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One

The Ghost Children
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Lonely, invisible, and still wearing the clothes they had died in: the ghosts of four children were in this house. Something had disturbed their spirits, and now they were rising slowly up from the cool darkness of the cellar.

The cellar was closed, but that did not stop them; their bodies, though unable to pass through solid objects, could squeeze into small spaces or under the crack of an old door.

Ann, the eldest, fourteen when she’d died, emerged ahead of the others. The first thing she did was shield her eyes against the intense glare of summer sunshine. As she raised her arm, the light reflected off her thin white cotton slip. It was her death robe - the only item of clothing she’d been able to bear against her feverish skin in the last days before scarlatina killed her sixty-five years earlier.

Once Ann was sure the corridor was safe to enter, she  called the others out of the cellar gloom. Oliver floated ahead, while the youngsters, Charlie and Gwyneth, held her hands.

Ann led them in a slow-motion, stately drift towards the front of the house. The ghosts never walked. They couldn’t. Being almost weightless, the moment they pushed off with their feet the least little draught wafted their bodies to and fro like dry, dizzy leaves around the house. With patience, they’d learned to guide themselves on the breezes stirred whenever a door or window was opened. But the house had been locked up and empty for weeks, making today’s journey a particularly tricky one. Only Oliver could easily ride the sluggish tides of air around the rooms at such times.

Gliding along the corridor,Ann remained alert to danger. She never stopped calculating the fastest escape route if they had to hide from her. Oliver, twelve years old when he’d died, was less careful. Part of him enjoyed the risk of travelling between rooms, knowing he was quick enough to flee if he had to. Drifting impatiently ahead of the others, he rose halfway up the pane of glass in the front door.

‘Don’t rush,’ Ann hissed. ‘You know it’s dangerous. You’re stirring up too much air. She’ll notice.’

‘Keep up then,’ Oliver hissed back. ‘If you want to miss whoever’s arriving, that’s up to you. Anyway, stop worrying. She’s asleep. She hasn’t woken for ages.’

‘But if someone new is coming, sooner or later she’s bound to want to see who it is.You know that. Especially if it’s a child.’

‘So what. Let her wake. Let her freak out for all I care. She’ll never catch me.’

‘But she might catch us,’ Ann growled. ‘And you know what she’ll do to us if she does.’

Seven-year-old Gwyneth wasn’t listening to this argument. She couldn’t wait to see who the new arrivals would be.

‘Girls! Make it girls!’ she whispered, squeezing Ann’s hand.‘If there are girls this time, will I be able to play with them?’

‘Shush now,’ Ann said gently. ‘You know you can’t play with the living.’

Gwyneth crossed her fingers anyway, adjusted her yellow nightie and shook the worst of the cellar dust out of her mousy hair. Her spirit had been stuck in the house for forty years, waiting for someone new to play with.‘Please be a girl,’ she chanted.‘Please be a girl . . .’

The second ghost boy, Charlie, looked small and weak, even next to Gwyneth. Aged eight, a disease in his final months had taken so much weight off him that now, in death, his blue paisley pyjamas hung like baggy drapes from his narrow shoulders.Trying not to sound desperate, he asked,‘Is there a boy, Oliver? Can you see yet?’

From the door, Oliver winked playfully at Ann.

‘Nah. Just girls, I I reckon. Disappointing, eh?’

‘Girls?’ Frustrated, but not wanting to show it, Charlie waited for more information.

‘Yeah,’ Oliver said.‘Unusually ugly ones as well. I’m not sure you’ll even want to see them, Charlie boy. They’re skipping towards the house.’

‘Really?’ Charlie blinked. He always believed everything Oliver said.‘I can’t hear them . . .’

‘How many, Oliver?’ Ann demanded. No one was  skipping, and it couldn’t only be girls. There had to be at least one adult; she’d heard the car pulling into the drive.

Oliver laughed. ‘Just as eager to know as the little ’uns, eh?’

Secretly, though, the sound of the car’s engine unnerved him. He’d been in the rear seat of his father’s Audi when it veered off the road all those years ago. Not the biggest of crashes, but Oliver hadn’t been wearing a seat belt and his short blond curls weren’t sufficient to protect his skull. He’d been dressed in a red T-shirt and sandals for the beach that day. Once he was dead he discarded the sandals. No need for them. Like the other ghost children, he couldn’t leave; he was imprisoned in the house. Oliver was the most recent dead arrival. He’d only been in the house eleven years - hardly any time at all.

Staring nonchalantly out of the window, he said, ‘Well, since you’re all so excited, let’s see what we’ve got then. They’re just getting out of the car now. Mm. Could be anything. Wait!’ He slapped his head in mock surprise, knocking himself back from the door. ‘Well, hey, I was completely wrong. It’s not a bunch of skipping girlies at all. It’s a hell of a lot better than that. Get ready for some fun, Charlie.’

‘A boy!’ Charlie exulted.

Gwyneth squealed with disappointment, and demanded that Ann sing her a rhyme - her usual response to frustration or fear.

‘Not now,’ Ann said. ‘Quickly, jump up with me.’ Feeling a current of air seep under her that only Oliver had been skilful enough to catch earlier, she gathered Gwyneth and Charlie in her arms, and they wafted up the front door.  Oliver made room for them alongside him, and the four ghosts pressed their bodies against the glass.

Ann was just as excited as the others. It had been years since any young people had come to stay.The last person in the house, an elderly woman, had lived alone for more than twenty years, leading a quiet, bookish life. The ghost children had grown fond of her, but it wasn’t the same as having a real living child around.

‘Here he comes,’ Oliver whispered.

 



A boy was approaching the house.

Ann drank him in: longish auburn hair, medium height, what looked like green eyes. About twelve years old, she estimated. Not bad looking. He sauntered down the garden path, idly kicking the frame of the garden’s rusted old swing.

‘Don’t even think about it,’ a woman, obviously his mother, warned. ‘I mean it, Jack. That thing’s falling to bits.’

Jack, Ann thought. She turned the name round in her mind, getting used to it.Then she glanced at the swing.Was it dangerous? Possibly. No one had bothered using it for at least a generation. Since the seat was still attached to its ancient rotted ropes, Jack was sure to try it. Boys were like that. He’d pretend not to be interested, but one day, when he had nothing better to do, and his mum wasn’t looking, he was bound to sit on it. Ann hoped the swing was safer than it looked. She didn’t want Jack dying and suffering the same fate she and the others had done. Whatever you do, please don’t have an accident, she thought. Don’t die anywhere near this house.

She shook her head, studying Jack’s features again. Nice eyes, she decided. Definitely green. Thick lashes. He looked interesting. Of course, after the acute boredom of the last twenty years, anyone new would be interesting.

Oliver studied Jack’s mother. He’d never admitted to the others how much he missed his own mum, but he did miss her, and as this one stepped closer he partially hid his face from Charlie to conceal his emotions. Stupid, he thought. Ridiculous. She’s not like your old mum at all. Taller for a start. Slimmer too, and younger - mid-thirties, he guessed. Her dark brown hair was arranged in a loose pony tail. Oliver watched it bob up and down as she trod carefully up the small loose stones of the footpath. I’ve seen you before, he murmured to himself. Oh yes.

Six weeks earlier he’d been floating around the house when Jack’s mother first came to view the property with the estate agent. The second time he saw her she was carrying a few boxes of personal possessions into the house, and a stiff breeze followed her inside.The doors and windows had been shut for so many weeks since the old woman’s death that Oliver hadn’t expected anything like that - the rapture of a breeze. It blew like a blessing in through the front door and out into the corridor beyond, the dust rising up from the floorboards like a vapour and Oliver, rising with it, rippling and fluttering, wafting back and forth as if he had been blown in like an accident from outside, rather than stuck here all these years. In that moment, Oliver had briefly remembered what it felt like to be alive again.

He turned his attention back to Jack, sizing him up. White trainers. Jeans. No dad with him, either -  interesting. As they made their way down the garden path, Oliver noted the easygoing, close relationship Jack obviously had with his mum, and felt envious.

‘He looks like an idiot,’ he whispered to Charlie.‘Don’t you reckon?’

‘Definitely,’ Charlie answered.

While Gwyneth was around, Charlie kept up a grin, but actually he felt deflated. Jack was more Oliver’s age than his. Not only that, but Oliver was bound to ignore him for weeks, until he got bored with following Jack around.That meant Charlie would have to make do with playing with Gwyneth. He didn’t mind that, but he hated it when Oliver excluded him from anything.

Gwyneth rested her chin on Ann’s arm, feeling sorry for herself. Not fair, she thought, glancing jealously at Charlie. Not one girl to play with or even look at.

Then something made Gwyneth gasp and forget all about other girls. Because when Jack reached the front door he did an odd thing: he twisted his head and glanced up towards them.

All the ghosts noticed it. Ann shrank instinctively against the magnolia-painted wall, then laughed at herself. She knew they couldn’t be seen or heard. Oliver had once proved it beyond any doubt, spending hours amusing the others by drifting up and down the old woman’s legs, yelling at the top of his voice.

‘He . . . didn’t see us,’ Charlie gasped.‘He couldn’t have . . . could he?’ ‘No, I think he just looked up in our general direction,’ Ann replied, trying to stay calm.

‘But let’s make sure, eh?’ Oliver said.‘I’ll nip in front of  him when he comes through the door. Right in front of his eyes. See what happens.’

More excited than she could remember being for years, Ann nodded. The rest of the ghost children positioned themselves with her against the wall behind the door, away from any draughts, and waited.

Voices outside. A key turned in the lock.

Oliver clung tightly to the door frame, judging the right time to let go.

The mother came in first. Jack, wiping his trainers on the mat, kept the ghosts waiting a little longer. Then he stepped over the threshold.

Oliver, letting go of the door frame, saluted him.‘Hiya!’ he said loudly, blowing past Jack and waving his arms.The breeze instantly picked Oliver up and threw him into the wall at the back of the corridor, but he used every trick he knew to navigate back fast. He couldn’t wait to see Jack’s reaction. Nor could the others.

The four of them avidly watched Jack’s expression as he stepped into the house.


​

Two

The Drop of Blood
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Jack blinked a few times, gazing around the hallway, sure he’d seen something. Then he shrugged, dismissing it. A shadow. Or nothing at all.

Trudging inside, he walked straight into one of the exposed wooden ceiling beams.

‘Who used to live here, anyway?’ he groaned.‘Midgets?’

His mother, Sarah, laughed. ‘I warned you about the low ceilings.’ In one long glance she took in the narrow corridor and smelled a certain distinctive odour she always associated with old houses. The estate agents haven’t even bothered cleaning the place properly, she thought.Typical.

A lounge opened up to the left of the hallway. Jack walked straight inside, knelt beside one of the low-backed sofas and caressed it in several places. Sarah smiled. Just Jack being Jack. She watched as he wandered happily  around the room, stroking the cracked mosaic tiles of the open fireplace, and everything else in sight, lightly running his fingers across the surfaces, getting to know the place.

‘I love it,’ he said, brushing the back of his hand against a threadbare stool. ‘Mum, I really do.’

‘Thought you might.’

The way people who had once lived in houses conveyed themselves to Jack - through tiny, fleeting trace memories left in furniture - was an oddity Sarah didn’t pretend to understand. Nor had she ever grown used to it. As she led him into the dining room, Jack let his fingernails linger and scrape against the door frame before he went inside, and when he saw the antique table and chairs he reacted as if they were Christmas presents. Sarah grinned. A dilapidated farmhouse, creaking on its wonky two-hundred-year-old foundations. Yes, it was absolutely perfect for Jack. And that was good, because she’d wanted to spoil him. He’d been through enough stress lately; three huge asthma attacks in one year - and then what happened to his dad.

She nudged him up a steep flight of stairs leading from the ground-floor corridor to the first-floor landing.

‘Three bedrooms,’ she announced. ‘Originally four one’s been converted into a bathroom, but the others haven’t been modernized much. And this room’ - she tapped the door - ‘is all yours.’

Jack reached out to grip the door’s brass handle.As soon as he did, there shot through him a sensation of hard, arthritic hands. An old person’s hands? It was an unusually clear feeling. Generally he just got a vague impression of who’d last been in a room, not their age.

Fascinated, he went inside. He fingered the soft, heavy folds of the velveteen curtains, then stepped across to the pine bed. He kneaded the slightly lumpy mattress. The impressions were incredibly vivid. The only time he’d experienced anything like this was when he’d touched the wall his dad had been slumped against, just before the ambulance took him away.

Did someone die here recently? Jack wondered. Is that why I’m sensing this all so clearly?

He glanced across at the small bedside table, and saw a photo of his dad. His mum had obviously put it there, knowing he’d only ask for it. It was the snapshot of the three of them together, standing on the porch, about seven months ago, just before it happened. Stephen, Jack’s dad, was smiling. He looked healthy. He had been healthy. There’d been no warning of the heart attack to come.

Sarah dropped her hand on his shoulder.

‘Let me see.’

She wiped a thumb print from the glass, gazing at the picture for a while, then carefully put it back.

‘Just me and you now, eh?’ she whispered, resting her hand on Jack’s cheek.‘A fresh start. Us against the world.’

‘Yes,’ Jack said thickly.

‘It’ll be fine,’ she murmured, her hand still there.‘We’ll make a real home here. It’ll be OK. We’ll be OK.You’ll see.’

 



For the next few hours Jack helped her unpack and tidy up. In the afternoon, Sarah decided to make up the open fire in the lounge. ‘A house warming,’ she said. She used sticks and firelighters to get the fire blazing, then perched herself diffidently on one of the squat sofas. For a time both of  them gazed into the flames, talking about nothing in particular, just getting familiar with the atmosphere of the place. A grandfather clock ticked noisily away, shattering the peace of the house every fifteen minutes with its sweet chimes.

Jack’s hands roved all over the arms of his chair. They patted the fabric, stopped, slid on, always seeking something - a constant, reflective, elegant motion. Sarah was used to it, but the habit had cost him dearly. Few close friends, for a start.Who wanted to be seen hanging around with someone whose hands wouldn’t stay still? Jack could control himself if he had to, but whenever he was around old furniture the second he lost concentration his hands went wandering. Today, though, there was an extra intensity about the way his long fingers travelled. They seemed more sure of themselves.

‘So what’s the verdict?’ she asked. ‘I had to search forever to find a place as old and run-down as this.’

Jack grinned.‘It’s good, Mum. It’ll do just fine.’

She grinned back. ‘You’ve always wanted this, haven’t you?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘A really old house. One, preferably, you know, totally falling to bits.’

Jack nodded ruefully. ‘Yeah, something . . . I don’t know . . .’ He shrugged, unable to put his feelings into words.

‘Something ancient,’ she said, and they both laughed.

 



Later, while Sarah drove to the nearest town to find a supermarket, Jack slipped back upstairs. Everything about  his bedroom - the coving, the old flock wallpaper, even the scuffed bare floorboards - intrigued him. He levered his toes up and down on the wooden boards, enjoying the creak. Lots of people had walked around this room.

But it was the bed that attracted him most of all. He let his hands wander over it, plumping the pillows, stacking them on top of each other. That seemed right, for some reason. He made an adjustment of the bedspread, folding it across in a crisp triangle. Every morning, the last person who slept here put the sheets across like this, he suddenly realized. Neatly. Even though there was no one else to see it. And no duvet. Whoever slept here preferred blankets.  She preferred blankets.

It was a woman.

She died here, he suddenly realized. An old woman. In this bed.And she was lying here, where my hand is, when it happened.

Jack trembled, shocked that he could discover so much. Except for the traces left by his dad in the old house, he’d never picked up the presence of death before. It was as if his own dad’s death had sensitised him to them. His fingers strayed over the mattress, telling him more.Three blankets in winter, he realized. And two sheets. That’s what she liked. She lay between two sheets on the evening she passed away.

He jumped away from the bed, frightened by the clarity of it all. He didn’t like this. It reminded him far too much of what had happened to his dad. Not wanting to think about that, he left, glanced around his mum’s room, then checked out the third bedroom. It was the smallest bedroom in the house, unused for years, and empty. Even  so, he felt drawn to it.Why? Was there more death here?

The door handle was a recent replacement. No interesting sensations, save a trace from that arthritic hand again. Jack was sure the hand belonged to the woman who had died now. She was in pain for a long time, he thought. But only slight pain. And she opened doors gently. She was a mild woman. A quiet one. He felt the hesitant shuffles of her small feet on the floor, and smiled.

Then, holding his breath, he stepped cautiously into the third bedroom.

In one corner there was an ancient cobweb. In the middle of the cobweb lay a mummified spider. It was as Jack set off across the room to study it more closely that a strange tingle made him stop. It felt as if he had touched something - or something touched him.The sensation was like the nail of a small finger brushing across his back.

With every hair rising on his neck, he turned.

To see only the doorway and the empty landing.

You little baby, he thought. Stop being jittery. There’s nothing there.

The room had a single low rectangular window, barely large enough to contain the face of a child. Jack felt drawn to it, but the view was disappointing. Just some fields, the edge of a wood and a horizon. A weed-ridden back garden stared sadly up at him. There were no other houses or people in sight. The farmhouse was isolated by acres of wheat and barley fields.

The window was dust-encrusted. Before clearing it for a better look, Jack reached into his jeans, whipped out his inhaler and took a squirt. Dust didn’t normally set off his asthma, but he’d had a bad attack recently, and didn’t want  to take any chances.Then he put his face up against the cold glass. As soon as he did so he stepped back, stunned.

Another person had also been here, face pressed up against the window. Someone who’d been here for a long time. Someone who stared out for years and years.

‘Who were you?’ Jack said out loud. ‘What were you doing here so long on your own? Were you a prisoner in this room?’

A spattering of raindrops dribbled down the window pane.Without him being aware of it, Jack’s hands made full contact with the glass. When he touched the frame, the taste of blood came into his mouth.

With a cry of disgust, he jumped back, but his hands were already guiding him to the floor. They stroked the bare wooden boards feverishly, rubbing the skin nearly raw on his thumb. Something was here, next to the window, he realized. A chair? Yes. This is where you sat, isn’t it? he thought. For years, you hardly left a chair.

He nervously returned to the window, gripping the frame tightly with one hand. His other hand settled on the floor, making slow purposeful motions.

And suddenly, as he looked up, Jack saw not the window but a slim woman, wandering between flowers in the garden. But it was not the present garden, it was that of the distant past, and the woman wore an old-fashioned dress that was black, as if she was in mourning. Beneath the dress she wore outdoor stockings and hob-nailed boots, and she was young and very much alive, this woman, perhaps twenty-five years old, and Jack’s heart leapt, wondering who she was. Her thick dark hair was stuffed under a bonnet, also trimmed with black. It was the same garden  Jack knew, too, but larger, given over mostly to crops. Chickens scratched about in a clear patch, and there was a pig.

As Jack waited for something to happen, a little girl emerged from a side entrance to the cottage. She skipped down the garden path.

It’s her, he realized. The person from the chair. He was sure of it.

The girl wandered between different and delicate flowers, throwing weeds into a front bib tied to her black pinafore. She and the woman - so obviously her mother now - laughed occasionally while they worked, but Jack couldn’t tell what they were saying. A brown-and-white terrier puppy followed the girl around, wagging his tail with excitement. It was a warm summer’s day, and at one point a breeze lifted up the girl’s lengthy auburn hair, making her giggle. Her mother caught several strands, wrapping them round a thumb and two fingers of her hand.Then she bent down to kiss her.

Back in the empty bedroom, still touching the floor and window-frame, Jack felt happy, without knowing why. Gradually he realized it was because the girl and her mother, in that moment, had been so happy.

Then a cough started up in the girl’s throat.

It began innocently enough, just a little cough that would stop any second. But from the first hint of it, the first clearing of the girl’s throat, her mother was horrified. Jack couldn’t understand why. She grasped her daughter, pulling her into the folds of her dress.

The girl continued to cough. In embarrassment, half-laughing, she hid her face in her hands. But the cough  wouldn’t stop. It just kept on and on, and finally she was coughing so hard that she could barely catch her breath. She fought to get away from her mother, suddenly, to reach some space, some air, lifting her head, mouth open wide, and briefly recovered.Then another coughing fit overtook her, worse than the last, and her eyes were wide, moist and frightened.

‘Mother!’

It was the first word Jack heard clearly, and it came out of the little girl more like a scream than a word. It made him want to scream as well, it was so heartfelt, and as she screamed a second time something splashed from her mouth.

Something.

The coughing fit was at an end.

The girl sank into the arms of her mother until she had her breath back. Then she felt the sticky area around her mouth.

‘Mother?’

The girl lifted her hand to show her.

‘It’s nothing,’ her mother rasped, not even looking at it, deliberately not looking.‘Be still, now. It’s nothing at all.’

The girl glanced inquisitively down at her hand.

In the middle of her palm was a single bright red drop of blood.
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Three

The Allure of the Dead
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‘Jack?’ said a frightened voice behind him.

With the taste of blood still in his mouth, Jack got up shakily from the floor, both arms trembling.

Sarah stood at the door.

‘Come here,’ Jack said huskily.

‘What were you doing?’

‘Just come here, Mum.’

Sarah had never seen Jack behaving like this before - his hands wild, so animated.

‘Who do you think might have been in this room?’ he asked.

‘It’s tiny.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s hard to imagine anyone staying here.’

‘Too small for an adult, yes. But what if it was a child? A little girl.’

‘A girl?’

‘Someone stuck here, who looked out of this window for years. Someone who could do nothing else, she was so ill.’

‘Jack . . . what . . . what makes you say that?’

He rested his fingertips on the windowsill. The bitter aftertaste of blood was still in his mouth.

‘There’s something else, Mum. Do you know what happened in the house just before we came?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean, if a woman died here? Died in my room.’

Sarah tried to make sense of what Jack was saying. The estate agents hadn’t mentioned anything about a recent death in the property. If they had, following his dad’s death, this was the last place she’d have brought Jack.

‘There are dead impressions all over this house,’ he said. His nose was slightly blocked, so he automatically took another dose from his inhaler. ‘What other rooms haven’t we looked in yet? There must be some.’ He strode past her.

Sarah hesitated, unsure what to do.This was just the sort of behaviour Jack had shown when his dad died - rushing all over the house, desperate to be close to everything he’d ever touched. That was understandable; he was just coping with grief in his own way, and while dealing with her own sorrow she’d done everything she could to help him through it. But as the months passed Jack had withdrawn further from the real world, not returned to it. He’d taken to staying day and night in his dad’s study - where the traces were strongest and most numerous. On some days he’d only emerged to eat. On others, he wouldn’t eat at all.

Sarah had brought him to this house to get away from all those old associations, not to revive them. Oh no, she thought. It’s happening all over again. Jack’s just moved his behaviour from there to here . . .

She held him.‘Listen to me . . .’

Jack shrugged her off. ‘Mum, I’m OK. I just . . . where haven’t we been yet? We haven’t looked in the kitchen, have we?’

He took the stairs two at a time. The kitchen had been recently modernized, and he groaned in disappointment. Nothing much to help him there, or in the attached scullery. But another room was half-hidden at the bottom of the staircase.The cellar. He backtracked to it.

Pushing the cracked, unpainted door open, he gazed inside. Stale air wafted out. Jack felt his mum arrive behind him, her breath warming his neck. A cooler draught seeped from somewhere nearby and, unseen, a black beetle scuttled between his feet. Sarah thought hard, nervous about where this was leading.

‘It hasn’t been used for years,’ she said, getting in front of Jack in case he did something stupid like leap into the darkness.

‘Hasn’t it? You sure?’

‘There’s not even a working light down there. I checked last time I was here.’

A short flight of wooden steps led into the shadows. Jack couldn’t quite make out the floor of the cellar, but something big was down there.

‘Is that a chair?’

Peering closely, Sarah could see it as well - an ancient wooden rocking chair. It lay in the corner, one of its leg supports broken.

‘Go on,’ Jack said.

‘What?’

‘Go in, of course. Let’s take a closer look.What are you waiting for?’

He started past her down the cellar steps, but she held him back.

‘Uh-uh.Without a proper light, there’s no way either of us is going down there.The steps are way too steep.’

‘I’ll be OK.’

‘You’ll break your neck.’

‘Mum . . .’

‘No!’

Jack craned his neck to look over her shoulder. Apart from the rocking chair, he was sure something else was sliding against the darkness. Then a patch of dust irritated his throat, and he had to reach into a pocket for another dose of his inhaler.

 



‘He sees us!’ Oliver shouted. ‘I’m telling you! Look at him! He’s staring right at us!’

The four ghost children gazed up from the dimness of the cellar floor. They’d followed Jack and his mother all around the house as best they could.

‘Can he really see us?’ Gwyneth gasped.

‘No,’ Ann said.‘I’ve told you before, no one can. Even if we’d like them to, living people never do.’

‘But he keeps looking at us as if he can see us,’ Charlie said.

Oliver floated up to the second step. ‘Let’s find out for sure.’

‘What are you going to do?’

‘I’m not just sitting down here in the dark. I think I’ll go press myself right up against him. What do you reckon, Charlie? Face to face. Dead face to live face. See if he notices.’

Charlie stared at Oliver in awe as he floated rapidly to the top of the steps.

 



‘Out you come. Right now.’ Sarah turned Jack sharply round and closed the cellar door. ‘There’s way too much dust in there.’
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