

    
        
          Interlude of Doubt

        

        
        
          Indira Sanjeev Harnoor

        

        
          Published by Indira Sanjeev Harnoor, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      INTERLUDE OF DOUBT

    

    
      First edition. February 3, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Indira Sanjeev Harnoor.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8224480227

    

    
    
      Written by Indira Sanjeev Harnoor.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


INTERLUDE

OF

DOUBT

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

A Collection of Gothic and Psychological Horror Stories

PhD and Archaeologist Professor Mark Zamansky’s paranormal experiences during his excavations that he maintains in a personal diary.
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THE SHUTTER NUTTER


​​​​Characters
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Mark Zamansky: Sixty-plus Oxford archaeologist and lecturer, precise, dryly funny, and habitually observant. Keeps a private diary of spectral encounters and becomes the key “witness” to Edwin’s haunting and the national broadcast phenomenon.

Kate Zamansky: Mark’s wife, a clinical psychologist in 1960s England, warm, incisive, and professionally familiar with guilt and inner voices. Acts as the emotional centre and counter-narrator, insisting on context, consent, and resistance to the broadcast’s shaming tone.

​​​​Grendon College / Academic World

Pete Reyner: Former student of Mark’s, now a photographer obsessed with ruins and “thin places.” Invites Mark to Grendon, captures the apparition on film, and helps uncover Edwin’s story in the archives.

Edwin Mayhew: The apparition: a first-year Grendon student from 1912, killed in a ritual foundation sacrifice beneath the Hall and falsely recorded as a fire victim. Haunts the East Wing windows and Hall, seeking recognition and the restoration of his name.

Dr Wexford: Senior psychologist colleague, sharp-tongued and sceptical, but increasingly unsettled as the broadcast exposes his own buried guilt. Provides academic and clinical commentary on the phenomenon.

Vice-Chancellor: Formal, reputation-conscious head of college. Chairs the institutional meeting about the broadcast, keen to frame it as stress and “moral panic” rather than anything supernatural.

BBC Official: Polished Corporation representative with an announcer’s cadence. Worried about public trust and moral panic, resists any admission that broadcasts are carrying personalised content.

Diocesan Representative (Priest): The thin clergyman focused on pastoral impact. Acknowledges that people are hearing deeply personal truths they never voiced, even in confession, and that the origin may matter less than the damage.

​​​​Neighbours and Patients

Mrs Price: The Zamanskys’ middle-aged neighbour, brisk and practical. Haunted by childhood guilt over her sister’s death at the canal, the broadcast dredges this up, and she eventually pushes back with defiant humour.

Mrs Ellis: Kate’s patient, a respectable middle-class woman whose unsent letter and hesitation around her son’s late return are weaponised by the broadcast in Kate’s own voice. Her sessions with Kate model resisting and reframing the shame.

​​​​The Phenomenon

The Voice / Broadcast: Disembodied presence speaking through radios, loudspeakers, telephones, and sometimes bare rooms. Describes itself as an emergent pattern of unsaid words, guilt, and memory soaked into walls and wires, rearranged into sentences. It moves from accusatory to observational as people begin to answer back.

​​​​Office, Roses, and the Letter

The November light over Oxford had a particular way of making everything look older than it was. It slid thinly through the high windows of the archaeology building, turned dust motes into slow, drifting constellations, and laid a flat, anaemic sheen across Professor Mark Zamansky’s cluttered office. Outside, bicycle bells chimed on the quad, and the distant bells of the college tower marked the hour with their steady, indifferent cadence.

Inside, time felt thicker. Mark sat hunched at his desk, shoulders squared against the chill seeping from the stone. Stacks of monographs, excavation reports, and dog-eared notebooks formed a small defensive wall around him. The battered brass inkwell by his right hand shivered slightly as the windowpane trembled in its frame; the heating pipes gave a tired clank and subsided. His fountain pen paused mid-sentence, ink beading at the nib like a thought not yet spoken.

This was the part of the year he half loved and half feared. Six months among undergraduates with their impatient questions and new boots on old flagstones, six months among ruins and trenches where the questions were older and the boots had to be waterproof. Both lives required a kind of stamina, but only one regularly involved things at the edge of his vision.

On the corner of the desk lay his private diary, a plain, nondescript volume that looked no different from a dozen others. Only Mark and Kate knew it was the one that did not contain pottery drawings or stratigraphic sections. This one held dates and hours, sketches of silhouettes in the margin, notes about voices heard just before dawn. It was the thing that made him, in secret, less a professor and more a witness.

The envelope had arrived with the morning post and sat accusingly atop a pile of student essays. Heavy cream paper, a wax seal that had cracked in transit. Pete Reyner’s hand on the front, looping and impatient. Mark had opened it, read it once, and then placed it under his palm as if trying to weigh it into submission.

He was contemplating the wisdom of pretending he had never seen it when the office door creaked.

“Still labouring over mummies, or have you progressed to resurrecting them for tea?”

Kate slipped through the half-open door carrying two mugs and a handful of late autumn roses from the college garden. The roses’ colour was outrageous in the wan light, rich red that made the rest of the office look like an old photograph. Her presence did the same. She shook a few raindrops from her hair and smiled in a way that made the radiator’s feeble efforts seem almost respectable.

“Depends,” Mark said. “Some days, both.”

She set the mugs down among the paper drifts and crossed to the window. As she leaned to arrange the roses in an empty beaker, Mark saw, in the mirror over the fireplace, something move behind her. Not a solid form; more a tightening of shadow, a suggestion of shoulders, and a head turning as if to watch. A smear of paler grey against the dark wood.

He did not turn. Years of practice had taught him that direct attention scattered such things as birds. In the mirror, the shape seemed to realise it was seen and slid away, dissolving into the smutty reflection of the bookshelves. A thread of cold climbed his spine anyway.

“You’re shivering,” Kate said, glancing back. “The undergraduates finally revolted?”

“Someone stepped on my future,” he said. “The building twitched in sympathy.”

She followed his gaze briefly to the mirror, one eyebrow lifting just enough to make it clear she had seen enough to know there was something to see, even if she chose not to comment. Then her eyes dropped to the diary on the desk, the one that never left the house or his office.

“Anything new?” she asked, voice quieter.

“Always,” Mark said. “Never enough to make sense.”

She handed him a mug, the warmth seeping into his cold fingers, then tapped the corner of the envelope. “And what does Pete want, besides your immortal soul and your expertise on broken pots?”

Mark slid the letter properly into view. The paper felt oddly warm under his fingertips, as if it had been carried in someone’s hand a long way. As he unfolded it, the air in the room sharpened. The faint scent of roses mingled suddenly with a whiff of something else: sulphur, or old matches struck in a draught. The desk lamp gave a brief, rhythmic dip of light. Once. Twice. Three times.

If Kate noticed, she gave no sign.

He read aloud, to make the words feel more ordinary. “Professor Zamansky, the shadows have started to whisper at Grendon. Windows seem thinner these days. If anyone can step between them, it’s you. Bring me your courage.”

Pete’s looping script felt louder than his own voice. For an instant, Mark had the disorienting sensation that someone else was reading over his shoulder, breath cold and close. From the corner of the room came a soft sound like the shuffle of bare feet on stone. In the mirror, a pale hand, indistinct as cigarette smoke, reached toward the roses and then vanished a heartbeat before touching a petal.

“Pete,” Kate said. “The one who flirted with early death by climbing chapel roofs in pursuit of ‘authentic angles’?”

“The same,” Mark said. “He has apparently turned his fascination with ruins into an art form and would now like to recruit me as his presence-whispering consultant.”

“You look as if you’ve just been invited to a séance conducted by the bursar,” she observed.

“Possibly worse,” he said. “A séance conducted by Pete with a camera. He says the windows are whispering.”

“Windows often do,” she said. “Usually about drafts. You’ll go.”

It was not quite a question.

He hesitated. “I am sixty. There is a respectable argument to be made for declining adventures initiated by men who measure risk in f-stops.”

“Mark.” She moved closer, her expression softening. “You have spent twenty years pretending your... visitors are incidental. You write them down, then stack them neatly behind footnotes and pottery drawings. Now someone has written the invitation in your language. ‘Ruins. Windows. Whispers.’ You’ll go.”

He looked down at the diary, at the neat lines of past entries. A trench where a child’s laugh had persisted an hour after the last child left. A camp lantern that flared each night at the exact minute a Roman soldier had died, according to an inscription. The outline in the mirror just now, reaching for Kate’s roses.

“If the extraordinary turns up,” Kate said, laying a hand lightly on his shoulder, “promise me you’ll write it down.”

“I always do,” he said. “I would rather you never see it yourself.”

“Some sights are best shared,” she murmured. “If not with the faculty review board, then at least with your wife.”

The college clock tower chimed again, the sound rolling through the stone like a pulse. The strange sharpness in the air ebbed. The lamp steadied. On the desk, the letter lay flat and ordinary, its ink drying like any other.

Mark slipped it into the diary, the pages fluttering as though in a small, internal wind, and closed the cover with a definite click.

“The world grows thin in autumn,” he said, half to himself. “Pete calls from Grendon, but the first call always comes from the mirror.”

Kate kissed his temple, the gesture as matter-of-fact as a notation in the margin. “Then we had better pack you some extra socks,” she said. “The dead are terrible about central heating.”

​​​​The Train and the Window Presence

The train to Grendon slid out of Oxford under a low ceiling of cloud, its steam mixing with the city’s coal smoke before trailing away over fields rimed with frost. Inside the carriage, the air was a blend of damp wool, tobacco, and the faint tang of steel and old leather. Mark sat by the window, his battered satchel wedged against his leg, diary open on his knee.

The countryside unspooled in the glass: hedgerows, bare trees, stone walls, all rendered slightly unreal by the cold light. A scarecrow leaned at an angle in a field, coat flapping in a wind Mark could not feel. A flock of crows rose from a furrow as the train passed, their black shapes smearing briefly across the window like a blot of ink.

He wrote, the nib scratching steadily.
Each journey peels the skin from memory, leaving bone and shadow. Kate’s roses, Pete’s letter, the shimmer in the mirror, now behind me, yet travelling with me.
The rhythm of wheels on rails worked its usual slow hypnosis. He let his head rest briefly against the cool glass. The contact sent a fine shiver through his skull, a reminder that there were only a few millimetres of silicate between him and the winter air rushing past at thirty miles an hour.

A whistle sounded ahead, high and mournful, echoing back from invisible cuttings. The radiator under the seat hummed, but a thin vein of cold threaded its way along the floor, curling around his ankles like exploratory smoke. He tightened his scarf.

Movement pricked the edge of his vision. He glanced at the glass and felt his throat constrict.

A figure stood in the reflection.

Not outside, where one would expect to see a passenger on the platform, but within the plane of the window itself. It was no more than a smudge of density at first, a slightly darker patch among the shifting countryside. Slowly, it resolved into the suggestion of a person: shoulders, a head tilted as if listening, hands pressed flat to the inside of the invisible barrier that separated the carriage from the world. The features, where they should have been, were blurred, as if someone had breathed on the glass and traced a face without finishing it.

A child’s laughter sounded in the corridor behind him, bright, brief, cutting across the hush like a small, defiant bell. Mark turned his head reflexively; a little boy in a knitted jumper ran past the compartment door, pursued by a weary mother and a conductor who had seen it all before. The scene lasted seconds. When he turned back, the reflection (figure) had not moved.

He did not look directly at the empty seat opposite to check whether someone had slipped in. Experience told him that whatever lived in the glass preferred oblique angles. Instead, he shifted his diary slightly and wrote, hand less steady now.

Window presences ride first class, it seems. Ticket stamped in frost and longing. The glass grows thinner every November; Grendon calls, but the real summons comes from the reflection.

Outside, the fields had softened into a blur of muted colours. The clouds dragged low, almost level with the train. A copse of trees flew past, their trunks a vertical smear, branches fingered with mist. The country looked as if someone had washed it and had not yet hung it up to dry.

The compartment door slid open with a rattle. An elderly woman took the seat opposite, setting her bag carefully on the rack. Her eyes were closed before she even settled, lips moving on what might have been a prayer or a shopping list. Her hands lay folded in her lap. In the window’s reflection, they looked luminous, almost separate from the body that owned them, moving a fraction out of time.

Mark lowered his gaze to the page, giving her the courtesy of not staring. The train’s motion changed subtly as it began to enter a tunnel; the light outside dimmed from grey to near black. For a few seconds, the window ceased reflecting the outside world and became a dark mirror. His own face stared back: lined, pale, eyes keener than he liked to admit.

Over his shoulder in that black glass, something else leaned closer.

He felt it more than saw it: the sensation of space being occupied just behind his right shoulder, the faint pressure on the air, a whisper of cold that did not match the rest of the compartment. The hairs on the back of his neck rose.

A light pressure settled on his actual shoulder. Icy. Weightless. Precisely placed, as if a hand had been rested there in cautious greeting. Not the first time he had felt such a touch, but the first time on a moving train.

The carriage clattered into full darkness. For a heartbeat, there was nothing but the sound of wheels hammering through the tunnel and the tiny, intimate noise of the elderly woman’s breath. In that concentrated black, the hand on his shoulder felt almost normal, almost human, as if someone he knew had leaned in, waiting for him to acknowledge them.

He did not move.

The train burst back into light. The hand lifted. When the world outside resolved into hedgerows again, the reflection in the window showed only one passenger on his side of the compartment. The figure in the glass had retreated to the edges: a faint impression in the corner, no more solid than breath on a cold pane.

Across from him, the woman’s lips were still moving. Snatches of her murmur reached him. “Not forgotten... not forgotten...” Whether she was speaking to the living or the dead, he could not tell.

He scribbled another line.

Every window is a threshold. Every journey is a crossing. Pete waits at Grendon, but so do the ones who never left.

The station approached in a blur of signal lights and sidings. As the train slowed, the reflections shifted: his own face, the woman’s bowed head, for an instant a third, younger profile behind his own, watching the platform edge with quiet, desperate intensity.

By the time the brakes hissed and the carriage shuddered to a stop, the glass showed only the usual: his slightly distorted reflection and the thin winter world beyond, waiting.

​​​​Grendon: Presences in the Quad

Grendon College rose out of the mist like something half-remembered from an old engraving. The train had left Mark in a small, draughty station; from there, a taxi with cracked leather seats and a radio that only managed static had rattled him along narrow roads bordered by drystone walls. Now, standing beneath the ivy-draped arch of the gatehouse, he felt the familiar, unsettling doubling he always experienced in such places: archaeologist and intruder, scholar and trespasser, both at once.

The air in the quad had that peculiar campus mixture of cold stone, damp grass, and cigarette smoke from students sheltering in doorways. A bell tolled somewhere overhead, its note clear and a little too loud in the fog. Figures moved in the milky light: undergraduates in duffel coats with books clutched to their chests, a porter trundling a barrow of crates, a don with his gown flapping like a displaced crow. Interspersed among them, indistinguishable at first glance, were shadows that did not seem to align with any particular body.

“Professor!”

Pete Reyner’s voice cut through the general murmur like sunlight through clouds. Mark turned to see him striding across the flagstones, camera swinging from his neck, scarf askew, hair slightly longer than regulation, and entirely indifferent to the damp. He looked older than Mark remembered, but only in the way a photograph develops more contrast with time; the essential lines were the same.

“Pete,” Mark said, allowing himself a genuine smile. “I see Grendon has not yet managed to swallow you whole.”

“Only the sensible bits,” Pete said, clapping him on the shoulder. “The rest of me is still roaming the roofs at unwise hours. God, it’s good to see you. You look exactly the same. Slightly more dust, perhaps.”

“The dust is mostly committee minutes,” Mark said. “They accumulate.”

They fell into step together. Pete gestured expansively at the architecture as they walked under the cloister. “Did you know this arch is built on Roman foundations? They dug down when they installed the central heating, found courses of stone that don’t match any later build. Sometimes, late in the evening, there’s chanting. Latin, I think. The bursar says it’s a wireless interference from the cathedral. The bursar has no poetry in him.”

The idea of half-remembered Latin seeping through pipework made the back of Mark’s neck prickle pleasantly. “You’ve tried to record it.”

“Of course.” Pete patted the camera. “The microphone gets the echo, but never the words. It’s like trying to catch breath in a jar.”

Mark glanced down at the flagstones. The damp made their surfaces dark and reflective. For a moment, he could have sworn that the reflections of their feet lagged a fraction behind the real steps, like shadows remembering too slowly. He adjusted his grip on his satchel.

“You feel it, don’t you?” Pete said, looking at him sidelong. “You always did. Something here is... off. Windows thinner. Corridors heavier. Not just me being fanciful.”

“Fanciful is your job,” Mark said. “Mine is to pretend rocks are uninteresting until they confess otherwise.”

They emerged into the main quad. The lawn sat improbably green, a rectangle of order in the middle of old stone. Rows of mullioned windows watched from three sides. In one, for half a heartbeat, Mark saw his own reflection and, just behind it, the faint outline of a young man in a high-collared jacket, staring not at the view but at something inward and irretrievable. The expression was so pure a mixture of hope and dread that Mark’s breath caught.

He blinked. The window showed nothing but sky and the vague silhouettes of desks within.

Pete squinted up at the same pane. “Light’s good this afternoon,” he said, oblivious. “Wait there.”

Before Mark could protest, Pete lifted the camera and clicked the shutter, capturing his profile against the pale stone. The sound echoed once around the quad, then dissolved into the general background of footfalls and distant laughter.

“Still photographing ruins, I see,” Mark said.

“They’re more cooperative than the living,” Pete replied. “They rarely contradict your interpretation.”

A young porter hurried past with a stack of statues under dust sheets, heading toward the hall. His boots made no sound at all where they touched the worn flagstones. For just an instant, his reflection in a nearby window lagged behind his body, like a badly dubbed film. Then the two snapped back into sync.

Mark tucked the moment away as he always did, another small datum in the growing, uneasy collection.

“So,” he said, as they turned toward the staircase that led to the guest rooms. “You mentioned whispering windows.”

Pete’s grin dimmed a fraction. “Yes. And not just windows. Come on. I’ll show you the corridor. You can tell me whether I’ve finally gone round the bend, or whether I’ve just acquired better company.”

The way he said it made it clear he was only half joking.

––––––––
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​​​​Corridor, Glass, and the First Gesture

THE CORRIDOR IN THE East Wing had always unsettled students, if the college gossip was to be believed. One of those passageways that seemed too long for the building, its stone floor worn into shallow hollows by centuries of feet. The ceiling ribs arched overhead like pale, exposed bones. Even in daylight, it collected shadows in its corners the way other corridors collected dust.

By late afternoon, the sun had already slunk behind the rooftops. The windows along one side of the corridor still held a presence of light, a faded gold that turned their leaded panes into dull mirrors. On the other side, the wall offered alcoves and closed doors, all equally secretive. The air felt a degree colder than in the quad, as if the wind had found a permanent foothold here.

Pete’s footsteps rang a little too sharply. The click of his camera strap buckle added a metallic punctuation to each step. Mark’s own boots sounded slower, the rhythm of someone measuring distance unconsciously.

“Here,” Pete said, stopping at a junction where one corridor met another. “This is where it’s worst. Or best, depending on your appetite for sleepless nights.”

He gestured at the row of tall windows; their glass was filmed with the fine grit of winter. Dust motes danced lazily in the air. There was no detectable draught; the curtains hung still.

“In the evenings,” Pete went on, lowering his voice without seeming to notice, “you get patterns in the reflections. Not just shadows. People. Only wrong somehow. Like a double exposure that never quite lines up.”

“You’re certain it isn’t just people,” Mark said. “Students. Cleaners. The usual suspects.”

“They’re part of it,” Pete said. “That’s the worst of it. Sometimes you see them, and it doesn’t match what’s in the corridor. A boy standing still in the reflection while his friends walk past laughing. A girl looking the wrong way. Once... once I saw myself walking past with you when I was alone.”

The corridor hummed faintly with the building’s secret life: pipes ticking, distant doors closing, far-off voices distorted by stone into an unplaceable murmur. Mark stepped closer to the nearest window, drawn as if by gravity.

Outside, the college grounds stretched away into the fog, lamps beginning to prick their way along paths. Inside the glass, his own reflection met him: older man, lined face, tweed suit, scarf slightly askew. Beside that image, just offset, something else hovered.

At first, it was only a thickness, a place where the glass refused to reflect the light evenly. Then it elongated, taking on the proportions of a person standing just to his left, shoulders a little hunched, head bowed slightly. No features, but a distinct impression of youth. An arm, indistinct, lifted. The hand pressed flat against the inside of the pane, fingers splayed, as if testing the barrier.

Mark’s breath shortened. The chill of the corridor intensified, not as a gust but as a subtle tightening, like a hand on the back of the neck. His own hand, almost of its own accord, rose. He did not quite touch the glass, stopping a fraction of an inch away. The air between his skin and the pane felt charged, the tiny hairs on his fingers prickling.

The figure’s head tipped, as if it were trying to see his face more clearly. For a moment, it felt indecent, as if he had walked in on someone’s private grief.

“Do you see something?” Pete asked, trying for casual but not quite managing.

“Yes,” Mark said. The word came out thinner than he intended. “Stay where you are.”

From the far end of the corridor, a door banged open. A spill of noise rolled in: students pouring out of a tutorial, voices overlapping, shoes clattering, laughter bouncing off stone. The spell of the hush broke.

Mark blinked. The figure in the window shivered like disturbed water and thinned, becoming again just a confusion of reflected light. One of the boys strolling past glanced at them briefly, then away, as if his eyes slid off the place where they stood.

“Probably nothing,” Mark said, reflexively.

“That,” Pete said, “was not your ‘probably nothing’ face. That was your ‘Roman curse in a field report’ face.”

Mark stepped back from the window. In the glass, he saw only himself, and behind him, Pete, camera slung ready, eyes too bright. For a heartbeat, a third outline stood just over his shoulder, blurred, hand still pressed to invisible glass. Then it was gone.

“It’s not malicious,” Mark said slowly. “Whatever it is. It feels... expectant. As if it’s been waiting a very long time for someone to look back.”

“That makes one of us,” Pete muttered. “I am not particularly keen on being on anyone’s waiting list.”

“Have you ever spoken to it?” Mark asked.

“The last time I tried speaking to things that weren’t there in public, I nearly lost a scholarship,” Pete said lightly. “I thought I’d leave this one to the expert.”

“I’m not an expert,” Mark said. “I am a man who writes down things it would be career suicide to mention in faculty meetings.”

“Exactly,” Pete said. “That puts you several rungs above me.”

They moved on, the moment thinning behind them like mist. Yet the sensation of being watched did not wholly dissipate. At the corner of his vision, Mark caught small discrepancies: a shadow that persisted a fraction too long, a blur in the glass looking toward him when all the actual students were turned away.

As they reached the stairwell, he looked back down the corridor. The row of windows gave nothing away. But somewhere, in the memory of the stone and the glass, a young figure stood with its hand pressed against the boundary, waiting for someone, at last, to ask its name.

​​​​Night Corridor and the Shot

Night fell over Grendon with a completeness that always surprised Mark, as if the college had pulled the sky down over its head like a blanket. The quad outside lay in a shallow pool of moonlight, and the fog turned silver where it drifted between the cloisters. Inside, most lights had been extinguished. A few yellow rectangles burned in stairwell windows and the porter’s lodge; the rest of the building held a soft, layered darkness, breathable but dense.

Mark’s guest room smelled of polish, old blankets, and the faint presence of previous occupants’ pipe smoke. The small electric fire clicked and hummed as it tried to warm too much stone. Mark sat at the narrow desk, diary open, lamp casting a circle of amber on the pages. His hand ached from writing, but he forced himself to finish the line.

The corridor listens. The glass is not the only thing watching. The boy at the window feels less like a stray presence and more like a resident whose name has fallen off the register.

The words steadied him. Naming things always did. He replaced the pen, flexed his fingers, and listened.

The building’s night sounds crept in: distant footsteps above, the muffled thud of a door, a radiator knocking somewhere along the pipes. Beneath those familiar noises lay another layer, harder to pin down. A soft, intermittent susurrus, like a crowd breathing as one, just beyond the threshold of audibility. It seemed to gather along one side of the room, where the wall backed onto the East Wing corridor.

He stood. The impulse arrived without fanfare. He took his torch, slipped his diary into his pocket out of habit, and, after a moment’s hesitation, slid the small, old pistol into the inside of his jacket. The weight of it against his ribs felt both absurd and weirdly reassuring, as if he were bringing cutlery to a thunderstorm.

The corridor greeted him with a cold that felt personal. His exhalations showed in front of his face, thin clouds swallowed quickly by the air. The carpet runner that dulled daytime footsteps was a darker band in the gloom. The windows along one wall were black now, their night-bound glass turned fully into mirrors. His torch stayed off; he did not want his own light to be the loudest thing there.

He walked slowly, boots tapping on stone. The building amplified each sound, sending it along the corridor in diminished echoes. Halfway down, he stopped. The hush here had a different texture, like a held breath.

At the third window from the stairwell, the curtain trembled. Not broadly, not in any way a draft could plausibly excuse. Just a small, deliberate quiver, like a muscle contracting. Mark’s heart thumped once, hard enough that he felt it in his throat.

“All right,” he said softly to no one in particular. “You’ve been listening. So have I.”

The curtain stirred again, then drew itself slowly aside, as if pinched by an unseen hand. Behind it, the glass gleamed faintly. In that faint sheen, a figure thickened.

It was taller now than the blur he had seen earlier, shoulders more defined, outline clearer against the dark. A young man, by the posture, head slightly inclined, as if perpetually on the verge of apology. The clothes were wrong for the present. High collar, narrow jacket, a suggestion of old-fashioned cut. No colour, only shades of moonlit grey.

The eyes were the worst part. They were not empty sockets or blazing coals, but something much more ordinary: the steady, wounded gaze of someone who had been waiting too long with a question in his throat.

Mark’s fingers found the butt of the pistol under his jacket. The metal was cold and unyielding. He knew, rationally, how ridiculous the gesture was. He had written entire pages on the folly of trying to confront the incorporeal with tools designed for bone and flesh. Yet the instinct persisted, as if some primitive part of him demanded a visible token of defiance.

He drew it. The weight in his hand steadied his breathing.

“I see you,” he said, voice thin in the long passage. “Not all of us insist the dead stay put.”

The figure did not flinch at the sight of the gun. If anything, a faint expression, surprise, bemusement, something like that, touched the blurred features. It lifted its hand and pressed it more firmly against the inside of the glass, fingers spreading as if to match the span of a human palm.

The space between Mark’s skin and the pane felt suddenly crowded, the airtight, charged, almost humming.

“Tell me,” Mark said, the words pushed out on a breath that trembled. “Is it vengeance you want, or peace? Or just a name back in someone’s mouth?”

Outside, a fox barked, sharp and out of place. The sound came thinly through the glass and bounced down the corridor. The moon slipped behind a cloud. For a second, the figure’s outline sharpened in the sudden flatness of the light. Its mouth opened.

No sound came.

Something in Mark snapped. Perhaps it was the accumulated tension, perhaps the awareness that seconds were passing, and the chance to make this encounter matter might be slipping away.

He squeezed the trigger.

The gunshot slammed against the old stone, ricocheted down the corridor, and burst open the silence. Glass shattered in a bright, crystalline rush. The curtain billowed as shards punched through it, pattering onto the floor in a brief, glittering storm.

When the echo died, the corridor seemed even emptier than before.

Mark lowered the pistol, his hand shaking now in the aftermath rather than in the act. The smell of cordite hung in the air, bitter and metallic, overlaying the colder scents of stone and old dust. His ears rang.

The window gaped, a jagged-edged hole open to the night. Fragments of glass clung to the frame, catching the weak moonlight in dangerous little triangles. On the floor, splinters lay scattered like spilled ice.

The presence, if that was what it was, had not dissolved in a dramatic puff. It had simply... shifted. Where it had stood, Mark now saw only the reflection of the opposite wall. But as he knelt to brush aside a larger shard, he felt a presence at his back. Not looming, not angry. Just there. Watching.

“You idiot,” he muttered to himself. “You absolute idiot.”

He traced one glinting fragment with a gloved finger. For an instant, the broken glass held an image: a young face, lips parted on an unfinished word, eyes wide with something that was not fear but a kind of desperate hope. Then the angle changed, and it was only his own lined hand reflected.

From above, voices floated down, muted, punctuated by a brief burst of laughter. Students, somewhere, were conducting their own harmless hauntings with beer and gossip.

He stood, tucked the pistol away, and forced his legs to carry him back to his room. On the way, he glanced once over his shoulder. At the far end of the corridor, in front of another window, a blurred figure stood very still, as if deciding whether to follow.

Back at the desk, his hands shook as he dipped his pen. He wrote:

Fired at a presence. Glass shattered. The figure did not. It recoiled, not with fear, but with something like disappointment. Whatever this is, it is not a random echo. It knows me now as clearly as I see it. I am not the only watcher in these halls.

The pen blotted on the word only. He left the blot. It felt appropriate.

​​​​The Inn, Kate’s Letter, and Edwin’s Name

The local inn sat just beyond the college gates; the kind of place generations of students had used for clandestine pints and last-minute cramming. Tonight, its low ceiling and smoky air felt less like a convivial refuge and more like a temporary burrow. Mark had chosen it over the guest room because he needed walls that did not about the East Wing.

A small fire struggled gamely in the hearth, logs hissing as they burned off the day’s damp. Two men at the bar were locked in a quiet argument over football; a couple in one corner murmured over their drinks. The rest was shadows. Mark sat at a corner table with his diary, brandy glass, and the gun, now unloaded, heavier in his pocket than any metal had a right to be.

He had just finished writing up the corridor when there was a knock at the door to the back parlour. The innkeeper, a ruddy-faced man with sideburns that had known better days, stepped in, cap in hand.

“Post for you, sir,” he said. “Came on the last delivery. Thought you’d want it sooner rather than later.”

He held out a thin blue envelope. The sight of Kate’s handwriting on the front, neat, precise, with that small rightward tilt that always made it look as if the words were leaning into a conversation, hit Mark in the chest with almost physical force.

“Thank you,” Mark said. His voice came out rougher than he intended.

He slit the envelope open with a thumbnail. The faintest scent of roses escaped, absurd in the beery air. He unfolded the single sheet and read.

Mark, she was here last night. The woman in the yellow dress, standing among the tangled roses in our garden. I felt her presence, gentle but insistent. I tried to speak, as you would have, but she melted at sunrise. I hope you’re safe. Write down what you see, because every story means something, if not now, then someday. We are not alone. The world is thinner every autumn, and sometimes, I think, so are we. Love, Kate.

He read it twice, then pressed the paper briefly to his lips, feeling foolish and more grounded than he had all day. The mention of the woman in yellow, one of his earliest, most persistent visitors, brought with it a rush of memory: her standing by their garden roses, head bent as if counting petals, the way she always vanished when directly addressed. Whatever watched him at Grendon was not the only thin place in their lives.

He took up his pen and, instead of turning to a fresh page, wrote his reply at the bottom of his own entry.

Tonight, the fire at Grendon grew thin. The unknown walks the corridors there, as it walks our garden and the edges of our bed. You are my lantern. Your letter is proof that the living world still insists on being touched. The boy at the window, if boy he is, waits for someone to call him by a name he has not heard in decades.

The fire popped, sending a small spray of sparks up the chimney. The lamp on the table flickered, not in the ordinary way of a tired filament, but with a brief, intent pulse, as if someone had brushed past it. The brandy in his glass trembled. He glanced at the window; beyond the blurred reflection of the room, he saw only the faint sheen of rain on the panes.

“Enough,” he said quietly to the room at large. “You have my attention. I will not improve my work by being deprived of sleep.”

The air did not answer, but the lamp steadied.

He slept badly. Dreams of glass and water, hands pressing against invisible barriers, voices speaking just out of range. Once, he woke with the clear sensation that someone had sat on the edge of his bed and then thought better of it.

The next day, he went to the college archives.

The archive room was a long, narrow chamber with leaded windows set high in the wall. The air tasted of paper, dust, and the slight metallic tang of old ink. Shelves on either side bowed under the weight of ledgers and boxes, some labelled in neat copperplate, others bearing only dates or vague subject headings. A single green-shaded lamp on the central table cast a pool of light in which dust motes drifted in lazy orbits.

Pete waited there, a newspaper spread open before him. He looked more serious than usual, the camera for once absent from his neck.

“Look at this,” he said without preamble, sliding a clipping across.

The paper had yellowed, its edges brittle. The headline was small, buried in a column of local notices: Fire in East Wing, 1912. Student Missing, Presumed Dead.

Beneath, a few curt paragraphs: late-night blaze, faulty wiring suspected, one young man unaccounted for, name given as Edwin Mayhew, first-year student. Nobody recovered. Memorial service to be held. End of report.

“Nothing after that,” Pete said. “No follow-up, no obituary. I checked the college magazines. There’s a mention in the chapel prayers and then... nothing. It’s as if he dropped off the map once the smoke cleared.”

Mark felt the familiar, low-grade anger he reserved for history’s casual cruelties. “Students talk,” he said. “There will be stories. Rumours. Do they say it was an accident?”

“Depends on who you ask,” Pete said. “The older porters mutter about locked doors and something wrong with the wiring. One of the cleaners swears her grandmother told her the boy was running away from a dare that went wrong. Everyone agrees he never had a grave anyone can point to.”

Mark looked up. In the dim reflection of the nearest window, he could just make out the outline of another person, standing very close behind him. The figure’s head was bowed in the same slightly apologetic tilt he had seen at the corridor window. Hands clasped in front as if waiting in a chapel.

He did not turn.

“You think he’s our watcher,” Pete said, voice softer.

“I think buildings remember,” Mark said. “They remember where they were fed.”

He laid his hand on the open ledger where Edwin’s name appeared once and then not again. The paper was cool, slightly rough. Under his palm, the air shifted, the tiniest suggestion of a sigh.

“Edwin Mayhew,” he said aloud, quietly. The name felt right in his mouth, weighted, as if it belonged there. The reflection in the glass seemed to straighten a little.

Pete swallowed. “So, what do we do with him, Professor. Write a better obituary.”

“We listen,” Mark said. “We get the story as far as we can. We remember. It may not be enough, but it is more than he has had in fifty years.”

Outside, rain whispered against the leaded windows, tracing crooked lines down the glass. In the dim, greenish light of the archive, the young man’s blurred reflection leaned a fraction closer, as if, for the first time in half a century, someone on this side of the glass had finally answered when he pressed his hand against it.

​​​​Candlelit Hall

It was Pete’s idea to use the Hall. “If anything’s going to show up,” he said, eyes bright with the manic optimism of a man who has never had to clean wax out of an academic gown, “it’ll be where everyone pretends to be solemn. Places remember the lies told in them.”

They chose a night when formal dinner had finished, and the scouts had cleared away the worst of the evidence: gravy, sherry stains, the odd stray bread roll. The high-roofed Hall, with its dark panelling and portraits of unsmiling benefactors, stood mostly empty now. Only a few candles remained lit along the long tables, guttering in brass sconces, their flames bending slowly whenever the door opened to admit a draught.

Mark stood at the far end beneath the great window, the glass above him black now, reflecting the room back at itself. The portraits watched from their frames with that peculiarly British blend of suspicion and indigestion. The air smelled of old wine, wood polish, and the faint animal tang of extinguished candles. Somewhere high above, in the roof timbers, a pigeon shifted in its sleep, feathers rustling softly.

Pete fussed over his tripod and camera near the middle of the Hall, muttering about exposures and shutter speeds. He had insisted on minimal electric light, arguing that whatever reacted to the building would do so more readily in firelight. The result was a patchwork of brightness and darkness, pockets of flickering gold separated by pools of ink.

“This was where they held the memorial,” Mark said quietly, more to the room than to Pete. “For Edwin. Nobody, just a name in the prayers.”

“You think he still comes when he hears it?” Pete asked.

“If your name vanished from every mouth,” Mark said, “and then someone spoke it here after weeks of silence, wouldn’t you come?”

He walked slowly down the central aisle between the tables. The stone flags underfoot felt colder here than in other parts of the college, as if the Hall retained a deeper chill. His eyes adjusted to the movement of the candlelight. Shadows moved at the edges of his vision, but he refused to turn his head too quickly; he had learned that whatever inhabited those edges disliked being chased.

At the far end, beneath the dais where the high table usually sat, he stopped. The sense of density in the air reminded him of standing at the lip of a trench above a burial that had not yet been uncovered: something present, just below the surface, waiting for the first careful scrape of a trowel.

He set his diary on the lectern, its pages pale in the candlelight, and rested his hands on either side.

“All right,” he said softly. “You have my attention. You have had it for some time. This is me, extending the courtesy of the floor.”

The candles nearest him flickered in unison, as if a breath had moved across them. The shadows on the panelling shifted. Between two portraits, a third outline began to thicken, not painted, but superimposed on the wood itself, a vertical shape the colour of breath on glass.

Edwin.

He was clearer here than in the corridor. The high collar of his jacket, the narrow shoulders under a student gown, the slightly bedraggled look of someone who had spent too much time in draughty rooms. His face was still not entirely distinct, as if memory had trouble holding onto the exact details, but the expression carried plainly: a taut mix of sorrow, confusion, and something like indignation worn thin by decades.

Mark’s chest tightened. He stepped down from the dais.

“You were not in the fire,” he said, the words feeling as if they came from somewhere below his lungs. “Not the way they told it.”

The Hall seemed to contract. The portraits retreated into their frames, their colours dulling. The only vivid thing was the boy-shape near the centre, hovering slightly above the flagged floor.

Images pressed into Mark’s mind, not as fully formed visions but as quick, hard impressions, like photographs developed too fast. The Hall, empty of tables, its floor bare earth. Men in dark coats, their faces blurred by his lack of context. A crude wooden frame, vertical, unfamiliar until he recognised the principle: gravity, blade, weight. A child bound, not crying yet, too shocked to protest. A blade’s edge, dark and wet. Soil receiving what the stone above it would later hide.

He swayed. The smell of damp earth and iron rose thickly in his throat, overlaid on the actual scents of candle wax and old gravy.

“They took you before there was a fire,” Mark said, voice strained. “They fed you to the foundations so the Hall would stand and prosper. Then they wrote ‘accident’ in the ledger and pretended the contract was only with the stone.”

The presence’s outline flared, brightened, then dimmed, as if some energy had surged through it at the naming. His head snapped up, eyes suddenly very clear.

“They said it would make me part of something that lasted,” the voice came, not aloud, but in Mark’s inner ear, the way remembered words arrive. “They said I would be honoured. There was no honour. Only... down.”

Marrow-deep anger uncurled in Mark, not at Edwin but at the tidy, mercantile horror of the act. He knew enough anthropology to place it: imported ritual violence, the idea that a life buried under a threshold would bind luck to a building. He had read about it in reports from far-off cultures that polite Europeans liked to call “primitive.” To see it echoed here, under British stone, made his skin crawl.

“This place owes you,” Mark said. “Not in superstition. In memory.”

Behind him, he heard the soft click of Pete’s camera. He had nearly forgotten the man was there.

“Can you see him?” Pete whispered.

“Yes,” Mark said. “More importantly, he can hear us.”

Edwin’s form wavered. “They never said my name again,” the thought-voice insisted. “Not properly. Not as if I were in the room. Only on paper. Only in lists.”

“Then let’s change that,” Mark said.

He stepped back to the lectern, took up his diary, and wrote, slowly, speaking the words as his pen moved.

Edwin Mayhew, student of Grendon College, was taken and killed in a ritual to bind this Hall’s fortune to blood. Not lost in a fire. Sacrificed. Remembered.

As he spoke the name in full, the candle flames steadied. The air in the Hall shifted from tight to merely heavy. Edwin’s outline flickered once, like a figure caught in a sudden exposure, then softened. The sense of raw need that had filled the room thinned, leaving behind something quieter.

“Does it help?” Edwin’s presence seemed to ask, the “voice” less jagged.

“Yes,” Mark said, throat tight. “Perhaps only a little. Perhaps only for tonight. But it is something that is yours and cannot be taken back.”

For the first time, the presence’s head dipped in what might have been a nod. Then the outline dispersed, not shattered, not blown apart, but gradually unspooling into the ambient gloom, like breath warming cold glass and then fading.

The walls of the Hall creaked softly, a sound the building made when the temperature changed. It sounded, to Mark’s over-tuned ears, like the long exhale of someone finally allowed to relax.

Pete lowered his camera. “Did we... do something?” he asked.

“We did what we could,” Mark said. His legs felt unsteady. “We listened. We named. We wrote. The rest is between him and the stone.”

The portraits seemed a fraction less oppressive as they left. The candles, left to burn themselves out, cast smaller, less frantic shadows.

In his diary later that night, back at the inn, Mark wrote:

A story given shape is a soul’s lantern. Edwin walks no more in absolute shadow. Let the Hall remember what the ledger tried to hide.

​​​​Homecoming and the Thin Places

Rain met him at home. Not the sharp, angry rain of summer storms, but a steady, soaking drizzle that had been falling long enough to make the pavements shine and the roses in Kate’s garden bend under the weight of droplets. Their small terrace house, with its peeling paint and stubborn front door, had never looked more like safety.

He fumbled with the key, boots heavy with road grime and Grendon’s stones. Before he could turn it, the door opened from within. Kate stood there in her cardigan and skirt, hair pinned up, the familiar smell of tea and something baking drifting from the hallway behind her.

“You look,” she said, “as if you’ve been arguing with architecture.”

“Architecture started it,” he said.

She stepped back to let him in. The warmth of the house wrapped around him like a physical embrace: coal fire, kitchen steam, the faint tang of floor polish. The sound of the wireless from next door drifted through the wall, a light music show on the Light Programme, the announcer’s patter cheerfully oblivious to hauntings.

They did not talk in the hall. They had an unspoken rule about that: no serious conversations until coats were off and hands were warm. In the sitting room, the fire burned steadily, casting orange light over the books and the battered armchairs. Mark’s diary and the developed photograph from Pete lay waiting on the low table, carefully placed as if they had been part of the furniture all along.

He handed Kate his satchel. She set it down without opening it.

“Tea first,” she said. “Then presences.”

When the mug was warm in his hands, and he had taken the first, grounding sip, he nodded at the table. “Pete caught him,” he said. “On film.”

She picked up the photograph. The corridor appeared in grainy monochrome: the window, the stone, Mark’s own outline near the glass. Beside him, half overlapping, a faint, pale shape, barely darker than the background but unmistakable once one saw it: shoulders, head turned slightly toward the lens, hand lifted as if mid-gesture.

“He looks... young,” she said quietly. “Younger than I imagined.”

“He never got older,” Mark said.

She traced the blurred edge of the figure with a fingertip, not flinching, merely thoughtful. “And you found out what happened.”

“Yes.” He told her, in as plain and unembellished language as he could, about the archives, the clipping, the sense of something beneath the Hall, the crude sacrificial device, the whispered bargain between trustees and stone, the long, patient rage of a boy cut off from his own future and pinned forever to a building’s.

As he spoke, Kate’s face passed through several micro-expressions: sorrow at the child, anger at the adults, a grim professional recognition at the intertwining of belief, desperation, and cruelty.

“We like to pretend certain kinds of barbarity happen elsewhere,” she said when he finished. “In hotter climates. In ‘primitive’ cultures. It is comforting to export our worst impulses. Less so to find them under our own floors.”

“Stone doesn’t care whose blood it drinks,” Mark said. “But the story does. It matters who tells it.”

She put the photograph down, carefully, as if it might bruise. “And what did you do for him?”

“We said his name,” Mark replied. “Properly. Wrote it. Acknowledged that he was killed on purpose, not lost by accident. It is not justice. It is not enough. But it is something that is his.”

She leaned back, studying him. “You look lighter,” she said. “A little. Not much. Like a man who has shifted one brick in a wall he has been leaning on for years.”

“The wall is still there,” he said. “The names are still missing. But yes. One brick.”

They sat in companionable silence for a while, the fire’s low crackle and the clock’s tick stitching the pause into something comfortable rather than empty. Rain tapped softly at the window, turning the glass into a blurred grey sheet. In the reflection, he saw their two figures: his, a little hunched, hers, upright and alert, their heads close. No third outline stood between them.

“While you were gone,” Kate said, “I saw the woman in the yellow dress again.”

He glanced at her. “In the garden.”

“Yes. Among the roses. She finds them irresistible. I tried to speak to her. She did what she always does. Tilted her head, listened, and then dissolved at sunrise like a sensible fog.”

“She’s polite,” Mark said.

“She is consistent,” Kate said. “I mention it because it seems the thinness is not confined to Oxfordshire college halls. Our own windows remain as treacherous as ever.”

He looked around their sitting room: the radio on its shelf, the gramophone, the bookshelf lined with archaeology texts, and the odd volume of poetry. Ordinary objects, all of them. All of them were perfectly suited to catching echoes.

“Do you regret it?” he asked suddenly. “Sharing it. The knowing. You could have had an easier life married to someone who believes presences are for Christmas specials and Victorian novels.”

She considered. “No,” she said. “Although I reserve the right to be annoyed when they interrupt supper. We were always going to live in a thin place, Mark. You came with trenches and revenants. I came with other people’s nightmares. We did not make the world strange. We just agreed to stop pretending it wasn’t.”

He felt a rush of affection that was almost painful. “You are my home,” he said. It was a simple statement, not a declaration.

“And you,” she said, “are my best case study.”

They laughed, quietly. The tension that had come back with him from Grendon loosened another notch.

Later, in bed, with the rain soft on the roof and the house settling around them, he wrote one last line in the diary, the ink dark against the cream paper.

Witness and love are the two sides of every haunting. To remember and to share is to mend the veil a little and let the dawn come in.

As he capped his pen, a faint pressure brushed the outside of the window. Not a knock, exactly. More like the presence of a hand, testing the thickness of the glass. He lay down, Kate’s warmth close, and let the sound of their breathing drown it out.

​​​​The Lecture and the Bones

The lecture hall smelled of chalk and damp wool, that particular academic fug that could make any revelation feel like a footnote. Mark stood at the front, slide projector humming beside him, while rows of students shed coats and shuffled notebooks into readiness. Rain streaked the high windows, turning the outside world into a wavering grey smudge. Inside, pens clicked, pages rustled, a cough started in the back and was quickly suppressed.

On the screen, a jawbone glowed in monochrome: teeth worn to nubs, bone pitted by time. He clicked to the next slide, an excavated burial outside Kent, the skeleton cupped in a clay bowl etched with spiral markings. To the students, these were just images. To him, they were evidence that the earth never forgot anything, even when people did.

“We travel down into the ground,” he said, “not to confirm stories we already like, but to discover the people for whom no one bothered to write any.”

He talked them through the excavation: the careful trowelling, the soil profiles, the way aerial photographs had first revealed the faint rings of a vanished settlement. On the slide, a line of dark stains in the subsoil showed where posts had once stood, long rotted, their presences visible only in discolouration. “These,” he said, pointing with the end of his pipe, “are the shadows of architecture. The bones of a house that no longer exists.” 

An Irish student raised her hand. “Sir, do you ever find... I mean, is there ever anything that doesn’t fit any known pattern? People who aren’t in the myths or the records or anything?”

Mark thought, briefly, of Edwin Mayhew standing in the Hall, tethered to a pact no one would admit had been made. He thought of the unnamed woman in the yellow dress haunting their rose garden.

“Frequently,” he said. “History is full of people who fell between the lines. Sometimes all we have of them is the way they were buried, or a piece of jewellery that doesn’t match the local style, or a trace of metal in bone that shouldn’t be there. Entire lives collapsed to a smudge on a soil profile.” 

Another student, at the back, asked, “Do you ever... hear them. I mean, do you feel like they’re trying to tell you something?”

There was a ripple of amusement, quickly stifled. Mark considered his words.

“Everyone who works closely with the dead develops a sense of obligation,” he said. “We are, in a sense, the last people on earth who know they existed. That can feel like being spoken to. But bones are bones. They do not whisper. The voices you hear will be your own.”

He let that hang, just long enough for the implication to settle that the stories they projected onto the remains said as much about them as about the past. In his own chest, a different answer hummed: Sometimes they talk. Sometimes they shout. More often, they stand very quietly in the corner of a room at three in the morning and wait for you to admit you’ve seen them. 

After the lecture, a handful of students lingered with questions about dating methods and soil chemistry. Mark answered them, grateful for the solid ground of technique. When the hall finally emptied, the silence felt almost physical. He gathered his notes.

As he turned off the projector, the blank screen reflected the room at him: rows of empty benches, the blackboard, his own figure. For a fraction of a second, another silhouette sat in the second row, hands folded, head slightly bowed as if in a chapel. Young. Jacket too old-fashioned for the present decade.

“Not your class,” Mark murmured under his breath.

The reflection thinned. He was alone again.

On his way out, he tucked his diary under his arm. The next entry, he knew, would not be about bones in Kent, but about how easy it was to recognise the living patterns of shame and guilt in the questions his students did not quite ask aloud. 

​​​​Kate’s Patient and the Empty Room

The clinic where Kate worked was an unremarkable red-brick building on a busy London street, wedged between a tobacconist and a grocer. Inside, scuffed linoleum floors and institutional green walls did their best to make distress look manageable. The waiting room smelled of damp coats, boiled tea, and the faint, sour tang of anxiety. A wireless on the receptionist’s desk played the Light Programme at low volume, its cheeriness slightly out of tune with the expressions on the chairs. 

Kate’s consulting room was at the end of a narrow corridor. She kept it deliberately plain: two chairs, a small table, a shelf with a few well-chosen books. No diplomas on the wall, no religious symbols. A box of tissues on the table, within reach but never pointed out. She had learned that people brought enough of their own projections without her adding more.

This afternoon’s appointment sat on the edge of one of the chairs, hands knotted in her lap. Mrs Ellis was in her forties, well-groomed in the way of someone who wore respectability like armour: neat coat, sensible shoes, hair set at the same salon every Thursday. Her eyes, however, betrayed the brittle sleeplessness of the last few weeks.

“It started at home,” she said. “On the wireless. During the evening news.”

Kate listened, pen resting on the open notebook, not moving. She had learned that writing too soon made some patients feel as if their words were being confiscated.

“At first I thought it was interference,” Mrs Ellis went on. “Like when the Americans come through on the line. But it wasn’t another station. It was... a voice.”

She hesitated, glancing at the closed door as if to make sure it stayed that way.

“It told me”, she said, “that I had not forgotten to post a letter to my sister. That I had decided not to. That I was lying when I said it slipped my mind.”

Her voice broke slightly on the last words.

“Was there a letter?” Kate asked quietly.

“Yes,” Mrs Ellis said. “For her birthday. I left it on the mantel. I looked at it for three days. And then I put it in a drawer.”

“Why,” Kate asked.

“She married... badly,” Mrs Ellis said. “We said things. I told myself that not sending the card would teach her a lesson. Then, when I saw her at Christmas, I said, ‘Oh, it slipped my mind.’ And she smiled and said it didn’t matter. And then this... thing... on the wireless told me I knew it did.”

Kate nodded, once. “And after that.”

“It started... commenting,” Mrs Ellis said. “Little things. Not in front of my husband. Only when I was alone. ‘You’re pouring another drink.’ ‘You know he thinks you’ve forgiven him, but you haven’t.’ Things like that. I could tell myself I was imagining it, that it was my own conscience, until last week.”

She looked up, eyes suddenly wide, as if the next part might change everything between them.

“I heard it here,” she said. “In this room.”

Kate felt a tiny tightening between her shoulders. The clinic was supposed to be a contained space, a place where people could unburden without fear that the walls would answer back.

“Go on,” she said, voice deliberately even.

“I was telling you,” Mrs Ellis said slowly, “about the night my son didn’t come home. I said I didn’t blame myself. And then... from your wireless.”

She nodded at the corner, where a small set sat dark and unplugged.

“It said, ‘You checked the clock eight times and did not call the police. You thought, “Maybe this will teach him. It was your voice, but... not.”

Kate kept her gaze steady on Mrs Ellis’s face, not on the empty corner. “And did you,” she asked. “Check the clock and think that.”

Mrs Ellis’s lower lip trembled. “Yes,” she whispered. “I thought... if he was frightened, he might not do it again. And then when the car hit... I thought it was my punishment.”

The room held a silence dense enough to lean on. Outside, traffic hissed on wet roads. Somewhere in the building, a typewriter clacked, stopped, clacked again. In the corner, the unplugged wireless sat with its blank dial, wholly innocent in appearance.

“Mrs Ellis,” Kate said gently, “if I tell you that you are not the only person hearing such things at the moment, will that make you feel madder or less alone?”

Mrs Ellis stared at her. “Others,” she said. “Like this.”

“Yes,” Kate said. “People who have done or thought things they regret. People who carry a lot of ‘if only’ and ‘I should have’. It seems to be... selecting for that. It may be a kind of collective haunting. Or it may be a trick of the mind. Either way, it is using material you already know about yourself.” 

Mrs Ellis swallowed. “So, I’ve cursed myself.”

“No,” Kate said. “You have a conscience. That’s different. This... whatever this is... appears to be an amplifier. It takes things you half-admit and makes them sound external. That does not make them truer. Only louder.” 

“And here,” Mrs Ellis said. “If it spoke here, does that mean this room isn’t safe?”

Kate looked briefly at the wireless. The memory of that afternoon, her patient’s words, then the uncanny overlay in her own voice repeating them back, made her skin prickle.

“It means,” she said carefully, “that your mind brings your fears with you, even into safe rooms. But it also means you brought them to someone who will not let them go unchecked. That is the difference between hearing a shameful thought alone in your kitchen and saying it out loud here. One isolates you. The other is the beginning of making sense of it.” 

Mrs Ellis exhaled, shoulders dropping a fraction.

“I can’t promise you,” Kate added, “that the... commentary... will stop tomorrow. But we can work on how much authority you give it. A voice, even one that sounds like mine, is not a judge. It is an echo.”

When the session ended, Mrs Ellis left with the careful, fragile composure of someone carrying a full cup. Kate closed the door and leaned her forehead briefly against the cool wood.

Behind her, the room was very quiet. No pipes groaned, no footsteps passed. The wireless sat in its corner, unplugged.

“Don’t,” she said evenly. “This room is not for you.”

There was no audible response. But for a second, the air near the ceiling felt denser, as if someone taller than either of them was standing there, listening with faint, impersonal interest. Then the sensation ebbed.

She sat at the desk and opened her own notebook, not the official one for patient records, but the private one she kept hidden behind The Interpretation of Dreams.

The voice has entered my consulting room, she wrote. It borrows my tone to throw their guilt back at them. It is, in that sense, a shaming device. I will not let it be the last word. My work, now more than ever, is to be a different voice in their heads, one that recognises guilt but refuses to turn it into a sentence. 

She paused, added, almost as an afterthought:

Mark is not the only witness in this marriage. The walls have begun listening to me as well. We will have to decide, together, how much we allow them to repeat.

​​​​The Wall Between Rooms

The days after Mrs Ellis’s confession rearranged themselves around a new unease. Kate found herself listening not just to her patients but to the silence between their sentences, alert for any intrusion that did not belong to them. At home, the vigilance lingered. Evenings became quieter, the wireless was used more sparingly, and the gramophone lifted less often from its corner.

One damp Saturday, Mark stood on a small stepladder in the sitting room, pressing his knuckles against the chimney breast. The wallpaper was cold under his fingers, faintly rough where the pattern had bubbled over old plaster. The coal fire muttered below, sending occasional pops and sparks up
















​​​​The Call Across Wires

















































​​​​The Rules of Engagement

























​​​​A Visit from Pete






























​​​​Mrs Price and the Canal










































​​​​The Diary and the Line in the Sand



























​​​​The Broadcast Year
















​​​​The Christmas Broadcast

































​​​​A New Kind of Silence
















​​​​Quiet Terms
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