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         Praise for
HOW TO SURVIVE A HORROR MOVIE


         “Look over your shoulder – Scarlett Dunmore’s creepy YA novel How To Survive A Horror Movie is a haunting and hilarious debut with oceans of heart and splashes of spine-tingling terror. The book is pacy and stylish with witty razor-sharp dialogue and twists. It had me at the edge of my seat from start to finish. Get ready for jump scares galore, How to Survive a Horror Movie is a real scream.”

         Eibhlis Carcione, author of Welcome to Dead Town Raven McKay

         
             

         

         “How to Survive a Horror Movie by Scarlett Dunmore is a love letter to slasher films and the horror genre and a real page-turner. Laugh-out-loud funny and heart-in-mouth thrilling!”

         Gabriel Dylan, author of Whiteout

         
             

         

         “This is a dark and thrilling horror novel, with something for all horror fans, just the right amount of humour and a main character whose obsession with the genre might just keep her alive.”

         Bryony Pearce, author of Cruel Castle

         
             

         

         “A horrifically good ending! Horror movie geeks will LOVE this book.”

         Tracy Darnton, author of The Truth About Lies

         
             

         

         “Fast-paced and humorous and a homage to classic films like Scream, this is a delightfully fun and creepy read – perfect for reading in one sitting!”

         Ravena Guron, author of This Book Kills and Catch Your Death

         
             

         

         “An enormously fun love letter to the horror genre, with all the gore, ghosts and gay panic you could ask for, and twists that will leave you desperate for more!”

         Leon Egan, author of Lover Birds3

         
             

         

         “I thought it was screamingly good fun – a tongue-in-cheek romp through horror and high-school stereotypes with a supernatural twist. Plenty of witty one liners, nods film buffs will love and a killer (literally) setting. I enjoyed it, and I know readers will too. (I also appreciated how female-centred it was, and especially liked the helpful/not helpful ghosts.)”

         Gina Blaxill, author of Love You to Death and You Can Trust Me

         
             

         

         “Scream meets Fear Street. Perfect for slasher fans, this book is packed with horror movie references, scares and witty dialogue. It kept me guessing all the way to the end!”

         Amy McCaw, author of Mina and the Undead series and curator of A Taste of Darkness

         
             

         

         “A fast, funny, twisty and best of all fright-filled adventure. Feisty, flawed heroine Charley is perfect – I loved it!”

         Sharon Gosling, author of Fir

         
             

         

         “Packed full of laughs and gore in equal measure, this exhilarating slasher takes you along for an endlessly fun ride!”

         Tess James-Mackey, author of You Wouldn’t Catch Me Dead

         
             

         

         “Toss some Skittles in your popcorn and settle in for the horror-comedy read of the season! Twisty and delightfully gory, How to Survive a Horror Movie is the perfect addition to any Halloween reading list.”

         Kat Ellis, author of Harrow Lake
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            For my nephews, Dylan and Ryan.

I can’t wait to watch horror films with you.
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            Rule #1

            Prepare For a New Setting in Act One
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         Sanguine pools flooded my vision. Blood and flesh seeping across white tiles, dripping down grey marble, spreading across black flooring. In my dream, there was a crack and a shattering of bone. A scream, short and sharp, replete with fear and—

         “Charley?”

         I startled awake, my forehead colliding with the car passenger window. I blinked and the road in front of me came into focus.

         My mum gently touched my arm. “Sorry to wake you, but it sounded like you were having a nightmare again.”

         A tang of the dream lingered on my tongue as I rubbed my forehead, wondering if it would bruise. When I turned, I saw Mum perched on the edge of the driver’s seat, her gnarled hands gripping the steering wheel so tight that her knuckles were bone white.

         “Are you OK?”9

         “Storms like this make me nervous on the road. Why is it always raining here?” She tutted, checking her rear-view mirror then her side mirrors.

         “Because it’s Scotland,” I grumbled. “I think it always rains here.”

         The rain hammered on the window and spread like a spiderweb to all four corners of the glass. Storms like this didn’t really bother me. Not any more. Not since Harrogate, where I’d found myself on a rural and isolated island in the middle of the North Atlantic Ocean for half a school year. It would have been longer if it weren’t for the crazed serial killers who ravaged the boarding school, butchering Sixth-Year students. Popping heads in fridges, splaying bodies on rocks, hanging corpses in cupboards. And by ‘crazed serial killers’, I meant my best friend and the love of my life. A double hit.

         OK, fine, by ‘love of my life’, I meant the girl I’d had a crush on for five months – which in dog time is, like, five years. But Olive was my best friend, my roommate, my partner in crime. Well, not exactly; she committed all the crime on her own. But she was my everything at Harrogate. And now I was running from her. Sometimes literally, sometimes metaphorically. And sometimes I just couldn’t tell.

         If you thought she’d died back at Harrogate circa Halloween 2023, you wouldn’t be in the minority. There were remains, yes, but whose, I did not know.10

         Olive ‘Psycho’ Montgomery did not die. I knew it in my bones. Because movie villains rarely died in an ending sequence, especially in Halloween horrors. The antagonists tended to survive the final battle. Hello, Michael Myers? Most horror movies had a sequel. They were all the rage (no pun intended), because sequels led to franchises and franchises led to money.

         After I received the message on my bedroom mirror last winter of ‘Happy Slasher Saturday’ – a nod to my and Olive’s old weekend activity of watching scary films – Mum and I moved around a lot. We couldn’t stay long in one place, partly because of my paranoia and mainly because being the only survivor of a real-life high-school slasher film meant always looking over my shoulder, sleeping with the lights on and installing triple locks on house doors even when the house did not belong to us and was only an Airbnb rental. Oops. I really got into trouble for that one.

         Today would be the furthest from Harrogate that we had ever got. We would soon be approaching the tip of the British mainland; there was no more north after this. Just water. A vast, endless ocean. And Iceland, maybe. Or was it Norway? My geography was questionable at the best of times.

         We had circled a large town on the map, one with a population of around 15,000 people. A place big enough to hide in plain sight but small enough to know your 11neighbours, to recognise faces and establish motives. We’d been driving for days now, occasionally pulling over at services and petrol stations for snacks (mostly Skittles), supplies (a little hand sanitiser) and bathroom breaks (yuck). Last night we stayed at a roadside hotel called the Traveller’s Rest. A perfect location to stage a horror film like Psycho or Vacancy – maybe even The Shining. Without the snow. And Jack Nicholson. I stayed awake all night waiting for her, but Olive did not come.

         We’d seen all four seasons since we started this drive. We even had a little bit of snow down in Wales last week just before we left. I liked it there. Grassy valleys and granite skies. It wasn’t the city where we were from, but it wasn’t an isolated rock in the middle of the North Atlantic. But then I thought I saw her – the psychopath I used to call my ‘slasher sister’. And so I made Mum move on. Again. Now she wanted some kind of normality back in our lives, which was understandable. But normality meant an end to our cross-country road trips, which worried me. I was not ready for stability, for settling down and unpacking the slippers. It was already October. With Olive’s favourite season of Halloween on the horizon, what I was ready for was a taser and grenade launcher.

         “Shoot,” Mum grumbled beside me.

         “What is it?”

         “We need to stop for petrol again.”

         I shrugged. “That’s probably good. Gives you a break 12from this rain. Besides, I’m out of Skittles. It’s officially a state of emergency.”

         “Well, we can’t have that.” She grinned. The car slowed, the tyres catching on the surface water on the road. Mum began to turn into a petrol station as the rain gathered on the windscreen.

         The road in front of us became pixelated, obscured by the rain and the mist. A screech of tyres sliced through the moisture as my mother sucked in a breath loudly. I gripped the edge of my seat, fingernails digging into the frayed leather, as headlights appeared – heading straight for us. Mum slammed on the brakes. I pitched forward but the seat belt yanked me back. Hair splayed across my face, I slowly peeled open my eyes and swept the strands from my cheeks. A dark-coloured car idled in front of us, the tyres zigzagged at an awkward angle on the wet tarmac. Had my mum not hit the brakes so hard, we would have crashed into it head-on. The car flashed its lights twice, then slowly pulled away, disappearing into the mist. The road became quiet again, but the frantic beating of my heart pounded my eardrums like the rain outside.

         My mum’s hand slowly dropped from my shoulder, leaving a sore imprint. “I’m so sorry!” she gasped.

         The adrenaline seeped out of my rigid body. “That’s OK. That guy came out of nowhere.”

         “You didn’t see him either? Good, that makes me feel like a better parent.” She turned cautiously into the petrol 13station, then shut off the engine. She rubbed her chest, hands still trembling. “Holy mackerel, I just saw my life flash before my eyes, and it wasn’t pretty.”

         I rested a hand on her shoulder, gently squeezing. “Thanks.”

         She snorted. “Thanks for what? Almost killing you?”

         “For all of this. I know how chaotic the past year has been, constantly moving around. And you loved your job back in the city.”

         “And I’ll love this next job too. Assuming I get one. I’ll find something. Although I don’t think Driving Instructor is in my future.”

         My bottom lip throbbed slightly as I bit down. What if my mum couldn’t find a nursing job where we were heading? What then? She was already sacrificing so much. My past was like a tapestry of trauma, and every time we packed up the car to move again it just added one more detail to the design.

         Mum squeezed my hand harder. “Charley, stop worrying about me, you’re going to give yourself stress lines on your forehead. Which is not cute. Let’s just focus on finding accommodation and a school for you to finish up your final year.”

         I nodded and felt a genuine smile peck at my cheeks.

         She unclipped her seat belt. “Now, Skittles, was it? State of emergency, I believe you said?”

         “You know, after that near-death experience, I might get 14a Snickers. I’m suddenly feeling brave.”

         “Look at you, what a daredevil!” She got out of the car as a fragment of a memory bled into the corners of my mind. Me and Olive standing at the edge of the cliff where rock met sand and shore met sea. I could see her now, open palm to the gunmetal-grey sky, crumbs of bread fluttering in the salty breeze, gulls slicing and frantic. We’d often walk back from feeding the seabirds, trainers crunching on the coastal path, discussing what to buy in Shop for Slasher Saturday. Always Skittles for me, always a Snickers for her. We’d share a tub of microwaved popcorn, our fingers sometimes brushing against one another as we dug into the kernels.

         Ephemeral memories of a once peaceful time melted like hot clay, reforming into a new shape. An image of my best friend standing over me on that same cliff, rage and revenge glinting in her eyes. A bloodied blade in her hand after she’d stabbed me in the back. Literally.

         I coaxed my temples, pushing away fragments of pain and regret, and leant back against the cheap car leather. My lungs were desperate for fresh air, for the crisp autumn chill to cool my skin that tingled and burned from the nightmare. I climbed out of the car and shoved my hands into my coat pockets. The wind pressed the rain towards me so I hurried for the station door. A bell tinkled when I pushed it open. The shop was small and the stickiness of the floor gripped the soles of my trainers, every footstep 15a squelch. I located Mum in the back corner, hovering at the drinks fridge, likely torn between a Diet Coke and a full-fat Coke.

         “You’re not from around here.”

         I turned abruptly to the voice. A tall man with a thick black beard and dark eyes stood behind the counter, his large hands pressing into the wooden desk.

         “We’re just passing through,” I murmured, pointing to my mum who was still staring into the fridge like she was facing the biggest decision of her life.

         “Where are you heading?” he grunted, squinting through the rain-smeared window at the old beat-up blue Ford that we’d had to buy second-hand at short notice after the red Fiat conked out somewhere near Bristol.

         “I’m not sure.”

         He raised his eyebrows. “You don’t know where you’re heading?”

         “I can’t remember the name of the town,” I lied, my insides churning. I turned and quickly joined my mum at the back fridge. My tolerance for small talk with creepy strangers had just reached its limit.

         “Just pick one,” I moaned over her shoulder.

         She tutted and grabbed the Diet, but glanced back at the full-fat as she walked away. When we returned to the checkout, it was empty, the station door swinging open with the wind.

         “Where did he go?” my mum asked.16

         I shrugged my shoulders as the door burst open, hitting the rack of magazines advertising ‘Budget Autumn Holidays’ and ‘Halloween Recipes for Dinner Parties’. The attendant hurried back to the other side of the counter muttering something about checking the pumps. “That’s it?” he asked us.

         “And we filled up at number five,” my mum added, pointing to the car.

         “I know. Folks aren’t supposed to fill up themselves here. I do it for them.”

         She winced. “Oh, really? Sorry. I didn’t know that.”

         “We’re from the city,” I clarified. “They have self-service stations. Card machines too.” My response made him frown and he began angrily punching numbers into the till. Mum and I exchanged glances and tried not to smirk.

         “Thirty-one eighty.”

         “That’s cheap,” she exclaimed. “In the city we pay double that for petrol—”

         “Thirty-one eighty,” he repeated sharply. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who’d exceeded their small-talk limit.

         I wiggled my Snickers off the counter and headed back out into the storm. It fought me for the door, the wind pushing it closed as I pushed it open. Outside, the rain seeped in at my collar and ran down my spine like an ice-cold finger. Why couldn’t we have gone into hiding in Spain? The Bahamas, maybe? I heard South America was lovely at this time of year. No, I’d simply replaced rainy 17Ireland with rainy Wales, and now rainy Scotland.

         As I reached down for the car handle, a shadow shifted at the corner of my eye. When I spun round, I saw a figure standing in the rain, his feet at the edge of the yellow line where pavement met road, and life met death. He was young, dressed in black leathers, with a large backpack and still clutching a motorcycle helmet. The rain fell through him, yet he shivered, his shoulders trembling.

         He was dead. A ghost. A new one, it seemed.

         I’d seen a lot of ghosts now, and although their appearance still startled me occasionally, their presence didn’t bother me any more. After all these months, I had grown used to seeing them. They popped up at inconvenient times, sometimes a little mangled, a little fleshy. Last week, a farmer who had been taken out by his own lawnmower waved to me from a valley down south, his face open like a Demogorgon from Stranger Things. He looked so bad he almost brought my tuna baguette up.

         I had learnt that elderly ghosts were far chattier than the young ones, many of whom seemed too confused and discombobulated to realise (a) they were dead and (b) I could see them. The elderly, though, seemed to seek companionship of some sort, especially the terminally ill who had died before saying goodbye to their loved ones or those searching for someone before they crumbled into obscurity. An old man once asked me the Wimbledon scores. He seemed quite disappointed when I told him 18I didn’t watch tennis, or sports of any kind. Those spirits wanted a conversation partner, perhaps even a friend for a short time. I was neither. I was not Charley: Ghost Whisperer. I was Charley: Horror Movie Survivor, as in ‘no time to talk’.

         My mum burst out of the station doors, full-fat Coke in hand, having exchanged it already, and dived into the car. I looked away from the motorcyclist before he noticed me – I hated when they did that – and slid into the car beside her. She shook the water off her hood and it landed on my legs, the only previously dry parts of my body. Postcard images of white sandy Costa Rican beaches and marbled Brazilian boulevards fuelled my annoyance more.

         She muttered an apology and set about fiddling with the heat and the wipers, as the station attendant watched us from the window, his palms pressed against the glass like a zombie from The Walking Dead.

         “Friendly, wasn’t he?” she scoffed as she pulled away, getting back on the road.

         “Yeah, it’s a good thing we’re not staying around here,” I snorted.

         “I second that—”

         A loud whirring sound suddenly filled the inside of the car.

         “What is that?” I shouted over the noise.

         “I have no idea. About three different warning lights just came on.”19

         The engine chugged, spluttering and jerking us in our seats. Mum quickly flicked on her hazard lights and pulled the car to the side of the road, beneath a large town sign blanketed with thick olive-green moss and something that grew wildly from the ground, coiling around the poles and spreading across the words on the plaque.

         We held our breath as she tried to restart the car. It coughed once, twice, then silenced. She groaned loudly and collapsed back in the seat. Dense, dark forest surrounded us on both sides.

         “What now?”

         She unbuckled her belt. “I’ll walk back and ask the attendant to call a garage for a tow. I guess we will be seeing him again after all.”

         “I’m coming.”

         “No, you stay. It’s raining, you’ll get soaked.”

         “Mum, survival rule number one: don’t split up!”

         I slid out of the car, slamming the door and walking around the vehicle to the sign. Picking up a gnarled twig from the ground, I poked at the moss, loosening it. A sharp coldness stung the skin under my clothes. “Mum!” I called to her, the fear in my voice building. “No, no and no.”

         She joined me at the sign. “‘Glendale’ sounds very characterful. Certainly explains why the last couple of hours have been up and down valleys. We passed a Glenleven not that long ago and a Glenarran before that.”20

         “Sure, ‘Glendale’ doesn’t sound so bad, but look at what it’s known as!” I repeatedly stabbed at the nickname with the twig until it split in my hand. “The Devil’s Punchbowl?!” I tossed the shattered stick down and turned, my arms open like Jennifer Love Hewitt in I Know What You Did Last Summer. “While escaping a crazed lunatic, we have broken down in a place nicknamed the Devil’s Punchbowl!”

         Mum pulled her mouth into a pout. “What’s wrong with that?”

         I scoffed. “Haven’t you ever seen a horror movie sequel?!”
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            Rule #2

            Acquire On-the-Road Skills – i.e. Motor Mechanics
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         The motor garage was freezing, the interior stark and grey. Shelves of tools and instruments were dotted around tyres mounted on to concrete walls. Everything about the place was cold.

         I’d moved to a bench inside, which seemed to be cooler than outside, while my mum paced in the little glass office at the back corner in front of two mechanics who weakly tried to explain what had caused us to breakdown so suddenly. After their third explanation, I’d decided to remove myself from the conversation altogether. Through the glass, Mum looked just as frustrated as I did out here, her face pinched, eyebrows knitted together in a frown. On the other side of the garage our little blue Ford sat suspended in the air, emptied of its organs – with some splayed out on top of a dirty worksheet on the floor, beside a red tin toolbox.

         “Hello, there.”22

         I startled and glanced up at the man towering over me. He was dressed in a grey suit, no tie, blazer open, one hand in his trouser pocket in an attempt to appear casual. He wore a small brooch on his blazer pocket. A symbol of some kind, maybe a star. It was hard to see from here.

         “Hi,” I replied warily, my response sounding more like a question.

         “I heard we had some folks stranded here because of car trouble?”

         I paused. News travelled fast in this place.

         The office door slammed and my mum marched over. I quickly rose to my feet.

         “Sounds like it could take us a couple of weeks to get out of here,” she moaned.

         “What?” I exclaimed. That was not in the plan. The plan was to keep going, remain on the road, stay moving until Halloween passed – when Olive was most likely to strike – then settle down at the place we’d circled on the map. Not here in isolated rurality. In a small village called the Devil’s Punchbowl!

         “They said the car’s really old,” my mum explained, “and it’ll take time to get the parts in. But once it’s fixed, we’ll be right back on the road, I promise.”

         I held my hands out. “Where are we going to stay for two weeks?”

         “There must be a cheap hotel or bed and breakfast here—” She stopped, suddenly noticing the man in the 23grey suit beside me.

         He took a step forward to shake her hand, very formally. “Excuse me, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I heard you guys had broken down and I wanted to come and see if I could help at all.”

         “Are you a mechanic?” she asked.

         “Preferably one with immediate access to old Ford car parts,” I added.

         He shook his head. “Afraid not. My name is Robert Gilbert. You can just call me Bob, though. I’m sort of like the town mayor here.”

         “A mayor?” I repeated.

         “Maybe more like a councilman or town spokesperson.” He smiled, his teeth a luminescent pearl. His eyes were a vibrant shade of azure and flickered under the garish light of the garage.

         “Nice of you to come out and welcome us,” my mum said, her tone softening.

         “Of course. I can imagine you’re tired – you’ve been on the road for a while to get here. Anyway, Kathy runs a wonderful B&B in town, but since you’ll be here for at least a fortnight, you might be more comfortable in a larger space. Somewhere with two bedrooms, a fully stocked kitchen, a living room.” He glanced at me. “And a television—”

         “Television?” I repeated, the offer now looking promising.

         “There’s an old family croft on the outskirts of town that’s newly vacant. It’s in between tenants at the moment, 24but you’re welcome to it until the car’s fixed?”

         “Oh, thank you, that’s very kind but we couldn’t do that,” said Mum.

         “I insist. Honestly, if anything you’re helping me. The autumn frost hit us hard this week and it’ll be good for an old house like that not to sit empty.”

         “Well, I’d want to pay you. My daughter and I couldn’t just move in for free.”

         “How about if the visit turns into a bit of a longer stay, we can talk about monthly rental fees after that?”

         “It won’t turn into a longer stay,” I answered, my eyes flicking to Mum, who nodded heartily in agreement, thankfully.

         “No problem.” He clapped his hands. “Excellent, that’s settled then. I’ll drive you both over now if you’re finished up here?”

         We dragged suitcases from a dark corner of the garage to the boot of his black Jeep. As he opened the passenger door for my mum, I glanced back at the blue Ford, at the safety and familiarity it held, sighed loudly, then joined my mum and ‘Bob’ inside the Jeep. I had no idea where we were going or who this guy was. I was only mindful that it was October and I had already broken at least one Halloween survival rule.
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         Thick, dark ivy, pungent with autumn mould, crawled 25up the house, coiling around the beams and snaking around windows opaque with dust. Paint flaked off black wooden shutters, exposing slivers of carmine underneath. There was an old American-style porch, where two wicker armchairs lay discarded in a corner, sodden from rainfall.

         The toes of my trainers hovered at the edge of the rusty gate, its hinges silenced by browning moss that sponged all the gaps in between the iron slats. Around me a landscape of isolated farms, dark glassy waters and a thick blanket of trees unfolded, wrapping around the loch and rising up into the valley. Above, a raven cawed, fluttering its wings before finding a home on the chimney ledge that jutted out into the dark grey sky.

         We turned back and waved Mr Gilbert off, hard smiles plastered on to our faces, as he reversed down the farm track driveway, flickering his headlights as a send-off.

         I gently nudged my mum, the forced smile quickly dropping. “Well, if this isn’t the perfect setting for The Haunting of Hill House, then I don’t know what is.”

         Mum nudged me back. “Maybe it’s warmer and more inviting inside?”

         “I doubt it.”

         “Well, it’s free, so that’s something,” she said, heaving one suitcase up the garden path, my duffel bag on her shoulder – the zip bulging thanks to old DVDs and the odd VHS for nostalgia and intrigue.

         I dragged the other case, while cradling a box labelled 26‘kitchen’ with one hand. “As long as this place has a television like he promised, and Wi-Fi for streaming, then we’re good.”

         “I’m glad you’re watching those films again. You love horrors. I’d hate to see you changed after what happened last year.”

         I bit my lip; if only she knew how much I had changed. I didn’t sleep, for a start. Sleep was for those who didn’t have a crazed serial killer still after them. I was not ‘hallucinating’, like the police told my mum when I stood in the hallway listening. No, I knew deep in my bones that Olive Montgomery was out there. Waiting for the perfect moment to reappear.

         I continued following Mum along the garden path, where spindly weeds twisted and coiled around my feet, tugging at my ankles. I kicked one away that caught on my laces and clambered up the porch steps. The wood creaked under my shoes, bending and cracking, more paint flaking off like a snake shedding its skin. A large cobweb draped between the corners of the porch, its inhabitants long shrivelled. Attached to the wall by the door was a tin letter box with a lid and a slim slate plaque – the name of the house scratched out beyond recognition. “As if it couldn’t get any creepier,” I muttered, skimming my fingertips over the etching.

         She slid out a set of thick copper keys bound by twine from her pocket and dangled them in the air. “Charley, look, now this is a keychain you don’t see in the city.”27

         “I think there’s a reason for that,” I scoffed. “And since when did you start calling me Charley?”

         “Since you asked me to. We can’t use Lottie any more and you wouldn’t even entertain the idea of Charlotte, so Charley it is.”

         I tutted. “I’m telling you we should have changed our names.”

         “I tried, remember? You hated it.”

         “You renamed me after a Disney character,” I snorted, dropping the kitchen box by my feet. Something clinked and rattled.

         “Hey, careful, my smoothie blender is in there. And I thought Aurora had a nice ring to it.”

         I took the key from her and slid it into the lock. “It’s not really the kind of name that blends in.” The key was stuck, turning only a fraction to the right.

         “What do you mean?”

         “Was Rapunzel taken?”

         I pressed down on the door handle and watched as it creaked and swung open, hitting a coat rack.

         “Well, look at that. It was unlocked this whole time,” my mum said.

         I turned and stared at her. Mouth open, eyes wide.

         She held her hands up. “Don’t start with the survival rules again. At least wait until I have made myself a very strong coffee. Or a very strong margarita. Whatever is faster.” She brushed past me, disappearing round the first corner.28

         “I don’t care if this place is free or not, I hope Bob is prepared to reimburse us for the state-of-the-art security system that I plan on getting installed!” I called after her.

         A flicker of red darted across my peripheral and I sharply turned my head. An old truck slowed past the driveway. Neighbours, maybe. Perhaps it wasn’t as isolated around here as I thought. But the truck didn’t pull off in a different direction, nor come to a stop. It simply idled by the croft, the engine purring away. I squinted through the glass, but whoever sat at the steering wheel was shadowed by the gloomy sky. I waited, and so did they.

         What were they doing?

         Was it just small-town nosiness, like the guy at the petrol station?

         Debating whether to raise my middle finger, I instead opted to wave sarcastically. A moment later the truck backed up, down the farm track and away from us.

         “You coming in or do you plan on spending the night measuring the doorway for this security system?” Mum called.

         “You’re hilarious,” I muttered, watching the truck fade into the forest line.

         I ran my fingertips over the scratched-out house plaque one more time, took a deep breath and slowly stepped over the threshold.

         The silence was thick inside, as was the dust – so thick I could taste both on my tongue. My mum’s footsteps sliced 29through the quiet as she danced around the kitchen area on my right, inspecting drawers and cabinets. Empty photo frames lined the hallway walls where I stood, arranged in rows like an eclectic exhibition in a modern gallery to inspire arty discussions about the meaning of emptiness or something. What space remained between the frames was stained, marred by years of sunlight, fingerprints and dust. On the left of the narrow hallway was a living room with an open view of the loch, large bay windows located behind a shabby-looking two-seater sofa that sat beside a dusty armchair in a matching shade of powder blue. Not my colour. The television appeared as old as the house. Thankfully there was a DVD player underneath, encased in a ball of tangled cables. On the floor was a pack of playing cards and a half-chewed box of Scrabble where I feared a mouse nested.

         I ran my hand over the TV unit, its appearance hauntingly familiar. It looked just like the one Olive and I shared back at Harrogate. Couldn’t be. But the old black remote on the unit was also giving me déjà vu vibes.

         I closed my eyes and shook my head. “No one knows you’re here,” I whispered to myself, my utterings breaking the thick silence. “You’re safe, you’re safe, you’re safe, you’re—”

         “Charley?”

         I opened my eyes and saw my mum standing in the doorway, a kettle in her hand, the cord dangling down to 30her knee. “You OK?”

         “Yeah,” I replied breathily.

         She furrowed her brow and glanced around the room, not fully assuaged.

         “Is it as inviting on the inside as you expected?” I asked her.

         She rolled her eyes. “It’s two weeks. We can do this. Come on, let’s check out the bedrooms.” She placed the kettle down and led me up the stairs. They moaned in anger all the way to the top step, the wood threatening to crack under our weight.

         The master bedroom was spacious. A huge bed in the centre, two round tables on each side. A large wardrobe sat in the corner along with a small stool. Beneath an oil painting of horses was a small writing desk, a few cloth-bound books discarded on the edge. The rug was frayed underneath my trainers and at least one of the blinds was broken, hanging diagonally across the window which faced the front garden path and the farm track beyond it. At least I could keep an eye out for any ‘visitors’, particularly of the bushy-haired, revengeful, blade-wielding sort. As I peered out of the window, a dislocated slat from the blinds dropped down and hit me on the head. I startled and jumped back, then giggled when I realised what it was.

         “Is he really in between tenants or is this house just waiting to be torn down?”

         She placed her hands on her hips and looked around. 31“You know, I think with a good clean, it’ll brighten up. Let’s see the other one.”

         The room across the hall was smaller and the walls were a muted coral, like a sky at dawn. The bed was in the centre, made up of freshly washed bed covers with rainbows. A child’s room, perhaps. The window faced out on to the back garden and boasted a view of dense trees and gloomy sky.

         Something suddenly pricked at the corner of my vision. I turned slowly and faced the back shelves of the room, the blood icing in my veins.

         My mum came to my side and paused abruptly. “Hmm, that’s interesting. He did say it came with all the furnishings to make it feel more homely.”

         “This is homely? For who, the cast of The Conjuring?” My voice reverberated off the paint-flaking walls as I pointed to the back corner.

         Perched on the shelf, side by side, were about a dozen large porcelain dolls. Jet-black hair, braided and tied with frayed twine ribbons. Stained linen dresses, bare feet. Snow-white skin, empty glass eyes.
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         Steam billowed out from the mug clenched in my hands as I gazed out of the window into the back garden. An old rusted swing hung limply from a large, shaggy willow tree, its branches sagging into the grass like heavy limbs. Beyond that, a small bridge disappeared into the woodlands behind, eaten away by the forest and the shadows.

         My mum trod cautiously into the room, a black bin bag in her hands. “Let’s just pack up the dolls and pop them in a cupboard for now.”

         A shiver walked up my spine like spindly doll fingers. “Why are they even there?”

         “Bob did say the previous tenants weren’t that long away, so maybe the dolls belonged to them. Or they’re here all the time, like a welcome for new families.”

         “A food hamper would be more welcoming,” I grumbled. “A box of biscuits. Maybe some cheese puffs. His Airbnb ratings must be terrible.”33

         My mum nodded. “Ooh, cheese puffs. Now I have a craving.”

         I glanced one more time at the porcelain dolls, all nestled side by side, slumped like corpses, before my mum began to gather them into her arms, squishing them into the bag. Little limbs stuck out the top. Legs. Arms. Fingers. I shivered again, harder this time, and my cocoa spilt on to my lap.

         “Why don’t you take that other bedroom?” my mum suggested, placing the last doll on top.

         “No, I couldn’t. This is obviously the kids’ room—”

         “It has that nice writing desk; you could get on top of schoolwork this time.”

         I tutted. “I can’t believe I have to repeat my final year for university admissions.” As if Harrogate hell hadn’t been enough, to learn it all counted for nothing… What a blow. Maybe I should have let Olive do my English essays after all; I might have actually passed one subject. Woodwork was promising for a while. But then Mr Gillies got obliterated by a wood slicer and finished off with a saw. Bar his hand. That had scuttled around in ghost form like a hermit crab.

         The absence of the Harrogate ghosts had been noticeable in the beginning. I had searched for them in the mornings at breakfast, waited for them to join me for conversations in the afternoons, and gone to sleep thinking they were just there, in the corner, fumbling and bickering with one 34another. But after a while, I realised they were gone. Truly gone. I had grown fond of all those who had perished in Olive’s killing spree: Impaled Meghan, Strangled Sarah, Half-Broken Hannah, and even Knifed Rochelle and Headless Gabrielle, as annoying as they were in both the living world and the non-living. Of course, I wanted them to pass through, to pass over, to pass … well, whatever the process was for ghosts.

         I was glad they had disappeared, had sparkled and faded in the morning sunshine. And I was glad I had helped them on their way to peace. But weirdly, now more than ever, I also missed them. Loneliness had crept in and sat heavy on my shoulders, pushing me down, dampening my moods like an ominous rain cloud. At least I had my mum back, thankfully. Long-distance calls from a Harrogate payphone in a noisy corridor was tough. Though I missed having real friends. People that weren’t obligated to like you because of shared blood and genetics. I missed … Olive.

         Was that weird?

         To be missing the person who planned to murder the entire school year to enact revenge?

         Yeah, I guess that was weird.

         “Well, what do you think?”

         I glanced up and saw my mum starting to shift my things into the hallway.

         “No, it’s fine, I’ll stay in this room. The dolls are gone 35now and we’re not going to be here for long anyway. But I suppose I should take that writing desk to get a head start on school,” I moaned.

         Mum smiled and brushed a strand of pin-straight hair behind my ear. “I’ll help you move it.”

         We lifted the desk up, not managing more than an inch or so off the ground, and began shimmying it across the hallway, occasionally banging it against our knees. When we placed it down in the corner of my new room, my thumb grazed something sharp. I drew my hand back. A globule of blood sat on my fingertip. I placed it in my mouth and sucked hard, bending down to see what it was that I’d cut myself on. A carving adorned the wood beneath the desk. A single name. Beatrice. Remnants of a life once lived in this house, etched into the furniture. Perhaps there were more clues in this place, this town. Breadcrumbs for me to find. I ran my finger over the letters, imprinting the curves and curls on to my fingertips, then rejoined my mum and unpacked for the rest of the day.

         The evening became a haze of grocery bags, backpacks and suitcases, dust clouds and the odd bandy-legged spider that scurried out of a dark corner, unsettled by our presence. We pottered around the old croft, trying to make it as comfortable as we could, until the large willow tree and the rusty tyre swing faded into dusk and the sounds of the night whispered at the windows. And when our bellies grumbled, we forewent the newly stocked 36fridge and instead ordered takeaway pizza from a flyer pinned to the corkboard in the kitchen for a place called Home Slice, finding solace in Italian thin crust and extra cheese. By bedtime, whatever we had brought with us was now folded and placed in dressers, hung in wardrobes or stacked on shelves. The finishing touch was a photo of Dad propped up on the nightstand. Mum had a similar one on hers. After half-filled murky baths, we stripped the bedcovers and threaded the duvets through our own. We hadn’t taken much when we’d left, putting most things in storage under a fake name and address, but Mum insisted on bringing her own Egyptian cottons for life on the road, while I prioritised my Stephen King collection. Seemed fair.

         Before bed, I shuffled downstairs in an oversized hoodie, filled a glass with cloudy water from the kitchen sink, wondering if it was safe to drink, and headed back up for my first sleep in the new house. On the third step, I noticed the downstairs hallway cupboard was ajar. I trudged back down. Curious, I opened it wider, wrapping my fingers around the edges of the door. Inside was not the coat cupboard I had expected – rather a cupboard that unfolded into the darkness, forming a spiral staircase that seemingly wound around and down, descending into a black space. A basement.

         The creepy house had a basement. Of course it did.

         I took a sharp inhalation and placed my water glass on 37the ground, then I dragged the taupe-grey half-moon entry table across the wooden floor, very likely scratching it, and positioned it in front of the basement door. I knew better than to explore dark basements at night.

         When I turned to leave, I saw a discarded photo frame on the floor from where I’d moved the table. I bent down and brushed the dust off. In the photo was a group of schoolkids in matching moss-green uniforms, boys with hair neatly slicked to the side, girls with braids knotted with twine, and a tall blond woman beside them. I placed the frame in a drawer, image side down, and ascended the staircase to my bedroom, trying very hard not to roll my eyes at the creaky steps. We were stuck here. For two whole weeks. Until just before Halloween.

         I lay down on the freshly made bed and stared up at the ceiling. Shadows danced across the white paint, the silhouette of a branch drawing invisible lines back and forth like a needle on a polygraph. For a moment Meghan’s vocal warm-ups, Sarah’s wheezing and Hannah’s pop, crack, snap floated into the room, dancing with the shadows, before sleep took over, transporting me back to a place I hoped I could forget entirely one day.
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         The next morning, our shoes sat on a rug by the front door, coats were in the hallway, and my favourite chocolatey cereal was nestled beside Mum’s healthy low-carb granola. Maybe ‘Bob’ was right: this would be more comfortable than a cramped room in a B&B. Although I would need to call him out on his failed promise of a working television as I was yet to get that battered relic in the corner up and running.

         “What should we do today?” I asked.

         Mum took a loud gulp of coffee. “If the rain stays off then we could take a walk into town?”

         I shrugged. “I suppose we could see what the ‘Devil’s Punchbowl’ is all about.”

         I doubted the town had much to offer in terms of sightseeing attractions, but I needed to establish the locations of three places vital to my existence here for the next fortnight: a library, a cinema and a café that made 39decent hot chocolate. If all three were here, then we would be OK. I had already determined Glendale could provide decent cheese pizza, although I would need to ask for extra, extra cheese next time as the layer was a little thin for my liking.

         Mum ran the tap over her mug in the sink. “I heard Bob say it’s called the Devil’s Punchbowl for its shape. The town and surrounding forest sit at the bottom of a bowl.” She cupped her palms under the running water to show me the shape. “Cool, huh?”

         “‘Cool’ won’t be the word we use when it rains here,” I said, pointing to her cupped hands that were now flooded with water.

         She looked down and uncupped her palms, sending the trapped water splashing down into the sink. “Well, I think it’s cool,” she replied, drying her hands on a sea-green kitchen towel.

         A loud knock ripped through the hallway, startling the toast out of my hand. It landed on the dusty floorboards, butter-side down. I groaned.

         As I wiped the last of the golden butter away with my hoodie sleeve, a familiar voice carried through the hallway and into the kitchen.

         “Charley!” Mum called.

         I joined her at the doorway, the breeze flooding in and chilling my skin under the fabric. Mr Gilbert stood on the porch, his hands in his coat pockets, his head hugged by 40an expensive-looking tweed hat. He wore that same wide-eyed, rubber-smile expression on his face while the blue of his eyes was sliced by the sunlight.

         “I was just passing through and thought I’d check in with you both. Are you comfortable? Did you sleep OK?”

         “Oh yes, it’s very comfortable. Isn’t that right, Charley?”

         I frowned, the silence thick. Mum elbowed me.

         “Yes, so comfortable.” My voice dripped impressively with sarcasm.

         Mum elbowed me harder.

         “Good, good. Well, the other reason I stopped by was to invite you both to supper tonight at the town hall.”

         “Supper?” Mum repeated.

         “This used to be a mining town back in the day,” he explained. “Everyone who lived here was part of a mining family in some way or another, so rather than a mass on Sunday mornings when most were down in the mines, the church held an evening service and then after that everyone would get together for supper.”

         “That’s incredible,” Mum murmured, the smile deepening on her face as his gaze towards her intensified.

         “We’re a community around here, even if the mines no longer bring us together.”

         “Incredible,” she said again. It was my turn to elbow her.

         “What do you think?” he asked us.

         “About what?” My eyes flicked between them.

         “About joining us at the town hall tonight? Seeing what 41Glendale is really about.” He did a little fist bump and I grimaced, waiting for Mum to conjure a good excuse on our behalf. A communal supper in a town hall after church was not how we spent our weekends. Technically we spent our weekends on the run from a crazed serial killer, but that didn’t seem like a suitable excuse at this time.

         “We’d love to,” she squealed.

         I balked. “We would?”

         “It gives us a chance to meet other people, and if everyone is half as nice as you, Bob, well … then we’re in for a treat tonight, aren’t we, Charley?”

         Was she being sarcastic too? I couldn’t tell.

         He snapped his fingers gleefully as his irises flickered. “Excellent. Congregation is at six but you don’t have to come to that—”

         “We won’t,” I interrupted. And got another elbow.

         “Then supper is at seven. I look forward to seeing you there.” He tipped his hat in gesture, and turned to walk away.

         “What should we bring?” my mum called after him.

         “Just yourselves!”

         She giggled and raised a hand to wave goodbye. I slammed the door.

         “That was rude,” she tutted at me.

         “That was weird.”

         “What? He was being polite.”

         “He was flirting. I think.” I shuddered. “And remember, this is a brief stopover. We’re waiting for our car to get 42fixed. We don’t live here. It’s strange that they’d ask us to join them. It’s not normal. Unless we’re on the menu for supper tonight.”

         She shook her head and returned to her coffee. “I think our perception of ‘normal’ is a little skewed these days.” She pointed to our stark belongings, the map on the floor next to our shoes, flagged with towns and roads we had visited, potential stopovers, starred villages to consider for after Halloween that boasted of strong academic programmes and ties to local medical practices for Mum’s work. I was just fine with our current living/non-living arrangements, but maybe she wasn’t. Or maybe she craved some adult conversation about topics other than movies, Skittles and ways to disarm an assailant. Jugular, eye sockets, kneecaps. Of course, that article on Reddit where I’d pulled my information from was assuming I had adequate hand-eye coordination. The redditor had not seen me in PE.

         “Fine,” I growled. “We’ll break a major survival rule and go out at night to supper in a strange town with strange people, and just hope they’re not cannibals.”

         She danced her shoulders in victory. “Now I need to bake.” She marched into the kitchen and started opening all the drawers and cabinets, pulling out multi-coloured mixing bowls, silicone spatulas and a big bag of flour that was probably long expired – the mouth open, powdery clouds puffing out the top as she handled it.

         “He just said not to bring anything other than ourselves,” 43I reminded her.

         “People always say that. Nobody is going to ask a dinner guest to make the dessert or bring the wine for the table or polish the silverware, but it’s common knowledge that a guest always brings something for the meal.”

         “OK, so we’ll yank out some flowers from the neighbour’s garden on our way there.”
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