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To my family.
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— Home —


Derek watched with interest as blood trickled down his fingers and collected in his upturned palm. It stained his lifeline. Made all the little creases and swirls in his fingers stand out. He moved his fingers to his mouth and licked; considered the metallic taste on his tongue. If he wasn’t quick, the blood would reach his sleeve and his mother would be mad. Well. As mad as she ever got. She was never prone to emotion. None that he was aware of, at least. But then, his father had enough of it for the both of them.


He put the Stanley knife on top of the boxes and headed back down the hall to the front door. It was moving day. Again. The removal men were just climbing back into the lorry and Derek watched his dad reach up to the window of the cab and hand the man a tenner.


“Thanks, guys. Get yourselves a beer.” They’d caught him in a good mood. Polite and approachable. In fact, he was bordering on the friendly. No hint of temper today. Shoulders down. Brow unfurrowed. They were a dysfunctional pair, Derek’s parents. He didn’t care what the school said. It was them, not him that had a problem. The lorry rumbled off as he stepped out onto the pavement.


“Think I need a plaster,” he said, holding out his hand as the blood dripped.


His father stared down at him. A brief frown. “Try one of the boxes in the kitchen. And be more careful next time, Derek.”


His father walked into the house and left him in the street. Spots of red dappled the pavement. Derek looked up at their new home; his father’s new shop. The third one in five disruptive years. The fifth in all of his sixteen. Sitting in Quarry Street and nestled into the steepness of Castle Street behind, it was dark and uninviting under the grey afternoon sky. There were no lights to shine out through the windows. Nothing inviting. An estate agent’s sat on one side and the town museum on the other. Derek felt lost. Or perhaps it was homeless that he felt, rather than lost. He ached to go home. But, then, this was home now. Whether he liked it or not. Until such times as his father found yet another dilapidated shop from which to sell old, fusty books. It was as though he was afraid of putting down roots. The one thing Derek longed for. It was safe to say he and his father had never seen eye to eye. About anything. At all. Ever.


Derek watched him disappear into the darkness yawning out from the open door to discover he had tears in his eyes. He blinked them away hurriedly and reluctantly followed his father through the shop front and back into the main house. Derek needed that plaster.


“Definitely better than the last one,” his father was saying, as Derek entered the kitchen. His mother stood listening attentively at the island unit in the middle of the room, peering into a cardboard box that read Military History. “Maps and prints can have a whole separate section in the ballroom.”


It was true. They now had what could only be described as a ballroom at the back of the house, further up the side of the hill, which meant it was actually up two flights of stairs. It was a football pitch of a room: marble fireplace, ceilings to the heavens, cornicing and coving, and French doors out onto a steep, tangled mess of a garden. The place was just huge. Andersons’ Antiquarian Books was growing. Like a dark inky stain seeping across an old wrinkled map. He liked that image. It worked for him.


“Do we have enough prints for in there, at the moment, though?” His mother wrinkled up her forehead and turned a concerned eye to the tower of crates in one corner.


Derek ripped open a cardboard box in search of plasters. “Can’t we concentrate on the living space first?” he asked hopefully.


They both turned to stare at him as though he’d said something shocking. Derek stared back. “Sorry,” he said. “Stupid question.”


Peering into his box, he discovered he’d hit the jackpot first time. Pulling a plaster from the packet, he scuffed his way out of the kitchen. Time to take a break and explore.


It was, he had to admit, an amazing place. Completely nuts, though, he told himself. Sitting at the bottom of a steep hill, in the central Conservation Area of Guildford town, one small front door next to a grubby bay window expanded into a maze of rooms and corridors. There were stairs that led everywhere and nowhere. High ceilings and low ceilings. Dark, oak-panelled rooms and rooms flooded with light from vast sash windows. Over the centuries, walls had been knocked through into neighbouring houses. Elizabethan, Georgian and Victorian features all jostled for attentions, merged and mingled to show off the inadequacies of modern-day architecture. Every spare bit of wall space was given over to shelving. It was a bookshop even before Derek’s father had got hold of the place. It smelt old: musty and bookie. Despite everything, it smelt like home. It didn’t look like it or feel like it, but it did at least smell like it. It was the smell he was born into: damp, forgotten, yellowed books.


Climbing the dark stairs from the kitchen to the first landing, he ran his hands over the smooth oak panels. 16th Century according to the estate agent. A gnarled wooden face twisted a grin out of a newel post as he turned the corner into a long panelled corridor. He shuddered at it with its gaping mouth, hands at its cheeks as though caught in some agonising scream.


He paused for a moment. The house felt different here. Not right. The musty smell was stronger. Almost as though something had stirred it up. Derek tried the light switch at his shoulder. Nothing. Daylight broke through at the far end, but only shadow hung between it and him. He found himself hovering, unsure of himself somehow, fiddling with the corner of his newly-applied plaster. Why was he suddenly nervous? Despite its 400-year history, for Derek the house was new. Even so, something felt wrong. Something felt out of place.


Then he heard it. Breathing. Tense and shallow. Somewhere, everywhere, nowhere. He felt his chest tighten and flicked the switch again. Dead.


So this was home.


Reluctantly, he took a pace or two into the darkness. “Hello?”


The breathing sound quickened. This was not good. Derek moved along the passageway, one hand flat against the wall to steady himself.


“Hello?”


He passed a narrow staircase spiralling up to who-knew-where. To deeper darkness.


“Hello?”


The breathing became louder, more rapid.


He moved quicker now, focusing desperately on the window ahead, where the grey day seeped in.


“Is someone there?”


Derek’s finger snagged something and he stopped, a vice-like grip squeezing at his heart. There was a door in the wall, barely noticeable but for the hinges. This was not what he wanted. This was no house-warming gift.


The breathing halted with a sharp gasp and, in one panicked motion, Derek found the door handle and flung it open. There was a cupboard.


And there was a boy.


Ashen, he sat on the floor with a torch gripped in his hand, illuminating the terror in charge of every muscle in his face.


“Bloody hell,” the boy choked. “I thought you were Her.”




— Faces —


“You’re bleeding.” The boy with the torch scrambled to a standing position as Derek passed him on the way down, crumbling to the floor in relief.


“You nearly killed me,” he replied weakly, heart pounding.


“It’ll reach your sleeve if you’re not quick.”


Derek looked at his bloodied finger. The door hinge had snagged the plaster and he was back to square one. He peeled it off, put his finger in his mouth and looked up at the intruder, watching his features relax a little in the torchlight. Then, with a flicker of anger, he remembered.


“You’re in my house,” he informed the boy, feeling unexpectedly territorial.


“Yeah, sorry about that. I thought it was still empty.”


Derek frowned. “Oh right,” he said. “Aside from ‘Her’, of course.”


“Yeah. Aside from Her.”


Derek wasn’t comfortable with the way he said that. Her. A little warning bell went off somewhere in his mind and he made mental note…although quite what of he wasn’t yet sure. He continued to suck his bleeding finger as the intruder switched his torch off and stuffed it into his rucksack.


“So, who’s Her?” Derek asked. “Or ‘She‘?”


Even in the darkness, Derek could see the boy’s face change with renewed fear. Or the memory of it, at least. He was clearly shaken. About Derek’s own age. Small, though. Small and neat. Before the torch went out, Derek had seen dirty blond hair and a line of freckles across his nose. Receding panic had still shone from blue, pretty-boy eyes under long black lashes – the kind that the girls always seemed to like so much.


An awkward silence followed. Derek looked down, concentrated on his redundant plaster and cut finger. He knew all too well what the boy had seen when he’d taken his own look at Derek: a stocky boy, short but broad. Dark, angry eyes set in a messed up face. He tried to resist but self-consciousness won out, as it always did, and Derek raised one hand to his cheek in a vain attempt to cover the scar there.


“I’m Joseph.” The boy extended a nervous hand. “Joe. Sorry about trespassing.”


“Derek.” He reached out to take the slightly shaky hand offered to him, shook it and used it to pull himself up to standing. “Don’t worry. I won’t tell anyone. Believe me; neither of us will want my dad knowing.”


Joe nodded appreciatively, still fumbling with his rucksack.


“How’d you get in? And WHO IS Her?”


“Long story.” Joe trailed off, but Derek knew what was coming. “Can I ask a question first? So I can concentrate?”


Derek moved his hand back to his cheek; tried to magically smooth over the skin. Even now, when he was expecting it, he still couldn’t get used to the question.


“Short story. I was five. Let the handbrake off Dad’s old Morris Minor down Castle Hill. Just up here, funnily enough. Wrote off Dad’s car and any chance ever of getting a girlfriend. Dad’s never forgiven me for wrecking that motor.” The last was more to himself than to Joe.


Joe nodded, opened his mouth and then shut it again. Derek knew this bit as well. The boy had courage; he had to give him that. A small, familiar glow of anger started in his chest again.


“You want to touch it, right?” he sneered.


Joe looked down at his shoes; nodded. In a sudden movement, Derek brought his face in close.


“Dare you,” he snapped, glowering.


The anger was just below the surface now. Joe moved his hand to Derek’s face and ran the tips of his fingers gently from cheekbone to jaw. This was the only physical contact he ever got. An exploratory hand on his ruined face; touching a brief moment of his unfortunate and regrettable past, etched into his skin. He held his breath and waited for the reaction.


“Cor,” breathed Joe, awestruck. “Cheese-grater job.”


Derek pulled back making the other boy jump, eyes ablaze now as his defences leapt back up and into place.


“So,” Derek’s patience was eroding. “How? And who?”


Recovering himself, Joe slung his rucksack over his shoulder, as Derek urged his new acquaintance further down the corridor, with a slight push, in search of a room somewhere out of sight. Derek felt fear start to mingle with the anger. After the momentary heat of panic, he was feeling unaccountably chilly. Instinctively, he quickened his pace. He didn’t like this dark corridor. It made him feel strangely vulnerable.


What was he afraid of? His father finding him with some trespasser? No. It was Joe. Or rather, Joe’s expression. Derek couldn’t shake the memory of the fear on Joe’s face when he opened that door. He’d never seen a face quite like it. And it wasn‘t down to simply being startled at his discovery. It had been for fear of Her. Whoever She was.


Derek tried a door further down the passageway. It opened easily and he pushed the stranger inside a small room. There was more wood panelling in here and yet another fireplace. A dead bird rotted in the grate. Both boys grimaced.


“Nice,” Derek remarked as he sniffed at it, trying to shake off the uneasiness that began to pervade.


“You’re from my school,” Joe said to him suddenly.


Derek studied his face, searching for something familiar.


“It’s Dangerous Derek, right?” Joe asked after a moment’s pause.


Derek’s heart sank. “Yeah. Apparently so.”


“Wicked,” Joe grinned widely, as though he’d just discovered some new species. “I thought the Morris Minor thing was just a rumour. Good to get it from the man himself. And good to meet you, Dangerous Derek.”


“Right.” Could his day get any worse?


Joe crouched down onto the bare floor and unzipped his rucksack.


“You wanted an explanation.” He spilt out the contents of the bag into the dust, but Derek didn’t need to see what was in it. He knew what was coming. He’d heard of this kind of thing. Seen it on the telly, too. Why else would a boy, with a face like death itself, be hiding in the 16th century cupboard of an empty listed building? With a heart full of dread, he studied the floor.


Thermometer, compass, notepad and a chocolate bar wrapper were amongst the items dutifully scattered by Joe. Derek swallowed hard and tried to focus on the chocolate bar wrapper. It seemed the safer option.


“You think this place is haunted?”


Joe shrugged cheerfully. “Oh, only a little bit,” he teased.


Again, Derek recalled the terrified face in the gloom of the cupboard. Only a little bit, was it?


“And this is all ghost-hunting stuff?”


Joe nodded, suddenly enjoying himself. There was a kind of innocence about him. “Only don’t tell my dad. He’s the vicar of the church down the road.”


That explained it. Derek nodded, taking it all in as best he could. “Aren’t you meant to have cameras and stuff if you’re a real ghost hunter?”


“Yeah. We have.”


“We?”


“Yeah. The camera’s with Rob.”


“Rob?”


“Yeah. Rob’s in your loft.”




— Her —


The loft was huge and musty-smelling. Great hunks of oak beam stretched from one side of the space to the other. At one end, some brickwork indicated a fireplace in the room below. At the other, a tall lanky boy stooped awkwardly, one hand pressed against the slanting roof. This, Derek assumed, was Rob. He felt another rush of temper. He got those a lot. ‘Anger Management’ sessions never quite cut it.


“How are you both in my house?” He felt his fists clench.


Unclench, he told himself, remembering the routine they’d taught him. Relax your fingers. Unclench.


He unclenched. He let himself breathe.


“This is Dangerous Derek,” Joe explained to the startled boy.


“Angry Anderson? Oh, cool!” The boy stepped forward, stooping lower to miss a beam. “Your house?”


Unclench. Relax your fingers. Breathe.


“As of today, yes.” Derek attempted cool.


“We wouldn’t have come if we’d known. Sorry.”


Rob’s performance of apologetic was unconvincing. Derek watched him as he gathered up his own ghost hunting paraphernalia lying about: torch, pendulum, notepad and camera, amongst other bits Derek didn’t recognise.
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