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Talking to Ghosts


Teresa studied her parents carefully after Lucy died. More than once, when she caught her mother crying, or found her da on the back stoop sobbing quietly, she almost told them the truth - that Lucy’s spirit was close by. But she decided to keep it to herself. Knowing Lucy’s ghost was nearby would not ease her parents’ grief. If anything, it might make matters worse, if they could never see or hold their little girl again. 
The secret got too heavy for Teresa to carry alone, however, and eventually she told Lars.
At first he thought she was kidding. Then he could tell by the look on her face, that she was dead serious.
“How long have you been able to see her Teresa?”
“As soon as her spirit left her body. She’s in the cemetery with Emily.”
“Emily … who’s Emily?”
“Emily Berrington,” Teresa told him, “she haunts the cemetery too. Although it sounds odd to say that two little girls haunt the cemetery. They’s not at all scary or haunty.”
Lars stared at Teresa as if she was touched in the head.

      [image: ]That afternoon, Lars went with her to the cemetery to see for himself. Teresa led him to the old stone seat where she often sat talking with the two little ghosts. 
She pointed to the empty bench. 
“There they are.”
“Where … I don’t see nuthin’.”
“They’s ghosts you eejit, of course you can’t see them. You don’t have the gift.”
Lars squinted and squatted down to check under and around the bench, as if that would somehow make him able to see them. 
Lucy found this funny. She crossed her eyes and stuck her tongue out at him. “Larsy… Larsy … Larsy,” she sing-songed.  
Teresa and Emily laughed at Lucy’s antics.
Lars jumped at the sudden sound of Teresa laughing out loud for no reason, especially in a cemetery.
“Wot you laughin’ at?”
“Lucy’s just being her usual silly self, Lars. Say somethin’ to her. She can hear you.”
Lars stared at the empty space with a blank look on his face. He shifted awkwardly from one foot to the other, not knowing what to say.
Teresa gave him an encouraging nod. 
“Just talk Lars … she’s listenin’.”
“I miss you, Lucy.” His eyes glistened with tears. “I wish I could see you. We all do.”
“I miss you too, Larsy,” Lucy said.
Teresa repeated Lucy’s words to him.
Lars covered his face with his hands and began to sob out loud.
To his disappointment, he was never able to see or hear Lucy. Yet despite that, it made him feel better knowing their little sister was not gone completely … she was still nearby.

      [image: ]A few months after Lucy’s death, their older brother Richie turned eighteen. He made the difficult decision to leave home and join the army.
The pay was steady, and every week he sent part of his wages home. The extra money helped. For the first time in years there was usually enough money to pay rent and buy food. But extra money and food could not mend their broken hearts.
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Holiday


Then one evening, completely out of the blue, Teresa’s father burst through the front door wearing the biggest grin Teresa had seen in months. 
“Josie!” he shouted.
Her mother looked up from peeling potatoes.
Before she could ask what was up, he swept his wife up by the waist and danced her around the tiny room.
 “Jack, stop it, stop it this instant!” she scolded.
“Josie, what we needs is a little holiday,” he declared, as he set her back on her feet and attempted to do a jig.
“A holiday!” she snorted, folding her arms. “Stop with your nonsense. How’s the likes of us ever gettin’ a holiday?”
“Cap’n Finley be takin’ two of his best workers away for the weekend - me and Stan Conlon. He says we can bring along our missus.”
 “What you on about Jack?”
“It’s true,” he said. “He’s takin’ his boat to Dunlo. He wants us to unload a small ship that run aground on the rocks off Dunlo beach. He say it’ll only take a few hours and then we’ll have the rest of the time to do what we wants. His boat has enough sleepin’ berths, and he’ll provide all the meals. We won’t have to pay a penny.”
“Did you bash your head down at the docks? Who’s goin’ to look after the young ones while we gone? And what about baby Danny?” 
Her father had clearly anticipated the question.
“It’ll be grand Josie … you’ll see. Teresa practically run the lads already.”
His wife shook her head and went back to peeling potatoes. 
“You be touched in the head Jack.”
“Josie, when was the last time you had a break?”
She didn’t answer. 
“You had a hard year Josie … we both have. A wee break would do us good.”
 “You’re sure Cap’n Finley don’t expect us to pay for nuthin’?”
“Not a ha’-penny.”
Teresa noticed her mother’s face soften.
 “Well,” she muttered under her breath, “I’ll think about it.”







  
  3
Teresa in Charge


The expression on her mother’s face as her father practically dragged her out of the house on Friday afternoon suggested she was not looking forward to the holiday one bit. 
She was still calling out last minute instructions to Teresa, even as they were walking away from the house in their Sunday best.
“Teresa, for the love of God, don’t let the fire go out!”
“Aye Mam.”
“Make sure everyone say the Rosary before bed!”
“Aye Mam.”
“Josie, we’ll only be gone for three days, not three years,” her father grumbled.
Even then her mother turned back with one final instruction. 
“If anythin’ happen and you needs help, mind you go straight to your Aunt Annie.”
Teresa nodded. “I will Mam.”
“Mind what I be sayin’ now Teresa … Aunt Annie … not Mrs. Quinn,” she whispered loudly, “she’s a busybody … half of Creemore will know our business before supper.”
“Of course Mam.”
Her father finally grabbed his wife by the arm and guided her towards the stony steps that led down to the harbour. They waved goodbye as they disappeared around the corner.
Teresa had to admit it felt strange. For the first time in her life, her parents were gone, leaving her in charge.
None of them knew that before the weekend was over, they would be caught up in something that would turn their lives upside down.
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Noises


Teresa was determined to prove to her parents that she was responsible and could be trusted to take care of things. As soon as they had left, she lined the boys up in the kitchen. She wagged her finger at them one by one and gave them a stern lecture about how she expected them to behave while their parents were away. 
Each one of them had, at one time or another, felt the sting of a sharp slap to the back of the head for stepping out of line. None of the boys had any intention of testing Teresa’s authority, including Lars even though he was older than Teresa.
Satisfied that the boys were clear about her expectations, she sent them outside to play while she got the supper ready.
After they had eaten, she put them to work cleaning up while she got Danny ready for bed. Before bed, she banked the fire, checked that the front and back doors were bolted, and topped up the kerosene lamp. She even made sure the everyone washed their faces. 
After that, she gathered the boys together and they all knelt down to say the Rosary, except Danny who banged the wooden spoon on the floor and wailed loudly while the children prayed.
[image: ]
When the Rosary was done, Lars herded Rory and Benny up the ladder to the loft and Teresa climbed into her parents' bed with baby Danny.
She had only just drifted off to sleep when she heard it. Footsteps. Slow footsteps crossing the wood floor overhead.
Creak … Creak … Creak.
 “Lads,” she called sternly towards the loft, careful not to wake the baby, “get back to bed!”
The footsteps continued.
Creak … Creak … Creak.
No answer came from above.
Teresa groaned and swung her legs over the side of the bed. She stood at the base of the ladder and called up. 
“You hooligans better get back to bed this minute or someone’s gettin’ a hidin’ in the mornin’!”
Creak … Creak … Creak.
Certain that Benny or Rory had sneaked out of bed, Teresa picked up the lamp and climbed the ladder to the loft.
She poked her head above the edge of the hatch and peered into the darkness. All three boys were out cold. Lars was snoring softly, Benny curled up beside him. Rory was lying on his back with his thumb in his mouth. Teresa climbed fully into the loft. 
“Lars,” she whispered.
No response. She nudged his shoulder. He grunted and rolled over.
Teresa stood perfectly still, listening. The loft was silent except for the sound of breathing and the occasional snore.
She turned back towards the ladder. Then she heard a noise. Not a creak this time - a bang … a loud bang … like someone had slammed a door shut. It came from below. Every hair on the back of her neck stood up.
 “Danny,” she cried out in alarm and scooted back down the ladder.
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Strange


Danny hadn’t moved from where she had left him in the bed. He was still sleeping peacefully beneath the patchwork quilt. Teresa inspected their living space. Everything was exactly as it should be. No sign that anyone had come in the house. 
She checked the bolts on the front and back door again. Locked. Then she stood at the foot of the ladder for a few moments, listening. Nothing. 
You’re such an eejit, she thought. The wind probably knocked something over outside.
Feeling slightly foolish, she climbed back into bed and pulled the quilt up around her ears. She lay in bed wide awake, staring at the ceiling. Every little sound seemed louder than usual … the rain pattering against the window… the wind whistling down the chimney… Danny’s soft breathing beside her.
Eventually her eyelids grew heavy. The next thing she knew, gray morning light was seeping in through the window. Teresa opened her eyes and sat up. Slowly, the events of the night came back to her … the strange creaking … the footsteps overhead, the loud bang.
Had it really happened? Or had she dreamed it or imagined it all? The more she thought about it, the less certain she was. Before she could think about it any further, a face suddenly appeared at the loft hatch.
Rory, then Benny.
“When’s the porridge ready, Teresa?” Rory asked.
“We starvin’,” Benny added.
Teresa sighed. “Can either of you make porridge?”
The boys looked at each other. 
“Nah.”
“Then you’ll have to wait.”
“How long?” Benny asked.
“Come down and watch Danny while I get the oats started.”
They hurried down the ladder, eager to help if it meant getting breakfast faster.
Teresa wrapped her shawl around her shoulders, grabbed the cooking pot, and stepped outside to get water. The morning was cool and damp with a light drizzle. She pumped water into the pot, carried it back inside and set it on the hob.
Getting breakfast was harder than she expected. The fire needed coaxing back to life, Danny needed changing, and the porridge stuck to the bottom of the pot no matter how often she stirred it. By the time the food was finally ready, Teresa was in a bad mood.
The children gathered around the table while Danny sat on her lap. He banged his spoon against his bowl instead of eating his porridge.
Benny made a face. 
“This porridge is rubbish, Teresa.”
“Aye … lumpy,” Rory agreed after another mouthful. 
 Lars added, “It taste nuthin’ like Mam’s. Did you put enough salt like Mam does?”
Teresa narrowed her eyes and glared at them. 
“Five minutes ago you was all starvin’,” she hissed.
“We is starvin’,” Benny replied. “That’s how we knows it’s bad.”
Lars nodded in agreement.
“Shut yer gobs and finish yer food,” Teresa snapped, which set Danny wailing.
The boys groaned, but they kept eating.
Everyone finished their breakfast, except Danny. Most of his porridge ended up on the
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