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CHAPTER ONE

A haunted house

Senara, 2022

“Here is Cornwall’s most haunted house – Cliff House,” Josie said. “It stands empty and troubled on the edge of the cliff.”

We were standing on the beach below the cliffs, looking up at the big house. There was no one else on the beach because it was winter, and the wind was very cold. The sky and the sea were grey.

“No one alive knows what this haunted house is hiding,” Gareth added. I turned the video camera to him. “Even the family from London who own it, the ones who call people from the village ‘peasants’, have stayed away for years.”

The last time the family visited, three summers ago, a girl of about our age had pushed past us on the path to the beach and called us “peasants”. We were all 13 at the time and had never forgotten it.

“Today, we’re going to uncover the secrets of Cliff House,” Gareth continued.

Gareth was Josie’s boyfriend, and we were helping him make this film for one of his GCSEs. I was very happy to be behind the camera, instead of appearing in the film. We had brought a drone, too, and our plan was to fly it over the gardens of Cliff House and then bring it back to us on the beach.

“Senara,” Gareth called. “What’s the drone going to find, do you think?”

“Zombies – like the walking dead!” I said.

“Ghosts!” Josie said.

“Bodies!” Gareth said. “The whole family has been murdered. Old Mrs Roberts who still lives in the cottage did it.”

“Yes, the garden is full of the bones of the Roberts family,” I said, “and the bones of that girl who disappeared – Lucy’s sister.” I had a sudden thought. “Gareth? You’re not putting this bit in your film, are you?”

“No,” he said, and laughed as he flew the drone up and up and up.

Then it was gone.

————

Early the next morning, we hurried back to Cliff House on our bicycles to look for the drone. It had been too dark to look for it last night after it crashed. We had to get it back before Mrs Roberts found it. It would be terrible if she heard what we had said about her, and she would probably kill us. She was the crazy old lady who lived in the cottage by the gates and we had always been scared of her.

There was a very high fence all around the garden. We used the rope that Josie had brought in her rucksack to help us climb over it.

The garden was enormous and well looked after, not wild like we had expected. That meant that gardeners came in to work on it, and I hoped that they were not there now.
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Gareth got his phone out. “Smile!” he said, and took a photo of us all together.

We walked through the silent, wet garden and then stopped when we saw the big house. “I know this house,” I thought. “I’ve been here before.” But that was impossible.

The house was enormous, with three floors, and four windows on each floor. Behind the house was a swimming pool. I stared at the pool, imagining it in summer, in the sunshine. But I also knew that I had seen it. I had been here.

We kept walking, looking for the crashed drone. At last, we found a wild corner of the garden full of weeds, where there were two tall camellias, one red and one pink, with dark green leaves. I suddenly noticed something in the weeds under the camellias, so I got on my knees to see if it was our drone. It wasn’t, but I dug into the earth with my fingers anyway, pulled it out, then quickly dropped it.

It was a bone.

When Gareth picked it up, I saw that the bone was quite small and thin. Josie began taking photographs of Gareth and the bone, but I just wanted to get away, so I ran as fast as I could across the grass. As I got near Mrs Roberts’s cottage, I suddenly saw the drone on the ground, so I quickly ran and picked it up. Then I heard a sound. I looked round and saw a face at the window.

I stared, and the old lady stared back. Should I run or stay?

I quickly texted Josie.


Go now! I’ve got the drone.

Mrs Roberts saw me.


The old lady opened the window.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I took a deep breath. My knees were shaking. “Sorry,” I said. “We were flying this drone from the beach and it crashed into your garden.”

“How did you get in?” she asked.

“We used some rope to climb over the fence,” I told her.

“Have you damaged the house?”

“No, I promise. We didn’t go near the big house,” I said.

“Who are the other two?”

“My friends,” I replied.

“Who are you?”

“Senara. Are you going to tell anyone that we were here?”

“No,” said the old lady. “But I want you to climb in through this window and make me a cup of tea. My hands shake too much. I like my tea with lemon, not milk. And you must stay and talk to me for at least fifteen minutes. You can’t imagine how boring it is with no one here.”

That was my first visit, but after that I went back every week. By the time spring arrived, Mrs Roberts and I were friends.




CHAPTER TWO

Looking forward

Josie, 2022


Dear Uncle Andy,

How are you? I hope that things are good in Thailand.

It’s really cold here, but it should be spring soon.

Do you remember Cliff House?



Josie put her pen down and went to the sitting room to see if her mother was OK. Mum was on the sofa, in her pyjamas, just staring at the TV. The medicine that she was taking for depression made her like this.

“Would you like a cup of tea?” Josie asked her.

Mum nodded. Josie went into the kitchen and started to make the tea. Then she texted Gareth.

She and Gareth had been together for three months. She tried not to think about how he was with their friend Maya. It was nothing. Everything was fine, she told herself.

The kitchen was untidy but Josie worked hard to keep control. Since the age of 13, she had looked after Mum and herself. Senara, Gareth and all her other friends could go home after school and say, “What’s for dinner?” They did not have to worry about finding money to buy bread. Their bathrooms were clean, and their clothes washed, but Josie had to do everything for herself and for Mum. Mum never left the house or opened the door to people. All this meant that Josie did not have time to study

After she had given Mum her tea, Josie went back to writing her letter. She had never met Andy, but now she was writing to him all the time. Perhaps this letter would make him come home. He was Mum’s big brother and the only family that they had. Sometimes, she asked Lucy, who lived next door, for help. But that was only sometimes.

Now Josie was 16, and studying for her GCSEs. She wanted to go to university – to move far away. She wanted to meet new people. She wanted a new life. Perhaps Andy had felt the same because he had moved to Thailand in 1988, and he had never come back. He sent a postcard once a year. Josie sent him letters every few weeks, but she never received a reply. Maybe one day Andy would read them all and fly home to Cornwall.

Andy would understand Mum’s illness because he had known her as a child. Mum had depression. That was such a little word for such a big, heavy thing and Josie found it hard to talk about with her friends. When they said that they were depressed because they had not done their homework, it made her cry.

Sometimes, when Mum was feeling better, she changed out of her pyjamas, cleaned the house and hugged Josie. But it never lasted for long.

Josie’s phone rang. It was Gareth.

“Hi, baby,” he said. “Shall we meet up?”

Josie wished that she did not like Gareth so much. She wondered if he called everybody baby or babe to stop himself saying the wrong name. He did not know about her letters to Andy. He knew about Mum’s depression, but not how bad it was. Only Senara knew that.

As Josie walked to meet Gareth, she thought about how he talked to Maya at school – in a way that a boy with a girlfriend probably should not. But, when he saw Josie now, he opened his arms and kissed her and then they walked to the beach hand in hand.

Gareth had finished making his film, with the bone and everything that they had said about Mrs Roberts and Lucy’s sister who had disappeared. They had shown it to a few friends, but then Senara made them delete it from their phones because she was now friends with Mrs Roberts.

One day, all Josie’s friends would go to college or university or leave Cornwall, because there were no jobs. They would go and Josie would stay – unless her uncle came back.

Martha, 1940

Martha Driscoll stood in the village hall and watched the lady with the kind eyes. “Choose me, choose me, choose me,” Martha thought. She tried not to cry. She had a label on her coat with her name and address, and she was carrying a gas mask and a suitcase. Martha was ten and, because of the war, she had been evacuated – sent far, far away from home in London to a place that was safe. At last, the lady stood in front of her.

“Hello,” said the lady. “You’re pretty. Who are you?”
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“Martha Driscoll,” she









Senara, 2022
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Footnote

Note about the story

fn1 Definitions of words in bold can be found in the glossary.
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