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ONE

The temperature dropped as they walked into the sparsely furnished living room. Jasmine felt it fall and looked around, then at her host. The woman appeared not to notice and continued with the tour of the house.

‘This is the living room,’ she said. ‘Through here is the study.’

Jasmine followed her into the compact room. The cold immediately lifted.

‘It’s lovely,’ she said, and meant it. It was perfect for what they needed.

She followed her host – whose name she had immediately forgotten, having viewed so many houses – into the living room again. She gave an involuntary shiver, and her host looked at her. ‘Are you OK?’ she asked, concerned.

‘Yes, thank you,’ she said. ‘Someone just walked over my grave.’ She laughed but was pleased when they started heading upstairs.

Jasmine led the way as they crossed the small landing and went into the main bedroom.

‘It’s delightful,’ she said, savouring the made-to-measure light-oak wardrobes and the view from the window.

‘I’m glad you like it.’ Her host smiled.

They then went in and out of the bathroom and the other two bedrooms. Jasmine was very impressed. The advantage of using an online estate agent was that you made the appointment to view the property directly with the seller.

‘I’d like to bring my husband and children this evening,’ she said. ‘Around seven o’clock? Is that all right with you?’

‘Yes, fine. We have another viewing later this afternoon, but that’s all for today.’

‘I’ll bring him as soon as he returns home from work,’ Jasmine said, and they headed downstairs.

Before she left, Jasmine asked to do another tour of the downstairs. The cold in the living room hit her again, and for some reason she turned to look at the empty sofa.

‘Is everything all right?’ her host asked.

‘Yes, fine,’ Jasmine said. She pulled herself together and followed her host to the front door.

‘You have my mobile number?’ her host checked.

‘Yes. Of course,’ Jasmine replied.

‘I’m Freya Morgan.’

‘Jasmine Simmons. See you later then,’ she said, and stepped out of the house.

Jasmine returned to her car and sat looking up at the outside of the house, then at the houses on the left and right. As she did so, she thought she saw a figure at the upstairs window of the house she’d just left – not Freya; she wasn’t dressed the same. Then the figure vanished. Strange, Jasmine thought, I had assumed we were alone in the house. She started the engine and drove home. 




TWO

‘We’re going to see a new house this evening,’ Jasmine told her children as they ate their dinner later that day, once they’d come home from school.

‘Fine,’ Leah, aged ten, said.

‘Again?’ Isabel replied.

‘Yes, again,’ Jasmine said. Isabel, who was eight, could be a bit contentious when she wanted to be. 

Jasmine had already texted Mark, her husband, and told him she’d seen a property that was ideal, and that he’d be going to view it with her and the girls as soon as he got in. There was another couple going this afternoon. He knew as well as she did that they needed to find somewhere quickly. They now had just a month to go before they had to be out of their flat.

‘Come on, eat up, both of you,’ Jasmine encouraged the girls. They both sighed again.







Mark arrived home as arranged. Jasmine and the girls were ready and ran straight to his car.

‘Hello, love, how are you?’ Jasmine said, kissing his cheek. ‘This house is perfect. I can’t wait for you to see it.’

‘It’d better be,’ he joked. ‘I’m starving.’

‘We won’t be long,’ she assured him.

They all fastened their seat belts.

‘It’s just like that first house we saw, only it’s closer. It’s on the other side of town, about fifteen minutes away.’

Mark put the address into the sat nav of the car and began to drive, talking about work as he went. He was a manager for a string of grocery stores and had recently been promoted. He often came home with tales that he had to talk about before asking Jasmine about her day. Jasmine had got used to it. It was something she put up with. She was a PA for a firm of accountants and worked part-time from home, going into the office one day a week.

Having talked the whole journey, Mark suddenly pulled up outside 13 Ravens Lane.

‘What do you think of it?’ Jasmine asked, excitement in her voice.

‘We’ve only just arrived,’ Mark said with smile as he switched off the engine. He looked at the property through his side window. ‘It looks nice from the outside.’

‘Have we got to go in?’ Leah asked, looking up from her Switch.

‘I like it. It’s got a garden,’ Isabel said.

‘Good girl,’ Jasmine replied and, encouraging Leah, she opened the car doors.

They walked up the short path and Mark pressed the bell. As they waited for it to be answered he looked up at the front of the house, surveying it. Freya answered the door.

‘Hello, come in,’ she said with a smile. ‘Good to see you again.’

‘This is my husband, Mark,’ Jasmine said. ‘And my children, Isabel and Leah.’

‘Hi. There’s just me and my daughter in right now.’

Freya led the way into the kitchen-diner. Jasmine had to stop herself from rushing ahead and showing Mark around, reminding herself that this was still Freya’s house. In the kitchen-diner she waited for Mark’s reaction.

‘Nice,’ he said after a few moments. ‘Very nice indeed.’

‘Yes, it is,’ Jasmine agreed enthusiastically, taking in again the immaculate cream cabinets and central granite island.

‘Are we going to live here?’ Isabel asked.

‘I hope so,’ Jasmine said, throwing Freya a nervous glance.

‘The living room is this way,’ Freya said, and she showed them into it.

Freya’s daughter was watching television and looked up as they entered.

‘Hi,’ Jasmine said. ‘Sorry to disturb you.’ The daughter must have been aged about fourteen.

‘I’m used to it,’ she replied, without taking her eyes from the television.

As Mark looked around the living room, Jasmine stood by the window and felt the temperature slowly drop. It was very unsettling. This is ridiculous, she thought. She needed to get a grip on herself. She looked at the radiator on the wall and the south-facing patio doors, which stretched across the entire width of the room. It was still sunny outside. It was late April and the sun hadn’t set yet. This minimally furnished room should be boiling hot by now, but it wasn’t. It was very chilly.

‘Have you lived here long?’ Mark was asking Freya.

‘Only about eighteen months,’ she said. ‘My partner’s job.’ She glanced at her daughter, who continued watching television.

They left the living room, and Jasmine showed them the study, which Mark agreed was ideal. Then Freya took them upstairs and showed them the bedrooms. Mark was as elated as Jasmine had been earlier about the house, but now she wasn’t so sure.

‘I’ll leave you two up here to have another look around,’ Freya said. ‘Come down when you’re ready.’

‘Thank you,’ Mark said.

They were now in the smallest bedroom.

‘Is this going to be where I sleep?’ Isabel asked.

‘We haven’t decided yet,’ Jasmine replied.

Mark looked out of the window and then wandered into the main bedroom again.

‘It’s nice,’ he said. ‘Very nice indeed.’

It was. Jasmine couldn’t reasonably fault it. She followed him in and out of the other rooms as he made positive comments, then he looked at her.

‘I agree. It’s perfect for us.’

‘You don’t think we should wait and look at some others?’ she asked.

‘No. Not at all,’ he said and went downstairs.

He walked into the living room. Jasmine took a step in and stopped. It felt fine, safe, in there now.

‘Thank you. We’ve finished,’ Mark said to Freya. ‘We’ll leave you to it and we’ll phone the agent first thing in the morning.’

‘OK,’ she said. ‘The couple who came this afternoon were looking for something bigger.’

‘Great,’ Mark said. ‘We’ll be in touch first thing tomorrow.’

Jasmine offered a weak smile, then stood aside to let Freya open the front door.

Walking down the path Mark said, ‘We’ll offer just below the asking price and, if necessary, come up.’

‘I don’t like that house,’ Isabel said.

‘You’ll get used to it,’ Mark said. ‘We’ve got to move.’

Jasmine looked at her daughter, who gave a small nod.

‘Good girl,’ Mark said, and they got into the car.

Jasmine was very quiet on the drive home, so much so that Mark said, ‘Are you all right?’

‘Yes, I’m fine. It’s been a very busy day. I just wondered if we shouldn’t wait for a bit and think about the house. We don’t want to rush into it.’

‘Whatever for?’ he asked incredulously. ‘It’s so us.’

‘Yes, it is,’ she said, for what else could she possibly say? She’d been delighted with the house when she’d visited earlier, and they either needed to leave their rented flat or move into a short-term tenancy agreement and then move again, which would be expensive. The other alternative was to say she’d felt something strange in that living room, which would sound utterly ridiculous. ‘Yes, I like it,’ she said again. ‘I guess it’s just that we’ve been living in that flat for so long it feels like home.’

‘And this house will feel like home too in time,’ Mark said.

Jasmine hoped that was true.




THREE

‘I don’t know why you’re not honest with them, Mum,’ Madison, Freya’s daughter, said angrily as her mother came into the kitchen. ‘It’s not right. You’re sending them on a wild goose chase.’

The moment Jasmine and Mark had gone, Madison had left the sitting room, closed the door and come into the kitchen to be with her mother.

‘They seem very keen,’ Freya said absently.

‘Just like the others!’

‘But they’re desperate to move. You heard what Mark said – they have to be out of their flat within a month.’

‘You know what will happen. They’ll ask to come back to measure for blinds just before the exchange of contracts and then experience what we do, and withdraw their offer. That’s what happened before. Then you’ll have to start all over again.’

‘Mark didn’t feel it,’ Freya said. ‘It was just Jasmine and the younger one of her girls. I could tell from the look on that child’s face. She couldn’t wait to get out of this house.’

‘Neither can I,’ Madison retaliated. ‘That’s two out of four feeling it. How long before the other two experience it as well?’

‘So what do you suggest we do?’ Freya demanded, turning to her daughter. She was at her wits’ end. ‘Put a sign outside saying “Haunted House for Sale”? No one told us about it when we moved in. The previous owners knew, all right. I wish I could get to the bottom of it.’

‘Don’t ask me. I don’t know,’ Madison said. ‘I’m going to my bedroom. It’s safer up there.’

‘I didn’t ever want this to happen!’ Freya yelled after her daughter.

But Madison continued upstairs and slammed the door to her bedroom.

Freya stood in the kitchen and looked at the clock. It would be at least an hour before her partner, James, returned home from work. She took an open bottle of wine from the fridge, sat at the table in the dining room and poured herself a large glass. The door to the living room was shut tight and she sat there staring at it. They only went in there when someone was coming to view the property, then they shut it up until the next time. She drank some more wine and thought of Mark. She prayed he would do what he said and phone the estate agent first thing in the morning and make them an offer. It didn’t matter what it was. They’d take it. As long as they could leave this place quickly.

As she sat there thinking and sipping the wine, she felt the faintest tremble. It came from the living room and grew in intensity for a few seconds, then suddenly stopped. She sat at the table and finished the glass. Please make an offer, Mark, she thought, that’s all I ask.





FOUR

‘Are you all right?’ Mark asked Jasmine that evening.

The girls were asleep in bed and they were in the living room. Jasmine had her laptop open and was checking to see if any new properties had been added within their search parameters, but they hadn’t. Mark was still assuming he was going to phone the estate agent in the morning and offer just below the asking price. He had the television on low.

‘Yes,’ she said and closed her laptop. There was nothing out there they could consider with their budget. ‘Yes, I’m fine.’ She managed a small smile.

‘Come and give me a hug,’ he said. ‘You don’t seem yourself tonight.’ He patted the sofa beside him.

Jasmine slowly stood and, putting her laptop to one side, went over. Mark put his arm around her and she snuggled in close.

‘I know things haven’t been so good for us recently,’ he said. ‘But I have a feeling this house is just what we need to get us back on track.’

She nodded and enjoyed his closeness, which had been lacking of late. He’d had so much on at work.

‘I’ll put the offer in as soon as the estate agent opens,’ he said. ‘Then I’ll phone you once it’s been accepted.’

He gave her a small squeeze. She wanted to tell him about her concerns, but what could she possibly say? That she had a feeling they wouldn’t be happy there? That the temperature dropped in the living room, and she felt sure Madison didn’t usually spend her time in there? That she suspected it was all done for their benefit? It would make her sound ridiculous, paranoid. So she said nothing, as she often had done in the past when she hadn’t agreed with something Mark was keen on. It was difficult to voice your opinion, and then have to explain your reasons logically and rationally. It was better to remain silent. And besides, they had to move.

Mark moved his hand over her blouse and gently kissed her mouth. She kissed him back. This was the Mark she’d loved and cared for all these years. She gave herself to him willingly, on the sofa in their living room. It was just like old times.

The following morning Mark left the house at 8 a.m. Jasmine followed with the girls at 8.15, taking them to school.

‘I had a funny dream last night,’ Isabel quietly confided as they walked.

‘Do you want to tell me about it?’ Jasmine asked.

Leah smirked, which made Isabel shake her head.

‘That’s enough,’ Jasmine told her eldest daughter, then, addressing Isabel, she said, ‘You know you can tell me anything, love.’

Isabel nodded, but refused to say anything further. Jasmine took her hand. Isabel often had ‘funny’ or strange dreams, and Jasmine put it down to her age. She’d been the same when she was younger. An ‘overactive imagination’, her mother had called it. Sometimes she told her about the dreams and at other times she didn’t. It was no good pressing Isabel, so Jasmine left it to her.

‘Come on, you’ll have forgotten all about it by tonight,’ she said, and they continued to school.

Jasmine said goodbye to the girls at the school gates, gave them both a kiss on the cheek and came away. At least they would be able to stay at the same school if they moved to that house, she thought.

Outside the school gates Jasmine bumped into another mother whom she hadn’t seen for some time. They stood to one side and chatted for a while, then arranged to meet for a coffee before saying goodbye. It was 9.15 as she walked home. Mark was phoning the estate agent now. After a good night’s sleep, she was starting to feel a bit better about the house. If their offer was accepted, once all their belongings were there it wouldn’t look like the same place. The living room would become their hub, as it was now, and in time the house would become their home. It would all work out, she was sure of it. If necessary, they could even redecorate the entire house to make it feel like theirs.

She’d just got in when Mark phoned, elated. She knew even before he’d told her that he had good news.

‘They’ve accepted our offer,’ he said, delighted. ‘Freya said we can go back and visit any time. Just to give her a ring.’

‘That’s great,’ Jasmine said, and she meant it. If Freya was offering a return at any time, that must mean there was nothing for Jasmine to worry about, that Freya couldn’t be hiding anything and her fears were ungrounded.

‘How about next Saturday?’ she asked.

‘For what?’ Mark said.

‘To go for another visit.’

‘Oh, I see, yes, if you want to. I need to get back to work now. I just wanted you to know.’

Jasmine decided not to tell the girls about the house until they’d exchanged contracts, when it would become legally theirs and they had a firm moving date. Experience had taught her that things could and did go wrong when it came to house buying. When Mark arrived home from work that night the girls had eaten and were in the living room watching television. He kissed Jasmine as he came in and they sat down to dinner undisturbed. He opened a bottle of wine.

‘To our new home,’ he said, raising a glass.

‘To our new home,’ Jasmine repeated, and drank the wine.

‘I made it clear that our offer is subject to us being in within two months – I’ll ask our landlord for a month’s extension,’ Mark said. ‘It’s doable. They just need to pull their finger out and get everything sorted.’

‘OK. What about another viewing?’

‘I phoned Freya and asked her about going this Saturday,’ Mark said. ‘She said eleven o’clock would suit her, so I said I thought that would be fine for us. I emphasized that we weren’t changing our minds – we just couldn’t take it all in at the first viewing. Freya understood completely.’

Jasmine knew she’d feel much happier once they’d visited the house again. What Mark said was true – you didn’t take it all in on your first couple of visits. You gave the property a cursory glance and decided it was somewhere you wanted to live, came away and thought about it. Next time she’d be more thorough and would lay any lingering doubts to rest.

She ate her meal and sipped her wine as Mark talked about his job. She didn’t really have much to say about her own work, as she’d been doing it for so long. Once he’d finished he went into the living room to spend some time with the girls, then saw them up to bed. Jasmine cleared away the dinner things, then went up to say goodnight.

The rest of the week passed very quickly and on Saturday morning Jasmine told the girls they were going to view the house again.

‘Which house?’ Leah asked as she ate her breakfast. ‘We’ve seen so many.’

‘The one we saw on Wednesday in Ravens Lane,’ Jasmine said.

‘If we’re good, can we go to the park after?’ Isabel asked.

‘Yes, of course.’ It had become something of a routine – to view a property, then go to the park if they were well behaved during the viewing. Their landlord had given them notice – he wasn’t going to rent his flat any more, as he wanted it for his daughter – so Jasmine and Mark were now trying to buy their first home. ‘With a bit of luck this will be the last house we ever view,’ Jasmine added.

‘Forever?’ Leah checked.

‘Yes.’

‘Yippee!’ Leah shouted.

‘Yippee!’ Isabel agreed.

Because it was Saturday, the traffic was heavy-going through the town, and they arrived at Ravens Lane ten minutes late. A man answered the door.

‘Hi, I’m James,’ he said, and offered his hand for shaking.

‘Mark, and this is Jasmine, Leah and Isabel.’

They smiled as they went into the hall.

‘I’m afraid Freya and Madison are not here at the moment. They had to go out,’ he said.

‘Oh dear, that’s a pity,’ Jasmine said, disappointed. She knew she would have got into conversation with Freya had she been there.

‘No worries,’ Mark said. ‘We’ll just have a quick look around, then we’ll leave you in peace.’

‘Yes, sure,’ James said amicably, and he led the way into the kitchen-diner, which Jasmine took in afresh.

They continued into the living room, which was as immaculate as before. Nothing was out of place. It was quiet and hospitable. Jasmine lingered for a moment to check, but there was no indication of the temperature dropping. James continued through to the study and they all followed, then they went back through the living room and upstairs.

‘Stop me if there’s anything you want to know,’ James said. ‘I’m not very good at this. Freya usually takes care of house viewings.’

‘This is fine,’ Mark said. ‘I can appreciate how difficult it must be, showing people around.’

‘Tell me about it,’ James said, and the guys laughed.

They went into the master bedroom, which Jasmine was starting to view as her own, then the bathroom, and finally the two smaller bedrooms where the girls immediately resumed their debate on who would have which bedroom. Leah wanted what was currently Madison’s room, the larger of the two. Isabel objected and said that Leah always got her own way. Mark stopped the argument. ‘That’s enough now,’ he said brusquely. ‘Behave!’

James laughed. ‘Kids!’ he said. ‘Who would have them?’

Jasmine threw him a weak smile and they all returned downstairs. The tour was even quicker than her previous two visits.

‘We’ve found somewhere to go,’ James said. ‘So everything should all go through in a couple of months. Our solicitor’s instruction letter arrived yesterday and I’ve responded.’

‘Yes, we’ve had ours through too,’ Mark said.

‘Excellent.’

‘Do you want to look at anything else?’ James offered.

‘No, we’ll leave you to it,’ Mark said. ‘Thank you for your time.’

‘You’re very welcome.’

They shook hands and James saw them out of the front door.

‘I wonder where Freya was,’ Jasmine said as they got into the car.

‘She knew we were coming,’ Mark said. ‘Never mind. Are you happy with the house?’

Jasmine nodded and then turned to the girls.

‘Do you like the house?’ she asked them.

Leah nodded, as Isabel said, ‘Are we going to the park now?’

‘Yes, of course.’

Mark began to drive in the direction of the park as Jasmine gazed out of her side window, deep in thought.

‘I suppose she forgot,’ she said after some moments.

‘Who?’ Mark asked.

‘Freya. She forgot our visit.’

He looked at her oddly. ‘Let it go, will you? I expect the two of them had an appointment they’d forgotten about or needed to go out in a hurry.’

‘Yes, you’re probably right,’ Jasmine said thoughtfully. ‘It just seems a bit odd.’

She could never give up on something once she’d got going.

Mark drove to the park, where they stayed for nearly an hour, the girls playing nicely on the equipment while Jasmine and Mark talked. Then Mark drove them all home. Jasmine was now thinking about all the things she’d have to do if they were going to move in two months’ time.

‘I suppose I’d better start sorting and packing,’ she said with a small smile.

‘Yes,’ Mark agreed. ‘We don’t want to leave it until the last minute, especially with both of us working.’





FIVE

Freya and Madison had returned home ten minutes after Jasmine and her family had left. They knew they’d gone because James had phoned them to let them know.

‘They’re not coming back?’ Madison asked as she walked in the front door.

‘No,’ James said. ‘Not until they move in, with a bit of luck.’

James checked the living room for any stray items that belonged to them, and then closed and locked that door. They wouldn’t sit in there today; they never did now. It was too unstable. They put out enough items to make it look lived in just before the viewers arrived and then packed them away after they’d gone.

‘I’m going to my bedroom,’ Madison said, and made her way upstairs.

Freya and James went into their kitchen-diner, which was gleaming from lack of use. The cupboards were mostly empty and the white goods had hardly been used. They’d had it all refurbished prior to moving in, then stuck it out for as long as they could – eighteen months. Now Freya and Madison had admitted defeat and just wanted to leave as soon as possible. James wasn’t so sure, but he went along with what his wife and daughter wanted.

He opened the fridge and took out a bottle of wine.

‘Do you want a drink?’ he asked Freya.

‘Yes, why not,’ she said, and went to the table and sat on one of the dining chairs. ‘It’s early, I know, but all this is really getting me down,’ she sighed.

‘Hopefully it will go through this time,’ James said. ‘They’re desperate to move in a hurry.’

He poured them a glass of wine each and they drank some of it in silence. Every so often Freya would glance towards the living room. It was still quiet in there, for now.

‘On a good day, when we haven’t had any viewings and the house is silent, I think, why should we go? We spent so much on this place and now we’re leaving it for someone else to enjoy. Then something happens again, and I’m petrified. I know Madison is too. That’s why she hides in her bedroom.’

James put his hand over hers and held it. ‘I know, love, but I can’t think what else we can do. You and Madison can’t live here, that’s for sure.’

‘There isn’t anything else we can do, apart from move,’ Freya said despondently. ‘It’s just such a waste of our time and effort. And I never know when it’s going to happen, not for sure. We were all right today, from the sounds of it, but the last time they came we weren’t; Jasmine and her daughter felt it.’

James nodded. ‘It’s not long now. We just need to hang in there.’

He stood and put the television on. Freya glanced towards the locked door of the living room and then returned her gaze to the screen, staring unseeing at the moving pictures, deep in thought. Three estate agents had the property now, as well as the online one, and they’d reduced the price twice. Jasmine and Mark were buying it for less than the reduced price, which meant she and James had lost money.

‘I’ve had another viewing request for tomorrow,’ James said, looking at his phone. ‘What do I tell them?’

‘We might as well let them come. Just in case this doesn’t go through.’

‘I’ll reply. What time?’

‘The afternoon is usually good. Between two and four,’ Freya said. ‘It’s silent then.’

James picked up his phone to email but before he began to type, the faintest shudder came from the living room. A second later, the living room began to shake.

‘Time to leave,’ he said, standing and going into the hall. Madison was on her way down.

‘This is ridiculous,’ she said, opening the front door.

‘I know, pet,’ Freya said. ‘It’s because Jasmine and her family were here.’

They left the house to sit in their car on the front drive. The disturbance could be anything from a few minutes to a quarter of an hour, then it gradually subsided and normality returned. Tonight, the house was angry, and the living room shuddered and shook on and off for about ten minutes as they sat in their car and waited. All that could be heard from outside was a distant rumble. They stayed where they were for another five minutes to make sure it had definitely stopped, then went back indoors. The living-room door was still locked, which was a blessing. Freya would leave it locked until the next viewing when they would go in and scatter their possessions around as usual, hoping and praying that was the last time they ever had to do that.





SIX

It was raining hard on moving day, 10 June. It was a Saturday and Jasmine and Mark were up very early to finish packing the last of their belongings. Their removal firm said they’d arrive at 8.30 sharp and they expected the family to be ready to go by then. Jasmine had booked it all online and had given them the addresses – of where they were leaving and going to. They knew there’d then be a wait until the keys were released, but that shouldn’t take too long. They weren’t in a chain and Freya and James had agreed to move into rented accommodation while they looked around for something permanent. They wanted their next house to be just right, which Jasmine appreciated. She couldn’t believe the day of moving had finally arrived.

‘What can go wrong?’ Jasmine asked, more to herself than anyone.

‘Absolutely nothing,’ Mark said. ‘We are going to move to our new house today. That’s it.’

It was just eight weeks since they’d viewed the house and made their offer. The solicitors had done their jobs faster than usual, recognizing their clients’ rush. Even so, when a month had passed and the searches weren’t back yet, Mark had phoned his solicitor, Mr Glover, and told him off. The solicitor said he’d chase up what he could at his end. Mark had phoned him back that afternoon to be told Mr Glover was on the phone at that very moment to the Land Registry, which Mark knew to be a lie as it was all done online now. But it did the trick and later that day he received an email from Mr Glover with the land searches attached.

Jasmine gave them all breakfast, washed the dishes, dried them and tucked them into a box. They collected together the last of their items and put them into the boxes as well.

‘I shall be sorry to leave here,’ Jasmine said. ‘It was our first home as a family.’

‘I know,’ Mark said. ‘At least being here for so long has given us the chance to save for a decent deposit. We’ve got the home of our dreams now. I can’t see us ever moving again.’

‘No,’ Jasmine said wistfully, and thought of their new home with affection.

After they’d exchanged contracts, she’d returned to view the house again, ostensibly to measure for blinds, and had taken the opportunity to spend some time in the living room. There’d been no drop in temperature at all. Jasmine had decided she’d imagined it the first couple of times and, with renewed vigour, she’d thanked Freya for all she’d done, come home, and set about sorting and packing.

At 8.30 a.m. exactly, two large men knocked on their door and Mark opened it.

‘Ah, the removal men,’ he exclaimed, delighted. ‘Bright and early.’

‘All packed up?’ the lead man asked.

‘Yes. Come in.’

They showed them around the flat. There were boxes as well as furniture in every room. They said it all looked good and began carrying the boxes down the flight of stairs and outside, through the pouring rain. They seemed not to mind. They continued loading the boxes and furniture into their van so that by 10.30 a.m. they’d finished. They then insisted the family went back inside their flat to check it was completely empty. Mark left the keys in the kitchen as instructed. They were going to be collected by the letting agency when they came to complete their check-out inventory.

‘Can’t we ever come back now?’ Isabel asked, as they left for the last time.

‘No, love,’ Jasmine said. ‘We are going to our new home now.’

With a final nostalgic glance around, they came out and shut the front door for the last time. They went down the flight of stairs and got into their car. The removal van began to drive to their new home with Jasmine, Mark, and the children following in a fully laden car.

Jasmine kept checking her phone en route, waiting for the email from the estate agent to say they could release the keys to their new home when their money came through. There was nothing yet. The van arrived at Ravens Lane first. They parked behind it and looked at the empty house. Jasmine phoned the agent again and was told that the money had arrived and a member of staff was on his way to meet them personally at the property.

‘Thank you so much,’ Jasmine said, and relayed the message to Mark.

‘Why are we waiting, Mummy?’ Isabel asked.

‘The estate agent is on the way with our keys. He won’t be long now.’

Five minutes later a car pulled up and a smartly dressed young man got out, carrying a bouquet of flowers.

‘That’ll be him,’ Mark said.

They all got out as he came over and presented Jasmine with the flowers and gave the keys to Mark.

‘Welcome to your new home,’ he said. ‘I hope you will be very happy here.’

‘Thank you,’ Jasmine said, smiling.

They went to the front door, which Mark opened, and they all went in, followed by the removal men. The house looked very different without its furniture – much larger. They went in and out of all the rooms as the estate agent checked that the vendors had left the items they’d said they were going to. They went upstairs, in and out of the bedrooms, then went back down again. The agent seemed satisfied.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ he said, and shook Mark’s hand. ‘Give me a ring if you need anything.’

Mark thanked him and the agent left as the first of their boxes was brought in.

Jasmine had marked the boxes with the name of the room they were destined for – kitchen, living room, bedroom one – so the men knew where they were to go. She pointed out the three bedrooms upstairs and left them to it.

They were surprisingly quick at unloading the van and after half an hour stopped for a short break. Jasmine had put the kettle and tea-making equipment in a separate bag, which she’d kept by her feet in the car. There was also milk and sugar. She made them all a cup of tea and handed out cakes.

The removal men didn’t hang around, and after another hour they wished the family goodbye. Mark tipped them handsomely. They’d done a good job and he was pleased.

The first thing the family did after they’d closed the front door was to sit at their table in their new dining room and eat the sandwiches Jasmine had made, gazing down the empty garden.

‘It feels strange,’ Leah said.

‘I know,’ Jasmine laughed. ‘It will take us a while to get used to it. You’ve never moved home before.’

She gave another smile. She felt very happy. After all the months of planning and hoping, they were finally in their new home. It was perfect. The rain had even stopped and the sun was out.

‘Once you two have finished your lunch, you can go in the garden with your bikes,’ she suggested to the girls.

‘Yes,’ they agreed, and gobbled down their sandwiches.

Mark left his meal to find the bikes and wheeled them out the side door into the garden. While he was out there he took the opportunity to have a look around the garden. There was secure fencing on all three sides and the gate was locked in the sideway where the bins were. That was good. He strolled down the garden as the girls came out and got on their bikes. It was about fifty feet long, he guessed. He looked back at their new home and glowed with pride. Satisfied there was nothing out here that could harm the girls, he left them to play in the now-glorious sunshine.

‘We’ll need to get a shed,’ he said to Jasmine on returning indoors. ‘It can sit at the bottom of the garden to the left. It will contain all the gardening equipment we are going to buy and the girls’ bikes.’

‘Sounds perfect,’ Jasmine said. ‘I’ll plant flowerbeds running down both sides with some sort of feature in the middle of the lawn. I can picture it now.’

He kissed her cheek and then they finished their lunch. He stood and, with a final cursory glance at the girls playing in the garden, asked what he could do.

‘You could make up the beds, love,’ Jasmine said, ‘while I see to the kitchen.’

Mark kissed her again and went upstairs. Jasmine got busy. She’d already put the items from their old fridge, which had been rented with their flat, in the new American-style fridge-freezer the vendors had left. She now added some other things that needed to be kept cool. The fridge was huge inside – too big for them, really – but she guessed they’d get used to it. Now she set about unpacking the china. There was a lot of unpacking to do, but thankfully they had the weekend to do most of it before they both returned to work on Monday. She vaguely wondered where Freya and her family were living now and what they were doing as she unwrapped the dinner plates one at a time. She carefully put them on a shelf in one of the wall cupboards. She’d wrapped each plate separately in a sheet of newspaper to prevent chips and cracks. Once this task was complete, she began on the matching bowls and stacked those next to the plates. As she worked she could hear Mark moving around upstairs in the girls’ bedrooms.

Suddenly she stopped. Her attention went to the patio doors in the dining area of the kitchen-diner. Isabel was howling, really screaming, and running towards the glass. Jasmine ran to the patio doors, then realized she couldn’t open them because they were still locked. She rushed to the side door that Mark had used and Isabel ran into her arms.

‘What is it, love? What is it?’ The poor child was delirious, crying and screaming.

‘I saw her,’ she blurted out. ‘I saw her at the window.’

‘Saw who?’ Jasmine asked.

‘The witch!’ she screamed, petrified.

‘No, you didn’t, sweetheart,’ Jasmine said, hiding a smile.

‘I did, I did. It was just like in my dream. She was dressed in a grey jumper and green trousers, and she was standing there staring at me.’

Jasmine knew that Isabel had flights of fancy, and this was one of them.

‘Has she gone now?’ she asked her gently.

‘I think so. Can you make sure?’

‘Of course.’

Jasmine took hold of Isabel’s hand and went with her into the rear garden where Leah was still riding up and down on her bike.

‘She thinks she saw a witch,’ Leah called over with a touch of disparagement.

‘I know, and I seem to remember that you used to believe our toilet had a wizard living in it,’ she returned with a smile.

‘It seemed so real at the time,’ Leah said. ‘I think it was the noise the flush made.’

‘So where did you see the witch, love?’ Jasmine now asked Isabel, looking around the garden.

‘Up there.’ She pointed to the upstairs window on the left, next to the double bedroom that would be hers and Mark’s. It was the room they had decided would be Leah’s.

‘That’s my room,’ Leah said. ‘And there’s nothing there.’

‘I know, love. She’s gone now, hasn’t she, Isabel?’

Isabel nodded.

‘It’s because our house is new to us,’ Jasmine said. ‘It’s a bit unsettling, isn’t it?’

She nodded.

‘Now go and play on your bike while Daddy and I sort out all our belongings. Then it will feel more like home.’

Jasmine watched her daughter cycle off down the garden, then she returned indoors. A witch in a grey jumper with green trousers. Whatever next? she thought.





SEVEN

There was a thick fog outside, the likes of which Jasmine had never seen before. She was in the heart of it, running through the trees in Coleshaw Woods. She recognized the woods from her childhood. She was running flat out, as fast as she could. She could feel her heart beating hard and furiously. Her daughters were running by her side, trying to keep up with her. How did they manage it? They were much smaller than she was. It was pitch dark. She could barely see them. It must be the middle of the night. No one else was here. It was just her and her daughters. The picnickers had long gone.

Suddenly they came to a clearing in the woods where the trees ran out. They stopped and stared straight ahead at the house. They were alone in this godforsaken place. The house was an exact replica of their new home, only with the ones on either side gone. But why was the house out here in the woods? Her daughters stood close by, also watching; she could feel them at her side without looking at them. She stood there for some moments in the night, surrounded by trees and the sounds of creatures scurrying in the undergrowth. As she stared at the house, a figure slid slightly into view. Jasmine’s pulse quickened and her heart missed a beat.

‘It can’t be,’ she gasped, and grabbed her daughters’ hands. ‘It simply can’t be.’

She could feel their soft hands in hers, holding onto her for dear life. They were as petrified as she was but said nothing. They stood there just looking at the upstairs bedroom, but this time it was the view from the front of the house. As they looked, the woman drifted into view properly. She stood there looking at them from the upstairs bedroom window. Jasmine gasped. Her hand shot to her mouth. The woman was wearing a grey jumper and green trousers. They all stared at her. Then Jasmine suddenly realized – this was the woman she’d seen as she’d sat in the car after her first viewing of the property. Finally, Isabel spoke.

‘There, I told you,’ she said slowly. ‘She’s real.’

‘No,’ Jasmine said. ‘She’s a figment of your imagination.’

‘No, she’s not. I can see her, so can you,’ Isabel said, upset.

Fear gripped Jasmine, because what Isabel said was true. She could see this woman at the window of the house and Jasmine knew she was evil.

‘We need to go,’ she said, panic-stricken, and gave the girls’ hands a tug.

At that moment the fog suddenly lifted and the house vanished. All that remained was that woman, a wicked witch, grinning at them malevolently. Then she too disappeared.

‘It was a figment of your imagination,’ she heard herself say over and over again as they walked home.

‘It was a figment of your imagination … a figment of your imagination … a
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