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Dedication

Phasmophobia is a fear of ghosts.
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ONE

‘It’s right next to a graveyard!’ Sarah exclaimed. ‘I don’t believe it! What the heck was Austin thinking of?’

She thrust her phone into Roshan’s line of vision. He glanced at the image and quickly returned his gaze to the road ahead.

‘I mean, how spooky is that!’ Sarah said, frantically scrolling through the images of the graveyard she’d just discovered online.

‘I thought you’d looked at the link Austin sent us showing the property?’ Roshan, her husband, said. ‘He posted it on our WhatsApp group.’

‘I did but there weren’t any pictures of graves. For good reason! Who wants to spend their holiday next door to dead people?’

‘The rooms are nice though,’ Roshan replied easily. He was always so chilled and laid-back, the opposite of Sarah, who could be intense and easily provoked. They got on so well because they complemented each other.

The traffic ahead slowed and the satnav flashed a warning of congestion a mile further up.

‘The rooms are nice,’ Sarah agreed. ‘Or were. But knowing the graves are there has rather taken the shine off it for me.’

‘We’ll keep the windows closed,’ Roshan said with a smile.

‘I’m serious,’ Sarah said, continuing to study the photos. ‘I wouldn’t have agreed to renting the place for a week if I’d known.’

‘Don’t be daft,’ Roshan said affectionately, glancing at her. ‘It will be fine.’ The traffic ground to a halt. ‘Here, let me have a look.’

Sarah passed her phone to Roshan and he spent a few moments looking at the images before handing it back.

‘The graveyard is very old,’ he said. ‘I doubt anyone has been buried there for years.’

‘And that makes it OK?’ Sarah asked.

Roshan shrugged. ‘You don’t think you might be overreacting, love?’

‘Probably, but that’s me.’

‘And I love you for it.’ He smiled at her. ‘I suppose we might have guessed that a converted eighteenth-century church could have a graveyard close by.’ The traffic began moving again, although slowly. ‘I’m sure it will be fine once we get there.’

‘Hopefully, but if I really don’t like it can we book in a B & B and just go to the place to meet the others?’ Sarah knew it sounded pathetic, but she couldn’t help herself. As a child she’d been convinced she’d seen a ghost in a churchyard, and the memory had stayed with her.

‘I think that might be taking it a bit far,’ Roshan replied in his calm, deferring manner. ‘What would be the point of us all getting together after all these years if we’re not there for a large part of it?’

He never raised his voice or lost patience, some of the many reasons Sarah loved him as much now as when they’d first met ten years ago. They’d been seventeen then, studying for A-level examinations in the sixth form. They’d begun dating, and married after college when they both had jobs. They were two of a group of five who’d become good friends and had promised to meet up ten years after their graduation. They’d all moved away, but that date had finally arrived.

There was Austin, who’d organized the reunion, his wife, Leslie, who they didn’t know, and Megan and Brandon, who Sarah had stayed in touch with on social media since school.

‘How much further?’ she asked, glancing at the satnav. The traffic was still moving very slowly. She hoped they’d arrive before it was dark.

‘There seems to be a hold-up on the slip road,’ Roshan said, also looking at the satnav. ‘Once we’re off the motorway it’s about an hour. Can you text Austin and tell him we’re running late? He wanted us all there by four o’clock so he could serve dinner. Nice idea to have us all sit down to dinner when we arrive.’

‘What time shall I say? Around four thirty?’

Roshan nodded.

Sarah sent the text to Austin: Sorry, running late. Aim to be with you at 4.30. She looked at the skyline ahead. It was already a grey, overcast day, and the sun had begun its descent, turning the clouds even darker. The last week in October it was dark by five thirty – even earlier if there was a lot of cloud cover. She shuddered at the thought of arriving at the converted church with its graveyard in the dark, but said, ‘Pity Austin didn’t arrange our get-together in the summer.’

‘That’s partly our fault as teachers, if you remember,’ Roshan reminded her. ‘We’re the ones limited to school holidays, and there was nothing available for this summer that had four bedrooms, so half-term was the next best slot.’

Sarah’s phone bleeped, and she read out the message. ‘Austin says fine, drive safely, and he’s looking forward to seeing us.’

‘As we are him.’

Sarah placed her phone in her lap and gazed out of her side window at the slowly passing grassy bank as the car inched forward.

‘To be honest, I was surprised he invited me,’ Sarah said after a few moments. ‘You were much closer to him than I was.’

‘But we were all part of that group, and that’s what we agreed before we left and went our separate ways – that in ten years’ time we’d meet and see what we’d made of our lives. I was surprised he’d remembered. Last year I wondered what Austin was doing and tried to find him on social media, but there was nothing – not on Facebook, Twitter or LinkedIn. It even crossed my mind he might be dead. Then suddenly he appears on social media and finds us all.’

‘I wonder what he’s been doing?’ Sarah asked absently.

‘You mean apart from qualifying as a psychiatrist? That takes years.’

‘I was thinking more in his private life. I mean, you and I have kept in touch with Megan and Brandon, but no one has heard from Austin since we left.’

‘He didn’t say much about his private life, but he’s bringing Leslie.’

‘Yes, the only one of the group we don’t know. Why didn’t he add her to the WhatsApp group he set up?’

‘I suppose he thought it wasn’t necessary; that he could tell her the arrangements for meeting.’

Roshan touched the brake as the traffic in front ground to a halt and the sun continued its descent.

   


TWO

It was dusk as they pulled into the village, the sky a murky grey. ‘Take the next turning on the left and you have reached your destination,’ the satnav announced.

Roshan followed the directions as Sarah peered through her side window. The trees were losing their leaves but between the semi-bare branches she could make out the outline of the church. It looked exactly as it had online, except instead of sunlight shimmering on the stained-glass windows they were now illuminated from within. Austin had raved about the lattice windows in his text messages, as they were among the many original features that had been sensitively restored.

Roshan took the left turn and the car bumped over the single-track gravel lane and then onto the hardstanding in front of the gate. He parked next to the other two cars and cut the engine. ‘I need to use the bathroom,’ he said, opening his car door. ‘Out you get.’

Sarah didn’t move. Although the small eighteenth-century converted church was like its picture, she now saw it wasn’t next door to a cemetery – it was in the middle of it. The graveyard loomed to the right and left of the building, at the front, and as far as she could see in the dusk, to the back. Roshan had been right when he’d said it probably hadn’t been used for years. The headstones that she could see from the car were covered in moss and lichen and at odd angles from where the ground had subsided. It would have been so much better if they’d arrived in daylight with the sun shining, she thought.

Roshan was taking their suitcases from the boot and now appeared at her side window. She gingerly opened the door.

‘Come on, love, hurry up, I’m dying for a pee,’ he said.

She stepped out and drew her jacket around her. The air was still and quiet. A damp mist was forming over the unkempt graveyard. Trees and countryside lay behind them and the road they’d just been on was somewhere to their right.

‘We’re not that far from the road,’ Sarah said, trying to reassure herself, closing her car door. Every sound seemed to echo out here.

She followed Roshan to the wooden gate with its carved arch. A low stone wall ran off either side.

‘Beautiful. It looks original,’ Roshan said, admiring the gate as he pushed it open.

Sarah followed him in and along the slate path, keeping her gaze away from the graves either side. She’d been a child when she’d had that dreadful fright, aged seven. She was an adult now and needed to get a grip, she told herself.

‘The door could be original too,’ Roshan said as they stepped into the porch and faced the solid oak door of the church. He set down one of their cases and, raising the wrought-iron door knocker, gave a loud rap, which made Sarah jump.

The door suddenly opened and there stood Austin.

‘I heard your car. Good to see you both. Do come in.’

He shook Roshan’s hand and kissed Sarah’s cheek. ‘Let me take your jackets and cases.’

Setting down the cases, Roshan slipped off his jacket and passed it to Austin. Sarah did the same.

‘I’ll need to use the bathroom first,’ Roshan said. ‘Sorry we’re late.’

‘No problem, you’re here now. The cloakroom is just there,’ he said convivially, and pointed to a door further along the hall. ‘I’ll put your cases in your room for you shortly.’

‘Thank you,’ Roshan said, and disappeared into the cloakroom.

Austin turned to Sarah. ‘So we meet again after all these years.’

‘We do,’ she said, feeling slightly uncomfortable, although she wasn’t sure why.

She’d seen Austin’s photograph on Facebook and the WhatsApp group he’d set up to arrange this gathering, but even without them she would have recognized him anywhere. Tall, lean, clean-shaven, with high cheekbones and piercing blue eyes. Just as charismatic now as he had been all those years ago. A charmer and smooth-talker, but he’d had a habit at school of standing too close and invading your personal space. It was no different now. Sarah found herself taking a step back.

‘Go through and meet the others,’ he said, ‘while I hang up your jackets.’

Placing a hand on the small of her back, Austin guided Sarah along the short hall to a door on their right. She stepped into what had once been the nave of the church but was now the main living area.

‘Sarah!’ Megan cried, rushing to her.

‘So good to see you again,’ Sarah said as they hugged.

‘And Brandon,’ Sarah said after a moment. Letting go of Megan, she moved toward Brandon for a hug.

‘Great to see you,’ he said, smiling warmly. ‘You haven’t changed one little bit. I think I’ve put on a few pounds since you last saw me.’

He was fuller in the face, but Sarah didn’t say so. Brandon had been a lovely guy, and she was looking forward to getting to know him again. They’d had some contact through social media, just acknowledging birthdays, ‘liking’ holiday photos, and so forth. They hadn’t seen each other in person in seven years. Sarah had seen Megan five years earlier, just after she’d had her daughter Ella. Around the same time, Roshan had met up with Brandon. They all had a lot of catching up to do.

‘Where’s Roshan?’ Brandon asked, looking around.

‘In the loo,’ Sarah replied.

‘Good. I thought for a moment we were going to be two down.’

‘Two?’ Sarah asked, puzzled.

‘Leslie couldn’t make it,’ Austin said, suddenly appearing in the room behind her.

‘Oh dear, and after all the trouble you’ve gone to, organizing this,’ Sarah said. ‘What a pity. I was looking forward to meeting her.’

‘It can’t be helped,’ Austin said stoically. ‘Just one of those things. She woke not feeling so well.’

‘Is she all right to be left on her own?’ Sarah asked, concerned.

‘Yes. She’ll join us later if she feels up to it. Now what can I get you to drink? I’ve brought most things. Is yours still vodka and lemonade?’ he asked Sarah.

‘You remembered that!’ Sarah exclaimed.

Austin nodded.

‘Probably because of the number of vodkas you drank on your eighteenth birthday,’ Brandon quipped.

‘Oh my! Yes,’ Sarah said. ‘I remember. How embarrassing. I could really knock them back in those days.’

‘I think we all could then,’ Megan said. ‘I stopped drinking alcohol completely when I got pregnant. I only drink occasionally now.’

‘Roshan and I limit it to weekends,’ Sarah said, settling easily into conversation with Megan. ‘You can’t go into school and teach with a hangover.’

‘I guess we’ve all grown up,’ Austin said. ‘But there’s no need for us to be sensible this week. This is our big reunion. So what’s it to be, Sarah?’

‘OK. Vodka and lemonade would be great,’ she said, with a small laugh. ‘A real trip down memory lane.’

‘And a refill for you?’ Austin asked Megan, taking her glass before she could protest. ‘Brandon, do you want a refill?’

‘No, thanks. I’m OK for now.’

Austin disappeared through a door on the far side of the room into what Sarah assumed must be the kitchen. Warm air floated in with the smell of something delicious cooking. Austin was going to so much trouble to make them feel welcome. The perfect host, Sarah thought.

As she was talking to Megan and Brandon, Roshan came in from the cloakroom.

‘Good to see you,’ he said, hugging Brandon, then Megan. ‘Sorry we were late. There was a hold-up on the motorway.’

‘Austin told us,’ Brandon said.

‘Have you been here long?’ Roshan asked.

‘About an hour and a half,’ Brandon replied. ‘But Megan was here earlier.’

‘I came by train,’ she said. ‘I don’t own a car. Austin collected me from the station, which was nice of him.’

‘How is little Ella?’ Sarah asked.

‘Great. She’s spending the week with my mother where she’ll be spoilt something rotten.’

‘But nice for you to have a break,’ Brandon said. ‘It can’t be easy bringing up a child alone.’

‘No, but now I have her I wouldn’t change anything. She means the world to me.’

Austin reappeared with Megan and Sarah’s drinks. ‘What would you like, Roshan? I’ve got a selection of wines, bottled beers and spirits. Do you want to come and choose?’

‘Great, thanks, mate,’ Roshan said, going with him.

‘Amazing place, this,’ Brandon said, gazing up into the apex of the roof. The three of them were standing in the centre of what was now the living room.

‘It is,’ Sarah agreed, also looking up. The white emulsion plaster set off the dark wood of the exposed beams all the way into the high roof.

‘Austin showed me around when I first got here,’ Megan said. ‘He knows a lot about the place. He researched it all online.’

‘He gave me a guided tour, too,’ Brandon told Sarah. ‘Typical Austin, researching everything. Do you remember he was always involved in one project or another while we were at school? I guess that’s why he’s done so well.’

‘I think we’ve all done well in our own ways,’ Sarah said. ‘I mean, we can’t all be brain surgeons.’

‘He’s not a brain surgeon, he’s a psychiatrist,’ Brandon pointed out.

‘I know, it was just an expression.’

The door to the kitchen opened and Austin and Roshan returned, both carrying wine glasses.

‘We were just admiring this room,’ Sarah said, taking a sip from her drink.

‘It is impressive,’ Austin said. ‘They’ve done the conversion well. I had a look at the plans online. It was only completed last year. They kept the height in this room, and put in a false floor and walls on the second floor to create four bedrooms. The kitchen-diner is where the old vestry used to be. Do you want a quick tour before we eat?’ he asked Sarah and Roshan.

‘Yes, good idea,’ Sarah agreed. She had to admit that now she was inside the warm building, well-lit by numerous fashionable lamps, and among friends, she was starting to feel more relaxed about staying the week.

‘Kitchen-diner this way,’ Austin said, and proudly led the way. Megan caught Sarah’s eye and threw her a knowing look.

‘Anything we can do in the kitchen?’ Brandon called after them.

‘No, just relax and enjoy your drinks,’ Austin replied. ‘I’ll see to it.’

Sarah and Roshan followed Austin into the kitchen-diner. The original walls, ceiling and wooden beams were in keeping with the building, but the rest of it was sparklingly new and expensive. It had a designer kitchen, the likes of which Sarah usually only saw in glossy magazines. Yards of gleaming glinting granite work surfaces, matching floor tiles, oak cabinets, a central island, subtle concealed lighting, and a long cream marble table with cream-coloured upholstered wooden chairs. Little wonder the rental on the place had been so high, Sarah thought.

‘Beautiful,’ she said admiringly, taking it all in.

‘Dinner smells good,’ Roshan said, nodding at the range cooker.

‘Typical guy, can only think of his next meal,’ Austin said, smiling at Sarah.

Sarah laughed, then wished she hadn’t. It felt wrong, having a joke with Austin at Roshan’s expense. ‘I wouldn’t have him any other way,’ she said, and kissed his cheek.

‘I’ll show you your room now, then I’ll serve dinner,’ Austin said, a little stiffly. ‘Best leave your drinks down here. The spiral staircase is narrow and you’ll need a hand free for the rail.’

Sarah and Roshan did as they were told and left their glasses on the central island, then followed Austin into a stone alcove at the far end of the room where a wrought-iron spiral staircase lay out of sight. Austin went first, Sarah followed, then Roshan, their shoes clipping on the metal stairs.

‘I see what you mean about holding on,’ Sarah said, halfway up. The staircase, while full of character, was just wide enough for one person, and the steps narrow. She was holding the metal handrails on both sides.

‘This is my only issue with the renovation of this place,’ Austin said as they continued up. ‘I would have applied for planning permission to run another staircase off the living room.’

The top of the staircase gave way to a spacious landing, carpeted in dark blue, with four oak doors leading off.

‘All reclaimed wood,’ Austin said, referring to the wooden beams and doors. ‘Two double bedrooms and two singles, each with their own en suite. I’ve put you in here,’ he said, opening a door directly ahead of them. He stood aside to let them go in first.

‘Very smart,’ Brandon said, looking around, impressed.

But Sarah’s gaze had gone to the window. She was uncomfortable. She knew from the online photographs that the bedrooms, like most of the rooms, had at least one stained-glass window. It added to the character and charm of the place, the description read. But whereas in the photograph the sun had been streaming through the glass, casting colourful patterns onto the walls and floor, now it was pitch dark outside. The glass had become opaque. Impossible to see out, but with the light on inside presumably anyone outside could see in.

‘Aren’t there any curtains or blinds?’ she asked.

‘No. But you’re on the second floor,’ Austin said, clearly amused.

‘Oh yes,’ Sarah said, embarrassed.

Feeling foolish, she drew her gaze from the window and looked at the beautiful, expensively decorated room, with its designer soft furnishing, brass bedhead, and velvet chair. The type of room she would normally have loved to have stayed in, but without curtains to hide the dark outside she knew she wouldn’t sleep a wink.

‘I’ll leave you to freshen up,’ Austin said. ‘The en suite is through there. Dinner will be ready in ten minutes.’

‘Cheers, mate,’ Roshan said, and Sarah managed a very small nod.

   


THREE

‘The bedrooms are gorgeous, aren’t they?’ Megan enthused as Sarah and Roshan returned downstairs.

‘Very impressive,’ Roshan said. He’d come down the narrow spiral staircase first in case Sarah tripped and fell.

Megan and Brandon were seated at the dining table and Austin was busy at the range cooker. Their drinks, which they’d left on the island, were now at their places on the table. They’d been topped up. Open bottles of red wine and white wine were also on the table, which was set immaculately and traditionally: cutlery settings for three courses laid precisely either side of the bone-china dinner plates, with a linen napkin placed centrally, and a side plate each with its own butter knife for rolls. The finishing touch was a beautiful centrepiece of roses. Austin certainly knew how to play host, but as they took their places Sarah wondered what it had all cost. They’d paid Austin their share of the rent for the place, but they’d need to settle up with him for all the food, drink and trimmings he’d bought.

Austin served the starters in ramekin dishes. ‘Cheese soufflé,’ he announced. ‘Megan, yours is dairy free – I know you’re vegan. And Sarah, you don’t eat meat, but you’re happy with fish and dairy, yes?’

‘That’s right, thanks,’ Sarah replied, wondering how Austin had known this. Roshan must have told him, for she was sure she hadn’t.

‘You shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble,’ Megan said, looking both slightly embarrassed and quietly pleased that he had.

‘I wanted to,’ Austin said, sitting at the table, holding her gaze for a moment too long. Megan blushed. ‘I thought I’d make our reunion meal special, and after this, if everyone is happy, we can set up a rota for cooking.’

‘Absolutely,’ Megan agreed.

‘Sure,’ Brandon said. ‘But don’t expect too much from me.’

‘Yes, of course we’ll all cook,’ Sarah said. ‘And you must tell us what we owe you for all of this.’

‘Nothing,’ Austin said. ‘Our reunion meal is my treat.’

‘That’s generous of you. This is delicious,’ Brandon said, tucking in.

Austin shook out his napkin in a little flurry and laid it over his lap. Brandon and Roshan had put their napkins to one side and Sarah had dumped hers onto her lap, still folded.

‘I think a toast is in order?’ Austin said, and picked up his wine glass.

The others stopped eating and picked up their glasses.

‘To our reunion and our future health, happiness and lasting friendship,’ Austin said. ‘And one of my favourite quotes by Freud – “Out of our vulnerabilities will come our strength.”’

They toasted their future, and if anyone thought the quote was slightly odd, they didn’t say.

Austin refused their help to clear away the empty ramekin dishes after the first course. The starter had been delicious. Megan took the opportunity to check her phone, having explained that she was checking for messages from her mother about Ella. ‘She’s fine. I’m just a bit over-protective,’ Megan said. Then looked at her phone again. ‘You’ll never guess what. The newsfeed on my phone says that Chanel Woman struck again yesterday. This time she’s robbed a village post office as they were cashing up.’

‘That must be thirty robberies by now?’ Brandon said.

‘Thirty-two, it says here,’ Megan replied.

‘Good business for the perfume company,’ Roshan added with a smile.

‘You’ve got to admire her tenacity,’ Brandon said. ‘She must know the entire police force is looking for her, and she’s running rings around them.’

‘And it says here the only thing the witnesses can agree on is that she wears Chanel No5 perfume while she commits the robberies,’ Megan said.

‘What’s that?’ Austin asked as he worked in the kitchen. ‘I haven’t been following it.’

‘You must have heard of Chanel Woman?’ Roshan said. ‘She’s been robbing small businesses, shops, garages, and banks for over two years and has completely evaded the police.’

‘And they don’t have a description of her?’ Austin asked.

‘Not really,’ Roshan said. ‘Average build and about five feet six inches tall. They think she’s in her early thirties, but that’s all. Apart from the fact she always wears Chanel No5 when she commits the robberies, and a lot of it. It lingers long after she’s gone, and the smell is often still there when the police arrive. It’s the only evidence they have so far.’

They all laughed.

‘Perhaps she works for Chanel,’ Brandon joked.

‘It says here,’ Megan continued, ‘that they now think she is wearing wigs, a different one each time. And possibly prosthetic masks or prosthetic makeup. The police have put out an appeal asking the public to think about anyone they know who has bought these unusual items, or has them in their possession, or if they know of someone who has access to them through their work.’

‘Maybe someone in the movie business?’ Sarah suggested.

‘I’m guessing they could easily be bought online,’ Brandon said.

‘The police say although she hasn’t used the gun she carries, she could if cornered,’ Megan added, reading from her phone. ‘So the public shouldn’t approach her.’

‘She’s clever, but she’ll get caught before long,’ Roshan said.

‘What makes you say that?’ Austin asked as he began bringing dishes of steaming hot food to the table.

‘She’ll get overly confident and make a mistake.’

‘Perhaps they could put out an appeal for anyone who’s bought Chanel No5 in the last two years to come forward,’ Brandon joked.

‘That should narrow it down to a few million,’ Roshan laughed.

Megan put away her phone as Austin finished arranging the dishes on heatproof mats down the centre of the table, then took his seat at the head of the table. Sarah and Roshan were on one side, with Megan and Brandon on the other.

‘This looks amazing,’ Megan said.

‘That’s the vegetarian goulash with rice,’ Austin said. ‘Rack of lamb for the meat eaters, mint sauce. And fresh vegetables for all. That’s your dairy-free spread for the rolls,’ he said to Megan. ‘And that’s the butter.’

‘You’ve thought of everything,’ Megan said appreciatively. ‘Thank you so much.’

‘Yes, thanks, Austin,’ Sarah said. ‘You’ve gone to a lot of trouble for us.’

‘I think another toast,’ Roshan said, picking up his glass. ‘To Austin and this wonderful meal.’

‘To Austin,’ was repeated around the table.

‘To our little gathering,’ Austin said. ‘Now let’s eat. Help yourselves.’

As they ate and drank, with Austin refilling their glasses, they swapped details of their lives over the past ten years. Sarah wondered more than once how Austin knew so much about them when he hadn’t kept in touch and had only recently appeared on social media. Eventually, having drunk slightly too much wine, she asked.

‘Austin, how come you know all this about us? I mean, the rest of us have kept in touch online, but you haven’t.’

He smiled convivially. ‘Just because I don’t have social media doesn’t mean I don’t keep abreast of things. People share so much online.’

‘So you’ve been stalking us?’ Sarah asked, which she wouldn’t have done had she not had so much to drink. She felt Roshan tap her thigh to stop.

‘I wouldn’t call it that,’ Austin replied good-humouredly. ‘I hadn’t seen you all for so long, and when I realized you’d all kept in touch, I did my homework. Otherwise I could have been Billy-no-mates and have had little conversation to offer about the things that matter to you.’

‘That’s so thoughtful,’ Megan said.

‘Don’t you use social media for your business?’ Roshan asked, steering the conversation onto safer ground.

‘Yes, of course. It’s necessary. I have a website and email address. But in my line of work it’s not advisable to be too accessible. Some of my patients are very troubled, some quite disturbed.’

‘But not dangerous?’ Megan asked.

‘It depends on what you mean by dangerous. I think we all have the potential to do bad things. It’s the severity and motive that has more of a bearing for me. That’s what I look into when I’m assessing and treating a patient.’

‘I see,’ Brandon said thoughtfully. ‘I like to think I always strive to do the right thing.’

‘Me too,’ Megan agreed.

‘Most of us do think that, most of the time,’ Austin replied. Then, leaning back in his chair, he began to outline some theories on moral psychology and ethical behaviour, which led to a heated discussion on what we perceive as right and wrong.

‘What you said earlier about vulnerabilities leading to strength?’ Brandon queried, slightly sceptically. ‘How does that fit in with these theories? As a civil engineer I pride myself on practical problem-solving, not theorizing.’

‘Agreed, I’m glad you asked me that,’ Austin said, sitting upright, ready to meet the challenge. It was already obvious he loved nothing more than a hearty discussion about psychology. ‘If we are able to confront our fears and vulnerabilities they are no longer frightening,’ he said. ‘When I first see a patient, I start by looking at where their problem originated. What triggered it. I then carefully help them to dismantle the root cause until it lies in pieces, shredded, and is no longer threatening. Much of my work is taken up with helping clients identify and come to terms with their innermost fears and phobias. We all have them, but some of us have them to a degree that they impact on our lives.’

‘That’s me and spiders!’ Megan declared with a shiver. ‘When I first arrived here there was a large spider on the wall in the porch. Austin had to remove it before I could walk past.’ She gave a small embarrassed laugh. ‘Austin has offered to help me overcome my phobia. What about yours, Sarah? I am sure he would help you, if you want him to.’

Austin looked at Sarah. ‘Would you like my help? I can teach you some relaxation techniques so you wouldn’t panic when something frightens you.’

‘No, thank you!’ Sarah said indignantly. ‘I don’t panic and I don’t have any fears or phobias.’

Austin held her gaze, then leaning ever so slightly into her personal space, said, ‘We could perhaps address your fear of the dead, which is more likely a fear of dying – a common phobia.’

‘I don’t have a fear of the dead or dying,’ Sarah cried, her eyes flashing in anger. ‘And I’d appreciate it if you didn’t discuss me here.’

‘I am so sorry,’ Austin said immediately, seeming genuinely apologetic. ‘Please forgive me. That was completely out of order. Let’s change the subject. I promise I will try not to talk about my work in future. The problem is that I am so passionate about it, I take it everywhere I go.’

‘It’s fine,’ Roshan said. ‘It’s interesting and I know you meant well.’

‘Thanks,’ Austin said. ‘Now I will try to make amends by serving dessert. My pièce de résistance: Strawberry and Elderflower Fraisiers. Megan, yours is dairy-free.’

They fell silent as he stood and went into the kitchen where he removed a chilled tray from the fridge and brought it to the table. Six perfectly round Fraisiers, each topped with a fresh strawberry and piped cream.

‘Six?’ Roshan queried.

‘Just in case Leslie felt up to joining us. But I’ve received a text from her saying she won’t be coming today, and hopes to join us later in the week. So there’s one spare if anyone can manage a second.’

It was nearly midnight by the time they said goodnight. The dishwasher was running and all that remained were the coffee cups and brandy glasses which they’d left in the sink to wash in the morning.

‘Thanks again for everything, Austin,’ Megan said.

‘Yes, thanks,’ Brandon and Roshan echoed.

‘You’re very welcome. I’ll lock up and switch off the lights,’ Austin said. ‘I suggest you take water up with you. You don’t want to be stumbling down the spiral staircase in the dark.’

‘Good idea,’ Brandon agreed. ‘Does everyone want a glass of water?’

‘Yes please,’ Roshan, Megan and Sarah said.

‘I’m OK,’ Austin said.

Brandon poured four glasses of water and handed them out.

‘See you all in the morning,’ he said, and disappeared into the alcove then up the spiral staircase.

Megan said goodnight and followed him. Sarah went next, then Roshan.

‘Sleep tight,’ Austin called after them.

‘And you!’ Roshan replied, while Sarah said nothing.

‘Sleep tight!’ she exclaimed once they were in their bedroom and the door was closed. ‘Who does he think he is? My mother?’

‘He’s just being friendly,’ Roshan said. ‘You know, you were quite rude to him at times tonight. What’s the matter?’

‘There’s something about him. Yes, he can be charming, and he went to all that trouble, but sometimes he really gets under my skin. I remember we used to clash in sixth form. I’ll try not to let him get to me.’

‘Good. But let’s not talk about Austin any more. We’re on holiday and if you’re not too tired, neither am I.’

‘I’m never too tired,’ Sarah said with a seductive smile. ‘Just a bit tipsy.’

She went to Roshan and, standing with her back to the window, slipped her arms around his waist. She felt the warmth of his body pressed against hers, then his moist lips covering hers. And as he gently eased her onto the bed and began to remove her clothes, all thoughts of Austin and the graves outside vanished.

   


FOUR

Sarah knew where she was even though she dared not open her eyes. Terror gripped her. She could feel the coolness of the night air on her bare skin, the damp soil beneath her feet. She could hear the silence of the dead. She knew she was in the graveyard. The recurring nightmare from her childhood where she was at the mercy of her worst fear – death.

‘Confront it,’ she could almost hear Austin saying.

‘I can’t,’ she cried, close to tears.

She could not confront the paralysing horror of seeing a spirit in the churchyard as a child. It was better left alone. Austin didn’t understand that not everything could be explained by psychological theory and rational debate. Sometimes you had to accept what couldn’t be explained. And Sarah had accepted that there was another world out there in a different place and time, a spiritual world, that we went to when we died. And sometimes people returned and showed themselves.

‘But I was a child then,’ she said out loud. ‘Now I’m an adult and I have Roshan.’ He was here beside her, in the safety of their room. She needed the nightmare to end now. ‘Roshan?’

She reached out for him but felt nothing. He wasn’t there. ‘Roshan?’

Her body stiffened as her fear grew. He was always there for her when she had the nightmare.

Heart pounding, tense and trembling, she covered her face with her hands as she had done as a child, then slowly parted her fingers, revealing the scene in front of her a little at a time. The mist that had been forming in the churchyard when they’d arrived had thickened now. It hung between the trees and shrubs, and around the headstones of the graves, reducing visibility to a few yards. Something small ran through the undergrowth that made her jump. A mouse? She looked down, but the nightmare didn’t break. She was wearing the lacy nightdress she’d packed, but her bare feet were caked in mud. This was far too real. She needed to wake.

‘Roshan?’ she said, reaching out again.

There was still no one beside her. Where was he? She needed him now.

An owl hooted far off in the trees, and Sarah became aware of another movement, closer now. There was someone there, but it wasn’t Roshan. Through the haze a figure passed at the edge of her vision. Female, transparent, with no substance, and not made of flesh and bones. She screamed. It drifted fully into view, gliding effortlessly through the graveyard, passing through the headstones, then stopped. The spectre from her childhood, back to haunt her, as realistic now as it had been then.

Reality hit her. This was no dream. She really was in the churchyard, and the spirit was real.

‘Confront it,’ she heard Austin say. ‘You can do it if you want to.’

Shaking from cold and fear, Sarah took one step forward and stopped. The spirit raised a hand and beckoned for her to follow.

‘No!’ she screamed. ‘I don’t want to die yet.’ And burying her face in her hands, she fell to her knees sobbing.

   


FIVE

Inside the converted church Roshan woke with a start. The bedroom was pitch black and it was a few moments before he remembered where he was. Lying on his side, he was facing the stained-glass window, now opaque at night. The room was very quiet. Too quiet, he thought.

He reached out to touch Sarah, but the bed was empty. He couldn’t hear her moving in the bathroom either.

‘Sarah?’

No reply.

Switching on his bedside lamp, he hauled himself up the pillows. The room tilted. He’d had far too much to drink the night before.

‘Sarah?’ he called again, then drank some of the water from the glass on his bedside cabinet. Where was Sarah?

He reached for his phone and checked the time – 2.05 a.m. ‘Sarah?’

Easing back the duvet, he got out of bed, his head aching. He gingerly crossed the room and switched on the main light. Sarah was nowhere to be seen, but her clothes were where they’d fallen as he’d undressed her. He pushed open the door to the bathroom. It was empty. There was nowhere else she could be. Their bedroom door was still closed. Where the hell was she? Perhaps she’d gone downstairs for more water? But as he looked, he saw her glass was still full.

‘Sarah?’ he asked again.

This wasn’t like her, not up at night in a strange place. Feeling ridiculous, he checked under the bed. Of course she wasn’t there. What would she be doing under the bed? He pulled on his pants and trousers, opened the door to the room, and nearly jumped out of his skin. In the dim glow of the night light on the landing he could see Brandon and Megan had just come out of their rooms.

‘Did you hear that scream?’ Megan asked anxiously, pulling on her dressing gown.

‘I did,’ Brandon said. He was tying his bathrobe.

‘Something woke me, and Sarah’s not in our room,’ Roshan said, more worried than ever now. ‘I’m going to take a look downstairs.’

‘I’ll come with you,’ Brandon offered. ‘Although I thought the scream came from outside.’

‘Where’s the main light switch here?’ Roshan asked, searching the walls.

‘Here,’ Megan said, and switched it on. ‘Shall I come too?’

‘If you want,’ he replied.

The light from the landing gave enough of a glow for them to safely navigate the spiral staircase.

‘Sarah?’ Roshan called as they descended.

At the foot of the stairs he switched on the light. The kitchen-diner was empty. He went into the living room.

‘She’s not in there either,’ he said, returning. ‘This is completely out of character.’

‘Do you think she could be in Austin’s room?’ Megan suggested.

‘Why would she be in there?’ Roshan asked, a little too aggressively.

‘I don’t know, perhaps she wandered in there by mistake. There’s nowhere else she could be. Did you check the cloakroom in the entrance lobby?’ she asked. ‘Perhaps Sarah thought she’d use the toilet in there rather than wake you.’

But Brandon was already at the back door that led outside. ‘It’s unlocked,’ he said, and turned the handle to open it. The cold night air rushed in.

‘Why would she be out there?’ Roshan asked, worried. He went out first. Brandon and Megan followed. ‘Sarah!’ he called into the night. ‘Sarah, are you out here?’

An old stone path led from the back door into the churchyard. Roshan began walking along it, calling Sarah’s name. The others followed. There was no lamp outside, just the glow from the kitchen light, now partly absorbed into the mist.

‘Sarah!’ Roshan cried again, and stopped to listen. They were in the middle of the churchyard now.

Silence.

‘There’s no way she’d come out here by herself at night,’ Roshan said. ‘She’s petrified of graveyards. She was ready to go home when we first arrived and realized where we were staying. She must be inside somewhere.’

‘There’s only the cloakroom and Austin’s room left,’ Brandon said as they continued along the path.

‘Unless there are outbuildings we don’t know of,’ Megan suggested uneasily. ‘But why would Sarah come out here at all?’

‘I don’t think she has,’ Roshan said, and stopped.

They’d come to the end of the path, countryside, dark and forbidding, lay beyond. The graveyard stretched out either side of them.

‘Let’s check indoors again,’ Brandon said. ‘If Sarah’s not there then we need to call the police and report her missing. If she’s wandered off she could be anywhere.’

‘Does Sarah sleepwalk?’ Megan asked, her voice slight.

‘No, never,’ Roshan replied. ‘She has a bad dream from time to time, and wants a hug, but that’s all.’

‘Come on, let’s go in then,’ Brandon said.

‘Yes,’ Megan agreed. ‘It’s horrible out here.’

‘Sarah!’ Roshan tried one last time and waited. There was no reply. They began to retrace their steps along the path.

A few steps and they all heard it. A noise, coming from the graveyard to their right. A sound that could have been a choked sob as if a child might be quietly crying, but could have been an animal in distress. They stopped where they were and listened.

‘Sarah?’ Roshan called, desperation in his voice.

‘Just a moment, I’ve got my phone in my pocket. I can use the torch,’ Brandon said, taking his phone from his bathrobe.

He shone the beam in the direction the noise had come from. It fell on gravestones scarred from years of weathering, weeds, overgrown grass, a broken china angel, a rusting grave vase, and one with flowers suggesting someone still visited the grave. He raised the beam slightly and shone it deeper into the churchyard until the mist sent the beam back again.

‘Sarah!’ Roshan called.

‘Sarah!’ Brandon shouted louder.

Nothing.

‘There’s no one here,’ Megan whispered, standing close to them. ‘Let’s go back indoors.’

‘I agree,’ Brandon said. ‘We’ll search thoroughly and then call the police.’

‘Sarah!’ Roshan cried one last time.

Suddenly a movement. They froze and listened. The noise of breaking twigs coming towards them through the dark and mist, from somewhere in front. Brandon quickly raised his phone and shone it straight ahead. Nothing for a few seconds, then another noise, a whimpering, and the faintest outline of something or someone coming towards them. Very slowly, a step at a time, out of the mist. White, like an apparition. Megan gasped and grabbed Brandon’s arm. The figure continued towards them.

‘Sarah!’ Roshan cried, running to her.

‘What the hell!’ Brandon said.

‘It’s her,’ Megan shrieked.

Sarah, her flimsy white nightdress wet and stained and clinging to her. No shoes, her feet were covered in mud. Her hair wet and bedraggled, her face pale, her eyes staring, disorientated, almost deranged, as though she didn’t know where she was.

‘Does Sarah take drugs?’ Brandon quietly asked Megan.

‘No, not as far as I know,’ Megan replied, staring in horror.

Roshan had his arm around Sarah, holding her close, trying to comfort and support her as he led her back to them. She seemed to be more conscious of them now.

‘Whatever are you doing out here?’ Brandon asked.

‘Where’s Austin?’ Sarah mumbled, her head on Roshan’s shoulder.

‘In his room asleep, I would think,’ Roshan replied. ‘Why?’

‘I thought he was here.’

‘No, love. Come on, let’s get you indoors.’

Brandon went first, shining his phone torch just ahead of them and highlighting the way. Roshan followed, supporting Sarah, helping her over the uneven stones of the path and towards the back door. Megan kept close. As they neared the building a light came on in a room on the second floor: Austin’s room. Roshan helped Sarah over the doorstep and into the kitchen-diner.

‘Get Sarah washed and into something warm,’ Brandon said, locking the door behind them. ‘I’ll switch off the lights down here.’

‘I’ll make her a hot drink first and bring it up,’ Megan offered.

‘Thanks,’ Roshan said.

He helped Sarah across the kitchen-diner and then up the spiral staircase. Since it was only wide enough for one, he kept his hands on the small of her back to support her in case she stumbled. She still seemed disorientated. They arrived on the landing as the door to Austin’s room opened and he came out.

‘Austin?’ Sarah asked, puzzled.

‘Jesus! What’s happened to you?’

She looked at him, dumbfounded and confused.

‘Sarah seems to have been sleepwalking,’ Roshan said, helping her across the landing to their bedroom.

‘She’s been outside?’ Austin asked incredulously.

Roshan nodded and opened their bedroom door.

‘Anything I can do?’

‘No. Sorry to have woken you,’ Roshan said, embarrassed that Austin had witnessed Sarah like this.

‘No problem. Probably
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