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	Everyone has a safe place. A place where they can go, physically and mentally, to escape whatever horror they’re currently experiencing. 

	It was no different for Art, when he was a young boy and needed a place of solace. His mother had told him so following another attack on her son from his father. 

	His father, a brutal and unkind man, had raged at him drunkenly and told him they’d wanted a girl and had planned to call her Artemis, after the Greek goddess of the hunt, the wilderness, wild animals and the Moon.

	“But we’re stuck with you boy,” His father had told him. “That’s why you’re called Art.” 

	He’d been upset at the time. His mother had consoled him, telling him that what his father had said was nonsense and that he was just being cruel, as was his wont. 

	“I grew up loving the music of Art Garfunkel,” She had told him. “That’s why you’re called Art.”

	He didn’t know who to believe. But he knew she’d enabled a safe place for him to go when he was upset or frightened. 

	“Think of somewhere you love to be. Somewhere peaceful. Relaxing. Safe.” His mother had told him. 

	“Like Nan and Grandpop’s house?” He’d replied. She’d seemed surprised at the suggestion. 

	“Why have you chosen there?” She asked. 

	“When I stay there in the summer holidays and Nanny puts me to bed, she sits beside me as I lay down and we listen to the wood pigeons cooing gently in the trees outside,” He explained. “She stays until my eyes are closing and I feel safe. I never have nightmares there.” 

	“Do you dream at all when you’re there?” His mother asked.

	“I don’t know. I don’t think so. I don’t remember any if I do.” Art replied. 

	“Then that’s your safe place. Think of that place when you’re feeling scared. The bed, the wood pigeons, the trees swaying gently in the breeze and their leaves rustling, and Nanny sitting beside you as you drift off to sleep.” She’d told him. 

	It had served him well. If he’d woken from a traumatic or disturbing dream, or if his sleep had been interrupted and his mind was filled with night terrors, he’d thought of the bedroom in his grandparent’s house. This had calmed him and allowed him back into a peaceful sleep. 

	He was in his forties now and had taken ownership of what had been his grandparent’s house. It had been passed down from his grandparents, upon his grandmother's death, to his father. It wasn’t in his hands long, alcoholism taking him way before his time and it being bequeathed to his mother after he died of liver failure at a relatively young age and without a will. 

	His mother, a beautiful and kind woman, hadn’t known what to do with the place. She’d toyed with the idea of moving into it herself, but something – Art didn’t know what – held her back. She’d suggested the size of the place, a hulking three-bedroom family home with a large garden that backed onto the woods where the wood pigeons cooed near-constantly, would have been too much for her to manage. 

	“I’d be rattling around in there like a penny in a piggy bank.” She’d told Art. 

	But Art always felt there was something else stopping her. When they’d visited the house, following his grandmother’s death, she’d been reluctant to enter. His father had been keen on getting in to see what valuables he could lay his hands on to continue funding his increasing alcohol addiction, but she’d entered the hallway and had stopped at the foot of the stairs. She’d stared, wide-eyed, up them and refused to go any further.

	Art’s father had gone straight to his mother’s bedroom, rifling through the jewellery boxes and ransacking the drawers for anything of value. 

	Meanwhile, Art had gone to the rear garden, wandering across the lawn and under the archway that led to the cordoned off area at the back, which was full of roses and gooseberry bushes and half-hid you from the house. He’d looked back at the house from his position of seclusion. Someone was stood at the window of ‘his’ room, looking out. He couldn’t quite see who it was, so moved out from the bushes to gain a better view. By the time he had, whoever had been there had gone.

	He’d enjoyed the solitude of the place, recalling happy memories of when he would ride in a metal car, a red replica of an old racing car, that his grandad had built and playing on the lawn or watching workmen tending to the house. His bliss was rudely interrupted by his mother calling for him and he’d reluctantly returned to the house. 

	“Nothing here.” His father had said, angrily, as Art entered the rear dining room.

	“She didn’t have a lot. Neither of them did.” His mother replied, bolting the French doors behind Art. 

	“Best get gone.” Art’s father said, turning and leaving the room. Art followed his mother who stood at the front door to await his exit whilst his father started the car. As Art passed the bottom of the stairs, he noticed his mother looking up them with a fearful look in her eyes. He turned to look up, to see what she was seeing, but nothing was there. 

	“Is there something up there, Mum?” Art asked. His question seemed to jolt her back into the moment.

	“What? No. Nothing,” She replied. “Come on now, before your father gets cross.” 

	As Art reached the door, he heard a noise from upstairs. As if someone had moved a chair across the wooden floorboards. 

	“What was that?” Art asked, whirling around to look up the stairs again. 

	“It’s nothing.” His mother replied again. 

	“Is someone up there?” Art shouted. 

	“Art, please.” His mother insisted. 

	Art waited, but no more sound was forthcoming. The sound of his father pressing the car’s horn forced them to hurriedly exit the house. As Art got into the car, he looked up at the windows of the upper floor. A shadow, of what looked like a man, seemed to pass across one of the panes of glass that made up the large upper bay window. As Art tried to focus more distinctly on the window, the car moved forward and out of the drive and he lost attention to it. He tried to steal a look back, as they sped along the road, but could see nothing more in the windows but the darkness within. 

	That had been three decades ago. His mother had rented the place out, which gave them a supplemental income, but it seemed that whoever resided there never stayed more than a few months or so. On one occasion, as the tenant returned the keys, he’d overheard them talking about the house to his mother.

	“Something’s not right in there,” They had told her. “Things disappearing. Moving. Noises in the night.”

	“All houses make noises in the night. It’s the house settling usually.” She’d replied. 

	“Not like this. Not as loud as this.” The tenant had advised. 

	His mother had laughed off the notion that the place was haunted. But she seemed reluctant to visit it all the same. She employed cleaners and workmen as and when required, giving them keys to directly attend without her needing to. Even when she showed prospective tenants the place, she never left the lower hallway or rooms. Art had caught her with that same fearful look in her eyes, looking up the stairs, several times, but she refused to acknowledge what he’d seen.

	And now, it was his. His mother had passed. He’d been left everything, including his grandparent’s old house. He’d let himself grieve for a significant time, a period which took several months, before he decided to move on with his life and begin living again. He was once again there, standing in front of the grand old house that rejuvenated so many happy memories for him. 

	Art pushed the key into the lock, swung open the door and entered the hallway, watching as dust spiralled in the sunlight that shone through from behind him as the gust created by the moving entrance caught thousands of specs of what he laughingly knew ghost-hunters would call “orbs”.

	Junk mail and newspapers covered the floor. He pushed them to one side with his right foot to clear the path into the house. As they settled, he heard a noise upstairs. The same dragging noise, like a chair being pulled across wooden floorboards, that he’d heard years before. 

	“Hello? Anyone there?” He called out. There was no response. 

	He climbed the stairs and looked in each of the three bedrooms. His old room was empty, the bed he’d utilised having long been removed when his mother started renting the house out. In the next bedroom, also at the rear of the property, was a large double-bedroom with a very big bed in the centre of it. The bed was neatly made with a brown blanket and pristine white sheets. It looked smart with its golden arched decorative metal headboard and tailboard. The final bedroom, overlooking the front garden, was slightly smaller than the other double, but had more light that streamed in through the bay window. There was nothing in the room but a tallboy cupboard and a pile of clothes and white sheets. 

	The bathroom was empty. Art made a mental note to replace the shower curtain. The material of the current one was ripped and most of the rings holding it to the rail had long since abandoned their task. 

	When he returned to the landing, he looked up and saw the closed attic hatch. He looked about the landing to see if a pole that was used to pull at the ring set in the closed panel was present, but there was nothing around. He made another mental note to get or make one and to obtain a stepladder. 

	On returning downstairs, he entered the front room and threw open the dusty curtains and opened the windows to let the place air. The thin, worn, net curtains billowed in the soft breeze as he surveyed the front lounge. Just a sofa and a large round dining table had been left, presumably by the last tenants. 

	“Telly there, speakers there, bookshelf there, sideboard and fish tank there.” He said, plotting the furnishing of the room in his head. 

	The rear living room was completely sparse and darker than Art remembered it. The French doors needed cleaning and tidying up, the white paint on them peeling inside and out. Art searched for a key to open them but couldn’t locate it on the set he’d been given. 

	Failing to air the rear room, he entered the kitchen. The smell that greeted him made him retch. 

	“Jesus!” He exclaimed, as he coughed to try and assuage the rising bile. He reached for the window over the deep sink, which was where the putrid stench was strongest. On looking into the sink, one of the deep “farmhouse” porcelain types, he found the source of the foul smell. Several mice, gathered in one corner as if trying to avoid a predator that was in the opposite corner, had died and subsequently rotted away. Some looked to have had chunks bitten out of them, as if others had cannibalised on their fallen brethren. Art just managed to get the window open before vomiting all over the deceased vermin.

	“Fuck!” He said aloud. After spitting and clearing his mouth, Art looked around for a dustpan and refuse bag, but the kitchen was devoid of anything of use. It was no good, he thought to himself. A trip to get cleaning products and his vacuum cleaner was required. The place needed a thorough going over if he was going to start living there. 

	Art went upstairs to the bathroom to finish cleaning himself up, splashing the water that was clear and cold upon his face and scooping some into his mouth to wash out any remaining pieces of vomit that might have caught upon his teeth. As he stood back up from the sink, he thought he saw someone in the mirror, standing behind him. A dark figure, hooded. He whirled around and realised it was just the gap of one of the tears in the shower curtain that had cast a shadow over itself and gave the loose appearance of a hooded figure. 

	He took a deep breath and shook his hands to rid them of the excess water before wiping them on his jeans. Downstairs, he secured the windows and set about leaving the house. 
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	Within an hour, Art was back at the house armed with a vacuum cleaner, dustpan and brush, dusters, cloths and various disinfectants, polishes, air fresheners and, crucially, black bin bags. 

	Once he'd unloaded the car, he had begun clearing and cleaning in earnest. The removal of the pile of mice in the sink was the most traumatic thing he had to deal with but once done, and the sink liberally sprayed with disinfectant, the smell of rotting flesh began to subside. 

	The living areas started to look better once Art had dusted and vacuumed the rooms and curtains, though he was still concerned about not being able to open the French doors in the rear room. He had contacted the estate agent who assured him that he’d been given all the keys to the property, so was mystified as to why there were none that fitted. 

	Art inspected the bed that was already made in the back bedroom. It was utterly pristine which seemed at odds with the rest of the house’s condition. 

	“It’ll do until I get mine here.” He told himself. Although he’d spent several nights in the other back bedroom, he felt, if he were going to live there, he would make use of the front bedroom and imagined putting his own bed on the opposite side to the bay window so it would be bathed in sunlight in the early morning. Organising new furniture would take days, maybe even weeks, so he’d have to make use of what was currently there for the time being. 

	Having cleaned the house from top to bottom, he left, again ensuring all the windows were closed and several air fresheners opened to facilitate improving the smell of the musty home. 
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	Art returned the next day with his car loaded with a suitcase and large black bin bag full of clothes. He also brought with him a microwave, kettle, toaster, kitchen utensils, a box full of foodstuffs, mostly bread, milk, teabags and coffee, and microwave meals, a radio, television and DVD player along with a stack of movies. He set up the radio, tuning it to a local station, Express FM, to bring some noise and life to the house. 

	He placed the suitcase and bag of clothes on the double bed in the rear room, vowing to return later to sort them out. The only shelving or space to hang things was in the tallboy in the front bedroom, though the mustiness within and some curious globules of golden orbs of liquid in parts of it put him off utilising it. A picture rail would suffice for hanging items in the interim and living out of a suitcase would do for now, he thought to himself.

	He placed the various kitchen items where they needed to be, boiling the kettle to enjoy a cup of tea whilst he set up the television and DVD player in the lounge.

	Having put everything but his clothes where they needed to be and set up the entertainment system, and after having consumed a ready-meal lasagne, he settled down on the old couch to watch a movie. As it was loading, he heard something scraping across the wooden floor from upstairs. He paused the video, got up and went upstairs. 

	“Hello?” He called out, feeling somewhat foolish, as he ascended the stairs.

	The landing was clear, as was the bathroom, his old bedroom and the front bedroom. When he entered the rear double-bedroom, something was amiss. The bed was still perfectly made and as he stood looking at it, and around the room, he suddenly realised what was wrong. 

	His clothes were on the floor. All of them. They’d spilt from the suitcase and bin bag and were scattered on the floor on the opposite side of the bed. He couldn’t work out how they’d fallen and was somewhat annoyed, as he swept them up, to find dust all over those which had met the floorboards. He’d just finished placing them back on the bed, when he heard the scraping sound again. It was so loud it made him yelp aloud with shock.

	“Jesus!” He exclaimed.

	He went into the front bedroom which, as far as he could ascertain, was where the sound had come from. Nothing seemed out of place. He opened the doors of the tallboy and closed them to try and replicate the sound, but they opened and closed with ease and silently. He pulled out the drawers, but they moved smoothly and without any excessive noise. He turned to leave the room, baffled by what was happening. He’d taken no more than two or three steps when the sound occurred directly behind him. He whirled
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