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    For the ones who told it first —whoever they were.

      

    



  	
        
            
            A story never begins where you think it does.It begins the first time somebody says it out loud.
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WHY WE GET SCARED
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There is something you should know before we start.

You are going to be frightened.

Not terribly. Not hide-this-under-the-bed-and-move-to-another-country frightened, I hope. But possibly the kind where you turn round because you thought something moved behind you. The kind where your bedroom looks very slightly different once the light is off. The kind where you tell yourself you are absolutely not going to check the hallway, and then check the hallway.

That is all right.

Fear has a bad reputation. People say don’t be afraid as though fear were a mistake your body makes, like hiccups. It is not. Fear is one of the oldest things you own. Long before you learned your name, or your address, or your times tables, or how to look unbothered when somebody waves at the person standing behind you — long before any of it — your body already understood fear.

What fear says is: pay attention. Something has changed. You might want to look twice.

Sometimes it saves you. Sometimes it warns you about a coat on the back of a door. And sometimes it simply sits down beside you in the dark and lets your imagination do the rest.

You cannot throw it away. It belongs to you. The only trick is learning when to listen to it, and when to walk forward anyway.
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That is why people have always told scary stories.

Long before phones or films or books, somebody sat down beside a fire and told somebody else about the thing they saw near the river. Somebody whispered about footsteps in an empty house. A child told another child that the last stall in the school toilets is never quite empty.

Most of those stories disappeared. A few of them travelled. Across a playground, then a town, then a country, then a hundred years, and by the time they arrived nobody could remember where they had started.

That is the interesting part.

Every legend had a first night. Every haunted house had a day when it was not haunted. Every forbidden room was, at some point, simply a room. Every ghost story was once something that happened to a person who did not yet know they were standing inside a ghost story, and who probably went home afterwards and had their tea.

The thirteen stories in this book are about those beginnings.

Some of them are inspired by things children have whispered for generations. Some borrow pieces of old reports and local rumours and things people have always insisted really happened.

But remember: a story can begin with something true and still change every single time somebody tells it.

That may be how they survive.

They change just enough to follow you home.
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So turn the page. We are going back to the beginning — before the rules existed, before anybody knew what to be frightened of, before anyone had ever said:


Have you heard the one about—?



STORY ONE
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THE EMPTY DESK––––––––[image: ] 
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Mara Bell was good at names.

It was not a talent she had asked for and it had never once won her anything. She simply could not help it: she heard a name, and it went in, and it stayed. She knew the name of the woman on the second till at the shop. She knew the names of both of the caretaker’s dogs. On the second day of Year Six she could have gone round Class 6B and named all twenty-nine of them, in order, including the two Jacks.

So on the Monday of the second week, when the boy at Desk 23 said his name was Jonah, Mara looked up.

Because there had not been a boy at Desk 23 on Friday.
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It rained the whole of that first fortnight. Reddon Lane Primary is a Victorian building with high windows, and when it rains properly the noise comes down the glass in long runs and you have to put the lights on at eleven in the morning.

ssssss...

“He transferred,” said Mrs Achebe, when Mara asked. “Last week. Do keep up.”

He was on the register. Mara looked, upside down, from the front row: FERROW, J., between Duncan and Halliwell, in the same pen as everybody else.

His lunch account worked. Mara watched him use it on the Tuesday.

He had a coat on a peg with his name on a strip of tape.

He was perfectly nice. That is the thing Mara has always had to explain first
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