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      The day the spirits first spoke to me started like any other Monday. I woke twenty minutes after my alarm should have gone off. No time for breakfast. Quick shower, a dash of lipstick and a ponytail. Grabbed my battered old handbag.

      As I unlocked the front door, a noise made me pause. Someone talking, a child. Not a very young one though. Teenaged, maybe. But I lived alone and unless a child had somehow snuck into the house while I slept, which would seem impossible considering the locked door, the logical conclusion was that I was hearing things.

      I needed a holiday, that was all. I hadn’t taken a proper break in years and had even been called into work on Christmas Day. It wasn’t like it disrupted my plans since I had only intended to microwave a frozen meal and eat in front of the television. I didn’t have anyone to celebrate with, anyway. No friends to speak of and I hadn’t spoken to my parents in nine years. Not since my brother died.

      They blamed me for his death. Nobody ever said it out loud, but I knew. He had tried to contact me the day he died. Left a voicemail saying he needed to talk to me urgently. I listened to the message on my lunch break. I heard the anguish in his voice, but I had too much to do that afternoon and figured I’d call him when I got home, when my boss wouldn’t be looking over my shoulder, and I would have the head space to deal with whatever his problem was. But I ended up stuck at work until late and by the time I got home, I was too tired to bother. He was already dead by then, not that anyone realised for three days. In all that time, I still never got around to returning his call.

      The walk to the train station was as unpleasant as usual. I lived on a busy road and by the time I left the house each morning, exhaust fumes and car horns already filled the air. What wouldn’t I give to move out to the country somewhere? Be surrounded by grass and trees and cows. I inhaled deeply, pretending I breathed in clean, country air, and choked on the fumes belching from a passing truck. I made it to the station just as the train pulled in. It was a thirty-minute ride, then a two-block walk to the office.

      I worked as an administrative officer for a small accounting firm. Once upon a time, we were called secretaries, but apparently that’s not politically correct these days. I don’t mind my job. Not really. It’s mindless, and some days it’s soul-sucking, but I wasn’t the sort who grew up knowing what they wanted to do with the rest of their lives and I don’t like to dwell on might-have-beens. So I go to work, do my job, and go home again.

      “Morning, Mac,” I called as I passed my boss’s office. He grunted and waved, but didn’t look up from his computer. Mac — Mackenzie McKenzie — was one of those unfortunate people whose parents really didn’t think when they chose their baby’s name. He usually wasn’t very communicative, except when he wanted me to do something.

      I unlocked my computer, opened my emails, and got to work. At ten o’clock, I went to the lunchroom to make a coffee. I have one coffee a day at precisely ten a.m. It’s a small vice, but I don’t have many of them. I don’t drink, don’t smoke, and I’ve never taken an illegal drug. I don’t even take painkillers. So I let myself have a coffee a day and try not to think about whether that counts as an addiction. I always have two shortbread biscuits with my coffee. I guess that’s another vice.

      I sat down with a sigh, thankful the break room was empty. Monday mornings were always manic. Mac worked right through the weekend, so I came in to two days’ worth of emails, mostly about letters he wanted me to type. Although he was quite proficient with email and could obviously type to some extent, he insisted on handwriting letters when I wasn’t around to dictate them to. Then he scanned them and emailed them to me. Like I said, it’s a job. It pays my mortgage.

      Peggy walked in just as I finished my coffee. She was blond, pretty and vacuous. Mac had hired her less than six months ago and I was never quite sure what she did other than make another cup of coffee every half an hour. I hurried back to my desk, thankful to get away before being forced to make small talk with her.

      The rest of the day was uneventful. Mac didn’t have much for me to do that afternoon, so I busied myself with some neglected filing. It wasn’t really one of my duties, but I can’t stand sitting around doing nothing. I popped into Mac’s office mid-afternoon to check whether he had anything else for me. He got a funny look on his face, shook his head, and busied himself with tapping away on his keyboard. More evidence he could really type.

      When five o’clock arrived, I did a final check of my emails in case Mac had sent through any last-minute tasks. For once he hadn’t, and it looked like I was actually going to leave work on time. I had just retrieved my handbag from the filing cabinet beside my desk when Mac appeared in the doorway of my office.

      “Dorothy, could I see you for a moment before you leave?”

      “Sure, Mac, what’s the problem?”

      His forehead wrinkled and he looked at his shoes.

      “Let’s talk in my office, hey?”

      I tried to conceal my sigh as I set my handbag on my desk and followed him down the hallway. It drove me crazy that he would leave me sitting around half the day, then load a bunch of tasks on me just as I was about to leave. It seemed today was no different after all.

      We reached Mac’s office and he stood aside to let me enter the room first — an unusual courtesy from him — then closed the door. That probably should have told me to be worried, but my only thought was that the matter must be confidential.

      “Dorothy, this is somewhat of an awkward thing we need to discuss.” Mac’s chair squeaked as he sat. He cleared his throat and stood up again, then positioned himself by the window, one hand tapping on the sill.

      I waited, puzzled by his behaviour. Should I have brought a pen and notepad? Maybe he intended to dictate something for me to type but wanted to impress on me its importance first.

      “Dorothy, I’m afraid we lost two of our biggest clients over the weekend. FBA has decided to hire their own in-house accountants and Jacobs Industries has taken their business to another accounting firm.”

      “That’s terrible.” I started to get a sneaking suspicion about the reason for his nervousness.

      “As you know, those two clients alone comprised almost forty percent of our work.”

      I waited silently. I didn’t intend to make this easier for him.

      He cleared his throat again and stared out the window.

      “Dorothy, I’m afraid we’re going to have to let you go.”

      Now that he had actually said it, my mind went blank.

      “Of course, you’ll receive a redundancy package and I’m happy to write you a reference.”

      “Of course,” I echoed, wishing I could think of a suitably crushing comment. Perhaps I wouldn’t walk out feeling like such a loser if I could think of just the right thing to say, but my mind was blank.

      Mac cleared his throat again and looked longingly out the window.

      “Well,” he said. “I should let you go. I mean, I should let you clear out your desk, that sort of stuff. Just forward me anything you haven’t finished yet and⁠—”

      He stopped, perhaps catching himself before he said he’d get someone else to do it. Maybe Peggy would have to become something more than just office decoration.

      “Yes, of course. I’ll just get my things.”

      I rose, still feeling like I should say something meaningful. I should tell him how much it hurt that he had chosen me — a hard worker who had been with him from the start — rather than the waste of space that called herself Peggy.

      Then I heard a voice in my ear. It sounded as if the speaker stood real close to me, but of course there was nobody in the room other than Mac and me.

      “You should wish him well with his love child,” the voice said.

      I had no idea what that meant. Mac was one of the most straight-laced people I knew. He had been married for almost thirty years and I’d never heard even a whiff of office gossip about an affair.

      “Don’t let me keep you, Dorothy.” Mac’s face showed his discomfort and it was clear he wanted me gone as quickly as possible.

      I went to the door and set my hand on the knob.

      “You heard me, didn’t you?” the voice said. “Why now, of all times? But anyway, are you really going to leave without saying anything? You’ll regret it forever if you do. Go on, wish him well with the baby. I’m sure he’ll appreciate it. After all, he checks his stocks every hour, then emails his financial advisor. He was trying to come up with the money to retire in less than five years, but now his mistress is having a baby and his retirement plans are in limbo. He’s desperate to figure out how to pay for this baby without his wife finding out.”

      I coughed to cover the sudden laugh that threatened to burst out of me. Was there any chance the voice might be right? At that point, I wasn’t wondering who the speaker was, or why he was invisible, only whether he told the truth. He was right. I would regret it if I didn’t say something. Finally, I turned back to Mac, who was again staring fixedly out of the window.

      “I wish you all the best, Mac.” He turned back to me, his face surprised at the sincerity in my voice. “I hope everything goes well with the birth.”

      I left before I laughed, but not so quickly that I missed seeing his face turn tomato red.

      There wasn’t much to pack up in my office. Just my coffee cup and a small framed photo of my brother. I stashed them in my handbag, then deleted all my emails. I’d be damned if I was going to help anyone pick up the pieces after I left.

      I had worked for Mac for ten years and yet it took less than ten minutes to prepare to leave. The front door shut behind me with an obnoxious squeak and I tried to feel good about walking out for the last time. I hadn’t even thought to ask how much the redundancy package would be. Perhaps I should have tried to negotiate. I pushed the thought away. It was over and done with. No point going back to argue now.

      “That was a pretty crappy way to let you go,” the voice said as I set off at a brisk walk.

      I ignored it. There would be time later to wonder whether I was losing my mind. For now, I wanted to get home before I fell apart. It had been just Mac and me originally, back when he first started the business. It had grown since then and a lot of staff had come and gone. Yet after everything, I was still there. I would have thought that counted for something. That if he had to let someone go, it wouldn’t be me. But apparently loyalty and hard work mean nothing. I sniffed and blinked away a tear. I wouldn’t let myself cry until I got home.

      “He was horrified when you mentioned the baby.” My invisible companion sounded like he smiled.

      I didn’t smile back and I didn’t respond. The voice fell silent, leaving me with only my thoughts for company on the ride home.
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      The house was quiet and empty when I arrived. There was nobody to greet me. Nobody to ask about my day. Nobody to see that I tossed my handbag onto the kitchen counter, dropped onto a bar stool, and burst into tears.

      I let myself cry for exactly three minutes, then I wiped the tears away. No point wallowing in self pity, and my stomach was rumbling. Clearly, I was not the sort of person who lost their appetite in traumatic circumstances.

      I opened the freezer and pulled out the first package I grabbed. According to the picture on the box, it was a thick piece of roast pork with vegetables and gravy. Inside was a thin, beige slice of something that might once have been meat, a quarter of a potato, half a carrot and eight shrivelled peas. The congealed grey lump was probably the advertised gravy. I sighed and tossed it in the microwave. Money would be tight until I found a new job and I couldn’t afford to throw out good food. At least the freezer was well stocked.

      I probably couldn’t afford to waste good wine either, so I took a bottle of white from the wine rack on the counter. I didn’t really drink, but I always kept a few bottles around in case of unexpected dinner guests. Not that guests ever happened, unexpected or otherwise. Those same bottles had been there for years. I didn’t even know whether they were still drinkable. I tossed the white into the freezer and opened a bottle of red. No point wasting time while I waited for the wine to chill. I was going to get myself horribly drunk, so I didn’t have to think about what had happened.

      I leaned against the counter as I gulped down the first glass. Like the rest of the house, the kitchen had seen better days. The orange laminate counter peeled at the edges. Most of the cupboard doors were missing handles. The scratched wooden floor desperately needed a sand and polish. People said the second glass of red wine was always better than the first. I hadn’t made it that far before, but I was well onto number two by the time the microwave beeped to indicate my meal was ready. It was true. Red wine did taste better on the second glass.

      As I took my meal into the lounge room, I was already a little unsteady on my feet. I ate sitting on the battered couch as I flicked through the television channels, looking for something at least mildly interesting to watch. My meal didn’t smell particularly edible, but it tasted slightly better than it looked.

      “Lean times coming up, Dorothy,” I muttered. “There might come the day yet when you’ll be thankful for a crappy microwaved meal. Eat up and be grateful for what you’ve got.”

      Later, I couldn’t remember what I had watched that night. I finished the bottle of red and stumbled off to retrieve the white from the freezer. My head was swimming pretty good by then. If I had any sense, I would have stopped there, but I was determined to get myself mind-numbingly drunk. I got halfway through the bottle of white before I had to run off to the bathroom to throw up. Maybe mind-numbingly drunk wasn’t such a good idea.

      As I lay in bed with my head spinning, the voice returned. Only this time, the invisible speaker brought a couple of friends.

      “Do you think she’ll be all right?” A young, female voice. Maybe the one I heard laughing before I left this morning.

      “She’ll be fine. She just needs to sleep it off.” My invisible friend from Mac’s office.

      “I don’t mean that.” The female voice again. “I mean her job. What will she do now?”

      “Don’t you worry about it, Lis.” Another female. Older than either of the others and with an authoritative, capable voice. “Dorothy’s a practical sort. She’ll figure something out. Why don’t we leave her to sleep?”

      “I might just stay here ’n keep an eye on her.” Another male. Possibly the oldest of the group. “Just ’n case.”

      I fell into an uneasy sleep where the world spun and Mac kept asking me for advice on childbirth. I felt pretty sorry for myself when I woke the next morning. My head throbbed and my mouth was a strange combination of furry and metallic. This must be my first hangover.

      I sat at the kitchen counter nursing a very large mug of chamomile tea and wishing it was coffee. I was thirty-five-years-old and I had never been fired before. Tomorrow I would pull myself together, but today I would watch daytime television and feel sorry for myself. Maybe I would even tackle another bottle of wine.

      I couldn’t remember ever sitting at home on a Tuesday before. Daytime television was even worse than I had heard and by mid-afternoon I was prowling the house, wishing I had someone to talk to. Maybe not here in the house with me, but someone I could ring. There was nobody who would care that I’d been fired. In a moment of weakness, I thought about ringing my mother before sanity washed over me. I had cut my parents out of my life for a reason and the fact that I’d just lost my job didn’t change that.

      There weren’t any friends I could call either. I’d never really had close friends. Back in high school, there was always a shy nerd who didn’t mind having someone to sit with in the library during lunch, but it was different once you left school. Nobody needed a friend who wanted to sit quietly in a place that discouraged talking. People wanted friends who were exciting and did stuff. I almost wished the imaginary voices would talk to me again, even though it probably indicated I was losing my mind.

      Around six p.m. I started cooking some dinner. Nothing interesting, just a pan fried chicken breast with some beans. No butter for the beans. If I was going to look for a new job, it wouldn’t hurt to lose a little weight. I had never thought of myself as fat, but I was certainly well-padded around the middle. The chicken sizzled in the pan and when I turned it over, the underside was nicely browned and crispy. I’m not much of a cook, but it actually smelled pretty tasty. Better than that frozen rubbish from last night anyway.

      I ate on the couch in front of the television as usual. Tomorrow I would start looking for a new job, and maybe there would be opportunities to make friends. If not, I would have to find some other way to meet people. I couldn’t go on like this. I didn’t mind being on my own — I was too old for romance and all that nonsense anyway — but some friends would be nice.
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      On Wednesday morning, I booted up my ancient laptop and opened the file that contained my CV. But there wasn’t anything much to update. I hadn’t done any training or development in all the years I worked for Mac. I had asked to do some course or other a few times in the early years, but he always said he couldn’t spare me and eventually I stopped asking. At least it made the job of updating my CV easy. I added the date I finished working for him and that was it. I closed the file, opened a web browser, and started searching for job vacancies.

      An hour later, I was trying not to cry. I had thought this would be a chance to do something different. Learn a new job. Upskill myself. But every position that looked even mildly interesting required qualifications or skills I didn’t have. So it would have to be another boring admin job. But after reading a dozen ads for those, it became clear I wasn’t qualified to apply for the same job I’d been doing for the last ten years. Even the entry-level positions required university degrees or internet technology certificates, or any of a dozen other things I didn’t have.

      I slammed down the laptop lid, too panicked to think. Breathe, I told myself. It wasn’t as bad as it seemed. It was just an off day. Tomorrow, there would be positions I could apply for. My heart raced, I was almost hyperventilating, and I had the weirdest feeling that I wasn’t alone. But the doors were locked — I never left them unlocked, ever — and however shabby the house was, it did at least have security screens on all the windows. So it wasn’t possible for there to be someone else in the house. But still the feeling persisted and I found myself turning to look over my shoulder a couple of times, certain that somebody stood right behind me.

      Once I had myself back under control, I opened the laptop again and picked out a couple of jobs to apply for. I had to fudge my experience a little, but hopefully I’d get at least one interview. If I could get through to an interview, I was pretty sure I could convince them to hire me.

      Feeling more optimistic, I went upstairs to check my wardrobe. It wouldn’t hurt to put together one or two interview outfits now. That way, when the calls started coming, I’d be ready. I had a couple of nice suits I hadn’t worn for years: a navy pantsuit, and a black skirt and jacket, which I usually wore with a white tailored shirt. But when I pulled them out of the wardrobe, it was clear they weren’t going to fit. Nevertheless, I valiantly tried to squeeze myself into them. I couldn’t get the navy pants up over my hips. I could get the skirt on, but there was zero chance of zipping it up, and both jackets strained at the seams.

      “Oh, come on.”

      I threw the clothes onto my bed and rubbed my watery eyes. Allergies. I definitely wasn’t crying. Okay, so it would probably be at least a week before any interviews. There was time to lose some weight. Maybe not as much as it would take to fit into my old interview clothes, but if I could squeeze into one of the jackets, I could wear it with a pair of my black work trousers.

      No time like the present to get started, so I grabbed my sneakers and headed out for a brisk walk. It was pretty hot outside and I was nowhere near as fit as I used to be, so my brisk walk turned into a slow trudge around the block. By the time I got home, I was red faced, dripping sweat, and panting. At least it was a start.

      By the time Saturday rolled around, I felt pretty good. I had spent each morning applying for positions. I ate salads for lunch and spent the afternoons reading motivational books I downloaded from online. You know the kind — you can change your life rah rah rah. I normally can’t stand them, but if I was ever going to make a big change, this was the time to do it. When the afternoon heat started to ease, I went for a thirty-minute walk. It still wasn’t a brisk walk, but it was getting a little easier. It had been years since I thought about my diet or my health and this brief interlude while I was between jobs was the perfect time to form some better habits.

      The voices hadn’t spoken again, for which I was immensely thankful. They probably indicated some sort of mental breakdown, but hopefully I had averted it. I just needed to stay positive, eat right, and exercise. Surely it wasn’t possible to have a mental breakdown while doing all those things.

      So that Saturday morning, I ate my poached eggs on sourdough and thought life was getting back on track — until I checked my emails and realised I had six rejections for the positions I had applied for. Six and not a single interview. That was when I realised just how much trouble I was in. I was thirty-five, unemployed, and had a mortgage. The redundancy package Mac had promised turned out to be ten weeks’ pay. One week for each year I worked for him. It was hardly generous and I wondered whether it even met any legal requirements, but there was no point trying to find out. I didn’t have the energy to fight him.

      What was I going to do? Sure, a couple of those rejections were for jobs I hadn’t thought I had much chance at, but four were ones I could do in my sleep. Maybe no employer wanted somebody my age, despite my experience. They wanted the fresh young graduates. The ones with fancy degrees and the kind of IT experience I couldn’t even imagine. I didn’t know how to create Facebook ads and I didn’t have a clue what a PPC ad was. I had never maintained a website, written a blog, or uploaded a YouTube video, and I didn’t even know what a VA was, let alone have any experience. How on earth would I ever find another job?

      For a few horrible minutes, I thought about ringing Mac and begging him to give me back my job. I could blackmail him about his affair. My mobile phone was in my hand before I came to my senses. No, I wouldn’t call Mac. I wouldn’t beg. Yes, I was in a mess, but I would find my own way out of it. And I would start by cleaning the house.

      I hauled the vacuum cleaner out of the hall cupboard and ran it over the threadbare carpet in the lounge room. I had initially thought I might use my redundancy package for some new carpet. I had dreamed about replacing the old couch and wondered whether I might even have enough money left over to get in a painter. Now it seemed the best I could do was clean the walls.

      Like my health, house maintenance was something else I had paid little attention to. I had lived in this house for almost as long as I had worked for Mac and it needed painting when I bought it. I’d never had any spare money for that sort of thing, though. My lack of cash also meant I didn’t have much furniture, so vacuuming was easy. Just the old couch, its black leather now splitting at the seams and one side sagging, a small cabinet on which sat a TV — an old, boxy one, not one of those modern flat screens — and a stained glass lamp I picked up cheap at a market.

      Absorbed in my thoughts, it wasn’t until I switched off the vacuum cleaner that I noticed the voices arguing. I had been hearing them for a while, just faintly over the sound of the vacuum, but had taken no notice. I listened for a while but couldn’t make any sense of their argument. There were three voices, maybe four if one didn’t say much. I felt the creeping edge of a headache and wished they would go away. I couldn’t afford a psychologist right now.

      I wheeled the vacuum cleaner to my bedroom and got to work on the carpet in there. By the time I turned the vacuum off again, my head throbbed and the voices were still going. So much for heading off that breakdown. The voices kept arguing and my headache kept getting worse and worse. I finally snapped.

      “For god’s sake, will you shut up?”

      The argument continued for a few seconds before it trailed off, the way a conversation dies when the person everyone’s been bitching about walks into the room.

      “Did you hear that?” one of them asked.

      There was a long pause, then several voices at once.

      “Did she⁠—”

      “I told⁠—”

      “What the⁠—”

      “Enough!” A woman’s voice. Confident, bossy. The others hushed. “Just give her a minute.”

      Goosebumps pimpled my arms and legs, and I would have sworn I could feel eyes boring into me. I even checked behind me, making sure I really was alone.

      “Maybe she got us for a moment,” a male voice said after a while. “Happened before with others. Never lasts long.”

      I left the vacuum cleaner and went to find the ibuprofen I had bought years ago during a bout of the flu. It was probably expired by now, but it would be better than nothing.

      “I think we’ve lost her,” someone said.

      I didn’t bother to reply. Engaging in a conversation with the voices wouldn’t do anything good for my mental state. First thing Monday morning, I’d make a psychologist appointment. Or a psychiatrist. I wasn’t sure which was which.

      But when Monday rolled around, I discovered it wasn’t that easy to get an appointment with either a psychologist or a psychiatrist. Turned out I needed a referral from a doctor first, or at least I did if I wanted a Medicare-subsidised appointment. I found an online directory of doctor’s clinics and made an appointment at the nearest one.

      It was only as I waited in the clinic’s reception that I wondered what to say to the doctor. I didn’t want to tell a stranger that I had been hearing voices. Perhaps I could just say I had lost my job and was feeling very stressed. Surely that would be enough to get a referral.

      But the doctor didn’t agree. She offered me a prescription for antidepressants and recommended I eat better, cut down on caffeine, and get more exercise. She also suggested I get away for a few days, despite my having already told her I worried about not being able to pay my mortgage.

      When I asked for a referral to a psychologist, she told me to try the things she had suggested first and come back in a month if I still wanted the referral. I finally told her I had been hearing voices, but she didn’t seem to believe me. Maybe she thought I was making it up to get the referral.

      Eventually, I took the prescription she offered and left. I tossed it in the bin as soon as I got home. I was pretty sure that antidepressants would not make the voices go away.
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      A week passed before I heard the voices again. I had been sitting on the couch, flicking through the television channels, and I turned off the television just as they started.

      “I wish she could still hear us.” The girl, her voice wistful.

      “You know it’s not supposed to happen.” The bossy woman. “She probably won’t ever hear us again.”

      A sigh. “I know, but it was nice to think that somebody knew we were here. Even if it was just for a moment.”

      “No point wanting what we can’t have.” The older male, the one who didn’t speak much.

      “You’ve got us, Lis.” The other male.

      “I can still hear you,” I said.

      I don’t know why I spoke to them. At that point, I still thought I was having a breakdown.

      Silence.

      Then pandemonium erupted.

      “Oh my good⁠—”

      “I don’t believe⁠—”

      “I told you she heard me the other day.”

      “Everyone be quiet.” The bossy woman again. “This is going to be difficult enough without you all getting over excited. She’s going to get a shock when she realises.”

      “When I realise what?” I rubbed my forehead. I needed ibuprofen. And wine. Maybe together. Perhaps I shouldn’t have thrown out that prescription.

      There was something that sounded like hurried whispers, before bossy woman spoke again.

      “Dorothy, my name’s Bec.”

      I didn’t even have time to wonder how bossy woman knew my name before the other voices chimed in.

      “Hi Dorothy, I’m Lissa.”

      “I’m Gray.”

      A pause. “I’m Samson.”

      “Where are you? And can you please go back to wherever you usually are? You know, wherever it is that I can’t hear you. I know it’s not normal to hear invisible people, but the doctor didn’t believe me, so I would just like you all to go away.”

      It was Bec who answered. She was obviously the one in charge. I already had a mental image of her. Forty-something, hair that didn’t dare disobey, a lived-in face.

      “Dorothy, where do you think we might be?”

      My head pounded in time with my pulse. I went to the kitchen to find the ibuprofen. I must remember to buy more.

      “I’m not really in the mood for games,” I said. “If you want to tell me where you are, go ahead. Otherwise, can you please be quiet?”

      “Would it surprise you if I said we were in the kitchen with you?” Bec asked.

      Although I knew she was lying, I did look around the room. It was starting to sparkle around the edges. That headache was turning into a migraine.

      “Then why can’t I see you?” I popped the ibuprofen out of its blister pack and washed it down with tap water. I eyed the wine rack, but it wasn’t even noon.

      “It’s kind of a long story.” One of the male voices. Gray, I thought. I could picture him too: early thirties, strong jaw. The one who had told me about Mac’s baby. “Maybe you should sit down.”

      “Maybe you should just leave me in peace.” I’ll be damned if I was going to be bossed around by some breakdown-induced invisible person.

      The voices whispered between themselves. Assuming they had selves, that is.

      “It’s rude to talk about people when they’re in the room.” I went to my bedroom, drew the curtains closed, and climbed into bed.

      The air rustled and I had a brief, vivid image of four people surrounding me. Two perched on the bed with me, one on either side. One sat on the carpet, cross-legged like a schoolgirl, and one stood, legs wide, hands clasped behind his back. I blinked and the image disappeared before I had even seen it properly. I would make an appointment with a different doctor first thing tomorrow. Whatever brand of psychosis I was experiencing, it was progressing fast if I had gone from hearing voices to seeing people who appeared and disappeared.

      “Dorothy, we are going to tell you something you might find disturbing,” Bec said. For just a moment, I thought I saw her again, sitting beside me on the bed. “You might find this hard to believe.”

      “Maybe later.” I put a pillow over my head to block out the light — and the imaginary people.

      “We are spirits,” she said. “For some reason, we haven’t crossed over. In fact, we aren’t even sure we’re supposed to cross over. We seem to be stuck here.”

      I knocked off the pillow and sat up so quickly that the room spun around me. The sparkles got brighter and my head pounded even harder. Was it possible for a migraine to trigger a brain haemorrhage?

      “What do you mean, you’re stuck here? In my house?”

      If I hadn’t been so preoccupied with the pain in my head, the shrillness of my voice might have embarrassed me.

      “Sort of,” Bec said. “If we leave the house, we can only go a few paces towards the road and then we get brought back.”

      “Except for Gray.” Lissa. Teenage, curly blonde ringlets, a chubby cherub face. “He can go wherever you do.”

      I couldn’t think through the pulsing pain. The room was fuzzy around the edges, but I could still see enough to know that I was indeed alone.

      “You okay, Dorothy?” The fourth voice. Samson. A big black man with small, delicate hands. It was strange that I could see his hands so clearly when the rest of him was blurry.

      “Spirits.” I tried not to choke on the word. “Do you mean you’re ghosts?”

      “We prefer spirits.” Bec again. “Ghosts sounds so airy fairy.”

      I lay back down, carefully so I didn’t jar my head. Maybe it was a stroke. Were headaches a sign of stroke?

      “Or souls.” Lissa’s voice was hesitant. “I wouldn’t mind souls.”

      “Spirits.” Bec’s tone left no room for argument.

      “Of course, spirits is best,” Lissa said.

      “Does that mean you’re…” What if they didn’t know?

      “Are we dead?” Gray asked. “Yes, I’m afraid we are.”

      “How long?”

      I could almost see him shrug. He was fuzzier than the others and I didn’t quite get a good look at him, only his silhouette. It was funny the way I saw those brief, flickering images of them, like a TV on the blink. I never saw them like that again. Perhaps the connection was stronger that day. Or maybe I was meant to see them, just a glimpse so I could picture the spirits that would become such a big part of my life.

      “We don’t know,” Gray said. “Time is different on this side of the veil.”

      “The veil?”

      “It’s what separates us from you,” Lissa said. “It’s like a big curtain of clouds hanging down from the sky.”

      “It doesn’t look solid,” Gray said. “But it’s rock hard to touch.”

      “And you can see me through it?”

      “Only when you’re in the house,” Bec said. “When you leave, the veil gets thicker.”

      “Except for Gray,” Lissa said. “He can see you anywhere. That’s why we think he’s tied to you, rather than the house.”

      “Is Gray the voice that spoke to me at work?“

      Why was I still talking to them? Surely this was something you weren’t supposed
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