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			Tessie


			

			Dear Reader,


			My name is Tessie Dearden and I’m a Ghost. With a capital G. Why? Well, you wouldn’t say “I am English,” without using a capital E, so why should it be different for Ghosts? Whichever side of The Great Divide you’re from, Ghosts are people too.


			When did I became a Ghost? Oh, many, many years ago back in 1906 to be precise. How did it happen? You’ll find that out later. For now, let’s move on to what’s really important – how my best friend Alex (Mortal – capital M) and I came to set up our own detective agency, and save all of the Ghosts in Kent from a terrible fate. 


			We’re taking it in turns to tell this story, so I’ll hand over to Alex now as it’s because of him that we met, when he called me out of my grave…


		







		

			

			

			[image: image]


			
				

		

			

			Alex


			

			To be perfectly honest, it started as a joke. I didn’t for one minute expect to meet a Ghost simply from reading the epitaph engraved on an old tombstone. Epitaphs are the words that tell you who, what, and when someone died. They usually include a nice comment as well, because it’s bad manners to say rude things, even if they’re true, about the dead. (Although I did say a few rude things about Tessie when I first met her.) Anyway, here’s what happened…


			***


			The tombstone was one of many standing weatherworn and lopsided in the old cemetery garden attached to the side of Rochester Cathedral. This particular tombstone had been planted close to the wall, so the writing on it although faded, could still be easily seen from the pavement. I read the words out loud.


			“Theresa Mary Dearden. Fondly Called Tessie. August 11, 1895 – August 30, 1906. Beloved Daughter of John and Mary Dearden. Aged eleven you joined the Angels. Eleven. That’s the same age as me.” I paused. “Eleven’s pretty young to die. I wonder what happened?”


			Pulling out my phone I took a photo of the tombstone. I needed more images to use in my class project: Rochester Now and Then (to be presented on Monday and it was already Sunday) in words and pictures. I was so badly behind that I needed anything from long ago that I could find and Tessie Dearden’s grave was pretty old.


			Checking the photo to make sure that the writing on the tombstone could be easily read, my eyes noted the dates again:


			“August 11th,” I repeated. “Hey, that’s my birthday. Perhaps we’re twins, separated in time. Apart from your last name. Although our house is called Dearden Villa. Maybe it’s named after you? Are you listening in there? What do you think, James?”


			My little brother, who could usually be relied on to say a hundred words to everybody else’s one, didn’t answer. He was busy demolishing the lolly I’d bought him from the ice-cream van parked across the road. Mum had made me take James out with me. Not my favourite thing. Especially when he insisted on dressing up as one of the characters from Robot Planet; his favourite T.V. show. Buying him the lolly had been the only way to stop him wittering on about the flipping programme. 


			On impulse, I set my phone’s ringtone to a door knocker sound, leant over the wall and pressed the phone against the tombstone. Rat A Tat!


			“Hey twin, want to hang out?” I called. “Feel free to visit. Don’t worry about being a spook; it’s not a problem. I don’t scare easily and…”


			The end of my sentence was obliterated by a toe-curling screech from James. It was so loud and so fierce that I almost leapt over the cemetery wall. I wasn’t the only one. Several shaken passersby glared at my brother as they shoved their hearts back in place.


			“Alexxxx!” 


			James had dropped his lolly. It lay in a smashed, melted heap on top of his trainers. The red staining his cheeks was only partly due to melted cherry flavoured lollipop juice. He was about to throw one of his famous wobblies. 


			“My lollyyyyy!”


			“You’ve dropped it,” I said. “And I’m not buying you another one.”


			James thrust out his chin until it was pointier than the top of a mountain.


			“If I can’t have another lolly then I want to go to Henry’s house instead and watch Robot Planet.” A note of cunning crept into his voice. “Take me to Henry’s and I won’t yell anymore.”


			“I haven’t finished taking photos for my project,” I said.


			James sucked in a long, deep breath. You could practically see the air around him being vacuumed up.


			“Okay,” I said hurriedly before he started screaming again. “I’ll phone Mum and ask her if you can go to Henry’s.” I glanced down at my phone screen. There was only one power bar left. “I’m running out of battery anyway.”


			This satisfied James and, as Henry lives next door to us, it wasn’t taking me out of my way either. 


			“I. Am. A. Robot!”


			James started walking like his legs and arms needed oiling. I followed, keeping a couple of paces behind, so it looked less likely that I was with him.
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			Tessie


			

			Underground, I tingled with excitement. I’d been noticed. After all these years of Grave Arrest:


			Ghost equivalent of a time-out. True, it’d been by a Mortal, but I ignored this. (A certain unfortunate encounter with a group of Mortals was what had landed me in trouble with the Board For Ghostly Behaviour in the first place.) Instead, I focused on something else.


			Alex’s address. 


			Dearden Villa had been my home! I’d lived there with Mama, Papa and Grandfather. Oh, this was absolutely meant to be! I held a fast conversation with myself.


			“I have to meet this Mortal.”


			“No.”


			“Why?”


			“Because of what happened last time.”


			“We all make mistakes! Plus, it was years ago. Let’s leave it there!” 


			“Avoid trouble. You’ve been good so far and stayed put.” 


			“But Alex invited me. To my house. He called me his twin. I’ve always wanted a twin.”


			“Don’t ruin it! What if the Ghostly Guards do a spot check?”


			“When did that last happen? And even if they do, with my Ghost speed I’ll be there and back before anyone notices.”


			“Forget it!”


			“It’s rude to ignore invitations. Plus, I’m bored stiff after all these years of Grave Arrest. Ghosts are forbidden to visit, and Mortals don’t see the point! That boy Alex was an exception.”


			“Remember what the Board said about staying put. They make the rules not you.”


			“Bother them! I’m going. Anyway, what they don’t know won’t hurt them!” 


			My left hand gave a quick, sharp finger click. Up rose my Cloak of Ghostly Invisibility. Not an item of clothing by the way; it’s a shielding force; a Ghost power to hide us from Mortals if we choose not to be seen. We can switch it on and off at will with a simple left-click. Many Ghosts leave it permanently switched on.


			Slicing upwards through thick tiers of soil darkness slid to light. For the first time in years, I blinked sunshine. But I wasn’t the only one blinking. By the side of the cathedral stood an elderly woman, and from the expression pasted on her face, I was about as invisible as an elephant on your sofa.


			A cold shiver played its fingers up and down my spine. I’d a horrible feeling that I’d encountered an O.O.T. One Of Those. Mortals who see Ghosts: Cloaks of Invisibility or not. 


			The woman’s eyes raked over me: messy red hair tied back with a bootlace (I was using it as a hair ribbon), blue dress (grubby), and a pinafore apron (not been white for donkey’s years). 


			Her gaze dropped to my legs, still planted in the soil from the knees down and I braced myself for either the nerve shredding shriek that came with O.O.T’s who hated their gift, or the thrumming excitement of those who adored being spook spotters. But… neither happened. Instead, with a sharp, disapproving, steely frown the woman vanished. Hmm. Not an O.O.T, she was a Ghost. And I’d a feeling she knew my history. Graveyards are packed with gossips. Whoops.


			I zipped back inside my grave. Change of plan. I’d stay put after all. If the Ghost was a tattletale who knew what she’d say to the Board. With my luck, or rather lack of it, I could easily end up with an extra fifty years ‘thinking things through’ time.


			But back underground, my decision quickly crumbled. I was so bored! Alex’s invitation was the only new thing to happen in years. I couldn’t pass it up. I’d lie low for a few hours; for the rest of the day in fact. Perhaps longer in case the Ghost woman was watching out for me. I didn’t think Alex would mind. After all, Mortals expect Ghosts to wander around at night. I’d pass the time inventing a cover story in case I was spotted again and asked awkward questions. For example, by my next-grave-neighbours who were real sticklers for rules and definitely wouldn’t agree with me breaking Grave Arrest. Especially if they knew it involved Mortals.


			***


			As the Cathedral clock chimed midnight, I slid back above ground, cover story ready: a Ghostly Guard had brought instructions from the Board. Instead of lazing in my grave, I’d to make myself useful by clearing up litter. As it was, the place was empty. Thinking back this should have struck me as odd; the cathedral graveyard’s a popular Ghostly hang-out. But I was fizzing with excitement and the emptiness didn’t register.


			“Dearden Villa,” I chuckled. “Here I come!”


			The journey took no time. Ghosts can move so fast that we appear to have vanished. Mortals think that all Ghosts appear and disappear at will. Wrong! Only trained Ghosts and Poltergeists can do that. You have to take classes and I’ve never been one for studying. I’m easily distracted. Being able to move quickly is good enough for me.


			Leaning against the black, wrought-iron gate, panting, (don’t judge. The only exercise I’d had for the last umpteen years had been twiddling my thumbs) I studied my old home. It was exactly as I remembered – red brickwork, large sash windows; even the door was the same dark blue. 


			Memories flooded back. Including one of a real flooding due to an incident with a bathroom tap that I’d not turned off. I wondered how the house had changed inside. My family had moved away soon after I’d died, leaving me with no reason to visit. Especially as the new owners had a gigantic guard dog, very wrongly named Softy, who liked Ghosts even less than it liked Mortals. 


			Walking through the closed gate I hurried up the path. At the front door lay a mat printed with the words: WIPE YOUR FEET OR CLEAN UP!


			When I’d lived here, Tilly, our housemaid had kept everything clean including the villa’s brass nameplate which was still screwed into the door. To the right, hanging from a wall hook, was a huge flower basket filled with a medley of blooms. This brought back another memory from my Life Days.


			The garden.


			Thick with flowers and shrubs it’d been Grandfather’s pride and joy. He’d not raved over me how he’d raved over his blessed flower beds. I’d once asked him why. He’d replied that plants didn’t answer back, make a mess, or bring home bad school reports. Grandfather hadn’t been much of a people person. Still, I’d enjoyed playing in the garden, in fact, I wouldn’t mind a little visit. I’d time.


			***


			There are occasions when revisiting places is a massive disappointment. This was one of them. The garden had been reinvented. For a start, you could walk from top to bottom in less than twenty paces. Crowded into it was a wooden shed, a rug of a lawn with a swing in the middle, and a small patio with a table and chairs. Gone were Grandfather’s beloved flower beds. All that remained was the ancient oak tree rooted by the fence, spying on next-door. Good job it had another view to enjoy because there was zero on this side to get excited about.


			Eying the oak, my stomach gave a sudden, unpleasant belly flip. I discovered that my hands had balled up into tight fists. It was so unfair that that tree had survived most everything else, including me. Even though it was stupid – as if a tree cared – I stuck my tongue out at it.


			Turning from the oak, I gave my attention to the back of the house. Specifically, to one of the windows on the second floor, sandwiched between two others, curtains drawn against the night. This had been my bedroom. Perhaps it was Alex’s now? Well, no problem in finding out! I’d be careful though. Left-click for my Cloak of Ghostly Invisibility. Quietly, I floated up.


			Inside, thick darkness ruled. No problem. Rummaging in my pocket, I drew out a lump of waxy clay: my very own personal torch. Ghostlight. Yes, the Spectral World’s full of surprises where the ordinary’s the norm.


			Cradling the Ghostlight on the palm of one hand, I breathed over it. CRICK! Tendrils of soft, silvery, shimmering light burst upwards, like flowers rising from the soil, twisting together into a single fat flame that burnt away the dark. Raising my hand, I held the light high. And discovered that…


			Same as the garden, my bedroom had changed. The lovely, elegant rosebud wallpaper so fashionable in its day had gone. The walls were painted plain, boring blue. A battered wardrobe stood next to a toybox so full that its chipped lid was more open than shut. On its other side crouched a messy table crushed against a scratched chair. The floor was a sea of clutter. I’d no idea what lay underneath. Judging from the amount of stuff it’d take years to find out!


			The Ghostlight skipped about. Hitting the opposite wall, it slid down over a bed and a short, sleeping figure, chubby face framed by a mass of dark, curly hair. One hand clutched an open book with untidy writing scrawled over the title page. ‘James Greene. Don’t tuch.’ Okay, I’d learnt three new things: Alex and James’s last name; that my room belonged to James; and that James couldn’t spell.


			The book was called ‘Robbo the Robot Rocket Horse’ and the page showed a picture of the hoofed hero galloping across the sky. Wow. How long had I been down under? When had mechanical flying horses been invented? The only horse I knew was a spectral one. G.G. (short for Great Golden) who belonged to my Aunt Gertrude, a glamorous and famous Ghost horse rider who’d run away with a travelling circus years before I’d been born. 


			My aunt, who’d learnt to ride before she could walk, had found fame with The Fantastic Fontaines: Horse Riders Extraordinaire. Grandfather, holding no truck with adventure, had promptly disowned her. Aunt Gertrude hadn’t cared. The following years saw her embark on a fabulous, glittering career, performing worldwide before and after her death. The latter being due to G.G. slipping on a banana skin dropped by a chimp during the previous act. 


			“But it all worked out,” Aunt Gertrude, who always focused on the bright side, pronounced cheerfully at our first meeting. “I joined PRANCE as a Ghost rider. We provide entertainers and performers for Ghostly parties and functions.”


			PRANCE stood for Performing Riders and Nocturnal Circus Equestrians. Tomorrow, I’d find Aunt Gertrude. Maybe she could explain flying horses.


			In his bed, James stirred. Perhaps the Ghostlight woke him because BAM! Two big, brown eyes sprang open. Although not as open as his mouth!


			“Muuummyyyy!!” Oh, that screeching again. “There’s a ghooooost!”


			Light flashed beneath the door. Footsteps hammered across the landing. Adult voices called. Diving behind the curtains I cursed my bad luck. Like O.O.T.S, small children often know when there’s a Ghost around. (A talent they fortunately grow out of.) 


			Peeking out, I watched as a man and woman rushed into the room, trailed by a boy about my age. Alex and his parents. 


			“James!” Mrs Greene dropped down next to him. “What’s wrong?”


			“A scary ghost!” screeched James. “In my room! I think it’s after my action figures!”


			Kicking back the bedcovers he searched around.


			“You won’t find a ghost there,” Alex (I recognised the voice) quite reasonably pointed out. “And why would it want your action figures?”


			James ignored him. He continued searching. To add to the rumpus, the ceiling light decided to join in, switching itself on and off. On and off.


			“The ghost’s playing with the light! My room’s haunted!” James hollered.


			“Dork.” Alex scratched his head sleepily. Like James, his hair was curly, but shorter and darker; closer to black than brown. “You know Evergreen bulbs are rubbish. That’s probably why the company’s owner won’t let you interview him for your newspaper, Mum,” he added.


			“Muuuum! Daaaad!” More wailing. “Alex is calling me names!” James scrambled across the bed and flung his arms dramatically around his father’s waist. “Send him away, Daddy. He’s mean.” 


			Alex aimed a bored yawn at his brother. “Don’t worry, I’m going.” He cruised out. I scurried after him, taking advantage of James being busy searching for his toys, which was actually quite brave of me; as I recalled, that attic was Spider Hotel.


			Having marched down the hallway and thumped up the twisty flight of stairs with me hot on his tail, Alex stepped through the open attic door. He turned to close it. Next, imagine the loudest scream you can and quadruple it. Alex and I were now standing face to face. This is when I discovered that:


			(a) The attic had transformed from spider paradise to cluttered bedroom. 


			(b) I must have lowered my cloak of Ghostly Invisibility.


			(c) Contrary to what he’d said in the graveyard, Alex was scared of Ghosts. 


			Arms and legs knotted together, Alex stumbled backwards, crashed into the attic’s dusty fireplace, (whoever polished it wasn’t half as good as Tilly) bounced off onto his bed and hid under the pillows. Hearing feet tearing up the stairs I left-clicked.


			“Alex!” Mr Greene thundered through me and into the room. “What’s going on?” His tone could have sliced through solid rock. 


			“James’s ghost. It’s here!” Alex stayed under the pillows. I didn’t blame him.


			Mr Greene’s glare swept from left to right. Finding nothing, he sucked in a deep, dangerous breath, alarmingly Grandfather like. I left. Family rows are personal.


			***


			From the back garden, I pondered my next move. Half of me thought it best to go home; the visit wasn’t proving a success. In fact, it was very like how I’d got myself under Grave Arrest in the first place – more on that later. On the other hand, I still wanted to talk to Alex. But minus the screaming. 


			Flopping cross-legged onto the grass, I settled down for a good old think. On top of the fence sat a Ghost fox. It leapt down into next-door’s garden and then slunk into this one via the oak’s gnarled trunk. Its golden eyes glowed in the darkness; slightly sneeringly as if it knew the huge mess I’d made of things.


			“It’s all right for you,” I said. “Ghost animals are naturally invisible.”


			It’s true. Aunt Gertrude had explained it like this.


			“In life, animals act on instinct to stay safe, Tessie. In our world, this manifests as a permanently switched on Cloak of Ghostly Invisibility.”


			“Don’t they Pass On?” I’d asked.


			“Oh yes. The SLPGA; Spectral League for the Protection of Ghost Animals, deals with that. Some animals like to stay though.” 


			The Ghost fox leapt back up onto the fence. It proceeded to then open its mouth and screech. I slammed my hands over my ears. The creature’s yowling was worse than James’s. 


			“Stop it!” I said, scowling at the fox. “You’re worse than those indoors. Hasn’t anybody around here heard of indoor voices; like whispering?” 


			That was when it hit me. The solution to my problem. Whispering. Ghost whispering that is. Not to be confused with normal whispering. Let me explain.


			Ghostwhispering’s easy, painless, and scare-free for Mortals because it takes place whilst they’re asleep. It’s a very useful skill for helping living relatives find missing wills, lost heirlooms, etcetera. All we do is whisper to them whatever it is that we want them to know, and they wake up remembering. I reckoned that by explaining things to Alex via Ghostwhispering, he’d realise that I wasn’t scary. Relighting the Ghostlight, I levitated to the attic window. 
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			Alex


			

			When Tessie invaded my room at stupid o’clock in the morning, what kind of welcome did she expect? Of course I was scared! Who wouldn’t be? But that’s Tessie for you. 


			I have to say though, that Ghostwhispering’s cool! Best way to describe it? It’s kind of like dreaming that you’re listening to an eBook; one that keeps your attention focused on every single word. There’s no zoning out. But as Tessie’s past is her story, I’ll let her explain it.


			***


		

		

			Tessie


			Sliding through the window, I could hear Alex snoring. Good. He was definitely asleep. Time to begin. Hunkering down by his bed, I leant forward and started whispering.


			“Hello, Alex,” I said. “It’s Tessie. Tessie Dearden from the graveyard. Remember? You invited me for a visit when you knocked on my tombstone. You were with your little brother. He wasn’t very happy; something about dropping a lollipop.


			Anyhow, we seem to have got off on the wrong foot. The visit didn’t go quite to plan. And, well, I’d like to put things right. 


			Let’s start with a fun fact. I used to live here. Died here too. Blame that oak tree. It let one of its stupid branches snap whilst I was climbing it. WHAM! End of Mortal life. I didn’t hit the ground; I pancaked! Not that I immediately knew. Falling’s rather distracting; it was a major surprise when Grandfather walked straight through me. I almost died again!


			Luckily, help was close at hand. Whilst I was running around in circles, screaming my head off, a dirty, raggedy boy leapt out from behind a bush and ordered me to “shut it!” 


			“Yer louder than me,” he said, “an’ I’m a poltergeist! Name’s Climbing Jack. Welcome to the Ghost World. I was on yer roof postin’ birds’ nests down yer chimbley and saw yer fall. Sp…lat.” Jack’s very blunt. 


			At first, I wouldn’t believe him. But he proved it by pushing me through a wall. Point made, Jack explained that I was still here because I’d not Passed On, meaning I’d lessons to learn. 


			Not Passing On meant registering with the Kent Board for Ghostly Behaviour. They’re a group of stuffy spooks responsible for enforcing the Rules and Standards for Ghosts. Each county has one. Some of the Ghosts in charge are centuries old. The Registrar took my name, death date, said to come back once I knew my graveyard address, and gave me a list of Ghostly Rules. He also explained how to Pass On: Listen to good advice and don’t do stupid things like standing on dodgy tree branches. Not that this was a problem anymore. 
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