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  Seventeen-year-old Josh Sandison has been waiting his whole life to go to university. Gifted—and bullied for being different—he hopes moving away to study will mean a change for the better. Instead, he encounters the unexpected, when strange things start happening in his room—the blinds falling down by themselves and notes from an illiterate prankster.


  Add to this the myth of the haunted third floor, and cynical Josh has had just about enough when Sean Tierney arrives, three days late and with not a penny to his name. The two strike up an unlikely friendship, bonded by their passion for learning and compassion for others.


  But will their intellectual prowess be enough to solve, once and for all, the mystery of the third floor?
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  With words one man can make another blessed, or drive him to despair; by words the teacher transfers his knowledge to the pupil; by words the speaker sweeps his audience with him and determines its judgments and decisions. Words call forth effects and are the universal means of influencing human beings.


   


  Sigmund Freud, 1920

  A General Introduction To Psychoanalysis


  1: Home Comforts


  A trunk.


  “Arrrr, maties!” Josh closed one eye, lifted one leg off the floor and hopped on the spot, quickly setting both feet down again as the force of Jess’s elbow in his chest sent him staggering backwards. He laughed. She, however, was not amused. “What’s in it?” he asked. “A dead body?”


  Jess grabbed the handle on one end of the trunk. “Nope.”


  “Your music collection?”


  “Are you going to give me a—”


  “No, wait. It’s your jewellery, isn’t it, Your Highness?”


  “Would you stop prattling and get hold of the other end?”


  Josh huffed, but did as she asked, the pair of them lifting not quite at the same time, sending the contents sliding towards Josh’s end of the trunk. He braced his knee against the wall and grimaced. “Really, what the hell’s in this thing?”


  “My bedlinen.”


  “So what, you’re sleeping in a lead-lined coffin these days?”


  Jess tutted. “And books.”


  “Oh.” Now he felt really foolish. Of course it was books. They were going away to university—he to study psychology, she to study law—both at the same institution, although the two faculties were in different buildings on opposite sides of the campus; thus, their rooms were in different halls of residence.


  In fact, the campus was big enough for them to be living almost as far apart as they did at home yet still close enough for it to make sense for Jess’s parents to deliver them both so they could take the next brave step in Life’s Big Adventure. However, making that step depended very much on getting the enormous, absurdly heavy trunk out of Jess’s room and down the stairs without severely injuring or killing themselves, either of which looked probable.


  “The handle’s slipping,” Jess said, grimacing and panicking at the top of the stairs. Josh was five steps down, and still eight from the bottom, the weight of the trunk pressing against his chest so that he had to use his entire body weight to stop it from shoving him backwards down the stairs and flattening him.


  “Whatever you do don’t let go!”


  “I’m trying!” Jess gripped tightly with her left hand, extending the fingers of her right hand to try and reinstate the feeling. She grasped the handle again. Josh took a cautious step back and down, and another. The trunk jolted, the sharp top edge hitting him in the shoulder.


  “Shit! Let’s just do this.” He braced himself against the trunk and stepped back again. Five stairs to go; never had so few seemed so many.


  “I’m going to drop it!” Jess yelled.


  Four stairs. Josh heard movement behind him.


  “What are you two…” Jess’s dad stepped up alongside Josh and put a big strong hand under the base of the trunk. “You should’ve waited,” he said, knowing that the pair of them were far too excited to do anything as sensible as wait for the promised help to arrive, but he was there now, and made short work of those final four stairs, taking the weight as the two teenagers lowered the trunk to the floor.


  “Thanks, Dave,” Josh said, exhaling in relief. “You’re truly a lifesaver. She was going to kill me with that thing. I wonder…” Josh glanced sideways at Jess, a mischievous expression on his face. “Can you still be a lawyer if you’re guilty of manslaughter?”


  She rolled her eyes and returned upstairs. “Only my suitcase to go.”


  Josh remained where he was.


  “Aren’t you coming to help?”


  “Nope.”


  “Some friend you are,” she mumbled under her breath, but he heard her nonetheless.


  “Friend, Jessica, not slave.”


  Jess’s dad chuckled. “Would you like something to drink while you wait, Josh?”


  “Yes, please. Knowing Jess, we’ll have time for lunch too.” It was only ten in the morning, but he had a point. Jess took ages to get ready to go anywhere, even if it was just to travel for an hour in a car and be dropped off at university, where the first thing she’d do was touch up her make-up, ‘just in case’.


  “Cold drink or coffee?” Jess’s dad asked.


  “Coffee would be great, thanks.”


  Jess’s dad chuckled again. “All these years you’ve been coming here, and it still surprises me.”


  Josh blushed. All these years. It had been five, which Jess’s mum had told him made him only the second long-term friend Jess had, although she was rather more gregarious than he. Both of them were part of the same social circle in sixth form, a group of nine, most of whom he’d known since primary school, like George. Others he’d more recently come to be friends with, and to his George, Jess had Ellie—enduring friends who were always there in the background, sometimes drifting apart as each pursued their own academic or romantic interests, always coming back together. And whilst George would always be his closest friend—so close that he was above and beyond merely being his ‘best’ friend—Josh and Ellie had also become very good friends in their early high school days.


  It was through Ellie—and English Literature—that Josh had come to know Jess. The three of them were known as The Superswots, although they didn’t have a great deal else in common. Jess and Josh both smoked; Ellie thought it was disgusting. Ellie and Josh were both late developers; Jess was sexually mature before she reached her teens, and apparently desirable, if the number of swooning boys was anything to go by. Only in sixth form had Josh come out of his shell, whereas Jess had always been socially confident, and Ellie had soon caught her up.


  But for all of that, Josh and Jess became study buddies, and in time, friends, which was why Jess’s dad had said ‘all these years’. True, it was unusual that a seventeen-year-old would have a taste for coffee; most of his friends stuck to cold drinks, only occasionally tolerating a cup of tea if thrust upon them by adults who meant well but didn’t really understand young people. However, there was only Josh and his grandmother at home. She rarely ‘took tea’ and it didn’t even cross her mind to buy squash when they went shopping, so it was coffee, milk, fruit juice or water in their house, and of the four, Josh preferred coffee. In fact, he loved coffee.


  Jess’s dad finished making the drinks, taking one through to the lounge, where Jess’s mum was tearfully keeping out of the way. She and Jess had been arguing constantly since A’ Level results day, and for once it wasn’t Jess’s fault. She’d got the ‘AAB’ results she needed for her law degree, and her parents were very proud, even if she was still berating herself for only managing a B in maths. It just wasn’t her forte, and she really would have been better choosing something else, but her mum had a first-class degree in maths, and there was a competitive element to her choice. Still, Jess was keeping her disappointment to herself, so what the disagreement was really about was her mum dreading the arrival of this day: the day her daughter went off to university.


  Had Josh’s parents still been alive, they too would have been rightly proud of his ‘A’s across the board, although he was also beating himself up about lost marks—not that finding them would have changed his results, or their outcome. Of all their friends, he and Ellie were the only ones to ace all three subjects, and Ellie had tried to underplay her one-hundred percent in Biology, compared with Josh’s ninety-two percent in Sociology, by reminding him that sociology was subjective and therefore he probably wasn’t any ‘less correct’ than she was. In the natural sciences, it was just easier to establish right answers from wrong ones. Josh was not appeased by this; it sounded very much like she was decrying the value of his academic choices, because it was clear what she really thought: social science is not really science.


  As predicted, it was another half an hour before Jess made it downstairs with her suitcase, and dolled up like she was going for a job interview. Her straight, long, blonde hair was neatly pushed back in a wide, black Alice band, her face made up in neutral tones with just a touch of lip gloss and blusher, and a dab of mascara opened up her almond-shaped grey eyes. She was wearing a white blouse, tailored to further accentuate her large breasts and small waist, and blackest-black straight jeans, with flat black ballerina pumps that still put her at the same height as Josh’s five foot nine. He had to admit she looked utterly stunning, but completely overdressed for the occasion.


  “What?” she accused as he eyed her up and down.


  He shrugged. “Nothing. You look lovely.”


  “Thanks,” she said suspiciously. “Have I smudged my eyeliner?”


  “No. It’s perfect.”


  “So why are you staring?”


  “I’m not!”


  “Are so.”


  Josh tutted. He wasn’t going to get into an argument with her. They might need each other over the next three years, and it really wouldn’t do to fall out on their first day as undergraduates. So instead, he drank the rest of his coffee in silence, and gave her a hand taking her suitcase out to the car, where Jess’s dad had the bonnet open and was checking the various engine fluid levels. Once they’d dropped Jess and Josh at university, Jess’s parents were going on a driving holiday around the UK, their own luggage safely stowed in a trailer already attached to the car, which meant Jess had to wait for her dad’s assistance to get her case in the boot. She jiggled her leg impatiently; Josh shook his head but still kept his thoughts to himself.


  Sometimes she really got on his nerves; she was so spoilt, not that he had room to talk. His parents had died when he was very young, leaving him with a hefty trust fund, which he would have full access to when he turned twenty-one. On top of that, his academic achievements, coupled with being ‘an orphan’, had brought several scholarships his way, and he was truly grateful for the financial support he was going to receive throughout university.


  His grandmother had never been short of money, and he was acutely aware of how fortunate he was to get everything he could possibly have wanted or needed—brand-new bikes every couple of years, the latest computers and games consoles, more books than the school library, driving lessons the day he turned seventeen, which meant he’d passed his test a few months earlier. However, the cost of running a car would have pretty much wiped out his grant, so he was in no rush to get out on the road, which was why he was going with Jess and her parents.


  “Is that everything?” Jess’s dad asked, cramming her case into the space next to her trunk; Josh’s own much smaller case, along with his bedding, was on top.


  “I think so.” Jess closed her eyes to visualise her room, trying to think of anything she might’ve missed. Josh bit the inside of his cheek to stop himself from sighing out loud, but he still did so inwardly.


  “All right, then.” Jess’s dad closed the boot and indicated to the back seat. “You two get settled, and I’ll go fetch your mother, Jessica.”


  Josh waited until he was inside the house before he spoke. “Is your mum OK?”


  Jess nodded. “You know what it’s like—only daughter going off to uni and all that.”


  He didn’t know, but he was optimistic that in three years’ time, he would know that, and a whole lot more besides.


  ***


  Sean wasn’t due to finish until five p.m. He’d been working since seven, and he was already shattered, but couldn’t help feeling excited today. The letter had arrived to confirm his acceptance at university, in England, so now he was waiting to hear if he would be entitled to a grant. It was the closest he’d ever come to escaping, and he dared to be hopeful, vowing to himself that if the university situation fell through, he’d still go to England, join the rest of ‘the paddies’ and get labouring work in London. Now he just had to tell his mum, and he had it all planned out.


  He’d organised with his boss to leave work early, which would give him time to talk to her without Finn sticking his big fat nose in. God knew, it was hard enough news to deliver without his eejit brother trying to put him on a guilt trip, but it was no way for an almost twenty-one-year-old to live—supporting his family financially, with no dad around. When Finn first had his accident, their mum started taking in sewing, so she could look after him and earn a few pennies at the same time, but there was no reason why Finn was still out of work, other than being next to useless. No, he was actually useless.


  “Tell you what, laddie,” Sean’s boss called from the office doorway where he was smoking a cigarette and surveying the yard. “Why don’t you get off now? There’s no work to do, and in any case, you don’t want to be here when the big fellers come in.”


  “It’s all right, Red. I don’t mind staying, but if I can just be gone by—”


  “Go on with yer.” His boss hocked up a lump of phlegm, spat it a good six foot across the yard and gave Sean a big gappy grin. “And if you ever need a good word, don’t forget I’d be glad to oblige, so.” With that, he stamped on the spent tip of cigarette and returned inside, leaving Sean to finish up and head home for the day.


  He didn’t mind the manual work so much. He was physically fit and quick to learn, but he was bored out of his mind, not that that would have been sufficient reason for him to pack in the job. At best, the wood yard had until the end of the month, and creditors were hounding Red to pay up, which was what he’d meant about Sean leaving early, as it could get nasty. Indeed, Red was still sporting the yellow remnants of a black eye from last week’s visit, and most of his men had already found work elsewhere, but they were older and had skilled trades—time-served craftsmen hauling timber for a living.


  It was a sign of the times. For a young lad with only three years’ experience in a timber yard and a handful of high school qualifications, the chance of getting anything at all, let alone anything that would pay the bills, was next to nil. So go on the brew, or go to university, and if it were the latter, Sean couldn’t stay in Derry. It was hell on earth just now, with high unemployment and ‘The Troubles’—a ridiculous understatement, if ever he heard one. It was all-out war and no amount of being told ‘it’s not so bad here as elsewhere’ could change that fact.


  That was part of the problem, of course; Sean was too politically minded. He’d wanted to study sociology at university, and got in to Ulster, but had to decline his place when Finn had his accident. He still wanted to study sociology, but with his ‘social activities’, he was bound to be under surveillance, so he’d chosen what he perceived to be the safest, next best thing: psychology. He was top of the class in science at school, much to the dismay of Sister Ann-The-Merciless, who had him carved out for the priesthood, in spite of his atheism, which was far more assured on the surface than it was in his soul, because he never could quite shake off the question, but what if they’re right?


  Maybe that was the driving force for him stepping up and taking on the role of man of the house so readily. Or maybe it was just because that’s what was expected. Still, if they were right, then Finn was going straight to hell, whereas Sean might, if he was lucky, get to spend a wee while in purgatory first.


  And so to home.


  “Hello, Mummy?”


  His mother got up from the kitchen table and automatically wiped her dry hands on her skirt. “Ah, hello there, darlin’. What you doing back so early?”


  Sean leaned down and kissed his little mum on the cheek. She was a slender, wiry woman, all of five feet tall, with a mad mop of black and silver curls, keen, dark-brown eyes glistening with curiosity behind half-moon sewing glasses, a red button mouth and a straight, pretty nose. Sean thought she was the most beautiful woman in the world, not that he’d had much experience of women so far, but he couldn’t see that opinion changing anytime soon.


  “You still haven’t told me what you’re doing home. Have they done for Red already?”


  “No, they haven’t done for him. Not yet. No. I need to talk to you, Mummy.”


  She eyed her youngest son, sensing his dread and excitement all at once. “Go on, then.”


  “I’ve been given a place at university.”


  “Have you now?” She returned to her chair and sat down. Sean took the chair opposite. “Well done, darlin’.”


  Sean didn’t respond. He watched her face as she battled the emotions. He’d always been in awe of how well she restrained herself, like she could override all the awfulness in life and always come through shining like the sun. But it was an effort this time, for sure.


  “That’s not all, Mummy.”


  She met his gaze in silent query.


  “It’s an English university,” he said, flinching instinctively, but no backhander came his way today.


  “Not in London. Oh, please God, tell me you’re not going there, Sean. Have yer seen all the trouble, and what do your friends say? Will they not be thinking you’re a traitor?”


  “It’s not in London, Mummy, no, and I haven’t told anyone. I think Red guessed, because he offered to put in a good word for me with his cousin who’s got that house-building company down that way somewhere, but he won’t mention it otherwise.”


  “Promise me you won’t go to London, darlin’.”


  “It’s no worse than here.”


  “Just promise me.” She grabbed his hands across the table and squeezed them tightly. Sean sighed deeply.


  “All right, Mummy. I promise.”


  “Good. Now then. What d’you need from me?”


  “Nothing.”


  “But, well, you’re still here. Won’t the classes have started already?”


  “Next week. I’m waiting for my grant to come through.”


  “Oh right, so,” she said thoughtfully. “Next week, you say?” She released his hands and got up to switch on the kettle, staying with it and rubbing her tiny mouth with the tip of her thumb. “And where are you to live? At the university?”


  “Yeah. They have halls there for the students. I’ve already got a room, and the meals are included.”


  “Oh, that’s grand. I don’t want you starving yourself now. I’ve heard everything costs more. Aileen was saying only the other day that Brendan’s sister’s friend went to visit a cousin in Cornwall—Brendan’s married now, did I tell you?”


  Sean smiled and held back the laughter. “No, Mum, you didn’t.” He listened to the long and winding tale—always a friend of a friend of a friend’s friend did this, that or the other, and therefore, “Sean, it’s the God-honest truth, so it is.” But it didn’t matter whether England was more expensive, because he had no idea of prices anyway. He just delivered his pay packet to his mum every Friday, and she gave him some spends back, so really, his first year at university would be no different. They would take his lodgings straight out of his grant, and anything that was left was his. Sure, he’d need to do his laundry from time to time, and also buy a few toiletries, but otherwise, everything was taken care of.


  Ah, and books. That’s the other thing he’d need, and plenty of them. He’d watched University Challenge since he was twelve, and knew he’d be ‘reading’ psychology. Were it not for leaving his lovely little mum behind, he’d have been long gone, because in all truth, she was the only thing he was going to miss. No job, a lazy-arsed loser for a brother, and their old man hadn’t been on the scene for years. He might already be dead for all they knew. Of course, Dad blamed Mum for everything. She was the one who left; she was the one who had the affair. Not he, who drank all the money, or he who went home with one of the women from the club. That was ten years ago; Saorla Tierney had grabbed her two young sons, her handbag and everything she could fit into a shopping trolley, and left Jim ‘for Aileen’.


  There was a tiny hint of truth to the accusation, as Sean had later discovered when the terrible shouting started, and soon after, they moved to this house, just the three of them. At first, Aunty Aileen kept calling round, but over time, the visits became less frequent, and then Cian moved in. Or that’s what Cian told the others, and it was because of him that Sean had stopped going to meetings. Too pally—‘Dis is my loverly lady’s son, and we get along great guns, don’t we, young feller?’ Sean could do little but agree and hope that one day Cian would accidentally blow himself up.


  No, there really wasn’t any future for Sean in Derry, for if he stayed, he’d more than likely end up in prison, if not from his political involvement, then from killing his brother, whom he could now hear, on the street just outside the front door, having a typically loud conversation with the next-door neighbour.


  “What’s he doing home?”


  His mother shrugged. “God only knows. They kicked him out of the doctor’s the other day. Did he tell you?”


  “No, he didn’t tell me. Listen, can we keep my news a secret for now? He’ll only go and ruin it for me.”


  “Of course, darlin’.” She once more picked up her sewing—she was hemming a pair of trousers for the manager at the bank on the high street—and tried not to cry.


  Sean waited for Finn to make it upstairs to their room before he rose to his feet. “I’m going to use the phone, Mummy. I’ll be back soon.” He bent down and kissed her on the forehead, and went off up the road to the phone box, hoping that his grant had been approved so he could be on his way.


  2: Halls


  Traffic around the university campus was at an intermittent standstill, a row of cars extending as far as the eye could see, parents and older siblings dumping the belongings and personages of the new cohort of students outside their accommodations for the next few months. It was a sorry situation, with little time for farewells as the impatient queue waited to get close enough to the buildings to be confident they had safely delivered their charges.


  Josh was completely transfixed, his neck craned so that he could see right along the cars in front of them; a half-dozen or more young people either assisted in removing their bags from the car themselves, or watched on helplessly as their parents did it for them. Mums and daughters cried, even one son was sobbing his heart out, and Josh really felt for him. The boy waved to his parents, remaining where he was for a long time after they had departed, looking forlorn and alone. These were Josh’s halls of residence, and he thought he might try to find the boy later, to make sure he was all right.


  As the boy disappeared inside, Josh turned his attention to the building itself. His room was 322, on the third floor, according to the building floor plan included in his fresher’s pack. This particular block, and the one next to it, was five storeys high, with five windows across the front. He’d counted on the floor plan already, but did it again now, just to pass the time: eighty rooms, with a kitchen and two bathrooms on each floor. When he’d visited for the open day tour, they’d looked at some other halls—near where Jess would be staying at some point in the near future, allegedly, as it was taking forever. Josh pulled out his floor plan and checked it against the actual building. He pointed up.


  “That’s my room, there,” he said excitedly.


  Jess ducked her head so she could see through his side of the car. “Where are the blinds?”


  Josh shrugged. “They’re probably open.” He hadn’t noticed the bare window before she mentioned it, but now he observed that the rest of the windows had vertical blinds, and even where they were open, they were still visible. He frowned. “I’ll go and see the caretakers once I’ve settled in.”


  “You shouldn’t have to,” Jess said pointedly. “You’re paying good money to stay in that building.”


  “Are you planning on being this much of a snob for the next three years? Because if you are, you won’t need to worry about keeping me company. You can keep to your own rotten side of campus.”


  Jess grinned at him. That was all the apology he was going to get for now, as his turn had come. Jess’s dad pulled in close to the kerb and lifted the handbrake, already opening the door to give Josh a hand with his suitcase.


  “I can manage,” Josh said, but Jess’s dad was having none of it, and nor was Jess’s mum, as now she too was out of the car and throwing her arms around Josh in a tearful embrace.


  “You take care of yourself, OK?” she said.


  “I will, Steph,” Josh squeaked out, his voice muffled from being crushed to her shoulder. She held him at arm’s length for a moment, then nodded and released him.


  “You know where we are. If you need anything at all.”


  “Yes, Steph. Thanks.”


  “It’s no trouble at all. We can be over here in an hour.”


  “OK. Thank you.” Josh didn’t know what else to say, so he hugged her once more for good measure. “I appreciate it.”


  Jess’s mum got back in the car. Josh peered through the back window at Jess. “What time do you want to meet for dinner?”


  “About six?”


  “Sounds good to me. See you later.”


  With one last wave from Jess’s parents, the Lamberts departed, leaving Josh, his case and his bundle of duvet and pillows outside the building. He looked up and smiled. This was it. The beginning of the adventure, and after saying goodbye to George at the train station the previous week, he was ready for it.


  He picked up his case and stepped in through the double doors, instantly smacked in the face by the buzz of activity, music, wafts of deodorant, people wandering to and fro, dressed like it was still the heat of summer, girls in little more than hot pants and spaghetti tops, and boys wearing Bermuda shorts, including the tall sporty guy who stood on Josh’s toes with a bare foot.


  “Sorry.”


  “OK.” Josh watched the guy stride away down the corridor to his left. Ahead was a wide staircase, and Josh moved towards it, dodging around a couple of other people as they crossed his path. It would probably be a lot less lively once everyone was settled into their rooms, or at least, Josh hoped it would. He couldn’t see much studying happening with the current noise level. As he climbed the stairs, he was passed by others running down and was aware of people coming up behind him, some of whom he lost at the first floor—just as noisy as ground level, and accompanied by the smell of washing detergent, as that was where the laundry room was located—and then a few more at the second floor.


  He was slightly out of breath by the time he reached his floor, where he was greeted by a female student. He stopped in front of her and tried not to stare, but it was difficult not to. Her hair, shaved at the sides, long at the back and spiked on top, was bright red and purple, and she was wearing army boots, red and black striped leggings and a huge, baggy black T-shirt.


  “Hi,” she said. “I’m Belinda, or Bill usually. I’m one of the student residential assistants, or RAs, for first-years. I’m a graduate student—first-class, single honours sociology.”


  “Hi,” Josh uttered, completely in awe, not of her attire as such, but of her status, and her physical presence. She was so cool and confident, it was all he could do to pass his fresher’s pack to her.


  She glanced over the cover letter and nodded. “All right, Josh. If you just come this way…” She stepped off and he followed, trying to take everything in as she pointed out fire exits, noticeboards, the location of the kitchen, bathrooms, and so on. “It’s just down here on the right,” she said, rounding one last corner. “I’m in 422—directly above you.”


  “Oh, OK.” Josh’s suitcase, small as it was, was starting to get very heavy.


  “Any problems, just come and find either me or Ali, the other RA. He’s in 411, which is opposite the top of the stairs. He’s doing a Master’s in psychology.”


  “Is this block all psychology and sociology students?”


  “Mostly. There are some politics students and economists here too, plus a few historians. This is the closest block to social sciences and humanities. Next door is the rest of history, the geology and geography lot, and the artists. You should go and have a look around sometime. The place is insane, and they’ve got a hot drinks machine on the ground floor—super cheap it is too. OK. Here we are. 322. I’ll just show you how the double lock works.”


  Bill put the key in the lock and talked Josh through the process of unlocking, locking and double-locking his door, while he nodded, taking in her instructions. When she was done, he mimicked what she’d shown him, and then she set off back along the corridor, with a reminder of where to find her, which was as well. As soon as he opened the door, he discovered what had happened to his blinds, for there they were, in a tangled heap on the floor.


  He stepped into the room and squinted up at the runner across the top of his window, and then down at the blinds. If neither was damaged, he’d probably be able to re-hang the blinds himself, but then he noticed that there was no chair in the room either, just the desk fixed to one wall, sliding doors in the other and a lumpy-looking single bed.


  “Oh, well. Could be worse,” he said philosophically. He dumped his duvet and pillows on the bed, his suitcase on the floor, and set to work on examining the blinds so that he could accurately report to Bill what his requirements were. It only took him a few minutes to establish that the blinds were undamaged, almost as if they’d been deliberately swept from the runner and left where they landed, but there was no way he could reach the top of the window to put them back up.


  “A screwdriver and a chair,” he said to himself as he exited his room once more, stopping to lock the door. As an afterthought, having seen the state of the blinds and the absence of chair, he decided to double-lock the door, just in case, and retraced his steps, back to where Bill had been when he arrived. She wasn’t there now, no doubt showing another new arrival to their room.


  Josh took the opportunity to have a wander around the third floor. It was quite a dreary old building, in spite of a new coat of magnolia paint, new fire exit signs and very bright strip lighting. There were already a few things stuck to the freshly painted walls, and he stopped to read an A4 sheet, offering rooms in a shared house within ten minutes’ walking distance of the campus, a fringe cut into the bottom, with the same phone number written onto each strip. Directly above where the sheet had been affixed with sticky tape was a laminated sign, which read:


   


  Please do not stick anything on the wall’s.


  Use the noticeboard.


   


  The apostrophe made Josh twitch and resolve to attack the sign with correction fluid at his earliest convenience. For now, he followed the corridor all the way around. The rooms were against the external walls, four on each side, with the bathrooms, kitchens and other amenities clustered around the centre. Josh stepped into the kitchen and glanced out of the window at the lift shaft and brick walls—not the most entertaining view, but it did mean that there was natural light, even if it was limited.


  The kitchen was nothing special; just a fridge, a cooker, a kettle and some very basic, plain white cupboards, grey lino on the floor and a set of two fire extinguishers next to the door. Josh read the instructions for both, and continued his circuit, passing his room and returning to the stairwell, where there was still no sign of Bill. Indeed, he hadn’t seen a single other person on his mini-tour, yet he could hear the commotion on the other floors echoing up and down the stairs. It seemed there was nothing else for it; Josh set off up the stairs to the fourth floor, emerging opposite room 411. And that was when he hit upon his first problem.


  He had always been a loner, and he was mostly content that way. Growing up an only grandchild with no parents, he was used to his own company, and until George had arrived at his primary school in second year of juniors, he had no friends at all. The boys were all too rough and sporty, the girls too chatty and emotional. He just wanted to watch and listen.


  None of this was helped by the amount of time he spent with adults, who insisted he needed to come to terms with his dad’s death. He’d never had a problem with it, perhaps because of the amount of support he received, but it did distance him from his peers, until George said he thought Josh would get over it quicker if he played out instead of spending lunch breaks in a stuffy office talking to a counsellor, and every night doing his homework and reading books.


  But even in high school, his friends had been few in number: Ellie, and then Jess; only in sixth form did he make a few more friends, including some of those chatty girls and sporty boys from primary school. In truth, were it not for George, he’d probably have still been sitting out lunchtimes on his own, with his nose in a book, but George had always pushed him—Talk to people. They can’t all be idiots. He still wasn’t sure on that score, but George was right. If he didn’t make the effort, it was going to be a very lonely three years. Josh wasn’t entirely convinced that was a bad thing.


  He stopped outside the door of room 411, the rapid rhythmic thud of bhangra music rattling the door handle. Josh took a deep breath, raised his fist, wavered momentarily, and knocked.


  “Hold on,” a voice called from inside. The music stopped. Josh lowered his hand and took a step back. The door opened. “All right?” The man smiled.


  Josh smiled back, trying to gather information on that first impression: dark skin, beard, but no head cover. Ordinary clothes—very ordinary compared to Bill’s. English accent. “Hi. I’ve just moved into room 322 and I’ve got, erm—”


  “322…” Ali repeated thoughtfully. “Josh Sandison, yes?”


  “Yes. That’s right.”


  Ali held out both hands for Josh to slap in a ‘gimme ten’. He did so, clearing his throat nervously, and, with a little prompting, held out his hands so that Ali could reciprocate.


  “Good to meet you, man,” Ali said, his accent now identifiable as a Liverpool one. “What’s up?”


  “Erm, well, what’s down is probably more to the point.”


  “Oh?”


  “My blinds.”


  “Ah.”


  “Yes. I’d have put them back up myself, but I’m missing a chair too.”


  “Hmm.” Ali tugged his beard, the slack skin of his chin departing from his jawline with it. “That’s odd. I checked all of the rooms on third yesterday, and they were fine. OK, well, it’s not a problem. I’ll get you a chair and put your blinds up for you. Can you give me about twenty minutes? I’ve got to deal with something else first.”


  “That’s great, thank you.”


  Josh returned to his room and unpacked his case, which took him about half of the twenty minutes. He’d just finished making his bed when Ali knocked at the door.


  “Alright, mate, you’ll like this,” Ali said, walking in sideways and dragging an enormous black leather chair with him. “There are no standard chairs left, so I’ve brought you one of the premium ones.”


  “Premium chairs?”


  “Yeah. See, there’s two levels of service charge—standard, which is your basic room plus meals. And then there’s premium, which includes cleaning and laundry, satellite telly and, believe it or not, leather swivel chairs.”


  “Oh. OK. Does it cost much more?”


  “It’s a bit steep, yeah—another tenner a week.”


  Josh nodded slowly. He could afford the extra ten pounds a week, and the cleaning and laundry service would be wonderful, although he wasn’t convinced about the satellite TV. He’d barely had time to watch the four normal channels and study for his A’ Levels, never mind tackling however many satellite channels there were and studying for a BSc.


  It was something to consider later, perhaps. On the point of putting up the blinds himself, however, he was now scuppered, as he couldn’t safely stand on a swivel chair. He was about to explain his predicament, when Ali swung the door open and said, “Hold that for me a minute, fella.”


  Josh grabbed the door while Ali dragged in a pair of stepladders and set about re-hanging the blinds. Josh held the ladders steady.


  “Bill said you’re a postgraduate psychologist,” he said. He was feeling a little more confident than usual, maybe because he was starting to get a sense of this being his own space, but not so much yet that another’s presence felt like an intrusion. He was also in awe of Ali, who was relying on him to keep him safe.


  “That’s right, yeah,” Ali confirmed. “Parapsychology.”


  “About ghosts?”


  “Well, that’s part of it, yeah. But I’m researching belief in miracles and faithfulness.”


  “That’s psychology? I thought that was RE.”


  “It’s interdisciplinary.”


  “Oh. OK.” Josh nodded as if he understood what that meant. He did, sort of, but this was all so new and he was ridiculously excited by it all. He’d spent so long being one of the very top students that it had been a rarely experienced privilege to meet peers who outshone him intellectually. True, Jess and Ellie were both incredibly clever, but their academic interests were very different from his, so this opportunity to meet people like Ali—likeminded scholars within his discipline—was a dream come true.


  “There you go, fella. All sorted,” Ali said, bringing him back from his introspection.


  “Thanks,” Josh replied with a smile. He followed Ali across the room and held the door open a second time. Ali paused in the doorway and looked back into Josh’s room.


  “Of course, you’re in a prime location for getting a bit of firsthand experience of the old paranormal here.”


  “Erm…pardon?”


  Ali raised an eyebrow and leaned closer. “The third floor? Give it a couple of weeks and yous lot’ll be running nightly vigils.”


  “I don’t understand,” Josh admitted.


  “Things that go bump in the night—I keep telling ’em it’s just the boiler pipes, but you kids have to find out for yourselves.”


  “Oh!” Josh frowned. “There’s no such thing as ghosts.”


  Ali grinned. “That’s what they all say to begin with. Right. I’ll leave you to settle in, and do me best to forget about that chair,” he said with a wink.


  Josh nodded mutely, not sure how else to respond. He watched Ali all the way along the corridor—Master’s in parapsychology, wow!—and then closed the door and leaned back on it, taking in his room properly for the first time. It looked a little sparse, but with his bedding in place and the chair and blinds, it was already starting to feel more homely. Any worries he’d had about settling in slowly started to flow away from him, and he sighed contentedly.


  “Ghosts, for goodness’ sake.” He shook his head in despair and checked his watch: coming up to three o’clock. Time for a tentative exploration of the campus, and then to meet Jess at six in the main cafeteria, but first, a quick recording of the day’s events, so he wouldn’t forget to tell George when he wrote to him.


   


  Dear George,


  Well, I’m here – here being room 322 of Lloyd George Building – and it’s all going much better than I expected. You’d be proud of me. I’ve spoken to two different people today. They’re our residential assistants – Bill, which is short for Belinda, and Ali, who just came and put my blinds up for me. Bill has red and purple hair and is studying sociology. She seems really nice. Ali is Asian, with a huge beard and a broad Liverpool accent. He’s studying parapsychology – something to do with miracles. I’ll have to ask him more questions later.


  The room is OK. It’s on the third floor and there’s a desk and bed, but that’s it really. Ali brought me a chair, and it’s


   


  Josh lifted his pen from the page and reconsidered what he’d been about to write. It wouldn’t be fair to tell George about the premium chair and everything that came with it, because Josh knew he was going to pay that extra ten pounds a week. It was worth it, and he could afford it, and that made him feel tremendously guilty. He changed direction and continued to write.
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