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About this Book

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

Josh Sandison-Morley was born a sceptic. Why else would he insist there’s no such thing as ghosts when he’s eliminated every plausible explanation for the noises in his former therapy rooms?

Sean Tierney’s having some ‘performance issues’. His GP says there’s no physical reason: his blood pressure is under control, and he’s stayed off the booze, ergo it’s all in his head. In the circumstances, being a palliative clinical psychologist isn’t proving (self-)helpful.

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, Josh, Sean and their alumni 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.

Reverberations is a mostly stand-alone novel in the Hiding Behind The Couch series.
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Dedicated to…

…my alumni, without whom I would undoubtedly have failed social psychology and statistics but also would not have been barred from the Buck i’th’ Vine.


Author’s Note

As a way of making light of how long it’s taken me to finish this novel, I’ve spent the past five(!) years saying, “Josh has been stuck in the loft for [x] years now.” That was where I left him at the end of Reunions, published in April 2017—dangling from the loft hatch in his former ‘surgery’, a space he previously rented but now owns.

It might, therefore, be somewhat confusing to find that Josh is not stuck in the loft at the beginning of this book. This isn’t because he cunningly escaped while the author was under siege from burnout. Rather, the five-chapter epilogue of Reunions and the first seven chapters of Reverberations (this book) overlap. This was always my intention—to add in the ‘how did we get here?’ background to events at the end of Reunions—but it should, I hope, also serve as something of a Previously…in Hiding Behind The Couch.

Either way, all you need to know is that at the start of this story, Josh isn’t stuck in the loft…yet.

ps. If you’re wondering about ‘Mother Goose’ (on the title page), my youngest daughter is to blame. The story behind it becoming my nickname is too long to tell here, but she changed my name on the manuscript way back in summer 2017 and phoned me a few months later in a panic at the prospect of me having published the book without noticing. I appreciate her optimism, even if she does send me messages that simply say ‘Goose!’ and my eldest daughter now calls me Goose Face, Goosey and Gooseth in front of her friends.


Epigraph

I count myself in nothing else so happy

As in a soul rememb’ring my good friends

William Shakespeare

King Richard the Second, Act II, Scene III

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

And all those friends which I thought buried.

William Shakespeare

‘Sonnet XXXI’


1: L’Alouette

Rowan Mews

Present Day

Monday, 15th April

Pink duvet, black headboard, two beanbags—one blue, one yellow—chocolate-brown desk, orange wall units. To Genie Rowan’s eye, her daughter’s room was reminiscent of an upended box of giant-size Liquorice Allsorts. Phee had chosen the design herself and gabbled for weeks about how excited she was to come home for spring break—all those lie-ins in her plush, comfy, boldly striped pink and black bed.

Two nights, she’d stayed. That was all. In normal circumstances, Genie would’ve been furious. But these were far from normal circumstances. Nor in Phee’s absence was the room vacant, for dead centre of the colourful chaos stood the monochrome, slight form of Lord Xander Etherington-Bowes, flapping his hand—palm up, palm down, palm up, palm down—and humming a monotone melody.

“What’s he doing?” Genie whispered, consigned to watching from the doorway, her entrance barred by Jonathan’s arm. He seemed nice—Jonathan, that is. Xander was the same as ever. But neither man need worry. With all the strange goings-on, Genie had no intention of setting foot in that room.

“Checking for air disturbance.” Jonathan inclined his head to return Genie’s attention to Xander, still humming and flip-flapping his hand, though he was on the move, his regimented steps spiralling out from his starting point.

“Does it work, whatever it is he’s doing?” Genie asked.

“If there’s anything here.”

“There is.” Xander stopped both walking and flapping to stare at the air above the queen-size bed. “Where is she?”

Genie shook her head and made a guess. “The poltergeist? That’s why I called—”

“No.”

“I believe His Lordship means your daughter,” Jonathan explained.

“Oh! She’s at a friend’s for a few days. Why?”

“We will stay here tonight,” Xander said.

“Yes, that’s…fine.” Genie doubted her agreement was required. If she told them to leave, they would, but the entire situation was utter insanity to begin with and certainly couldn’t be made more so by having Xander Etherington-Bowes and his personal assistant sleep over. “You will keep it to yourselves, won’t you?”

Xander marched across the room and stopped a few feet from her location. No eye contact. She remembered now. He’d been the same when they were children.

“His Lordship speaks to no-one,” Jonathan assured her on Xander’s behalf.

Or no-one living, Genie thought but refrained from saying lest Xander interpret it as anything other than flippant humour born of ill ease. “But you do, Jonathan.”

Xander smiled grimly and took another step towards them. “He won’t tell anyone about your…poltergeist. Excuse me. Please.”

“Sorry.” Genie moved aside, and Xander marched past, out of the room and along the hallway to the top of the stairs. Jonathan raised his eyebrows at Genie and strode after Xander; she had to jog to catch up. “Where are you going?”

“To fetch the equipment.”

“Equipment?”

“Meters, cameras…”

Xander reached the front door and halted, waiting for someone to open it.

“Hang on!” Breathless from the chase, Genie slid past and stood between him and the door with her arms outstretched. Xander startled and stepped back. “Take the car around to the side of the house,” she instructed Jonathan.

He bowed his head. “As you wish, Your Ladyship.”

“Margaret?” Genie called. Her assistant appeared a mere second later. “Can you direct Jonathan to the side entrance, please?”

***

Campus Restaurant

Mid-afternoon at the start of the exam period, the university restaurant was dotted with procrastinating revisers eking out their ‘just a quick one before I make a start’ coffees. From the dregs of the lunchtime menu, Doctor Sean Tierney selected a chicken salad bowl for himself and a plate of wrinkled chips and mushy baked beans for his surprise guest, paid for both meals and carried them over to the table at which she sat scrolling morosely through social media on her phone. Sean set the plate down next to it. “Here you go, young Phee.”

“Thanks.”

Scroll. Pause.

Sean slid onto the seat opposite and picked up his fork.

Scroll. Pause.

“Shall we talk while we eat, or wait till we’re finished?”

Phee shrugged and switched off her phone screen. “We can eat first.”

“All right.” Sean speared a tomato slice and put it in his mouth. Being told to reduce his fat intake had transformed his previous indifference towards salad to loathing, and it tasted of nothing, not that it mattered when the stress had done for his appetite. Phee’s call had come three hours ago as he was leaving his office for his final lecture of the academic year, so he’d had no time to speculate on why she was on her way to see him, and she seemed in no hurry to explain.

“How’s school?” he asked.

“All right. It’s school.”

“And your A’ Levels? Are they going OK?”

“I suppose.”

Sean chanced his luck with the cucumber. He couldn’t taste that either. He put down his fork and rubbed his eyes, dragging his hands over his cheeks. “Look, Phee, I think you’d be better just telling me why you’re here.”

She ate the chip on her fork and took her time chewing and swallowing. Sean was sure the heavy-headed sensation was his blood pressure notching upwards.

At last, Phee said, “I need your help.”

“OK?”

“I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t have to.”

He was guessing the kind of help she meant was financial, which could be anything from a loan of a few grand to buy a car to a lifetime in maintenance payments. A car he could stretch to without having to rethink his plans. Anything more and he’d be having some difficult conversations later, not that this one was a walk in the park.

Phee was waiting for him to agree to help. It was a trick people generally left behind with their adolescence, attempting to secure someone’s agreement without them knowing what it was they were agreeing to. Had he known Phee better, emotional attachment would have made Sean fall for it. As it was, he held his tongue and gestured for her to explain.

“You’ve met Paul—Mum’s boyfriend—haven’t you?”

“Only the once.” On first impression, he’d seemed a decent guy, but there was more to that question, so Sean kept his opinion to himself and waited for Phee to gather the words or courage or whatever she needed to spit out what she’d travelled 100 miles by train to say.

“He…I mean, I…um…” She cleared her throat. “Me and him are…” She left it there, but she need say no more. The statement completed itself, ticker-tape style, in the airless expanse between them.

Sean’s world lost focus while the scenario played out in his head of Phee as the victim of some dirty old man, but Paul was fifteen years younger than her mother, putting him closer to Phee’s age. Even so, she wasn’t yet eighteen.

“How long’s it been going on?” he asked.

“A month. Maybe a bit longer.”

“How much longer?”

Phee grimaced and dropped a grainy black-and-white image onto the table. “Twelve weeks.”

***

Rowan Mews

Xander pivoted awkwardly on the spot, neither watching Jonathan’s departure nor looking Genie’s way.

“Would you like a drink, Xander?”

“May I have a Scotch with no ice, please?”

“Of course. Come through to the drawing room.” Genie moved off, glancing back to check he was following. “I haven’t seen you in such a long time. It would be lovely to catch up.”

“Lovely,” Xander repeated. “Yes, it would, but you asked me here to look into your…”

Genie couldn’t tell if he’d intentionally left off or become distracted mid-sentence. “Poltergeist?” she suggested and opened the drinks cabinet, eyeing the three bottles of whisky, one of which had been her grandmother’s; Genie rarely drank the stuff. “Do you have a preferred brand?”

“Ardbeg. You won’t have any.”

“No, you’re quite right. I’m a wine drinker myself.”

“I drink wine.”

“If you’d rather have whisky—”

“I’d rather you chose for me.”

“As you wish.” Genie picked up the bottle of red she’d opened at lunchtime and retrieved two clean glasses, watching Xander out of the corner of her eye. He was soundlessly clicking his fingers and circling, inspecting the room.

“When did you move into this house?” he asked.

“Thirteen years ago. It belonged to my grandmother. I needed somewhere to live, and the house was standing empty, so I bought it from my father.”

“You didn’t inherit it from your grandmother?”

“No, I—”

“Did she die here?”

“No. On the way to the hospital. Why? Do you think—”

“She’s not your…poltergeist. How old is your daughter? Seventeen.”

Genie had already answered the question but confirmed it again. “Yes. Eighteen next month.” She held out one of the glasses to Xander. When he didn’t take it, she put it on top of the cabinet and slid it towards him.

“Thank you.” He picked it up, took a small sip, and put it down again. “Your daughter wasn’t here when it happened, you said.”

“That’s correct, yes. She slammed the front door—you know how teenagers are, or perhaps you don’t—”

“My second cousin is thirteen years old.”

“Right.” Genie gave herself a mental ticking off. “As I told you, I heard the front door slam, then Phee’s bedroom door, and I went up to investigate.”

“That was when you saw the bed levitate.”

“I may be mistaken about the bed.”

“And the lamp flew into the mirror.”

“Yes.” She’d almost convinced herself it was an acid flashback triggered by Phee’s tantrum, but the mirror was crazed, and the lamp was in two pieces. She hadn’t been mistaken about that. Hence she’d called Xander, whose attention had drifted again, this time to the grand piano in the bay window.

He pointed at it. “Who plays?”

“Phee sometimes. And Paul. Is poltergeist the wrong term?”

“Paul?”

“My partner. I notice you always hesitate—”

“He’s not your daughter’s father.” Xander stalked over to the piano.

“No.” Whether he’d missed her question or deliberately ignored it, Genie was growing tired of the constant interruptions. “Do you still play?”

“A little.” He tapped one of the keys near the top of the keyboard. “It’s out of tune.”

“It was tuned less than a month ago.”

Xander pressed another key and held it. “I hear perfect pitch. Heat, humidity.” He tilted his head back and blinked up at the ceiling. “Reverberation. No piano is ever perfectly in tune.” He released the key and hummed the same note, or that was how it sounded to Genie’s non-musical ear. Still, she nodded her understanding.

“May I play?” Xander asked.

“Knock yourself out.” Genie pursed her lips, tried again. “I mean…yes, by all means, do.”

“I’m familiar with figurative speech.” Xander moved behind the piano and perched on the stool. “Do you have any music?”

“In the stool.”

He rose and opened the lid, transferring all the music to the top of the piano. He closed the lid and sat again, plucking the topmost score from the pile.

Taking her wine with her, Genie sat on the sofa and kept her eyes on the rug as she prepared for Xander’s performance, recalling his recitals from their youth. He could play almost any piece put in front of him, but it was always in the same dry, mechanical style, and she didn’t wish to insult him. However, as he began, it was apparent he had at some point learned to interpret dynamics: there was surprising musicality to his playing, although still no sense of him feeling the music, and he remained starchly upright through to the very end of the piece. By then, Jonathan had returned, and both he and Genie applauded Xander’s efforts.

“Bravo! That was marvellous, wasn’t it, Jonathan?”

“Yes, Your Ladyship.”

“Please, do call me Genie.”

“As you wish. Now, if you will excuse me, my lord, Genie, I will set up for tonight.”

“Of course. Thank you.”

With another head bow, Jonathan retreated.

“What shall I play next?” Xander asked.

Before Genie could reply—and it would only have been to give him free choice—the entire stack of scores flew from the top of the piano, scattering and sliding across the parquet floor.

Genie stared at the mess in astonishment. “Xander! Really!”

He shot from the piano stool as if it were a headstrong horse that had thrown him and backed right up against the bay window, his eyes fixed on where the scores had been. “Who are you?” he demanded. Aside from his rapid blinks, his gaze remained fixed on the same spot. “I asked you a question!”

Fighting to not further voice her annoyance at Xander’s outburst, Genie slowly rose to her feet and bent to retrieve the score closest to her, but Jonathan must have opened a door, as a draught wafted the papers out of reach. She tried again; the papers slid another few inches across the floor.

“Xander, what the hell’s going on?”

“There’s a boy.”

“A…what?”

“A young boy. Sitting at the piano.”

Genie turned, keeping her eyes averted until she was facing the stool. There was nothing for her to see. “Who is he?”

“He won’t say. What is the music he has chosen?”

“What do you mean?” When Xander didn’t answer, Genie followed his gaze to the score on the music rest. She edged closer. “Can’t you read it from there?”

“I dropped my glasses. What is it?”

Genie moved closer still, taking care not to step on Xander’s glasses. “L’Alouette.”

“‘Alouette’ or ‘The Lark’ from A Farewell to Saint Petersburg?”

Genie squinted at the subtitle. “‘The Lark’.”

“What’s the significance?”

“None I can think of.” Genie couldn’t recall ever having heard it played. “But—”

“I wasn’t asking you.” Xander’s voice rose to a shout. “He can’t hear me over the music.”

Genie eyed the unmoving piano keys, her panic mounting until she thought she might vomit.

“It is not he who is playing, it’s…” Xander gasped. “We must leave. Now.” Without further warning, he bolted past Genie and the piano and out of the room.

“Xander—wait!” Genie dashed after him, in her haste treading on one of the music scores. She skidded and waved her arms in an attempt to catch herself. The piano lid crashed shut as her back and then her head collided with the hard floor.

***

A Hotel Room

Phee returned the ultrasound image to her bag and flipped her phone face down on the duvet. It was easier to lie and say she’d missed the call if she couldn’t see it, but it wouldn’t stop him calling back. Her gaze drifted up and around the bare cream walls, almost as basic as the dorms though infinitely smaller…cleaner…nobody asking questions.

What’s wrong?

Nothing. Just being quiet.

You’re lying.

However much she’d wanted to confide in her school friends, she couldn’t. One or two had been through terminations, but they’d known they were pregnant almost as soon as it had happened, and they’d been certain they didn’t want to stay that way. They’d never understand how she felt. How could they when she didn’t understand herself?

Shuffling back on the hard mattress, she crossed her legs and sat, pixie-like, absently tracing the grey stripes on her school socks until she remembered in disgust that she hadn’t changed them in three days—since she’d arrived home on Friday claiming she’d caught the sickness bug going around school. Other than bringing her a new bottle of water every couple of hours, her mum had left her ‘to sleep it off’—better she thought Phee was hungover than this horrible reality.

Another wave of nausea lapped at her throat, although not enough to send her running to the bathroom, which was an improvement on lunchtime. Still, she should shower; she hadn’t had one of those in three days either.

She shouldn’t have come, but she couldn’t stay at home, staring guiltily at her newly decorated room—exactly how she’d wanted it, and after all those awful things she’d screamed at her mum on Christmas Day. It hadn’t even been important—just an ungrateful brat mouthing off because she didn’t get what she’d asked for, which somehow got twisted into no wonder Grandma and Grampy disowned you—as long as you’re happy, what do you care? And now this. Her mum was…had been her best friend, but what kind of person slept with their best friend’s boyfriend?

So really, three-day-old socks were the least disgusting thing about her. She was the worst, and she shouldn’t have come here looking for sympathy she didn’t deserve, but she didn’t know what else to do. She’d told him, then watched through her eyelashes, waiting for him to react while he’d stared at the salt and pepper pots and pinched his chin.

He’d sighed, laughed bleakly and shaken his head—“God, what a mess”—looked up at the ceiling, at the table next to theirs, anywhere but her face. She’d willed him—look at me!—and at last, he had.

“Sorry. You took me by surprise.”

She’d broken down then, in a university café, in front of a man she hardly knew; the same man who kept calling, leaving voicemails and text messages to ask if she was doing all right, was the hotel up to scratch, how was the sickness, and had she spoken to her mum yet? No pressure, but she felt it even so, over their uneaten lunch when he’d squeezed her hand, called her sweetheart, said, “We’ll go somewhere a bit quieter and talk, OK? Don’t you worry, we’ll figure it out,” and brought her to this hotel, not his home, and why would he? He had no responsibility or obligation to her. He was not much more than a sperm donor, Mum said. But he hadn’t sent her away. Not yet.


2: Lovely Girls

Off Campus

Nineteen years ago

May

“Right, let’s see what this one’s got to say.” Moving the papers back and forth in front of his face, Sean found a distance at which he could mostly read the words. Nothing to do with bad eye sight: too much studying, nowhere near enough sleep, and he was hammering the whiskey, but it was the only way he could drag himself through to bedtime each day. The words swam out of focus, though it made little difference when not a single one of them was sinking in.

He needed a break, some time away from the house to recuperate, and he’d have taken it if he’d anywhere close by he could go. Maybe he’d walk up to the uni, dodge into his old halls for a shower, pop into the off-licence on the walk back. It would fill the couple of hours until visiting time and ensure he was in a reasonable state to face it.

“That’s what I’ll do.” Decision made, he shoved the papers back into the folder and pushed it across the desk, his eyes drawn to a coffee ring, like the sun against the horizon of the ocean-blue folder.

Nudging the folder with his finger, he emulated the sunrise, noticing another ring intersecting the first, and another. And another. His eyes roamed to the desktop clutter beyond—dirty mugs and plates, days-old toast crusts, a pizza box, chip wrappers, three empty bottles—and beyond those the mess of the room—his filthy quilt curled on the sofa, a crumpled pair of jeans on the floor and a singular shoe. Books littered the carpet, hardback stepping stones to nowhere, terminating a few feet from where he sat.

“Jesus, what a pit.” At some point, before Josh was discharged, he’d give the place a damn good clean. But not today. Today, he couldn’t look at it a moment longer. In the absence of a second shoe, he ran up to his room, stepped into the worn-out trainers he should’ve binned months ago, and left.

***

Post-exams, Lloyd George halls of residence were next to dead, and the few residents Sean saw didn’t recognise him, nor he them, though he doubted even the powers-that-be would care that one of their postgrad students was availing himself of the facilities. In the event he was caught, he had a story ready—problem with the boiler, waiting on the landlord. It happened often enough to be plausible. But no-one did ask, today or any other day, as if he were invisible to those he passed by. He wasn’t sure if that was better or worse than the alternative.

He was lonely. Lonely and bored. Lonely and tired. Lonely and hungry. Lonely and drunk. Sick of the sound of his own moaning drone, of reading papers so pointless he could no longer remember why he’d wanted to study this shitty subject in the first place. And mad.

Mad as hell.

Who was to blame? Was anyone to blame? What did it matter? It wouldn’t change anything. Couldn’t rewind.

“Sean!”

He’d almost made it to the gate out onto the road and at first didn’t recognise the voice. Lonely as he might be, he was in no mood for socialising, but he was also too polite to pretend he hadn’t heard. Imagining some terrible ailment that would offer an excuse to dash off, he turned around, and his heart sank right down into his holey footwear.

“Hello, Hillie.” Their research and ethics lecturer. “How are you doing?” Of course it would be someone who knew what had gone on.

“Sean,” she said again, quieter this time, accompanied by a warm, caring smile as she came to a stop in front of him. “I’m OK, thanks. How are you?”

She was asking for real, and it whipped every possible response from Sean’s head. Every one but the truth, which leapt from his mouth in desperation. “Falling to pieces.”

“Oh…Sean.”

Christ, if she starts crying, I’m done for.

A group of students neared their location, and Hillie moved to block their line of sight. Her palm landed on his bare, still-damp arm, steadying, comforting. Lonely, yes, but he didn’t deserve the company, the sympathy.

Once the students had passed them by, she squeezed gently and said, “My car’s just behind those trees. Come and sit with me awhile.”

He hadn’t the strength to argue. Besides, what would he be arguing for? Another hour of silence in the psych unit followed by more hours of silence in an empty house, followed by whiskey coma and a new day when he’d do it all over again? If he could break the cycle…

“Let me get this junk out of your way.” Hillie dodged around him and opened the passenger door, scooping armfuls of folders and papers over the back rest and leaving them wherever they fell before gesturing for Sean to get in. “Sorry it’s such a mess. There’s rarely anyone in it but me.”

“It’s plenty tidy enough.” He was living in a hovel of his own making; the local tip would have been a step up. He got in and stared out the windscreen, not sure what to say, afraid to talk lest she’d tire of his company too soon. Like a starving man offered a benevolent feast, he wanted to gorge on her kindness.

“Pull that door shut, will you, Sean? The wind’s cold.”

“Sorry.” He was impervious but did as she asked and sat back, letting his eyes close. The lids ached, and his eyeballs felt like they were on fire. The image swam into view, and he opened them again, turning towards her, offering the best smile he could dredge up.

She’d changed, no longer the newly badged PhD who’d prattled for two hours, fuelled by nerves and only vaguely aware of the disdain rising from the undergrads before her. Empathy had arrived with her self-confidence, and it reached over the centre console, tethering him to her.

“Are you receiving any support, Sean?”

“From the hospital?”

“The hospital, university…any at all.”

“I didn’t request it.”

“You shouldn’t need to.”

“It’s not really about me, is it? Josh—”

“Is getting the help he needs,” she said. “But I’m not asking about Josh. How can I support you, Sean?”

That was an interesting question. How should he answer? Rewind time, stop me coming home from the conference… “I’ll have to work through it.” It was how he’d survived the past month. His thesis crowded out all other thoughts; only when he stopped did they seep into his relaxed mind, infiltrate his dreams. Study, whiskey: the royal road to lost consciousness.

“Do you want to talk about it?”

“I don’t know. D’you think it’ll help?”

“It might, it might not. But I’m listening if you want to try.”

Unsure where to look, his gaze fell to her hands resting on the steering wheel as if the car were waiting at traffic lights. Red, amber…

“I wish I’d remembered my notes. For the conference. I’d have come home to the same bloody mess, but it would’ve been done and dusted and saved us all a lot of unnecessary grief.” The next sentence stalled somewhere between his brain and his mouth. He hates me. “I’m sorry, I can’t…no, it’s not helping, but thank you.” He reached for the door handle, pushed the door open with his knee. “I’m grateful.”

She watched without argument, said only, “If I can do anything, anything at all…”

“Thanks, Hillie. You’re very kind.” He closed the door and walked away.

***

“Sean!”

Jesus wept. Can I just get off this fecking campus?

“Evening, ladies. You’re looking fine. Are you off celebrating?”

Jess looped his left arm—“Last exam”—Imogen his right.

“Is that you now? All done?”

“Yep.” Jess skipped a step or two, light-hearted and joyous. “Graduation, here we come!” The two women high-fived in front of his face and laughed, exhilarated by their achievement.

“Congratulations!” The switch flipped in his head to Sean the cheeky, chirpy Irish lad. He had no right to rain on their parade.

“Thanks.” Imogen—or Genie, as she preferred—kissed his cheek, lingering to murmur, “Love the beard.”

He hadn’t grown one intentionally, simply hadn’t got around to shaving, since it required going into the bathroom.

“You should come with us,” Jess said, glancing past him to check Genie was OK with it. Genie nodded, her heavily made-up eyes transforming from sultry to wide and sparkly.

“Yes, you should.”

“You’re all dressed up,” he protested, painfully conscious of his crumpled T-shirt and jeans that were passable but far from clean, not to mention he felt the gravel underfoot with every step.

“We could go back to your place and—” Jess began, but he cut in.

“No, it’s all right. You go on and enjoy yourselves.”

“If you’re sure…” Genie said.

“I’m sure.” Sure he wanted to go with them so desperately it was giving him belly ache.

“We’ll walk with you,” Jess suggested. It was non-negotiable. He shrugged within their clutches and then listened to their chatter. Like being gently splashed with warm water. He drifted along in a pleasant daze, imagining their perfumy smell, trying not to imagine them drinking and dancing into the night with the dashing young men of this town.

His and Josh’s place was down a little side road off the high street, and as they approached the corner, Sean attempted to ease out of their huddle. Simultaneously, they squeezed, tightening their grip on his arms.

“Please come with us.” Genie pouted and blinked, all heavy lids and lashes.

“But Josh—”

“He can come too,” Jess said.

“Oh…he won’t want to,” Sean blustered. Tell them what the hell you like, Josh had said in the spew of awful things, hate, lies, denial, before the pills kicked in and Josh checked out. They can’t know, Sean. Please don’t tell them.

Jess cupped her hand around her ear. “Do I hear the whirr of cogs?”

Genie mimicked, staring into the distance, listened, nodded. “I do believe he’s reconsidering.”

Sean laughed and sighed. “All right, all right. I’ll pop home and change. You go on ahead. Where will you be?”

“The wine bar by the roundabout,” Jess said as they finally released him. “If you don’t show within half an hour, we’ll be back.” She flashed a seductive smile over her shoulder, linked arms with Genie, and the two of them sauntered away.

***

Pop anthems blasted from the wine bar’s many speakers—background music, allegedly, but Sean could hardly hear himself think, which suited him perfectly. Jess and Genie danced a few feet from the table, sucking on the straws in their drinks, miraculously without spilling a drop. Such beautiful young women, and great company; he’d miss them tremendously. Both were heading home at the weekend, their law degrees completed, jobs already lined up.

An empty glass thumped down on the table, drawing Sean out of his mope-lust stupor.

“Did we get you drunk?” Jess’s open-lipped smile had its usual effect.

“Aye, you did,” he said, though it was more to do with the swift glug of whiskey he’d taken on his way out of the house, finishing off the last inch in the bottle. He checked the time: almost ten. He’d need to leave now if he was to make the off-licence.

Genie grabbed his hand. “Come on,” she said, tugging. “Dance with us.”

“I’m a shocking dancer.”

Now Jess had his other hand, and he probably could’ve fended them off, but concerned sideways glances had punctuated their revelry all evening; they wouldn’t care how terrible he was as long as he appeared to be having fun.

As it turned out, being pressed between two writhing warm feminine bodies meant ‘appearing to have fun’ was no longer a problem. His troubles temporarily forgotten, even the guilty nag of missing visiting hour subsided to a grumble. They danced until they were breathless, bought another round, popped to the Ladies’ to freshen up, on their return sandwiching him where he sat intoxicated less by the alcohol than their presence.

“We should continue this at home.” Genie’s thigh slid over Sean’s as she intentionally leaned across him for her glass. The flash of flesh caught his eye, and he peered down into her cleavage mere inches beneath his chin. A slight dip of his head and he could have pressed his lips to her soft, plump breast.

The thought that it would be safer—less likely to result in arrest—barely registered when Jess reached over and tugged Genie’s shirt shut, her fingers lingering on the edge of the fabric as she met Genie’s gaze. “Your nipple’s showing.”

Genie looked down, as did Sean, at the bumps of nipples pushed against the silky fabric, teased to erectness by Jess’s fingertips.

“You’re killing me here,” Sean mumbled, pulling back on the seat, arousal taking over.

“So what do you think?” Genie asked, watching his face as she poked her thumb in between his shirt buttons and stroked his chest. “Want to come home with us?”

“What do you think?” Sean grinned, gladly casting himself upon the whims of the two women who had both—singly—shared his bed on more than a few occasions over the past three and a half years. Whether this was a regular indulgence of theirs or a one-off fuelled by alcohol and celebration? Well, he wouldn’t be wasting his efforts on analysis, that was for sure, but he took his time with his drink, not wanting to appear too eager, particularly when he was so turned on he’d shoot in seconds.

And that was precisely what happened. They took a taxi back to Jess and Genie’s place. No airs and graces, the three of them were naked and sharing three-way kisses on the sofa almost before the taxi drove away. Genie left the lip foray, licking a trail down Sean’s chest and abdomen while Jess’s tongue thrust into his mouth, her breasts filling his hands. He muttered a desperate warning as Genie’s lips closed around him, sucking his orgasm from him, grunting as she swallowed, smiling as they kissed, moaning as she ground her pelvis against his thigh. They were all one in his climax, no beginning or ending, an all-consuming bliss.

The orgasm never quite relinquished its grasp on his senses; Jess and Genie didn’t give it a chance. For the time being, they were done with him, and he assumed a spectator’s seat in the middle of the sofa while they cavorted on a sheepskin rug. It was a glorious privilege to witness Genie’s enjoyment of oral sex at a near distance and the effect her expert actions had on Jess, who lay back, leaning on her elbows, knees raised, hips lifting to meet the bob of Genie’s head between her thighs. She arched and cried out, beauty distorted by the contortions of pleasure until she fell, panting, onto her back.

“Ready for more yet, Sean?” Genie asked, slowly withdrawing. Jess laughed and pulled Genie close again to kiss her.

“Whenever you are,” Sean replied. He could have gone again right away, but watching them was easily as much fun.

Genie rose and scooted to where she’d dumped her bag and her clothes, rifled through the pile and pulled out a condom, unwrapping it as she came over to the sofa.

“I want you inside me,” she said, already rolling the condom onto him. He nodded his consent and awaited further instruction, but her actions spoke for her. Straddling his thighs, she slid down onto him, pausing as their bodies joined and then slowly tilting her pelvis back and forth, maximising contact. The rhythm steady, she bent to kiss him, the taste of Jess transferring from her mouth to his. His hands found their way to her breasts, cupping, squeezing, weighing them in his palms. She straightened, briefly denying him contact before pushing a nipple against his lips and holding on to the back of the sofa as she lifted and plunged, lifted and plunged.

“Going to bed. See you in a bit,” Jess said and stumbled away.

Sean watched out of the corner of his eye, asking in the next brief pause, “Is she all right?”

“Gone to play with her toys. We’ll join her when we’re done here—if you can handle it.”

He was heading rapidly into his second climax and doubted he had any more in him, but if this was his one and only chance to spend the night with the two most beautiful women he knew, he’d do his level best to make the most of it. It occurred to him it wouldn’t have been a possibility at all if Josh weren’t in the hospital, and the resultant guilt brought a few moments’ staying power, along with the realisation that Genie had done all the giving so far. With that thought, he lowered his hand and sought out that spot he’d been told men could never find. More like they’d never tried.

“Oh, God, yes. Keep doing…that…” Genie’s up-and-down became jerky and erratic, and then ceased completely as she bore down on him, breath held, eyes closed, her entire body tensed. It was a good twenty seconds before she came out of it, panting and smiling. “Did you come?” she asked. The word always sounded so much dirtier in her plummy accent.

“No, but it’s OK.” More than OK. He kept hold of the condom as she lifted and climbed off, collapsing beside him.

***

“Morning!” Genie squeezed his hips from behind as she stepped past him to reach the coffee he’d made. “Sleep well?”

“Grand, thanks.” Better than he had in months—since Josh’s first attempt. No dreams, no recollection of anything after Jess draped a heavy arm over him, until half an hour ago. “Is Jessie still asleep?”

Genie nodded and swallowed down the coffee to answer. “Yes. I don’t think we’ll see her for a few hours yet. While we’re alone, I need to talk to you.”

“Oh, right?”

“Actually, I want to ask you a massive favour.”

Sean was intrigued but made himself another coffee while he waited for Genie to find her voice. She was unusually nervous and nursing an empty mug before she spoke again. “Would you let me have some of your sperm?”

Sean swayed backwards in his surprise. “I… Could you repeat that?”

“Your sperm. I’m willing to pay for it.”

“You want to get pregnant?”

“I do.”

“Since when?”

“Since always. I even went to the sperm bank, but it dawned on me. I don’t know who any of those men are. However, I do know you.”

“What about your career?”

“I can do both.” Her eyes beseeched his agreement at the same time registering something else. “Ah. Maybe it would help if I explained.”

“No, Genie, there’s no need. How you live your life is entirely your own business, but can I think about it for a while?”

“Of course. I just thought, with me leaving at the weekend, well…yes. Sorry. I was worried I wouldn’t get the chance to ask you.”

“You didn’t orchestrate last night for this reason, did you?”

She laughed and edged closer. “Not at all. Last night was very much spur of the moment.” Her index finger trailed down his chest and came to a rest in his belly button. She leaned in and left a soft, lingering kiss on his lips. “Did you have fun?”

“That I did.” He was rising to the possibility of more. “So if we do this thing, are you wanting to go with the whole turkey baster delivery method, or…”

“Natural is good.” Her breath was hot on his neck. “You went for the screening, didn’t you?”

“Yeah.” There had been an outbreak of chlamydia on campus a couple of months earlier, and most of the student body had taken up the offer of the sexual health check. Since then, Sean had been too preoccupied to do anything that might change the clean bill he’d been given.

“Me too. But really, there’s no rush, Sean. You take your time. As I say, I will pay you.”

“You don’t have to do that.”

“Will you at least let me clear your student debt?”

“Have you any idea how much—”

“Shhhhh.” She kissed him again, more forcefully, and took his hand, leading him out of the kitchen and up to her room. “We can discuss the details later.”

***

“I didn’t realise you were still here.” Jess flopped onto the sofa with a pained moan. “God, I’m so hungover.”

“Are you?” Sean asked. It was almost three in the afternoon—several hours since he and Genie had decided to let Nature do with it as she would and had unprotected sex. Genie had left to meet up with friends, and Sean, in no hurry to go home, had hung around waiting for Jess to get out of bed.

“Aren’t you?” She studied him dubiously and sniffed. “Still drunk?”

“Maybe.” He quickly changed the subject because the alcohol she could smell on him was recent. “What are your plans for the rest of the day?” Only a mouthful. “Anything?” Not even a double.

“I thought I’d spend it with you and Josh. We’ve hardly seen each other lately. I know, I know. It’s my fault.”

“You had your exams. It’s understandable.”

“It’s not. I’ve been neglecting you both. Is that all right?”

Sean floundered, lost for words. “I…I’ve still got a fair bit of research to do. And I need to do some washing. Plus the house is a mess, and—”

“Ha! I don’t believe it for a second.”

“Which bit? The research?”

“You’re telling me Mr. Neat Freak has finally abandoned his lifelong habits to become a slovenly student?”

“No… Well, see, he’s…gone away.”

“Really? He didn’t say anything. Where?”

“Newcastle? I’m not too sure.” It was the only place Sean could think of that Josh had ever been, other than back home.

“Oh, he’s gone to see Ellie? When’s he due back?”

“Couldn’t say for sure.”

“You don’t sound sure of anything today, Sean.”

“Aye, well, you and your girl Genie kind of blew my mind.”

Jess laughed and patted his knee. “You’re lying—by which I mean I’m sure we did blow your mind, but there’s something you’re not telling me.” She walked her fingers up the inside of his thigh. “I wonder if you could be persuaded…”

“Jessie.” He covered her hand with his, stopping her. “Will you let it go? Please? For me?”

For a moment, she watched him, frowning and trying to gauge if she could push him, but—to his relief—relented. “OK. For you.”

“Thanks.”

“So…what shall we do with our day? How about I give you a hand with the cleaning?”

“You don’t know what you’re letting yourself in for.”

She patted his knee again, no ulterior motive this time. “I know enough to understand you need your friends right now. Come on.” She grabbed his hand and pulled as she got up. “Let’s get the place in order for when Josh comes home. It’ll make you feel better.”

He let her haul him upright. “Do you think so?” he asked.

She shrugged and smiled sadly. “It can’t possibly make you feel any worse.”


3: Building In-spectres

The Surgery

Present Day

Monday, 15th April

“Did you have a couch?” Libby spun on a spot almost dead-centre of what was, in the not-so-distant past—although long enough ago to precede Libby’s entrance into their lives—Josh’s consultation room. She was enthralled by the place and the glimpse of Josh’s history that came with it, while he lingered in the doorway with ghosts clutching at his limbs and refusing to release him. Libby drifted out of his hazy field of vision. At least it had taken her mind off ‘Sean’s secret love child’ for the time being.

“This looks couch-sized,” she said.

He blinked and refocused on where she was crouched, examining the lighter rectangle of carpet where once his couch had been.

“Yes,” he confirmed and finally stepped into the room. “My desk was over there—” he pointed at the near-right corner “—and the bookshelf was against the back wall.”

“Has nobody been in here since you left?”

“A few people came to look around, and one rented it but didn’t use it, the landlord said.” Or former landlord, seeing as Josh now owned the building.

“It’s an amazing space.” Libby sprang to her feet and dashed past him. He followed her out and watched on in silence as she circled the expansive hallway at the top of the staircase—what used to be his reception/waiting room—peering in through doorways to inspect, in turn, the kitchenette, bathroom, broom cupboard and storeroom. “Loads of space,” she said, returning to his location. “You know what I think?”

“What do you think?”

“You’ve been haunting it.”

He folded his arms, made vulnerable by her observation. His adopted daughter shared his knack for people-reading and could hack through his defences in seconds. Even so, he attempted to downplay how astutely she’d given form to his feelings. “Is that right, Shaunna?”

Libby gave him a disapproving look. “I’m gonna tell her you took her name in vain. Can’t you feel it?” She held up her hands as if she were carrying a beachball. “Shaunna says it’s residual energy—”

“That’s physical, not psychic.”

“Why can’t it be both? I mean, all that concentrated thinking and talking must leave something behind.”

Josh partly drew a breath but thought better of arguing that hard science said she was wrong. He was sceptical himself when the simple act of being there was affecting him more than he’d anticipated, largely in a positive way. For the first time in his life, he felt content, at peace, as if this were the mislaid final piece in the flatpack from which Joshua Sandison-Morley had been constructed.

“You know I’m right,” Libby said. He didn’t appreciate her victorious tone, but she scooted away before he had a chance to tick her off for being cheeky. “It’ll need brightening up a bit,” she called back, once again in Josh’s ex-consultation room.

“It is bright,” Josh grumbled. It was cream; the only colour brighter than that was white.

“But it’s so…boring.”

Josh sighed and went to join her, wishing she’d either stay in one place or stop calling for his attention. “It needs to be neutral, not too much colour or clutter.”

“Why? Because you don’t like colour and clutter?”

This time, his response was interrupted by a bang—not loud, but sudden—and it echoed around the empty rooms. They both jumped, clasped hands to chests and stared at each other.

“What was that?” Libby asked, edging closer until she and Josh bumped arms.

“I don’t know. Maybe one of the vents is open.”

Libby nodded. “Yeah.” Neither of them moved. “Are you g—”

Another bang: same kind, but it sounded like it came from a different location. Josh didn’t recognise the noise.

“Let’s go and investigate,” he said, heart in mouth, and stepped off, only then realising he had hold of Libby’s hand. She stumbled along behind him, back out to the hallway, where they both paused. The doors to the other three rooms were ajar, as Libby had left them, and there was no discernible draught.

“We should check the windows,” Libby suggested.

“Good idea.”

They’d barely taken one step when there was a third bang directly behind them.

“Shit!”

“Libby, language!” Josh snapped, but if she hadn’t said it, he would have because he recognised that sound all right. He’d caused it often enough himself. It was the slam of his consultation room door. That explanation stretched only as far as knowing the source of the noise but not the cause. There was no draught; the windows were double-glazed. There was no subsidence—he had a surveyor’s report to prove it—and the doorframes were square to the floor.

And there was nobody there.

“Somebody’s playing a joke on us,” Libby said.

“Who?”

“I dunno. Sean?”

“No.” More than twenty years had passed since the strange goings-on in their uni halls of residence and they still couldn’t explain what had happened. But where Josh flat-out refused to believe in the paranormal, then and now, Sean had merely suspended his disbelief until he saw conclusive proof to the contrary. Still, he had as much invested in this new venture as Josh and wouldn’t risk it all on a prank that neither would find amusing.

Before Josh could impart his reasoning, there was another noise, not a bang this time, but the rustle of paper, followed by a dull thud.

“That came from the toilet,” Libby said. Her expression hardened. “I’m going in. Cover me.”

Stunned, he watched her march over to the toilet door and assertively push it open.

“There’s nothing in here that—”

“Libby.”

She turned to look at him. He pointed downwards. Libby slowly lowered her chin. A roll of toilet paper unfurled at her feet.

“Oh my… Run!” She took flight, grabbing his hand on the way past and pulling him—unnecessarily, he was going as fast as he could—across the hallway and down the stairs. They flew out onto the forecourt, not even thinking to check for moving vehicles. Luckily, there were none.

“I think it’s time for a coffee,” Josh panted once they’d put a few more feet between them and the building.

“Yeah,” Libby agreed, equally breathless. No doubt their expressions matched too, as hers was one of sheer fright. “Where are we gonna go? George has got the car.”

“There’s a place down the street. We can walk there.”

“OK.”

It wasn’t a long walk, less than five minutes at the speed they were doing, but it was enough for them to calm down and reinstate some sense of rationality. Josh ordered their drinks—cappuccino for him, caramel latte for Libby, no chitchat as the barista was unfamiliar—and they found a table near the front windows.

“This is nice,” Libby said, taking in her surroundings. Josh did the same, in his case to refresh his memory. He used to visit this coffee shop thrice daily but had only been in once since he gave up his surgery. His haunted surgery, filled with things that went bump in the middle of the day. He was having flashbacks to his uni halls again.

“Did you notice if the window was open?” he asked. He was desperate for a logical explanation.

Libby shook her head. “It looked like it was shut, but…it had to be open. It just had to be.”

“Or the loo roll might’ve been balanced on the holder and was disturbed when you opened the door the first time.”

“Maybe.” She sounded far from convinced, and in any case, it only explained the unravelling toilet roll, not the two loud bangs before it or the door that slammed all by itself.

“We’ll get Sean to investigate later,” Josh said.

“Oh, yeah! I’d forgotten about that!” In an instant, Libby brightened. “Is she really his secret love child?”

Josh laughed. “No. She is his daughter, but it’s not a secret.”

“But nobody knows about her.”

“I do.”

“Does Sophie?”

“I think…y…I don’t know.”

“George?”

“We haven’t discussed her, so no.”

“Shaunna?”

Josh sighed. He genuinely took no issue with Sean confiding in Shaunna, particularly as it meant Sean wasn’t bending Josh’s ear all the time. However, Shaunna had been Josh’s friend first—by some thirty years, seeing as they’d done the entirety of their schooling together—and he envisaged she would have said something if she’d known. “OK. Maybe you have a point, but it’s not as if Sean’s hidden Phee’s existence. He was a sperm donor—he might still be a sperm donor for all I know.”

“Was it through a clinic?”

“Not on this occasion. It was someone we knew at university—when we were students.” He felt it best to clarify, seeing as they were still ‘at university’, albeit a different institution. “She wanted a baby but didn’t want a partner.”

“Jess went to your university, didn’t she?”

“She’s not Phee’s mum.”

“I bet Sean told her, though.”

“He might’ve done. Actually, Phee’s mum probably told Jess. They were very close, or they were at uni.” For all the hours they’d spent talking, Josh had known next to nothing about Jess’s social life beyond their mutual circle of friends. It was sad but likely intentional on Jess’s part to obscure her less savoury endeavours.

“I wish I’d got to meet her,” Libby said.

Josh nodded and said, “Me too,” but he was secretly glad Jess would never have an influence over his daughter.

“Shaunna showed me photos of her. She was beautiful.”

“She was.” On the outside.

“And successf—oh! I’ve got it! Jess used to come to your surgery, didn’t she?”

Josh groaned. “All the time, and no, I don’t think she’s haunting it. Ghosts aren’t real.”

“You can’t disprove their existence.”

“On balance—”

“And if it is Jess, then—”

“I don’t want to have this discussion.”

“—we could…” Libby trailed off as she processed what he’d said. Her face fell and she lowered her eyes. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

“I’m not upset.”

“Would you rather talk about Sean?”

That made Josh laugh. “Yes. Curiously, I would.”

“OK.” She perked up. “He’s not really, like, a proper dad, if you know what I mean. I mean, not like you and George, or Poppy’s dad.”

“He’s not involved in Phee’s life,” Josh confirmed, “although she’s always known who he is, and he sends her a birthday card every year.”

“Wow! That’s amazing.”

“Why?”

“He forgot his own birthday last year.”

“What I should have said is, he sends her a birthday card when I tell him to.”

“Which means she didn’t get a card for fourteen years or however long it was you weren’t talking,” Libby reasoned.

Josh laughed, which was a bit foolish with the cup to his mouth. Milk foam sprayed his face, and through her giggling, Libby fetched him a paper napkin. He carefully set his cup down again—the coffee was too hot anyway—and wiped his face dry. It was true, what she’d said about the birthday cards, or it would’ve been if Josh hadn’t sent Sean an email annually to remind him, irrespective of whether they were talking to each other. He also wondered—briefly, before concluding it was yet another Sean–Shaunna confidence—how Libby knew about their long-term estrangement.

“You’re gonna have to get used to sharing an office with him again,” she said. “Or it might be another fourteen years.”

“We’ve never shared an office, only a house—I say only. Sharing a house with Sean was no easy feat, and I imagine he felt much the same about sharing with me. He’s having the storeroom.”

Libby gaped at him in horror. “He can’t go in that storeroom. It’s too small!”

Josh was joking, but she was right again. The dimensions in his head had been wildly inaccurate: the storeroom was too small and his ex-consultation room was too big, as was the hallway at the top of the stairs. Even without converting the loft into a group therapy space, which Andy assured him could be completed within a couple of weeks, it would take some serious construction work to turn the first floor into two or maybe even three similarly sized consultation rooms. And there he’d been thinking with a lick of paint they’d be ready to open to the public in the summer, when their university contracts terminated. It was disappointing to say the least.

“I could be your receptionist,” Libby said, for the time being thwarting his growing despondency.

“Only in the school holidays,” he pointed out. She might be in her last year of high school, but then there was sixth form, and university after that. If Josh had any say in the matter, Libby would be in education for the next ten years.

“Whatever.” She sounded flippant even though she loved school and wouldn’t need coercing into staying on, not that he’d ever do that. “So should I call them?” she suggested.

“The Ghostbusters or Jeffries and Associates?” Josh asked with a grin that belied how spooked he was by the mysterious noises, which—typically—had come soon after he’d acknowledged his happiness at moving back into his surgery. Could the explanation be that simple? Subconscious sabotage? “I think we imagined it, Lib.”

“But we both heard it.”

“We can explain that through the power of suggestion. Maybe I acted as if I’d heard something, or as if I expected to hear something.”

“If you say so.”

She sounded as convinced as he was, which was not at all, but he liked the alternative even less.

***

“Hi. You both home?”

A mini gust whipped along the hall from the open front door, lifting the practice exam papers Libby had spread across the kitchen table. Two took flight; Libby caught one, Josh the other.

George appeared in the doorway, rubbing his hands. “Yes, then,” he confirmed with a frown. “More practice papers?”

“I’m done now.” Libby took the one Josh was clutching and gathered the rest into a pile. “My exam’s in—”

“Four weeks and three days,” Josh and George finished in unison.

Scooping up her pile, Libby stuck out her tongue at George and squished past him. “Your dinner’s in the microwave. Sausages and mash. Two minutes.”

“Thanks, Lib.”

She continued on her way, calling down as she reached the top of the stairs, “Josh has something to tell you.”

George looked up the stairs. “What?” Libby didn’t answer. “Do you?” he asked Josh.

“Erm…not really?” Heat shot up his cheeks so fast he went into an immediate sweat and attempted a surreptitious beeline for the microwave to avoid George’s scrutiny. “Two minutes. Let’s see…” He fussed with the timer—

“Joshua…”

—and pushed the start button. “It’s nothing important. How was art therapy?” He turned to George but didn’t dare meet his gaze.

“Good,” George answered, still watching suspiciously. “We talked about Jess.”

“Oh. That’s…interesting.” Josh focused on the seconds counting down. A coincidence? It wasn’t as if they never spoke about her, but twice in the same afternoon in two completely different settings and conversations?

“Yeah. Gabby was shocked to hear she had topless photos.”

“Was she?” Josh attempted indifference.

“I thought they were mates at uni—Gabby and Jess,” George went on as if he were oblivious to Josh’s inner war. “Didn’t they live in the same halls?”

“Not for long. Gabby moved to our halls when she defected from law to psychology.”

“That’s right. She told me that.” George joined Josh in watching the countdown. “So they weren’t friends?”

“They were…friendly. More than acquaintances.”

“Uh-huh?” George nodded. The microwave pinged, but he made no move to open the door.

Several agonising seconds passed before Josh relented and opened it for him. “Would you get to the point, please?”

“I don’t have one.” George grabbed the plate and moved to the table, tucking in right away and fanning his mouth. “Hot.”

“You should leave it to stand.”

“Too hungry.” George scooped up another forkful of mashed potato and blew on it. “Jess didn’t chase boys at uni, then?”

And let it go, Josh thought but didn’t say. “A bit, I suppose. After Simon, she mostly gave up and kept her nose to the grindstone.”

“Who?”

“One of the law students. Jess and Simon were an item for the first couple of weeks. He wasn’t good for her work ethic.”

“Hmm.” George shovelled in more mashed potato, following up with half a sausage. “What did Sean think of that?”

“I couldn’t say.” Josh handed him a knife. “You’re so uncouth sometimes. I’d blame your mother, but I know better.” Any poor table manners George had developed came from borderline living rough at uni and then on the ranch. To his credit, he cut a more sensible-sized chunk off the sausage the next time, and while he ate, Josh finished clearing the kitchen around him, hoping but not believing for a second that they were done with the Jess conversation.

“So,” George said, rinsing his plate and handing it to Josh to put in the dishwasher, “in conclusion—”

“George…”

“OK, OK. One question.”

“Go on.”

“D’you think…Simon, was it?”

“Yes.”

“D’you think he was responsible for the things Jess did?”

“No.”

“You said he wasn’t good for her work ethic.”

“He was filthy rich by birth and bone idle, but he didn’t have the brains for the kind of con Jess pulled off.”

“Is that why they broke up?”

“You said one question.”

“Same question, part b.” George grinned hopefully.

Josh huffed. “No. They broke up because Simon was gay and asked Jess to marry him so he could keep his inheritance. She persuaded him to tell his parents the truth.”

“Then he might not be filthy rich anymore,” George reasoned.

“Who knows? And who cares? I don’t.” Josh’s overplayed shrug fooled no-one. He grabbed the dishcloth and started wiping the kitchen counters. “What else did you and Gabby cover today?”

“You first. What was it you had to tell me?”

“Libby thinks the surgery needs bright colours. I said it was bright enough, but we’re a long way off decorating. My room’s too big for one thing, and—”

“Josh.” George’s hand landed on top of his, stilling the swish of the cloth over the already spotless surface. “It can’t be that bad. Come on. Talk to me.”

Josh shook his head. No. It wasn’t bad. It was nothing. Nothing. But that nothingness spun and spun and became a vortex, stretching twenty-two and a half years into the past, and it was taking all of Josh’s strength to not cross the event horizon, stay in the present.

They’d broken in, taken down his blinds, hung them up again, stolen his shoes, cut the power to his light…insisted his room was haunted, and then, when it was all over, when he and Sean had finally dug down to the bottom of it and proved it was a hoax, the inexplicable had happened, that single incident neither of them could dismiss as part of some ill-thought-out research project. A group hallucination derived from suggestion? Josh was not, nor had he ever been, suggestible; for the most part, he’d have vouched for Sean in that regard too. And there’s no such thing as ghosts. Not then, not now.

“Come again?” George said.

“What?” Josh hung the dishcloth back on the drainer. “I didn’t say a word.”

“You said something about ghosts.”

Sometimes life seemed little more than one big, elaborate praxinoscope because they’d had exactly the same conversation last time he thought he was being haunted. “Just imaginations in overdrive.”

“Yep. I imagined you said something about ghosts.”

“That’s not what I meant, George.”

“Then what did you mean?”

As if she’d spontaneously transported from her room to the kitchen, Libby appeared, minus the exam papers, in their place a tower of textbooks. “He means…” She struggled across to the table, dumped the books, turned and, with an apologetic glance at Josh, said, “There’s a ghost in his surgery, and he doesn’t know what to do about it.”


4: Most Haunted

Sandison-Morley Residence

Present Day

Monday, 15th April

“For real?” George stared at Libby, then at Josh, who held eye contact for as long as he could but had to abort when he admitted—to himself only—that what Libby had said was true. While she’d been occupied with her past papers, he’d mentally worked through every theory he knew, and not one of them explained to his satisfaction their experiences that afternoon.

“What the hell happened?” George asked.

“Nothing—” Josh started at the same time as Libby launched into a full account, which he punctuated with the same unconvincing arguments he’d given her earlier. By the time she was done, George’s eyes were as wide as if he’d witnessed the incident firsthand.

“Whoa. That’s unbelievable.”

“Precisely,” Josh said, “which is how we can be sure our minds were playing tricks on us.”

“But we were both there!” Libby argued. “I heard what you heard!”

“Or, like I said, you were susceptible to my suggestions.”

“Or, like I said, Jess is trying to tell you something and—”

“Enough!” Josh snapped.

Libby gasped in surprise, then her face crumpled and she fled the kitchen, swift feet thundering up the stairs into the bathroom. The door slammed shut, followed by the sharp click of the bolt driving home.

Josh stared after her, guilt and frustration waging war on his anger, although it was more like a sizzling wet cloth thrown over a pan of burning oil. He was vaguely aware of George saying, “Hey,” and asking if he wanted a hug. Josh shook his head, or thought he had but couldn’t be sure.

“No,” he answered for good measure. Above him came the muffled honk of their daughter blowing her nose. He shifted his gaze upward. “But someone else could do with one, by the sound of it.”

“She gave you a hard time today, huh?”

“She’s been fine, mostly. She wanted to know about Sean’s daughter, of course, so I had the Spanish Inquisition for a while, then she critiqued the surgery. She’d be sketching the redesign now if she wasn’t so fixated on her exams and…” He couldn’t bring himself to say it.

“The ghost?” George finished for him, adding before Josh could argue ‘not a ghost’, “You used the word first.”

“As part of the statement ‘there is no such thing as’. Do you think I’m wrong?”

“No, but something’s got you rattled, and if it’s not a ghost, what is it?”

“I don’t know, which is why, first thing tomorrow, I’m going to call Dan and ask him to look at the electrics. Meanwhile—” Josh grimaced at a second bang of the bathroom door. “I have an apology to make.” He moved to leave, but George stopped him with a hand on his arm.

“Give her some space.”

“I shouldn’t have shouted. None of this is her fault.”

“If you try talking to her now, you’ll end up having a row, and I don’t want to get caught in the middle.”

“I see.” Josh advanced, lifting George’s arms and positioning them into the hug he’d offered. “Saving your own neck, Morley?”

“Can you blame me?” George pulled back so that Josh’s kiss missed on the first attempt. On the second, Josh gripped him by the ears and kept hold until the deed was done. It was no more than a peck, but it was enough to ease Josh’s frazzled nerves.

After that, they moved to the living room, on George’s recommendation, and chatted about his therapy session—an excuse to play with paint, as his mum called it. Last time, Gabby had asked him to sketch a house that wasn’t modelled on a real-world location, which, given that George’s paintings were artistic interpretations of people, animals and places he knew, had been a tough assignment. Today, he’d begun filling in the details, and he’d found it easier, he said, although he still couldn’t see how it would help his dissociative disorder. As per usual, Josh offered to explain, and—as per usual—George rejected that offer.

“I’d be happy if I could get the door to look right,” he grumbled. “And the roof. And the windows.”

“And the walls and chimney stack…” Josh tormented.

“Yeah,” George agreed ruefully. “It’s all a bit askew right now.”

“That’s a matter of perspective, surely.”

“Joshua…”

“Well, it is. Capturing a three-dimensional representation through a two-dimensional medium…”

George grunted and turned, head only, toward the TV. Josh smiled to himself, perpetually amused both by George’s resistance to understanding the theory behind his therapy and by how, when they’d bought a sofa large enough to seat three, he was squashed up at one end while George was stretched full length with his head in Josh’s lap. Still, it was a comforting normality, and he felt ready to deliver his apology, but it seemed he’d left it too long, as Libby was on her way down the stairs. Josh tapped George’s shoulder to get him to sit up, which he did, and Josh drew breath, words at the ready. I’m sorry I shouted. I was being unreasonable.

“Where d’you think you’re going?” was what he said instead, and that was reasonable at eight-thirty in the evening. Her coat and the enormous bag dangling from her side had already given him his answer, but he waited for her to say it.

“I’m going to stay at Shaunna’s.”

“Are you now.” Not a question.

“If it’s OK with you.” And that was an afterthought.

“How are you getting there?”

“Andy’s picking me up.”

“You couldn’t ask us for a lift?”

“Shaunna said he’s just left the Red Lion, so he’s coming past here anyway.”

Josh glanced at George, who shrugged, leaving it to Josh. George would support him, whatever he decided, but he wasn’t sure how to handle this. If it were a simple case of Libby being upset by his outburst, he’d have told her to go and have fun and to call him if she needed a lift home in the morning.

Or maybe it was that simple.

“Did you tell her what happened?”

“That you bit my head off, you mean?”

“No. The reason why I…bit your head off.” He’d always hated that phrase—more so now when the cap fitted him so snugly.

Libby’s expression was grim bordering on tearful. “I said we’d had an argument. Am I not allowed to tell her?”

That was a hell of a question. He trusted her enough to know that if he asked her not to share what had happened, she’d abide by that. Ask a childhood abuse survivor to keep a shared secret?

“You can tell her if you want to.”

“Thanks.”

“No problem.” Huge problem. There was also a car with a huge engine idling outside their house.

Hearing it too, Libby scurried over to the sofa and leaned down to hug George, then Josh. Her bag slipped, knocking Josh’s glasses onto the floor. “Oops!” She picked them up and put them back on his face. “Thank you for letting me go to Shaunna’s.”

He didn’t say ‘you’re welcome’ or anything of that ilk. She was sixteen years old and could leave any time she wanted. “Have a good evening.”

“You too.” Libby straightened and hoisted her bag back onto her shoulder. “It might not even come up.”

It would. “Call when you’re ready to come home. I’ll come and get you.”

“OK. Bye!” The front door opened and closed. The Mustang’s purr became a growl, became a distant rumble.

For a few minutes after she’d gone, Josh watched the TV screen, and he could hear accompanying voices, but they didn’t register as more than an annoying buzz.

“You did good,” George said at last and got up from the sofa. “Coffee?”

“Are you having one?”

“Nope. I’m having hot chocolate.”

“I’ll join you, then.”

“OK.” George shook his head and sauntered from the room, muttering, “Strange man.”

“Married you,” Josh called after him.

“Yep,” George called back.

Josh repositioned his glasses and unlocked his phone to send Shaunna a message, purportedly to thank her for always leaving her door open for Libby, but he was aware also of his desire to tell his side of the story. Not the argument part, although it dawned on him that they’d somehow bypassed his apology; he rectified that with a quick call to Libby, and it really was quick.

“Hey, Lib. I’m sorry I shouted.”

“It’s OK. I’m sorry I kept going on about it. Gotta go. Love you!” A blast of rock music was the last thing Josh heard as Libby ended the call.

If he hadn’t known better, he’d have thought she was in the car of some irresponsible teenage boy. Well, he had the ‘car’ and ‘irresponsible’ bits right. He opened a text message to Shaunna and managed to type ‘Hey. Thanks for this evening. I just…’ before an incoming call cut him off. He didn’t recognise the number and almost dismissed it, but curiosity was, as usual, his worst enemy, so he hit answer.

“Hello?”

Silence.

“Hello?”

Still nothing.

George returned with the hot chocolates.

Josh quickly hung up and backspaced his message to Shaunna to the full stop, finishing off with ‘You’re a star. x’. He took one of the mugs from George, who re-joined him on the sofa but stayed upright with legs crossed, his mug balanced on one knee.

“Who were you talking to?”

“Nobody. They didn’t speak.”

“Or they’d accidentally muted themselves. I do that all the time.”

“All the time? You don’t even look at your phone, never mind use it.”

George grinned but offered no defence.

Josh sipped his hot chocolate, the sweet heat gradually working its magic, releasing the tension in his neck and shoulders until he was saggy as an old cardigan. Laughter from the TV drew his attention to the two guys ad-libbing a client–therapist scene, predictably featuring a chaise-longue. It bore little resemblance to a real modern-day therapy session—there would be no chaise-longues in his new surgery, just as there had been none in his old one—but the skit was quite funny in places.

“Like parenting, isn’t it?” George nodded at the screen. “Completely made up on the spot.”

Josh laughed. “All my experience, all those adolescents I’ve counselled, yet I’ve never been so out of my depth as I have this past year. I feel terrible about today.”

“That’s the first time you’ve raised your voice to her,” George pointed out. “And she does push it.”

“She hit a sore spot. A few, actually. She thought Sean might be playing a practical joke.”

“Unlikely. Did you tell her what they did to you at uni?”

“No. We were rudely interrupted by a self-propelled toilet roll. I will tell her at some point, though, but there’s more.” Josh swirled the mug between his palms, even now struggling to talk about it, and this was the man with whom he had shared every facet of himself, the good and the bad, the brightest and the darkest. “Remember the night after Jess died, when I went back to her house?”

“Did you?”

“Yes! How do you not…” Josh’s mind fast-forwarded through the days following Jess’s passing and his grief-triggered hypomanic episode, during which he’d done a few things he’d rather not have George remember. “Never mind. I mustn’t have told you, but that was when Jess’s mum asked Shaunna and me if we’d scatter the ashes.”

“I always wondered about that. So they were both at Jess’s place too?”

“Her mum was. Shaunna turned up a bit later. I was sitting in the garden. I couldn’t bring myself to go inside the house.” He felt it best to skip that he’d had a packet of cigarettes in his hand and had almost started smoking again. “I’d been crying, I think, and I could see next to nothing, but I heard a noise. A door closing. It came from the house, and the lights were off, although the sky was brightening, so it must’ve been around five-thirty, six o’clock by then.”

“How long were you there?”

“I left here just after midnight.”

“Six hours? You sat in Jess’s garden for six hours?”

“Yes, and it was bloody cold and wet, I can tell you. But that’s by the by. Someone called my name, and because, clearly, I was not in a rational state of mind, I thought it was Jess.” He chewed his cheek, elaborated. “Her ghost.”

“But it was Jess’s mum.”

“They sounded so alike. I told Jess that once, right back when we first became friends. She disputed it—vehemently. She’d bring it up at seemingly random moments, citing examples of words she and her mum pronounced differently, or her mum would say some phrase or other, and Jess would insist, ‘You’ll never hear me saying that,’ then catch herself doing exactly that.”

“Yeah. I know that feeling,” George muttered, which, in spite of the topic, made Josh smile. It didn’t happen often, but there were certain things George said and did that he’d picked up from his mum, although he didn’t swear half as much as she did. There were dockers who swore less than Iris Morley. “So it wasn’t Jess’s ghost?” George asked jokingly—a gentle push for Josh to keep going.

“Obviously not, but the thing is, George, when I heard my name, I wanted so much for it to be her that even after I’d followed her mum into the house, in my mind, it was Jess, and I’d have given anything for it to be her. This afternoon, after we adjourned to the coffee shop—that sounds so calm and casual. We fled to the coffee shop, which was when Libby suggested Jess could be haunting my surgery. She wasn’t serious, or I hope she wasn’t, but it threw me back to that night in the garden.”

“You wanted it to be true again.”

“I did, but at the same time, I was afraid. I couldn’t tell you if that was more for the possibility of it being a practical joke or for the whole situation kicking off another cycle after I’ve been stable for so long. Libby was good, though. She realised what she’d said bothered me, and she quickly switched the subject back to Sean and Phee, which wasn’t a vast improvement, but it kept me from ruminating.”

“Yeah, right,” George said with a knowing sideways glance.

“OK. From ruminating too deeply,” Josh conceded. He noticed again the hot chocolate in his hands and took a long drink. He was ready to admit it now but didn’t rush to move the mug away from his mouth. “In conclusion…” He swallowed the last powdery dregs with a shudder. “I wish I knew another grief counsellor I could trust the way I do Sean. I can’t work through this on my own.”

“That’s a first!”

Josh elbowed George lightly in the side. “Watch it, or I’ll be booking couples sessions with Gabby.” George acted horrified by the idea, but that emerald twinkle in his eye said he wouldn’t mind if Josh were serious, which he wasn’t.

“Why not Sean?”

“Because of the way he felt about Jess. He was in love with her, but he was too scared to tell her.”

“She could be scary.”

“I don’t disagree. Of course, Sean’s never outright admitted it was fear that stopped him. They were both too busy with their careers, or at different points in their lives, or married in his case, and on and on—and he has the audacity to advise me on how I should be handling my grief.” Josh gesticulated his annoyance, flinging the dregs from his mug over the back of the sofa.

George disarmed him and set the mug on the coffee table. “Sean’s broken heart aside—”

“Not aside.”

“You don’t know what I was gonna say.”

“What’s your wager?” Josh asked, smugly confident.

“Hmm…I’ll make the coffee for the next month.”

“And if you win?”

“I never win this game.”

“Perhaps this is a night of firsts.”

“Perhaps you could get on with it and tell me what I was gonna say.”

“You were going to ask if I think bereavement counselling will exorcise my ghost.”

“Damn you, smarty-pants.”

Josh grinned.

“So do you?” George asked.

“I think it’s worth a shot—for Sean as well as me, but that’s a fight for another time. He has enough to contend with.”

“His secret love child…”

“She’s not.”

“And yet no-one knows about her.”

Josh patted his lap, inviting George to resume his usual position. George obliged and blinked up at him expectantly.

“Fine,” Josh relented. “The potted version—when we were at uni, Sean registered as a sperm donor because he needed the money. One of the law students asked him to make a direct deposit. Imogen Rowan. She was really rather beautiful, and uncommonly nice for a law undergrad.” An image came to mind of Imogen sneaking out of Sean’s room early one Sunday morning, shoes in hand and false eyelashes stuck to her cheek. She was halfway down the first flight of stairs before Josh drummed up the courage to tell her about the eyelashes, and he chased after her, then pointed mutely at her face. He blushed at the memory; he’d been so shy back then, but he could laugh about it now.

George was eyeing him curiously, so he finished off with, “Phoenix is, shall we say, the interest on Sean’s investment.”

“Right. That makes sense. Sort of.”

“Which part doesn’t?”

“If he was just a sperm donor, why is she here?”

“That, ma moitié, is a very good question.”
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Genie hissed and clamped a palm to the back of her head, hardly daring to breathe. The jolt of pain dulled to a throb, and she tried again, a gentle bend of the knees, searching with fingertips for the last piece of music, which had drifted under the sofa during the madness of the previous evening. The rest was in a heap on the piano; Margaret must have tidied around post calling an ambulance. Xander had remained with Genie until the doorbell rang announcing the paramedics’ arrival, when he’d bolted faster than a spooked colt. She’d neither heard from nor seen him since.

Treading gingerly so as not to further jar her brain, she carried the sheet music to the piano and set it with the rest, much of it crumpled from the scuffle with the poltergeist—or whatever she was supposed to call it. Genie knew a smattering of French but no German whatsoever, although the internet reliably informed her poltergeist translated literally into ‘knocking spirit’, which was on the nose from her perspective. From Xander’s, who knew? He’d acted as if the term were a supernatural slur and had yet to satisfactorily explain why.

Still, the knock on the head had supplanted yesterday’s sheer terror that had seen her calling him ‘out of the blue’ after two decades of avoiding contact with her peers. Or not them specifically; she’d avoided her family and anyone closely connected to them, including Xander, his cousins Gabby and Andrew, and darling Simon. She missed them dreadfully—even Simon—but like her privilege, she’d left their friendships behind to start anew.

For all of that, she didn’t regret calling Xander, despite the high chance of him and her father running into each other at Westminster, which was why she’d pressed the issue of confidentiality. She’d not endured all these years out of her father’s reach to present him with an excuse for re-establishing his hold over her life—and Phee’s—and he would take it if it were offered.

A quiet ahem sounded from the doorway. “Sorry to disturb you, my lady.”

“It’s all right, Margaret. I was…” Genie blinked a couple of times, bringing the music score and her thoughts back into focus. She’d been on the cusp of playing out an entire imagined scenario that began with finding her father and sister on her doorstep and heartily embracing them both. Now that had to be due to the concussion. “Sorry, Margaret. What do you need?”

“If you recall, I have an appointment this morning, so I’m preparing lunch now. Should I cater for His Lordship and Jonathan?”

“I’d say so. Have you seen either of them this morning?”

“I haven’t, but I’ll make sandwiches so the lunch doesn’t spoil, if that’s acceptable?”

“Yes, that’s perfect.”

“Can I get anything for you now, my lady? Some fruit and yoghurt, perhaps?”

“Good Lord, no, but thank you.”

“A cup of coffee then?”

Genie’s stomach clenched at the prospect. “I’d say yes, but I don’t think I’ll keep one down. Is it usual to feel so queasy after a concussion?” Queasy, dizzy, and an intermittent sensation that her head was shrinking, but before she could voice her concern at being left to fend for herself for half a day, Margaret interjected.

“I’ve asked Victor to come and take a look at the dishwasher,” which was to say, Margaret had asked her partner to look after Genie in her absence.

Tempting as it was to protest, Genie could only muster a smile of gratitude as, with a nod, Margaret retreated to the kitchen.

Genie gathered the pile of music and stooped to open the stool—not her wisest move, resulting only in a sharp inhalation and cramp in her neck. She paused and tensed; the cramp intensified. Eyes shut to stave off the whirling of the room, she turned her head ever so slowly to the right until the cramp eased and, when she felt safe to move again, lowered herself onto the stool with little regard for the possibility that a ghost child had sat there the previous evening. May well still be sitting there for all she knew.

Xander would have been able to tell her, of course, and she wondered if she should wake him, but perhaps that was a task best left to Jonathan, assuming the two hadn’t fled Rowan Mews in the night. It was awfully strange that the men were still sleeping. Granted, the day was young, but new house guests generally rose early then loitered like…well, like unwelcome ghosts until someone tended their needs. They’d brought all that equipment, so in all probability they’d had a late night—should she instruct Margaret to forget about preparing lunch in favour of a hearty dinner? Were there any foods Xander wouldn’t eat? She couldn’t recall.

“I’m off now, my lady.” Margaret stood in the doorway, fastening the buttons down the front of her wine-red mackintosh. “The sandwiches are in a Tupperware box on the island, and there’s a jug of orange juice in the fridge. I should be back by two.”

“Take your time, Margaret, and thank you again.”

Margaret nodded to acknowledge she’d heard, but where usually she’d have departed, she remained where she was, fussing with her collar and adjusting her cuffs.

It occurred to Genie that if she asked what the appointment was, her assistant would tell her out of a sense of duty, but beyond her concern for Margaret’s well-being, it was none of her business. Still, the woman seemed reluctant to leave.

“Is there something else?” Genie asked.

“No…I don’t think so, my lady. Why do you ask?”

“You seem a little out of sorts, and I don’t wish to pry, but…are you unwell?”

“Oh!” Margaret laughed uncomfortably and turned pink. “I’m in good health, I can assure you. It is not a medical matter.” She cleared her throat and took a step forward. “I have an interview.” She surrendered the information as if under interrogation.

Genie reeled, taken completely by surprise. What could she say to that? She could hardly demand to know why Margaret hadn’t told her she was looking for another job. Was she unhappy? Did she want more money? More time off? Those matters could be resolved easily, if only Margaret had said something before. An interview didn’t necessarily mean she would be leaving her post, but it spoke of her desire to do so.
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