I lock eyes with Luke. It’s clear that my older brother is thinking the same thing as me. Our parents have lost it. I fear that I might have the most trouble adjusting to our new life. Having to start over from scratch at age fifteen isn’t a piece of cake. I peep out the window. The journey has taken roughly three days of travel, winding up and down jarring roads.


By the time the wheels come to a stop in the gravel courtyard, it’s nearly dusk. Orange and rosy streaks paint the sky, shining down on the freshly cut lawn. Standing outside the massive gates is a tall man, waiting patiently, his fingers intertwining with each other. Dad turns the engine off and immediately jumps out to greet this stranger with open arms. A cloud passes over my face as I sit silently in the car, judging the scene from afar—Mum steps across the courtyard to shake the man’s hand with delight. Suddenly, Luke nudges me out of the vehicle with a firm push.


“Come on, we can’t stay in here all night,” he says, though I’m only half-listening. All I can see are people mouthing words as if no sounds were coming out. I feel I’m in a trance as I wipe the perspiration off my forehead. It was so hot inside the car, I think as I join my parents.


“Ah! You must be Lyla Chambers!’ the man chirps. “I’m Clarke Redmond, the mayor of Whistmere. I was just thanking your father for accepting my generous offer to come down here.”


“It is my pleasure. I’m sure we’ll do great business,’ Dad injects, grinning widely.


“Yes,’ Mum chimes in. “This looks like a wonderful place to stay.” She gestures at the ancient house before us.


“The residence hasn’t been lived in for centuries,” the mayor tells us, wandering inside the old-fashioned building. As we step forwards, a creak comes from beneath us. The wooden floor is cut and varnished, though the surface is pitted. Each mark tells a story that has never been heard. I take my hand and spread it broadly across the wood, feeling the imperfections that remind me of reality.


Luke hauls our suitcases in while we move around the house, listening to the mayor preach its riches. The place has a rustic feel. Tradition must be popular around here, I think as our visit on the first floor comes to an end. Before we head up the narrow staircase, connecting the levels, I look back at the entrance.


“Lyla, are you alright?” Mum notices I’m not entirely myself.


She is correct in some ways. After the long trip, leaving my boyfriend, my friends, I need some time alone. I reminisce about the moment my parents first announced the move; my face must have resembled something along the lines of trauma. I recall phoning Owen Lyons, my boyfriend, in tears.


I explained the entire story while sobbing uncontrollably. He listened patiently in an understanding way, as he had done for the past two years. After Owen succeeded in cheering me up, we decided to give a long-distance relationship a shot. Still, the thought of being separated tortures me, menacing to steal all the joys in my world.


“Yes, I’m fine,’ I lie, biting my lip. “I’m just tired, that’s all. Is there a quiet place to read in here?” I ask Mr Redmond in my best attempt at a groggy voice.


“Of course! There’s a small library full of books that belonged to the first owner.” He points to the door leading to another room.


I excuse myself before rushing off. I can’t stand to be around people any more. I feel a pain in the pit of my stomach as I enter the room. There’s a coffee table in front of a stone fireplace, accompanied by walls lined with numerous books.


I walk around, brushing my fingers on the spine of each one. Pulling a purple book out, I blow the dust off and take a seat in one of the comfortable armchairs. I then bury my face in the pages, hoping to erase this homesick feeling. But it’s no use, my thoughts don’t refrain from wandering elsewhere. Eventually, I shut my eyes, trying to rid my head of these dark thoughts. Before I know it, my conscience disappears, and I drift off to sleep.
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The eerie sound of a bell shakes me awake. Rubbing my head for a second, I try to recall what happened beforehand. My eyes catch a glimpse of the once cold fireplace. The flames and fumes dance around the room, eventually leaving through the chimney. I turn my head to look at the clock, wondering how long I’d spent dozing. The handles point to seven-thirty.


“Lyla!” Mum calls out from the kitchen. The clatters and clangs that are coming from the other room hint that I haven’t eaten yet. “Can you get the door, please? My hands are full over here,” she cries, turning the tap on, crushing any chance I have to refuse.


I slowly rise to my feet, stretching my arms into the air. Who could it be? I wonder. It can’t be the mayor, because he must have left hours ago. I make my way to the front, mentally preparing myself to face another stranger. As I push the door, it violently swings open, banging against the outside wall. To my surprise, I find a girl standing on the stone steps, a basket in hand.


“Hi!” She suddenly puts her arm out. “I’m Eleanor Redmond, the daughter of Clark Redmond. Of course you know him as the mayor.” She flicks her hair back.


I wait a moment, astonished that a girl roughly my age could be so confident. “Yes,” I reply, feeling uneasy in my shoes. “I’m Lyla.” I shake her hand briskly. “What brings you here?”


“I just came to drop off this welcome package. I can imagine it’s hard having to move to a new place, not knowing where the shops are.” Eleanor lets out a giggle, one that doesn’t appear to be a threat, perhaps just a nervous laugh.


I take it from her hands, trying to put on my best reassured smile. “Thank you.” I inspect the items, wondering if there are any sweets. That’s odd, I think. There are three packets of salt here. “If you don’t mind me asking, why did you give us so much salt?”


“Don’t you know?” She looks confused. “Whistmere was originally founded because of its salt mines. That’s the whole reason the town appears wealthy.” The girl winks at me.


“Right,” I say, wondering if she’s ever left this place. This is not what I’d call the modern world.


“Well there’s that and the ghost stories,” Eleanor continues, utterly oblivious to my ironic words. “I’m surprised you’re even living in this house.”


“Why is that?” I ask, bemused.


“Only that the previous owner died because they claimed they were haunted…Anyway, I must get going.’ Eleanor spins around before I have the chance to ask any more questions.


I shake my head and close the door behind me, hoping that the rest of Whistmere isn’t as delusional as Eleanor. It must be something they say to newcomers. After all, tourists love a good scare. I join Mum in the kitchen, the goodies in hand.





CHAPTER 2


I SETTLE GINGERLY in my seat, dark smudges under my eyes. I spent the night tossing and twisting beneath the sheets, trying to adjust to the current setting. The dreading notion of a fresh start wouldn’t leave me at peace. I help myself to a slice of bread with trembling fingers, almost spilling my milk. Luke is half-awake; he must have had a rough night too. I turn my head towards the kitchen, where a clamorous racket is coming from. The tap is running, and Mum is rinsing the platters. Does she ever take a break? I ask myself before spreading butter on toast. Dad enters the dining room, clutching a newspaper between his fingers. He slumps down on the chair, hardly acknowledging our presence and skims through the pages, appearing utterly immersed. The title on the front cover says “Whistmere sightings says it all.”


“Dad.” I lean back into my seat, studying his face. “What are you reading?”


“Nothing,” he replies. “It’s something that the mayor advised. Considering I’m the new director of the tourist office, I must be informed of what occurs around town.”


“So Clarke has gotten you reading ghost stories?” Luke snickers, more than amused at this comment. “People probably make them up to keep tourists coming in.”


“Either way,” Mum joins us at the table, “It’s important we fit in. The more we know, the less we’ll feel like outsiders,” she states matter-of-factly, showing one of her genuine smiles.


This is actual news to me: Mum striving to feel at home with the locals. She wanted absolutely nothing to do with our neighbours back at Dawn Ridge. It appears moving to this place has brought new light. Things are shifting at a rapid pace, and too fast for my liking. “Anyhow, even with the welcome package, we still lack supplies. Lyla, could you head down the road? We need some more milk. I’m afraid your brother has just finished the last jar.”


Of course he has, I think to myself, forcing a weak smile. “Yes,” I say grudgingly, “I’ll leave as soon as I finish.”
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Walking to the entrance in a dream, I reminisce about my past life. The times my family would waste sleeping in till nine, meals delivered to our doorstep. Now, the clutter of reality is dragging us down, demanding we kneel in front of the world of hard-labour. That was the good life. I turn the golden handle; the knob sends a creak through the floorboards as I step forwards.


Outdoors, dawn emits beaming rays accompanied by soft lights across the ground, illuminating the flowers. The atmosphere is still, nothing like my old home with the bustling traffic.


Before shutting the door, my eyes lock with another stranger. He is carefully trudging towards the house. I take a deep breath, preparing for more interaction. His face is rigid, yet peaceful as he swings the wooden crate over his shoulder. The rhythmical tap of his boots against the cobblestone surface doesn’t help but propel stones around.


“Good morning.” The man takes his hat off to greet me. “Here’s your daily milk, fresh from the farm.” He hands me a gallon of liquid.


I fall silent, almost as if my body is paralysed. I cannot understand why people are delivering necessities without us paying. “Thank you,” I say in a daze. It’s hard to keep my balance carrying these heavy objects. “It’s incredibly charitable of you. But, if you don’t mind me asking, why are you giving this to my family?


“Only doing my job. I’m a milkman after all,” he responds cheerily.


“A, A milkman?” I can’t help but stumble over my words. My mind is no more than shattered fragments. That job died ages ago. I attempt to reposition myself, but there’s no point; I already feel like I’m in a time warp.


“Yes, Miss Chambers. We tend to do things the traditional way at Whistmere. The mayor doesn’t want us to forget our origins.”


“Oh, of-of course,” I stammer, barely keeping my balance. Luckily the wall is there to catch my fall.


“I must be on my way. There are plenty more houses to visit.” He prepares to turn around. “Hope all is well.”


I wait for the man to leave the courtyard before checking the container. It is definitely milk, most likely fresh. I hurry to the fridge, thankful not to have to carry gallons of liquid across town.


“Milk in the fridge,” I call over my shoulder, exiting the house. I am well aware that’s all Mum asked me to buy, but I ought to stretch my legs a bit. Being stuck in that house for an entire night has given me claustrophobia. It wouldn’t hurt to scope out my new home and peek at the shops too. I whisper internally as I pass the metal gates; though my head is still full of memories from Dawn Ridge, the happiest moments of my childhood. I then put them to the back of my mind, reminding myself not to dwell on the past. If Mum can put on a brave front, why can’t I?
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The town of Whistmere is located on a steep hillside. Streets jammed with cars accompanied by Saturday shoppers hustle through the markets; all piled on top of each other with a series of interlocking houses and apartments. The buildings are a jumble of the same old-fashioned style: rickety wooden infrastructures and huge stone churches. There are tall lamps that line the roads, each waiting to be lit at nightfall. After weaving through the labyrinth that zigzags across town, the path converges and unveils a plaza. In total, it took me twenty minutes to reach the centre of Whistmere on foot.


There is a gaggle of pigeons gathering around bread crumbs, and a sea of people flooding the square. I’m aware they’ve come for sightseeing. After all, Whistmere is a big tourist attraction for ghost amateurs. My eyes search the plaza for a bakery of some sort. I have been craving something sweet ever since my departure from Dawn Ridge. When my nose catches the smell of spices and freshly baked muffins wafering in the air, I spot a rosy shop at the end of the street. Peaking through the window, I press my face against the glass and cup my hands. Waiters dressed in white uniforms move around the space, greeting customers with broad smiles. I ease the door open, making a bell go off. The aroma of chocolate chip-cookies steals my attention, and I slowly march towards the counter.


“Hello,” a lady sorting money says in a squeaky voice. “I’m Karen. How can I help you?”


The countertop is well polished, not a single crumb in sight. I lick my lips at the sight of scones; their scent lingers in the air. “May I have a chocolate chip cookie, please?” I reply, trying to think clearly. All these delicacies have left me in a hazy state, unable to make sense of the world.


“Of course.” She plucks one from the shelf, gently tucking it into a paper bag. “That’ll be one-fifty.”


I quickly search my purse for my wallet, pay for the pastry, then head out again. After having left town, I decide to take a more scenic route returning to the house. The mayor mentioned a pond nearby.
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I saunter down the path, wood chips pressing against my feet. I should have worn better shoes, I think to myself, brushing the bits off. I scale the hill behind my house, past the drawbridge, and back down into the woods. The sun is now high in the sky. Its light filters through the trees, stroking my skin. The air is thick with moisture and has a spooky edge. I take in a deep breath, acknowledging how far I’ve come. Still, my body continues to throb with grief. I regret being so naive, believing that long-distance was going to be simple.


The snapping sound of a twig seizes my attention. My eyes study the area for another living creature.


“Hello?” A male voice rings out. I move closer to the sound, steadily reaching a clearing in the forest.


“Hi,” I say, uncertain how to react when you’re faced with a stranger, alone, far away from civilisation. I tuck my hands into my pocket, grasping for something to help protect myself if need be.


“You must be Lyla, Lyla Chambers?” he asks.


“And you are?” I take a step back, trying to keep a distance. Only, the way the light reflects off his amber locks presents him as a friendly angel.


“Miles Hampton.” For a moment he doesn’t say anything more. I study him, wondering what the boy’s thinking. As our eyes meet, I look away, trying to hide my burning cheeks. Pretending to gaze at the weeping willow, I can’t help but catch my breath. The tree’s tendrils are dipping into the water with such elegance. This little patch of nature gives way to a fishpond, accompanied by pebbles that line the surface.


“It’s a beautiful place.” Miles cuts the silence, extending his arm out. I think he’s inviting me to join him. I accept hesitantly, settling down by the water’s front. My heart is pounding in my chest, and I feel nauseous. The heat must be getting to me.


“Are you okay?” Miles questions, concern spreading across his face as he startles me out of my thoughts.


“Yes,” I answer, biting on my lip. Get it together!


“So, you’re new?” He quickly changes the subject.


“Yes, I moved here from Dawn Ridge. I’ll be attending School next week. What about you?”


“My family has always lived in this town,” he says. “How old did you say you were?”


“Fifteen.” The word comes out like an automatic response. I never mentioned my age…


“That means we’ll be in the same year. Maybe the same class if we’re lucky?” I look away again, trying to hide the growing smile on my face. I’m now uncertain if this feeling is just the heat. What is happening? My eyebrows frown. I already have a boyfriend that loves me. Why has coming to Whistmere given me a sudden urge for more? I shake my head to change my ideas.


“Well.” Miles springs up. “I must be on my way. I hope to see you on Monday,” he says, giving me a slight nod.


“Oh, okay,” I say, barely conscious. The boy turns around and leaves before I have the chance to ask more about him.


Once he’s out of sight, I take a kick at the water, staring at my disfigured reflection. I suppose when someone or something is missing, people tend to fill the void with another fantasy just as valuable.
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As I pass the iron gates to the house, my mind clouds with confusion. But amongst all that, something more mysterious lingers. I suddenly realise that Miles’s words were off. How did he know my name? I glance backwards, wishful, but he’s long gone.





CHAPTER 3


THE EERIE SILENCE of my room makes falling asleep a challenge. I don’t remember how long I throw the sheets around, unable to find slumber. A loud crack of thunder knocks my conscience alert. My body is tense, as restless as my thoughts. I still can’t imagine how Miles recognised me. I’d never met him in my whole life. It seems to take forever for the rain to cease.


My eyes are heavy when a sudden noise cuts through the clamour. Bolting upright, my breathing stops for a second, and I listen carefully. Underneath the drone of rain comes another sound. It is like the scraping of a critter’s claws on wood; though the ruckus could be coming from a larger creature or even a person. My blood freezes, despite the warmth of my sheets. It must be my imagination, a squirrel at most, I assure myself as I slump back down. I burrow under the pillow, willing the scraping to go away. It’s only when daylight filters through my curtains that the noises trail off. Buried under the blankets, I’m too tired to rise—just five more minutes. I finally doze off, wondering if the sounds were nothing more than a figment of my imagination.
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Mum’s deafening roar shocks me back to reality. “Lyla! You’re going to be late for School!” she shouts for the millionth time. I roll over to the side and lean on the edge of my bed. The clock registers six o’clock. I sigh, getting up. It only takes me a few minutes to dress and leave my room.


My lack of sleep has given me a headache: the pain throbs, coming and going. I feel as helpless as a prisoner trapped between the bars of a cage, incapable of fleeing. Each blow drives me to ask Mum for some medication to ease the discomfort. On top of that, I feel guilty for almost cheating on Owen yesterday. I’m positive he would never do anything like that to me.


As soon as I set foot downstairs, I notice Luke is acting differently: swallowing milk and toast down whole. What is he in a hurry for? I take a seat at the table, dressed in Whistmere’s School uniform.


After I returned from town the day before, Dad officially introduced me to the traditions we need to adapt to. Even though it appears utterly eccentric, I promised my parents to make an effort.


“Lyla, you have bags under your eyes again. Did you not sleep well?” Dad asks in a faint voice, pouring coffee into his mug.


“No, not really,” I reply, suddenly recalling what caused part of my drowsiness. It doesn’t surprise me that a critter would take an interest in the sapwood. This house is old. “I kept hearing scratching noises. I think an animal was chipping away at the house.” I leave out one part: the possibility of the scraping coming from someone. I don’t need anything more on my plate when I can barely focus on breakfast.


“Are you sure? The only thing that was keeping me awake was the roar of thunder.” Mum adds.


“Me too,” Luke reckons, leaving his platter in the sink, eager to depart. But before he has the time to take his leave, Mum stops him in his tracks.


“Where are you going? You need to wait for your sister. There’s no bus in Whistmere that will take you to School. You’ll need to walk together.”


“Fine,” he says grudgingly, dropping his hands into his pockets. There is a certain glint in his eyes, one revealing a driven impatience. In the end, I settle to wait for answers. It’ll be easier getting Luke to talk when Mum and Dad aren’t monitoring our conversation.
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We pass the metal gates and wander along the pavement to town. Luke doesn’t slow down his pace and appears more in a rush than before. I jog lightly by his side, struggling to keep up.


Whistmere is bustling with students heading to the School on foot. I’m aware the absence of vehicles is supposed to relieve my concerns of getting run over, but there’s still something nagging at me. As soon as we’ve crossed the road, I notice my shoelaces are undone. I signal my brother to wait while I bend down.


“So, are you excited for a fresh start?” I say casually, tying the lace in a double knot.


“No, not really.” His voice trails off, and I look up to see what has caught his attention. Luke is squinting off into the distance. My eyes dart forwards to see a group of students gathering in front of the academy. I wonder who he’s looking for.


“You know, you should inform Eleanor of the scraping. Maybe the mayor can send someone to scope out the area for animal infestations,” Luke states, a finger running through his hair. I then assume he must be meeting a girl. The fact that my brother won’t admit it does bother me a little. But I’m confident he’ll tell me when he’s ready.


“Good idea,” I admit, yet I’m not entirely convinced she’s trustworthy. Once at the courtyard, we part ways and join our classes. I flounder into the building with my head down, still tired.
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The earsplitting ring of the bell indicates School has ended for the day. I wipe the perspiration from my brow, relieved that the education here isn’t behind my time. As I pass Whistmere’s dog park, I spot Eleanor loafing on the grass, immersed in the pages of a book. I can’t help but consider taking Luke’s advice. I need to have more faith in people. I shuffle past the entrance, gingerly stepping over the dog treats that scatter the field.


Sunbeams pour through the narrow openings of the pale puffs of grey, outlining the sky. Flowers and hedges decorate the little patch of green, casting a profound beauty. There are gravelled paths that intertwine through the trees, eventually converging to unveil the Whistmere statue.


Eleanor looks up from her book and gives a faint wave in my direction. I smile at her and pass a German Shepherd frantically shaking a tennis ball.


“Hi,” I say in a shaky voice, clutching my bag tight.


“Hey,” she replies, not appearing to catch on to my unsure tone. “Do you want to sit on the bench? It’s more comfortable than grass.” She gestures to a wooden chair, close to the jogging track. Dad had mentioned the west corner is frequently used for sports.


“Sure,” I agree in a whisper. Not confident Eleanor heard my words, I nod in acceptance. Before settling down, I cast a curious glance at the Whistmere statue. It resembles a man wielding a pickaxe. I approach the rock, glimpsing at the writing embedded below.


“He’s a real mystery, that man.” Eleanor seizes my attention before I have the chance to read. “That’s John Hampton, the founder of Whistmere.” She taps at the space beside her, beckoning me to sit. I accept absently.


“Oh,” I say, both surprised and perplexed when I realise the Miles I encountered by the pond is related to this man.


“What’s on your mind?” Eleanor tilts her head to the side, a smile on her face. “Does the last name ring a bell?”


“Yes, I met a Miles Hampton the other day,” I answer, my head down, scratching the back of my neck. I’m not sure why I’m telling her this.
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