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one



Ten-year-old Jacob Swift, his parents, and his eight-year-old sister dashed across the courtyard in the pouring rain and flung open the restaurant doors. 

Jacob pursed his lips at a bad smell coming from the kitchen. “Can we leave?” he asked. 

“This is the last place we can get food for a while,” his father, Steven said. “So we can’t leave.”

Jacob pouted and folded his arms.

The family took a seat at a table, and a waitress with a mustard stain on her blouse rushed over to them. 

“The oven’s not working, so there’s no food,” she said breathlessly. 

“Are there any snacks we can buy? The children are hungry,” Steven said. 

The waitress smiled at Jacob’s sister, Sarah.“Poor little thing. I can make you a sandwich if you like?” the waitress said.

“I’d like that very much,” Sarah said with a shy smile. 

“Two sandwiches. One for each of the kids,” Jacob’s mother, Helen, said. 

“Of course,” the waitress replied before heading back to the kitchen. Jacob scowled at her for ignoring him.  

“She was in a hurry and didn’t see you,” Helen said, tidying Jacob’s dark blonde hair with her fingers. 

“Or she didn’t care,” Jacob replied, edging away from his mother.

Streams of water flowed down the window, and Jacob imagined one of them as himself and the other as his sister. “Come on, you can do it. You can beat her,” he mumbled. The stream representing his sister reached the bottom before his, and he scoffed and turned away. 

The waitress returned with the sandwiches, and after Steven paid for them, she patted Sarah on the head before retreating to the kitchen again. 

Jacob marched out of the restaurant without waiting for his family and got into the car. His parents and sister joined him soon after, and since the rain had stopped, Steven decided it was time for them to get back on the road. Helen gave each of the kids a sandwich, and Sarah munched the cheese and tomato feast straightaway. Jacob, however, tossed out his sandwich when no one was looking. 

The landscape changed from grubby buildings to open fields dotted with summer flowers. Jacob perked up at the stunning scenery when a sleeping Sarah leaned on him. He pushed her away, making her lean on the door.   

“Don’t do that to your sister,” Helen said, looking back at the children.

“I don’t like it when she leans on me,” Jacob said. 

“Your sister’s asleep. She can’t help what she’s doing.”  

“You always take her side,” Jacob said. 

“We don’t take her side,” Steven said. “We love you both equally.”

Jacob frowned at the remark. 

The car raced past dense woodland, and the water droplets hanging from the leaves implied it had been raining there too. They drove for two hours, and by the time they arrived at their destination, it was late evening and both Jacob and Sarah had fallen asleep.

“Wake up, my little darlings,” Jacob heard.

Jacob opened his eyes and stared at a blue lake that shimmered in the light and drew a prolonged sigh. 

“Don’t you think it’s beautiful?” Sarah asked, also waking. 

“It’s just a lot of water,” he replied. 

“It’s one of the largest lakes in Wales. It’s like a wonder of the world,” Steven said. 

“The pyramids, The Great Wall of China, and the Taj Mahal are wonders of the world. This is just water,” Jacob said, prompting Steven and Helen to give each other tired looks. 

The family got out of the car and Sarah ran to the lake as fast as she could. 

“Sweetie, don’t go into the water,” her mother cautioned. 

Sarah stood on the shore and dipped her fingers into the blue tinted liquid but quickly withdrew her hand, making Jacob chuckle. 

“Next year, we’ll go wherever you want,” Steven told him. 

“The Natural History Museum. It’s got the largest number of mummified insects in the world,” Jacob said excitedly.   

Steven laughed. “The Natural History Museum it is.”

They walked a quarter mile and came to a cottage with white walls and a small chimney. Steven gave the house key to Sarah, and she opened the door and walked in with the others following behind her.  

In front of them was a living room with a grand fireplace, wooden floors, large sofa, flat screen TV, and an open plan kitchen. Jacob dashed to the TV and turned it on with the remote and settled on a racing programme. Sarah ran up to Jacob and snatched the remote from him, but Jacob snatched it back and held it above his head so she couldn’t reach it. 

“The TV’s for everyone.Not just you,” Sarah said. 

“Jacob, give your sister the remote,” Helen said. 

“I had it first,” he protested. 

“Give your sister the remote,” Steven said.  

Jacob tossed the remote to Sarah and she flicked through the channels, stopping at a wildlife programme about bears. He sneered at his sister and muttered under his breath.   

At dinnertime, the family sat around the table and helped themselves to the delicious soup Helen had prepared, but Jacob only ate half of his.

“What’s the matter, Jacob? You look miserable,” Helen said. 

“He doesn’t like lakes. He’d rather go to a museum and see lots of creepy crawlies,” Sarah said. 

“Leave me alone you little beast!” Jacob yelled.

“Don’t talk to your sister like that,” Steven said. 

“Why do you always take her side?” Jacob asked, shoving his bowl across the table. 

“We don’t take her side,” Helen said. 

“Yes, you do. You only care about her. I’m just a spare.” 

“We love you both equally. Let’s eat our meal in peace,” Steven replied.

“I hate you all so much,” Jacob muttered.

“What was that?” Helen asked, sending Jacob a stern look. 

“I said I hate you!” 

He ran upstairs to his room, slammed the door, and kicked it so hard he dented the wood.    




      *** 

As soon as he woke up, Jacob stood by his window and stared at the view. The morning sun rose over the horizon and covered the lake in a gorgeous golden hue. The sky was the bluest it had ever been, and the waters of the lake lapped gently against the shore. Like yesterday, he reacted to the scene with indifference.

After brushing his teeth and changing into a pair of shorts and a t-shirt, he went downstairs. The rest of his family was still asleep, so he could watch whatever he wanted on TV. Snatching the remote, he sat cross-legged on the floor and turned to the racing channel for a morning of uninterrupted coverage. Sarah bounded downstairs within seconds of him turning on the TV, and he groaned at her presence. Her hair and clothes were both a mess from the good night’s rest she had had. 

She tapped him on the shoulder. “I want to watch cartoons.” 

“Not now,” he replied.  

“I want to watch cartoons,” she said, stamping her foot.

“You watched cartoons yesterday. It’s my turn to watch whatever I want.”

“I watched a programme about bears,” she corrected. “Give me the remote, or I’ll tell Mum and Dad.”

A determination came over him not to let her do what she wanted. “Why don’t you go out and play, and I’ll give you the remote when you get back?”  

“Promise?” 

“I promise.”

Sarah ran out of the house, and he smirked at his ill-gotten moment of triumph and increased the volume on the TV. 

His parents were speaking upstairs, but he couldn’t hear what they were saying. Though their raised voices suggested something was wrong. They bounded downstairs and approached him in a fluster. Their faces were pale and drawn, like they had woken from a nightmare, and his mother's hands were shaking. 

“Where’s Sarah?” his mother asked. 

“She went out,” Jacob said carelessly. 

His parents ran out of the house and Jacob fixed on the television with the same apathy he'd shown his sister. The race began and the roar of the engines drowned every sound in the house. 

His mother's terrifying cry pierced through the engine's roar, forcing him to turn his head. The ghastly sound was followed by soft sobs floating through the wind. 

A few seconds later, he got to his feet, slowly opened the door and walked the quarter mile to the lake. His mother’s cries continued to filter his way, sending shivers down his spine, though he had no idea why she was so upset. 

Jacob stopped against the glare of the lake. His parents were kneeling on the shoreline crying, their faces turned to the sky. Sarah’s lifeless body lay between them. 

Being at a loss as to what to do, he stood as still as possible, wanting the awful image to go away. But it didn’t go away, and his mother shrieked at him, “Why did you let her go into the lake? Why?” 

“I—” 

“You knew she wasn’t allowed near the lake, and yet you still let her go,” his mother continued.  

Jacob stared at his parents, unable to absorb the horrendous thing that had happened. There was nothing he could do or say to make things better because the worst possible thing had taken place—and he was responsible. 











  
  
two



Jacob, now eleven, and his parents walked amidst the dry leaves covering the graveyard path. It was a cold day and breath curled from their mouths in puffs of mist. They were the only ones there, and Jacob glanced at the graves on either side in case any supernatural beings lingered. When a strong wind rushed through the graveyard, Jacob took his mother’s hand to protect himself. 

Steven and Helen didn’t seem affected by the eeriness of the place and walked at a steady pace. Their stooped posture and vacuous faces spoke of a sadness that consumed every part of them. 

Soon they came to a simple grave which could easily be missed if one wasn’t looking for it. The granite headstone read: “Sarah Swift. Beloved daughter and sister. Died Aged 8.” 

“Lay the flowers on the grave,” Helen told Jacob. 

Jacob took out a bunch of daisies from inside his pocket and placed them on the grave. 

“We love you very much and miss you every day,” Helen told Sarah.

“Every day,” Steven repeated.

“Say something,” Helen prompted Jacob. 

“I miss you, too,” he said half-heartedly.

“Goodbye, sweetheart. We’ll see you next week,” Helen said. 

They walked away at a slow pace and Jacob eyed the gate like it was ticket to freedom. The second they went through the gate, Jacob ran to the car, got into the backseat, and folded his arms across his chest. His parents followed at a leisurely pace, taking their time getting into the car and fastening their seatbelts. While they did, Jacob stared at the houses on the other side of the road rather than the cemetery and tried not to think about his sister. 

“Put on your seatbelt,” Helen told him. 

Jacob pulled the belt from the side and fastened it.

“We’ll go for a nice meal after we see the woman. What do you say?” Steven asked him. 

Jacob remained silent and looked like he didn’t care. 

His father drove down the street and Jacob sat with his arms folded and a morose expression on his face. His parents talked, but Jacob didn’t join in and was more preoccupied with the strangers trampling down the pavement. They passed a park where kids played football and he stared at the children until they vanished from sight. 

“I don’t understand why we have to do this every week,” Jacob suddenly said. 

“You know why we do this,” Helen said. 

“No, Mum. I don’t. Tell me why.”

“We do this to speak to Sarah. We need to know she’s gone to a good place,” Helen said. 

“There is no good place, and Sarah will never speak to us again,” Jacob replied.  

“I disagree,” his mother said. “I think she will speak to us again.” 

Jacob plucked a strand of Sarah’s long brown hair from the back of his mother’s seat and put it in his pocket. 

Steven drove through heavy traffic and arrived at a terrace house on an unassuming street. The road had cars parked on either side and a school patrol sign at the end. 

“This is it,” Steven said, parking the car in the last available spot. 

“Do you really think it’ll work?” Helen asked, clasping her hands together. 

“I’m a hundred percent convinced,” Steven replied. 

The family got out of the car and approached a front door where a silver plaque read, ‘Frida Jill Benton: Psychic Medium.’ The door opened and a woman in her early thirties greeted them with a smile. Jacob chuckled at her pencilled-in eyebrows and flowing white gown but stopped when Helen glared at him.  

“You must be the Swift family. So nice to meet you. Please come in,” Frida said.  

Helen, Steven, and Jacob walked into a house that reeked of cats even though none could be seen. No one said anything about the odour, but Helen coughed and sniffed from time to time. Frida entered a room with a circular table and pictures of country landscapes on the walls and the others followed her in. It was chillier than outside, and Jacob hugged himself to get a small amount of warmth. 

The family took a seat at the table and Frida joined them. “It’s important to think only of your daughter,” Frida said. “Imagine her talking to you like she did when she was alive.”

The medium closed her eyes, lowered her chin to her chest and looked like she was asleep. 

“Mummy, can you hear me?” Frida asked in a childlike voice. 

“Yes, sweetheart, I can hear you,” Helen said, her eyes brimming with happiness.  

“I’m so glad you can hear me,” Frida continued in the tiny voice. “I’ve missed you all so much.”

“We’ve missed you, too,” Steven replied. 

“I’ve missed you, too, Jacob,” Frida said. 

Jacob stayed silent and Helen prompted, “Say something to your sister.”

“That’s not my sister. It’s just a lady speaking in a funny voice,” Jacob replied. 

“I know you feel guilty because you didn’t save me, but I forgive you,” Frida said. “I love you very much.”

“Sarah would never tell me she loved me,” Jacob said. 

“Try to be civil for once,” Steven said. 

“Don’t worry, Daddy. He’s still upset about me leaving,” Frida said. “I was sitting next to you on the way here. I could tell how angry you were at Mum and Dad for making you come here.”

“Were you sitting next to me the whole trip?” Jacob asked. 

“The whole trip. I never left your side.”

“Then what did I do in the car that my parents don’t know about?” 

Helen was about to reprimand Jacob when Steven shook his head.

“You spent your time looking out the window,” Frida replied. 

“I did something very specific. What did I do?” Jacob asked again. 

“I wasn’t with you the whole time, so I don’t know,” Frida replied in the same childlike voice. 

Steven and Helen gave each other sceptical looks. 

After the reading, Steven paid Frida her sixty-pound fee. The medium gave him a smile and said, “Your daughter’s with you every day.”

Helen, Steven, and Jacob departed Frida’s house and got into the car. Before they drove off, Steven asked Jacob, “What was this thing you did on the way here?”

“Hold out your hand,” Jacob said. 

Steven did so, and Jacob took the single strand of brown hair from his pocket and placed it in his father’s palm. 

“It was attached to the seat,” Jacob said. 

His parents turned to the front, and when the car drove off no one mentioned Frida’s mediumistic talents again. 

They travelled down the motorway and Jacob hoped they would go home, but the car continued for another three hours and arrived in the city of Liverpool. Once again, Steven steered the car through heavy traffic and parked it on an isolated street. 

The trio got out of the car and walked down a path littered with tiny stones that pierced the bottom of their shoes. Jacob sighed at the pointlessness of it all. They reached the end of the road and stopped in front of a house with horseshoes on the wall. Before Helen had a chance to ring the doorbell, a man opened the door and said, “The Swift Family, I presume?” 

The man was youthful, casually dressed in jeans and a t-shirt and looked like anyone walking down the street. 

“My name is Angus,” he told Jacob. “Your sister tells me you’d rather be home playing video games.” Jacob remained blank and didn’t seem at all concerned Sarah had spoken to him. “Go through to the office. It’s right ahead.” 

The Swifts stepped into the house and entered a room with drawn curtains and three chairs lined next to each other. Unlike the previous residence, there were no smells whatsoever. They each took one of the chairs and acted like well-behaved children. Angus drifted in and shut the door. 

“It’s very dark in here. I can barely see your face,” Steven said. 

“It’s for the spirits. They prefer the dark,” Angus replied, sitting on a stool in the corner. “How many mediums have you visited since your daughter’s passing?”

“Around twenty,” replied Steven. 

“But you’re still looking for answers,” Angus said.

“Yes,” Helen replied. 

“That’s why I’m here… The first thing I’m getting is Wales. Not the animal, the country. She’s saying over and over again, tell them Wales,” Angus said. 

“She died in Wales,” Steven replied.

“That makes sense. She’s showing me a white cottage. She’s saying it’s very pretty inside,” Angus said. “Does this mean anything to you?”

“Yes, it does,” Helen replied, a grin spreading on her face.

“She’s telling me it’s not your fault. I think she’s talking to Jacob here. Do you understand what she’s saying, young man?”

“No,” Jacob replied. 

“Sarah’s revealing that… you were watching a programme at the time of her death, but she forgives you for not looking after her,” Angus said. Jacob clenched his hands into fists. “She’s saying she loves you very much even though you let her down.”

“If you don’t stop accusing me, I’ll punch you in the face,” Jacob said. 

“Control yourself!” Steven yelled.

“Why should I when he’s making up nonsense about me?”

“Because he’s talking to your sister.”  

Angus had a smirk on his face and Jacob glared at him.  

Afterwards, Steven paid Angus three hundred pounds in cash. 

“If you want another reading, don’t hesitate to ask,” Angus said. 

Jacob and his parents left Angus’s home, the boy showcasing his usual gloominess. Neither of his parents attempted to console him, and his resentment of mediums grew more intense.

When they returned home, Jacob ran to his room and slammed the door shut. Taking a seat at his computer, he typed a search for articles about his sister’s death. It didn’t take long for him to discover an article showing pictures of the lake Sarah perished in and the white cottage they’d stayed at. At the bottom of the article was a quote his mother gave to the police stating he had been watching a TV programme when Sarah died. His young eyes flared at the injustice.  






      ***

Seventeen-year-old Jacob sat on his bed and stared out of the window. Although older, his face had the same intensity. He wore a white shirt, black trousers, polished black shoes and looked pristine in every way. When his neighbour waved to him from her garden, Jacob got up and drew the curtains so neither she nor anyone else could invade his privacy.  

“Jacob!” his mother yelled from downstairs.   

He descended the stairs in a lacklustre fashion and approached his mother as she placed sandwiches on the lounge table. The once beautiful woman had prematurely greying hair and looked ten years older than she actually was. 

“Do you want any help, Mum?” Jacob asked. 

“If you could arrange the chairs,” Helen replied, tossing back a messy ponytail. 

“Of course. What time is he coming?” 

“Anytime now. I don’t know where your father is. I hope he’s not going to leave me to greet him again.”

“I’ll greet him,” Jacob said. 

Helen put her hands on Jacob’s face and gave him a sympathetic look. “This isn’t too overwhelming for you, is it? I don’t want you to feel unhappy.”

“It’s not overwhelming,” he said sombrely. 

“But something’s wrong.” 

“Sarah died almost seven years ago. By doing this every week you’re not living your life. It’s like you’re stuck in the past.”

“We just need to make sure she’s ok where she is.”  

“That’s all you’ve been doing since she died. The only friends you have are those who have also lost children. The only place you visit is her grave. It’s abnormal.” Helen turned away and his voice softened. “I just want you and Dad to be happy.”

“We are happy… I forgot the napkins,” Helen said, walking out of the room. 

Jacob rolled his eyes and dragged a chair in front of the sofa. Hanging above the fireplace was a metre-tall portrait of Sarah. The picture was so realistic it looked like it could blink. He reached out to touch it, getting closer and closer to the canvas when the doorbell rang. 

Jacob shuffled through a narrow corridor and answered the door to a man in his fifties. 

“Hello, young man. I’m here to do the reading,” the visitor said. 

The middle-aged man had neatly trimmed hair and wore a crumpled raincoat. Jacob opened the door wide and the man walked in and looked round the house with a little too much interest. 

“Lovely home. Lived here long?” the man asked.  

“All my life,” Jacob replied. 

“So are you at school?” 

“Yes.”

“Studying hard I expect.” 

“Have you done many readings?” Jacob asked. 

“Countless.” 

“So you can actually speak to the dead?” 

“Yes. In particular your sister. I feel she wants to say something to you, which I’ll mention during the reading.”

“My friend Harold died last September. I would very much like to talk to him,” Jacob said. 

“He’s telling me you don’t have to feel sad that he’s gone. He’s in a good place.”

“There is no Harold. I made him up.”  

The man glared at him, but Jacob didn’t flinch. 

“What’s your name?” Jacob asked. 

“Felix M. Lester,” the man replied with authority. 

“I suppose they’re paying you a lot of money.” 

“Loads,” Felix replied, walking into the living room.   

Jacob turned to his mother as she loaded the dishwasher with dozens of plates. He wanted to tell her to forget about Felix M. Lester and his kind as they were nothing more than predators. But he stayed quiet because she wouldn’t listen.

Steven strolled into the house and hung his coat on the hook near the door. He, too, looked years older than he actually was and had lost his bulky frame. There were an insurmountable number of wrinkles on his forehead and his sunken eyes were overwhelmed with sorrow. 

“By the strange car parked in the driveway, I’d say our distinguished guest has arrived,” Steven said. 

“He has definitely arrived,” Jacob replied. “Who is he?”

“He is one of the leading psychics in the country. He can communicate with spirits just like that. I’m sure Sarah will talk to him right away.”

“Maybe Sarah’s tired of talking to psychics every week. Maybe you should leave her alone.”

“Do I detect a note of dissension in your voice?” Steven asked. 

“I’m sick of talking to con artists every week. They’re playing you for a fool, Dad. They’re no more psychic than you or me.”

Steven stared at Jacob and the boy stared right back. 

“You know how much this helps your mother, don’t you?” Steven whispered. “Without our weekly sessions, she would have nothing to live for. And neither would I.”

“Yes, sir.” 

"Good. Let's go in and greet our guest."

Jacob and Steven went into the living room and Helen joined them. While Felix took a seat on the chair Jacob had prepared for him, Jacob, Helen, and Steven sat on the sofa.

“I hope everyone is well today,” Felix said. 

“As well as can be expected,” Helen replied. 

“Then let’s begin… I want you all to imagine Sarah coming through and talking to you.” Felix took several deep breaths and said, “I’m getting she’s in a very happy place. She’s saying she loves you all very much.” Helen smiled. “She’s got a message for her brother… Tell him I forgive him for not caring that I died. I understand he was a selfish person, and selfish people sometimes cause deaths.”

“That’s complete bollocks!” Jacob shouted. 

“Sarah knows you didn’t really love her, but she forgives you anyway,” Felix went on. 

“If you say one more word about me, I’ll knock your block off,” Jacob threatened. 

“Son, calm down,” Steven urged. 

“No, Dad, I won’t calm down. I’ve had enough of strangers reading the papers and blaming me for Sarah’s death. It’s obvious all he’s doing is making up a load of rubbish. He’s a fraud, and if there was any justice he would be locked up.” 

Felix rose from his seat and said, “I can’t continue with the reading, but you’ll have to pay me for my time.”

“You don’t have to pay him a thing,” Jacob said. 

“Yes, I do. I signed a contract,” Steven said. 

Steven took a wad of cash from his pocket, counted out one thousand two hundred pounds in hundred-pound bills and handed it over to Felix. 

“Sarah really wanted to talk to you,” Felix told him. 

Giving Jacob a callous stare, he walked out of the house and drove away in his car. Helen looked at Steven and then Jacob. 

“She was going to talk to me,” Helen said, her voice cracking. “My little girl was going to talk to me and you stopped her.”

“Mum, I don’t think Sarah was talking to any of these people. It’s a lie and it tears me apart to see you being conned. I wish I’d stopped her from going to the lake that day. I really do. But I didn’t. It’s something I’ll regret forever. But paying people who say they speak to her isn’t the answer.”

“It’s clear you’re on a different wavelength from your mother and me. I sometimes think you don’t belong with us,” Steven said.

“I think that too. In fact, I wish I had a different family,” Jacob said.  

“Then get the hell out of this house! I don’t want to see your face again. I wish you had died instead of her,” Steven barked. 

Jacob was about to flee when Helen leapt from her seat and threw her arms around him, but he pulled her arms away and walked upstairs. 

Once in his room, he threw a suitcase on the bed and tossed all his clothes and books into it, not thinking how he would survive or where he would go. It took him ten minutes to pack everything he needed for a life on his own. When he was done, he walked downstairs with suitcase in hand and approached his mother. She looked haggard and her eyes were red from crying.  

“I’ll put some money in your account every month until you get a job,” she said. “Also, I thought you might like to have this.”

Helen handed him a photograph of herself, Steven, Sarah, and Jacob in happier times. 

Jacob hugged her and replied, “I’ll be just a phone call away. And I will always love you.”  

“I love you too, son. So much.”

He released her and looked into the living room where Steven was. Since his father wasn’t going to come out, he opened the door and walked out of the house, knowing he would never see his parents again. 

Continuing down the avenue, he passed people mowing lawns, trimming hedges, and washing cars. Life went on as normal and no one batted an eyelash at a boy carrying a suitcase.









