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About this Book

Mysterious happenings are mounting up for Josh, Sean and their estranged alumni.

Despite two decades of friendship and their grand plans to open a private psychotherapy centre, neither man confides in the other. That is, until news reaches them both, via different avenues, that their experiences are but part of a bizarre cluster of unexplained phenomena, for which there is only one common denominator.

Whether real or the product of overwrought imaginations, they must lay to rest the spectre of a once-beloved friend…or admit defeat and crawl back under the safe, weighty stones of the jobs and relationships they’ve left behind.

Alumni: Resolutions is part two of a two-part story; the first part (which should be read first) is Alumni: Reverberations. Also available in one volume under the title Reverberations.
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Dedicated to…

…my PGCE cohort – fond memories of rainy afternoons sheltering in the Bolton Ukrainian Society club, ‘catching crumbs from the capitalists’ table’ and ‘that black guy who fell down the stairs’.


Epigraph

And there reigns love and all love’s loving parts,

And all those friends which I thought buried.

William Shakespeare

‘Sonnet XXXI’


1: Runaround

Heading to the University

Present Day

Monday, 22nd April

“You lot make my time-keeping look good,” Sean said jovially, hoping to get his point across and avoid confrontation as he secured Dylan in the back of the taxi. Via the rear-view mirror, the cabbie offered a wan smile and held it until his passengers were safely strapped in, then indicated and pulled away from the kerb.

“We’re short of drivers,” he said, no apology, and proceeded with a lengthy explanation about soaring fuel and insurance costs and how they made peanuts out of these short daytime fares, especially in rush hour, conveniently overlooking that there were not enough other vehicles on the road to count as traffic let alone a traffic jam. Sean nodded and threw in an occasional ‘ah, right’, half-listening to the man’s waffle and planning his day, comforted by the knowledge it would be the last that began with a thirty-minute wait for a prebooked taxi because one way another, he’d have his own car by the end of it.

It hadn’t originally been on today’s agenda. It hadn’t been in Sean’s immediate plans at all, not that he’d been spouting nonsense when he told Josh he was thinking about getting a car. With the university winding down for the summer and the therapy centre still very much in the development phase, he’d mostly be working from home or parenting Dylan, and it was daft getting a car and having it sit outside the house for the next six months. Or that had been true until yesterday. Two phone calls changed all that. Not even a week away from the NHS and Francesca was begging him to cover for Doctor Morris. So that was tomorrow morning gone for a Burton. As for today…

Typical, when he’d taken Genie’s point on board about her always calling him and had vowed to do something about it, that she’d jumped in first, and what a nice surprise it was to hear her voice for the second time in three days. Did he want to join her and Phee for dinner? Absolutely! Was he worried she’d realise they were hiding something? Was his mother a Catholic?

With Sophie back in London, Sean considered asking her parents if they could mind Dylan. It would be a late night for the wee fella, although he’d be a handy distraction, and he did enjoy visiting new places. Of course, he was a smasher in the car and would sleep all the way home. So that was that then. Drop Dylan off at the nursery, get this meeting with Zara out the way, and—

“…pound eighty, ta.” The cabbie’s demand for cash alerted Sean that they’d stopped outside Unitots. He handed over a couple of notes, told the cabbie to keep the change and carted both son and toddler seat into the building where, as always, a young smiling nursery nurse stood ready to greet them.

“Good morning, Dylan! Good morning, Dylan’s dad!”

“Good morning, lovely. Can I trouble you to store this car seat for me? Hopefully, it’ll be the last time.”

“You’re not leaving us, are you?” She followed Sean to the cubby hole reserved for parents’ junk and lost property.

“Not at all.” He offloaded the seat and turned to her with a grin. “I’m going car shopping.”

“Oh! Cool! What are you getting?”

“Don’t know yet. Just a runaround. Good on fuel economy. Electric maybe. Any recommendations?”

“I ride a bike everywhere, but my boyfriend works at the dealership on the high street, and he’ll probably give you a discount. Hold on.” She scurried away across the playroom and bent over one of the miniature tables, returning half a minute later with a large sheet of rough paper. “Sorry about the crayon.”

Sean chuckled at the name and number scrawled in chunky, red characters. “The job has to have some perks. Thanks very much. I should be back by two. OK?”

“Yep. Dylan, your dad’s going now.” Dylan was already elbow deep in sand but waved his spade in goodbye.

“Be good,” Sean said, in all probability to himself, and left for his office via the campus coffee shop. It was busy, the queue extending almost to the door, but they were quick to serve, and in any case, a vibrant swirl of turquoise and purple three people in front told him his colleague was running almost as late as he was. That was one point in Zara’s favour. Josh would have already decided Sean was a no-show and cancelled the meeting.

Zara reached the front of the queue and ordered a chai latte, rummaging in her giant handbag and giving the server a running commentary on how she could never find her wallet, in the midst of it spotting Sean. “And breakfast tea too, zank you!”

Sean stepped out of the line and set aside his annoyance. He’d intended to have a coffee, but he could put up with tea for the sake of peace and a hasty getaway. Once they had their drinks in hands, they headed for Sean’s office, both glancing through the open door of the one next to it, formerly Josh’s, being cleaned for its next occupant, whoever that may be—not Zara. Her one-year, part-time contract didn’t afford her the luxury of an office.

“Let me clear that chair for you.” Sean found a speck on his desk for his cup and grabbed the pile of books from the seat, not sure where else to put them.

“It is fine. I prefer to stand when I can.”

“Fair dos.” Sean dumped the books on the floor, adding a few more to the pile to give him a corner of desk to perch on so he could maintain eye level with his new colleague. In the decade they’d known each other, their interactions had been minimal in quantity and terse in quality. Zara had told him the first time they’d met, when the ink was still wet on his doctorate, that she’d given up clinical psychology for the more worthwhile pursuit of private psychotherapy. Young and arrogant, he’d mistakenly assumed she saw him as competition, this grand, glamorous octogenarian who’d been in the profession longer than Sean had been alive. He’d later upgraded that delusion, recognising himself as an instrument of patriarchy, yet she took no issue with Josh. In fact, she seemed to like Josh, which was rare enough in itself, so maybe there was some classism involved. Zara and Josh were, after all, both born middle-class, whereas Sean, regardless of his qualifications and more than decent salary, would always be working class.

Whatever the cause—and it could come down to a basic clash of personality—there was something honest about his and Zara’s mutual loathing. Sure, she rubbed him completely the wrong way, but he still had tremendous respect for her, and if nothing else, she respected his position as course leader. It was proving a good recipe for effective working too, as they were done within the hour, finalising the teaching, learning and assessment for the entire year. It put Sean well ahead of schedule, and he was glad. Now he’d set his mind to it, he couldn’t wait to buy a car—his first since he’d given up driving in favour of drinking—and he booked a taxi as soon as Zara left his office. After the cabbie’s spiel that morning, he’d prepared for a long wait and was pleasantly surprised when it arrived ten minutes later, even if Murphy’s law had delivered the same driver, who was in no better a mood than he’d been first thing.

“Blimey, that was a short day.”

“Aye. All those weeks’ holiday too.” Sean had heard all the teaching-related jabs before. When he was younger and angrier, he’d argued back—in defence of his faculty colleagues, as he was an education interloper—but the sentiment was endemic and stubborn as hell to change.

“Where to?”

“Do you know the car dealership on the high street?”

“The one with all the flash motors out front?”

“I wish.”

“The other one, then.” The cabbie negotiated his way around the myriad tiny hatchbacks owned by staff and students alike and headed for the town centre. “What d’you fancy? An SUV?”

“Can you imagine me trying to find a spot for one of them on campus?” Sean leaned to the side and squinted at the insignia on the steering wheel. “This seems a decent car.”

“Yeah, it’s not bad.” Inspired by Sean’s observation, the cabbie launched into another monologue, arguing with himself over the pros and cons of every possible variation in fuel type, engine size, transmission, interior trim and paint finish. It was tedious but relevant, so Sean paid attention. By the time they reached the dealership, he’d been talked out of a small hatchback. Apart from that, all bets were on.

With another handsome tip, he bade the man farewell and spent a moment eyeing the lines of shiny cars glinting on the forecourt, too many to choose from.

“Good morning, sir.” A head popped up amid the sea of cars, soon after followed by the rest of a young man in a sharp grey suit, white shirt and burgundy tie. He stopped about a yard from Sean and tilted his head so he was looking side on. “Doctor Tierney! Hello!”

“Hello,” Sean replied, trying and failing to place the salesman anywhere other than there and then.

“Carter O’Reilly. You won’t remember me, but you gave a lecture to my BSc Psych cohort five years ago.”

“You’ve a good memory.”

“It was a good lecture.”

“Thanks. I’m glad you think so.” Sean took out the piece of paper from the nursery nurse and unfolded it. “You come highly recommended yourself.”

Carter looked at the paper and laughed. “Red crayon. Gotta be my Katie. So how can I help you this morning, Doctor Tierney?”

“It’s Sean, and I’m after a car.”

“OK. Do you have any particular make or type in mind?”

“Maybe a mid-size hatchback or saloon.”

“A family car?”

“Big enough for me and my son. And I need it today, so.”

“We’ve got a few that’ve already been serviced and valeted. Depending on finance, they’re drive-aways.”

“I’m paying cash,” Sean said.

“Do you want some time to browse?”

“That’d be grand, thanks.”

“I’ll be in the sales office.” Carter retreated to the building at the back of the lot and left Sean to peruse at his leisure. There were around a dozen vehicles with ‘Drive me away today’ stickers, on the surface all in good shape and within Sean’s budget. He wasn’t flush by any means, and buying a car would wipe out a few years’ savings, but better that than getting a loan. Before he’d gone to uni—back when he still lived in Derry—his old boss had been beaten and left for dead by his creditors, and it had given Sean a lifelong aversion to being in debt.

The only time he’d borrowed money was to finance his postgraduate studies, and they were paid off before his thirtieth birthday, thanks to Genie. He’d planned on making further sperm donations of the anonymous variety and had even passed the screening with a fertility clinic, but by then he’d realised he was more than a heavy drinker, so he’d ignored the clinic’s phone calls and letters, and eventually they’d stopped trying to contact him. From time to time, he wondered if they’d taken him off the bank, as they should have done, or if they’d sold off his sample donation and he had a whole clutch of children he knew nothing about.

I might need one of these people carriers if they did. Sean walked around the silver seven-seater, admiring its smart leather interior before he moved on to the next car—the ‘runaround’ he’d said he’d get, and it was cheap, but he had other considerations now. Road presence, boot space, insurance premiums and Carter’s commission. It was also the same model as Josh’s, which was a recommendation in itself, but Sean wasn’t persuaded.

The next car was the same as Sophie’s, and again, it was a decent car at a good price, but they’d look like they were going for his ’n’ hers, which shouldn’t have mattered and wouldn’t have done so now, except that thinking about the fertility clinic always reminded him that he’d misled Sophie, implying Phee was the result of one of many sperm donations and downplaying how important his and Genie’s relationship was to him. He’d lied to Genie too, and perhaps it was taking the coward’s route by withdrawing into his professional persona so he could justify keeping Phee’s confidence, but he had no right to breach it. Not for the sake of self-preservation. As someone who was always telling folks to be honest, the hypocrisy was tasting particularly bitter on his tongue.

Sean reached the end of the forecourt and turned, looking back along the line of cars, none of them grabbing his attention, although a McLaren F1 would have struggled to penetrate the mental quagmire this morning. If he made an arbitrary choice, he’d be stuck with the consequences for at least a couple of years, so…

“Hello, Carter? I could do with your expertise out here.”

“Sure!” Carter pretty much leapt over his desk and led the way back outside. “What would you like to know? Engine specs? Service history? MPG?”

“Which one would you buy?”

“Oh! Erm, well…I don’t actually drive, but for you…we might have the perfect match.” He strode past Sean and stood beside one of the cars, gesticulating proudly as he eschewed its technical specifications. “Two-litre turbo diesel eco engine, only twenty thousand on the clock, eighteen-inch gun-metal alloys—”

“Does it go?” Sean asked.

“Like shit off a shovel.”

“That’ll do me.”

“Wouldn’t you like to take it for a test drive first?”

“I trust you.”

“You do?”

“Is there a reason I shouldn’t?”

“Well…no, but you don’t know me.”

“Are you not wanting to sell me the car, Carter?”

“No. I mean, yeah.”

Sean laughed. “Sorry. I’ve thrown you for a loop, haven’t I? We’ll do it your way—just tell me what you need me to do, then I’ll buy the car and get out of your hair. How’s that?”

“Great!” Carter nodded, much happier now they were back on the usual track. He snagged the keys from the office, and they took the car out for a short test drive. Sean played along, commenting on the handling, asking questions about the controls, insurance group, road tax and so on as they occurred to him, then promptly forgetting the answers.

“You can change your mind,” Carter said as they turned back onto the high street and Sean eased the car to a stop outside the dealership.

“I’m happy to go ahead with my purchase.”

“If you’re sure.”

“Would you just let me buy the feckin’ car?”

For a moment, Carter stared at Sean in alarm, but then Sean winked and added, “You’re in charge here, all right?”

“Well, I’m not. He is.” Carter nodded to indicate the man casually moving across the forecourt, surreptitiously watching and swiping a chamois over the cars’ bonnets as he passed them by. His suit and shoes looked very expensive.

“You’re obviously putting that psychology degree to good use.”

“How d’you mean?”

“You’re earning your boss plenty of money by the looks of it.”

“Oh!” Carter smiled and opened the passenger door. “Yeah, I suppose. I only got a third class.” He got out and waited while Sean did likewise.

“It’s still an honours degree.”

“True.” Carter held back a little longer, waiting for his boss to return inside. “I’ll have a word with him, see what we can do for cash.”

“No chance, matey. I’ll pay the asking price.”

“But—”

“But nothing. That’s your commission, so it is.” Sean took a chance and slung his arm around young Carter’s shoulders. “I’ve got the money. If I don’t give it to you, I’ll only waste it on my pension. But if your Katie should ask, I’ll tell her you were very accommodating.”

Twenty minutes later, Sean walked off the forecourt, keys in hand, and slid into the driver’s seat of his new-to-him car. It wasn’t flash like Dan’s convertible, or classic like Andy’s Mustang. Nor was it a runaround hatchback like Josh’s or Soph’s. It was a bit on the heavy side and maybe a little unwieldy, but with its dark-green metallic finish and chrome trim, it had a distinguished look about it. Grinning to himself, Sean started the engine and set the radio to a local station. Carter’s third-class psychology degree might not look much on paper, but the lad deserved a PhD for the way he applied self-extension theory to peddling his wares, and he’d read Sean like a pro.


2: Reflections

Wharton Hall

Present Day

Monday, 22nd April

It was as well Sean hadn’t opted for a basic runaround. The car park outside Wharton Hall was like something from a TV programme on the lifestyles of the rich and famous. Reverse-parking his fair-to-middling hatchback in a space at the end of a row of top-of-the-range Porsches, BMWs and Mercedes, along with a couple of Bentleys and a Rolls Royce, he turned off the ignition and unclipped Dylan’s car seat. Dylan continued staring out of the passenger window at the vista of posh cars dappled orange by the low, early evening sun, the lush greenery and the vast mansion beyond.

“Are you ready, little man?”

“Dis?” Dylan pointed.

“A very big house. Want to go see?”

Receiving a nod of agreement, Sean walked around to Dylan’s side of the car and lifted him out, letting Dylan grip his finger and walk, as was his preference, and he was enthralled.

“Dis?”

“Red roses.”

“Fowas?”

“That’s right.”

“Dis?”

“Oak tree.”

“Dis?”

“Squirrels.”

Dylan broke free; Sean moved swiftly and caught his hand.

“We’ll look at the squirrels later. Come on.”

“Dis?”

“Doorbell.” It was a loud one, too, and made Dylan jump.

The second they stepped inside and he spotted other people, he grabbed at Sean’s trousers, asking to be carried. Sean obliged. It made it easier to navigate the enormous hallways, although it was nothing like the musty old stately home he’d been expecting. The walls were smooth and pale blue, the furniture was Swedish functional, and the signage was excellent. Within minutes, they reached the restaurant, and the maître d’ accompanied them to a table for four in the centre of the room where Genie and Phee were already seated. Dylan shouted and pointed at Phee, who was facing them; thankfully, Genie was mid sip of wine or they’d have already given the game away.

The moment she saw Sean, Genie was on her feet and smiling broadly, sending Sean’s heart into a wild flutter.

They hugged and kissed cheeks. “I’m so happy to see you!” she gushed.

“Likewise.” Sean fended off the brief glimmer of regret that they’d left it so long and put on his poker face. “Young Phee! My goodness, look at you! How are ye?”

“Hello, Sean.” She rose from her chair as he approached and they briefly hugged. “I’m well, thanks. Hello, Dylan.”

While she wasn’t entirely a stranger to him, it would take more than one meeting for him to get past his shyness, so for the time being, they were back on safe ground.

A member of the restaurant staff came over, took drinks orders—sparkling apple juice for both father and son—and switched one of the chairs for a high chair. Sean settled Dylan first and then sat and picked up the menu.

“My treat,” Genie said quickly before he balked at the lack of prices—a sure sign that eating here cost anything between a week’s and a month’s pay, depending on how much one earned, not that any of the other patrons would be counting the pennies. They were mostly dressed on the smart side of casual athletic, and it was all designer gear. Except for their table. Sean subtly took in Genie’s and Phee’s ordinary attire over the top of his menu. He didn’t want to fight Genie over the bill, but he refused to let her pay if she was short.

“Is anything tickling your taste buds?” Genie asked.

“Maybe.” He couldn’t be sure it was her knee, but someone’s definitely bumped his. “No kids’ meals.” He studied Dylan. “Fish or chicken, little man?”

“Fishhhh!”

“A sophisticated palate!” Genie remarked.

“Aye. He likes his food, don’t you? Fishcake and peas is one of his favourites.”

“Fishcake and…” Frowning, Genie scanned the menu and found the corresponding dish. “Ah! Fishcake and peas.” Or, in fact, ‘river-caught salmon cake, served with lemon-infused organic petits pois and jasmine rice’.

“My entire life is a lie,” Phee lamented.

Genie and Sean laughed and shared a knowing look. The Rowans would never be commoners, but Genie’s choice to become pregnant and raise her child alone had guaranteed Phee a more grounded upbringing than her peers.

Sean didn’t bother discussing starters with Dylan. He’d end up wearing most of the soup and treat the paté like Play-Doh, which left mixed melon as the only option. So, when the waiter returned, Sean ordered soup and rosemary-grilled chicken with sweet potato and asparagus for himself and melon and salmon cake for Dylan. Phee opted for the same as Sean, Genie for a mixed melon starter and a truffle risotto main course. The waiter left them alone again, giving Sean a chance to take a good look around. Other than the very high ceiling, he could have been in a restaurant anywhere in England. Bare French windows looked out onto a covered terrace where a few souls were braving the chilly spring evening in favour of dining al fresco.

The fresh air must have given them all an appetite, as their starters arrived and they descended on them like peasants at a banquet, which Sean supposed he and Dylan were. The food was tasty, although on the ‘nouvelle cuisine’ side, presentation-wise. Five silent minutes later, all four sat with empty plates or dishes before them.

“Excuse me,” Phee said and pushed away from the table. Sean watched her scurry across the room and disappear through a door he guessed led to the Ladies’.

“Morning sickness,” Genie explained, which Sean had already figured for himself.

“She’s suffering, is she?”

“She is. Alas, she is her mother’s daughter.”

Sean couldn’t comment on that. His memory of Genie’s pregnancy was sketchy, and guilt reared its head for a second, but he reminded himself he wasn’t at fault. For one thing, she’d been living in London by then, while he was part way through his PhD at Bristol. For another, he was tanked up most of the time. “How is she otherwise?”

Genie shrugged. “She doesn’t talk to me anymore. I don’t even know if there’s a boyfriend or it was a one-night thing. She showed me a picture of the ultrasound and said she wanted to talk but not yet. I’m worried she’s running out of time.”

“An ultrasound’s done at twelve weeks, isn’t it?”

“Yes, and—”

“She’s coming back,” Sean interrupted.

Genie nodded her understanding and muttered, “Incidentally, I told her we’d spoken on Friday but not what about.”

“Gotcha.”

Fortunately, the waiter arrived at the same time as Phee, diverting her attention from them to the clearing of the table.

“So how are you enjoying your stay?” Sean asked, addressing both Genie and Phee but lingering on the latter, who was ghostly pale and looked ready to fall fast asleep in her dinner.

“It’s OK,” she said. “You do know we own this place, right?”

“You what now?”

Genie waved her hand. “We don’t own it. My father does.”

“Well, I never! Didn’t Jessie used to come here?”

“She did,” Genie confirmed, her expression turning dour. “With Andy.”

“Ah.”

“I liked Andy,” Phee said. She was watching Dylan tap his spoon on the table so didn’t notice her mother’s dismay.

“You only met him once, darling.”

“So? He looked after Jess when she was dying. He can’t be that bad.”

Dylan’s spoon-tapping became louder.

“Yes, well, he didn’t do it on his own, but of course he gets all the credit because he’s a man.”

“Du-du-du-du-du,” Dylan sang along with his percussion solo, and not quietly. Several people at nearby tables muttered and cast disdainful glances their way.

“So, young Phee,” Sean said, disarming his son and hoping to nip off the conversation, “how does it feel to have a little brother?”

She homed in on Sean with narrowed eyes. “I know what you’re doing.”

“I’m sure you do.”

“Think I’ll go and powder my nose,” Genie said and departed faster than Phee had.

“You haven’t told her,” Sean accused.

“No.”

“Did you talk to Paul?”

“No.”

“Phee—”

“Don’t lecture me.”

“I’m not going to, I promise. But help me understand.”

Phee lowered her head. “I feel awful. She’s been amazing, so…patient and supportive. She’s not just my mum. She’s my best friend.”

“And you slept with her boyfriend,” Sean said, finally catching on to the dynamic he hadn’t recognised before because he’d been stuck on the idea of Paul being a pervert. He was keeping that judgement in reserve, however. “Are you having doubts about seeing it through?”

“Keeping the baby?” Phee asked, then nodded, answering her own question.

“All right. So maybe you could take Paul out of the equation for now, just talk to your mum about the rest of it.”

“She’ll expect me to have an abortion.”

“No. She’ll expect you to do what’s best for you.”

Dylan reached for Phee’s spoon, making a grabby-hand motion. Phee smiled and gave it to him. “I like it,” she said. “Having a little brother.”

“I’m glad.”

“You and Sophie are such good parents.”

“Thanks, although it’s mostly Soph. Your mum’s right, you know, about how men get extra credit for what women do all the time.”

“I get that, but what’s her problem with Andy?”

“Not my place to say. So will you talk to her?”

“Yes, when we go home. We’re having a really good time here, and I don’t want to ruin it, not if it’s…” Phee’s face crumpled.

“The last time you’ll have fun together?” Sean said. Phee nodded and blinked hard, fighting back the tears. Sean leaned over and squeezed her hand. “It won’t be, lovely. Don’t you worry.”

It seemed Genie had meant it about going to powder her nose, as she returned with her face freshly made up, and it was more rather than less obvious that she’d been crying. Realising it was on him to salvage the evening, Sean shifted modes slightly, directing their interactions as he would a family therapy session. If Genie and Phee were aware of what he was doing, they didn’t let on, and gradually, the tension between them eased.

There were a few hairy moments, particularly when the conversation moved on to Sophie, and Phee asked if Sean had borrowed Sophie’s car to come to Wharton Hall. Genie didn’t seem to notice. She was distracted and restless and not at all herself but was startled out of her malady when Dylan pointed at the window and shouted, “Skrill!”

All three turned to look.

“You’re very clever, Dylan,” Phee praised.

“We saw lots of squirrels earlier, didn’t we?” Sean said.

Dylan made grabby-hands again. “Get it.”

“Would it be all right to take him outside?” Phee asked.

“Sure!”

“Come on, Dylan. Shall we go and see the squirrels?”

Dylan wriggled against his high chair straps, which Phee duly unfastened and lifted him clear. He gripped her fingers, and together, they departed.

“She’s good with him,” Genie said, watching them through the French windows.

“Aye, she is.”

“I don’t want her to have this baby, Sean.”

“I know.”

Phee picked up Dylan, and they descended the terrace steps, out of sight.

“It’s so peaceful here,” Genie said.

“It is.”

“Easy to ignore the real world, put off difficult decisions…forget our house is haunted.”

Sean beckoned to a passing waiter. “Could we have some coffee, please?”

The waiter nodded and departed.

“It’s no bad thing you’re taking a wee break from it all,” Sean said.

“I suppose not.” Genie didn’t sound convinced. “I wonder how Xander is getting on.”

“Have you spoken to him?”

“Not since this afternoon. Rather, I spoke to his assistant this afternoon. Xander doesn’t do phones.”

“How is he these days?”

“Same as ever. Less hair.”

“He must be bald by now.”

Genie laughed. “Almost!”

“I had a very interesting conversation with him once.” The day in question expanded like magic before his mind’s eye, the details filling out as the waiter deposited their coffees on the table.

Genie stirred cream into hers, barely taking her eyes off Sean, keen to hear the story, or perhaps there was more. She took a sip, hummed in pleasure, and set down the cup, still holding him in her glorious gaze. “You were saying?”

Sean added a dash of cream to his coffee as he continued. “We’d been invigilating an exam. Level one law, it was, or history maybe. Whatever, Xander was obligated to be there—they were sticklers for making sure we fulfilled our postgrad duties—and I needed the money, so I took on anything they’d give me, then we went to the SU afterwards. God knows what he was drinking, but once he started, he didn’t shut up. He told me about the ghosts like it was a normal thing to admit that he saw them and they were as real to me as to him. His dad was sick. Dying, actually. Congestive heart failure. And Xander couldn’t wait for it to happen. I mean, I didn’t get on with my old fella, but I never wished him dead.”

“Is your dad still alive?”

“No. He passed a few months back. Heart failure, would you believe? It’s common in men of their generation. Bit of a leveller too. Nobody knew, did they? The dangers of smoking, drinking too much, all that saturated fat.”

“Quite,” Genie said, both of them glancing ruefully at the jug of cream they’d partaken of and then laughing. “My grandmother had heart disease, although that wasn’t what killed her in the end. She overdosed on tranquillisers.”

“I remember you telling me.”

“I don’t think she took her own life, but we’ll never know. I miss her.” Genie’s gaze became distant for a moment, then she sighed and shrugged. “She had a good innings, as they say. As did Xander’s father. We always thought him cruel, the way he kept his wife and son at arm’s length, but perhaps he was wired the same way as Xander.”

“There is a genetic component to autism, so it’s possible.”

“And I can see why Xander would’ve been glad to be rid of him. He could be a tyrant.”

“Ah, well, I didn’t get to the point.”

“Because you ramble,” Genie teased.

“True enough. What I was going to say was Xander couldn’t wait to prove to his dad that he really did see ghosts.”

“He thought he’d see his dad after he died.”

“Yeah. I haven’t spoken to him since, so I don’t know if he ever did.”

“He certainly hasn’t mentioned it to me, and we’ve talked a lot of late. Have you ever seen a ghost, Sean?”

“No.”

“Do you believe they’re real?”

“I’m open to the possibility. How could I not be after what happened in our halls?”

“Why? What happened in your halls?”

“So I don’t get accused of rambling again…” Sean paused to admire Genie’s playful pout and felt a stir of interest down below. Fat lot of use it was tonight, with children present. He pushed on. “Things we couldn’t explain, which was why Josh and I moved out. We were both special cases and could’ve stayed in halls for the duration, but not after what we witnessed.”

“Poltergeist activity.”

“For want of a better description. It was nothing too terrible or dramatic, but it doesn’t need to be. Of course, Joshy was having none of it, then or now. We’re having a similar situation with the building for our business, and he’s convinced the previous owner’s son—still alive, I should add—is trying to scare him into selling it back to him.”

“What do you think?”

“I think Josh is worried he’s taken on too much. That or our girl Jessie isn’t yet at rest.”

Hearing those words, Genie became rigid.

“What?” Sean asked.

“Does ‘Alouette’ mean anything to you?”

Sean thought about it, but nothing came to mind. “No. Why?”

“It was the only thing Jess could play on the piano. After we moved into my grandmother’s house, she visited a couple of times and got absolutely hammered. She was straight on the piano, insisting we sang it in rounds.” Despite how rattled she was, Genie managed a small smile. “It was a terrible racket, but it was fun. The day before I phoned you, I heard it, that song, the way she’d played it. It was so real, Sean.”

“Is that why you invited me? You were after a rational explanation?”

“No. I wanted the company of someone who loved her as much as I did.”

“Then you made the right call.” He took Genie’s hand and kissed her knuckles. “I need to head home soon. I’m sorry.”

“Me too,” she said, but they didn’t get to dwell in the moment for long, as the intrepid squirrel hunters returned, fresh-faced and conspiratorial.

“Tell your dad what we saw, Dylan.”

“Skrill!”

“And…” Phee prompted.

“Fock!”

Sean flinched, as did several of the remaining patrons, nosey so-and-sos that they were. “A what?”

“A fox. I’d love to take Dylan exploring in the morning. Is that OK?”

“It’d be grand, but I’m working tomorrow.”

“Oh.” Phee sagged into her seat with Dylan still in her arms.

Sean cursed himself for not making a clean break from the hospital, and Doctor Morris for making it impossible for him to do so.

***

One appointment, the rest no-shows. It was hardly worth getting out of bed for. Still, no hanging around for taxis took out some of the sting, and the rest of the day was Sean’s own. Seeing Genie had settled his craving for drink somewhat, even if it had left space for a different kind of craving and a whole lot of wondering what if… that meant he got hardly any work done at all.

Wednesday morning, still delighting in the freedom of having his own transport, Sean dropped Dylan at Unitots and drove to the hospice, unprepared for the force of the flashback that hit him as he stopped the car in the same spot as the last time he’d driven there, almost two years ago.

“You’re going to insist on a wheelchair, aren’t you?”

“Not at all, lovely. You’re a big girl. I’m sure if you need a chair, you’ll ask for one.”

She’d sneered at him, but he’d held fast. She’d neither wanted nor needed his sympathy.

“Shall we?” he’d asked.

She hadn’t answered, and he hadn’t wanted to rush her, so he’d let her take in the view. It was beautiful, the hospice, smaller but in many respects similar to Wharton Hall: a Victorian mansion set back from the road and accessible via a winding, private avenue beneath a canopy of blossom in spring, spectacular foliage in summer, horse-chestnut- and acorn-laden boughs in autumn and a raw, perfect starkness in winter. It had been summer when they’d come here, when the landscaped grounds were full of life and colour that distracted from the rising damp, missing roof tiles and crack-riddled walls. There lay the difference between the Rowans’ former stately home turned lucrative health spa and this desperately underfunded sanctuary for those nearing the end of their lives.

“It must cost a lot to keep this place ticking over,” she’d said.

“Yeah, it does. They’re always fundraising.”

Less so now than then.

“I suppose they receive quite a bit from legacies.”

“Indeed they do.”

Like a well-loved band T-shirt, the funds Jess bequeathed had faded with each laundering, leaving her beneficiaries in the clear, but her encore had been an extravagant display of cunning, not kindness. Sean had never doubted that. Like all those who had held her dear, Jess had betrayed and abandoned him, yet he had believed he was the exception, protected by distance and his hard-earned career in palliative care.

All those years of field research, instructing others, telling people how to grieve. His expertise had turned him into a fool. He hadn’t accepted the truth of who Jess was; he wasn’t moving forward. Granted, he’d never experienced the burning jealousy Genie felt towards Andy, nor Josh’s overwhelming sense of failure for not seeing through Jess’s lies, but Sean’s balls were still in Jess’s hands. The state his sex drive was in, that might as well have been literal.

Seeing Genie had dislodged something, wedged open a door to a past he’d dared not revisit. Daydreams of a life they never had, not the conventional fairy-tale wedded bliss but something a little more free-love, bohemian, where they were their own people yet part of a whole. That was the open relationship he craved, not just the one glorious week they’d lived and loved together; for always. If he hadn’t been blind drunk for the entirety of his twenties, been any kind of catch at all, he’d have told Genie and Jess how he felt.

Could they have made it work? He didn’t know, and now he never would.


3: Blueprints

Jeffries and Associates

Present Day

Friday, 26th April

“Good evening, gents.” Dan pulled the front door wide open. “We’re in my office—you haven’t seen the house yet, have you?”

“No,” Josh replied—too quickly, judging by Sean’s frown.

“Not yet,” Sean said. “It’s rather grand, isn’t it?”

“Bloody enormous, you mean?” Dan moved off. “That’s not me bragging, by the way. Adele had the final say. You want the tour or shall we get straight down to business?”

Sean shrugged and deferred to Josh.

“Let’s have the tour,” Josh said, following Dan into the hall. No need to act lost: Josh had parked in the garage last time, and it was a very different space coming at it from the opposite direction.

“Living room.” Dan indicated a door on the right and opened it with a flourish. Josh and Sean moved forward only as much as was necessary to see inside.

“Has Adele gone out for the evening?” Josh eyed the vast room, empty but for the two large black sofas and nest of tables that looked like doll’s house furniture in comparison.

“She’s taken Shu to ballet class. They’re usually back around half seven, and Robbie’s asleep, so we should get an hour without interruption.”

Josh nodded and vented a relieved sigh. So far, it seemed Adele had done as he’d asked and not breathed a word to anyone about the Ouija board and other stuff she’d stowed for him, but he wasn’t quite on top of his feelings, and Adele would have reacted had she been there. Then Sean would have noticed her reaction and plied her for information, not that it would take much for Adele to crack and spill everything, including Josh’s phone call from Simon.

For the time being, the super-sized living room had Sean’s full attention. “That TV’s not far off the size of the front wall of my house.”

Dan laughed. “Yeah, it’s the biggest I could find or it’d be like sitting in the gods at the footy.”

“Wouldn’t it just?” Sean murmured, turning a little greener than the regular Irish.

“And the dining room…” Dan walked them through the living room to a set of double doors, beyond which was a slightly smaller space containing an oval table about the same size as the one in Campion Trust’s boardroom, above it a chandelier that consisted of a wave formation of around sixty crystal balls suspended on barely visible cables from an oval of black glass.

“I love that.” Josh hadn’t seen the dining room on his previous visit, which was a shame. The seeming randomness of the light fitting’s design compensated for the mind-bending symmetry in the adjacent living room.
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