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  Cobweb ghosts are inconvenient—especially grumpy ones with bad breath. Don’t they know silence is golden?


  Johnny Strong is the expert; he hasn’t spoken in two years. Not one word to anyone except the ghost. The main purpose of life is to avoid people and not get noticed. Friends? He doesn’t need them; and certainly nobody wants him despite what the ghost says.


  Until a new boy appears at Windybank—Finn Lyons, teenage wizard. He eats frogs, concocts potions, and is always hungry. Not only does Finn stand up for Johnny; he actively seeks his company and soon becomes part of life.


  First love; family and words; a heady mix to go in the potion but how will it all turn out?


  Hubble bubble; Johnny Strong’s in trouble! Silence is not always golden in this sweet, zany story of the purest magic at Christmas.
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  Shout it out! If you have no words then use a pen, a paintbrush, or anything you’ve got, but make sure you shout loud and don’t stop until they hear.
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  Johnny’s list: Mum.


   


  In the morning sun, spider’s web threads reverberated with light. Johnny considered if the occasional glinting flash was a message or mere particles of the atmosphere. Depending on the sunshine’s position, the intricate trap could look brilliant, or flimsy and insubstantial.


  Before breakfast was always the best time to curl up on the bed and wait. The rest of the house was often overrun by crazy kids buzzing through the rooms like angry bees, but outside the windowpane, the web was ever silent.


  “Are you there?” he whispered, heart beating fast but not to the same tune of floorboards bouncing with kids’ feet on the way to the bathroom. Never the same tune as anyone else.


  Johnny would be in trouble if they spotted him watching the corner of the window for hours on end again. It hadn’t been hours. Not that morning, anyway. In trouble, though they called it something else at Windybank. A therapy diary was right there on the yellow desk. “You can pick the colour!” Anna had said, as if it was great fun. “Lime or orange!”


  In trouble again—not enough to stop chatting to the web or the ghost who lived within its silver threads. He poked his head out the door and checked from left to right—rapidly as a spy undercover. Anna or Greg could appear at any moment, and both were sneaky enough to wait around the corner, just to prove a point. Coming. Getting dressed. Sometimes an extra ten minutes of peace could be earned if they thought he was getting ready. Life would be oh-so-much better if the door still had a lock.


  He wrote ‘busy’ on the whiteboard hanging on his door, adding two exclamation marks, stepped back inside and shut the door firmly. The staff weren’t bad but they weren’t good either—not from the point of view of a boy trying to get a few minutes’ peace and quiet.


  “I’m here,” he whispered again, and launched himself at the bed to get as close to the web as possible.


  It shone and shimmered. Johnny held his breath and waited. This was always the hardest part—relief mixed up with resentment and anxiety. There had been nightmares—more than usual—of the ghost vanishing.


  “Are you here?”


  Didn’t the ghost understand the perils he faced during these few minutes? If Anna or Greg came in, it would mean extra therapy if not another tiring visit to the cycle and tricks.


  “Come on,” he said crossly. “Where are you?”


  “Here. Hold your horses, mardy arse,” the ghost grumbled. It was typical of Johnny’s luck to get a ghost with a constant bad temper and awful breath, not that he minded. Actually, the ghost’s honesty was a nice change from the sycophantic lies floating around Windybank; invisible but deadly.


  “You’ve got donkey breath again.”


  “Ghosts don’t have breath, stupid.” The outside thread of the web twanged as the ghost laughed. “Anyway, you’ve got a bogey so we’re quits.”


  “No way. Donkey breath is way worse than a bogey. Know why?” Johnny put his palm flat against the glass. A long time ago, he’d stopped touching it in preparation for when the ghost left—a kind of planned experiment which lasted all of two days. It hadn’t prepared him, only increased the anxiety.


  “Why?”


  From outside the window, the ghost placed his hand on the glass in exactly the same place. Warmth, distant at first and then flooding, went up Johnny’s arm and across his chest. Once during therapy, Anna had called it memory, but it wasn’t. She didn’t know anything. The neck tingles were just because he was pleased to see—even though there wasn’t any physical manifestation—his ghost friend. “Because bogeys have antibodies. They’re good for you.” His only friend.


  “Disgusting,” the ghost chuckled.


  “Yeah.”


  “How’s the pet shop owners?” The pet shop was their name for Windybank children’s care home and moving-on hostel.


  Johnny sighed, and pressed his hand harder against the glass. “Same as.”


  “Ah. You got therapy tonight?”


  Johnny’s head lurched uncomfortably. “Yeah.” On therapy days—Monday and Wednesday—the ghost was around to poke fun and offer much-needed sarcasm, missing from the appalling cheeriness of Windybank. Always around when needed. “Bloody sick of it. Not like I’m crackers, is it? Why can’t everyone leave me alone?”


  “Yeah, you are. Crackers as a pack of cheese and onion. If not, you wouldn’t be talking to me.” But the glass under Johnny’s hand was friendly and familiar. “Anything else? New pets?”


  “Only that boy. He’s not new now. Finn. Always banging about.”


  “Yeah? This the one came in a few weeks ago on a wheelchair?” From the window, you could see the garden and woods, and also the side of the house with the ramp used for wheelchairs and bikes. One morning, about a month ago, the boy had appeared, surrounded by nurses, blankets and fuss. But even from up in the bedroom, Johnny hadn’t missed the pale face, sick as fever. Something about the way he sat, frozen, gave the impression the boy was frightened, terrified half to death.


  “That’s the one. He’s up and walking now, though. Offered to cook everyone pancakes!” Some of the younger kids asked Greg what was wrong with him; of course they all wanted to know. “And then the dork went and messed it up. He forgot the eggs and burnt the frying pan black.”


  “He’s sick?”


  “Hmm. No, I don’t think so exactly. Or not anymore. Greg wouldn’t tell us the details—obviously—just that he’s weak and needs building up.” He thought back. “Oh yeah! Anna said loud noises make the kid jump so we all have to be careful around him. Funny, that—’cause now he’s the loudest of the lot. Made pancakes for everyone.”


  “No! That’s bad with a capital B.” The ghost laughed softly. “Helpful, is he?”


  “Everyone else thought so.” The boy was tall, with dark hair around his forehead. Although Johnny hadn’t been anywhere near, he sensed the boy’s eyes watching each time he walked past his bedroom. “Got pimples.”


  “Nice hair, though?”


  “No! Stupid hair. Like a guinea pig.” Ages ago, it became apparent the ghost could read his thoughts, especially lies. The ghost laughed knowingly. “Shut up. I gotta go, anyway. See you later.” He squeezed the glass. “I’ll miss you. I always miss you.”


  “You can’t squeeze glass, sunshine. Have a good day. Be thinking of you.”


  “You too.” Whatever ghosts got up to during the day—or night—Johnny had no idea. “You gonna be around later?” It didn’t matter about not sounding needy in front of a ghost.


  “Course.” The web threads moved slightly, meaning the ghost had further things to say. “Johnny? I’ve got an idea.”


  “Whatever it is, the answer’s no.” Just lately, the ghost had lots of ideas, and all were uncomfortable and shit. At first, it was one or two a week; now, every day. It wasn’t up for discussion, same way they never mentioned the bottom left side of the cobweb that was starting to collapse. “No.” Goodbye was in the air, in every particle, and nobody could evade it.


  “Just smile at him.”


  “No.” He wasn’t going to interact with the new boy other than necessary.


  “But he’s your age. Be going to your school. Might be in your classes.”


  “No. Hasn’t been to school yet. No-one knows why.” Actually, the pet shop owners still treated him as if he could break. “Maybe because of germs?”


  “Could be good to have someone on your side?”


  “I’m not gonna, all right? Just like I’m not going to the stupid after-school club or watching telly with the pets Friday nights. They don’t want me around. No—no—no. Stop telling me what to do.” Johnny pulled his hand away sharply. “See you later.”


  “Have a good day,” the ghost called.


  As Johnny opened his door, he noticed pine needles on the carpet outside. They were dotted about in little heaps. Bloody Christmas coming.
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  Johnny’s list: Mum, photos of Mum.


   


  The new boy’s name was Finn. No point making any effort because he wouldn’t be there long anyway—was merely part of the endless stream of faces and shoes that went through Windybank. Only Johnny stayed, constant as mildew around the bath and the tiny blue flowers on the edge of the plastic plates.


  “All right?” Finn said, leaning forward over his bowl of popping Rice Krispies. “I keep trying to find you. Hello.”


  Johnny nodded politely; in here, good manners got you a long, long, way. Not far enough to get a person anywhere really good such as Paris, but far enough for now. He concentrated more than necessary on plastering toast with peanut butter—carefully so every corner was nicely smeared in light brown.


  “I’m Finn. That’s my name,” the boy added unnecessarily. “I’m new.” Probably he didn’t realise how much had been given away in such a short statement, thrown out with careless abandon. Old timers like Johnny didn’t bother with explanations or names; there was little point when such information could be used against a person. Finn had, in fact, revealed several juicy bits of information: number one, he still thought other people were there as potential friends. This indicated vulnerability to coercion, bullying or any number of ghastly things that went on at Windybank.


  And numero deux, Finn had a need to ‘fit in’, as the staff would call it. What this meant was, he would no doubt be used by the others to do all the duties they hated—washing up, cleaning, homework, providing alibis…Oh yeah, Finn would be fitting in—into their long wish lists of desires fit only for mugs.


  A wisp of memory floated past. There had been a time when it was OK to ask questions, easy as drinking milk…Johnny bit savagely into his toast and didn’t look towards the gaping hole of loneliness where Finn sat.


  “What’s your name?”


  Johnny replied by pointing at the shiny laminate name card Windybank always left on the table for newcomers. ‘Johnny Strong’, it said, written in bright red as if he were three years old.
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