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Rat-Man

People say a lot of stupid things about ghosts.

Let’s face it, people do say dumb things about stuff they think they know about, but don’t. And most people don’t actually know the first thing about ghosts. How can I be so sure? Because I know quite a lot about ghosts – I see them all the time.

Number one stupid thing people say: they don’t really exist, you know.

OK, just because they haven’t seen them, doesn’t mean they’re not there.

Number two: they do exist, but only in old castles and stuff.

Wrong! They’re everywhere – on the streets, in supermarkets…in schools. Your school, probably.

I haven’t always seen ghosts. The first thirteen years of my life were a complete ghost-free zone. Then things…changed.

Here’s how it started.

I was in biology class, minding my own business, when all of a sudden this man appeared, about to murder a rat.

Not a nasty sewer rat or anything, but a lovely snowy white one, really cute. Poor thing was totally freaking out, waving its little pink paws about and gazing up with red beady eyes at this great shining scalpel blade about to slit it open.

The man – tall and hunched, with a mean grey face – just grinned hard. He was going to enjoy this.

Or he would have done, if I’d given him half a chance.

‘Nooooo!’ I cried, and ran over, sending my stool crashing to the ground. Mr Wesley was blocking my way so I had to shove him aside, which was a bit not-OK, really; he fell against the cabinet full of jars of random body parts in formaldehyde.

Rat-Man grinned his sickly grin, all sallow grey skin and yellow teeth, and then—

I lunged, but he wasn’t there any more. I fell in a heap on the floor. He’d disappeared, along with the rat. Poof! Just like that. Gone.

‘What in the name of…?’ began Mr Wesley, as he adjusted his glasses, his tie, his hair. The cabinet had survived, just.

The whole class was staring at me.

‘I wanted to stop him…that man.’

‘What man?’

Stifled giggles around the class, and I was thinking, what the hell’s so funny about a creepy stranger suddenly appearing, wielding a scalpel? But Mr Wesley hadn’t seen him…and neither, it seemed, had anyone else. They thought I was just mucking about – which, to be honest, I’ve been known to do when things have got like, really dull.

‘There was a man,’ I explained, getting up. ‘He was just here! He was…’ I gazed around: nothing. I blinked, rubbed my eyes.

Then all of a sudden he appeared again, this time in the corner of the room, by the door. ‘There he is…over there!’ I yelled.

Everyone turned to look.

He wasn’t holding the rat this time. He just stood there, like he was ready to fend off an attacker or something. His vampire face was hard and violent now; the grin was gone. He held up his right hand, and in it glinted something shiny and sharp; the scalpel.

I froze, just staring at him…I couldn’t believe my eyes.

More giggles from the class. No, I’m not kidding this time! I wanted to say…but I was dumbstruck. How was it that only I could see him? There he was, clear as day! Big, ugly – and poised, apparently, for something a whole lot worse than rat-killing. Was I going crazy?

‘Kitty Slade, I’ve had quite enough of you and your idiotic fantasies,’ barked Mr Wesley, ‘and I will not have you disrupt my class! Now go back to your seat.’

‘But he’s right there. He’s…oh no…’ Rat-Man was coming towards me now. I turned and dived behind Mr Wesley, clutching his jacket. Still Rat-Man came forward, staring wildly at someone or something that I couldn’t see, knife at the ready.

I squealed and threw myself on the floor, pulling Mr Wesley down with me. This time his glasses fell right off – and his hair nearly did, too. I shuffled over to his desk and hid under it, as the crazed man lurched wildly around, stabbing the air with his scalpel.

‘Everybody! Hide!’ I yelled.

They didn’t, of course. They only laughed louder. Kitty was on stellar form, ha, ha! They were loving it – especially since this was one of Mr Wesley’s lessons, which are typically so boring that you gradually merge with the furniture. You can’t even feel sorry for him, ’cause he’s a mean old grouch, too.

Normally, I’d have loved an uproar like this – not this time. Still, Mr Wesley wasn’t having any of it. I was just mucking about as usual, as far as he was concerned.

I huddled there in my cubby-hole under the desk, my head in a spin. You know that thing your eyes do when you go from brightness into darkness – the way those shapes like negative images and firecracker lights appear in front of you? That was happening too. Then I realised that the actual wood of the desk was changing shape; something luminous was pressing forward from the flat surface…Rat-Man’s face.

I didn’t scream. I was…transfixed. It was just his face, nothing else. And this time the gleaming, red-rimmed eyes were staring straight at me – like he was trying to tell me something. His mouth was moving, but no sound was coming out.

‘What’s that?’ I asked, but still the mouth moved soundlessly. ‘Who are you?’ I tried again – though don’t ask me why. It was obvious he couldn’t make himself heard.

And then the face shrivelled back, flattening out…until it disappeared completely.

Meanwhile, some of my friends seemed to have figured out that I was not mucking about; this was for real. Ella and Deniece came over. ‘Kitty?’ said Ella. ‘It’s all right, there’s nothing there.’

I peeped out. Rat-Man hadn’t reappeared anywhere else in the room. I sighed and got out from under the desk.

Mr Wesley, brushing himself down for a second time, was not in the least bit sympathetic. (See? Mean old grouch.) In fact, he looked as if he was about to explode. ‘You two!’ he spluttered, jabbing a finger in my friends’ direction. ‘Back to your seats!’

‘But Mr Wesley, she—’

‘And you!’ – now The Finger was pointed at me – ‘To the head teacher’s office. Now!’

A strange, hot sensation flooded over me. ‘But you don’t understand, sir, I—’

‘I – said – NOW!’

Fear had me trembling still – now rage was making it worse. ‘Why won’t you let me explain?’

Mr Wesley’s lips were thin and tight. ‘Out!’

For a moment, I just stood glaring at him. Couldn’t he see how shaken up I was? Didn’t he have a milligram of sympathy in that podgy little frame of his? No, apparently not.

‘OK!’ I said at last. ‘You know what? I AM going out.’ I returned to my place at the bench, collected my jacket and backpack and stomped out. ‘That’s it. I’m out of here!’
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Phantorama

I headed home in a daze. Hot with anger one moment, breaking out in shivers the next…then came stabs of self-pity.

I was going crazy – I had to be.

Weaving through the shoppers on Portobello Road, I thought, Hey everybody, there’s a lunatic among you! But then…any one of them might be crazy, too. Actually, some of them clearly were. You get all sorts in our neighbourhood – the drunks, the punks…that woman in the purple turban with the red lipstick smeared across her face. Would I end up like her? I shuddered at the thought.

Just past the place where the fruit-and-veg stalls end and the antique shops begin, was Eaton Antiques. Home. Well, the flat above it. It was always easy to tell people how to find our place: you just told them to look for the shop with the life-size Beefeater outside. Then first on your left down the alleyway round the corner. Battered old blue door, with the little bronze hand for a knocker.

Heart thumping, I let myself in, and hauled myself up the steep, narrow staircase to our flat. Maro was puttering around in the kitchen with the phone wedged under her chin. Always multi-tasking, is Maro. Which is not necessarily a good thing, let me tell you. The other day when she was chatting to a friend, she put the rubbish in the fridge, and the sausages in the bin. Maro’s my gran, but we never call her Gran or anything like that. Actually, since she’s Greek, the proper term would be YiaYia, but we call her by her name, Maro, ’cause…well, she just is Maro – there’s no one else like her. One in a million, she is. Never mind that she can barely afford to keep us all clothed; she’s as chirpy as a sparrow most of the time. Unless she’s in a strop, that is. Maro does a proper meltdown when she wants to – which can be hilarious, I’ve got to say.

As soon as she spotted me, she wrapped up the call. ‘Darling, I’ve got to go, something’s come up…call you back later, sweetie, OK? Bye bye! Love yoooo!’ (This is how Maro speaks to pretty much everyone.) ‘Mwah, mwah,’ she said finally, then put the phone down. ‘Kitty…what’s up, pethaki-mou? How come you’re home so early?’

I slumped into the nearest chair. ‘I walked out. Maro, something really freaky happened, and I’m…I’m confused…’ I felt a lump rise in my throat. ‘And I hate Mr Wesley! He wouldn’t even listen, and…’ I couldn’t go on. I just dissolved into a blubbing mess.

‘All right, sweetie,’ said Maro, stroking my hair. ‘I’ll make you some hot chocolate, and you can tell me all about it.’

My brother Sam appeared, hobbling along on crutches. He’d broken his leg a while back, which was highly ironic, since I’m the one that usually gets into scrapes – he’s the one who’s always sitting around reading or watching movies. Not much preparation for collisions with seventy-kilo centre forwards on the school football pitch, I reckon. Sam’s in Year Eight, so half the boys in his year have sprouted like beanstalks, while the other half are still little sprogs. Sam was just starting to sprout, and his feet had suddenly got really ugly.

‘Hey, what happened?’ he said.

I took a deep breath and told them all about the strange man in Mr Wesley’s class. ‘So you see?’ I said at last. ‘I must be going crazy.’

‘No, you’re not,’ said Maro firmly.

‘But no one else could see him! I must have been like, hallucinating, or something.’

‘Trust me, Kitaki-mou, you are not going crazy.’ Maro sounded adamant.

‘How can you be so sure—’

‘Hey,’ Sam interrupted. ‘What about the other day, when we were in the game shop—’

‘Oh my god, you’re right,’ I said, suddenly remembering. ‘I saw that woman and I asked her for some help, and you couldn’t see her at all.’

Maro looked startled. ‘What? You never told me about that!’

Her reaction made my face flush hot, and my breath shorten. ‘It…didn’t seem important at the time.’

‘But y’know, there might’ve been a woman – it’s possible I just missed her,’ said Sam. ‘I wasn’t looking at first so I thought she must’ve just been in a hurry and not heard Kitty speaking to her, or…something…’

Maro just stood there, gazing at me.

‘Oh god,’ I said. ‘I am going crazy, aren’t I?’

‘No, no, no,’ insisted Maro. She flung her arms around me and gave me a squeeze. ‘Oh, my baby!’ she cried. ‘I was waiting to see if this would happen, and it has. It has!’

‘If what would happen?’

Maro wiped away a tear and sniffed. ‘They’re ghosts, agapi-mou; you’re seeing ghosts.’

Which of course you know already. But it was the first I’d heard, and…well, I was gobsmacked. ‘Ghosts? ’ I repeated. ‘No…they can’t be! I mean, that’s impossible…isn’t it? Anyway, how come no one else saw that guy in the classroom? Surely if he was a ghost, everyone would see him? I mean, not that there’s any such thing of course, but—’

‘I’m absolutely sure it was a ghost,’ said Maro, smiling now.

‘And the woman in the game shop?’

‘And her too,’ said Maro.

‘But I told you, no one else saw them!’

Then came the bombshell: ‘Kitty, I know, because your mamma had the same gift.’

Sam and I both gasped. ‘You’re kidding me,’ Is aid softly.

There was a deep sadness in Maro’s eyes, as there always was when Mum was mentioned – the daughter she’d lost.

Well, at least I’m not crazy, I thought. Though somehow that didn’t make me feel a whole lot better about the situation.

‘Ghosts. Oh wow…real live ghosts!’

‘Er, dead ones, Kitty,’ said Sam. He shook his head slowly, wide-eyed. ‘This is really freaky.’

Meanwhile I was pacing a trench into the kitchen floor. ‘It’s incredible! In broad daylight…in biology class… Ha! I thought these things just happened at night, in spooky old houses—’

‘Not that you really thought they ever happened at all,’ Sam remarked.

‘Not that I really thought they happened at all,’ I said, at the same time. I stopped in my tracks. ‘But how? Why? What are we going to do about it?’

Maro explained the whole thing to me. ‘There are those who can communicate with the spirits without seeing them – the mediums – and those are rare enough. The genuine ones, at least. And then there are people like you and your mamma – even rarer. We have a word for it in Greek: phantorama. The ghosts just appear to you, in all sorts of situations – often without you asking them to. And just the same as you, your mother first began to experience it when she was thirteen. That’s how it happens, you know; when you’re getting the pubation—’

‘You mean puberty, Maro,’ I said, cringing. Maro’s been living in England for over forty years, but deep down she’s as Greek as a lamb souvlaki and she comes out with some real howlers sometimes.

‘Never mind that!’ said Sam. ‘What about me? Am I going to get the same thing?’

Being just a year younger than me, you could see why he would be a bit panicked.

‘For some reason, boys don’t seem to develop it,’ said Maro.

‘Oh,’ said Sam. He frowned. ‘Hmm…not sure whether to be relieved or jealous, to be honest. Hey, what about—’

‘Flossie?’ said Maro. Flossie’s our sister, who’s ten. ‘No, the odds are against Flossie getting it. As I say, it’s very rare. But not impossible.’

‘Hang on: do you have it?’ said Sam.

‘Me?’ Maro laughed. ‘Oh no. I think you’d have known that by now! I should have explained – it comes from your grandfather’s side of the family.’

I was still taking it all in. And suddenly, a penny dropped. ‘Hang on. You knew about this all along, and you never said anything!’

Maro took my empty mug and busied herself with washing it out. ‘I thought best not to, sweetie. Imagine how distracting it would be, always wondering when the ghosts were going to start popping up – when it was probably never going to happen.’

Well, I could see she had a point. I calmed down a bit. ‘Phantorama…ha! Sounds like a 3D movie, or something. And is it just seeing, or do we communicate ever? The Rat-Man seemed like he was trying to talk to me.’

‘Things will…develop from here,’ said Maro. ‘Though it’s hard to know how long it will take. It varies, I’m told. You may hear some of them speak, but they won’t be able to interact with you. Others might actually talk to you – eventually. If you’re lucky. I mean…well, depending on how you look at it. Oh, and one more thing – you may come into physical contact with them from time to time, but try not to. Apparently it’s not a pleasant sensation.’ Then she took me by the shoulders and looked me squarely in the eye. ‘And never, ever link hands with a ghost. Do you understand? Never.’

‘Why?’

‘Because if you do, you may be risking your life.’

‘Oh.’

Wow.

This was major. I didn’t know whether to feel special and happy and privileged or…none of those things. Part of me just wanted to wind the film back to when things were normal. Because the fact was, life was never going to be normal for me again.

And questions were tripping over each other in my head. One thing in particular was really starting to trouble me. ‘What about my mum?’ I asked. ‘What if I see…’ I couldn’t finish the sentence. The thought of coming face-to-face with the ghost of my own mother was…well, thrilling, maybe, but troubling as well. Would I even recognise her? After all, I didn’t really remember her – neither did Sam. The accident happened when we were so little. Flossie was just a baby. By now we really didn’t have much more than a vague sense of her; a sort of echo of a spirit.

‘You won’t ever see your mamma’s ghost,’ Maro said gently. ‘You see, people with phantorama never appear in spirit form themselves. No one knows why. But in your grandfather’s family they believe that it’s because their spirits are always quickly reabsorbed into the physical world. Nature makes this happen, because only in the living world can they do their valuable work of connecting between the living and the dead.’

‘So our mum is…someone else now,’ I said.

‘According to the Slade family tradition she would be, yes,’ said Maro. ‘And I for one am happy to believe that. My darling Effie lives on, somewhere!’ Her eyes went all glassy again. ‘Oh, enough of this!’ she said briskly. ‘I need to speak to your school about the whole biology class business.’

She reached for the phone, but it rang before she got the chance to pick it up. She jumped. ‘Hello? Ah yes, I was just going to call you…’ She put her hand over the mouthpiece and whispered, ‘It’s the head teacher,’ before moving into the next room.

I caught Sam’s eye and made a face.

‘It’ll be all right,’ he said.

‘No it won’t. There’s all the other stuff.’

‘You mean, like the time you electrocuted the DT teacher when you were making those circuits?’

‘I only meant to give him a little bzzt !’ I said. ‘Just to see his reaction. How was I to know it would throw him across the room?’

‘…And the times you’ve gone AWOL in lunch break…’

‘Well, all right, I know there’s no excuse for that one. But that’s exactly my point – they didn’t buy it then, and they’re not buying it now…’

I didn’t finish, as Maro’s voice was getting really loud. ‘I can assure you, sir, that it most certainly was a ghost!’ she yelled. ‘…Because I know! OK, you know what? I don’t think there’s any point in me coming in for a meeting…no, forget it. If you’re telling me that you won’t even consider such an explanation…oh, really? Is that so? Well, fine, sir. That’s just fine with us. She doesn’t ever want to come back again anyway!’

Maro came back into the kitchen, looking wound up.

‘OK, I think I know roughly what that was all about,’ I said.

‘Ha! That man! He was only calling me in to tell me you’re suspended for the rest of the term. He’d already made up his mind.’

‘I take it he doesn’t believe in ghosts,’ said Sam.

‘Doesn’t believe, won’t listen, says Kitty’s just a troublemaker…well, I don’t care. I don’t care!’ Maro waved her arms around melodramatically, then threw them around me. ‘Never you mind, baby, mmmm-wah!’ She gave me a big kiss on the head. ‘It’s going to be OK.’

Right.

How the hell was I going to get used to this?
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