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   The sun was shining high in the clear blue skies; a picturesque image ruined only by the faint sight of black barbecue smoke slowly filtering into the air from over on the decking where an assortment of food was starting to burn on the grill due to lack of attention. A lone wood pigeon called out from one of the many trees lining the back of Ian and Aimee’s country-side garden breaking the otherwise ghostly silence.
 
    
 
   Yet twenty five minutes earlier the scene had been different; Aimee had been sitting on a sun-lounger reading a book by her favourite author whilst pretending to listen to the random ramblings of her husband, Ian, as he kept close watch on the food he was cooking for them. Meanwhile their eight year old son, Josh, was playing on the lush green grass with his leather football, signed by the team he supported thanks to his dad’s winning bid during a recent charity evening he had attended. They had all been so busy, enjoying a relaxing Sunday afternoon, that they never heard the pigeon calling out, hidden amongst the trees’ vegetation, perhaps calling out to them - warning them of what was to come.
 
    
 
   Back to the present. A life-changing twenty-five minutes gone in the blink of an eye. The sight of blood next to the burst football on the road adjacent to the garden, still fresh,  already attracting the unwanted attention of magpies. The smell of burning food and tragedy lingering in the warm summer’s air. A lone wood pigeon calling out from the many trees lining the back of Ian and Aimee’s country-side garden.
 
    
 
   Six months passed. 
 
    
 
   Time, and the weather, eroded the stain upon the concrete but did nothing to dilute the pain of losing their only child. The time was eleven-thirty. Ian was laying on his bed wishing for sleep to take him away from the pain he couldn’t release. Even the heavy rain beating against the window, on the far side of the room, couldn’t lull him into sleep the way it used to when everything was normal...When his son was alive.
 
    
 
   He climbed from the bed quietly trying not to wake Aimee, unaware that she wasn’t even laying there. He crept through to the en-suite bathroom and closed the door behind him - only then, when he was sure he wouldn’t disturb Aimee, did he turn the light on. The sight of himself, in the mirror’s unkind reflection, startled him. He was starting to look old despite only being in his late thirties. The last six months had aged him more than he had realised. Probably the constant use of sleeping tablets he thought. He pulled open the medicine cabinet which was concealed behind the mirror. His wife’s anti-depressants stared at him. Ian hated the fact Aimee needed them. He wished he could take on the pain for both of them despite knowing, in reality, that he wouldn’t have been able to handle it.
 
    
 
   They said time is a great healer.
 
    
 
   They lied.
 
    
 
   He picked up Aimee’s small brown bottle of tablets and held it up for a closer look. Half empty. Before he had lost his son, Ian would have thought it was half-full. Those days were gone. Long gone. He wondered whether she would have missed one. She was adamant she needed to keep taking them. He wondered whether they really did offer her any support. More so, he wondered whether they’d offer him any. He put the pills back. He didn’t need them. He’d pull himself together without the need for medication. Besides, if he felt he really did need them - it’s not as though the counsellor they both saw hadn’t offered them to him – he would get his own. He picked up his own bottle, a small jar with sleeping pills inside. Just one to help him drift off. Just one. He pushed the child-proof lid down and twisted it off, throwing it onto the floor. He couldn’t help but think that the lid did nothing to help him move on from what had happened. It just reminded him of what they had lost. When he had picked the tablets up from the pharmacy, he had considered asking if they had one without that style of lid but he had realised he was just being stupid and had kept his opinions to himself. He tipped a pill into the palm of his hand, put the jar back on the shelf, and closed the mirrored door.
 
    
 
   ‘Definitely getting old,’ he thought. His once dark hair was tinged with flecks of grey. Even the stubble on his face was mostly grey now; one of the main reasons he didn’t let it grow into a beard the way he used to. He looked down at his hand, at the pills more precisely. They’re probably not helping.
 
    
 
   Aimee was taking the toll mentally. Physically she still looked as beautiful as she had on the day he married her, not that Ian would have blamed her had she let herself go a little. Her hair, although coloured, was still blonde; always in a style that suited her with a fringe over her bright green eyes. She never left the house without the subtle application of make-up and lip gloss. Ian knew why. She was trying to hide her pain. She didn’t want people seeing that, actually, she was struggling. Ian saw past the make-up though. He did his best to be her rock, the shoulder she needed to cry on, but it was as though something died in both of them, too, on that bleak day.
 
    
 
   Ian closed his eyes and necked the tablet. He swallowed hard and it went down in one. He opened his eyes and looked at himself in the reflection again. He sighed hard.
 
    
 
   The clock was still counting down the seconds and Ian knew it was getting closer and closer to when he had to get up. Coming to bed at half ten, he had hoped to drop off quite fast, as he had to get up early for work the following day. After an hour of just laying there, he knew the chances of an early night were done for. Ian found the nights the worst. At least his days were filled with work and a job that offered a multitude of welcome distractions. Aimee wasn’t as fortunate. When Ian got the pay-rise and promotion at work he had told Aimee to quit her job. He thought he was being nice as it allowed her the time to stay at home and work on her paintings, maybe even sell a few more just as she had been lucky enough to do so before. A month later and their son was dead and Aimee was in an empty house wishing she still had a job to escape to. Ian’s nice thought went against him.
 
    
 
   He switched the light off, so as not to illuminate the bedroom, and opened the door. As he approached the bed, he realised it was empty.
 
    
 
   “Aimee?” he called out. There was no reply. “Honey?” He left the bedroom and walked down the hallway. She didn’t need to answer him for him to know where she was. He was used to this; waking up in the middle of the night, only to find an empty, cold space in the bed next to him. She’d be where she always was when she couldn’t sleep; their son’s old bedroom which had remained virtually unchanged since they had lost him.
 
    
 
   Several times Ian had broached the subject of changing the room around and turning it into something else but, each time, his ideas were met with hostility. Aimee even went as far as to accuse him of not caring for Josh because of his eagerness to do something to the room.
 
    
 
   He stopped in the open doorway to Josh’s old bedroom. Aimee was sat inside with her back to Ian, perched on the edge of Josh’s bed. She didn’t even know he was there.
 
    
 
   “Honey? You okay?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t answer. She just sat there clutching his pillow as she normally did, resting her head down upon it so she could breathe in the scent which still lingered on the pillowcase.
 
    
 
   “Aimee?”
 
    
 
   “I dreamt he was still alive. I dreamt everything was okay and that we were all so happy. When I woke up I believed in the dream for a while longer until I suddenly realised it was just that - a dream. None of it was real. He’s dead and he’s not coming back to us.”
 
    
 
   Ian crossed the room and sat next to Aimee on the bed. He put his arms around her. He didn’t have the words to comfort her. He didn’t have anything other than the warmth of his embrace and he knew, deep down, that it wasn’t enough. He understood the dream. He had them like that too. Cruel tricks of the imagination conning them into thinking all is well in their happy lives. Aimee barely registered Ian’s arm around her. It didn’t surprise him. Since that day, she barely registered when Ian was in the same room as her, let alone touching her.
 
    
 
   “We should move...” he said eventually. He half expected her to kick up a fuss but she didn’t say anything. She just held onto the pillow tighter. “...A fresh start. Staying here isn’t helping either of us. Perhaps move back to the city? Closer to friends and family?” Aimee didn’t reply. Instead she started to cry into the pillow. She loved the country, they both did, but there was no denying it didn’t fill them with as much peace as it used to. Not that it made any difference, Ian squeezed her tighter wishing she could feel him. “I do love you.” He wished she’d say the words back to him. Just once. He hadn’t heard her say the words for as long as he could remember. He didn’t ask her to say them. He didn’t feel as though he needed to. “So much...” he continued.
 
    
 
   He couldn’t help but smile, as he held her there, when he remembered how it used to be between them. He would say that he loved her and she’d always reply how she loved him more. He’d disagree and they’d have a playful little argument about who loved who the most. He realised he couldn’t wish his son back to life but wishing for her to say the words again - to have those playful exchanges again - was that too much to ask?
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   It wasn’t long before offers were being made on the house. People didn’t know about the accident in the road which caused the house to go on the market and, even if they had, they probably wouldn’t have been fazed. The house was in an ideal location; surrounded by lush country-side - perfect for those who sought peace and quiet - and yet not too far from the city if they did have to go to an office or do a shopping run.
 
    
 
   Four spacious double bedrooms, a private study, large kitchen with all the latest mod cons, a dining room separated from the lounge by glass double doors, a good-sized conservatory and, of course, the garden complete with decking. Aimee and Ian knew the house wouldn’t be on the market for very long. Someone would come along and fall in love with it just as they once had; a place to happily spend, what they thought was going to be, the rest of their lives away from the hustle and bustle of busy city-life.
 
    
 
   It had taken them even less time to find their new home too; a small three bedroom property in a quiet cul-de-sac in Hedge End, close to Southampton, even closer to some of their friends. Within two months of putting in an offer on the house, the removal vans were loaded up and heading for what they hoped would be a fresh start. Neither of them were foolish enough to believe this would be the answer to their grieving but, if it could help on any level, it’d be worth it.
 
    
 
   Aimee and Ian were standing by the removal van, watching one of the workers lock their possessions in by closing up the back. Everything packed away carefully in various sized cardboard boxes. Furniture wrapped in many layers of blankets and dust covers. Their lives condensed into two large lorries.
 
    
 
   “We’ll meet you there?” the worker asked as he lit up a cigarette after a job well done.
 
    
 
   Ian nodded, “We’ll be right behind you,” he said, “you have the address, right?”
 
    
 
   “Sure do,” the worker replied. He gave the miserable looking couple a wave and headed for the front of the lorry where the other removal men had congregated to enjoy their post-work fag break.
 
    
 
   Ian put his arm around Aimee, “You okay?” he asked her. He didn’t need an answer. He knew she’d be feeling sad because it was how he was feeling. Partly sad for leaving their home behind and yet a little bit excited about what the future might hold. 
 
    
 
   Aimee turned back towards the house, “I’m not sure,” she said.
 
    
 
   Partly sad.
 
    
 
   Partly excited.
 
    
 
   “Can you give me a couple of minutes?” she asked Ian. “I know it sounds silly but...”
 
    
 
   “Want to say goodbye?”
 
    
 
   She laughed - more out of embarrassment than because of anything funny.
 
    
 
   “I’ll wait in the car,” he said. He gave her a peck on the forehead and gently pushed her away, “I’ve already said goodbye.” 
 
    
 
   She gave him a smile and walked towards the house. So many memories overshadowed by the one bleak one which she hadn’t been able to shake until now - now it was time to go she could only remember the happy memories; Josh playing in the garden. Sliding down a long piece of wet tarpaulin, in the summer months, screaming with delight. He’d reach one end, jump up and run back to where the slide started - a hose spraying water on it to keep it wet and slippery enough. Head first, belly down, arms outstretched - he’d slide all the way down it again, happy to repeat the process time after time. The colder months were spent building snowmen. Noses made from various items depending on what was readily available at the time of the freeze - sometimes carrots, sometimes stones. Branches for arms. Leaves from the trees for hair - again depending on availability. Milder days spent with the football. Up and down he’d kick the ball until she’d call him in for breakfast, lunch, or dinner depending on the time. Sometimes with friends, if he had a sleepover, but mostly by himself - the house was too far for many of his friends to make it for a day visit. A broken rope hung from one of the large trees at the rear of the garden. She couldn’t help but smile when she remembered when the rope had broken. He had cried, her son, but it had still been funny to watch him drop to his bum in mid-swing. It wasn’t the pain that had caused him to cry - she wouldn’t have found that funny - it was the shock of the moment which did it. She could still picture his face when he had been in mid-air, after the snap, with a look of pure panic and confusion.. The look of fear in his eyes when Ian had offered to build him another rope swing. Traumatised for life. And these were just some of the memories that sprang to mind. Images of him sitting on the decking playing his handheld games console, reading books, magazines, even enjoying sandwiches as an afternoon snack. Memories that, until now it was time to leave, had been lost thanks to a moment of tragedy. 
 
    
 
   Aimee looked at the house. More memories in there too. A few arguments with Ian, mainly since the accident, a few tears from Josh whether they were brought on from silly temper tantrums, vivid dreams or the time when he caught his toe against a wall whilst running around. Pictures, in her head, of him playing with his many action figures in his bedroom, building dens out of furniture, pegs and blankets, making a fuss over not wanting to eat his vegetables, wanting to stay up past his bedtime to carry on watching television, asking for bedtime stories to be read.
 
    
 
   “I miss you,” she whispered under her breath. She blew a kiss towards the house and walked back to the car where Ian was waiting.
 
    
 
   “Done everything you needed to?” he asked. 
 
    
 
   She nodded and climbed into the passenger seat, closing the door behind her. Ian climbed into the driver’s seat and slammed the door shut. Seconds later and the engine spat into life before the car slowly made its way down the stony driveway towards the country roads that would lead them to their new life. Towards their new life and away from the newly formed child’s hand-print which appeared on the glass of the bedroom window overlooking the driveway.
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   The country house stayed empty for a couple of days before a light blue Mercedes estate, with its back filled with boxes, pulled up on the stony driveway. As the car pulled in close to the garage, a large removal lorry appeared on the road. The lorry stopped and a passenger jumped from the cab. He ran across to the drive, turned back to the lorry and raised his hands to help guide the driver back as he reversed the truck down the driveway, towards the house.
 
    
 
   A young, pretty female climbed from the car laughing and walked over to the boot of their car, “It’s bigger than I remembered,” she called out to the driver of the Mercedes - a big grin on her face. Her name was Emily. An attractive, petite woman in her late twenties with mousey-blonde hair and hazel eyes; her eyes being one of her new husband Jason’s favourite features.
 
    
 
   “I thought this day was never going to come,” Jason replied as he jumped from the driver’s seat of the Merc. A dark haired professional man, with light facial stubble, in his early thirties. He looked across the large front garden towards the ‘sold’ sign which was sticking up where it had been planted in the garden’s soft earth. Emily gave a squeal of delight and ran across to the sign, ignoring the driver’s mate who was still navigating the lorry towards their new home. Using both hands she tried to pull the sign up from the dirt but it didn’t budge. The harder she tried, the less it seemed to move. It didn’t help her efforts when she started to get a fit of the giggles at her own inability to uproot the sign. “Okay,” said Jason, “maybe I’ll do it then.” He walked over and took hold of the sign - moving Emily’s hands in the process. “Budge over, woman! It’s a good job I didn’t marry you for your strength!” he teased.
 
    
 
   Despite offering her the chance to remove the sign, he had had a sneaking feeling he’d end up doing it himself. This was, after all, the woman who often had to get him to help take the lids off the tops of bottles.
 
    
 
   “Ready?” he asked. “Three, two....One!” He pulled with all of his strength - so much so that his face contorted with the effort he was putting in. Emily couldn’t help but laugh harder at his failing efforts. Jason released his grip and shook his hands, “Okay, that was the warm up!” he pointed out whilst his face reddened, giving away his obvious embarrassment.
 
    
 
   “Of course it was, dear,” said Emily. A grin on her face to match that of the Cheshire Cat. She made no attempt to hide her patronising tone either. “You do realise, when this does come out of the ground, it’s because I loosened it for you, right?”
 
    
 
   Jason gave it another tug but, again, it didn’t move. “Are you sure you didn’t push it in further?” he asked, “The bastard thing won’t budge!” he laughed.
 
    
 
   Emily teased him right back, “It’s a good job I didn’t marry you for your strength, isn’t it?”
 
    
 
   Jason released the pole and took a step back, “You know what...”
 
    
 
   “What’s that?” asked Emily. She crossed her arms as she waited for Jason’s excuse. He always did this when he couldn’t do something. He’d try his hand at whatever needed doing for a couple of minutes and would then find a reason which meant he didn’t have to see it through to the end because it was too tricky for him.
 
    
 
   “I think we should leave it here,” he said.
 
    
 
   “Oh?”
 
    
 
   “It adds character to the house.”
 
    
 
   “Character?” Emily tried not to laugh.
 
    
 
   “Yeah. Don’t you think? A certain little charm. It shows that someone loves the house...”
 
    
 
   Emily played along with him, “I suppose it does.”
 
    
 
   “Shows people it’s sold.”
 
    
 
   “The word ‘sold’ does give it away a bit.”
 
    
 
   “And that, in turn, means we won’t get any squatters coming up the drive to try their luck...You know...A sneaky look into the windows to see if the house is empty or not.”
 
    
 
   “Well, seeing as you put it like that,” said Emily as she desperately tried to hide her smile, “what say we leave the sign there for a while longer?”
 
    
 
   “Exactly my thoughts,” said Jason.
 
    
 
   “Well they do say ‘great minds think alike’.”
 
    
 
   “And we could always have another go at removing it from the garden after a heavy rain?” he said.
 
    
 
   “Because heavy rain does tend to scare squatters off so we’ll be safe from them coming up our driveway to scope out the house...”
 
    
 
   “Exactly!”
 
    
 
   Emily was unsure whether Jason ignored her sarcasm or just didn’t spot it because he was too wrapped up in his lame excuse as to why he should leave the sold sign in the garden.
 
    
 
   “Where do you want everything?” one of the removal men shouted from the back of the parked lorry.
 
    
 
   Jason called out to them, “We’ll be right there...Just start getting it off the lorry.” The removal man gave him a thumbs up to show he understood.
 
    
 
   “What’s up?” asked Emily, confused as to why Jason didn’t just go over to start directing them.
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” he smiled, “I just wanted to take a couple of minutes with my new wife.” He took her left hand with his right and pulled her close for a kiss on the cheek. She smiled. “I love you,” he said.
 
    
 
   “I love you too,” she beamed.
 
    
 
   Jason smiled and kissed her on the cheek again. “We’ll be happy here,” he said.
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe it’s ours,” said Emily. They stayed in a warm embrace as they looked upon their new home. The sun setting behind it making it seemingly glow in the late afternoon haze; a truly picturesque image. “You still owe me a proper Honeymoon, though. This doesn’t count! I want a beach!”
 
    
 
   “Bournemouth?”
 
    
 
   “I want sun! Heat! Cocktails by the pool...”
 
    
 
   “Jesus, you were never this needy before we got married,” Jason joked, “what happened?” There was a loud crash from the back of the lorry which got both of their attention, “Come on, we best give them a hand before they destroy everything.”
 
    
 
   “Where did you find them again?” Emily asked as they both started walking back to where the lorry had parked up in front of their new home.
 
    
 
   “Friend of a friend.” Another crash from the back of the lorry. “They were cheap,” he reminded Emily. He called out to the removal men, “You guys alright?” he asked them. He didn’t give them a chance to answer before continuing with, “More to the point - is our stuff okay?”
 
    
 
   A large man appeared at the back of the lorry, “Sorry, man. Soon as we opened the back up, the boxes just started falling from the top!”
 
    
 
   “Falling from the top?” Jason repeated.
 
    
 
   The man nodded, “Never happened before...”
 
    
 
   “You sure they were packed okay in the first place? A little rough driving...Some of them dislodged and were leaning awkwardly...”
 
    
 
   “They were packed fine!” said the man - almost offended at what Jason was insinuating. 
 
    
 
   “Yeah, okay, well what say we start off loading them before anything else gets broken. We can talk about the blame game later on when I’m deducting it from the final payment.”
 
    
 
   The man frowned and turned back into the lorry to save getting into an argument with his customer.
 
    
 
   Emily raised her eyebrows at Jason, “Maybe next time we don’t go with the cheapest quote?”
 
    
 
   “You think?” 
 
    
 
   Jason walked over to the front door and unlocked it. Emily walked back to the Mercedes where their pet dog, a young golden labrador called Roald, was barking impatiently - his tail wagging at the sight of the large garden waiting to be explored.
 
    
 
   “Go on then,” said Emily as she freed Roald from the confines of the car, “do your business.” The dog, named after Jason’s favourite author Roald Dahl, didn’t need a second invitation and ran directly into the middle of the garden barking with excitement.
 
    
 
   She closed the door and smiled as she watched Roald investigating his new surroundings. Their last house had only had a small garden so he rarely got to stretch his legs like this unless Jason took him for a walk during one of his writing breaks and, sadly for Roald, the writing breaks were few and far between for the newly published author - especially as his agent was continually breathing down his neck agitating for his next book. Emily took her eyes off the dog and looked towards the house. She couldn’t believe they had finally done it. They’d been renting property for so long she thought she’d never get on the housing ladder and, even when she dreamed of it, she never thought her first house would be as grand as this.
 
    
 
   “Em!” Jason called over from the doorway. When he caught her eye he beckoned for her to come closer. She didn’t need asking twice and walked over.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” she asked. He smiled and suddenly scooped her up in his arms making her scream in the process. “What are you doing?” she asked with a nervous laugh.
 
    
 
   “I...I...” he struggled with his words whilst also struggling with his balance, “...It’s...It’s romantic!” he finally stuttered as he stepped over the threshold of the house. He lowered her back to the floor at the first opportunity. “Jesus! How much do you weigh?” he laughed as he playfully held his back.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!” she laughed. “We already established, with the sign, that you have no upper body strength. Too busy sitting on your arse tapping away on your keyboard all day!”
 
    
 
   “Fair comment,” he looked around the hallway. A long hallway with the kitchen at the far end. More doors leading off the hallway which led to a living room, a separate dining room, an office space, downstairs toilet and a closet which he already knew would be used as nothing more than a dumping ground for items which didn’t have a proper home - such as the golf clubs he purchased on a whim one time, much to Emily’s horror.
 
    
 
   He had used them once.
 
    
 
   “I don’t even think we have enough stuff to fill this house,” he joked.
 
    
 
   “I’m sure I can use the advance that you got for your new book to fill it up!” Emily smiled.
 
    
 
   “Hmmm, I’ll bet you could...” he laughed. He put his arm around her again and gave her a tight squeeze. Another crash from the removal lorry outside reminded them both that they still had some work to do. “Goddamn it!”
 
    
 
   Emily couldn’t help but laugh.
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   Jason and Emily did have a honeymoon booked to coincide with their wedding; two weeks on one of the small islands just off the coast of Cuba - enticed there by the holiday company’s pictures showcasing the clear skies, the shining sun, the breathtaking sunsets overlooking the water, the water itself as clear as crystals shining beautifully in the sunshine. A little more research showed that it was the perfect, idealistic place to relax after the stresses of organising the wedding. Nothing to do other than soak up the rays on the beach front, snorkel, swim with dolphins and enjoy trips out to sea on one of the islands many tourist boats. The perfect location - one they both were very much looking forward to visiting. The honeymoon wasn’t cancelled as such. Instead it was postponed when they stumbled across the countryside house on the estate agent’s website whilst browsing one lazy afternoon.
 
    
 
   They had been looking for a house for a good number of months but the houses they had seen were either too small, wrong location or simply too expensive - even with the substantial advance Jason had received for his new novel. It wasn’t the end of the world, though. They had already decided to wait until after the honeymoon before having a proper look at the market and making their move. After all, it was stressful enough planning the wedding - ensuring everyone was catered for, without having to worry about moving house too.
 
    
 
   But then Jason stumbled across this house.
 
    
 
   Neither Emily nor Jason believed it when they first saw the price advertised next to the picture of this home - their new home - and both were quick to question it when they called into the estate agents. The reason behind the slightly lower than expected price was just put down to the owners wanting a quick sale - something Jason was keen to exploit when he successfully managed to negotiate an even cheaper selling price.
 
    
 
   As soon as their offer was accepted, they came to the mutual decision of postponing the honeymoon by a year. The holiday company charged them a few hundred pounds extra, due to the late notice, to move the honeymoon to a later date and the honeymoon period was used to move house instead - funded by the reasonable spending money they had put aside for their vacation.
 
    
 
   By the end of the first day of moving, the lorry had been unloaded and sent on its way -after knocking down the price of what was owed due to damage caused to some of their furniture and personal possessions. The furniture had been placed in the rooms in which they now belonged, and the boxes had been littered throughout whatever spare space they stumbled across first.
 
    
 
   “I think that will do for today,” said Jason as he closed the front door.
 
    
 
   “Really?” Emily placed a final box on top of another of the boxes in the hallway. She wiped her brow.
 
    
 
   “I’m beat,” he continued, “and besides...I thought...This last bit of strength I’ve set aside...We could...You know...” he walked over to her and put his arms around her.
 
    
 
   She smiled coyly, “No...I don’t think I do know...What could we do?”
 
    
 
   He leant down to her ear and whispered. 
 
    
 
   “Oh really?” she laughed. “Should I at least find the bags with all the bedding?”
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “Not necessary!” he laughed. “I’m happy to do it on top of the mattress as it is.”
 
    
 
   “Mr Romantic!” she laughed. “Go and have a wash, you’re all sweaty...I’ll find the bedding. We’re going to need it later anyway.” Still smiling, she pushed Jason away.
 
    
 
   “Well, okay, but just so you know...I can strip off and wash in approximately four minutes so you’d better be quick!” he laughed. He leant forward and gave her a kiss on the cheek before he about turned and ran up the stairs. He called back down as he disappeared around the corner, towards the bathroom, “Just so you know...Once we’ve christened the bedroom - we’re moving to the rest of the house too!”
 
    
 
   “You mean you’re not going to just pass out this time, like you usually do?” she called up to him.
 
    
 
   Mere seconds passed before Jason appeared at the top of the stairs again with a ‘matter of fact’ expression on his face, “Well, you know, you will leave me to do all the work, won’t you? I mean, if you moved from time to time...Perhaps I’d have more energy afterwards...”
 
    
 
   “Get out of it, you cheeky sod!” she laughed.
 
    
 
   Jason pulled a face and disappeared back towards the bathroom - cheering like an excited schoolboy the whole way. Emily simply shook her head, mildly amused by her husband’s antics, and started to look for the bedding.
 
    
 
   Some people, mutual friends in particular, found Jason’s childish antics, such as his face pulling, to be a little over the top from time to time. Thankfully he only really played up like that when he was over-excited about something - like a big kid. Emily liked it, though. It was one of the many characteristics of his that had attracted her to him in the first place. She loved how he could be deadly serious when the time came but also, when relaxed, how he could poke fun at himself and act the fool to try and amuse others around him. Two different sides to him which were dependent on the given situation. She loved both sides.
 
    
 
   Jason knew he could be a little over the top from time to time and that’s one of the many reasons why he loved Emily; she kept him grounded without feeling the need to moan, or nag. During soft, soppy moments - usually spurred on by the alcohol which he’d only really drink after completing a new book - he often referred to her as his perfect woman. When sober, he’d jokingly deny all knowledge and remind her that there were many areas in which she could improve herself; suggestions which were usually met with a playful slap or some harsh words depending on the mood with which they were received.
 
    
 
   A dark shadow running back across the landing caught Emily’s attention from the corner of her eye. She couldn’t help but grin as she realised what it was - Jason getting ready to pounce out on her as soon as she went up the stairs to join him in the bedroom. She was used to his tricks now. After all, she had lived with him for a few years now. Long enough to learn his ways. It was as though he needed to do such pranks, from time to time, as a way of relieving his boredom - no doubt brought about by spending vast amounts of time home alone, locked in his office working on novels. Sometimes he managed to catch her unaware and sometimes his efforts fell flat - having made too much noise getting into whatever nook or cranny that he wanted to leap out from. This was one of the latter occasions.
 
    
 
   Emily silently crept up the stairs, her heart in the back of her throat as the adrenaline surged through her body whilst she mentally prepared herself to try and scare him - all the time aware Jason could leap out first. A couple of the stairs creaked as she made her way up them but not enough, she hoped at least, to raise any alarm or suspicion on Jason’s part.
 
    
 
   As she neared the top of the stairs she quietly went on all fours. If Jason was about to leap out from behind the corner - he wouldn’t expect her to be down here so she’d still have a chance of making him jump.
 
    
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” asked Jason - his voice came from the other side of the landing and made Emily jump before bursting into a fit of laughter. “I’ll repeat,” he said, her laughter being contagious and spreading to him, “what the hell are you doing?”
 
    
 
   “I thought you were hiding behind the wall to scare me,” she admitted, “I was going to get you first!” She stood up, “Must have been Roald,” she laughed.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think so - look!” Jason pointed to the bedroom behind him. Emily looked where he was pointing. Roald was on the bed, sound asleep. “I think he overdid it in the garden,” Jason continued. “Shall we just put it down to you being overtired?” he joked.
 
    
 
   “Shut up!” she carried on up the stairs to join him on the landing.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay - it’s been a hard couple of days!” he continued.
 
    
 
   “I thought I saw something!” she moaned.
 
    
 
   “Well when you’re quite finished - I believe we were about to have us some sexy time?” he took her hand and led her through to the bedroom. “Oh there is one thing,” he said without turning around to face her.
 
    
 
   “What’s that?” she asked.
 
    
 
   With no warning Jason quickly turned his head back to Emily and screamed in her face - an action which, in turn, caused her to scream with fright.
 
    
 
   “Asshole!” she yelled when she came to her senses. She slapped him across the arm whilst he stood there and laughed.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry! I’m sorry!” he laughed, “I couldn’t resist!”
 
    
 
   “Why would you do that?” Emily whined.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry!” he kissed her on the mouth. “I’m sorry!” he repeated as he pulled her closer. His breathing changed as he kissed her again - his hands sliding down her back and caressing her bottom.
 
    
 
   “You’re an asshole!” she reminded him before kissing him back.
 
    
 
   Roald woke up - as though disturbed by a sixth sense telling him what was about to happen. He whined, jumped down from the bed, and curled up on the floor before trying to return to whatever happy dream he was previously having.
 
    
 
   Jason pulled Emily back, still kissing her, towards the bed - where they both landed on the unmade mattress.
 
    
 
   “I love you,” he whispered when they stopped kissing.
 
    
 
   “I love you too - even though I don’t know why!” Emily replied.
 
    
 
   Roald suddenly sat up and started to growl. The sound snapped Jason and Emily out of their heated moment as they both turned to see what was wrong with him.
 
    
 
   “Great timing, Roald!” Jason laughed. Normally when he mentioned Roald’s name it would make the dog look at him, even if Roald was busy chasing wildlife - at the sound of his name he’d stop whatever it was he was doing and pay his master attention. Not this time, though. He simply growled again - his dark eyes fixed on the bedroom door. “What is it, boy?”
 
    
 
   Roald suddenly jumped to his feet and ran from the room.
 
    
 
   “What the hell was that all about?” Jason called out after him - not that Roald answered him or even acknowledged the question.
 
    
 
   “Well you can go and investigate,” said Emily, “whilst I find the bedding.” She jumped up and straightened her clothes out.
 
    
 
   “What? No! Come on! You can’t leave me like this!” complained Jason as he pointed to the rather obvious bulge in his trousers.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” Emily verbally pushed him. “Besides, you still need a wash - as do I!”
 
    
 
   “But we were just starting something nice...” Jason playfully moaned.
 
    
 
   “And the sooner you check on the dog and have a wash...The sooner I’ve found the bedding...The sooner we can pick up where we left off!” Emily said - a tone of a strict parent as opposed to an amorous lover, despite the situation they were both in. She walked from the room, determined to find the bedding wherever it had been left.
 
    
 
   Jason thumped down on the bed out of frustration.
 
    
 
   “I heard that!” Emily called from the stairs.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “What do you think?” Jason asked Emily as he span around, impatiently, on his leather office chair. He was sitting in front of his typewriter - an empty page resting in the machine waiting for his words to turn it into something more interesting than just another dead tree. Half full cardboard boxes surrounded him and filled every free space in the room.
 
    
 
   Emily was sitting in the corner of the room, on a black leather bean-bag, thumbing through the first pages of his latest novel - a novel that was now overdue with his frustrated, and frustrating, agent. Emily always read his work before anyone else. He used her as a gauge. She normally liked his books and he trusted her judgement. If she even hesitated as to whether she thought it was a good idea or not, he’d scrap it without a second thought. 
 
    
 
   “Well?” he pushed her for an answer.
 
    
 
   “Ssh!” she hissed at him. She was annoyed at being made to read his current progress in the first place. After all he was supposed to be upstairs unpacking the remaining boxes in his office - not working on his book. Especially considering he had told her he wouldn’t work on it until she went back to work - instead he’d leave the typewriter boxed up and help her unpack everything  so she didn’t have to return to work with the job unfinished. She didn’t moan at him, though. She knew there was no point. There was never any point when his ideas hit him - she knew, when the muse hit home, he had to get the words down or else he’d forget them or they’d get diluted over time.
 
    
 
   She put the handful of pages down and smiled, “It’s good.”
 
    
 
   “Really?”
 
    
 
   “Yes. I wouldn’t say so if I didn’t think it.” She stood up, “So are you going to carry on helping me now?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “So you didn’t like it but you want me to think you did just so I’ll carry on unpacking?” he ventured.
 
    
 
   “No, I liked it. I wouldn’t have said so if I didn’t. I could just really do with a hand unpacking. She could feel her temper starting to rise, not that she wanted it to. She didn’t want to be one of those wives - the nagging kind - but she was due back to work the following day and there was still lots to get done. Their progress had been hampered by the friends and family members who had dropped by to see their new place since the day they had moved in just over a week ago. The fact that they showed up, out of the blue, annoyed both Emily and Jason - not that they showed their feelings - because they had already told people they’d be holding a house-warming party when they were settled in properly. But no, a handful of family members and friends were all too impatient and swung by anyway, with kind intentions of helping out; offers of help which were declined by the happy, but stressed, couple as they knew it would lead to a barrage of questions all centered around, “Where does this belong?”
 
    
 
   Jason stood up, “Come on,” he said, “get your coat...”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I’m taking my wife out for dinner.”
 
    
 
   “I can’t. There’s too much to get done!” Emily pointed out - desperately trying to hold back the tears of frustration which were starting to fill her eyes.
 
    
 
   “It’s not going anywhere,” Jason pushed, “and we need to eat. I promise, when we get back, we can get our heads down, get cracking, and I’ll even carry on whilst you have a soak in the tub.”
 
    
 
   “Promise?”
 
    
 
   Jason nodded, “Get your coat. We’ll try the pub down the road.”
 
    
 
   It wouldn’t be the first time Jason had promised to do something and then failed to actually follow it through. Not because he was being malicious, or trying to upset Emily, he’d just forget. He’d find himself easily distracted by something else rather than what he was actually meant to be doing - only remembering the original duties when he saw Emily doing it herself. By then it was too late. He’d always offer to take over but she’d tell him not to worry about it and, worse still, she’d use that tone of voice. At first this little trait of his annoyed her - especially when she initially thought he did it on purpose - but now she was used to it. She just hoped that today, of all days, he’d remember his promise and actually help her out as she didn’t want to go back to work knowing there was still a load of unpacking waiting for her at home.
 
    
 
   “What shall we do with Roald?” Jason asked as he struggled to his feet. He always struggled to his feet after any amount of time writing. His body had gotten too used to the comfort of his office chair and would tend to doze off.
 
    
 
   “He’ll be fine here,” said Emily. She stepped forward and snuggled into her husband as he desperately kicked his left leg around in the hope it would get the blood circulating again. “Besides - they might not allow dogs in the local pub. It probably won’t be the best of introductions to make to the owners; walking in with a dog.”
 
    
 
   Jason was apprehensive about leaving Roald alone in the house for the first time, especially considering they hadn’t finished properly moving in, but he knew Emily was right.
 
    
 
   “Come on - let’s eat!” He span her around and gave her a playful push towards the door - a push, no doubt, helped by the little smack he gave her bum. “I’m having scampi and chips!”
 
    
 
   “You always have scampi and chips,” she laughed.
 
    
 
   “Can’t fault a classic!”
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   Pubs in the country were nicer than city pubs - not just in the way they looked but with the sort of people they attracted and with their atmosphere as a whole. At least - that was usually the case.
 
    
 
   This pub was very much like other country pubs that Emily and Jason had frequented - with regards to the layout and the general look; old brickwork, inviting sign on the doorway introducing the owners and welcoming you in, pretty curtains hanging in the open windows that blew gently in the breeze, low ceilings with wooden beams, a long oak bar with various taps sat upon it with spirits all hanging on the walls behind, round oak tables dotted around the room with wooden spoons - poking up from cutlery holders - boasting the table’s number. A classic country pub for sure.
 
    
 
   The only difference was the atmosphere.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t unfriendly, as such. The bar area, which was full with people enjoying a liquid lunch or waiting for a table in the seated area, didn’t just stop  and go deathly quiet when Emily and Jason walked in. It just went a little quieter with a few people being rather obvious about looking at the new couple - as though they already knew of them before any introductions had been made and were now curious as to put faces to the names they’d heard around the small village.
 
    
 
   Jason took the lead towards the bar, with Emily a few steps behind him - where she was happy to remain until the locals got the curiosity out of their systems.
 
    
 
   “Hi,” Jason approached the petite girl behind the bar - a girl in her late twenties with long, wet-look curly hair and nicely applied make-up, black pencil skirt with a white blouse - top two buttons undone. She smiled her response. “Busy!” he pointed out. “Do you know if there’s a long wait for a table?”
 
    
 
   “About an hour,” she said keeping her conversation short and simple. She took a step towards the bar as though she expected him to carry on with his conversation.
 
    
 
   “An hour? Okay.” He turned to Emily and shrugged. She shrugged back. He turned back to the bar, “That’s fine...Do we need to book in or anything?”
 
    
 
   The girl went to the other side of the bar and returned with a wooden spoon. “When it’s ready,” she said, “we’ll call the number.”
 
    
 
   Jason smiled, “Thank you. So - we okay to get some drinks?”
 
    
 
   The girl nodded, “What can I get for you?”
 
    
 
   “I’ll have a Coke, please.” He turned back to Emily, “What can I get you?”
 
    
 
   “The same,” Emily replied. The more time they spent at the bar - the more uncomfortable she was feeling with the way they were being treated. Occasionally she was used to people recognising Jason but normally they were happy to meet him. Sometimes they even asked for an autograph although, much to his disappointment, those times were rare. Usually they just looked as though trying to place his face - they knew him but couldn’t say where from until they’d see his picture, once again, on the back cover of one of his books.
 
    
 
   “Two Cokes,” he told the girl. Desperate for conversation he tried again, “Always this busy? I thought it would be quiet at this time of day.”
 
    
 
   “Lunch time? Pubs have a habit of getting a little busier at lunch time,” she retorted - her reply dripping heavy with sarcasm. She poured the two drinks using the Coke tap and passed them over. “Four pounds eighty, please.”
 
    
 
   “Can we open a tab?”
 
    
 
   She shook her head. 
 
    
 
   “Useful,” said Jason. He tried his best to match her previous sarcasm level but failed by a country mile. “We’ll wait over there then,” he pointed over to a quieter section of the bar and gave her a smile. Emily, meanwhile, leaned over and took the drinks before making her way to where her husband had pointed.
 
    
 
   “What the hell was that about?” she asked him when he caught up with her. She handed him one of the drinks.
 
    
 
   “Maybe they treat everyone like that? Just need a little time to warm to us.”
 
    
 
   “You think I want to give them time to warm to us after that? I wouldn’t be sad if we never came here again!” she said.
 
    
 
   “It might be nice,” he pointed out. He picked up the menu and flicked through to the fish section, “No scampi. Yeah, maybe we don’t have to come back here again,” he said.
 
    
 
   “It’s not you,” said a man close to where they were sitting. Harold, an older man in his late sixties. The way he sat on the stool, leaning against the bar with his pint to the side of him - he looked as though he was at home. No doubt one of the regulars - an older gentleman who’d moved to the country for peace and quiet and the fine comforts of a country pub. His hair was grey and his face clean-shaven with the exception of an odd tuft of stubble which was on his neck line where he must have missed when he was shaving it.
 
    
 
   Jason looked to him, “It’s you?”
 
    
 
   “You trying to be clever?” asked Harold.
 
    
 
   “No. It’s just when someone says it’s not you they tend to go on and say it’s them before breaking someone’s heart.”
 
    
 
   Harold slowly turned his head to see Jason properly for the first time. He didn’t say anything. He just sat and stared whilst trying to work out whether this man in front of him was trying to be a smart-ass with him or not.
 
    
 
   “Okay then,” said Jason slowly as he felt the burning stare of the stranger.
 
    
 
   “Let’s just go,” said Emily.
 
    
 
   “I was saying,” Harold started again, “it’s not you...They’re not being funny with you. The looks you’re getting...The way Lucy was...It’s not you...”
 
    
 
   “Good to know,” said Jason who had no idea what the old man was going on about.
 
    
 
   “It’s the memories you bring back,” Harold finished.
 
    
 
   “Memories? What memories? We’ve never been here before,” Jason pointed out.
 
    
 
   The old man stood up and downed his pint, “A lot of sad memories,” he said thoughtfully. He put his glass down and walked out of the pub.
 
    
 
   “What the hell was that about?” asked Jason.
 
    
 
   “I mean it - let’s just go. We’re clearly not welcome.”
 
    
 
   “This is bullshit - we haven’t done anything!” He looked at everyone else in the bar. No one was looking at them. No one was watching. No one even looked as though they wanted to. It was as though they didn’t exist. The other patrons blanked them out - if they weren’t there then it meant the memories of what had happened wouldn’t come storming back to haunt them. “Come on,” he took Emily’s hand and pulled her up from the stool she had claimed as her own, “let’s go. I fancied a take-away anyway.” He led his beloved from the pub.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The front door to their newly acquired house opened and Emily and Jason stepped inside - Emily with the keys in her hand and Jason with two large pizza boxes and a couple of smaller boxes which contained the sides they had ordered.
 
    
 
   Emily threw the keys into an ash-tray, which was on a small table with a vase of flowers on it by the front door, and closed the door behind Jason. Both of them still clearly annoyed by what they had experienced in the pub.
 
    
 
   “I’ll have a word,” said Jason. “By myself, I’ll go in during the day when it’s a little quieter and ask what the problem is...You heard the man...It’s them...Not us...”
 
    
 
   “He was just trying to make us feel better!” Emily pointed out, kicking her shoes into the corner of the hallway where Jason also kicked his.
 
    
 
   “Did you see his face? I don’t think he gave a shit about our feelings! He was just telling us how it was. Something about bad memories.”
 
    
 
   “What memories? We’ve never even been there before!”
 
    
 
   “Maybe it’s something to do with the family here before us? I don’t know, Emi...” he stopped mid-sentence. “Where’s Roald?” he asked. Normally if they left the house with the dog - he’d be there, at the door, to greet them when they returned.
 
    
 
   “Asleep? I don’t know.”
 
    
 
   “Roald?” Jason called out for him. “Here boy! We got pizza! Your favourite!” he paused and listened for the bounding paw steps of an excited canine but there was nothing. “That’s not right,” he said. He put the pizza boxes down on the table. “I’ll check upstairs,” he said as he raced up the stairs to search the rooms.
 
    
 
   Emily didn’t need to say she’d look downstairs - she just got on with it. 
 
    
 
   Both Jason and Emily called his name as they looked but he didn’t come running or even let out a little bark to let them know he was okay - something he’d often do if he couldn’t be bothered to move from a spot he found to be particularly comfortable.
 
    
 
   “Is he down there?” Jason called from the top of the stairs as he saw Emily cross the hallway to the next room - the living room.
 
    
 
   “Hang on...” she disappeared into the room and called back seconds later, “Relax - he’s in here...”
 
    
 
   Jason ran down the stairs, like a concerned parent, and into the living room. From Roald’s lack of acknowledgement he half expected to find Roald huddled in a corner with a high fever, knocking on death’s door. Instead, he found him highly alert, sat upright looking out of the patio doors. “Roald?” Jason called him again as he approached but he still didn’t move. “What have you seen?”
 
    
 
   Jason passed Emily who was just standing there - unsure how to react to this new strange, almost aggressive appearing, behaviour.
 
    
 
   “He’s worrying me,” she pointed out, “what’s he seen?”
 
    
 
   “Probably a pheasant. Here - Roald...”
 
    
 
   As Jason neared his pet, Roald suddenly snapped at him and started barking. The sudden, uncharacteristic ferociousness caused both Emily and Jason to jump back a little.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck!” exclaimed Jason. “Does everyone have it in for us today?” he started to nervously laugh when it was obvious Roald wasn’t going to attack - he was just letting him know to back off or else Jason would most likely regret it. “Fucking heart feels like it’s going to explode!” he laughed.
 
    
 
   He side stepped Roald, giving him plenty of space, and turned the key in the patio door. Seconds later he pushed the handle down and kicked the door open. “Here - go and kill whatever it is that’s wound you up, boy!” he told Roald.
 
    
 
   The dog needed no second words of encouragement. As soon as the door was open he charged into the garden with a look of determination. Emily and Jason just stood and watched him.
 
    
 
   “What do you think has him so pent up?”
 
    
 
   Jason replied, “Guess we’ll find out in a minute.”
 
    
 
   They both watched as the dog silently ran across the garden. Jason half expected him to suddenly just stop as though he had reached his destination but he didn’t. He kept going. Soon he was at the far end - a row of hedges marking the end of their property.
 
    
 
   The hedges didn’t stop Roald as he leapt them in an effortless bound.
 
    
 
   “Shit!” shouted Jason as he ran into the garden, closely followed by Emily, as soon as Roald failed to stop at the property’s edge. The dog disappeared over the hedge to where Jason knew there was a main road. “Roald!” he called out.
 
    
 
   Seconds after Roald disappeared from their vision both Emily and Jason reached the hedge. Relief rushed over Jason when he noticed Roald had also stopped right slap bang in the middle of the road.
 
    
 
   “What the hell are you doing boy?” he asked as he climbed through the foliage. “Wait here,” he told Emily as he dragged his foot - the last bit of him - through to the other side. “Come on, we’ve had enough weirdness today,” he said with a stern tone of voice.
 
    
 
   Roald was just lying on his belly with his head between his front legs which were stretched out in front of him. His ears down in an act of submission and a high pitched whimpering coming from his throat.
 
    
 
   “Okay, Roald, you’re aware this is a road, right? Come on - what the hell has gotten into you?” Jason slowly approached him so as not to spook him. He didn’t want the dog taking off again and, more importantly, he didn’t fancy getting snapped at again either. He was sure Roald wouldn’t have meant it but it wouldn’t have made it hurt any the less. 
 
    
 
   He needn’t have worried. The dog didn’t even flinch when Jason grasped his collar. Instead he let his master move him to the side of the road and out of the path of any traffic - not that there was any traffic around at that particular moment.
 
    
 
   “Good job it’s a quiet day,” he pointed out to Emily. “God knows what would have happened had it not been...” He pulled some of the thicket back and beckoned for Roald to go, “Home!”
 
    
 
   The dog didn’t need to be told twice and jumped through the hole Jason had prepared for him. Once through he patiently waited for Jason to catch up with him whilst allowing a concerned Emily to gently tickle behind his ear. Sitting there with his tongue hanging from his mouth and his tail wagging - he was like a different dog.
 
    
 
   “Let’s just put today down as one of those days, yeah?” suggested Jason as he dragged his way back through the hedge.
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   Jason woke up to a note on his bedside cabinet wishing him a nice day and informing him that Emily would be home between seven and eight - not that he needed a note saying when she was due back as she always stayed later on the first few days after a holiday. Something about having to check through all the messages her colleagues had left in her inbox - some of them quick, trivial and easy to solve whilst others took more time. Not that it mattered what the nature of the email as the volume alone was enough to ensure she always had a game of catch up to play. So much so, in fact, that - on her first two days back in the office - she often said she couldn’t be disturbed unless it was really, really important. A rule which gave her a little breathing space.
 
    
 
   Jason rolled onto his side. He liked having his wife home with him but, at the same time, he had always enjoyed his private mornings to do with as he pleased. With Emily home, at the same time, his starts tended to follow a different routine rather than when there was no one in the house other than the dog and him. 
 
    
 
   Just a couple more minutes, he thought. A few more quiet moments snuggled under the warmth of the duvet to contemplate what he’d do with his day. He never planned what to do the night before as he found that the plans would change or he’d instantly be put off getting out of bed because of the list of chores that were waiting for him. No - he much preferred to wake up to an otherwise empty day and formulate a plan from there; a bit of writing, a bit of channel-hopping on the television, a little bit of surfing the various social networking sites he belonged to, answer some fan mail and maybe, if there was time, attack those boxes he had promised Emily he’d help with. Even if the boxes were opened, at least, with the bits and pieces inside laid out in front of them. That way it looked as though he had made a start. That and the fact he knew Emily would, most likely, carry on and put the stuff away for him. A little bit of a cheat but he’d always come in half-way through and say something along the lines of, “I was just about to do that - leave it!” and she’d normally reply with, “I’ve nearly done it now - it doesn’t matter.” A trick he had learned with the washing up and putting the clean clothes away. A trick that Emily was all too used to.
 
    
 
   Today, he decided, was to be a writing day. 
 
    
 
   Emily’s encouragement, the day before, had made him want to carry his story on. It always helped when someone looked over his work and said whether it was good or not. Sometimes, as a writer, he’d get so lost in this world he had created that he couldn’t tell the bullshit from the literary gold. Something that was evident from his last novel - a critical failure although, thankfully, still a success with the majority of his readers.
 
    
 
   At the time he was disappointed to read the negative reviews but he soon put them to the back of his mind when his fans started to stick up to him on his facebook page. He always said he wrote for them and not the critics. A point that Emily was first to raise - said in an effort to get him from the depression the critics had unwittingly put him in. Emily was first to raise the point but - once it was in his mind - he claimed it as his own.
 
    
 
   Yes - today was definitely going to be a writing day.
 
    
 
   After a little nap. After all, there were still enough hours left in the day to get everything done.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
    
 
   It was well into the afternoon when Jason finally opened his eyes again. He used to hate wasting most of the day like this but now he simply looked at it with the thought process telling him his body obviously needed the sleep and that it would make his writing better. A thought process he didn’t share with Emily as he knew she’d disagree and start calling him lazy or complaining that - if she had to get up early every day - so should he. With regards to Emily - he always kept his long sleeps to himself. No sense in rocking the boat and it’s not as though she needed to know. Whenever she came home, from a day at the office, he’d be sitting there typing away at his latest story - each new word typed, slowly chipping away at the word count limit and plot.
 
    
 
   Armed with a bowl of cornflakes, drowning in milk, by his side - along with a now lukewarm cup of tea - Jason sat at his typewriter waiting for inspiration to hit. The one problem, he found, in going directly to your work space, is that all good intentions flew out of the window if there was even a hint of writer’s block. Today even the lined paper that was scribbled full of notes, also next to the typewriter, didn’t offer him any clues what to type next. Annoying considering that he had the story, he had the plot twists, his characters were defined and he even had his ending - the bit he, funnily enough, often started with. For some reason today it just wasn’t coming together although the annoying lack of progress still wasn’t enough to push him into unloading any of the remaining boxes - a little fact he knew he’d come to regret later in the day when Emily came home expecting to see it done.
 
    
 
   He placed his fingers on the typewriter’s keys and waited for the words to come flowing out but nothing came. 
 
    
 
   “Always the same,” he moaned to himself, “whenever I take an extended break - always harder to get back into it.” He sighed, “Son of a bitch. Come on...Think...”
 
    
 
   His mind started dancing around with the characters he had already introduced whilst peering closely at their lives and what they had been through together in the hope that the next chapter would suddenly reveal itself to him. A happy couple, a wedding, exotic honeymoon...He couldn’t help but laugh at how this new story was mirroring his own life.
 
    
 
   “Well they do say write what you know,” he said as he shook his head.
 
    
 
   Who would have thought it? A number one horror author writing something with the potential to have a happy ending! Could it be he was about to branch into romance now? A sudden and unexpected new direction. He looked down at his scribbled notes. Looks like it.
 
    
 
   “I don’t think so,” he said. He picked a pen up, which was always left on top of the notes, and put a line through what he had previously written. “My readers don’t want that and I’m not about to try and attract new readers yet.” Jason could remember how hard it was to find his readers in the first place. A spot of fluke helped, in the end, when his self-published book happened to land on the desk of one of the bigger literary agents by a friend of said agents who recommended that she should take a look. She did, she fell in love and she contacted Jason through his details at the front of the book on the copyright page. The last thing Jason wanted to do was turn his readers away by writing what he considered to be a run of the mill romance; a title he had been penning to show his love for Emily.
 
    
 
   He glanced at the typed pages already filled with the starting of his new book. It was a shame to waste them - especially considering the fact they’d already been given the ‘Emily seal of approval’.
 
    
 
   “No need,” he told himself, “just adapt them to fit in with a new story...But how?” he mumbled.
 
    
 
   A sound broke his random mumblings, as he turned a small blue ball rolled across the doorway on the landing, he half expected to see Roald scampering after it but soon realised that the dog wasn’t playing fetch by himself. Curious, he stood up and peered out of the office room and down the landing. The ball bounced off a door at the far end of the landing and eventually rolled to a stop. Roald was sitting on the floor at the opposite end watching the ball intently. When the ball did come to a rest - Roald’s gaze fixed onto Jason instead.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, kind of busy right now,” Jason said. He presumed Roald had pushed the ball with his nose to try and get his attention away from the typewriter - a ploy which worked albeit for a short amount of time only. Roald just carried on looking at his master but added a little tilt to his head - a funny little whiney noise from the back of his throat. “Let me try and get some writing done...Just a few hundred words at least...Then I’ll take you out. Deal?” Roald rested his head down on the floor - a sign Jason took to mean that he understood. “Good boy!” said Jason as he disappeared back into his office.
 
    
 
   He sat down at the typewriter and poised his fingers across the keys once more - back to waiting for inspiration to hit. Behind him Roald’s soft ball rolled back across the doorway in the direction of Jason’s beloved pet. Seconds later and Roald crossed the doorway, with the ball in his mouth, to return it to where it had just come from - his tail wagging excitedly.
 
    
 
   Jason called back to Roald, without turning around to face him, “You’re not making this any easier on me, boy, I’m trying to concentrate...You mind keeping it down a little?”
 
    
 
   A bark sounded from the hallway. Jason wasn’t sure whether it was a bark of frustration or whether it was a bark to show he’d understood what Jason had said to him. He closed his eyes tight as he tried to ignore the pang of guilt that rushed through him for stopping his beloved pet from enjoying himself.
 
    
 
   “I’m not going to get anything done today, am I?” he said to himself as he sat back in his chair with his hands raised behind his head. “Okay...Let’s just right the day off. Start again tomorrow.” He span around, in his chair, to face the doorway, “Okay, boy, you win...Let’s go for a walk.” He was surprised to notice that Roald didn’t suddenly come bounding around the corner at the sound of the ‘walk’ word - something he usually did with utmost excitement bursting from his expression. “Walk...Walkies?” Jason repeated. Maybe Roald didn’t hear him? Still the dog didn’t appear.
 
    
 
   Jason frowned and ventured onto the landing to see what had distracted him.  Roald was sitting by the doorway, at the far end of the landing - the soft rubber ball in his mouth. 
 
    
 
   “You didn’t hear me, boy? Where’s your lead?”
 
    
 
   Roald dropped the ball and dashed down the stairs. He heard him that time and Jason knew exactly where he was running off to. Straight to the kitchen where his red lead was kept, hanging by the back door. Jason laughed and went to follow Roald down the stairs only to jump when his office door violently slammed behind him.
 
    
 
   “Fuck was that?” he said to himself. He stood there, for a moment, looking at the door as his brain tried to process how it had slammed shut. No windows open. No through draught. No way. He jumped again at the sound of Roald’s bark coming from the kitchen. He shrugged and continued towards the sound of the bark and his waiting dog.  A walk would do them both the world of good.
 
    
 
   And then - after that - he’d definitely do some un-packing.
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   The red lead in his hand and a large stick found by one of the trees near the rear of the garden - Jason couldn’t help but smile whilst watching Roald bounding around the garden. He stopped, with his tail wagging, and waited for Jason to throw the stick again.
 
    
 
   “Okay - last time,” he said as he raised the stick high in the air. “Ready?”
 
    
 
   Roald barked.
 
    
 
   “Fetch!”
 
    
 
   He threw the stick as hard as he could.
 
    
 
   “Be careful of the road!” a female voice called out from the other end of the garden. Jason span around to see a woman standing near the back of his house - on his property. “People treat the road as a raceway.”
 
    
 
   “You startled me,” Jason pointed out hoping the lady would take the opportunity to introduce herself and, more importantly, explain why she was on his property. She didn’t say anything. Jason walked towards her trying his best to hide his annoyance. Roald bounded after him with the stick wedged firmly in his mouth.
 
    
 
   “The lorries are the worst,” the lady said as Jason neared her. Her eyes were fixed firmly on the road just over his shoulder. “The speed they go up and down there - all in a hurry...None concerned about who or what may be in the road. Of course, we used to complain all the time,” she continued. “Occasionally they’d set up a speed trap but...It didn’t make a blind bit of difference. Even now...They still speed.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - who are you?” Jason asked. He stopped just in front of her.
 
    
 
   “Sorry - my name is Aimee,” she held her hand out, “I used to live here. Was just in the area and thought I’d see how you were settling in.”
 
    
 
   “Erm, yeah, good...Thank you.” Jason thought it was some cold-caller chancing her luck with selling her goods. He didn’t expect her to turn around and say she used to live in the house.
 
    
 
   “So how are you finding it?” Aimee asked. She walked over to the patio doors, which led into the lounge, and peered through. Jason kept his distance for fear of a sudden mood change in what appeared to already be a disturbed woman.
 
    
 
   “It’s nice,” said Jason. Obviously he was going to say it was nice - or words similar - after all, they had chosen to buy it. 
 
    
 
   “We liked it,” said Aimee - her voice was soft and her pupils fixed as though she were on a high dosage of some medication or other. “We thought we were going to grow old...” she stopped herself and turned to Jason with a desperate look of hope fixed on her face, “Can I see what you’ve done inside?”
 
    
 
   “Look, I’m sorry but now isn’t really the best of...”
 
    
 
   She interrupted him, “I’ll be quick...Please...The memories...I thought I’d take them with me but I started to forget. Please...I don’t want to forget...Just a quick look inside, I won’t be long. I won’t keep you...Please.” Jason felt uneasy when it looked as though she were about to burst into tears. “I miss it...”
 
    
 
   “Honey!” another voice made Jason jump and Roald bark. It belonged to a man - Aimee’s husband - Ian. “What are you doing? I’ve been looking for you...”
 
    
 
   “You know her?” Jason asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m so sorry - she’s my wife. We used to live...”
 
    
 
   “She said,” Jason butted in - his patience fading faster than the afternoon sun. “Care to explain what’s going on?”
 
    
 
   “My wife - she hasn’t been the same since...Since we left here. She’s been talking about coming back just to see the house again...I didn’t think she was serious but then - I came home from work to check on her - and she was gone. First time she’s left the house in a number of weeks...”
 
    
 
   “She okay?” Jason asked when he realised Aimee was kneeling by the back door weeping.
 
    
 
   “She’s fine,” said Ian. He moved over to Aimee and picked her up from the floor before holding her close to him - a strong arm around her for both comfort and to restrain her.
 
    
 
   “Did you want to come in? Maybe a hot drink?” asked Jason despite wishing he was strong enough to kick them from his land. Local Crazy people weren’t mentioned on the deeds when they put in their offer. Had they been - they may have seriously reconsidered.
 
    
 
   “No - I don’t think that’s a good idea but thank you.” He turned to his wife, “Come on...Let’s get you home...” The pair of them started walking towards the side of the house - to get around to the front - with Ian leading the way. He suddenly stopped and turned back to Jason, “I’m really sorry but I don’t think she should be driving - is it okay if I leave her car here? I’ll take her home and then get a taxi back to collect it. No more than a couple of hours.”
 
    
 
   “That’s fine,” said Jason - his feet firmly rooted to the spot.
 
    
 
   “Thank you and, once again, I’m really sorry. It won’t happen again.” Ian disappeared around the corner without waiting for a response from Jason - not that Jason gave one. He simply stood there, dumbstruck by what had just happened.
 
    
 
   A loud bang came from the second floor of the house - as though something  hard had hit one of the back windows.
 
    
 
   “Now what?” Jason mumbled under his breath. He didn’t go straight into the house to investigate - instead he peered around the corner, towards the front of the house and, more specifically, the driveway where he could watch Ian and Aimee climb into one of the two new cars which had been parked up. Seconds later, the ignition sparked the engine to life and, slowly, it pulled away. He turned to Roald who still had the stick in his mouth, “You were a fat lot of good,” he pointed out, “what if they had been axe murderers?”
 
    
 
   Roald dropped the stick by Jason’s feet and gave him a friendly bark.
 
    
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought,” said Jason. He bent down, picked the stick up and threw it as hard as he could. “Last one,” he told Roald. “Best get some bits and pieces unpacked before the wife gets home and we’re both in the dog house.”
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “She looked like she was on drugs - definitely spaced out!” Jason was telling Emily about his day - hoping the news of his unexpected visit would distract her from the complete lack of unpacking he had managed to achieve.
 
    
 
   “And then what?” Emily asked as she took her coat off and hung it over the bannister.
 
    
 
   “And then he took her to his car and drove away. Couple of hours later, I glanced out of the window and noticed the other car was gone too. It was pretty strange.”
 
    
 
   “You think she’ll come back?”
 
    
 
   Jason shrugged, “I hope not but...Not sure...”
 
    
 
   “Do you think we should tell someone?”
 
    
 
   “Like who?”
 
    
 
   “The police? What if she’s dangerous? Surely we have a right to know?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sure she isn’t. Let’s just wait and see if she comes back. You never know, that might be it. We might never hear from her again...Either of them.”
 
    
 
   “I hope so. Kind of wish you hadn’t said anything in the first place.”
 
    
 
   “Thought you should know...And you did ask about my day,” Jason pointed out. “How was your day?” he asked before she had a chance to remember the packing.
 
    
 
   “Same old,” she said. She walked through to the kitchen and turned the kettle on with Jason following. “Sometimes I wish I could work from home too,” she said as she reached up into the cupboard for her favourite cup - a pink mug with white flowers etched into the side. “At least that way I could just unplug the phone from time to time...You know...Even on my lunch break they still come into the office asking questions and seeking answers. My lunch break. I don’t get a moments peace and quiet...I’m sorry...Just ignore me...I’m tired...I ache...The first day back is always the hardest.” She tried to reassure herself, “I’m sure tomorrow will be easier. At least - I hope it is anyway!”
 
    
 
   Jason did feel guilty that he was able to stay at home whilst she ventured out, in all weathers, to her place of work. If he could - he would have told her to give up the job and stay at home with him but he knew that wasn’t practical. They needed her income to keep afloat with the various household bills.
 
    
 
   “How’s the writing going?” she changed the subject for both of their sakes.
 
    
 
   “Meh! I’m hoping for a more productive day tomorrow,” he said.
 
    
 
   “So you finished unpacking then?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Jason stumbled over his words, “Erm, yeah, I’m hoping for a more productive day tomorrow...”
 
    
 
   “Jesus Christ, there isn’t that much left to do...You promised...”
 
    
 
   “And I’ll do it. It’s just been one of those days. You know? Roald needed a walk because he was whining, that woman came over...I tried to get some writing done not that I had much joy and then I spent most of the day trying to find where these draughts are coming from!”
 
    
 
   “Draughts? What draughts?” asked Emily - the first she had heard of them.
 
    
 
   “There’s a draught coming from somewhere - must be a hole or something but it keeps causing the doors to slam shut. Not only do they give me a heart attack when they do slam closed but...It’s really annoying. I’ve been trying to find out where they’ve been coming from so I could block them up.”
 
    
 
   “And did you find them at least?”
 
    
 
   Jason shook his head, “Buggered if I know where it’s coming from.”
 
    
 
   “So basically you’ve done nothing today?” Emily asked. She poured the milk into her mug.
 
    
 
   “Did you want me to make your tea for you?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay - don’t strain yourself!”
 
    
 
   Jason went up behind Emily and put his arms around her. He gave her a gentle kiss on the neck, “I do love you, you know...”
 
    
 
   “Uh huh. Prove it. Go and run me a bath.”
 
    
 
   “As you wish,” he kissed her on the neck again. “Extra bubbles - enough for two people?”
 
    
 
   She twisted around, in his embrace, so that she was facing him. She smiled sweetly and kissed him on the mouth, “Enough bubbles for one will be fine. A long enough soak to give you a chance to unpack some boxes,” she said.
 
    
 
   Jason released her from his embrace - disappointment all over his face, “You’re a harsh woman!”
 
    
 
   “And...You can bring my tea up for me,” she said as she slipped from the room - leaving him to finish making her drink for her after all.
 
    
 
   “It’s a good job I love you!” he called out after her - a small smile on his face. He knew he wasn’t going to get away with the lack of unpacking completely. He did, as she so rightly pointed out, promise her after all. Running her a bath and making her a drink was a fair compromise.
 
    
 
   And he still hoped they’d be room for two in amongst the bubbles.
 
    
 
   “That goes both ways,” came her reply from the other room.
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   A loud bang, from downstairs, woke Emily and Jason from their peaceful slumber at exactly the same moment.
 
    
 
   “Now what’s he done?” Jason sat up - instantly awake with the adrenaline, from the shock, surging through his veins. Straight away he noticed Roald sat on the floor staring at the doorway as though he too had just been startled awake.
 
    
 
   “What was that?” Emily asked - a pointless question as she knew Jason wouldn’t know the answer.
 
    
 
   “Did you lock the doors before you came up?” Jason asked her.
 
    
 
   Emily nodded. “What if it’s her?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “That woman...The one from earlier.”
 
    
 
   “Don’t be stupid - something probably just fell over...It’s fine.”
 
    
 
   “Go and check,” Emily pushed. “I won’t be able to sleep until you do.”
 
    
 
   “Honey, I’ve been chasing these noises around the house all afternoon...It’s fine,” he said, not wanting to move out from under the warm duvet.
 
    
 
   “I mean it - go and check.”
 
    
 
   “We just need to get used to the fact we live in a noisy house, that’s all!”
 
    
 
   “No...No we don’t!” she stared at him with a fixed, stern expression.
 
    
 
   “Fine. Wait here.” He threw the duvet back and swung his feet onto the carpet - the cold air making him feel even more awake than he already was.
 
    
 
   Emily leaned over to the bedside cabinet and switched the small bedside lamp on “Hurry back!” she urged him.
 
    
 
   A glance around the landing and Jason could see that all doors were closed. The noise hadn’t come from upstairs though. He was sure it had come from somewhere downstairs. He flicked the landing light on and made his way down the stairs - quietly on the off chance there was someone down there waiting to jump out on him, not that he believed that but Emily’s paranoia had now spread to him. When the noise had first startled him awake he had presumed that it was simply the sound of something being knocked over, or banging shut, but now in his over active imagination he could clearly picture the woman from earlier standing in the hallway, a psychotic look upon her face with a yellow tinge to her demonic eyes, and a large kitchen knife in one of her hands. He could see her just standing there, head slightly tilted at an angle...Funny noise coming from her throat with every breath she took. He could even imagine himself trying to talk to her; trying to get her to put the knife down...The final part of his nightmare would be her sudden, ear-piercing scream just before she charged forward with the knife outstretched in front of her…….
 
    
 
   A wave of relief rushed over Jason when he stepped off the final stair into a hallway that was empty of other people. Straight away he could see that one of the last remaining boxes still to be unpacked, had toppled off the box it had been resting on and was now on the floor with its contents spilled out across the wooden floorboards.
 
    
 
   “Well - that explains that,” he said. He called up the stairs, “It’s okay - one of the boxes has fallen over.”
 
    
 
   “One of the boxes you were supposed to unpack?” Emily called down.
 
    
 
   Jason rolled his eyes. He knew it’d be his fault.
 
    
 
   “That would be the one,” he replied without rising to the bait - for no other reason than he knew it was a battle he’d lose. After all - the boxes should have been cleared by now! He looked at the pile of random objects on the floor - films, music and some books - and muttered to himself, “Well, they’re not going anywhere tonight. First job of the day. After breakfast.” He about turned and went back up the stairs - turning the lights off when he reached the top - before going back into the bedroom where Emily was still sat up waiting for his return.
 
    
 
   “Did you pick the stuff up?”
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “It’s the middle of the night. I’m sure it’ll keep until morning.”
 
    
 
   “Great - a job for me when I get home then,” Emily said - her mood tainted by the rude awakening exacerbated by the fact that the whole situation could have been avoided had Jason done as he had originally promised.
 
    
 
   “It’ll get done,” he insisted. He climbed under the duvet and tried to cuddle into Emily’s side but she turned her back on him before she reached across and killed the bedside light. “Good night then,” he mumbled.
 
    
 
   She didn’t reply.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Jason was woken up by daylight spilling through the small crack between the curtains. He jumped at the sight of Emily standing next to him, by the bed. Not because it was a horrible image - he just wasn’t expecting to see her standing there watching him.
 
    
 
   “Scared the shit out of me,” he said.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - I just wanted to say thank you.”
 
    
 
   “Thank you? What for?” he sat up and rubbed his eyes to try and perk up a little bit.
 
    
 
   “For tidying up last night. I’m sorry I was such a cow. I was just tired. I must have been - I mean, I didn’t even hear you get up, let alone pick the bits and pieces up again.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, you’ve lost me,” he said, “I honestly have no idea what you’re talking about.”
 
    
 
   “The bits that toppled over during the night. You picked them up?”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t moved since I climbed back into the bed with you last night,” he confessed.
 
    
 
   “Of course you didn’t,” she laughed. She gave him a playful tap on the arm. “Anyway, I just wanted you to know I was sorry for being such a cow and I’ll see you tonight. I’ll cook you your favourite - steak,” she continued.
 
    
 
   Jason didn’t argue with her anymore. He figured there was no sense rocking the boat. If she thought he had done something well - who was he to argue? Especially if it meant he was getting steak for dinner.
 
    
 
   “Only if you’re sure,” he said with a smile on his face. “I don’t want you coming in being all tired and then feeling as though you have to cook...”
 
    
 
   “I want to,” she interrupted him.
 
    
 
   She leant down and gave him a kiss on the cheek, “I’ll call you on my lunch break,” she said, “well - as long as I get one today! You know what it’s like!” She kissed him again and walked out of the room. “I’ll see you later,” she said as she disappeared down the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Bye - have a good day,” he called out.
 
    
 
   He waited a few seconds until he heard the front door slam shut then a few more seconds to ensure she didn’t come back before jumping out of bed and making his way downstairs to where the boxes had toppled over.
 
    
 
   The bottom box was still in the same place as the previous night but the box, which had originally slipped off the top, was now neatly placed to the side of it. The various music disks and films were stacked up in their own individual columns as were the books.
 
    
 
   “What the fuck?” he mumbled to himself.
 
    
 
   Roald barked from behind him. Jason turned around and saw the dog was sitting at the top of the stairs - a look on his furry little face which suggested he knew what had occurred, “You do this, boy?”
 
    
 
   Roald barked again.
 
    
 
   “Well - thanks...Certainly got me out of the dog house! Don’t suppose you want to do the rest of the unpacking for me too?”
 
    
 
   Roald turned back into the bedroom - out of sight.
 
    
 
   “I’ll take that as a no then.”
 
    
 
   Jason turned back to the neatly stacked items. He knew Roald hadn’t stacked it all up for him. The only thing that dog had mastered since they took ownership of him when he was a little puppy was to not defecate on their carpets or rugs. Jason couldn’t help but wonder how the items appeared to be so neatly arranged if it hadn’t been him and it wasn’t Emily. Had he come down later in the day, after Emily had gone, he would have just assumed it had been her - just as she had assumed it was him that had picked the bits up.
 
    
 
   He walked over to the front door and pulled his umbrella out of the stand where he stored it for days when he needed to take Roald out for a walk in the rain. With one hand on the handle he brandished it as though it were a baseball bat. If it wasn’t him who had stacked the bits up and it wasn’t Emily - the only thing he could think of was that someone else was, or had been, in the house.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” he called out. “I know you’re in here!” A lie. He wasn’t sure of anything. “If you come out now...We...We don’t have to call anyone...It can be between the two of us...” He started to make his way down the hallway - opening the various doors to the rooms so he could ensure they were empty of intruders. “Won’t even have to call your husband...”
 
    
 
   His heart was racing. He half expected to find the woman, from yesterday, standing in one of the rooms with that look on her face - the look which suggested as though the lights were on but no one was home...Other than a deranged murderer hellbent on killing Jason and his family for daring to move into the house that she loved.
 
    
 
   It wasn’t long before a glance revealed that all the downstairs rooms were empty. Much to his relief. He looked back up the stairs and wondered whether the woman had got upstairs without Roald bothering to alert either Emily or him. He cast his mind back to yesterday - Roald was hardly the best guard dog when the woman, and her husband, first made an appearance.
 
    
 
   “Come on, this is ridiculous,” he told himself - not that he believed what he was saying, “she isn’t here - no one is. Yeah? Then how do you explain the box? Oh great, and now you’re talking to yourself too. Brilliant!”
 
    
 
   Slowly, with his heart in the back of his throat, he went up the stairs. The same process followed from downstairs - each of the doors pushed open and a quick look into the room to ensure there was no one lurking within. All the rooms were as they should have been - empty.
 
    
 
   “Getting paranoid in my old age,” Jason joked to himself as he stood in the final room; the spare room which overlooked the front garden. “Just because the woman was crazy - doesn’t mean she is about to break in and start moving stuff.” He shook his head, “She’s just the local village loon - they all have them.”
 
    
 
   Before he even finished saying the derogative sentence, the bedroom door slammed shut, with some force, directly behind him - making him nearly jump out of his skin in the process.
 
    
 
   “Fuck me!” he shouted with fright. “What the hell is causing that?”
 
    
 
   He walked over to the door and opened it. A quick look at the hinges, not that he really knew what he was doing, and they looked fine. He turned his attention back to the windows and ran his hand around the edges to see if he could feel a breeze coming through - nothing out of the ordinary other than the fact they looked as though they’d never been cleaned.
 
    
 
   “What’s that?” he noticed one of the glass panes had a small hand print on it - as though someone had been standing there, not long ago, looking out of the window. The glass pane next to that also had a hand print, as did the rest of the glass panes - as though someone had purposefully been pressing their hands against every available bit of glass. He tried to rub them off but they didn’t disappear. “That’s weird,” he whispered. Roald barked from the doorway making him jump once more. He turned to see his dog, “Seriously - please don’t sneak up on me - especially today. I can’t take much more of this...” He walked over to Roald and gave him a pet on the head - ignoring the stubborn hand prints on the window. “Come on, boy, I think I need a coffee...”
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   Jason was standing in the kitchen, looking out of the window above the silver sink, waiting for the kettle to boil - lost in deep thought. A quick look around the house had revealed it to be empty but he knew someone had to have stacked the contents of the box up. And if it wasn’t Emily and it wasn’t him - who the hell was it?
 
    
 
   The kettle clicked itself off, once it had reached boiling point, and snapped Jason back to the present. He reached over and took a mug from the side. A little bit of milk in the bottom and a couple of tea-spoons of sugar. He glanced over at the coffee pot, a silver cylinder complete with lid, and went to pick it up when, without warning, it slid across the kitchen work-top right to where he was standing.
 
    
 
   Jason jumped back.
 
    
 
   “What the...?”
 
    
 
   Slowly he reached across and tentatively took hold of the coffee pot. A few quick pokes with his index finger first as he half expected to get an electric shock.
 
    
 
   Nothing.
 
    
 
   He held it up into the air and inspected it in the light, which spilled in from the kitchen window. There was nothing unusual about the coffee pot. Certainly nothing about it which hadn’t been the same every other time he had used it. He put it back down on the counter and took a few steps away before turning back to it.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” he mumbled, “let’s try this...”
 
    
 
   He held his hand out to take hold of the pot, despite being a good couple of feet away from it, and concentrated as hard as he could. Within seconds the pot slowly slid across the kitchen work-top directly to his hand. He jumped back with a little boyish shriek of delight.
 
    
 
   “I’m a fucking Jedi!”
 
    
 
   Without any hesitation he placed the coffee pot back on the original spot and, once again, watched with delight as it slid back across to his waiting hand.
 
    
 
   “Ah, this is awesome...Okay...What else?” he looked across the work-top to see if there was anything else he could make move towards him. “Ah-ha! I think I fancy some SALT!” he held his hand out and, seconds later, the salt shaker slid - from next to the gas hobs - across to the palm of his hand. “Did I say salt? I meant...Pepper!” Again, the pepper pot - which had originally been next to the salt - moved across the work-top to Jason’s hand. “Holy shit!” he laughed. He put the salt and pepper back where they belonged whilst still sniggering to himself before he suddenly realised that, despite his childhood wishes, it probably wasn’t him that was moving the items around.
 
    
 
   As it dawned on him more, and more, the hairs on the back of his neck stood up and a chill ran through his body.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” he said to himself, “it’s fine...” He kept mentally telling himself that, if the presence was bad - it probably wouldn’t be offering to pass him things. “Is there anyone in here?” he asked out loud. He didn’t know whether to expect a voice to make itself heard or not but he was pretty sure he didn’t want to hear it anyway. Much to his relief, the room remained silent - with the exception of his own breathing. “Might not be able to talk...Okay...” he looked back to the salt shaker on the side, “...If there’s anyone in here - can you make the salt shaker move again?”
 
    
 
   His heart was beating fast and hard as he watched the shaker intently. Not even a couple of seconds went by before it suddenly moved towards the edge of the work-top.
 
    
 
   “Fuck...” Jason mumbled; lost for real words for a change. “Okay,” he continued after a couple of seconds, “...Think...” 
 
    
 
   He walked over to the fridge - stuck on the front was a magnetized clipboard with a few sheets of paper; a pen holder, complete with pen, attached to the side of it. He ripped the whole set-up off the fridge and placed it on the work-top before he took the pen from the holder and placed it on top of the paper - with the lid off.
 
    
 
   “My name’s Jason,” he said out loud whilst looking around the kitchen in the hope that, at least on one occasion, he met the spirit’s gaze. “What’s your name?” He pointed to the pen and paper, “You can use that, if you want.”
 
    
 
   He held his breath, in anticipation, as he looked at the pen. For a second it stayed perfectly still and then it rolled to the left. A pause. It rolled to the right. A gentle rocking motion. Suddenly the pen, and the clipboard, flew off the work-top with such force - as though they were shoved out of frustration - they landed on the floor at the other side of the kitchen. The sudden show of violence made Jason jump back with shock.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” he said, “I’m sorry. I’m sorry. You don’t have to tell me,” he said. He backed away towards the kitchen door with his hands raised in a defensive manner. “We can try something else, if you’d prefer? Do you want to or would you rather I left you alone?” He realised the spirit couldn’t communicate and quickly suggested, “If you want to keep talking to me...Move the salt again...” A tried and tested method of communication.
 
    
 
   Almost immediately, the shaker moved across the work-top.
 
    
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The letters of the alphabet, scruffily written in black ink on torn up scraps of paper, were placed on the kitchen floor in a semi-circle formation. The letter ‘A’ right the way through to ‘Z’ with the numbers one to nine - including zero - after the ‘Z’. Before the letter ‘A’ were the words ‘yes’ and ‘no’. Jason wasn’t sure whether this was the correct set up to use, to communicate with whoever was making the shaker move, but he thought it better than the paper and pen idea which had failed so miserably.
 
    
 
   It was stupid of Jason to think the pen and paper would have worked so well. All those wasted hours watching television shows where the presenters went around famous - supposedly haunted locations - trying to communicate with the dead...Not once did they attempt to use a piece of paper and a pen.
 
    
 
   He stood up and admired his handiwork. It wasn’t the most professional looking Ouija board he’d ever seen but at least it looked practical - even if it was on the kitchen floor. Jason had chosen the kitchen floor due to the fact it was laminated and not because that was where the items had been moved. He presumed that, if something was in the kitchen, it was more than capable of ‘talking’ to him in any of the rooms. He just thought it would be easier to make things move on laminate as opposed to the thick carpeting in the rest of the rooms - with the exception of the toilet and bathroom which were tiled. 
 
    
 
   “Okay,” he mumbled to himself - happy with the layout. He walked over to the work-top and picked up the salt shaker. Small and light - it was obviously easy for the spirit to make it move. He placed it down next to the letter ‘A’ and sat down in the middle of the formation with his heart beating hard.
 
    
 
   He paused to gather his thoughts and calm his nerves - both easier said than done as his mind was racing in a million and one different directions thinking of all the things which could go wrong; thoughts brought about from watching too many horror films. In the films, the professionals always managed to release an evil spirit and these professionals knew what they were doing. He didn’t have a clue about what he was doing - as was evident by the paper and pen fiasco - so the chances of him releasing something truly evil were, he thought, pretty damn high.
 
    
 
   He took a deep breath.
 
    
 
   “Are you still there?” he asked. His voice was shaking giving away his fear and lack of understanding of what he was doing.
 
    
 
   Instantly the shaker shifted over to the word ‘yes’.
 
    
 
   Part of him was excited. Part of him was filled with dread as, this tiny piece of him, couldn’t help but wonder whether it would have been better if the spirit had gone.
 
    
 
   The next question was obvious to Jason but he worried about asking it. Another deep breath and he asked regardless of his concerns, “Friendly?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved away from the word ‘yes’ before moving back to it.
 
    
 
   Jason let out an audible sigh of relief.
 
    
 
   “What’s your name?” he was going to ask if he was talking to a boy or a girl but he figured the name would give that away for him.
 
    
 
   He watched as the shaker moved from letter to letter before finally coming to a standstill to signify it had finished spelling.
 
    
 
   “Josh?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved to ‘yes’.
 
    
 
   A male then.
 
    
 
   “How old are you?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved to ‘8’. 
 
    
 
   A tinge of sadness rushed through Jason. He knew someone was in the room with him, and that they had obviously died, but he had no idea it was someone so young.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said - not knowing whether sorry was the right thing to say or not. “How did you die?” he asked after a couple of seconds.
 
    
 
   The shaker didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “Are you there?”
 
    
 
   Still no sign of movement.
 
    
 
   Seconds later and the kitchen door slammed shut, causing Jason to jump.
 
    
 
   “Josh?” he called out despite knowing, deep down, he was alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   9.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason pulled the computer tower unit out of the packaging surrounding it, and placed it under the table in his office. He had purposefully left the computer in the box until it was one of the last things which needed unpacking. Not because he didn’t want to use it - he just found it too much of a distraction. If it wasn’t the social media networking sites which took vast amounts of his time up, it was the endless surfing of pointless websites whilst daydreaming about purchasing anything from blu-ray films, to books, to clothes and even action figures from his favourite television shows.
 
    
 
   Not only did his Internet surfing annoy Emily, it also annoyed his agent who was still waiting for the next masterpiece novel to be completed. He’d often find himself sitting in his office, with the best of intentions, wasting hours and hours going from site to site. His bad habit of getting suckered onto the Internet was one of the reasons he had switched over to working on a typewriter instead of working on his books using an office document.
 
    
 
   He ripped open a second box and pulled out a knotted mess of various cables needed to make the machine work - all of which had been dumped on top of the wireless mouse and keyboard which he also pulled out and placed on his desk where he had already dumped the large flatscreen monitor.
 
    
 
   It didn’t take long for Jason to plug in the cables. Certainly not as long as it would have taken Emily. She was always useless at sorting out the computer despite Jason’s instructions of putting ‘the right shaped lead in the right shaped hole’ she still managed to get it wrong.
 
    
 
   With the cables in place and the monitor switched on, he turned the tower unit on and patiently waited for it to load up - an action which, today of all days, seemed to take an age.
 
    
 
   His idea was simple. He wanted to put his home address and Josh’s name into one of the many available search engines to see what came up. Had something happened here - he felt sure he’d find a news related story somewhere on the world wide web.
 
    
 
   If it ever loaded up.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” he mumbled.
 
    
 
   Roald walked into the room, behind him, and let out a little bark to know he was there. Jason turned to him, “Did you know about the boy?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Roald let out a little whine.
 
    
 
   Did the whine mean ‘yes’?
 
    
 
   Finally the computer was loaded and ready for action. Just as he had planned to - Jason typed in his address, along with the name Josh, and hit enter on his favoured search engine.
 
    
 
   Instantly the screen changed to show a list of results and his eyes were drawn to the top one. It hinted at his address, showed the name Josh, and mentioned some kind of accident. He followed the link and was greeted by a picture of an eight year old boy in a school photograph - smart uniform, combed hair and a beaming smile of intelligence. The boy’s name was clearly written underneath the photograph for all to read.
 
    
 
   Jason sat back in his chair and read all about Josh. A young boy who dreamed of being a professional footballer. A young boy who was making good, steady progress at school with the promise of a bright future. A young life cut short by a tragic accident, seen by his parents, when he chased his ball into the road next to their house.
 
    
 
   “Jesus...” he mumbled to himself.
 
    
 
   He wasn’t sure what to expect when he first learned of the spirit. Especially having met, who he presumed to be, the mother yesterday. She seemed so crazy he couldn’t help but wonder, in the kitchen, whether she had murdered her own son. A harsh thought but one that wasn’t so out of place in a world this damaged where people go missing and are killed on a daily basis. 
 
    
 
   He had immediately felt bad for Josh when he found out he was eight. Eight years old is, after all, no age at all. To be murdered would have been terrible. Of course it would have. But, as crazy as it sounds, at least it would have been someone’s plan. Someone wanted it to happen. The fact Josh died by accident...A tragic accident witnessed by his two parents - Aimee and Ian...Three people must have died that day. Their son literally and the parents metaphorically. Truly sad.
 
    
 
   He looked up, out of the window which overlooked the back garden, and sighed, “What a waste. I’m sorry, Josh.”
 
    
 
   With no warning, or words, the fresh face of the eight year old boy - sad and  tearful - appeared in the reflection of the window directly next to Jason’s own face. Jason immediately jumped out of his chair with a little scream and turned to what he thought was going to be the little boy.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong with you?” asked Emily. She was standing in the doorway. Jason had been so lost in his reading he hadn’t even heard her come in.
 
    
 
   “You scared the shit out of me,” said Jason. “I didn’t hear you come in.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry...”
 
    
 
   “You’re home early,” he said when he noticed the time.
 
    
 
   “I wasn’t feeling very well. Had a rough morning so I thought I’d take the afternoon...Besides, it’s quiet there today.” She noticed the computer screen behind Jason, “What’s that you’re looking at?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Nothing,” he said. He quickly leaned across and flicked the monitor off.
 
    
 
   “Show me!” said Emily.
 
    
 
   “Nothing to show,” he lied.
 
    
 
   “I want to know what you found today to keep you from unpacking this time.”
 
    
 
   “Really - it’s nothing!”
 
    
 
   “Come on,” she playfully hit him, “show me!”
 
    
 
   Jason didn’t want to show her because he feared she’d react badly. Not many people would want to live with a spirit in their house - even if it were the spirit of a harmless little child. “It’s just something for my book...”
 
    
 
   “Clearly has you spooked,” she said, “why won’t you tell me?” She put her arm around Jason in what he thought was a sweet embrace until she dragged him, helped by the wheels on his chair, out of the way of the computer.
 
    
 
   “No, wait,” he protested as she reached across and flicked the monitor screen on.
 
    
 
   “What’s this?” she asked when the picture of Josh blurred itself onto the screen. She started reading and instantly knew what it was but still asked again, “What is this?”
 
    
 
   “Okay, don’t freak out...I don’t think we’re alone.”
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t move that stuff last night. I left it in the hallway where it landed...”
 
    
 
   “You did - it was piled up neatly.”
 
    
 
   “I know - but I didn’t do it. Why would I lie about that? Look...I’ll show you something else,” he said when he suddenly realised he hadn’t cleaned the kitchen up from his earlier attempts at communications. “Follow me!” he jumped up from his chair and led Emily downstairs towards the kitchen.  “Okay - don’t freak out,” he said. He had already noticed the look on Emily’s face and knew his words were too late.
 
    
 
   “You’re fucking joking, right?” she said.
 
    
 
   “It explains how the things moved last night. It explains the bangs around the house,” he tried to tell her.
 
    
 
   “You’re insane,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Look...Stand over here,” he gently pushed her towards the corner of the room and went back over to his home-made board. “Josh, are you here?” He looked down to the shaker but it didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “I think you might need to get out of the house a little more,” said Emily. “Did you even take Roald for a walk today? Have you left the house at all?”
 
    
 
   “Josh...I know what happened. I’m sorry. Are you okay?”
 
    
 
   The shaker still didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “Jason - you’re scaring me...”
 
    
 
   “I want to talk to you,” Jason said out loud. “Do you want to talk to me?”
 
    
 
   “Jason...Please...” Emily went to say.
 
    
 
   The shaker moved across to the word ‘yes’ and immediately silenced Emily.
 
    
 
   Jason turned to her, “See?”
 
    
 
   “How did you do that?” she asked.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “I didn’t.”
 
    
 
   “You expect me to believe in a ghost...A ghost of a child...”
 
    
 
   The shaker circled the word ‘yes’ once more.
 
    
 
   Emily didn’t know what to say so chose not to say anything.
 
    
 
   Jason simply shrugged.
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   Emily and Jason were both lying in bed - the duvet tucked up around them keeping them warm - neither were saying anything, both were staring at the ceiling as though lost in their own little worlds.
 
    
 
   Emily was the first to break the silence, “We can’t stay here. We’ll have to move out.”
 
    
 
   “What?” Jason rolled onto his side so he could look at her whilst they spoke. She didn’t move. “We can’t move.”
 
    
 
   “We can’t stay here either,” she continued, “There is a ghost in our house. A ghost. This morning, I was quite happy not believing in ghosts but now I get home to find they not only exist but we have one living in our house. We can’t stay here.” She didn’t give Jason a chance to talk before continuing, “Do you think they knew? The other occupants... Do you think they knew and that’s why the house was so cheap? Because they simply wanted to get rid of it as quickly as possible? We’ll have to do the same - take a loss... Aren’t the estate agents supposed to disclose things like that? I thought there was some law, or estate agents’ rule at least, whereby they had to tell us if anything bad happened in the house? We should look that up. Might be able to sue them.”
 
    
 
   “Will you just wait a minute?” said Jason. “We’re not moving anywhere. Our money is tied up in this property and, besides, it’s a nice house. The spirit... It’s a little boy. A little boy, Emily. All he’s done is slam some doors and that was probably to get our attention. Can you imagine how lonely he is? He’s by himself - probably desperate to be noticed. As for the law - he didn’t die on the property. He died on the road. It was tragic, especially for the parents, but - the estate agents don’t need to tell us about it. For all we know, they didn’t have a clue either.”
 
    
 
   “Do you think he’s in here now?” Emily asked.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “He could be in here, right now, watching us - listening to us. I won’t be able to sleep now.”
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t think he’s in here now. Look, tomorrow I’ll ask around in the village. I’ll see if I can find out a little more about what happened and whether the previous occupants knew of it. I can even set up that board again and try and set some ground rules for Josh. You know, stuff like - this is the one room he can’t come in as we need to have some privacy from time to time.”
 
    
 
   “You think a ghost will give a fuck about ground rules?”
 
    
 
   “A little boy. He’s a little boy. A little boy, I might add, who picked up all the bits and pieces from the box which fell over. I don’t think his intentions are to hurt us. I mean, do you know how I first came to know he was even here? I was making a hot drink and he moved the coffee pot across the work-top to save me from having to go and get it. Like I said, I don’t think he wants to hurt us. I think he just wants to be seen.”
 
    
 
   “The first sign of trouble...” Emily went on.
 
    
 
   Jason interrupted her, “The first sign of trouble and I’ll pack the bags myself but I honestly don’t think it will come down to that. Look - try and get some sleep - tomorrow I’ll set the board up again and try and have a longer conversation with him. Today I was a little unprepared on what to ask. Tomorrow, I’ll jot some questions down and make sure I’m ready for everything. And, if there’s anything you want to know, you can leave some questions for me to ask too. Does that sound fair?”
 
    
 
   Emily didn’t answer. She wasn’t happy about the situation but she knew their money was tight and moving would be impractical. At least, it would be impractical for the quick move she was hoping for anyway.
 
    
 
   Jason took her silence as an agreement to his plan and leaned forward to give her a kiss on the cheek, “It’ll be fine,” he promised.
 
    
 
   She shifted away from his kiss, “What if he’s in here now?”
 
    
 
   Jason pulled away from Emily, “Josh? Are you in here? If you are... Can you make the door move a bit?” Both Emily and Jason stared intently at the door but it didn’t move. “He’s probably asleep,” Jason tried to reassure Emily.
 
    
 
   “Ghosts sleep?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Jason shrugged, “I don’t know. Look - tomorrow - I’ll set the board up as I said...Set some ground rules with him. I’ll even ask if he minds us living here. Yeah? If he has a problem – for arguments sake - I’ll put the property back on the market and we’ll cut our losses and move on but I honestly think he’s happy we’re here. I’m sure he’s happy for the company.”
 
    
 
   Again - Emily didn’t say anything. She just continued to look up at the ceiling as though it held the answers she was desperately searching for. Jason rolled onto his back and also stared dead ahead.
 
    
 
   “Try and get some sleep anyway,” he said, “it’s late.” He knew there was little point in telling Emily to get sleep. There was no way either of them would be sleeping that night. Too many questions were bouncing around in their minds. After all, it was a position neither of them had expected to find themselves in.
 
    
 
   “Goodnight,” whispered Emily after a few minutes silence.
 
    
 
   “Night,” Jason answered in the darkness.
 
    
 
   It was a far cry from the way they normally wished each other a goodnight with kisses and cuddles.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Jason awoke to the sound of Emily being sick. He instantly sat up and looked around for her – confused, in his sleepy state about where the noise was coming from. When his senses finally kicked in properly he realised that the sound was coming from the bathroom down the hallway.
 
    
 
   “Emily?” he called out. “Are you okay?”
 
    
 
   She didn’t answer. He threw the duvet back and jumped out of bed and ran down the hallway towards the bathroom. With the door open, straight away he could see Emily was huddled over the bowl, getting her breath back from the latest bout of sickness.
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” he asked as he walked into the bathroom.
 
    
 
   “I think I’ve got a bug,” she said.
 
    
 
   “You think?” he laughed. “I think you could be right. Can I get you anything? Glass of water? Mint?”
 
    
 
   “It came on yesterday,” she went to explain. Her explanation was cut short with another bout of sickness. Jason perched himself on the edge of the bath and put what he thought was a comforting hand on her shoulder - an act to let her know he was there for her should she need him.
 
    
 
   “Do you want me to call the office?” he offered.
 
    
 
   Emily shook her head at the first opportunity, “I have to go in. I’ll be fine.” She leaned back against the wall, next to the toilet, “It’s out of my system now, I’ll just take some tablets.”
 
    
 
   “You work too hard. If it was your colleagues, I bet they would have called in.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah, well, I’m not like that. Could you get me a glass of water, please?”
 
    
 
   The tap, on the sink beside Emily’s head, suddenly twisted around releasing a jet of cold water. Both Emily and Jason jumped.
 
    
 
   “Besides,” said Emily, “you need to sort that one way or the other.”
 
    
 
   “And I will,” he reassured her. “I’ll get you a glass,” he hopped to his feet and hurried from the bathroom to fetch a glass.
 
    
 
   Emily looked around the room, a nervousness washed through her as she wondered whether Josh was still there with her. “Thank you for running the cold tap,” she said - on the off chance the boy was still standing nearby. “My name’s Emily,” she said, unsure of what else to say.
 
    
 
   Much to her relief Jason appeared in the doorway clutching a glass in his left hand, “Here,” he said as he offered it to her. Emily took it and filled it at the sink. As soon as the water neared the rim of the glass, the tap turned off - thanks to a little help from Josh once more.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Emily said. She said it the once but hoped they both understood it was meant for the pair of them. She took a swig of water and swished it around her mouth before she spat it into the toilet bowl. The second mouthful of water she swallowed.
 
    
 
   “Maybe you should phone the doctor? We need to register at the new practice anyway,” Jason urged her.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine, it’s just a sickness bug.”
 
    
 
   “Well you’re looking pale.”
 
    
 
   “I’m fine,” she snapped. She couldn’t believe that, after all their time together, Jason still thought it was socially acceptable to point out that a woman - especially one he was supposed to love - was looking off colour. “They’ll only say it’s viral. Nothing they can do. Blah blah. Have to ride it out. You know what they’re like.”
 
    
 
   “Even so - we’re going to have to go in to register. Might as well go in sooner, rather than later, to do it. At least that way, if it is something, they can give you something to help shift it.”
 
    
 
   “Just a bug,” she said once more hoping her tone of voice would stop Jason from hassling her.
 
    
 
   “I just care,” he pointed out. “I’ll leave you to it,” he said. He turned from the room and returned to the bedroom as he finally got the point that his input wasn’t wanted.
 
    
 
   Emily pushed the door closed to enjoy a couple more minutes of solitude before she had to join him in the bedroom to get ready for work.
 
    
 
   “For fuck sake,” she mumbled to herself when it dawned on her she might not be as alone as she had originally hoped.
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   By the time Jason had thought of some questions, and ground rules, for Josh - Emily had left for work although Jason could tell, from her body language alone, she didn’t really want to go in. He couldn’t help but wonder whether she would have taken a sick day had it just been the two of them in the house.
 
    
 
   Jason put his sheet of paper, filled with his various questions, on the kitchen work-top and checked his homemade board, still on the floor, to ensure Roald hadn’t run off with any of the pieces or accidentally damaged any of it. A quick glance and he could tell all was as it should be. He walked over to the door and closed it so Roald couldn’t come bounding in and distract Josh from being able to move the shaker around the floor.
 
    
 
   Roald. Some guard dog he was turning out to be. First of all he barely made a sound when the woman came into the garden, making Jason jump, and then he more or less ignored the husband who came to collect her. Now he happily sleeps in a haunted house. As far as Jason could remember, there was only one time Roald actually acted out of character and that wasn’t anything to do with the house - that was something in the garden stealing his attention away.
 
    
 
   Jason couldn’t help but wonder whether a husky would have acted the same way. A husky being the dog he originally had wanted. Roald was a compromise after Emily said she didn’t want a husky in the house because she had heard what hard work they were with regards to the amount of exercise they needed and their training. She did say that, maybe, they could get a husky in years to come - after they were used to owning a dog and Roald had passed on. Jason couldn’t help but laugh when Emily had said that and he laughed again now as he moved back to the kitchen work-top. They hadn’t even purchased their new pet and already Emily was talking about its replacement further down the line.
 
    
 
   One final check around the room to ensure everything was okay and in place. Done.
 
    
 
   “Josh?” he called out when he felt as though he was calm enough. He didn’t think Josh wanted to hurt either of them but it still felt strange talking to him. Almost as though the whole act itself was actually forbidden. “Are you here?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved across to the ‘yes’ marker before sliding away from it once more. Jason smiled and waved - not that he knew why. Maybe part of his subconscious thinking suggested it was the friendly thing to do - to show he’s not a threat to the spirit of the child.
 
    
 
   “I was thinking,” he said, “did you see the lady, and the man, who came here yesterday?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved back to the ‘yes’ marker and slid away again - ready for the next question.
 
    
 
   “Was that your mum and dad?”
 
    
 
   A slight pause. The shaker moved to the ‘yes’ marker.
 
    
 
   “Do they know you’re still here?”
 
    
 
   “The marker moved to across to the ‘no’. Jason didn’t know what to say. They had lived in the house, after the accident, with their son’s spirit and they had never sensed he was still there or that something strange was happening in the house?
 
    
 
   After a slight pause Jason asked, “Did you want me to try and find them? Let them know?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved as though it was heading for the ‘yes’ marker but suddenly stopped. It moved slightly again before changing direction and settling over on the ‘no’ marker.
 
    
 
   Jason nodded, “Okay.” He didn’t argue. He couldn’t pretend he understood why he didn’t want the mum and dad to know he was still there. Perhaps he believed they were better off without knowing - so they could try and move on with their lives, even if they were struggling? Perhaps he found it too hard to be able to see them and not properly communicate with them - or even hug them? Whatever the reason - the decision was his to make and Jason wasn’t about to argue with that. He took a deep breath before asking the next question as it was one of the questions which determined their future in the house, “Did you want us living here? Are you happy about it?” he asked.
 
    
 
   The shaker instantly moved across to the ‘yes’ but it didn’t stop there. It started, swiftly, moving from letter to letter until it had spelt out ‘lonely’. Jason let out a sigh of relief.
 
    
 
   “Thank you.” He took another deep breath and went onto explain, “My wife - Emily - is a little nervous. I’m sure you understand. Neither of us have... Well, neither of us have been in this position before and it’s all quite new to us. Sometimes, though, we’d need some privacy. Would you mind if we had a couple of rooms that were - you know - just for us? Say - the bedroom and the bathroom? Is that okay with you?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved to back over to the ‘yes’ marker.
 
    
 
   Jason smiled, “Thank you. I appreciate it. I know it’s your house after all.” He paused, “Look, is there anything we can do for you?”
 
    
 
   A slight delay before the shaker started to move between the letters again - this time spelling out the word ‘attic’.
 
    
 
   “Attic? What’s that? You want me to look in the attic?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved over to the ‘yes’ marker and moved away again, slightly, ready for the next question.
 
    
 
   “Okay. Sure. Now?”
 
    
 
   Back to ‘yes’. 
 
    
 
   “Well, I think I’m done with the questions for now so... Sure.  Besides, you’re doing me a favour - gives me a chance to put the boxes away that Emily wanted stored up there,” he laughed.
 
    
 
   The kitchen door opened suggesting Josh was happy to finish too. Roald was sitting on the other side of the door patiently waiting to be allowed in. He gave a little bark which, Jason presumed, was his way of saying ‘hello’. With access granted he ran over to where the letters of the alphabet were lined up. He sat, in the middle of them, and wagged his tail - accidentally knocking them out of alignment. 
 
    
 
   “And that’s why I shut you out, boy,” said Jason with a sigh. He gave him a pat on the head as he walked on by, out of the kitchen and up the stairs towards the attic hatch to see what had caught Josh’s attention.
 
    
 
   The access hatch to the loft was at the top of the stairs on the landing, with the ladder stored in the spare room for ease of access as it was the closest available space which meant it wasn’t in the way or forever having to be moved.
 
    
 
   Jason set the ladder up and stepped halfway to the top - enough steps to ensure he could reach the hatch without having to stretch.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” he said as he pushed the hatch up, and twisted it around in order to fit it back down through the hole so he could leave it at the foot of the ladder, “let’s see what we’ve got in here then.”
 
    
 
   His heart was beating ten to the dozen, apprehensive about what he would find. The online articles he had found mentioned an accident, out on the road, but what if the spirit wasn’t Josh? What if it was some Evil force pretending to be the spirit of the young boy whilst residing in the house - the real body of the ghost busy rotting in the loft space waiting to be found by some poor unsuspecting fool who’d soon be possessed? Jason shook his head and called himself ‘stupid’. That was the problem with authors - and most creative people to be honest - they all have implausible, overactive imaginations.
 
    
 
   With the hatch lifted out of the way, and dropped to the bottom of the ladder, Jason stuck his head through the gap to investigate what was in the attic. All those weeks in the house and he hadn’t even thought to check what loft space they had available. Silly, really, considering the amount of boxes Emily had been storing to put up there. He spotted a light switch to the left of the hatch and flicked it on. The bulb, hanging from one of the attic beams, flickered into life illuminating the rest of the space.
 
    
 
   Bigger than Jason had thought and, much to his relief, near enough empty. The previous occupants had also gone to the trouble of putting some flooring down, which would prove to be a help in the days to come Jason thought. It would certainly save having to balance the boxes on the beams which you normally find running across the attic. He twisted his neck to get a good glimpse of the whole space. Left first, followed by the right.
 
    
 
   The only thing left in the attic were some boxes, tatty looking, which were piled in the far corner. With everything else being so clean up there, Jason couldn’t decide whether they were left there on purpose or simply forgotten about but he suspected it may well have been a conscious decision to leave them behind.
 
    
 
   Jason stepped to the top rung of the ladder and pulled himself up onto the wooden flooring with minimum effort - something which surprised him considering he wasn’t the most active of people by day.
 
    
 
   “Let’s see what we’ve got here,” he muttered to himself as he crossed the flooring, towards the boxes. As he neared he realised the boxes all had the same words scribbled upon them - Josh’s stuff.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   7pm.
 
    
 
   The front door opened and Emily stepped in looking just as pale and tired as she had looked when she had first left the house at the start of the day.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” she called into the house, “I’m home!”
 
    
 
   There was no answer, not that this surprised her for Jason rarely shouted down when she called up. She could never decide if he didn’t hear her or whether he was so busy with his writing that he simply couldn’t possibly take the time to answer.
 
    
 
   Something was different this time, though.
 
    
 
   Emily knew it was as soon as she closed the door - shutting out the outside world.
 
    
 
   A noise.
 
    
 
   Whirring?
 
    
 
   A metal noise. As though it were dragging on plastic? It was coming from upstairs.
 
    
 
   “Jason?” she called up. A little nervous energy coursed through her body.
 
    
 
   “I’m up here!” he called down eventually. “Come on up!” he invited her.
 
    
 
   Emily dropped her bag by the wall and walked up the stairs, following the sound of the noise, “What is that noise?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Come see,” said Jason. His voice sounded as though he was excited.
 
    
 
   At the top of the stairs, Emily took a moment to pause trying to decide which direction the noise was coming from. It was coming from the spare room - the one which overlooked the front garden. She crossed the landing, stepping past the ladder which was still set up underneath the open loft hatch, and walked into the bedroom. “What’s this?” she asked.
 
    
 
   It was a rhetorical question. She knew what it was. Tiny little cars racing around an oval race circuit, controlled by two handheld controllers - one of which was in Jason’s hand and the other which was on the floor as though no one was playing with it, despite the fact that the switch was firmly pressed down and the car was going round and round the track.
 
    
 
   “Isn’t it great?” Jason’s eyes were wild with excitement. “It was in the loft. A whole load of toy boxes - Josh’s toys. He wanted me to set them up...So we could play I guess.”
 
    
 
   Emily looked around the room. The boxes that were in the corner of the attic were now in the corner of the room - just not piled as neatly as they had been in the attic. Roald sitting amongst the clutter. Even the homemade Ouija board had made it into the spare room too - a room which seemed to have morphed into Josh’s room since Emily had left the house in the morning.
 
    
 
   “You’re joking, right?” she mumbled.
 
    
 
   “We were chatting, in the kitchen like I said we would...We’ve set some ground rules up which I’ll explain in a bit...I asked him if there was anything we could do for him and...Well, he directed me to the attic and hey presto. You know, considering the lack of body - he isn’t half bad. He’s the red car, by the way, mine’s the blue one.”
 
    
 
   Emily didn’t say anything, she just sat on the floor leaning against the wall. Jason took his finger off the trigger and looked at her, sensing she wasn’t happy with what she had walked into.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m pregnant.”
 
    
 
   Jason’s finger pressed down on the trigger once more and his car shot off the tracks.
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   Emily and Jason were standing in the bedroom, either side of the bed. The bedroom door was closed. Both of them had their arms crossed as though putting up defensive barriers.
 
    
 
   “Yeah but how?”
 
    
 
   “Normally through sexual intercourse,” said Emily sarcastically. She was annoyed that Jason’s reaction had been less than favourable towards her news - even though she, herself, wasn’t sure how to feel about it.
 
    
 
   “I know that but...We’re always careful.”
 
    
 
   She raised an eyebrow.
 
    
 
   “Okay - we’re nearly always careful.”
 
    
 
   “It only takes the one time, you know!” Emily pointed out.
 
    
 
   “So what do we do now?” he asked after a slight pause.
 
    
 
   “What do you want to do?” she threw the ball back in his court.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know. I haven’t really thought about it.”
 
    
 
   “Ever?”
 
    
 
   “Ever. It’s never crossed my mind.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve never thought about being a dad?”
 
    
 
   “I am a dad - I’ve got Roald.”
 
    
 
   “To a human,” Emily sighed.
 
    
 
   “No. I’ve never thought about it. It’s never been on my list of things to do. I mean...I suppose it could be nice, at times...But...The expense...We’ve just spent our money on this place. Can we really afford a baby?”
 
    
 
   “Can anyone really afford a baby? It doesn’t mean they don’t have them. They work with what they have to make things work okay.”
 
    
 
   “I just...It’s just...Fuck.”
 
    
 
   “I’m so glad you’re happy though. Seriously. Thank you for making this easy on me,” she started to sob.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry.” He walked over to her and put his arms around her, “I’m sorry,” he said again. “It just came as a bit of a shock.”
 
    
 
   “How do you think I feel? It’s a shock for me too!” she said.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry. And you’re sure? It’s definite?”
 
    
 
   “I took four tests today. All different brands. All for detecting early pregnancy but yes...I’m sure.”
 
    
 
   “They were all positive?”
 
    
 
   “Three of them.”
 
    
 
   “So there’s a chance...”
 
    
 
   “Don’t even say it,” she jumped in. “I’ve made an appointment with the new doctor tomorrow. He’s going to sign me onto their books and do the necessary tests.”
 
    
 
   “Scan? A baby scan?”
 
    
 
   She shook her head, “Blood test, you idiot.”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, this is all new to me.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “Do you want me to come with you?”
 
    
 
   She sat on the bed next to him, “What are we doing about the house?”
 
    
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
    
 
   “Casper the friendly ghost?”
 
    
 
   “His name is Josh. And what can we do? I said - the money is tied up here now. We move and we’ll most likely take a hit. It’s our dream house. We put off our honeymoon to buy this place. Besides, I was communicating with him earlier. The bathroom...And this room...They’re out of bounds. They’re ours. He can go in the other rooms. I’ve set his stuff up in his room...”
 
    
 
   “His room?”
 
    
 
   “It used to be his bedroom,” he said. “Seems fair to give it back to him. The board is in there, to communicate with him...A few of his toys...”
 
    
 
   Emily shook her head again, “This is so fucked up.”
 
    
 
   “I agree it’s not ideal but he is friendly. He’s just a boy. You know - one of the messages he gave me earlier...Spelt out how lonely he was. It must be terrible for him.”
 
    
 
   “And you think we can trust him with a baby in the house?”
 
    
 
   “Why not? He’s lonely. It’ll be a brother or sister to him. Kind of. So you’re keeping it then?”
 
    
 
   “We...We are keeping it...We’re in this together, aren’t we? And I’m certainly not about to abort it.”
 
    
 
   Jason nodded. He knew not to argue with her and, even if he didn’t know better, he’d never ask someone to have an abortion. Hint, maybe but never ask. Sitting side by side, he put his arm around her and pulled her close to his body in a sweet embrace where they remained for a few silent minutes.
 
    
 
   “Do you think we’ll have the unpacking done before the baby’s due?” she asked.
 
    
 
   A brief pause before they both laughed.
 
    
 
   “I swear I had every intention...Today...”
 
    
 
   “I do love you,” she whispered.
 
    
 
   “Not as much as I love you.” Jason replied. He gave her another squeeze.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Jason was sitting on the floor in what was now Josh’s bedroom. Since their heart to heart the previous night, Jason and Emily hadn’t spoken too much. They both had a quiet evening, lying on the bed in each others’ arms until they both fell asleep, locked in the sanctuary of their bedroom.
 
    
 
   Emily had left the house just after eight o’clock after managing to get herself a doctor’s appointment with the duty nurse. A quick check-up and blood test which would help detect early pregnancy. She had insisted Jason stayed behind as she wanted to get used to whatever the nurse said before having to deal with it as a couple. She had told Jason that was the woman’s right - they get to know first as it’s their body. They get time alone to process it in their own minds and then they deal with it as a couple. The man only gets time to dwell on it long after being told the outcome when he’s finally left to his own devices once more. All Jason could do was sit and wait - and he just happened to choose Josh’s room to wait in.
 
    
 
   He rubbed his tired eyes. Broken dreams last night led to a disturbed night’s sleep. Emily had been the same. Whilst he was lying there, trying to fall asleep again - he could tell, by her breathing, that she was awake too not that he acknowledged her. Too lost in his own thoughts about potentially having a baby. Despite what Emily had said to him - he didn’t feel ready. He wanted to explore the world, spend time with just the two of them enjoying life and then, perhaps, settle for children in years to come. Part of him hoped three of the four tests were inaccurate.
 
    
 
   Roald walked into the bedroom and sat next to Jason. He didn’t make a sound - he simply sat with him as though it were his way of telling him that everything was going to be okay. Jason smiled and patted him on the head.
 
    
 
   “Just a matter of waiting,” he said to Roald. “What do you make of it, boy?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Roald laid down and rested his head on his front two legs - stretched out in front of him. Again, not a sound was made.
 
    
 
   “Do you even care?” he asked.
 
    
 
   The salt shaker, positioned in the middle of the newly set-up Ouija board, twitched and caught Jason’s eye. So wrapped up in his thoughts he had clean forgotten about Josh.
 
    
 
   “Hi Josh,” he said, hoping it wasn’t obvious he’d been accidentally ignoring him. “I suppose you heard everything last night?”
 
    
 
   The shaker moved across to the word ‘yes’.
 
    
 
   “You think I should be happy?” Jason asked the question but expected the answer to come back negative. After all, it’d be another person in the house to take away some attention from Josh.
 
    
 
   The shaker circled ‘yes’.
 
    
 
   “You think I should be happy?” Jason couldn’t hide the surprised tone. Thinking about it, though, he could see why the answer would be a ‘yes’. Perhaps Josh saw it as more company for him - another person in the house to get to know him and play with him. Jason sighed, “Great - so I’m the asshole then.”
 
    
 
   Roald barked.
 
    
 
   “You best not be agreeing with me,” said Jason. “You know space could become an issue with a baby in the house...Might have to move you into a little shed in the garden...”
 
    
 
   Roald barked again.
 
    
 
   Jason stood up, “Come on, I’m not waiting in all day for Emily to let me know what they say...Let’s go for a walk, boy.”
 
    
 
   Roald didn’t move until Jason asked where his lead was. As soon as he heard the word ‘lead’ he jumped to his feet and dashed from the room, down the stairs and towards the kitchen where the lead was hanging.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   13.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Jason had the lead in his hand. He didn’t know why he’d brought it with him after noticing that Roald had brought a ball into the kitchen with him when they were getting ready. Clearly the daft dog wanted to just play in the garden more than go for a long walk of some description. Jason could have saved himself the hassle of carrying it by leaving it where it hung.
 
    
 
   Roald loved chasing the ball. He’d wait for Jason to kick it as hard as he could and then he’d give chase to it. Once he’d caught up with it, he’d use his nose to nudge it all the way back to Jason who’d wait for Roald to take a step back before booting it as hard as could again. Until, that is, Roald would suddenly stop going after the ball and would - instead - just sit down and watch as Jason went after it. Usually Jason kicked it a further three or four times before realising Roald had had enough.
 
    
 
   Jason took another run up and kicked the ball as hard as he could. A hard toe punt which lifted the small ball high into the air and shot it a considerable distance. No sooner had his foot connected with the ball then Roald gave chase, barking with excitement the whole way. Seconds later and Roald returned, nudging the ball in front of him. He was rewarded with a pat on the head before Jason kicked the ball across the garden again. And, once more, Roald gave chase.
 
    
 
   Jason reached into his pocket and pulled out his mobile phone - something he very rarely left home without. Full signal but no messages from Emily. It felt like ages since she had left the house for her trip to the doctors and he couldn’t help but wonder what was being said. He dropped the phone back into his trouser pocket and looked at the dog again.
 
    
 
   “Roald!” he called out when he realized that the ball had suddenly altered course and was heading for the road because of, Jason presumed, an unexpected gust of wind. It wasn’t as though the ball was the heaviest of items. Roald didn’t stop. He rarely did when he was excitedly giving chase to something which had caught his eye. “Roald!” Jason called out again as the ball disappeared through a gap in the hedge. “The fucking chances of that!” he muttered as he started to run after the dog who hadn’t hesitated to dive through the hedge after the ball.
 
    
 
   As Jason jogged across the garden he noticed a large lorry travelling, at speed, down towards where Roald would have been in the road - unless the ball happened to continue into the adjacent field which was highly unlikely. 
 
    
 
   “Roald!” Jason called out - a sense of urgency in his voice now which was still ignored by his pet. “Here, boy!” he yelled again.
 
    
 
   He heard Roald growl from behind the hedge and then he heard the sound of the lorry’s horn, as it loomed ever closer still travelling at speed, when the driver noticed the dog playing near the road and started braking accordingly. The brakes of the lorry squealed loudly the driver obviously panicking behind the wheel - a desperate attempt to react to whatever Roald was doing behind the hedge.
 
    
 
   Jason called out for Roald to come back again but his voice was drowned out by the sound of the lorry’s horn and screeching tyres. Jason made it to the hedge just in time to see Roald disappear under the lorry. The sound of Roald’s pained ‘yelp’. The look on the driver’s face, through the window - his eyes closed tight as though he knew there was no chance of stopping in time. Jason screamed out and bent down to try and see underneath the lorry - and what he saw...The sight of his beloved pet being twisted and turned, dragged across the asphalt. The sight accompanied by the sound of an animal in pain until it suddenly went deathly quiet. Jason screamed for Roald again but he knew it was too late. The lorry passed him before eventually coming to a standstill.
 
    
 
   As Jason scrambled through the hedge, the driver jumped down from his cabin.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, I didn’t see him..When I did...I sounded the horn but...He was just lying in the road as though he was stuck, or in pain...I tried to stop...I tried...”
 
    
 
   The driver was just as shaken up as Jason was but Jason didn’t stop to comfort him. He hurried around to the back of the lorry. There, in the middle of the road, was Roald. Lifeless. Jason dropped to his knees by his dog’s broken body and started to weep. The driver stood, by the side of the road, and guiltily looked on - no words of comfort offered as he knew there were none that would help.
 
    
 
   Teary-eyed Jason looked up and noticed Roald’s ball was rolling back towards them, despite the lack of breeze.
 
    
 
   The driver slowly approached, “Can I help you with him?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Jason scooped Roald into his arms and struggled to his feet, “Get the fuck away from me,” he hissed. “How fast were you going anyway?”
 
    
 
   The driver stuttered.
 
    
 
   “Was it you?”
 
    
 
   “Look, I’m sorry...”
 
    
 
   “Was it you?” Jason repeated.
 
    
 
   “Was what me?”
 
    
 
   “Did you run the boy over too? Josh? Was it you?”
 
    
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” the driver took a few steps back, sensing Jason’s growing anger.
 
    
 
   “You speed down this road without a care in the world, you piece of shit.”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!” the driver snapped back. “You should have watched your dog more carefully. I said it was an accident - and it was. I said I’m sorry - and I am - but I haven’t killed any boys. This is the first accident I’ve had and I’m sorry it was with your dog but it doesn’t give you the right to start insulting me.”
 
    
 
   “Just get the fuck out of my face,” Jason hissed as he pushed past the driver and headed back towards his garden.
 
    
 
   The driver shouted out after him, “And what about the damage to my lorry, huh? I should be the one shouting at you!” he tutted and turned back towards the lorry’s cabin before things had the chance to escalate further.
 
    
 
   Jason struggled through the hedge, with Roald in his arms, fighting back his tears. As soon as he made it through to the other side, he dropped down to his knees and screamed - a scream so loud, even the sound of the lorry firing into life didn’t drown it out. When he opened his eyes he noticed Emily was standing at the kitchen door - a look of horror on her face. She didn’t come running over, she simply stood there as though frozen to the spot.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Jason was standing by a freshly dug hole. Next to him was a pile of earth and a black bin liner which contained Roald’s shattered body. Emily approached from the house with a glass of water in her hand. As she neared Jason, she held it out for him to take.
 
    
 
   “I thought you’d be thirsty,” she said as she neared.
 
    
 
   Jason forged a smile across his weary face and took the glass with his left hand - his right hand was still clutching the shovel by its handle, “Thank you,” he said as he gulped it down in near enough one large swig.
 
    
 
   He looked at Emily and could tell she’d been crying too, although she had done her best to not show it to Jason. Roald was, after all, his dog more than her dog and she wanted Jason to feel as though he could grieve properly without feeling the need to have to comfort her. “Are you okay?” he asked.
 
    
 
   She nodded but looked as though she were desperate to say something. “You?” she finally asked.
 
    
 
   “Been better,” he said. He turned back to the hole. “Did you want to say something? I thought about it but...I felt stupid.”
 
    
 
   Emily looked at him blankly, “What am I supposed to say?”
 
    
 
   Jason shrugged, “He was a good dog,” he said - a tiny crack of emotion in his voice as he struggled not to cry in front of his wife who, until today, had never seen him come close to weeping, let alone literally breaking down in front of her.
 
    
 
   “He was a good dog,” Emily confirmed.
 
    
 
   Jason passed the empty glass back to Emily, before bending down to pick up the black bag. With it in his arms he gently lowered it into the hole he’d dug. Once the bag was resting on the freshly dug earth, he patted it with his hand and whispered, “I’ll miss you, boy.”
 
    
 
   He stood up and wiped a runaway tear from his eye. Emily took hold of his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze of support. “I’m sure he’s still here,” she said.
 
    
 
   Jason suddenly turned to her - a look on his face which suggested something had just clicked in the back of his mind, “Of course,” he said. A sudden hopeful smile across his face. He turned and ran towards the house.
 
    
 
   Emily called after him, “What did I say?” She paused a moment and reflected upon her own words. Just as something had clicked with Jason - it clicked with her too, “Shit!” She ran after Jason who had already disappeared into the house via the kitchen door. She knew exactly where he was going.
 
    
 
   By the time Emily caught up with Jason, he was already in what had been set up as Josh’s bedroom. He was kneeling on the floor, next to the table where he’d set the Ouija board back up again. A glass, near the letters, was already moving across to ‘yes’.
 
    
 
   Jason turned to Emily, tears in his eyes and a smile on his face, “You’re right!” he said.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “He is still here. He’s with Josh!” said Jason excitedly. “He’s okay. He’s happy. Apparently his tail is wagging.” Jason started to cry. Emily didn’t move from the doorway - a look of concern on her face.
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   Jason and Emily were sitting at either end of the dining room table tucking into a meal Emily had cooked. Nothing special, a plate of ham, egg and chips - quick and easy was all she could be bothered with after what had been a long, trying day.
 
    
 
   Jason’s grief had all but gone now he knew Roald was still around them in spirit form. Something which was made easier on him, still, by the fact he had some kind of company in Josh.
 
    
 
   Emily, meanwhile, looked more concerned as she solemnly pushed her food around the plate.
 
    
 
   “I said - what do you think?” Jason repeated.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry?” Emily looked up. “Think about what?” She’d been so lost in her own deep thoughts she hadn’t even heard Jason speak.
 
    
 
   “Whether there’s a way we could ever see them? Do you think there’s something we could do? Some scientific experiment, or something - hell, I don’t know - just something! Anything!”
 
    
 
   Emily shrugged, “I don’t know,” she said.
 
    
 
   Jason sighed, “I’m not even sure who we could ask about it. It’s not every day you get proof about life after death, is it? You realise we’re probably sitting on a gold mine, right? People would flock here to see this. Tourists, scientists, news reporters...People looking to dispute it as fiction. Not that I think I’d want to exploit them. Hardly fair, is it? No. Probably best we keep it to ourselves, I’d have thought. For now, at least...” He bit into an extra long chip, “Can you pass me the salt, please?”
 
    
 
   The salt shaker slid, untouched by Emily, across the dining room table.
 
    
 
   “Thanks, Josh,” said Jason. Jason carefully tipped some over the rest of his chips. Emily started to cry. “What is it?” he asked. He put the shaker down. “Em?”
 
    
 
   “You haven’t even asked me how it went,” she said.
 
    
 
   “How what went?”
 
    
 
   Emily looked at him in disbelief. She could tell by his blank expression that he really had no idea what she was talking about.
 
    
 
   “Emily? How what...” he suddenly fell silent as it dawned on him what she was referring to. “Shit.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah,” she said, “shit...Shit...Shit...The fucking doctors...I understand you’ve had a bad day. I get that but...Now...You’re fine...Deliriously happy, even, because you know your dog is a fucking ghost and is now friends with another fucking ghost...” her face was going redder and redder as she continued to get more upset, “...But...That’s okay...Because you’re happy now. It doesn’t matter how I feel...What’s going on in my body...That doesn’t matter either. Side tracked like our relationship since you found out about Josh...”
 
    
 
   “What? No...That’s not fair,” said Jason.
 
    
 
   “Well guess what - I am pregnant,” she continued. “I’m having a baby. And, of course, I’d very much like my new husband to be a part of that.”
 
    
 
   She didn’t wait for an answer, or a reaction, she simply stood up and stormed from the room - slamming the door behind her.
 
    
 
   “Shit.”
 
    
 
   Out of frustration he pushed the salt shaker so hard it slid across the table towards where Emily had been sitting. Seconds later it slowly slid back to where Jason was. He stood up and walked out of the room. “Emily?” he called out. He stopped in the middle of the hallway and cranked his head, to the side, to try and hear where she was. “Emily?” From upstairs, coming from their bedroom, he could hear her crying. “Shit,” he muttered. He walked up the stairs and into their room where he found her crying into her pillow, “I’m sorry,” he said as he sat on the edge of the bed. He rested his arm on her shoulder. “I’m sorry,” he repeated again on the off-chance she didn’t hear him. “I’m an idiot. Ignore me.”
 
    
 
   She rolled onto her side so she could see his face, “You don’t even want the baby,” she said.
 
    
 
   “That’s not true,” he argued. “The whole pregnancy thing - it just took me by surprise, that’s all. I wasn’t expecting it. I didn’t think we were at that stage yet but that’s not to say I won’t be happy, or supportive. Come on,” he continued, “please stop crying. You said it yourself - it’s been one of those days. I’m sorry!”
 
    
 
   Emily sat up and leant her back against the headboard. She wiped the tears from her eyes, “Don’t you see what’s happening to us since...Well...Since discovering we’re not alone. Jason, I’m scared. We need to get out of this house before it ruins everything we have going for us.”
 
    
 
   “You’re still going on about leaving? Honey, we can’t leave. It’s not that simple. Besides - what’s the point now we’ve set the terms with Josh? We have our space - he has his.”
 
    
 
   “What happened at the dinner table...The salt...I’m not happy living like that. I’m not comfortable with it.”
 
    
 
   Jason sighed, “In time it will be...”
 
    
 
   “No, I don’t want to wait. I’m not happy about it. As my husband - the man who loves me - you should understand that. You said we could cut our losses and leave if things didn’t work out.”
 
    
 
   “But things are working out for us. You’re the only reason things aren’t quite right at the moment.”
 
    
 
   “This is my fault?”
 
    
 
   “That’s not what I meant. I mean - it’s just you who isn’t happy at the moment. Josh seems happy, apparently Roald is happy...I’m happy. I’m excited. The thought of us all living here. A baby on the way. I’m happy.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want my baby to be babysat by a ghost of a dead child! You don’t think that’s a little strange?” Emily suddenly shouted.
 
    
 
   “Calm down, he might hear you.”
 
    
 
   “Might hear me? What the fuck...He’s dead, Jase...Dead! What does it matter that he hears me? He shouldn’t even be here - this is our house.”
 
    
 
   “And it was his house.”
 
    
 
   “Can’t we just call someone? Get them to come and get rid of him?”
 
    
 
   “Get rid of him? Like who? A fucking Ghostbuster?” Jason felt his anger start to rise to match that of Emily’s.
 
    
 
   “We’re newlyweds, Jason. Newlyweds. Does that mean anything to you? We’re supposed to be in the romantic honeymoon stage of our relationship and instead we spend most nights talking about a dead boy. And now we have a dead pet dog to look after too. It’s not right. If you think Ghostbusters do exist...And you can get hold of one and value our relationship then, yes, get a fucking Ghostbuster in.”
 
    
 
   Jason stood up and went to leave the room.
 
    
 
   “Where are you going?” Emily asked.
 
    
 
   “I need some air,” he said, “I’m fed up talking about this shit.”
 
    
 
   “This shit? Our relationship? This shit! That’s nice, Jason. Real nice.”
 
    
 
   He stopped in the doorway as though he was about to turn around and continue talking to her. A few seconds passed. He took a deep breath and stepped out of the room, closing the door behind him.
 
    
 
   “Nice to know what you really think of our relationship!” she called out after him. “Fuck you too!” she yelled, hoping that Jason could still hear her. “Fuck you too!” she repeated for good measure. It took seconds for her anger to subside and get overtaken by sadness and, once again, she started to cry.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Jason sat in front of his typewriter. The blank page taunting his lack of ability to think of anything worthwhile to write upon it. A story about a happy, newlywed couple? At first he wanted to keep the original story and, somehow, change it to fit in more with his style of writing but, the way he felt now, he wanted to burn every page already written. He span around, in his chair, and faced the opposite wall as though words would come to him with more ease if he wasn’t putting pressure upon himself by staring at his typewriter. Instead he stared at one of Roald’s many empty beds, in the corner of the room.
 
    
 
   “You there, boy?” he asked. There was no sign to suggest he was and Jason felt his heart sink. “Maybe we should just move,” he suggested to Roald. “Maybe it’s for the best? Move on? Start a family?”
 
    
 
   The keys on his keyboard suddenly clicked as they were pressed down. He span back around in his char and saw the word ‘no’ had been typed onto the fresh white page. Josh. He sat there and watched as more keys were slowly pressed - his eyes not leaving the paper where the letters were spelling out what Josh wanted to say: ‘Stay with me’. Jason felt a pang in his heart as he sat back - his mind wondering whether everyone was as lonely after they had passed.
 
    
 
   “Why are you still here?” he asked. “Surely there has to be something else after we die - somewhere else for us to go? We can’t just stay here. There has to be more.” The thought of being left in the world, as an invisible spirit, after death terrified Jason. He could relate to the loneliness the spirit felt just from how he felt on the days when Emily would come home late from work. Especially on days when he hadn’t left the house because he was too busy with his writing. Those days amplified by an eternity of quiet days filled with solitude. A yearning to communicate yet not having anyone to communicate with. Needless to say Josh didn’t form a reply with the available keys. Jason wondered whether it was because he didn’t want to disappoint him with the knowledge there was nothing else after we die or that the answer was too complex for Josh to readily be able to answer.
 
    
 
   Jason sat back on his chair and put his arms behind his head - tormented as to what to do for the best. He didn’t want to upset Emily, or even lose her, but - at the same time - he didn’t want to leave Josh’s spirit to an empty house. For a split second his mind wondered about the possibilities of looking for someone to come and clean the house of the paranormal but only for a split second as he soon dismissed it again, considering the act, even if there were such an act that is, the same as murder albeit an extreme way of looking at the situation.
 
    
 
   “You just need to give her some space,” Jason said after he had finished processing everything in his own mind. “I’m sure she’ll get used to the situation,” he continued, “we’ll find a way to make it work - all of us.”
 
    
 
   The keys starting to move up and down again as Josh pressed them: ‘Promise?’
 
    
 
   “I do,” said Jason. “I’ll let her sleep on it and show her tomorrow that, if she lets it, everything will be okay.”
 
    
 
   More dancing across the keys by an invisible force: ‘love u’.
 
    
 
   Jason frowned, unsure what to make of Josh’s words. He pushed through with a smile but didn’t say the words back as it felt too strange. Instead he reiterated that, “Everything will be okay.”
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   The following morning Emily left the house without so much as a goodbye - still clearly annoyed by Jason’s reaction to the pregnancy and the whole moving house situation.  Her lack of words also down to the fact that Jason pretended to sleep through her noisily getting ready for work - despite spending half an hour in the toilet throwing up again. He kept his eyes closed for a reason though; Jason didn’t want them to part on bad terms but didn’t know the right words to make things better despite laying awake half the night trying to think of what to say to make her feel okay and, more importantly, loved again. Despite what she thought, about their relationship taking a turn, he’d never stopped loving her and never would. For him - she was the most important thing in the world and, if it boiled down to it, of course he’d leave the house for her. He just didn’t want her throwing the towel in before she’d given it a fair chance for, in his eyes, everything could be perfect there. Sure there was some paranormal activity but it was hardly life threatening. Some might even argue it was helpful - going so far as to pass the salt, when prompted, at the dinner table.
 
    
 
   He waited for the front door to slam shut before opening his eyes and sitting up in bed. Normally he’d be happy to lay there for a few more hours until he was properly awake but he knew it was going to be a long day having decided, during the equally long night, that if he didn’t know how to tell Emily that everything was going to be okay, and that he loved her, with the right words - he’d show her with the right actions. And that meant getting one of his friends to give him a lift into the nearest town which was about ten miles away.
 
    
 
   Jason reached across to the bedside cabinet, where his mobile phone rested, and picked it up - pulling the charging cable out. He flicked through his contacts until he came across the number for one of his best friends - Travis - and pressed ‘dial’ on the touchscreen. Seconds later the line connected and his friend’s phone was ringing.
 
    
 
   “This had better be important,” Travis said as he picked the call up - not even waiting for Jason to say ‘hello’ to him or let him know it was him calling in the first place.
 
    
 
   “It’s me,” said Jason - relying on the fact his voice would have been recognised by his old high school friend and that his name would have come up on Travis’ phone even if it weren’t.
 
    
 
   “This had better be important,” Travis slurred again as he had clearly been woken up.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry to wake you but I really need your help,” said Jason.
 
    
 
   “What’s the problem?”
 
    
 
   “My marriage...”
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Travis was standing in the shop’s aisle watching as Jason struggled with a flat-packed cot.
 
    
 
   “This is your great emergency? You said it was your marriage on the phone. Had I known you were going to be making me shop for shit like this - I wouldn’t have agreed...Seriously - what the hell are we doing here?” asked Travis who, although annoyed at being dragged out to go cot shopping, was enjoying the sight of Jason struggling to get the cot onto the medium-sized trolley.
 
    
 
   Travis was the same age as Jason. They had attended the same school and been close friends since their first class together. Unlike Jason - he hadn’t settled down with a partner yet despite the effort he put in, every weekend, to find his perfect woman - an act which, he described to a startled date one drunken evening, meant he had to sleep with as many women as humanly possible. Something which he didn’t exactly struggle with thanks to his looks; over six foot, a good strong build, blonde hair and the brightest blue eyes you’d ever seen. For the record, the woman he divulged his master plan to - that was one date where he didn’t get to seal the deal. It was only for the purpose of sleeping with women that he actually agreed to be Jason’s Best Man at his wedding. Travis believed it was the Best Man’s duty to not only do a truly excellent, and remarkably funny speech but to also nail the Bridesmaids. 
 
    
 
   Jason never did forget the look on Travis’ face when he first realised the Bridesmaids were Emily’s nieces and both under ten years of age.
 
    
 
   “Also - you’ve only just got married...You don’t think this is rushing things? I mean, you even spoken to her about this yet? A kid is a big commitment,” Travis continued.
 
    
 
   Jason dropped the box beside the trolley and addressed Travis in the hope that - with the bigger picture explained - he might offer a little more help, “She’s pregnant already. Unplanned, I hasten to add.”
 
    
 
   “You’re shitting me, right?”
 
    
 
   “No. I wish I were. It would make my life far less complicated.”
 
    
 
   “You always said you never wanted children.”
 
    
 
   “And I don’t. Well...I do...I might...I don’t know...I haven’t had time to process this yet. Regardless, I love Emily and she seems to want to keep the baby. And, before you say it, I’m not about to ask her to abort it. Anyway, we found out yesterday. For definite. I didn’t handle the news quite as well as I could and now she is properly fucked off with me...”
 
    
 
   “I’ll bet. And you thought buying a cot might put her in a good mood?”
 
    
 
   “It has to help, right? Show her I am ready for this? Show her I want it too! The way I see it - it can’t hurt and we’ll need one in the future anyway so...Worth a shot.”
 
    
 
   “A shot which could have taken place a little later in the day?”
 
    
 
   “No. I want to choose some paint for the nursery walls and get this built and set up before she gets home. I thought it would show commitment.”
 
    
 
   “You aren’t going to have time to paint before she gets home - unless she’s gone away for a week? A couple of days at least?”
 
    
 
   Jason shook his head, “She might even be home early - she has been for the last couple of days. Not sure. I’m not going to paint anyway. I just want her to come in and see this is built and ready and that I’ve chosen paint for the room.”
 
    
 
   “I’m not sure...” Travis went to continue speaking but Jason cut him off in mid-sentence.
 
    
 
   “Look, I really need some help here. At the wedding reception you said you’d always be there for us and, right now, I’m asking you to be there for me.”
 
    
 
   “I was drunk at the reception - you’re really going to hold me to what I said when I was drunk?” Jason went to speak but Travis jumped in before he had a chance to have another moan at him, “Okay - okay...Let’s do this...But - seriously - next time you want something like this...Make it later in the day. This is my one day off work and I had planned to spend at least the morning in bed.”
 
    
 
   Travis walked over and picked up the other end of the box that Jason had been struggling with. Now there were two of them battling with it - little effort was required to finally get it on the trolley.
 
    
 
   “Seriously though - you realise you have at least another eight months before you had to pick this up right?”
 
    
 
   “Just shut up and push the damn trolley,” Jason ordered him.
 
    
 
   “Maybe next you could purchase another car so you don’t need lifts? Just a thought,” Travis pointed out as he started to push the trolley in the direction of the checkouts. 
 
    
 
   “We don’t need a second car,” Jason pointed out, “it’s unnecessary expenditure.”
 
    
 
   “Says the guy who just bought a cot for a little tadpole.”
 
    
 
   “Remind me how we’re still friends after all these years?”
 
    
 
   “You can’t get enough of my charm and pearls of wisdom,” Travis replied, “and I used to be a great drinking partner before you got that thumb print on your forehead.”
 
    
 
   Jason laughed, “Fuck off with the thumb print!”
 
    
 
   “No, I meant it. Proper pussy-whipped!” Travis said - his face was deadly serious. “A walking example of why I’m still single.”
 
    
 
   “You’re still single because you’re an asshole to put up with,” said Jason, still laughing.
 
    
 
   “That’s the second reason why I’m still single,” Travis corrected him.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Travis helped Jason up the stairs with the box, after they have driven back to Jason’s house, but had made it clear from before they had even left the car-park that it was as far as his helpfulness was going to be taking him. He didn’t have to say anything, though. Jason had no intention of asking him to help out with the unpacking and building of the cot. A hand up the stairs was all the help he needed as it minimized the risk of Travis finding out about the presence in his friend’s new house. Jason knew Travis would keep his mouth shut about the pregnancy just as Jason had asked him to in the car - at least until they were ready to announce it after the initial three month’s cooking time - but he knew he wouldn’t have been able to stay silent about a poltergeist living with them. He’d have told every Tom, Dick and Harry - and, most likely, the newspapers too - and that was the last thing Jason needed. Especially whilst things were so delicate within his relatively new, and fragile, marriage.
 
    
 
   “Thanks for your help today,” said Jason as they lowered the box to the floor and leant it against the wall, at the top of the stairs.
 
    
 
   “Think nothing of it,” said Travis, “at least - nothing of it other than the fact you owe me.” He stood up straight and winced as his back clicked back into place, “So this is the new place, huh? Isn’t it about time you guys had a housewarming party? You know - invite some of those nice looking friends Em has working in her office? Could even call it payment for helping you out today.”
 
    
 
   “Take a look around - we haven’t even finished unpacking yet. Anyway - give us a hand with the paint in the back of the car, will you?” said Jason hoping Travis wasn’t about to ask for a look around.
 
    
 
   “Sure,” he said, “need to be quick though - places to be and all that,” said Travis.
 
    
 
   Jason quietly sighed a small sigh of relief. He knew Travis didn’t have anywhere to be - it was just his way of getting out of doing any additional work or finding himself in the awkward position of having to say ‘no’ if Jason asked for help to build the cot despite Travis telling him, in the store, it wasn’t going to happen.
 
    
 
   They walked down the stairs and both jumped when the cot toppled over and banged onto the landing floor.
 
    
 
   “Holy shit! Scared the crap out of me,” said Travis as he turned to see what had caused the noise. 
 
    
 
   Jason didn’t stop. He knew the box couldn’t have toppled without some help. In the back of his mind he briefly wondered whether it was Josh’s way of getting introduced to this new man, and potential friend, or whether it was a genuine accident. “Chicken shit,” he taunted Travis as he stepped out of the front door and onto the driveway where Travis’ car was parked up.
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!” laughed Travis. “You jumped too.”
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   Emily was sitting in the car with the engine running. She was parked in the driveway of her house staring at the property she was supposed to call home. The problem was, though, she didn’t see it as her home. She couldn’t. She saw it as his home. He was there before Emily and Jason so, technically, it was still his home. They were just visitors.
 
    
 
   It had been a long day in the office with her mind flitting between this and that - basically anything which wasn’t to do with her job which showed in the small levels of work she actually produced for the day, much to her own line manager’s shock who had said it was, “Most unlike you” and proceeded to ask,  “is everything okay?”
 
    
 
   Emily hadn’t told her anything. She didn’t mention Josh and she didn’t mention the pregnancy. The latter - she wanted to wait until three months had gone by before saying anything - just to be sure everything would go okay. The last thing she wanted to do was have loads of people find out, congratulate her, and then suffer an early miscarriage. She couldn’t even contemplate losing the baby - let alone having to tell people who had earlier been so happy for her that the baby was gone. One minute they’d be wishing her well, congratulating both her and Jason - not that he did anything other than have an orgasm - and then they’d be offering their condolences, suggesting time away from work to let things settle and then there would be the stage where they’d all be treading on eggshells. She couldn’t think of anything worse.
 
    
 
   As for not mentioning Josh - they’d probably think the strain of work, and the recent extra responsibilities they had offered her, were starting to make her crack. Completely different scenario to the losing of the baby but it would end the same way; suggestions of holidays and treading on eggshells.
 
    
 
   She felt alone at work and she felt alone at home. She just sat there, staring, wondering if she could just drive away - not that she knew where she’d drive to. It didn’t matter. Anywhere. Anywhere but here.
 
    
 
   The front door opened and Jason appeared. He looked just as knackered as Emily felt. He gave her a small wave which she returned - a slight, half-arsed attempt at a smile on her face. Jason stepped down from the porch and approached the car where he opened the passenger door. Emily just watched him as he sat down in the seat next to her.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Emily shrugged, “Just sitting here.”
 
    
 
   Jason nodded. “Well,” he said sensing her fragile disposition, “it’s comfier in the house.”
 
    
 
   “It’s a little crowded for my liking,” she said.
 
    
 
   “I don’t know - I think by the time we get the bed in here, the kitchen...Even the television set...I think it may actually be a little more cramped in here.” He looked at her, “Come on - come inside...I have something to show you which I think you’ll like.”
 
    
 
   “Brochures for new properties?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Come on,” he jumped out of the car and ran round to the driver’s side where he opened the door and extended his hand to help Emily out from her seat, “trust me. I’ve been busy,” he finished.
 
    
 
   Emily sighed and took Jason’s hand. A gentle tug, from him, and she was helped to her feet. No sooner was she out of the car then he put his arm around her.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry about last night,” he said. “I want this baby. I want us to be happy. It was just a bad day yesterday. Can we start again?”
 
    
 
   “Start again?”
 
    
 
   Jason turned Emily so that she was facing him, “Hi! You were quick! So what did the doctor say then?”
 
    
 
   Emily shook her head, “You’re an idiot. They said it was probably from birth. Could have been that you were dropped on your head. Apparently, if you were an animal, they would have had you put down.”
 
    
 
   Jason smiled, “Good job I’m not an animal then!”
 
    
 
   Emily changed the subject, “What did you have to show me?”
 
    
 
   “I thought you’d never ask. I hope you appreciate it too for I am truly knackered.” He stepped behind her and covered her eyes with his right hand - leaving his left hand free to help guide her in, and up the stairs.
 
    
 
   “What are you doing?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Trust me. It’s a trust exercise.” He didn’t wait for Emily to put up an argument as he started to guide her towards the house, pointing out when she needed to step left, right, or even go up a step - as was the case when they reached the front door.
 
    
 
   “Where are we going?” Emily asked as Jason started to guide her up the stairs - one careful step after another.
 
    
 
   “You’ll see. Okay, near the top now...One more step...”
 
    
 
   They both stepped onto the landing. Jason turned her towards Josh’s room. Once they were outside the closed door, he pulled his hand away. “Here you go.”
 
    
 
   “What have you done now?” Emily’s heart sank. Knowing the room they were standing outside of, she couldn’t help but think he had done something else for the sake of Josh. She stretched her hand out to open the door but Jason snatched it back again.
 
    
 
   “You have to say the magic words?” he said.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   “The magic words. You have to say them to get access. Those are the rules.”
 
    
 
   “You’ve finally lost the plot, haven’t you?”
 
    
 
   Despite his best efforts, he could tell Emily wasn’t in the mood for any games. 
 
    
 
   “Okay, I’ll say them,” he said. He turned to the door and shouted, “Open sesame!”
 
    
 
   The handle twisted around and the door pushed open.
 
    
 
   “We’ve been practising that all afternoon,” said Jason - a beaming smile on his face. “It’s also really cool for when you want to pretend you’re a Jedi and you have The Force on your side,” he laughed.
 
    
 
   “What the hell is that?” asked Emily. She hadn’t heard a word Jason had just said. As soon as the door opened her eyes transfixed on the cot, now built, which was situated in the middle of the room.
 
    
 
   “That’s where our baby could sleep,” whispered Jason - his voice suddenly serious. “What do you think?”
 
    
 
   “How did you get it here?”
 
    
 
   “Travis helped me. Don’t worry, before you say anything, I told him not to tell anyone. So...Do you like it?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Emily walked into the room and across to the cot, “I love it.”
 
    
 
   “And look,” he pointed to the far corner of the room where there was once a stack of boxes. They had gone and been replaced by a stack of paint cans and decorating equipment. “Thought we could really make it nice in here, you know...A fresh coat of paint for a fresh start. That is...If you want to stay here. I’ve been thinking about that too...Let’s give it three months. Three months in this house and if you’re still not happy we’ll sell up and move out. A fair compromise, I believe.”
 
    
 
   Emily started to weep.
 
    
 
   “Are those tears of disappointment or anger?” Jason asked.
 
    
 
   “I can’t believe you’ve done all this for me.”
 
    
 
   “I haven’t. I’ve done it for us,” he corrected her. “I meant what I said - I’m here for you. I’m here for both of you.” He gently pressed his hand against her stomach. “I’m excited,” he told her.
 
    
 
   She smiled as she wiped the tears from her cheeks, “Me too.”
 
    
 
   “So what do you say? Is three months a fair compromise? That way we don’t have the stress of another move right now and it gives me a chance to finish my story - even get some money together.”
 
    
 
   She nodded, “Okay three months.”
 
    
 
   He smiled, “Thank you.” He put his arms around her and hugged her close. “I do love you,” he whispered in her ear.
 
    
 
   “I love you too.”
 
    
 
   “Just so I know though,” he continued, “this crying thing...This going to last the whole nine months?”
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   Emily opened her eyes and her heart skipped a beat when she noticed Jason was staring at her.
 
    
 
   “Morning, sleepyhead,” he said - a large, cheesy grin on his face.
 
    
 
   “What the hell are you doing?” Emily asked. She buried herself in the blankets to break his line of sight.
 
    
 
   “Can’t I watch my beautiful wife sleep?”
 
    
 
   “No - it’s creepy, you freak, stop it!”
 
    
 
   Slowly Jason pulled the blanket away from Emily’s face. She squealed and hid behind her hands.
 
    
 
   “I can’t help it,” said Jason.
 
    
 
   “What’s the time anyway?” she asked. “I didn’t hear my alarm go off.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know...About five? Half five?”
 
    
 
   “Jesus!” she buried her head under the pillow as her alarm wasn’t due to go off until half six. “You could have at least made me a cup of tea!” she moaned, with a muffled voice.
 
    
 
   “I thought you might want to snuggle for a while!”
 
    
 
   “Cup of tea!” her voice was less muffled this time round so there was no mistaking what she really wanted.
 
    
 
   “And then a cuddle?”
 
    
 
   Emily threw the blanket back and glared at Jason with suspicion, “Why are you so happy? I’m not having sex. Not at this time of the morning...”
 
    
 
   “I don’t want sex. Well - unless you’re offering...I’m just happy. Can’t I be happy? I’m feeling good about us. Our future. I’m optimistic.” He paused and finished, “I thought you might be too.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe I will be,” she said, “after a cup of tea.”
 
    
 
   “One cup of tea coming right up,” said Jason with a smile on his face which kind of unnerved Emily - not that she voiced her concerns.
 
    
 
   Jason jumped out of bed and ran from the room as Emily settled back down onto her pillow contemplating how many children would be in the house within a number of months; the dead one, the newborn one and her husband. She couldn’t help but hope that it wouldn’t be long before at least one of them grew up.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Take a day off today!” Jason insisted as he walked into the room.
 
    
 
   “What? I can’t.”
 
    
 
   “You can,” he urged, “we could spend the day together...” He put her cup of tea down on her bedside cabinet and climbed over Emily to get back to his side of the bed. Jason continued, “We could go for a walk, or something. We haven’t really explored since moving in. What with one thing and another - there hasn’t really been a lot of time. I just thought it would be nice.”
 
    
 
   She could see he was trying hard and didn’t want to dampen his spirits, “It would be nice,” she said, “but we need the money. You know I don’t get sick pay.”
 
    
 
   “I just thought it would be nice,” he repeated.
 
    
 
   “It’ll be the weekend soon enough and then you’ll have two days of my undivided attention,” Emily promised. “By Monday you’ll be itching for me to get back to work. Besides, you should be using this time to get your writing finished. How’s it going anyway?” she changed the subject before it turned into an unnecessary argument about how little time they are spending together. A silly argument considering she always used to go to work whilst he sat at home working on novels and short stories. The problem was - he had got too used to having her around during their wedding and house moving escapades. Now she was back at work - clearly he was having a hard time adjusting to the loneliness again.
 
    
 
   “The writing? It’s not going. I started the story in one direction and I’m not happy with it. It doesn’t feel as though it’s my own story, if you know what I mean. It doesn’t read as though I’ve written it.”
 
    
 
   “From what I read - it was fine.”
 
    
 
   “Yeah - fine - that’s the problem. It’s not great. Fine doesn’t sell. Fine doesn’t even get you noticed anymore. I don’t know, I just need a break I think.”
 
    
 
   “You think too m...” she stopped mid-sentence.
 
    
 
   “What’s wrong?”
 
    
 
   “The door just moved,” she said - her eyes fixed to the bedroom door, which Jason hadn’t closed behind him.
 
    
 
   Jason turned his head to look at the door. For a couple of seconds they both laid there staring at it - waiting to see if it would move once more.
 
    
 
   “It’s fine,” he said. “Probably just the wind.”
 
    
 
   “The wind? What wind?” Emily asked. She pulled the blanket over herself to ensure no flesh was visible. “It’s him!” she whispered.
 
    
 
   “He won’t come in here. He knows it’s our room. Our place to have undisturbed time together. Besides, it could have been Roald...”
 
    
 
   “Do you know how fucked up that sounds? Oh don’t worry - it’s not the dead boy it’s the dead dog. Jesus Christ - this is what I’m talking about,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Come on - it’s fine. Seriously. Try not to think of it.”
 
    
 
   “It’s a bit hard not to think of it,” she said. “At this rate I’ll be taking a shower, or bath, wearing a fucking bikini.”
 
    
 
   “You’re being silly, come on...We started the day off happily. Let’s not ruin it.”
 
    
 
   “We started the day being woken up an hour before our alarm was due to go off - actually.”
 
    
 
   Jason climbed out of bed and walked over to the door. With no words, he pushed it shut, turned around and came back to bed.
 
    
 
   “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” she asked. “What if you shut him in here? And do you really think a closed door will stop a ghost?!”
 
    
 
   Jason went to say something but stopped in his tracks as he heard a noise he recognised only too well - a small plastic car racing around a figure eight race track. “There!” said Jason. “He’s playing.”
 
    
 
   Emily sat up, “I just don’t see how this is going to work.”
 
    
 
   “It won’t if you don’t give it a chance,” Jason replied. “Come on - you can’t keep doing this...”
 
    
 
   “Doing what?”
 
    
 
   “Agreeing to give it a try and then getting freaked out. We said - three months. That’s not too hard is it? If you’re not happy by then - I said - I’ll pack everything myself. And I mean it.”
 
    
 
   Emily didn’t say anything. There was nothing she could say. After all - she had agreed to a longer trial period. 
 
    
 
   “The stress of moving isn’t good for the baby. It’s early days. I don’t want to jeopardize anything with the pregnancy.”
 
    
 
   Emily pounced on his words, “But the stress of living with a ghost is just fine and dandy?”
 
    
 
   She flung the blankets off and climbed from the warmth of the bed.
 
    
 
   “Where are you going?” asked Jason. “I thought we were going to cuddle for a bit?”
 
    
 
   “I’ve got to get ready for work,” she said.
 
    
 
   “Your alarm hasn’t even gone off yet! Come on - come back to bed.”
 
    
 
   As if on cue - the irritating tone of her mobile’s alarm sounded. Jason didn’t say anything as Emily simply smiled at him, turned the alarm off and walked towards the en-suite bathroom. He just laid back and looked at the ceiling - as though the answers to all his problems were hidden somewhere on it. Only visible if you stare long and hard enough.
 
    
 
   “Fucking hormones,” he muttered under his breath.
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   Emily was sitting in her office staring at Google’s homepage on her computer. A mountain of ignored paperwork was sitting next to her keyboard, along with a cold cup of tea she had neglected to drink.
 
    
 
   A knock on her door broke her quiet thoughts.
 
    
 
   “Come in,” she called out.
 
    
 
   The door opened and her best friend Annie leaned in, “Some of the girls are going to the pub for a spot of lunch - did you want to join us?” she asked. Annie was Emily’s closest friend in the office - maybe even in her little world. They had met in the workplace and instantly hit it off, despite Emily being Annie’s boss.
 
    
 
   “No. No, thank you,” Emily whispered. She looked back at Google.
 
    
 
   “Are you okay?” Annie had been friends with Emily long enough to realise when something wasn’t as it should have been.
 
    
 
   “Can I tell you something?” Emily asked.
 
    
 
   “Sure.”
 
    
 
   “Shut the door,” said Emily.
 
    
 
   Annie stepped into the office and closed the door behind her. She didn’t wait for an invitation to take a seat adjacent to Emily’s own chair, behind the large black desk.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “I’m pregnant,” said Emily. Her voice cracked a little as though she were about to cry but, thankfully for her, she managed to hold it together.
 
    
 
   “Pregnant?”
 
    
 
   “And I’m living with a ghost of a dead boy and the ghost of my dead dog.”
 
    
 
   Annie didn’t say anything. She just stared at Emily as though she had lost the plot completely. Seconds went by before she went to open her mouth to say something before stopping herself and remaining silent.
 
    
 
   “Well?” said Emily. “Say something.”
 
    
 
   “That’s a lot of information to process,” said Annie. “Are you sure?”
 
    
 
   “Of which bit?”
 
    
 
   “All of it?”
 
    
 
   “The doctor confirmed the pregnancy but it’s still early days.”
 
    
 
   “But you’re living with ghosts? You talk to the doctor about that too?” asked Annie.
 
    
 
   “You don’t believe me.”
 
    
 
   “I didn’t say that. It’s just...”
 
    
 
   “Go on.”
 
    
 
   “Ghosts?”
 
    
 
   Emily nodded. Annie sat back in her chair and pushed her red hair away from her eyes with a brush of her hand. She was completely dumbfounded by what she had been told.
 
    
 
   “I don’t want to live in the house anymore,” said Emily, “but he wants me to try.”
 
    
 
   “The ghost?”
 
    
 
   “Jason.”
 
    
 
   “Ah.”
 
    
 
   “He wants to give it a few months and then move out if we’re still not happy. I don’t know what to do because I just want to get out now. I hate it there. Things move - like a door this morning...It moved and instantly I got paranoid about whether there was a spirit standing there or not...You know - watching me. It’s weird. Creepy even.”
 
    
 
   “I can see that.”
 
    
 
   “What do I do?” asked Emily.
 
    
 
   Annie shrugged her shoulders.
 
    
 
   “I was going to Google it but I don’t even know where to start,” Emily continued. “I mean - where do you start?”
 
    
 
   “Erm - maybe start with how to rid your house of the spirits? Like an exorcist? Do they even exist? I don’t know but it’s worth a look...”
 
    
 
   “Jason doesn’t want me to do that.”
 
    
 
   “If it bothers you that much and he won’t move - sort something when he isn’t there. He need never know. You could always tell him the spirits must have managed to move over to the other side?”
 
    
 
   “The other side?”
 
    
 
   “Well I don’t know what I’m talking about!” said Annie. In truth Annie didn’t even believe what Emily was saying. Talks of ghosts sounded more like the ramblings of someone who was under too much pressure - what with the recent wedding, the moving and extra work in the office no one would be surprised if Emily did start to fall apart.
 
    
 
   There was another knock on the door. A slight pause before Emily called for them to come in. It was another of the office girls - a younger lady called Victoria.
 
    
 
   “Are you coming?” she asked Emily and Annie.
 
    
 
   Annie turned to Emily, “You want to get out of here for a while?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “No - you lot go. Have fun. I’ve got a mountain of work to do,” she lied. She had no intention of doing any of the paperwork cluttering her desk. Not today, at least. Today her mind was on everything but the work that needed completing.
 
    
 
   “Okay,” said Annie as she stood up, “if you change your mind - you know where to find us. We’ll talk later, yeah?”
 
    
 
   Emily nodded. Annie gave her a smile and left the room, closing the door behind her to give Emily her privacy once more. Emily had smiled back at her but it was more for show. No sooner had Annie disappeared from the room had Emily’s smile vanished from her face.
 
    
 
   She turned back to the computer screen and put her hands on the keyboard. A split second as her brain decided on the best sentence to type.
 
    
 
   How to rid your house of ghosts.
 
    
 
   The fact Google predicted the sentence before she had completely finished writing it made her feel a little more at ease. For Google to be able to predict what she was typing - surely that meant other people had asked the same question.
 
    
 
   She hit enter and the page changed, almost instantly, to reveal a list of recommended pages.
 
    
 
   “Guess we start at the top,” she muttered as she followed the first hyperlink.
 
    
 
   The page loaded up and instantly Emily knew it wasn’t to be the page she was looking for. Bright colours, unprofessional font, yellow writing on a black background - for reasons only the person who made the page would know - this was a page designed by someone who clearly had no skills in web-design. It didn’t mean they didn’t know what they were talking about when it came to the spirit world but it was enough to put doubt into the mind.
 
    
 
   The second hyperlink followed, after pressing the ‘back’ button on the browser, wasn’t much good either. According to this person - your house is protected from ghosts if you surround yourself with positive energy. Clearly this doesn’t work. If it did work - the ghost would have moved out as soon as Emily and Jason had moved in as it was the happiest time of their lives, especially with it being so close to their wedding day which they were both still buzzing about.
 
    
 
   The third hyperlink from the main page offered little hope too.  Surround your house with salt is bad for slugs but probably fine for spirits. Surely if salt, of all things, was bad for them - Josh wouldn’t have been so keen to play with a salt shaker.
 
    
 
   “This is ridiculous,” Emily moaned as she hit the back button once more.
 
    
 
   Ask it to leave - a suggestion on the next page. Emily sighed.
 
    
 
   A further scout around the pages on offer gave numerous explanations as to why the spirit may have remained in the house, instead of going over to the other side, but none of them offered sensible suggestions - at least ones Emily believed in - as to how to get rid of it.
 
    
 
   ...it is not uncommon for Full Moon Magic users like myself to pray to a tree for protection and guidance...
 
    
 
   “What the fuck,” Emily sighed once more. She closed the browser down and pushed her keyboard off the table out of frustration - only calming down when she realised she had actually broken it. “For God’s sake! Stupid woman!” she berated herself.
 
    
 
   She bent over and picked the keyboard up, along with the space bar which had slid a little further away from the keyboard. Thankfully, fixing it was simply a question of pushing the bar back onto the main board. She gave it a few test pushes and smiled to herself when she realised it was fixed.
 
    
 
   The door suddenly opened with no warning and Emily jumped as Annie stepped into the room.
 
    
 
   “You scared the shit out of me!” she said when she realised it was just Annie. “I thought you were at the pub with the others?”
 
    
 
   “I decided to stay and talk. Clearly you’re having issues at the moment,” said Annie as she sat down on the same seat she had taken earlier.
 
    
 
   “I’m fine,” said Emily, “just going through a rough patch.”
 
    
 
   “You’re talking about ghosts,” Annie pointed out, “clearly you’re not fine.”
 
    
 
   Emily came clean, “I was actually just Googling how to get rid of them. Pages and pages of rubbish. One person said you should ask a tree for protection. Another person mentioned salt.”
 
    
 
   “Like bath salts? Don’t they turn you into a zombie if you eat them?”
 
    
 
   “First of all - you are meant to put it around the house and not eat it. Secondly they didn’t mention bath salts in particular...Just salt. Thirdly...Zombies? Really?”
 
    
 
   “Oh you don’t believe in zombies but ghosts are okay?”
 
    
 
   Emily sat back in her chair with a sad expression on her face, “Am I losing my mind?”
 
    
 
   “If it were just you - I’d say yes you were but...You said Jason knows about the ghost too? Unless you think he could just be humouring you?”
 
    
 
   “He’s the one who showed me in the first place. He set up a Ouija board in the kitchen. Then there’s the time I came home and found him playing Scalextric with it.”
 
    
 
   “Scalextric?”
 
    
 
   “He found one in the loft. Apparently Josh directed him to it and wanted to play.”
 
    
 
   “I don’t know,” said Annie, “it sounds kind of sweet.”
 
    
 
   “Sweet? You don’t think it’s creepy. We asked for the salt, at the dinner table the other day, and it slid - by itself - across the table until it was within reach. That’s not sweet. That’s creepy. Am I the only one who finds it creepy? It’s not me who has lost my mind - it’s everyone else.”
 
    
 
   “It sounds useful to have around the place. Maybe it can learn to do your ironing?”
 
    
 
   “You know - I can’t even believe I’m having this conversation. This is all too damned ridiculous.”
 
    
 
   “Go home,” said Annie. “I’ll cover for you, it’s fine, you look tired.”
 
    
 
   “I’m tired because I feel as though I don’t have a home at the moment. As soon as I think it’ll be okay something happens and it freaks the shit out of me. I don’t like it. You know how weird it is to be sitting in your house wondering whether there’s the ghost of a little boy standing nearby - watching you? I hate it. I can’t even believe Jase is so calm about it all...”
 
    
 
   “He does write horror. He’s probably relieved the ghost hasn’t killed everyone yet.”
 
    
 
   “Yet?”
 
    
 
   “Figure of speech.”
 
    
 
   “Well that makes me feel so much better. Fuck!”
 
    
 
   “Look go home and talk to him. Clearly you’re not going to get any work done today. Go home, talk things through, tell him your point of view and see what he says. You never know, he might have had a change of heart and want to move out now too.”
 
    
 
   “I somehow doubt it. He gets so lonely at home, working by himself, I think he’s glad for the company - never mind how messed up it is!”
 
    
 
   Annie stood up and walked over to the coat rack in the corner of the room. She picked up Emily’s light coat and handed it to her, “Go home. Talk things through.”
 
    
 
   Emily sighed. Annie was right. She did need to talk things through and she certainly wasn’t going to be getting any work done today.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” Emily said. She put her coat on. “Don’t tell the others, okay?”
 
    
 
   “I’m pretty sure they’d think I was pulling their legs,” said Annie, “I mean - no one would believe you’d be talking of ghosts.”
 
    
 
   “I meant about the pregnancy.”
 
    
 
   “Oh yes, that. I forgot about that. Congratulations,” said Annie. She gave Emily a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” said Emily.
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   As Emily drove home her mind kept replaying the forthcoming argument she was about to have with Jason; she wants to move out and is adamant it’s the right thing to do whereas he wants to remain in the house to ‘give it a chance’. Part of her wished she could relax enough to give it a chance but it was impossible and she knew it was. She felt the whole thing to be unnerving.
 
    
 
   She couldn’t help but laugh when she thought back to what he said during one of the earlier conversations. He wanted to give it a few months, stress-free, to give the baby enough time to cook in the oven, figuratively speaking, to ensure there’s no miscarriage. She didn’t think to argue, at the time, that this living arrangement was hardly stress-free. She was stressed with the arguing with Jason, during a time which should be their happy moments as they celebrate their new marriage. She was stressed with the death of Roald. He was more of Jason’s dog but she still missed him, and loved him. On top of that - she was stressed with wondering whether every bang or knocking noise was a ghost watching her from where she couldn’t see it. If anything - she felt moving would be less stressful than what she was currently enduring.
 
    
 
   Her mind drifted back to contemplating the conversation she’d be having when she got home and her heart sank. Another row where nothing would really be solved. The two of them spinning around like a broken record repeating the same lines again and again. She pulled her car to the side of the road and turned the engine off. Maybe she didn’t have to go home? Maybe she could just stay here, on the side of the road, forever? Live in the back of the estate car?
 
    
 
   “Shit,” she muttered to herself when she realised how impractical that’d be. She fidgeted around, uncomfortably, in her chair wishing that Jason could see the situation through her eyes if only for a minute. She understood his point of view and, on some level found it quite sweet; befriending a little lost ghost who was living a lonely existence. The more you look at it though - it’s not practical and it’s certainly not normal. The dead and the living shouldn’t be sharing their lives. At least not like that. She closed her eyes as she desperately searched for an answer to her problems in the back of her mind and then it hit her - something she saw on one of the websites she had stumbled across; ghosts have unfinished business which stop them from being able to cross over.
 
    
 
   With an idea formulating in her mind, Emily fired the engine up to the Mercedes and pressed her foot on the accelerator; a quick stop off at the pub where the locals had been quick to make them feel so uncomfortable.
 
    
 
   Josh had been killed in a tragic accident. Emily couldn’t help but wonder whether this was what was stopping him from crossing over - more to the point, the fact he hadn’t been able to say goodbye to his parents. She thought, perhaps, if she could get them back to the house and he could say goodbye, maybe tell them how much he loves them...Well...Maybe then he could cross over and, more importantly, leave the house she wanted to start her own family in.
 
    
 
   Emily felt a rush of excitement as her mind continued to think of a spiritless house. A nice un-haunted home in the country where she and Jason would raise their child. Maybe even children?
 
    
 
   Her initial excitement numbed a little when she stopped, a moment, to consider Jason. She knew he wouldn’t understand or go along with her plans to get the mum and dad to come and say goodbye. Certainly not all the time he had this unhealthy obsession with the dead boy. She momentarily contemplated discussing it with him - making him see it her way - but she knew, more or less as soon as the thought crossed her mind, it was pointless. There was no way he’d see it her way. After all, he had hardly been supportive of her views with regards to Josh in the first place so there was little chance of a change of attitude in this instance either.
 
    
 
   She knew what she needed to do. Make contact with the father, arrange to meet up. Discuss what had happened and break the news to him that his son was still in the house. Get them to come round when Jason was out - perhaps on an evening out with Travis? Get them to say their goodbyes and that would be it. By the time Jason got home - drunk no doubt - in the early hours of the morning there’d be no spirit to worry about. Just a pregnant, relieved wife.
 
    
 
   In her mind it all sounded relatively straight forward but she knew it wouldn’t be the case...
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   The pub wasn’t very busy despite the car park being near it’s capacity. Emily wasn’t exactly shocked at the pubs lack of custom considering it was afternoon and most people would have been at work and - those who were still at work - would have been long off their lunch breaks by now.
 
    
 
   The barman smiled at her as she approached. No doubt he didn’t recognise her in her smart work clothes.
 
    
 
   “Hi,” he said when she reached the bar where he was standing. A tall man, mid-fifties, he looked as though he owned the bar. Balding dark hair, a mustache and a belly on him which suggested he liked to drink as much beer as he sold. “What can I get you?” he asked.
 
    
 
   Emily sat on one of the stools which lined the bar, “Just a lemonade, please,” she said. She knew the chances of the barman being helpful were slim to none if she had just come out with her questions. It felt it would be easier to have a chat with him first, perhaps a little flirt and then slip into the conversation who she was and what she was looking for.
 
    
 
   The barman nodded and fetched her a clean glass before filling it with lemonade from one of the bar’s many taps. “Was beginning to think I wasn’t going to be seeing anyone else until this evening,” he said as he watched the glass slowly fill to the brim. He put it on the bar, “One pound eighty, please.”
 
    
 
   “Of course,” Emily pulled her purse from her handbag, which was slung over her shoulder, and handed over the exact change.
 
    
 
   “Thank you,” the barman said as he rang it through the till.
 
    
 
   “Always this quiet?” Emily asked not really caring about the answer.
 
    
 
   “Quieter than usual but not unheard of. Weekends and evenings - that’s when it gets busy. Especially in the summer months. People tend to enjoy a drink in the garden then. They come for one on their weekend off and end up staying all afternoon and well into the evening. Yep. Busy times.”
 
    
 
   “I’ll bet,” said Emily. She tried her best to sound interested but doubted her own ability to do so. Quietly, she took a sip from her drink.
 
    
 
   The barman continued, “So - late lunch?” he asked. Clearly Emily had managed to sound interested after all. Unless the barman was just desperate for company on a quiet work shift.
 
    
 
   “On my way home,” Emily replied. Another sip.
 
    
 
   “Local? Don’t think I’ve seen you in here before.”
 
    
 
   “A little way down the road,” Emily confirmed. This is it. She knew the time was coming to confront the man. Her heart skipped a beat. What if he reacted angrily? “I’m new in the village,” she continued. She wondered whether the barman would put two and two together to realise who she was but he just nodded.
 
    
 
   “Like it?”
 
    
 
   “Not as quiet as I had hoped,” she said.
 
    
 
   Emily bit her bottom lip, nervously, whilst looking down at her lemonade - running the following conversation through in her mind first. Eventually she looked up to the barman who hadn’t noticed her nervous pause as he was busying himself by moving glasses from one side of the bar to the other, “Do you know of a boy called Josh?”
 
    
 
   The barman froze. Slowly he turned to look at Emily. She raised her eyebrow as though impatiently waiting for an answer.
 
    
 
   “You moved into that house,” said the barman.
 
    
 
   Emily nodded, “We didn’t know. No one told us what had happened.”
 
    
 
   “Awful shame what happened. That boy had a promising future. Quietly confident, hard working...Great at football...Awful shame.”
 
    
 
   “Do you know whereabouts his parents moved?”
 
    
 
   The barman leaned on the bar, “Are you a journalist? Just leave them alone. It’s not even like it was recent...” The barman was clearly getting annoyed.
 
    
 
   “I’m not,” said Emily. “I live in the house they lived in. We keep getting mail for them and I just wondered if you had a forwarding address.”
 
    
 
   The barman shook his head, “Why would I? Just pass it back to the post office.”
 
    
 
   “They’ll just return to sender. It could be important. I just wanted them to get their post.”
 
    
 
   “Well, sorry, can’t help you.” The barman turned his back on Emily and began working on the other side of the bar - moving glasses around and doing general cleaning work.
 
    
 
   Emily went to say something but stopped herself. She realised he wasn’t going to help her out. She pushed her drink forward and thanked him for his time before she left the bar and walked back to where she had abandoned her car.
 
    
 
   “Shit!” she muttered no sooner had she slammed the car door shut. A couple of seconds went by, as she contemplated her next move, before she leaned forward and put the key in the ignition. A quick twist and the engine kicked into life with an accompanying plume of blue smoke from the exhaust. “Now what?” she asked herself out loud as though it would help her stumble across the answer.
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   Jason was playing around with the scalextric set by the time Emily got home late in the afternoon. His car was racing around one side of the track and another car raced alongside it on the opposite side.
 
    
 
   “You okay?” he asked Emily when she appeared in the doorway. She could tell by his face he wasn’t happy with her. Probably from the argument they had earlier in the day, she thought.
 
    
 
   “Yes, thank you,” she replied. “You?”
 
    
 
   “Uh huh,” he grunted; a clear sign he wasn’t okay.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry I was such a bitch this morning,” she continued regardless, “I didn’t mean it.”
 
    
 
   Jason didn’t even look up from watching his car loop around the track, “You didn’t mean to be a bitch or you didn’t mean to go back on your word about giving this living arrangement a proper try?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Both?”
 
    
 
   Jason took his finger off the trigger causing the car to stop dead, “Really?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Hi, Josh,” said Emily - her way of proving everything was fine now.
 
    
 
   Josh’s car also stopped dead in its tracks.
 
    
 
   “I’m going to have a quick shower and then I thought we could go for a walk, or something?” said Emily.
 
    
 
   “Yeah - sure,” said Jason, trying unsuccessfully to hide his suspicion.
 
    
 
   “Give me twenty minutes or so,” she replied. She left the room, closing the door behind her.
 
    
 
   Jason didn’t move for a second. He just continued to look at the door as though he half expected her to come back in saying she was joking and was, in fact, leaving him. She didn’t come back. He shrugged. “Told you it’d be okay,” he pressed his finger down on his car’s controller and once more his car began to hurtle around the track.
 
    
 
   Meanwhile a quick search of the Internet Explorer history, whilst looking over her shoulder, soon revealed what Emily was looking for - the surname of the family who lived here before she and Jason moved in. It listed the surname, the name of both parents and even the company where the father had worked . Surely enough information, she thought, to track the mum and dad down. Not that she was about to try and do that in the house - not whilst Jason was in the house and there was a chance she was being watched. Quickly she closed the computer boxes down until she was back to the blank home screen page which Jason liked to leave it on - so it was ready to jump onto when he needed to research something, or more accurately, surf the social network sites.
 
    
 
    
 
   With the computer returned to how she had found it, she crept out onto the hallway and down to their bedroom. As soon as she was in, she closed the door behind her and hurried over to Jason’s bedside cabinet where she knew he kept a notebook on the off-chance new ideas came to him during the night.
 
    
 
   Without a second thought, she picked the pen up - which was next to the book - before tearing a page from the back of the notebook. A quick check over her shoulder and a pause to make sure she couldn’t hear Jason coming to see what she had torn - or even just to talk to her. Nothing. He was still playing in the other room.
 
    
 
   Leaning on the bedside cabinet, she quickly jotted down the families surname, along with the first names, and the father’s job. With her notes scribbled, she folded the paper and slipped it into her trouser pocket where she knew it would be safe until morning. Knowing she had a good place to start, with trying to track down the mother and father, she actually felt happy about having to go to work the following day.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “You told your work colleagues?”
 
    
 
   Jason was talking to Emily as they walked down the country road - hand in hand. She had been telling him why she was suddenly prepared to give things a go with the living arrangements, despite the conversation they had had in the morning.
 
    
 
   “Only Annie,” Emily said. “I needed to talk to someone. You told Travis.”
 
    
 
   “No - I told Travis you were pregnant. I didn’t mention Josh. I knew he wouldn’t be able to keep his mouth shut - even if he didn’t believe me, word would have spread and people would have come around to see for themselves. We don’t need that. Not yet. Not ever. What did you say exactly?”
 
    
 
   “Are you angry?” Emily asked, genuine concern in her voice.
 
    
 
   “I’m not angry - I just thought we were going to keep it quiet.”
 
    
 
   “You have to understand I needed someone to talk to!” she said trying to defend herself.
 
    
 
   “You could have talked to me!”
 
    
 
   “We only argued. Come on, it doesn’t matter. She won’t say anything and, besides, she helped me see it from your point of view. It’s because of her we’re walking down the road together now instead of back home arguing about living there anymore.”
 
    
 
   “So how did she change your mind?”
 
    
 
   Emily panicked. She hadn’t thought that far ahead. She just presumed Jason would be happy in the knowledge she was prepared to give it a go despite what she had said in the morning. “Does it matter?” she asked, stalling.
 
    
 
   “Guess not,” he replied, much to her relief.
 
    
 
   Emily tried to sound casual when she asked, “Do you think he’s with us now?”
 
    
 
   Jason looked around and shrugged, “Does it matter? I’m just enjoying your company.” He gripped her hand tighter.
 
    
 
   “No - was just curious.” Emily tried to hide the fact that the thought of the boy, with them, made her feel on edge. She smiled at Jason, “We should have done this sooner, it’s nice.”
 
    
 
   Jason smiled back, “Enjoy it whilst you can. Soon you’ll be waddling along like a duck. Big belly sticking out in front of you.” He laughed.
 
    
 
   Emily snatched her hand away from his grip in a playful strop, “You know how to make a woman feel loved! Thanks for that!”
 
    
 
   He took her hand back into his, “I’m joking. Well I’m not...You’ll be waddling everywhere. And you’ll definitely have a big belly. Never seen a pregnant woman without one yet.”
 
    
 
   She glared at him as he laughed a little harder. All the time they were walking and mucking about, she kept thinking - if she can keep up the pretense, like this, for long enough - soon it would just be the two of them and their bump.
 
    
 
   With her mind clearly fixed on the end goal she smiled at him and said, “I do love you.”
 
    
 
   Clearly not in the mood for a proper full-on country romance saga Jason replied, “Of course you do. Why wouldn’t you? You seen what I’m working with? I am hot property.”
 
    
 
   Emily laughed, “Yeah - okay then, Johnny Depp!”
 
    
 
   Jason turned to her and pulled her body into his embrace, “So - fancy...You know...”
 
    
 
   She smiled, “Fancy what?” she teased.
 
    
 
   “You know what...Fancy going back and....?”
 
    
 
   “Watch the television? I’m sure my soaps are about to start...”
 
    
 
   “Not what I had in mind,” he winked.
 
    
 
   “Dinner?”
 
    
 
   “Do I have to spell it out?”
 
    
 
   She laughed, “Come on - let’s go home.” They turned around, in the road, and started back in the direction from whence they had come, still hand in hand. “You should see Travis soon,” Emily suggested - knowing exactly what she was trying to achieve. “You haven’t been out with him for ages. Since months before our wedding, in fact.”
 
    
 
   “Maybe,” said Jason, “I’ve just been busy.”
 
    
 
   Emily didn’t say anything else. The seed being sown was enough.
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   Emily was sitting in her office. The door closed to allow her privacy as she decided what to do with her current predicament. She knew the father’s name. She knew his old place of work, not that she knew how this latter piece of information would help her out initially. The only problem was the guilt she woke up with, after a lovely evening with Jason, knowing she was lying to the man she loved. And she did love him. Last night, trying her best to put the dead boy out of her mind, reminded her just how much so.
 
    
 
   She hated herself for not being able to live with the spirit - and supposedly the spirit of the dog although there was no sign of Roald other than Josh saying he was with him - but, no matter how nice the previous night was, she couldn’t get him out of her mind. Was he there? Was he watching them? At night - when they went to bed together and made love - she still couldn’t get him out of her mind; something which forced her to make sure Jason was happy in double quick time so she could finally relax. Which thankfully didn’t take too long - all things considered.
 
    
 
   She took a deep breath and fired up the Internet on her work machine. At least doing it at work gave her the privacy she needed - from both Josh and Jason. She reached into her pocket and pulled out the note she had scribbled the previous evening. A quick unfolding and she placed it to the side of the monitor screen where it was easy to read.
 
    
 
   “It’s the only way,” she told herself.
 
    
 
   She typed the name ‘Josh Tomsett’ into her preferred search engine, followed by the word ‘accident’. Once done - she hit the enter key and waited for the office’s broadband to load the pages the search engine fed back to her. The top result was the one she recognised as the one from the computer at home - a local news summary explaining what had happened. She didn’t click into it. Instead she went back to the search function and put the name ‘Ian’ into the search preferences - along with what was previously written. Another ‘enter’ and more pages loaded up. Again, the top one was the same as she had previously seen.
 
    
 
   “No, that’s not it,” she said out loud. She knew from the quick glimpse she had of the page, yesterday, that it didn’t have the current known whereabouts of the parents. She sat back in her leather chair. The next choices, further down the list, didn’t even look as though they were to do with any of the family. Clearly the search engine had picked up choice words and was feeding anything back which it thought was remotely close; some information about a boy called Josh Tomsett who lived in America and was studying at some university. A Josh Tomsett who was a musician. Links to facebook pages for various people with names similar to Josh and Ian Tomsett. Nothing of use. She shook her head and muttered under her breath, “Not as easy as I thought it was going to be. Wait a minute, what’s this?” she spotted another link - close to the bottom of the page. Another news article but this time about an Aimee Tomsett. She clicked into it and was sat, mouth agape, when she started to read the article.
 
    
 
   According to the website which loaded up - Aimee, mother of Josh Tomsett, had been admitted into a psychiatric hospital after a feared breakdown. It read how she had suffered from insomnia and delusions about seeing her dead son - delusions which apparently ceased after she had moved from the house where the boy was killed in an accident.
 
    
 
   Emily couldn’t help but feel a pang of sadness. She couldn’t even imagine what the family, and their friends, had gone through after the death of their son. A life so young, snatched away so cruelly. The website mentioned the husband - apparently a source had tried to talk to him about what was happening but he declined to comment further than wishing to be left alone to rebuild his family.
 
    
 
   “Ah ha!” Emily sat up close to the monitor. The website mentioned his place of work. The same place the other site had mentioned. “Of course,” she murmured, “should have tried that first.”
 
    
 
   Quickly she closed the site and entered the name of the company into the search bar. A long foreign sounding name - she had no idea what they offered their clients but it certainly looked as though it was the sort of place that’d offer a decent wage to anyone who worked there. She scanned the homepage of the site and moved the mouse cursor across to the section which invited visitors to contact them.
 
    
 
   “Please have a phone number,” she whispered to herself. She double-clicked the mouse and the page loaded up. A sigh of relief when she spotted what she was looking for - a phone number. Without that, she knew she’d have been screwed for using this as a way in too. They would never have answered an email. With the page not leaving her screen she immediately reached over to the telephone, on the desk next to the computer, and lifted the receiver. She paused and put it down again. She knew they’d never transfer her. She needed a cover story in order to get through to him; make sure he’d take her call. She smiled slyly and quickly copied the number from the screen onto the piece of paper where she had scribbled yesterday’s notes. A few back clicks on the browser and she was back to the news article about the man’s wife. More importantly - back to where she could learn where Aimee had been sent. It wasn’t the most honest of ways to get to talk to her husband but she figured, pretending to be from the hospital, it would - at least - work.
 
    
 
   “The Priory,” she muttered. She knew of the Priory - not from having been there or knowing anyone who had been there but because it wasn’t actually very far from where they lived - situated in the New Forest area. “Should have guessed,” she said. She closed the page down and picked up the telephone - her heart beating nervously in her chest. “Okay, play it cool...”
 
    
 
   Carefully, but quickly as though to get it over and done with, Emily dialed the father’s work number onto the phone’s keypad. A few anxious seconds as the button pressing caught up and the line started to ring.
 
    
 
   Someone answered. At least it wasn’t a machine. A machine would have been easier to talk to but it wouldn’t have necessarily been heard by anyone.
 
    
 
   “Yes, hello, I was wondering whether it would be possible to be put through to Mr Ian Tomsett, please?”
 
    
 
   A pause.
 
    
 
   “My name?” Emily panicked, she was in such a hurry to get the call out of the way that she didn’t really plan what to say, “This is Nurse Ratched from the Priory - it’s a personal call.” Emily felt her face blush. Not just because she was lying through the back of her teeth but also because she stole the name of one of the most iconic movie characters of all time as though there was no chance of it being recognised by the person on the other end of the line. “Thank you,” Emily said. She tried her best not to sound surprised but struggled when the person on the other end of the line came back saying they’d transfer her to Ian.
 
    
 
   She panicked again. What should she call him? Ian? Mr Tomsett? Whatever - she thought it best to come clean immediately, about not being a nurse, on the off chance it made him panic something was wrong with his wife. Well - something worse than being mental anyway.
 
    
 
   The phone rang for a couple of seconds before it clicked through to a voice-mail service.
 
    
 
   “Dammit,” she muttered before the beep.
 
    
 
   The voice-mail invited her to leave her message after the tone.
 
    
 
   “Hi - I’m sorry - you don’t actually know me,” she started shakily, “my name is Emily. I moved into the house you used to live in with your wife...” she hesitated, “...and your son, Josh. Please can you return my call - I really need to talk to you. It’s important,” she said. She finished with, “My number is zero, seven, five, five, seven, nine, eight, zero, five, seven, one...Erm...Yeah...I hope to hear from you...Please.” She hung up and just sat there for a moment - shocked at herself for actually managing to go through with it. All she needed to do was wait for him to return the call.
 
    
 
   She wondered what she’d do if he didn’t call back. How long should she wait before trying to call through again? What if he called when she was at home with Jason? Would she answer it? She’d have to. Perhaps tell him it was work calling, someone from the office perhaps, and that she’d take it in the other room where he couldn’t hear her.
 
    
 
   Suddenly, as if on cue, her mobile phone vibrated on the desk in front of her. Her heart jumped. She reached out, to pick it up, with a shaking hand. It was a text message from Jason. Apparently he loved her loads.
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   “Everything okay at work?” Jason asked when Emily walked through the door. He was standing in the kitchen doorway with a fresh cup of tea in his hand. “Here, you can have this one,” he said as he held the tea towards Emily, “I’ll make me another one.” He handed the tea over and turned back to the kitchen without waiting for an answer to his original question.
 
    
 
   Emily kicked her shoes off and stepped into the kitchen to join him. Straight away she noticed the sugar pot slide towards his hand.
 
    
 
   “Get any writing done today?” she asked him, ignoring his original question so as not to feel guilty about having to make up stories.
 
    
 
   He shook his head, “I’d be lying if I said yes. But...I did get some other bits and bobs done,” he pointed out.
 
    
 
   “Like what?”
 
    
 
   “Well - I say I but I actually meant...We...We got some other bits and pieces done. Oh that reminds me - want to see something cool?” his voice suddenly changed to that of an excited school boy. He pointed to the cup of tea as he dropped a tea spoon into it - once he had poured the boiling water. Immediately the spoon started to spin in the cup, stirring around and around. “Seriously - how cool is that?” he asked.
 
    
 
   She smiled, “That’s pretty cool,” she lied. A shiver down her back. “Have you managed to get him to change the television channel yet?” Emily asked - trying to show an interest.
 
    
 
   Jason took the spoon out of the cup and threw it into the sink, “I hadn’t even thought about that but - yeah - I like the idea. Don’t see why not? What do you say, Josh? If you like the idea stay silent. If you don’t want to be my little slave boy, speak up now...” He paused for a second, “Looks like he likes the idea too,” Jason laughed. “Ooh - want to see what I’ve been doing?” he asked Emily.
 
    
 
   “Sure,” she kept the fake smile firmly in place.
 
    
 
   “This way,” he said as he walked out of the kitchen and up the stairs. 
 
    
 
   She followed him up to the nursery area. The door opened before either of them got there  and the smell of wet paint wafted from within. Emily cringed as she heard Jason moan he wanted to be the one who showed her.
 
    
 
   “What is it?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Jason stepped to one side so she could see what he had accomplished with his day. The walls of the room had been painted a nice magnolia colour - a colour which was safe for both boy or girl. The cot was by the window with a musical mobile hanging over the side of it - where it was clamped safely into place. A nice looking rocking chair, meant for adults, situated nearby.
 
    
 
   “And that’s why I didn’t do any writing today,” he said - a smile beaming on his face.
 
    
 
   “You did all this in one day? How did you get the bits?”
 
    
 
   “Travis helped me again. Well - he helped me collect the bits at least...You like?”
 
    
 
   “I like?”
 
    
 
   A noise from the other corner of the room, to Emily’s side, distracted her. She turned her head and noticed a small plastic race car zipping around the race-track once more.
 
    
 
   “That’s staying in here?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “For the time being,” said Jason.
 
    
 
   “Might keep the baby awake.”
 
    
 
   “We have time to move it yet. Besides - he seems happy to share rooms.”
 
    
 
   Josh may have been happy but Emily wasn’t happy - not that she showed it as she knew she couldn’t. She needed to be seen as to coming to terms with it.
 
    
 
   “Okay.”
 
    
 
   Jason pointed to the chair, “I thought you’d want somewhere to sit whilst breastfeeding late at night,” he said thoughtfully.
 
    
 
   “Oh - I’m breastfeeding am I?” she queried. “Surely I can make some up and you can sit there during the night whilst I catch up on sleep!” she laughed. “I’m not doing all the night feeds!”
 
    
 
   Jason laughed, “I didn’t mean it like that. What I meant was - at least we have somewhere to sit whilst we look after our baby on equal shifts...Better?”
 
    
 
   Emily nodded, still trying to ignore the car zooming around to her side.
 
    
 
   “You seem confident I’ll be okay to live here,” she said after another look around the room - specifically at the fresh paint.
 
    
 
   Jason shrugged, “I told you - my story isn’t going anywhere and it gave me something to do. Just happy to get busy, you know?”
 
    
 
   Emily pointed to the corner of the room, “Missed a bit, though.”
 
    
 
   “You weren’t supposed to see that,” Jason mentioned. “Besides, it’s only the first coat. The second coat will find its way there I’m sure...”
 
    
 
   Emily hugged Jason, “You’ve done well,” she said. “And your reward?”
 
    
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
    
 
   She tip-toed so she could whisper into his ear, “You get to accompany me on a nice romantic walk,” she teased.
 
    
 
   “It’s starting to rain out there,” he pointed out as he checked out of the window. It was no surprise it was starting to rain - it had been threatening to all day.
 
    
 
   “I like walking in the rain,” she lied. She didn’t even want to go for a walk. She just wanted to get out of the house and away from where ever Josh was lurking.
 
    
 
   Jason, taking her lead, leant down to whisper in her ear, “Wouldn’t you rather stay in and get a really early night?” he purred as much as a man could.
 
    
 
   “Erm - no!” she laughed. “Let me get changed and then we’ll make a move,” she finished. She stepped out of the room with a spring in her step.
 
    
 
   Jason sighed and lowered himself into the rocking chair, “Not how I envisioned my day ending,” he said out loud.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   “Did you make arrangements to go out with Travis?” Emily asked as they retraced their footsteps from the previous days walk.
 
    
 
   “I saw him today, it’s cool!” said Jason as he took in the scenery from underneath the umbrella he clutched.
 
    
 
   “No - that won’t do! You should take him out for a few drinks,” Emily pushed. “A reward to you both for doing such a good job today.”
 
    
 
   “Well - I did most of the work and I was thinking of another kind of reward.”
 
    
 
   “And what about Travis?”
 
    
 
   “I can ask him but I’m not sure how I’d feel about that,” Jason joked.
 
    
 
   “I meant - if you have the other kind of reward - what does he get?”
 
    
 
   “He’s a mate. My thanks should be enough.”
 
    
 
   “I mean it - call him up later and arrange to go out with him. Have a few drinks. Let your hair down. You haven’t seen him for ages. You used to practically live with each other,” Emily said - desperate to get an evening alone in the house on the off chance the father returned her telephone call.
 
    
 
   “My priorities changed.”
 
    
 
   “Quite right too but that doesn’t mean you ignore your friends. That’s unhealthy...Besides - I’m going out with the girls next month. They asked today and I agreed,” she lied. They hadn’t spoken about going out. She just hoped Jason would take a leaf out of her book and venture out too.
 
    
 
   “You really want me to go out? What are you up to?” He asked - a distinct amount of suspicion in his tone.
 
    
 
   “Nothing - Jesus! I just thought you might like it!” she said in an annoyed tone of voice which was put on for dramatic purposes in the hope it would encourage Jason to take the night out that was offered.
 
    
 
   “Well he did mention the fact we hadn’t been out for a while,” Jason mused. “Were you thinking any time in particular? And what will you do?”
 
    
 
   “Relax in the tub with a good book and bottle of wine, watch television, early night - does it matter? I just want you to go out and have some fun. You haven’t been out of the house for ages.”
 
    
 
   “I’m out now.”
 
    
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
    
 
   “Okay well - if you’re sure - I’ll call him tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   “You should. Just try and give me a couple of days notice,” she said. She could picture him arranging it with such short notice that she wouldn’t have time to arrange a visit from the father - not on purpose...Just because that was the sort of luck she seemed to have - like the time she was arranging a surprise birthday party for Jason. He had popped out, with his agent to discuss a project, and wasn’t due home for hours. As it turned out, his ‘hours’ was more like one hour and he arrived before most of the guests. He even saw the lady delivering the birthday cake arrive. Emily knew, for the sake of her sanity and their marriage, this potential meeting with the father could not be discovered under any circumstances.
 
    
 
   “You could always come with us,” Jason suggested.
 
    
 
   “Thanks but I’m pretty sure I’ll be fine,” she said. She could think of nothing worse than an evening out watching Travis and Jason drinking. Especially if she couldn’t get drunk too. She had seen the pair drunk on so many occasions now she vowed  never to subject herself to it again. Jason always got stupid and Travis always tried to stick his tongue down her throat and a hand down her pants only to get aggressive if he didn’t get his end away - and then of course there was the following morning when all he’d do was apologise to both Jason, who hadn’t noticed his antics the previous night, and Emily for his drunken antics.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry - I shouldn’t drink whisky,” Emily could hear Travis’ voice in her head as she cast her mind back to the many unfortunate evenings she had been with them on a drunken night out. It was always the same.
 
    
 
   “Which way now?” asked Jason as they stood at a fork in the road.
 
    
 
   Emily knew he meant whether they should go left or right but, in her mind, she was thinking about the fork being a metaphor. She could turn this way and come clean about what she was planning or she could let him have his night out, with Travis, and hopefully clear the house of any unwanted company.
 
    
 
   Her mind was set. She just needed the phone call to come through.
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   The following morning passed without an argument. Emily kissed Jason, who barely opened his eyes to acknowledge her, goodbye whilst he laid in bed half asleep and went to work.
 
    
 
   The whole journey there she wondered whether there’d be a phone call from Ian. She wondered what he’d say and whether he’d believe her. Her mind played through the various potential conversations and what would happen with Jason, and their living arrangements, if he didn’t believe her. She needed him to believe. There was no happy outcome if he didn’t. At least, none that she could see.
 
    
 
   Once in the comfort, and privacy, of her office - she instructed Annie that she wasn’t to be disturbed and closed the door. She sat at her desk, in her leather office chair, and stared at her mobile phone - which she placed on the table next to the keyboard and everlasting mountain of paperwork she had been neglecting the past few days.
 
    
 
   “Come on, come on...Where are you?” she pressed a random button on the phone which caused the screen to light up. With the screen lit she was able to see the signal strength. Full. In a way - a relief. But then, it meant he hadn’t called. She sighed and pushed the phone to the side of the desk and turned to her computer screen. She flicked it on and sighed once more. A quick shake of her head, to wake herself up and snap her out of her mood, and she rested her fingers on the keyboard as though she were about to start typing. She stopped and reached for the phone. A quick button press later and she was in the previous outgoing calls section. A couple more button presses and Ian’s office number was highlighted. All she had to do now, to call, was press the green picture of the telephone. She flapped her hand, out of frustration, and made a funny noise from her throat as she slapped the phone back down on the table. “Don’t be impatient,” she told herself. “It’s early, he might have only just got into the office. Could be listening to his messages now...Could be about to call...” she turned back to the computer, “...Just get on with your work. Simple. Ignore it. It’s like waiting for the postman...All the time you’re looking out for him - he doesn’t come. As soon as you turn your back - hey presto, there he is...Same principle...”
 
    
 
   She felt her eyes drift back to the phone.
 
    
 
   “Stop it!” she told herself sternly. “Just being stupid. Give him a chance.”
 
    
 
   She turned back to her computer and loaded up a spreadsheet which was needed for some accountancy figures she had to work on. She managed to input four numbers before she pushed the keyboard to once side and picked up her mobile phone again, “Fuck it,” she said as she navigated her way back to previously called numbers. Once again she highlighted the necessary number and her finger hovered over the green button. She nearly dropped the phone when it suddenly started ringing in her hand before she even had a chance to press the button - or, more accurately, back out of pressing it at least. Instantly she recognised the number as the one she was about to call. “Oh shit!” she said. “Oh shit! Oh shit! Oh shit!”
 
    
 
   She raised the phone to her ear and pressed ‘call accept’ on the screen.
 
    
 
   “Hello?” her voice was shaking.
 
    
 
   “Is that Emily?”
 
    
 
   “Speaking. Who may I ask is this?” she said despite knowing exactly who it was.
 
    
 
   “My name is Ian Tomsett. You called me yesterday?”
 
    
 
   “Oh, hi,” she tried to make her voice sound more friendly - and casual. “I did. Thank you for returning my call.”
 
    
 
   On the other end of the phone, Ian sounded quiet - as though he was merely going through the motions of living his life and, in actual fact, had long since given up on it, “What can I do for you?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “Thank you for returning my call,” she said again as though stalling whilst desperately trying to find the right words to say to him. “Erm - I’m not really sure that doing this over the phone is a good idea. I was wondering whether you’d be willing to meet me?”
 
    
 
   There was a long pause as he looked for the right words to use in order to decline her offer.
 
    
 
   “Please,” she continued before he had a chance to say no, “it’s important.”
 
    
 
   “I’m just not sure...”
 
    
 
   “It’s about your son...Josh...” she blurted out before he finished what he had to say.
 
    
 
   There was silence.
 
    
 
   “Are you still there?” she asked.
 
    
 
   “Look - I don’t know what kind of sick joke this is but my son’s dead.”
 
    
 
   “Please...Just meet me,” she begged. A desperation in her tone she’d never heard in herself before now and one she wasn’t particularly proud of. “Please.”
 
    
 
   “Where are you?” he asked after another long pause.
 
    
 
   “I’m at my work. You can come here, I can come to you or we can meet somewhere...”
 
    
 
   “Where do you work?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “A small office in Hythe,” she said. “Near the New Forest...”
 
    
 
   “I know where Hythe is,” he pointed out abruptly. “What office?”
 
    
 
   “Robinson and Co. It’s on the high street.”
 
    
 
   Ian snorted, “I know it. I’ve used you before.”
 
    
 
   “You’ll meet me?” Emily asked carefully. It was clear from his tone that, although he’d given up on everything, he wasn’t about to be mucked around either.
 
    
 
   “I can be there in about half an hour. If this is some kind of sick joke, though...”
 
    
 
   “It’s not,” Emily cut him off. “I promise.”
 
    
 
   The phone clicked as the caller ended the conversation. Emily sat there, for a moment, with the phone still pressed to her ear taking in what had just happened. As soon as she had finished processing it, which didn’t take more than a couple of seconds, she lowered the phone to her desk.
 
    
 
   This is it, she thought, he’s on his way.
 
    
 
   “Oh shit!” she said as it suddenly dawned on her just how unbelievable the story was that she had to explain to the dead boy’s father - a man who already sounded as though he had had enough of her.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Emily spent her time waiting for Ian by pacing up and down the office muttering nervously to herself. She wondered whether she should get Annie in the room when the time came to tell Ian about his son’s ghost. Back up on the off chance he kicked off and became aggressive.
 
    
 
   A knock on the door told her it was too late. The time had already slipped away from her.
 
    
 
   “Come in,” she said - her voice shaking. 
 
    
 
   The door opened and Annie’s head peered around it, “There’s a Mr Tomsett here to see you?”
 
    
 
   For a split second Emily considered telling Annie to lie for her and say she wasn’t in the office. An excuse saying she had to pop out for a bit. A split second only. She knew she had to see him to hopefully put an end to everything and have the chance to move on with her life with no one getting hurt. Sure the father might hurt briefly when he gets the chance to talk to his dead son but - ultimately - Emily was sure he’d be happy to know the boy lives on and that he’s happy in the afterlife. Wouldn’t he?
 
    
 
   She nodded, “Thank you. Please show him through.”
 
    
 
   Annie nodded and disappeared. Emily took a couple of deep breaths to calm her nerves.
 
    
 
   I can do this, she thought. Have to.
 
    
 
   Another knock on the door and Annie entered with Ian close behind her. He looked bedraggled. His hair looked as though it hadn’t been washed, his clothes creased and his facial hair was a mess of a beard. He looked as though he simply didn’t care anymore. Even his eyes were bloodshot. Emily couldn’t tell if he was just really tired or whether he had been crying. She remembered his wife was in the hospital, getting help. Chances are he was tired and had been crying. Life had hardly been good to him.
 
    
 
   Emily held her hand out to shake his, “Pleased to meet you,” she said. The few deep breaths she took, before he entered the room, had help steady her nerves. She nearly sounded normal. Nearly.
 
    
 
   Ian didn’t speak but did offer her the courtesy of shaking her hand.
 
    
 
   Annie was just standing there.
 
    
 
   “That’ll be all, thank you...” Emily dismissed Annie who immediately left the room, closing the door behind her. 
 
    
 
   Both Emily and Ian stood there for a moment. The two of them looking at each other, both lost for words.
 
    
 
   “Please...” Emily pointed to the chair opposite her own at the desk, “...Take a seat,” she offered. She walked round to her own chair and sat down as Ian did the same with the chair he had been offered.
 
    
 
   There was another awkward pause before Ian broke the deafening silence, “You mentioned my son,” he said. “You wanted to talk about him?” Emily nodded and went to speak but Ian didn’t give her the chance to get her words out. “You know he’s dead then. Good number of months ago now. Accident involving a lorry,” he continued. “I’m just wondering though, what you - in your fancy office - could possibly want to talk about my  dead son for?” He paused for a moment, “You realise his mother, my wife...She’s in a hospital now under observation. Ever since we moved house she just sank further and further into a depression. I knew she was struggling. I was too but on a different level. Had to keep it together for her sake. And my sake. I thought moving house would help her to move on but it just made things worse. She said she couldn’t feel his presence anymore. Not like she could in the house we lived in, as a family...”
 
    
 
   “I live in that house,” Emily butted in. Ian froze. His eyes fixed on her. “My husband and I bought the house. Our first proper home together...”
 
    
 
   “Congratulations,” Ian said sarcastically, “I hope you have as many happy memories as I have.”
 
    
 
   “The thing is,” she continued carefully, “I think your son is still there.” She waited for his response but he didn’t say anything. He just sat there with his non-blinking eyes. What felt like an eternity went by when, suddenly, he stood up.
 
    
 
   “I’d appreciate it if you didn’t call my work again. This is a very sensitive time for what’s left of my family and we don’t have time for...”
 
    
 
   Emily stood up too, “Things move...Things move in the house by themselves. Doors were banging, things were getting stacked up by themselves...My husband, his name is Jason...He set up a Ouija board in the kitchen and tried to communicate with whatever was moving the things around. The board spelt out the name Josh. Please - you have to believe me - I’m not making this up. I think he is stuck here, from what I’ve read online...He didn’t get a chance to say goodbye to either of you. He’s lost between this world and the next...I just thought, if he got to talk to you...If he got to say goodbye at least...He might be able to move on...”
 
    
 
   “Why are you doing this?” Ian looked as though he were about to weep but held it together so as not to give Emily the satisfaction of seeing him cry - just in case that was what she wanted; some kind of sick game to her. “Haven’t we been through enough?”
 
    
 
   “It scares me - the things moving...My husband sits there playing with a scalextric set he found in the loft after he was directed there by the board. He sits there controlling one car whilst the other car goes around the track by itself. The salt...At the dinner table...We ask for the salt and it slides, unaided, to where we can reach it. Spoons spin in the cups by themselves...”
 
    
 
   “My son loved that set,” Ian muttered as his mind fixated upon the mentioning of the scalextric. “He had it for the Christmas just before...Well...It was his favourite toy. One of them at least, he had many. It ended up being a permanent fixture in his room up until the time he passed away and then I put it in the attic. I left it there on purpose, you know. I thought because it was a family home that a new family would discover it and get some use from it - along with some of his other bits and pieces. Didn’t want to take the memories away with me - me and Josh sitting around playing with it all. Too painful. I knew I’d never forget the fun times but seeing the track all the time...Seeing it there just reminded me of what I’d lost. The cars on the track. The sight of my boy in the middle of the road,” he started to cry. 
 
    
 
   Emily moved over and put a hand on his shoulder. She felt as though she wanted to give him a hug but knew it would probably be deemed as inappropriate.
 
    
 
   “Please,” she said quietly, “just come around the house and see for yourself. It might help you. It might help both of you. Please.”
 
    
 
   There was a pause, “When?” he asked.
 
    
 
   “It has to be when my husband isn’t in. He’d be angry if he knew I had contacted you. He seems to think we can all live in the house as a happy family but...I have my own baby on the way and I’m sorry but...I’m not comfortable living with a spirit. I just want my family,” she felt honesty was the best policy. Ian nodded. He understood - on some level. “He should be going out with a friend one night soon. Just waiting for them to organise it. If you want to leave me your number, I can text you?”
 
    
 
   Ian reached into his pocket and pulled out a business card which he handed to Emily. She took it and placed it on her desk.
 
    
 
   “Please - if this is a cruel joke...Some sick game...”
 
    
 
   “I promise it’s the truth,” she said.
 
    
 
   Ian looked into her eyes and must have believed what she said for he simply nodded. He nodded again, as though it were his way of saying goodbye, and left the office. He closed the door behind him. Emily sighed heavily and sat on the edge of her desk. She felt as though a large weight had been lifted from her shoulder but knew she wasn’t in the clear yet. She needed Jason out of the house.
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   The week that passed between Ian and Emily first meeting dragged for both of them. Ian had been desperate to come round to the house to see if Emily was telling the truth and Emily just wanted to get it over with. With each passing day, she found it harder and harder to pretend she was ‘okay’ with the living arrangements. Every evening, after work, she’d demand a walk with Jason - still using it as an excuse to get out of the house and away from Josh. She felt sure it was only a matter of time before Jason realised what she was doing - but he never said anything. It was almost as though he was happy to get out of the house with her too. Perhaps happy for some time together where he knew it was just the two of them? Perhaps happy just to get out of the house in which he’d been trapped during the day? It wasn’t as though Emily didn’t realise how frustrated he got, being stuck in all the time - something which happened ever since they sold the second car when they were getting their deposit together for the house. Before then he had his own car and could come and go whenever he so desired.
 
    
 
   Finally, tonight was the night though. Jason was taking the car to go out with Travis for the night, not due back until the early hours of the following day, and Emily’s text message to Ian had been seen and confirmed as being a suitable time for him to come over too.
 
    
 
   “You sure you don’t mind?” Jason asked as he stepped out of the en-suite bathroom. He was wearing a  blue shirt, open buttoned at the top, with a nice pair of black trousers and his hair was styled back to keep out of his eyes.
 
    
 
   “You look nice,” said Emily, “and - no - I don’t mind.” She was laying on the bed watching him get ready for his evening out.
 
    
 
   “I can stay in if you want?”
 
    
 
   “Don’t be silly - it was my idea. Go out. Have fun. You deserve it.”
 
    
 
   “What are you going to do?” he asked as he fetched his mobile phone and wallet from the bedside cabinet where he had left them both.
 
    
 
   Emily shrugged, “Have a bath and watch some television? I haven’t really thought about it.”
 
    
 
   “I feel bad.”
 
    
 
   “Go! Have fun! It’s not like it’s every day! You know you’ll have fun when you’re out anyway. Soon forget about little old me, stuck here...All alone...” Emily teased him.
 
    
 
   Jason sat on the bed and leaned in for a kiss, “I’d never forget you,” he said with a kiss.
 
    
 
   “Sure they’ll be plenty of eye candy out there to distract you,” she continued.
 
    
 
   “I only have eyes for you,” he said - a cheesy grin on his face.
 
    
 
   “Now say it like you mean it,” Emily laughed. She knew he only had eyes for her. From the first moment they met she knew he was the one she could trust without a shadow of a doubt. She also knew that he wouldn’t be seeing much by the time he started drinking. His drinking was so infrequent now, it would only take a couple for his vision to become blurred and his speech slurred.
 
    
 
   He changed the subject, “I’m still not sure if I’m drinking or not...If I am - I’ll leave the car at Travis’ place and we’ll get a taxi...I’ll probably crash at his place and come back in the morning but I’ll let you know either way - okay?”
 
    
 
   She nodded, “It’s fine. I’d rather you had a drink. Get it out of your system...And I’d definitely prefer you to stay out if you do! I don’t want to have to deal with your drunken arse.”
 
    
 
   He smiled, “I love you.” He leant in for another kiss.
 
    
 
   “Just try not to get yourself in any trouble,” she said. “And call me later on.”
 
    
 
   “I will,” he promised. “You sure you’ll be okay here by yourself?” he asked her again. He had purposefully kept delaying his evening out with Travis because he knew Emily didn’t like being alone in the house. Although she technically wasn’t alone in the house - Jason knew that was the deeper issue.
 
    
 
   “I’ll be fine. It’ll probably be good for me,” she said. “You can’t stay in all the time just because of - well - you know...”
 
    
 
   “Okay well - any problems, give me a call. I’ll have my mobile phone on me.” He leant in for another kiss before standing up straight. He offered his hands out to help Emily off the bed. She took his hands and was soon standing next to him. “I’ll miss you,” he said.
 
    
 
   “No you won’t. Now go before I change my mind,” she laughed. She span him around and gave him a playful pat on the bum to help him on his way.
 
    
 
   He took the hint and walked out of the bedroom, with Emily following close behind. When they got down the stairs, to the front door, they shared a little hug and another peck on the lips.
 
    
 
   “I mean it - any problems - give me a ring,” he reminded her.
 
    
 
   “I’ll be fine,” she said. “It’ll be nice to have some peace and quiet from you. You’re so needy,” she joked.
 
    
 
   “Harsh, my love. Harsh.”
 
    
 
   He turned around and opened the front door before stepping out.
 
    
 
   “Have a good time,” Emily said as she watched him walk to the car.
 
    
 
   “I’m sure I’ll cope,” he said. He unlocked the car door, gave her a wave, and climbed in.
 
    
 
   Emily watched as Jason started the car up and backed out of the drive. Seconds later, he had selected first gear and started to drive down the road. She watched him until he was completely out of sight.
 
    
 
   As soon as he was gone, she reached in to her pocket and pulled out her mobile phone. With the screen illuminated, she went into the text messages and quickly sent one across to Ian - a message informing him the coast was clear for him to come round. The message said ‘sent’ and she slid the phone back into her pocket.
 
    
 
   All she had to do now was wait for him to arrive.
 
    
 
   She stepped into the house and closed the door. Standing at the bottom of the stairs, she looked up to the landing and then down the hallway. Immediately she felt a creeping sensation wash over her as she worried where Josh may have been. Was he standing nearby watching her? Was he even next to her trying to touch her? A coldness rushed through her as her mind thought about all the possibilities. 
 
    
 
   “Josh? You here?” she asked.
 
    
 
   Needless to say there was no answer. She remembered the board, which was now next to the little race track in what was supposed to be her baby’s nursery. She ran up the stairs and into the room.
 
    
 
   “Josh? You here?” she asked again.
 
    
 
   Despite asking, and hoping for a response, she still jumped when the glass moved by the board. She smiled. It was the first time they had actually communicated without Jason being present and, for a split second, she worried he might not be communicative with her.
 
    
 
   “I’ve got a surprise for you,” she said. “Someone coming to see you.”
 
    
 
   The glass didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “Your dad! I managed to find him and he wants to come and talk with you too. Maybe even play cars with you.”
 
    
 
   The glass immediately moved across to ‘no’ - faster than it had ever moved before.
 
    
 
   “You wouldn’t like that?” Emily asked.
 
    
 
   The glass circled ‘no’ again and again as a feeling of dread hit Emily. She hadn’t expected that. She thought he’d have been happy to have his dad come round; a chance to let him know he was okay. A chance to say goodbye. More importantly, for Emily, a chance to finish whatever business he had and finally move on to the other side.
 
    
 
   “Just talk to him,” Emily said, “it’ll be nice. He wants to talk to you. He’s coming here specially.”
 
    
 
   The glass didn’t stop moving around the word ‘no’.
 
    
 
   Emily started to panic but knew it was too late to do anything. She just hoped Josh’d calm down before his father got to the house. It would hardly do any of them any good if he saw Josh was actually in a state. Especially as there’d be nothing Ian could do about it to comfort him.
 
    
 
   “It’s okay,” Emily said. She tried her best not to show the fear in her voice, “It’s okay. Everything will be fine. I promise.” She knew it was a promise she couldn’t keep. She didn’t know how it was going to end. It was impossible for her to know. Before now, she didn’t even believe in the after-life let alone how best to handle it or deal with entities who were stuck between this dimension and the next. For all she knew - there was no other dimension and all people became spirits trapped in this world where they’d remain, unseen, forever. The more she thought about the possibilities, the more she started to doubt whether she’d done the right thing. Too late now.
 
    
 
   “Why don’t you want to see him? He’s your dad? I’m sorry. I thought you’d be happy.” She didn’t admit to thinking it would cause Josh to cross over to the ‘other side’ (whatever and where ever that was). 
 
    
 
   The glass bounced from letter to letter, quickly, until it spelt out the word ‘Hurt’.
 
    
 
   “Hurt? You don’t want to hurt him? Is that it? You don’t want him to know you’re still here?”
 
    
 
   The glass moved, still with speed, across to ‘yes’. 
 
    
 
   “He needs to know you’re here,” said Emily. “He’s struggling...They both are...Your mother and your father. They need to know you’re here and that you’re not gone for good. They need it. And...” she trod carefully, “...I think it will be good for you too,” she finished.
 
    
 
   The glass stopped dead.
 
    
 
   “Josh?”
 
    
 
   It didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “Are you there?”
 
    
 
   A knock from the front door, downstairs, made Emily jump.
 
    
 
   “Shit.”
 
    
 
   She walked out of the room and down the stairs where she opened the door to see Ian standing there. Considering how he had looked when they last saw each other - he looked good. He had had a clean shave, his hair was washed and it even looked as though he had made some kind of effort with his clothes.
 
    
 
   “Hi,” he said, with a nervous smile.
 
    
 
   Emily was just as nervous as him, “Hi!”
 
    
 
   “May I come in?” he asked considering Emily hadn’t actually held the door wide enough to permit him entrance into what used to be his home.
 
    
 
   “Sure, sorry...Yes...Come in...” she opened the door all the way and Ian stepped in.
 
    
 
   “Feels weird being back here,” he said. “Nothing’s changed,” he noted.
 
    
 
   “We haven’t got around to decorating yet,” Emily pointed out as though she were embarrassed by the fact nothing had changed since they moved in.
 
    
 
   Ian smiled at her and asked nervously, “So where is he?”
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry,” Emily said sheepishly, “he...”
 
    
 
   “What is it?”
 
    
 
   “He said he doesn’t want to see you because he’s worried about hurting you...”
 
    
 
   “What?” he looked around the hallway as though he expected to see his son hiding somewhere. “You said my son was here...Where is he?” Ian pushed past Emily and ran up the stairs - obviously heading for what used to be his son’s room. “Is he in his bedroom? Is that how it works?”
 
    
 
   Emily ran after him, “Wait!” 
 
    
 
   She chased him into the now-nursery where Ian had frozen - his eyes fixed on the race track in the corner of the room as memories came flooding back to him.
 
    
 
   He noticed the board next to the track, “Is that how you talk?” He looked at Emily who had gone a deep red colour as she worried about what was going to happen and how it was all going to end. “Is it?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “Son? Josh? Are you there?” He moved closer to the board and pointed to the glass, “Does this move?”
 
    
 
   Emily sighed, “Yes. The glass normally moves but...”
 
    
 
   “Son? Are you there?” Ian dropped to his knees and started to cry. “Please...If you’re there...Can you just move the glass for me?” 
 
    
 
   The glass didn’t move. Emily felt a sinking feeling in the pit of her stomach.
 
    
 
   “He was talking just before you arrived and suddenly went quiet...” Emily tried to explain.
 
    
 
   “Who the hell do you think you are?” Ian asked. His voice was full of anger and venom. “I told you...I said...Don’t mess us around and yet you carried on regardless, like some sick joke...”
 
    
 
   “It’s not...Josh! Stop this! Please move the glass! Show him you’re here!”
 
    
 
   The glass didn’t move.
 
    
 
   “You stop this! You’re poison!” Ian hissed. He climbed to his feet and wiped his eyes clear of the tears which spilled from them. “You couldn’t just leave me in peace? Everything I’ve been through...Going through...You had to bring me here to taunt me...Why?”
 
    
 
   “Your son’s presence is here, I swear...”
 
    
 
   “Fuck you!” Ian shouted. “Fuck you! You know how much it took for me to come here? It’s all I’ve been thinking about and...You’re sick!”
 
    
 
   He stormed from the room and down the stairs. Emily went to go after him but the door slammed in her face. She tried the handle but it didn’t budge.
 
    
 
   “Josh - what are you doing? Let me out. Let me out, Josh!”
 
    
 
   She heard the front door go downstairs. It slammed shut. Emily rushed over to the window and watched as Ian climbed into his car. Seconds later he sped out of the driveway. A small hand-print appeared next to where Emily’s face was, at the window, before the window started to vibrate. Softly at first until it started to get harder and faster. She backed up just in time to see the glass shatter into a thousand pieces. She covered her face, to protect it from the flying glass, and let out a scream - not that her scream was heard over the sound of another scream; the scream of a young boy.
 
    
 
   Emily span around in the direction of the scream and saw a ghostly figure in the corner of the room, by the race track. The figure of Josh. Pale skin, clouded eyes - he was standing there, screaming out with pain, rage and sorrow. A scream which penetrated Emily’s very soul. She backed away from him.
 
    
 
   “Josh! I’m sorry...I thought...”
 
    
 
   The ghost of the boy stopped screaming and glared at her before he started to approach her - a look of pure hatred in his dead eyes. His feet a good few inches off the floor. He screamed again as he stretched his hands out towards Emily. She screamed too as she ran for the door. A quick turn of the handle and it opened allowing her access to the landing. She closed the door behind her as though it would save her.
 
    
 
   Josh screamed again but the sound didn’t come from the nursery. It came from the other end of the landing - the bathroom where he had previously sat with Emily whilst she was being sick early in the morning. He screamed again and, one by one, all the doors to the various rooms slammed shut - each one making Emily jump.
 
    
 
   “Stop it!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.
 
    
 
   Josh suddenly rushed her with his hands posed as though ready to throttle her. Emily screamed and turned towards the stairs - the front door clearly in her sight, she just needed to get down the stairs and out into the garden where he couldn’t follow. She took the first step as she awkwardly turned her head to see where the ghostly child was now.
 
    
 
   “YOU SHOULD HAVE LEFT IT ALONE!” he screamed - his voice echoey but full of hatred for her. His face practically filling her vision. She screamed and stumbled backwards down the stairs. Her scream cut short by the sound of a snap when her neck took the majority of her weight on the second step she landed on. She landed, with a thud, at the bottom of the stairs - motionless.
 
    
 
   Had Emily opened her eyes she would have realised she was alone. Had Emily opened her eyes she would have realised Josh had disappeared. Had Emily opened her eyes she would have realised the house was silent.
 
    
 
   Had Emily opened her eyes.
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   Jason pulled into the driveway with his head pounding from the previous night’s alcoholic beverages. He couldn’t remember how much he had had to drink. He couldn’t even remember getting home. Travis said he had had to carry him most of the way as Jason was so drunk but he didn’t remember a thing of it. Normally he’d have just taken Travis’ word for it but it was hard to believe him that morning for he had also informed Jason that he had even tried it on with two girls during the course of the evening and ended up kissing one of them. Of course Travis promised the little secret was their’s and their’s alone but Jason didn’t know whether to trust him or not. After all - he had never cheated on Emily before, or anyone else for that matter, and certainly hadn’t planned to when he went out. Unless it was the alcohol which had made him do it? He tried his best to block the thought from his mind as he killed the car’s engine.
 
    
 
   If he didn’t remember it then it never happened. 
 
    
 
   Now sober, albeit with a serious hangover, the last thing he wanted to do was to cheat on Emily - or even attempt to cheat on her. He loved her more than he had loved anyone else before and wouldn’t do anything to ruin that - not even a ‘no-strings attached’ one night stand with some drunken floozy he met on a night out.
 
    
 
   “Nothing happened,” he told himself - whilst looking at his tired reflection in the car’s rearview mirror. For a time, he contemplated telling Emily what Travis had said but he didn’t want to hurt her. More to the point, he didn’t want an argument about something he didn’t even remember. “You love Emily. Emily is the one for you,” he told himself. “You look a fucking wreck,” he shook his head and climbed from the car whilst muttering to himself that, “No one would have wanted to kiss that.”
 
    
 
   He slammed the car door shut and walked up to the front door. A quick fumble with the keys, he selected the necessary one and slid it into the lock. Feeling fragile he pushed the door open and immediately froze.
 
    
 
   There, at the bottom of the stairs, laid Emily.
 
    
 
   His wife.
 
    
 
   The love of his life.
 
    
 
   “Emily?” he said. He didn’t move. “Emily?” It finally sunk in that she may be hurt and he hurried to her side. “Oh God!” He spotted the twist in her arm. “Emily!” He spotted the foot which faced the wrong way around. The lump in the side of her neck. Was that bone? “Honey! Please...Talk to me...Can you hear me?” He lowered his face to her level and looked at her face. She looked back at him. Her eyes unblinking. A bump on her forehead. Her mouth slightly open. His wife. The love of his life. “Honey?” he whispered.
 
    
 
   He knew she wasn’t going to answer back. He screamed. A scream which echoed through out the seemingly empty house. A scream which disturbed...A baby?
 
    
 
   Jason looked up to the top of the stairs. A baby was crying.
 
    
 
   “What?”
 
    
 
   He rushed to the top of the stairs and into the nursery where the noise was coming from.
 
    
 
   Standing in the room he could hear a baby crying from an empty cot. He could see the rocking chair gently rocking backwards and forwards. He could see a small car racing around a race track. He dropped to his knees in floods of tears as a ball rolled from the far side of the room, right up to where he was kneeling.
 
    
 
   He screamed once more.
 
    
 
   * * * * *
 
    
 
   Jason was sitting in his office. His hands were poised on his typewriter’s keyboard. His mind kept wondering what had happened during the night to cause the accident. So many questions. He wondered whether they’d be answered by the Ouija board. For a moment he even thought about asking his questions but he was fearful of the answer. Was it an accident? Was there more to it? Why was the bedroom window smashed. What had happened?
 
    
 
   The questions weren’t important. It didn’t change the outcome. His wife and unborn child were dead - along with his pet dog. He had lost everything.
 
    
 
   He had his story now though.
 
    
 
   His new book about a new husband and wife. 
 
    
 
   The story he was struggling to write for so long was obvious now. He’d start with their marriage. The happy couple. Go onto their Honeymoon. Describe their experiences living in their new house. A house which turned out to be haunted by a spirit of a ghostly boy. One of them was to have an accident, leaving the other behind. But their love was to be forever. He was going to end it just as he was going to end his own life - as soon as the story was complete and submitted, as his final piece of tragic work, to his agent.
 
    
 
   His hero was going to take an overdose. Maybe jump out of the window? Toaster, plugged in, dropped in the bathtub where he’d be found? Whatever the method - the result was to be the same. His fans, the ones who liked his horror stories, would have a story they’d enjoy too. They knew he didn’t do happy endings. A book about a happy marriage was never going to be the sort of story he’d write. It took this turn in his life to make him realise this. He’d never escape to another genre. Forever - he’d be a horror author. He had his story. He had his ending.
 
    
 
   Not just the ending of his book but his very own literal ending to his life.
 
    
 
   Once his words were down on paper - he’d be with his family once more.
 
    
 
   He kept thinking, if only they had moved out when they had the chance. When they first spoke about it. Not that it mattered now. Now he just needed to get his story out there so he could be with his wife. The love of his life. And the baby...
 
    
 
   The baby screaming. 
 
    
 
   He couldn’t help but wonder whether it was a boy or a girl. 
 
    
 
   Time would tell.
 
   The End
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   BONUS SHORT STORY FROM THE BOOK “SHORTS”
 
    
 
   “I Lay Still”
 
    
 
   “How’s it going champ?” my friend asked as he looked down to where I was laying on my back.
 
    
 
   That’s a rhetorical question - yeah?
 
    
 
   “I saw the mess you made of the car! Jesus!” he continued, ignoring me. I guess it was a rhetorical question. After all, I’m the one stuck here much to my annoyance - and own stupidity. My friend continued, “They say you were over the limit. Wish I’d had known at the time, I’d have driven you where you needed to go. Unless you were going out just for the sake of having an accident?”
 
    
 
   Not really! It was just that - an accident! You think I want to be lying here on my back with you all crowding around me?
 
    
 
   “Should have known something like this was going to happen. It was just a matter of time. You’ve not been yourself since Catherine...”
 
    
 
   The whore.
 
    
 
   “...since Catherine left,” my friend finished. “I haven’t seen her - probably feels guilty. Too guilty to come. You seen her?”
 
    
 
   I didn’t say anything. 
 
    
 
   My friend shrugged and muttered something about seeing me soon before he moved from my limited line of sight. Kind of glad he’s gone, to be honest, he seemed pretty judgmental - as though this was my fault. Well, technically, I guess it was. Even so. I’m the one who had the accident. I’m the one who’s, no doubt, in trouble with the police. I don’t need my supposed friends judging me too. Be nice if they could just be here to support me.
 
    
 
   It’s been a week now since the accident. They were right; I was over the limit. At least three times over, I reckon. Probably doesn’t help that I’m so skinny. Skinnier now, mind you. A week since the accident and I’ve been on my back since. Occasionally people have moved me into a different position but I always end up on my back again. I guess they think it’s comfier for me - perhaps better for me in the long run? I don’t know. It’s just my back is starting to hurt a little bit. Not a lot. Just enough for it to be annoying. Still, I can’t complain seeing as it was my fault.
 
    
 
   Just wish I could get up and move around a little but - in my current state - it’s frowned upon. Pretty much impossible too. Stupid. I was so stupid. One less drink and I might be walking today instead of being stuck here.
 
    
 
   Such an idiot.
 
    
 
   Has it really been a week? Doesn’t time fly. A week and my relatives, and friends for that matter, are only just coming to visit me. Nice to know they care - eventually. Be nicer if they could have staggered the visits out a little though. I’ve only seen a couple of them and I’m already pretty tired.
 
    
 
   Wonder if there’s something I can take to waken me up a little. Should have asked one of them to sneak me in an energy drink - or something.
 
    
 
   Oh, hi mum.
 
    
 
   My mum leaned down so I could see her.
 
    
 
   “Hi,” her voice is quiet. One word and I can already detect it sounds as though she’s trying not to cry. Probably ashamed of me. Her drink-driving son. Such a disappointment. Only passed my test two years ago, when I turned eighteen, and already I’ve crashed my car. She should be thankful it wasn’t her car. It’s not as though she’s never let me drive it before now. “Your sister’s wedding was lovely. We wished you could have seen it but, as instructed, we took lots of pictures and I believe your Uncle Frank filmed it. So, you know, perhaps...” she stopped talking. “We still think it could have been nice if we’d cancelled it - just for a little while...”
 
    
 
   No way! The amount of time and effort she put into it! Not a chance. I don’t need to ruin that too.
 
    
 
   My sister has been organising the wedding for over a year. At least, that’s how long she has been chatting about it to me. For all I know - she could have been planning it for a lot longer. Regardless, I didn’t need her to postpone it for me. That wouldn’t have been fair. Besides which, the family probably would have hated me that little bit more for delaying something so special. As mum said - there’s pictures at least.
 
    
 
   Mum held up a small wallet of pictures, “Here’s the photos,” she said. She put them down on my chest.
 
    
 
   Thanks! I’m sure I’ll get someone to hold them up for me later.
 
    
 
   “Your father is here,” she said. “I hope you don’t mind but he insisted.”
 
    
 
   What? I do mind actually.
 
    
 
   “Just...Give him a chance,” mum said. She kissed her fingertip and pressed it against my forehead as though she didn’t want to be seen actually kissing me. Am I that shameful to her now? Jesus - it was a fucking accident. These things happen from time to time and, yes, sometimes they happen in your own family. It’s not as though we can’t learn from them! Mum moved from my line of vision. I feel too ashamed to cry but I wish she’d come back. Just for a little longer.
 
    
 
   I’ve missed her.
 
    
 
   Even if her breath did smell of the garlic she obviously ate last night.
 
    
 
   My mum’s friendly face was replaced with my father’s stern expression; an expression I was used to for it was the one he often used when addressing me - at least, it was when we last properly spoke during the last time I disappointed him. I can’t remember what that occasion was. Hard to keep track. Surprising really - considering there have been so many.
 
    
 
   The disappointing son.
 
    
 
   Quite funny really; I disappointed them as soon as I was born into the world. They had wanted a girl. Ah well, they had me. I’m sure I wasn’t always a disappointment. Well - even if I was - tough really. Mum’s gone through the change now so the only way they’ll have a girl is if they adopt.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry, son,” said dad. His stern expression melted away. Well this is new.
 
    
 
   What? Can you repeat that? You know - loud enough so the other relatives can hear you.
 
    
 
   In my twenty short years, on this planet, I think that was the first time dad had actually apologised to me. It’s actually made me feel a little weird inside.
 
    
 
   “I’m sorry for everything,” he continued.
 
    
 
   I still think it’s typical of him to come in now, though, when I can’t swing for him. Apologies be damned, I’ve wanted to take a swing for him since our last fall out - whatever it was about. I just remember he pissed me off. Hmmm - I wonder if there’s a button I can press to get someone to come in and take a swing at him on my behalf? Doubtful.
 
    
 
   Dad’s looking at me as though he’s waiting for some kind of answer. I’ve not giving him one yet. He can stew a little while longer. I’m sure we’ll make it up in time but all the time he is feeling guilty and I’m lying here. Well - be rude not to milk this a little while longer. At least it puts off the lecture I’m due for breaking my car and drink driving.
 
    
 
   Dad turned around as though someone else had caught his attention. Man I wish I could see the rest of the room and not just stare up to the ceiling - not knowing what’s going on is really starting to stress me out. Dad nodded.
 
    
 
   What is it?
 
    
 
   He moved from my line of sight without so much of a goodbye. Charming. He’s sorry but not sorry enough to say goodbye when he leaves me again. Typical dad. Tomorrow he’ll probably come in here shouting the odds at me again. Yes, that’s it. The sorry dad is just a show for the sake of the others in the room. No doubt he’ll have his say tomorrow. I know his tricks. He can’t fool me despite what he thinks.
 
    
 
   Seconds pass and suddenly Catherine leaned into my line of sight. Her eyes are red raw. Either she’s been swimming underwater or she’s been crying. A lot. Probably swimming. The whore. It’s my fault I’m in here. It was me who was driving the car. But - it’s her fault I was drinking.
 
    
 
   “What did you do?” she started to cry.
 
    
 
   Weird. I wasn’t expecting that. We haven’t spoken since the row. The row where she finally confessed, after months of me accusing her and demanding the truth, she’d been sleeping with my so-called friend. Now she’s here, looking at me with real tears streaming from her eyes. Definitely weird.
 
    
 
   You made me to it. You drove me to it.
 
    
 
   Okay - I drove me to it but I knew what I meant and I’m sure she did too.
 
    
 
   “That night - the argument...I was lying,” she said, “I just said it to upset you...”
 
    
 
   What are you talking about?
 
    
 
   “I didn’t sleep with him. I hadn’t been sleeping with anyone. Only you. I was just so mad at you for always accusing me. I just wanted to shut you up. I’m didn’t think this would happen...”
 
    
 
   What the hell are you talking about? Seriously? You fucking lied about it? That’s kind of sick!
 
    
 
   “I didn’t think this would happen,” she said again. She broke down into full on floods of tears.
 
    
 
   This is awkward. It’s not exactly like I can give her a cuddle in my present state. Before the accident, sure, but...Not now. My responses are somewhat limited.
 
    
 
   There, there.
 
    
 
   Yeah - that didn’t help. She moved from my line of vision.
 
    
 
   “Okay, if that’s everyone,” a voice said that I didn’t recognise. 
 
    
 
   I wonder who that was.
 
    
 
   What the hell is this? My vision turned to blackness as though someone covered my face.
 
    
 
   Seriously - not funny, people.
 
    
 
   Whatever it is - it’s quite heavy as it’s muffled the voices. Sounds like people are crying...No...Wait...It sounds like...Ah sweet...Guns N Roses...My favourite. “Knocking on Heaven’s Door” - a true classic.
 
    
 
   Ooh. Moving.
 
    
 
   Seriously what the hell is going on here?
 
    
 
   I stopped moving with a sudden jolt. Yeah because that will make my neck a million times better, won’t it? Idiots...Whoa...Someone turned the temperature up in here or is it just me? Some kind of fever???
 
    
 
   Hot hot! 
 
    
 
   SHIT IT’S HOT!!!!
 
    
 
   The End
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