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Whsssst, warned the wind.


Whsssst!


Whsssst!


It thrashed and twirled,


spun and whirled.


Take note!


Beware! it roared.


For something is coming … Are you ready?


Are you listening?


Something is about to begin …
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Ada arrived the day of the Great Summer Storm. They would all talk about that storm for weeks and months and years after. How hail the size of golf balls fell from the sky, how the wind iced the fountains and how the rain cracked the glass in windows. ‘It’s a warning!’ some said. ‘A sign!’ others cried, and all of them hurried inside, too frightened even to watch from the doorways.


All, except for Hettie. Hettie ran outside and twirled in the drenching rain. She jumped in the puddles and laughed with the rumble of thunder.


‘I did this!’ she shrieked. ‘I called down this storm!’ And although it had only been a very little thing she had done to call the storm, she was sure that it was all her doing.


Whsssst, warned the wind, and Hettie closed her eyes and imagined herself flying higher and higher and higher, right into the eye of the storm.


It rained all day and all night. Streets flooded. Houses and shops became lakes. Cars became boats. Trampolines flew over fences and umbrellas flocked in the sky and tumbled down footpaths.


Sirens sang all throughout the city. Hettie tiptoed back inside. She shivered in her wet clothes. ‘Oh,’ she said. She didn’t know how to stop what she had started.


And in among the rain and wind and ice and thunder and lightning, Ada arrived, like the wind had picked her up and blown her in – suitcase and all – and dumped her right at the front gates of number 9 Hawkhurst Lane.


The storm was so big and so ferocious that no one saw Ada arrive. Not even Hettie. No one saw her drip and squelch and puddle her way through the gates and down the path. No one saw her wait and wait and wait for the elevator that had been broken for a year already and wasn’t about to start working now. No one heard her mutter curses under her breath or rap on the elevator doors with her old wooden walking stick. No one saw her stomp her feet and give the doors a hearty kick. No one saw her slowly drag her suitcase up the metal stairs – thump, thump, thump – to the fourth floor.


‘I do not like stairs,’ Ada announced once she had reached the top, but there was no one there to hear.


Ada took an envelope out of her coat pocket. Inside the envelope was a page torn from a newspaper. Ada unfolded the page carefully and looked again at the picture, shaking her head just a little. She wondered if she was making a mistake, coming here.


‘Well, it’s too late now, isn’t it.’ She huffed at the paper, and put it safely back in the envelope, then continued along the breezeway, counting the numbers on the doors. When she got to number 43, she stopped. There was something on her doorstep.


Perhaps, Ada thought, someone has left me a Welcome Present. It didn’t matter that no one knew she was coming. In Ada’s opinion, presents had a very good way of finding their someone, especially when that someone was her. She took a closer look. It was a gumboot. A bright red gumboot, too small for Ada, but she had gumboots of her own for wearing. This must be a different kind of gumboot. It didn’t matter that it was a rather odd thing to give as a present either. Ada was not one to turn her nose up at a Welcome Present. She picked up the present. She did love the colour red.


‘Ah. You’ll make a lovely vase,’ she said to the boot, and then she unlocked the door and walked inside.


No one noticed a thing. No one except for the creature, waiting in the shadows. It had been waiting for a very long time.
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Hettie was wide awake. How could anyone be expected to sleep with such a storm raging outside? The way everything crashed and fizzed, and the way the air tingled with energy, as if the storm were dancing and stomping and thrashing with delight. Hettie did feel a little bad that she had started the storm, but she couldn’t be blamed, not really. All she had done was tie three knots in an old piece of string and recite the ancient sailors’ song for whipping up a storm at sea. And just like that – boom! The storm had arrived. But no one could really blame her, could they? How was Hettie to know it would actually work?


She’d thought it was just an old folktale. Sort of. If she was being completely honest, she had dearly wished it would work, and was delighted when it did, but no one needed to know that now. Anyway, she had undone the knots, and told the storm thanks very much but enough was enough, and had thrown the string away, but the storm still raged, so she really couldn’t be blamed at all. Even so, she didn’t think she would tell anyone about her part in it. Just in case.


There was another streak of lightning, another crack of thunder – closer now than ever before – and in the deep quiet that came after, Hettie heard it. A scraping against the wall of the empty flat next door. A scraping like something was trying to get out. Or perhaps, Hettie thought, trying to get in, to get her! Something, maybe, dragged in on the storm! Dragged in on her storm! Something, possibly, out for revenge … Hettie shivered, half in fear and half in delight. It had been a dreadfully boring summer before now.


No one lived in that flat next door. No one had lived there since the Terrible Events. Hettie wasn’t entirely sure of the details of the Terrible Events herself, but she’d heard enough whispers to know something really awful had happened to the nice man, Neil, and his cat, Moxie, in that flat. She imagined it was probably something to do with rats. Great big rats that swarmed in through the window and ate Neil and Moxie right up. There were a lot of rats around and Moxie never seemed able to catch a single one, so it probably served her right.


Or, if it wasn’t rats that caused the Terrible Events, it was sure to have been a dreadful fungus that ate all the skin from their bones in a single hour and left nothing but skeletons. Hettie imagined Neil and Moxie skeletons sitting on the couch, watching the telly and not even knowing they were properly dead. Or maybe some evil ghosts had come along and devoured them both in a single ghostly gulp! That happened from time to time. Hettie had read about it somewhere. Hettie had spent a lot of time imagining what the Terrible Events could have been. But whatever they were, one day Neil and Moxie were there and the next they weren’t, and everyone up and down the stairs had said ‘how terrible’ and shaken their heads and tutted. After that, no one would move in. Hettie often wished someone would. Someone she could play with. Someone who had a cat, or a dog, because Hettie’s mum said she wasn’t allowed pets, but if a pet moved in next door, then she could almost pretend it was her pet too, like she used to with Moxie.


The scratching sound came through the wall again. Hettie thought she could hear breathing now, and then a snorting, snuffling sort of growl. Hettie curled her legs up onto the bed, just in case the thing managed to seep through the crack between the wall and the floor. Ghosts could do that. Especially ghosts who were dragged in on storms and were out for revenge. Outside, the rain thrummed against the windows. Hettie reached out a hand and, ever so gently, knocked on the wall. Knock. Knock. Knock. The breathing stopped. Hettie waited. And waited. Perhaps she had imagined it after all. Perhaps it was just—


Knock. Knock. Knock, came the reply.


Hettie froze. Her hand began to shake. But she wasn’t frightened of ghosts. ‘I’m not afraid of ghosts!’ she said out loud, and her voice only quivered a little. She tried again. Knock. Knockknockknock. Knock!


Knock. Knockknockknock. Knock! sounded back at her.


‘No!’ Hettie yelled then, her voice rising over the sound of the thunder crashing. ‘Go away! You can’t come in. Stop! I said STOP!’


There was silence from the other side of the wall. There was silence outside as well. The thunder and lightning and wind and rain had all stopped. After a while, Hettie’s heart stopped pounding quite so hard in her chest and she tucked the blanket tightly around herself and snuggled deeper into her bed.


That will do it, she thought. Even ghosts understand that ‘stop means stop’. Even Great Summer Storms understand ‘stop’. Hettie glanced again at the wall. She imagined a rather sad-looking ghost drifting away and felt a little bad for yelling. It could be quite fun to have a ghost as a friend, Hettie thought. Better than a pet maybe, and she imagined the ghost bobbing along behind her on her way to school. She decided that in the morning, when it wasn’t quite so dark, she would investigate.


Hettie wriggled deeper under the blanket.
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The sun burned bright and warm, pretending that it had never given in to such a storm. Hettie had forgotten about last night’s ghost, and she sat at the window, glaring at the day. Boring. That’s what it was. Plain boring. The storm had been far more exciting. She regretted throwing away the old piece of string now. She had tried the same trick with another piece of string but nothing had happened. Not a single breath of wind had blown. Not a zephyr. Not a breeze. Nothing. She had even leaned all the way out the window and sung the ancient sailors’ song at the top of her lungs, but the only thing that did was startle the pigeons roosting along the outside wall. Now it was back to boring old summer, just the same as always — except for the storm-blown mess that covered the ground for as far as the eye could see. Branches and rubbish and plastic and bits of twisted metal. Hettie stopped glaring. Perhaps, she thought, there could be something worth finding in all that mess. Perhaps the storm wasn’t the exciting thing after all, but just the start of something bigger and better! Perhaps the storm had blown something really incredible in on the wind and whatever it was, was just waiting to be discovered!


Hettie decided she should sneak down now, and take a quick look about before anyone else was awake. It would be no good if someone else found all the best bits and pieces before she’d properly had a chance to rummage. She grabbed her gumboot from under her bed. Now where was that other boot? Hettie’s room looked as though the storm had raged through it as well. She was halfway under a mountain of clothes when soft music drifted through the wall, followed by a truly awful groaning. That was when Hettie remembered the knocking and the scratching and the ghostly breathing from the night before.


Hettie abandoned the idea of sneaking downstairs. Ghosts were far more exciting. She marched into the breezeway, and then … paused. She wasn’t sure whether she was supposed to knock on a ghost’s door or just let herself in. No one had taught her proper ghost etiquette. In the end she did both, rattling the handle and banging on the door until it swung open.


‘Oh. You’re not a ghost,’ Hettie stated.


Ada looked at the small girl wearing red pyjamas and a single red gumboot on her doorstep. ‘Not yet,’ Ada said, and her eyes narrowed.


‘But why are you here? You do know this place is haunted, don’t you? By Neil and Moxie, who were eaten by rats and fungus and evil ghosts. Didn’t anyone tell you?’


Ada paused to take in this information. ‘Rubbish,’ she said eventually. ‘I don’t abide by ghosts. Never have. Anyway, Neil is my great-nephew. He isn’t dead. He moved to Adelaide, is all.’


‘Oh.’ Hettie couldn’t help but feel a little cheated by that news. ‘Are you sure? But I heard a ghost!’ Hettie insisted. ‘Last night, and again just now! Didn’t you hear the music and that horrible groaning?’


‘No,’ Ada snapped. ‘I didn’t hear a thing.’ She didn’t add that it hadn’t been groaning at all but singing, and very nice singing, too – she had always thought she had a very nice singing voice. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I have important things to be getting on with.’


Hettie looked at Ada suspiciously. ‘Neil never mentioned a great-aunt to me. What’s your name?’


‘Ada,’ Ada said.


‘Well, he definitely didn’t mention an Ada.’ Hettie peered into the flat. Something fishy was going on. ‘Wait! Is that my gumboot? Are those flowers in my gumboot? Are you using my gumboot as a vase?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Ada said, and shut the door.


Hettie had never had a door shut on her before. She felt her face turn as red as her stolen gumboot, and her hands clench into tight fists. ‘Well!’ she yelled through the wood. ‘Don’t knock back, then, if you aren’t a ghost! It’s not fair!’


The door opened again, just a crack. ‘What are you talking about? What “knock back” business are you yelling though my door?’


‘Last night! I knocked and you knocked back and it was like a code and I thought you were a ghost and was quite looking forward to … whatever … but it was just you.’


And that isn’t anything to be excited about! Hettie thought looking Ada up and down. She was ancient!


‘It isn’t nice to trick people, you know,’ she added, a bit too sulkily. It annoyed Hettie when her voice did things like that – made her sound babyish when she wasn’t trying to be.


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Ada crossed her arms. ‘I didn’t knock on anything. Anyway, I didn’t sleep here last night. There was no electricity yet, was there? I dropped off my suitcase and stayed the night at a hotel. I only arrived back here an hour ago. So there.’ Ada humphed and poked her tongue out. The tongue was probably a bit much, Ada thought. But the girl had started it. Knocking! Really! As if she would knock in code on a wall! Ridiculous.
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