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CHAPTER 1



A droplet of water ran down the inside of the window pane, slowly finding its path, helped along by the persistence of gravity. The little ball of condensation weaved between several other globules of moisture until it merged with another to form a bigger, heavier drop. The increase in volume caused it to trickle faster, in an almost vertical drop toward the bottom of the glass. When it reached the bottom, the droplet spread itself out along the edge of the aluminium frame, awaiting another drip to join its ranks. 
The rain outside fell heavily and would have beaten against the windows were it not for the large awning overhanging the glass.  The grass, already engorged with two days rain, sat thickly in the yard, soaking up the water like a huge green sponge. If you were to step upon it you might sink down into the mud underneath.  Here and there a brown cap mushroom sprouted its top through the long blades of grass and occasionally a small bird would swoop past on its way to or from its nest, but otherwise, the yard was devoid of action and seemed a still picture in the grey gloom of the day.
Nate stared out at the scene with a certain calm, akin to boredom and tapped his left index finger gently on the arm of his wheelchair.  The rain had always had a calming effect on him, though after two days he’d begun to experience a bit of cabin fever after being cooped up for so long. He drew his eyes away from the uninspiring view outside the window and gazed slowly around the room. It was white and bright and completely silent except for the soft patter of rain on the tiles overhead.  Although the rain was pouring down, the insulation in the ceilings and walls meant that you could hardly hear it.  
He stopped tapping his finger and looked down at his body - his borrowed body, it was still broken. It was taking a long time to mend, and though the pain was barely tolerable at best, the joy of being whole again was exhilarating.  He lowered his still bruised right hand and gently massaged his thigh. The massage was supposed to increase blood flow to the area and help with the healing; it hurt, but felt good at the same time. A broken femur and shattered hip had left him unable to walk, for now.  He was determined though, to make this body his own. Even when he looked in the mirror and could only see James’s face staring back, he knew that he had to make it work, so he could stay. So that he could be with Shelly.
Suddenly his toes began to tingle, and pain like an electric shock shot up his legs and into his abdomen. He felt his head squash down on his neck and his arms clasped tightly at his chest. His whole body began to vibrate with immense energy and his entire being felt as though it was being ferociously squeezed. Nate let out a quiet moan. The squeezing continued and he tilted his head back to try and get some air into his lungs as his moan quickly turned into a scream. The pain was excruciating and he screamed and screamed in agony until the pain began to subside, slowly, so slowly, his body soaked in sweat and shivering from the effort.  As the last shuddering pains began to fade, Nate started to cry, sobbing softly until he felt the pain dissipate completely and his wracked body was left exhausted from the effort of holding himself together.
The fits would come and go, sometimes several times a day, and sometimes not at all. And when they came in the night, they were the worst. At night he would scream silently, his body contorted, trying not to wake Shelly who slumbered beside him. Each episode would drain him completely, sapping his strength to the point of exhaustion. The sheer force of the muscle contractions pulled on his injuries and made Nate feel as though he might never heal at all.
He gazed around the room with blurry vision and then looked to the window again where the rain dripped heavily outside. The house was silent except for the soft patter of rain and Nate closed his eyes for a moment and inhaled slowly. As he exhaled, he opened his eyes and he could see clearly once again.
Nate let his mind wander over the events of the past few months. Aside from James’s accident leaving him in a wheelchair for the time being, there had been so much more going on and it still played on his mind. After Nate had taken over James’s body, he had spent a few days in intensive care until the doctors were sure his head injury wasn’t life-threatening. He had then been moved to a secure ward and kept under police guard until he was well enough to leave. All up this had taken about three weeks and for the most part, aside from the pain, Nate had found the experience tedious. Had it not been for Shelly’s regular visits he thought he might have gone mad. 
Nate knew at the time that he was going to have to face the consequences for James’s actions - assaulting Shelly, driving drunk and destroying the power pole. Not to mention, James’s BMW was completely written off and would not be covered by insurance due to the elevated levels of alcohol in his system. In the aftermath, James was charged with driving under the influence and dangerous operation of a motor vehicle. This had landed him with a huge fine and he’d lost his licence for three years. He’d also been placed under a Domestic Violence Order for the assault on Shelly. He hadn’t been charged for it as such because it was up to Shelly to make that happen, and with James now gone and Nate in residence, there was no way she was going to press charges.
By all accounts, and understandably, James’s parents were pissed. Not only did they have to fork out for a new power pole, approximately $74,000 worth, but they had to face the facts that their son had been involved in a horrific assault and, was now living with his fiancé in the house formerly owned by the man with whom she had supposedly had an affair. Never mind that James and Nate had been best friends, the situation was complex to say the least and Nate was struggling to have any sort of relationship with James’s family at all, even though he had known them practically his whole life. Of course, he hadn’t revealed himself to them - who would believe him? 
His own family had been more eager to believe. Nate’s parents were sceptical at first, but Theresa had known him from the instant she saw him. Theresa was a sweet girl and very close to her brother.  With a little reminiscing and fact-checking, Nate, with the help of his little sister, had been able to convince his parents that he was their son, only in a different body. After their initial confusion and fear, they embraced their son, and indeed Shelly’s gift, and they finally understood why, when he’d gone to Afghanistan, he had made out his will as he did. They could see how much Nate loved Shelly, and how much Shelly loved him. 
Nate’s mind continued to wander over the recent past and he gazed out the window at the rain falling down. He was lost in his thoughts and closed his eyes so as to picture them better.
At that moment he heard the soft rumble of the garage door opening and as it did, the sound of the SUV engine drifted into the house. Relieved, Nate released the brakes on his chair and slowly wheeled himself over to the door leading into the garage and slid it open, to reveal his big black truck reversing in. He spied Shelly through the car window though she was unaware that he was waiting for her in the doorway.  
Shelly had recovered from her injuries extremely well. The cast had been removed from her arm four weeks previously and her broken ribs had knitted beautifully. All the bruising on her beautiful face was gone and she was no longer beginning to flinch at loud noises, though the rain did seem to make her a little more tense. The garage door began its grumbling descent and as it closed to the ground Shelly opened the door and jumped down from the driver’s seat; she smiled as she saw Nate sitting in the doorway.
“Hello beautiful,” Nate smiled, tiredly. “Can I help you bring anything in?” Shelly walked the few short paces over to him and leaned down to kiss him softly on the lips.
“Hello Nate, no it’s alright I only grabbed a few things and we can’t sit anything on your lap at the moment anyway. I can manage.” She gently ran her fingers through his hair and stroked his scarred cheek. “You look exhausted, have you been overdoing it?” Shelly walked back over to the truck and lifted out a couple of grocery bags and closed the door on the vehicle. Nate looked at her a little sadly.
“It happened again. I don’t know why but it feels like it’s getting worse. I almost couldn’t breathe this time, and the pain was excruciating. What if I’m not supposed to be in here? In this body I mean?” His worried face made Shelly’s heart hurt and she followed him into the house.
“I don’t know what the rule book says on this one Nate,” Shelly replied quietly. “I’ve never heard of this happening before and mum hasn’t either so we’re a bit in the dark. You were able to go into James’ body to begin with though, so that has to account for something. If it wasn’t possible you wouldn’t be sitting here with me right now.” Shelly tried to appear reassuring, though inside she was a bundle of nerves. This situation with Nate, though greatly appreciated, was terrifying at times. When his attacks came it was like she was losing him all over again and, each time it happened her heart grew a little bit sadder. She didn’t know if Nate’s residency in James’s body was permanent or if he would be taken away from her at any given moment.  
The rubber wheels of the wheelchair squeaked on the glossy tiles, like a small army of mice storming their way into the kitchen.  Shelly placed the two bags of groceries on the stone bench top and turned to face her lover. 
“We need to do some more research on your condition Nate,” Shelly started pulling items from the large paper bags. 
“The more we can find out the better. If we can’t find anything on the web it might be a good idea to go to the city library and check out the occult section. They probably have books that aren’t online yet, old books. Surely we will find some answers soon.”
Nate nodded slowly and tried to look hopeful, though their previous attempts at finding a solution to their problem, over the past eight weeks, had turned up all manner of dead ends. It wasn’t that they hadn’t been looking hard enough, but more perhaps that they were looking in the wrong place and it felt to Nate as though he would be forced to leave this life, his new life with Shelly. 
It had been a spontaneous decision, to take over James’s body. At the time Nate had not known if it would work at all, if he could be brought back to life in the body of his former best friend. It had given him a second chance though, a chance at life and a chance at love. And that really was his biggest fear. That he would be taken away from Shelly, that they would never grow old together and he would be back in the spirit world, pining after another life lost. Shelly would move on, and it would all be over.
Nate’s ponderings were interrupted by a sharp knock on the front door.  He had almost forgotten the time of day and as Shelly continued to unpack groceries, he wheeled his chair down the hall whilst calling back to her, “I’ve got it.”
Opening the door, he found Shelly’s cousin Sarah and her husband Troy standing on the doorstep. They were wet and shivering from the rain but both smiling and happy to see him. Nate flicked the lock across on the security screen and pushed it open for their guests to come in.
“Hi Nate how are you today?” Sarah murmured as she leaned down to give him a hug and a kiss on the cheek. Sarah was Shelly’s favourite cousin. When they were children, she had always believed in Shelly’s tales of her Real Dreams, and in the last few months, they had grown even closer. Sarah’s open-mindedness had given Shelly the courage to confide in her about Nate residing in James’s body and she had accepted it without question as the truth. Sarah’s husband Troy had taken a little convincing but eventually, both of them were on board and in full support of Shelly and Nate as a couple, no matter how strange it may have seemed.
“I’m good thanks, Sarah,” Nate replied. He turned his chair and asked, “How are you mate?”  Nate extended his hand to Troy, who shook it firmly. Nate turned to wheel himself down the hall as Sarah and Troy removed their coats, hung them on the wooden coat stand, and followed closely behind. 
“Shelly! How are you beautiful?” Sarah walked forward, arms outstretched, and warmly embraced her cousin. Sarah was a large-set woman with broad shoulders and long auburn hair. Her pale skin and green eyes threw back to her Irish ancestry. She had grown into a beautiful woman, far from the awkward teenager Shelly had grown up with.
“I’m good thanks Sarah,” Shelly replied, her voice belying very little of the concerns that weighed heavily on her heart. 
“And how are you, Troy?” Shelly walked out from behind the kitchen counter and gave Troy a hug and a kiss on the cheek. 
“How is your new job going?”
Troy grinned happily and stuffed his hands into his jeans pockets, rocking back on his heels. 
“The new job is great thanks Shelly, it’s hard work, especially in this weather, but it’s satisfying. I never would have thought I’d enjoy unpacking containers for a living, but the physical aspect of the job is great for my fitness and I’ve already lost a few pounds!”
Shelly looked Troy up and down and grinned, “I can tell. You’re looking good!”
“Once Nate gets himself up and about maybe he can come and work with me down at the docks,” Troy smiled warmly and Nate beamed.
“I would like that very much,” he said. “I suppose we had better get this show on the road hey? Troy, are you cooking tonight? Shelly has just been grocery shopping.”
Troy strode into the kitchen and opened the fridge, “I surely am Nate, and I know what I’m going to make too, but it’s a surprise, ha! So, you go take a bath and I’ll have dinner ready by the time you finish.”
Sarah had already made her way down the hallway and into the main bathroom, with her bag of goodies. Shelly followed her and Nate hung back in the hallway while the girls ran the bath. They added Epsom salts and essential oils to the steaming water and the soft fragrances wafted out into the hallway, intoxicating and alluring. After approximately five minutes the bath was ready and Nate mentally prepared himself for the ordeal that was to come.
“Are you ready Nate?” Shelly leaned back from the bathtub and looked at him expectantly. He gazed back at her, determined, and nodded.
“Yes, let’s get it over with,” he said firmly.
Nate wheeled himself into the bathroom and both Shelly and Sarah helped him to stand, each holding onto an arm whilst they helped him undress. The warm air of the room made Nate’s skin prickle and a stinging sensation smarted across the scar on his hip. Ever so slowly and gently, Nate walked toward the bathtub and with the assistance of Shelly lifted first one leg over the edge, and then a second, placing him shin-deep in warm soothing water. Though the delicate act of getting into the bath was always a mite stressful and fearful, Nate really enjoyed the actual bath. Slowly, so slowly, Shelly and Sarah lowered Nate into the water and he breathed a sigh of relief at having finally made it to a sitting position without falling. He lay back carefully into the gorgeous, scented bath until his shoulders rested on the end of the tub and the water covered half of his chest. 
“I think that was better than last time,” Shelly looked over at Sarah, who nodded in agreement.
“You’re definitely getting stronger Nate; we’ll have you up and about on those crutches in no time.” Sarah gave him an encouraging smile. 
Nate smiled back, and allowed his body to relax completely as the warm water soothed his aches and pains. He felt a stirring in his groin and sat back up as quickly as he could, his face flushing red. He placed his hands over the large erection, that had formed in a matter of moments, and glanced in embarrassment at Sarah and then at Shelly.
“Do you think I could have a bit of privacy here please?” His eyes were pleading.
Sarah smiled warmly, “I’ll give you two some space,” she got up from her kneeling position beside the tub and left the room, closing the door quietly behind her.
Shelly grinned at Nate and his face turned even redder.
“Stop it Shelly,” he grumbled, “I’ve never been so embarrassed in my life, well, this life.”
Shelly chuckled and reached down to take Nate’s hand in the water, “Don’t be upset Nate, this is a good thing, right? The Doctors said they didn’t know if you had permanent nerve damage down there and I guess this shows that you don’t. At the very least it means we can still, you know, be together in that way.” Shelly leaned forward and kissed Nate gently on the lips.
“We’ll just give it some more time, you are getting stronger every day and you’re going to be fully healed in no time. Let’s get this bath finished, hey?”
Shelly bathed her new love with care, helping to massage his sore muscles and tendons, releasing them and thus relieving his pain to a degree. When she was done, she called Sarah back in and they drained the bath, helped Nate out, dried him off gently and helped him dress again. Both ladies helped him back into his chair and, after opening the door, he wheeled himself out into the hallway. A delicious scent wafted over him and he pushed his chair quickly down the hall and into the kitchen to see what Troy had been concocting.
“Oh mate, that smells good, what is it?” Nate was positively salivating at the aromas.
“Thanks Nate,” Troy chuckled, “You don’t smell too bad yourself, what did those girls put in that bath of yours?”
Nate reached out and punched Troy in the arm, “I smell better than you Troy. What’s in the oven?”
“Ah! It’s a surprise. I think you’ll like it though. I made this last week and took some leftovers down to the boys at the dockyard, for lunch. They seemed to think it was alright. Apparently, the guy who used to work there before me used to bring his wife’s dinner leftovers to work too. They don’t know what happened to him though.” Troy scratched his head.
“What do you mean… they don’t know what happened to him?” Nate asked, brimming with curiosity.
“Well, one day he just didn’t show up for work. He’d been in an out of meetings with the supervisor for a few days before he took off, but none of the guys knew what for. He’d been keeping to himself and seemed a bit jumpy. Then one day he just didn’t show. His wife didn’t know where he’d gone. Apparently one of the office women from work disappeared at the same time, so the boys reckon they ran off together.” Troy was very matter-of-fact in relating his workmate’s account of the man’s disappearance but Nate was perplexed.
“Didn’t the cops look into the guy’s disappearance; it seems a little fishy to me.” Nate rocked back in his chair and balanced on the two large wheels whilst he waited for a reply.
“Yeah they did,” Troy replied. “The general consensus was that the guy had run off with the office chick and there was no foul play involved. They never found his car and his clothes and a suitcase was gone from his house, so I’d say they’re probably right. Anyway, how did we get onto this? Talking about leftovers.” Troy chuckled.
Just then the bell on the oven timer rang and Troy picked up an oven mitt, “Looks like it’s ready Nate, better get those girls in here so we can eat.”
“Shelly! Sarah!” Nate called out. “Dinner is ready!” 
The two ladies came padding down the hallway into the open-plan living space, and Shelly peered over Troy’s shoulder as he peeled back the alfoil on the baking dish.
“Mm mm, tuna bake!” She smacked her lips together and made her way over to the table which Sarah had already set.  The four friends sat down and enjoyed a hearty meal and talked into the night.

Shelly awoke with a start. Nate lay asleep in the dark beside her, breathing quietly. Her fear was intense and she struggled to quiet her breathing so she could better listen to her surroundings. There was a dripping noise coming from the walk-in robe and, as the rain continued to teem down on the roof above, Shelly groaned quietly at the thought of a leak in the ceiling. Moving slowly so as not to disturb Nate, he slept so lightly these days, she crept out of bed, down the darkened hallway and into the kitchen to retrieve a pot. She made her way quietly back to the bedroom and into the walk-in where she softly slid the door closed and switched on the light. There was a dank smell and as she turned around, she was faced with a hideous image. A man, half rotting and covered in water, mouth agape and with worms in his skin, stood before her. The water appeared to run from his head, over his face and flooded his entire body, dripping from his fingers onto the carpet. Shelly let out a shriek and swung the pot, but was met with thin air as the man evaporated and vanished before her eyes.
“What’s wrong Shelly?” Nate groggily called out from the bed. “Why are you in the closet and screaming?”
Shelly looked down at her trembling hands and then down at the floor of the closet. There was a large wet patch with grass and dirt mingled in, on the carpet, and a solitary worm that had been detached from its gruesome host was wriggling away.
She turned around slowly and slid the door open. Nate had turned the bedside light on and was peering at her as he propped himself on one elbow.
“Shelly? You’re as white as a sheet! Come and sit down, babe - you’re shivering,” Nate gestured for her to come back to the bed and she did so carefully. The apparition had been quite a shock and she was feeling a little faint. Once she was back to the safety of the bed Shelly looked at Nate, her bottom lip quivering, and then spoke haltingly.
“There was a man – in the cupboard. He… he was rotten, all decomposing and wet, wet like he was drowning or drowned or something. I heard him! I heard him dripping in the closet and I got a pot because I thought the roof was leaking and then he was in there with me, and the smell! Oh! The smell was awful, of mud and rotting flesh. Nate, it was horrible!” She began to sob quietly. “There’s still dirt and water on the carpet!”
Nate cradled her head to his chest and shushed her gently, “It’s okay honey, there’s nobody here. Maybe it was just a bad dream, or you were sleepwalking. You haven’t had any spirits visit you since I was a ghost so I think it’s safe to say that it was only a nightmare. Turn off the light in the closet and come back to bed. You’re safe with me.”
Shelly got up out of bed and walked gingerly, on wobbly legs, over to the closet doorway to shut off the light. She looked down briefly at the carpet and there wasn’t a trace of dirt or water to be seen. She turned off the light and climbed back into bed, reaching across the chest of the body she knew so well, with the man she loved inside it. Nate stroked her hair gently and little by little she relaxed into his embrace, and, after what seemed like an eternity, slipped into a dreamless sleep.




CHAPTER 2



Shelly and Nate awoke to yet another rainy day. Gloomy light filtered in from behind the curtains at the window and Shelly rolled onto her back and stared at the ceiling. She lay quietly for a moment and then panicked briefly after recalling her dream of the night before. She leapt up from the bed and raced to the closet, double-checking the stain she had seen on the carpet. There was nothing. She breathed a huge sigh of relief, crawled back into bed and teased Nate’s hair gently. He pretended to be asleep a little while longer just so he could enjoy the sensation of Shelly running her fingers through his thick, dark hair. Eventually, he yawned and slowly opened one eye, while peeking at Shelly cheekily with a wry smile on his face. He gradually opened the other eye and she leaned forward to place a gentle kiss on his full lips, withdrawing a short distance and then kissing him again, this time with lips parted, lingering softly. Nate closed his eyes and breathed deeply.
“I’m so glad I get to wake up to you every morning Shelly. How did I get so lucky?”
Shelly stroked his unwounded cheek and kissed him again, “It was meant to be my love. I could never be apart from you now.”
“It doesn’t bother you though Shelly? That I look like… him?”  Nate’s subconscious mind was always making him second-guess himself. He knew that Shelly loved him, and goodness knows he’d loved her since the first day he saw her all those years ago. He just wished he could see into her mind and know what she was thinking. 
“You could look like the Hunchback of Notre Dame and I would still love you,” Shelly smiled lovingly. “Stop worrying.” Shelly glanced over at the clock on the bedside table and grimaced.
“We have to get up. It’s nearly eight and we have to be at the psychiatrist by nine-thirty, unless you don’t want to come today?”  Having been betrayed to her school professors by her closest friend, Shelly was under mandatory psychiatric evaluation for a period of twelve months. This meant regular visits to a shrink in order to have her ability to continue her studies assessed. With her goal set on becoming a doctor and only having one more year of study left, Shelly was obliged to continue with these sessions until she was deemed fit to continue at university. Although the psychiatrist was very thorough in her probing and questions, Shelly made sure to never let on about her gift of talking to the dead, or that Nate had taken up residence in James’ body. 
“Of course I want to come, Shelly,” Nate replied. “I will support you in any way that I can. We need to get a move on then, don’t we?”
Shelly got up out of bed and padded across the soft carpeted floor to the closet, where she selected some clothes for herself and for Nate. She then took off her pyjamas and dressed quickly in a red and white striped long-sleeved shirt and dark blue skinny jeans, quickly pulling her hair up into a ponytail without even brushing it. She surveyed herself in the mirror and was not unhappy with the result, she brought Nate’s clothes over to him. It was easier to help him dress while he was still in bed and she helped him off with his boxer shorts and shirt. The weather was still quite cool so she had selected a pair of Adidas track pants, T-shirt and a light zip-front hoodie for him to wear for the day. 
Nate sat up in bed and reached out for his chair, pulling it closer to the bed. Shelly came around to his side of the bed and together they swung him around and into the chair. 
“At least we’re getting better at this,” Shelly remarked. “We’ll have it perfected and then you’ll be up and about, just you wait and see!”
Nate grimaced as he shifted in the chair to make himself comfortable. “It can’t come soon enough Shelly; I can’t wait to be rid of this contraption.” He placed his hands on the rims of the large wheels and pushed himself toward the door and down the hallway. Shelly followed quietly behind and after they arrived in the kitchen she grabbed a couple of bowls from the cupboard, spoons from the drawer and then granola and yoghurt to go in them. She filled the kettle and placed it on its dock, flicking the power switch down without a second thought. It grizzled and squeaked as the water slowly came to a boil.
Placing two teabags in some waiting mugs, Shelly waited patiently for the kettle to finish its bubbling. As the switch flicked off, she lifted it and carefully poured scalding water into the waiting mugs. The water immediately began to turn brown and with a jiggle of the tags became a deep reddish black. Leaving the bags in, she brought the mugs around to the table and placed one in front of Nate and the other one at her own setting. She took a tentative sip and then took a mouthful of granola.  She chewed quietly, thoughts of her dream the night before weighing heavily on her mind. Nate was chewing happily on his cereal as Shelly glanced up at him and cleared her throat.
“Nate, do you think the dream I had last night could have been a Real Dream? It certainly felt real. It smelled real. I’ve never sleepwalked while I’ve had one before though. I just can’t shake it.” She peered at him over her spoon and took another bite of granola and yoghurt. 
Nate wiped the corner of his mouth with his finger, “I don’t know Shelly, it sounded very gruesome and intense. If it was a Real Dream then what does it mean? And what are we supposed to do about it?”
“Good point,” Shelly agreed. “I don’t have the slightest inkling of what it means or what to do about it. I suppose I’m worrying myself over nothing. I think I’m just going to try and forget about it.”
Nate smiled at her encouragingly across the table and winked cheekily, “That’s the right idea, don’t let it get you down.” He scooped up the last of his breakfast, shovelled it into his mouth, chewed and swallowed. He leaned back in his chair. “It’s getting on Shelly, you’d best finish up and then we’ll have to leave. Traffic will be heavy at this time of day.”
Shelly glanced up at the clock and then focussed on finishing her cereal. Before long, they had done the dishes and were out the door.




CHAPTER 3


Shelly and Nate sat patiently in the waiting room of Doctor Geraldine Rossum. The walls were painted a pale mint green colour and adorned with abstract artwork on large bold canvasses. The room was silent except for the muted ticking of a clock and the scratching of pen on paper, the receptionist filling out forms and whatnot behind her long, leather-bound countertop. The thick carpet on the floor seemed to absorb most of the sound and it was the type of environment where you felt you had to remain silent, and so they did. 
This was Shelly’s third visit to Doctor Rossum and although she didn’t entirely dislike the Psychiatrist, she didn’t exactly like her either. After all, the reason for her attendance was for the psychiatrist to gauge her mental competency and, to leave that judgement and her entire future in the hands of a stranger was more than slightly unnerving.
The clock ticked by and Shelly sighed quietly, anxiously clutching her handbag on her lap. Nate reached out and took her hand, squeezing ever so gently and Shelly glanced at him nervously and smiled. At that moment a door opened across the waiting room and Doctor Rossum poked her head out. She smiled at Shelly and Nate and gestured with her hand, saying gently, “Come on in.” Shelly walked toward the door and Nate wheeled himself behind her, as they passed through into the consultation room, Doctor Rossum closed the door behind them with a soft click. 
“Have a seat,” she said. Shelly sat down in one of the three armchairs situated in the room. Nate wheeled his chair to sit beside her and the doctor sat in the chair directly opposite. Doctor Rossum smiled apologetically, “I’m sorry I’m running a bit late, we can get started now. Shelly? How are you?”
Shelly took a deep breath and managed a smile, “I’m well thank you.”
“And what about you James?” The doctor asked, “How are you?”
Nate smiled warmly and answered, “I’m fine thank you, healing more and more every day, with Shelly’s help of course.”
Doctor Rossum glanced down at her notes and turned a few pages of Shelly’s file. She clicked her pen and prepared to write. “Now Shelly, do you remember what we were talking about when you last visited?” Shelly nodded.
“We were talking about seeing and hearing things… things and people that nobody else could see. Your professors had received an alarming report that, after you had suffered an enormous loss in your circle of friends, you were acting on some audio and visual hallucinations. Have you had any more time to think on that?” Doctor Rossum peered over the top of her glasses at Shelly, who was trying her best not to fidget like her father did when he was nervous.
Shelly cleared her throat quietly, looked at the doctor and spoke in almost a whisper, “Yes I have thought about it.” Nate squeezed Shelly’s hand gently and she glanced at him for encouragement. He smiled at her warmly. She increased her volume slightly, “Yes I have thought about it, Doctor. Suffice to say I am no longer feeling the loss you are referring to. It seems time heals all wounds. The hallucination incidents you are talking about are false. My best guess is that I was merely walking and talking in my sleep. I can tell you from the bottom of my heart that I have never seen nor heard anything that didn’t actually exist.”
“But Shelly, what about the claim that your dead friend Nate was communicating with you from beyond the grave? That his ghost told you he loved you? Surely these are incredible claims that have not been made lightly?” 
Shelly lied, “I knew how Nate felt about me before he died, Doctor. I was dreaming of him a lot after he passed, that’s all. In my grief and exhaustion, I may have become confused and what someone heard me say was not what I meant to say. It has all been a huge misunderstanding right from the get-go.” Shelly was becoming agitated. She didn’t like lying; it went against the very nature of her being but, in order to protect the life she now had with Nate, she had to lie.  The doctor turned her attention to Nate.
“James, how are you feeling about all of this? I know you and Shelly went through some trouble after Nate was killed, how are you coping? And are you seeing Shelly as her old self or is she exhibiting any new or unusual behaviour?” She pursed her lips and stared coolly at Nate who shifted in his chair before answering.
“We did have a bit of trouble there for a while Doctor Rossum, but we’ve sorted it out now. Nate being in love with Shelly was a huge shock for me, but he never acted on it and he provided well for her after his death. As it turns out I have needed to live in Nate’s house even more so than Shelly. Due to my injuries I could never have hoped to make it up and down the stairs at the apartment. And Shelly has been good, she’s calm and grounded and more herself than I’ve ever seen her.  I’m very lucky to be here with her. She really is amazing doc.”
Shelly felt herself relax a little and then held onto Nate’s hand with both of her own. The two were the image of a perfect couple, despite their current situation of being psychologically interrogated by someone who held their future in her hands. 
Shelly turned from Nate to look at the doctor again and her breath caught in her throat. Doctor Rossum was continuing her questioning, completely oblivious to the horrid apparition that was standing over her right shoulder. It was the same man Shelly had seen in the closet the night before. His skin was grey and eaten away by bugs, his clothing soaked and coated in grass, mud and leaves. He was dripping water onto the carpet and his mouth was moving in silent horror. Shelly glanced at Nate, whom she saw was also staring at the figure of the decomposing man. He squeezed her hand tightly.
“Shelly? Are you quite alright? Shelly?” Doctor Rossum waved her hand in front of Shelly and Nate until Shelly snapped out of her stupor and quickly replied, “I’m sorry, what was the question?” 
“What are you two looking at?” Doctor Rossum was clearly agitated and turned around to look at the window behind her, her elbow passing through the rotting man at his waist. 
“Oh, I’m sorry Doctor,” Shelly lied again, “There was a bird hovering at the window, and it was truly quite amazing. I’m sorry, please go on.”
Doctor Rossum looked around at the window behind her again and screwed up her face, “A bird? In this downpour? Are you sure?”
Nate nodded his head energetically, “Yes, yes, it looked as though it was hunting for insects. Poor thing was quite soggy.”
Doctor Rossum eyed both Shelly and Nate suspiciously, “If you say so. Now, back to what I was asking you before your train of thought derailed. Have you been having any feelings or thoughts of self-harm, Shelly? I know you had an incident a little while ago that wound you up in the hospital from an overdose. Have you had any thoughts like that recently?”
Shelly tried to focus on the doctor and not on the grotesque figure standing behind her. A strong odour was beginning to permeate the room and she began to feel a touch queasy as it overpowered her nostrils and clung to her skin and clothes. Doctor Rossum was oblivious to the smell. As Shelly glanced at the dead man, in his red plaid shirt and jeans and boots, she saw that he was trying to speak - but his mouth was full of mud and sticks. 
“Shelly?”
“Yes doctor, sorry doctor. No, I haven’t had any thoughts of hurting myself. The original incident wasn’t intentional. Once again everyone has blown things out of proportion. It is incredibly frustrating to me that people think I could be capable of such a thing. So, no, I am not feeling that way and I’m in a really good place right now. James and I are happy and we have everything to look forward to.”
The doctor sat back in her chair and ‘tsk tsked’ Shelly momentarily, “Now, now, Shelly, there’s no need to go on the defensive. I am simply here to evaluate your state of mind. Your chosen profession requires a level head and a lot of responsibility, and by the time we finish, I want to be able to see you focussed and determined to be the firm and resolute doctor you need to be. You need to control your emotions though Shelly, there is no point in getting your back up or being sensitive, because it won’t get us anywhere in our sessions. Can you think about that for me?”
Shelly was no longer paying attention. Halfway through Doctor Rossum’s speech, the ghostly man had changed his tactic. He was no longer trying to speak. In what seemed like a mammoth effort he had dropped to his hands and knees onto the carpet. Water ran off him in a stream and the wet puddle was gradually spreading. He coughed, choking silently on the mud in his mouth, then slowly, ever so slowly lifted his right hand and extended his index finger. With a sharp jabbing motion, he plunged his finger into his mouth and then drew it out, shaking with the effort. Using his muddy finger, he began to write on the carpet. Over and over he plunged his finger into his mouth, each time constructing a new muddy letter on the floor.
“Shelly?” The doctor looked around again, “Is that bird back?”
Shelly snapped out of her trance, “Sorry doctor, I’m just feeling a little unwell, do you mind if I stand by the window for some fresh air?”
“Not at all Shelly, you aren’t going to be sick, are you? I can get the trash can for you if you are.”
“No, I just need some fresh air,” Shelly glanced at Nate and let go of his hand as she stood up from her seat and made her way slowly across the room. She passed by the doctor’s chair and looked down to where the man had been writing. He was on all fours, looking up at her with eyes sagging beneath his eroded forehead. The word on the floor below him was GLENROCK. As Shelly whispered the name the man turned to water and splashed all over the carpet, wetting her shoes in the process. She continued to the window and cracked it open a few inches, inhaling the sweet air as the pungent, rotting smell dissipated from the room.
“Are you alright Shelly?” Doctor Rossum was now standing and holding the trash can in her left hand, ready to offer it in case of sickness.
“I’m alright thank you, doctor,” Shelly murmured, engrossed in her own thoughts. “Perhaps it would be better if I went home and lay down. I feel as though I am coming down with something and I would hate for you to catch it.”
Doctor Rossum fished a handkerchief out of her pocket and used it to cover her nose and mouth. “Yes, perhaps that’s best. We can pick up where we left off, next week. You can see yourselves out?”
Shelly nodded and slid the window shut again; the rain again muted by the barrier of glass. She walked past the formerly damp piece of carpet and past the doctor, picked up her bag and walked to the door. Nate followed quickly behind her and they made their exit quietly and without any further farewell. 
Once they had made their way down the elevator and into the underground car park of the building, Nate spoke up, “What did it say, Shelly? I mean, he was writing something, wasn’t he? What was it?”
Shelly spun around furiously and shouted at him, “How can you see him, Nate? Did you see him last night and you were just playing with me? You KNOW this is a big deal to me, have you seen anyone else? How long has this been going on?” She was trembling with anger and frustration and Nate reached out to firmly grab both of her hands. 
“Whoa Shelly, calm down! It’s okay, it’s okay, shhhh. I didn’t know I could see any spirits at all; this is a first for me. And you’re serious, that’s the guy you saw last night in the closet? No wonder you were frightened, honey. I’m so sorry I doubted you. Please, don’t be mad at me.” Nate’s eyes were pleading and he stroked Shelly’s forearms and kissed her hands. She began to calm down. She sobbed a little and then stood back with her hands on her hips.
“I thought you were playing with me,” she cried softly.  “With you, it was different. When I started seeing you after you died. I KNEW you. You didn’t want to hurt me, but when I saw this man, who we both saw today, I was so frightened. I thought I might have been losing my mind again. Mum said that once they started to figure out what I was, that more and more would come, I was hoping we’d have some time before any of that happened. It looks like our time has run out.” Shelly reached out and stroked Nate’s scarred cheek and leaned down to give him a salty tear-filled kiss.
“I’m glad you saw him just now. I’m glad I’m not alone.”
Nate squeezed her hand gently and she managed a weak smile. They continued walking over to the truck and Shelly helped Nate in the passenger side before stowing his chair in the back seat. She jumped into the driver’s side and inserted the key into the ignition. The windscreen wipers swooshed across the screen, having been left on when they had arrived for the appointment. Shelly switched them off and put the stick into first gear. She revved the engine and just before she released the clutch, she turned to Nate and said, “Glenrock. The word he wrote was Glenrock.”
She released the clutch and the truck moved forward as she drove it carefully out of the garage and into the rain again.
Shelly drove down the deserted street and into the city. It seemed the heavy rain had put drivers off and so they had the roads to themselves for the most part. Nate watched Shelly driving and wondered what route she was taking to get home.
“Shelly? Where are we going? You know this isn’t the way home, right?” He glanced at her quizzically and she gave him a little smirk.
“Took you long enough to realise,” she grinned, “We’re not going home, at least not yet. We’re headed to the city library. If there’s anywhere we are going to find answers to this problem of yours I think the library is it. We can also do some research on Glenrock while we’re there.”
“Ah okay,” Nate said, “But I can already tell you a bit about Glenrock. I’ve been thinking about it and I’m pretty sure it’s the name of the forestry over past the lake. There’s a bit of farmland over that way.  It’s pretty big too, I think, lots of hiking tracks and swimming holes.”
“I’m glad one of us knows something about it,” Shelly laughed. “I was beginning to think this riddle would be too hard to solve.” 
Shelly flicked her indicator down to turn right, swung the vehicle around the corner and pulled up alongside a large concrete building. It was an ominous structure, built in the seventies and it had all the hallmarks of late brutalist architecture. Dark-tinted windows obscured an interior that contained a treasure trove of knowledge and stories from some of the greatest and most interesting
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