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Chapter 1  

Grave danger 

Wake up! There is grave danger. Wake up, Jessica Porter! 

I’d been trying to get Jessica to heed my warning for several minutes now and at last she stirred 
from her dream. She rolled onto her back, cocooning herself unintentionally in her winter duvet, and 
opened one bleary eye. 

“Wha..?” she moaned, the word turning into a cavernous yawn. 
An instant later, her primal instinct for self-preservation finished the job of waking her up. She 

threw off her covers and scrambled out of bed. For a moment, she stood rooted to the spot, sniffing 
the air like a cat beside an open window, every muscle in her body ready to react. 

“No!” she cried, running into the hallway. 
She sniffed once more, then dashed straight into the kitchen, not even registering the cold of 

the laminate floor beneath her bare feet. Her breaths were coming in ragged gasps and her heart 
thudded urgently against her ribcage. 

She switched on the light, shielding her eyes with her arm and blinking uncomfortably as they 
adjusted to the glare. Swiftly scanning the room, she discovered a thick coil of dirty, metallic-
smelling smoke drifting out from behind her washing machine. Jessica tore across the room and 
flicked the switch on the wall, bringing the churning motor to an abrupt halt. 

“What now?” She stared at the machine and scratched her head. “Come on, Jess, use your 
noodle,” she growled, tapping an impatient index finger on the worktop. 

Finding the inspiration she’d been looking for, she yanked the plug from the socket and pulled 
the heavy machine out from underneath the worktop to examine it. Despite the stench and the 
curling smoke, she couldn’t see any flames. 

She’d caught it in the nick of time and I gave myself a metaphorical pat on the back for 
persevering with my efforts to rouse her. If I required sleep, as she did, I could have easily failed to 
notice the ominous stench of smoke which had invaded my host’s nostrils and begun to fill her lungs. 

Jessica gave a shuddering sigh of relief and sat down on a nearby stool. Her eyes flitted upward.  
“Was it you that woke me, Gran?” she whispered, sounding both sad and hopeful. 
If I’d had breath to hold, I would have held it right then. 
No, Jessica, it wasn’t your gran, I thought to myself. Although no host had ever discovered my 

presence before, I felt inexplicably anxious and exposed. 
Jessica too held her breath for several seconds before finally giving up waiting for an answer. 

Her shoulders drooped and she shook her head dejectedly. 
A tickle in her throat made her cough. Using her hands, she wafted the dirty air from in front of 

her face, wrinkling her nose in disgust. In an attempt to clear the smoke from her lungs and from the 
flat, she reached for the window, flung it wide open and leant out into the crisp November night. 
Fresh air filled her lungs and she took several noisy deep breaths to expel any remaining fumes. 

Despite the positive signs, her safety remained a concern to me; the washing machine might be 
alight behind the metal casing, in which case hidden danger could still be lurking. So I decided to 
plant another unspoken idea in her mind. This time, I would convey my message much more subtly. 
If she disregarded my suggestion, I could always try again. 

Fire brigade? I proposed. 
Jessica frowned and seemed uncertain. 
I was on the point of having another go when she pulled back inside, leaving the window open. 

She glanced across at the washing machine. Smoke continued to curl languidly from its rear. Perhaps 
it had diminished ever so slightly, but I didn’t want her to take any chances. 

Jessica still wasn’t following my suggestion. Maybe I didn’t need to push her – maybe I was 
being over cautious; surely her life was no longer at risk? 
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It occurred to me then that I’d never experienced the death of a host, and consequently had no 

idea what would happen to me if she died. I suppose all beings have instincts and Jessica’s potential 
death must have triggered one in me to make me react so forcefully. The idea I’d tried to 
communicate was more of a ‘shout’ of desperation than anything else, although I was certain it 
arose out of fear for her rather than for myself. 

Inspired to act on my idea at last, Jessica marched into the front hall, grabbed the phone from 
its cradle and punched a number into the handset. 

“Fire service, please,” she said. 
Good, I thought. 
 

Eight minutes later, Jessica was standing next to a firefighter, shivering beside her open rear window 

with the errant appliance positioned so that any remaining smoke would vent straight outside.  

Jessica craned her neck to look up at the firefighter, whose six-foot-plus muscular frame 
dwarfed her five feet and one inch. 

I got the impression she felt awkward meeting his gaze and was avoiding making eye contact as 
much as she possibly could without appearing rude. 

“It’s most likely the motor,” the firefighter suggested. “They tend to be a bit iffy on older 
models like this. It doesn’t appear to be smoking any more, thankfully. You did the right thing when 
you switched it off at the socket, but I moved it here as an additional precaution. It’s either going to 
be a serious repair job or you’ll have to fork out for a new one, I’m afraid.” Then, probably having 
noticed her crestfallen expression, he added, “But at least you’re safe, which is the most important 
thing.” 

Jessica nodded, biting her bottom lip. “Sorry I called you out for nothing,” she sniffed. 
“No problem. Better to be safe than sorry. Oh, and speaking of safety,” he peered into the 

hallway, apparently looking for something on the ceiling, “what happened about your smoke alarm? 
Didn’t it go off?” 

“Um…” She stared at her feet. 
The firefighter tutted. “Taken the battery out, have you?” he asked, placing his hands on his 

hips. 
Jessica gulped. “Err,” her cheeks blushed crimson as she gave a barely perceptible nod. “Yeah.” 

Feeling the need to explain her actions, she continued. “It kept going off in the middle of the night. It 
would beep once – enough to wake me up – then an hour later it would do the same thing, right 
after I’d fallen asleep. So I took the battery out last week.” 

The man raised an eyebrow. “A single beep is the low battery warning,” he explained (although 
her sheepish expression made it obvious she already knew). “Don’t remove a spent battery without 
replacing it. If I had a pound for every time…” 

“Sure,” she replied, nodding repeatedly. “Sorry. I really do know better. I’ve been such an 
idiot.” 

“I don’t think you need me to point out that removing your battery could have got you killed 
tonight,” he said, shaking his head. 

“No,” Jessica whispered, while I pondered why he’d just done exactly what he said he didn’t 
need to do. I assumed it must be rhetorical. 

Tears welled up in her eyes and she turned away from the firefighter, wiping them quickly on 
the sleeve of her Winnie-the-Pooh pyjamas. “Thanks for your help, and sorry again for bringing you 
here on a false alarm.” 

“Actually, a smoking appliance isn’t a false alarm. It could easily have caught and put you and 
your neighbours in danger. I expect you’ll be more vigilant about testing your smoke alarm and 
keeping spare batteries for it in future. How about we categorise it as averting a potential future 
disaster?” He gave what I guessed was supposed to be a reassuring smile, but I knew Jessica didn’t 
feel reassured. 
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At that very moment, in fact, she had a clear mental picture of herself lying unconscious in bed, 

surrounded by billowing smoke, while flames crackled fiercely close by, threatening to consume her. 
Jessica was a young woman with a particularly active imagination, which made it relatively easy for 
me to access her thoughts. Unfortunately, her imagination also acted as a focus of negativity, 
providing her with a constant stream of unhelpful scenarios which fuelled her negative opinion of 
herself. 

The firefighter patted Jessica’s arm and she jumped with surprise. 
“Show myself out, shall I?” he asked. 
“Oh, sure. Or I can–” 
“Don’t bother,” he said softly. “Make yourself a cuppa. You look like this has shaken you up a 

bit. Why don’t you phone a friend or a relative? Talking to someone can really help if you’ve had a 
scare.” 

Jessica nodded. “Thanks,” she replied, employing her best, fake-confident smile. “I will.” 
This was a lie. Her grandmother had been her only remaining relative – the person who’d 

brought her up after her parents died when she was still an infant – and Gran died fifteen days ago. 
Jessica didn’t have any friends either – not unless you counted a few work colleagues she felt 
obliged to chat with over lunch in the hospital cafeteria. 

Jessica had no-one to call. She knew it and I knew it. 
All she had really was me, and she didn’t even know I existed. 
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Chapter 2 

A voice 

Jessica stayed awake for more than an hour after the drama of the night ended. She lay in the dark and 

I observed her thoughts in my customary unobtrusive manner. 

Over and over she blamed herself for being stupid enough to set the washing machine to run 
during the night; apparently Gran had often told her it was foolhardy to leave electrical appliances 
running while she slept. Now she had a picture in her head of the machine sitting by her back 
window, still full of water and soapy clothing. She knew she would have to drain it to retrieve her 
things, but she didn’t know how and, try as she might, she couldn’t remember where she’d stashed 
the manual. So many of her thoughts revolved around her perceived inadequacies and failures. 

I tried to re-route some of her irrational feelings in more helpful directions, but with minimal 
success; I had been with her for a little more than a week and it always took a while to fine-tune my 
connection to the neural pathways of a new host. 

I already knew she considered herself ‘stupid’. This one word played on her mind and dragged 
her down with disturbing regularity. She would lose herself in self-deprecation for prolonged periods 
of time, convinced that her words or actions had made people unhappy or angry. 

I, of course, understood that making mistakes and adjusting your future behaviour as a result is 
an excellent means of learning. But Jessica took every minor faux pas she made very personally 
indeed. In fact, she often considered something to be a mistake when it was actually completely 
beyond her control. 

Take, for example, the day her grandmother died: Jessica took a day off work and, as a 
consequence, wasn’t at work in the hospital when ‘Gran’ arrived there by ambulance. A nurse 
telephoned Jessica at home and she hurried straight to the hospital without delay. Unfortunately, 
the old lady died a few minutes before her granddaughter’s arrival. 

Jessica blamed herself for taking ‘that day of all days’ to have a holiday. But she could never 
have predicted her grandmother’s death; although elderly, Gran had no diagnosed condition to 
indicate an imminent risk to her life, and she had been well when Jessica saw her the previous 
weekend. 

She thought about it often and became frustrated and angry at herself over her apparent 
failure. Right now, in a tired and embarrassed state, her negativity bubbled away beneath the 
surface like a volcano about to erupt .This continuing issue was one of the major reasons for my 
relocation to Jessica. 

“So stupid, so stupid,” she told herself out loud, moments before she finally fell asleep. 
 

About an hour and a half later, she began dreaming. 

“W-w-w-w-wake up! There is grave danger. Wake up, Jessica Porter!” 
How odd – and unexpected too; she was reliving the way I woke her up. Yet the thought I 

planted in her mind had become more than a mere notion; she had given it a voice – a female voice. 
I was incapable of audible speech – or of making any sound, come to that – so how could this be? 
The question played on my mind and distracted me from paying full attention to Jessica’s dream, in 
which she was now sitting up in bed. 

“Gran?” she asked, as I debated the significance, or otherwise, of Jessica categorizing me as 
female. 

A glowing, slightly transparent representation of Gran materialised, floating gracefully down 
from the ceiling to perch on the end of the bed. 

“No, lovey, it wasn’t me,” insisted Gran. “I’d never call you ‘Jessica Porter’, or use the term 
‘grave danger’ would I? I’d have said ‘Wake up, Jess lovey. Come on, up and at ’em.’ That’s how I 
always woke you up, from when you were a tiny mite all the way up to the day you moved into your 
own flat, remember?” 
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I realised I’d never thought of her as ‘Jess’ and this seemingly trivial oversight had most likely 

been enough to trigger her dream. I’d stuck with her full name like a schoolteacher who, not given 
leave by a student to shorten their name, persists in using the one on the register. Not that she had 
any way of giving me permission to think of her as ‘Jess’ anyway. This single, minor error on my part 
should never have been an issue, but the subconscious has a way of chewing over such minutia and 
bringing it back during sleep. 

“Of course I remember, Gran,” Jessica said. “I moved out and left you, just because I wanted to 
show the people at work I could be independent. What a selfish thing to do. I should have stayed 
and looked after you the way you cared for me after Mum and Dad died.” 

Jessica’s negativity was rearing its head again. Gran hadn’t asked why she’d left at all and 
besides, all parents wanted their children to become independent (and that included grandparents 
too). I felt certain my host should be aware of this. 

“That’s not what I–” Gran tried to say, but Jessica carried on talking. 
“You deserved better thanks than being left on your own to die surrounded by doctors and 

nurses, with no-one who loved you there to comfort you in your final moments of life.” 
Jessica’s tone became terse now. “Stupid Jess; hasn’t got the sense she was born with.” 
“Oh, Jess, lovey,” said Gran, shaking her head mournfully as she faded slowly away. 
Jessica clasped her face between her hands. “Stupid Jess. Stupid Jess!” she repeated louder and 

louder, her words turning into a self-deprecating chant. 
We were transported next to a school playground. Jessica now appeared to be about six. She 

nursed a grazed elbow as she lay on the ground with her skipping rope wrapped around her left 
ankle. Encircling her were a dozen or so children, all laughing harshly as they pointed at her. 

“Stupid Jess. Stupid Jess!” The chant emanated from the children now. 
I recognised this event as a distorted version of a childhood memory; only one child had 

actually laughed and called her stupid and none of them had pointed at her. 
Young Jessica scrambled into a sitting position, pulling her grazed knees close and hiding her 

tear-filled eyes. 
“Now then, children, don’t be mean,” snapped a woman nearby. “Jessica’s clumsy, that’s all. Go 

on now, off you all go; don’t waste your playtime on Jessica’s mishap.” 
Don’t waste your time. 
Stupid Jess! 
Jessica’s clumsy. 
The words replayed once more in her mind as the image faded. 
Distracted by my own thoughts about my host giving me a voice, I realised I hadn’t been 

concentrating one hundred per cent. In not listening properly, I had allowed events to slip by 
without my much-needed intervention: I should have helped with the playground memory by trying 
to introduce a Good Samaritan. They could have helped Jessica up, reassured her tripping wasn’t a 
crime, and pointed out that nice children wouldn’t have laughed at someone who was hurt. 

It was too late now; the dream concluded and Jessica returned to a non-dreaming sleep state. 
Her thoughts during those deeper stages of sleep were not accessible to me, so I would have to bide 
my time for now. 

Although Jessica had given me a voice – and I admit the idea both scared and pleased me in 
equal measure – my purpose for being here must take priority from now on, regardless of whatever 
else happened. 

 
While Jessica slept deeply, there were no dreams for me to access and no visualisations for me to 

watch. Neither could anything significant happen with regard to any of her five senses. But (and I 

consider this the most bizarre feature of deep sleep) none of her memories would be accessible to me 

any more either. 

As a result, I’d be left entirely to my own devices until either she woke up or another dream 
began. 
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In some ways, these periods could be quite pleasant, like the peace and quiet parents 

experience once the children have gone to bed. But after a few minutes, being alone had a tendency 
to make me feel isolated, as if I was waiting for my purpose to return (which I suppose I was). 

In the very early days after awakening in a new host, this waiting about was never an issue. 
Then, I needed an opportunity to recover myself – literally, in fact. 

Every transfer felt like the first; a bit like waking from a deep sleep to find yourself bursting free 
from under water and taking a great big gulp of life-sustaining air. Suddenly I existed when I had 
been nothing a moment earlier. I had no recollection of where I came from and no sense of identity. 
Consequently one of the first things I always did was search for my name. I suppose knowing who 
you are is fundamental to existence. I needed to know who I was before I could begin to make sense 
of the rest of the world. 

Seventh. My name is Seventh, I’d told myself nine days ago. 
Each time I found my name it was an ordinal number and yet, in the earliest stages of my new 

consciousness, I had no idea of the relevance. Nor would I realise until several hours – or sometimes 
days – later that, in my previous host, my name had been the preceding ordinal number. It must 
have been an instinct of some sort, carried with me from one existence to the next. 

As soon as I determined my name, I would begin to become aware of my immediate 
surroundings. Every sense had to warm up, like a cold-blooded lizard on a chilly morning. 

With Jessica, the first sounds I noticed were muffled voices. They came to me initially like a 
whisper on the wind, becoming gradually louder but remaining indistinct. They fell into silence when 
slow, mournful music began to play. When it stopped, a single male voice spoke for several minutes. 
At this stage, I still couldn’t distinguish the words, but his tone was soft and comforting. Then the 
music resumed. Now though, rhythmic voices joined in with the tune. 

Next came a smell; the tangy scent of cut flowers. 
It took a while before images started materialising like distorted shadows, thin and wavering. 

Gradually they stabilised into black-clad people, a large brown container and a rectangle of red. 
Although the images were stable now, they looked to me as if I were viewing them through frosted 
glass. 

I struggled hard to force the images to become clearer, like a short-sighted middle-aged man 
trying to read a newspaper without his glasses – and with equal lack of success. My senses swam 
with the odour of spiced meat, something else sugary sweet and an occasional waft of warm, wet 
leaves which I knew I should recognise but didn’t. All this was wrapped up in a deep layer of despair 
and, of the sensations I’d experienced up until now, this was by far the most familiar. 

Eventually the voices diminished until silence surrounded me. The despair, however, intensified 
and at this point I realised – remembered – I had a reason for being here and the despair was 
probably an important part of that. 

A few hours later, the outside world became dark and silent. I took advantage of this 
opportunity and worked on recovering my memories. 

Finding those was like wandering around the moors on a foggy night. Some were like beacons 
shining through the grey mist, while others were more like stumbling into a muddy puddle and 
getting your foot stuck in the heavy sludge. Piecing them back together into any semblance of order 
was like completing a jigsaw puzzle of epic proportions too. Segments from the lives of six previous 
hosts, both male and female, all needed to be re-assimilated and put in the correct compartments of 
my memory; a process which took several nights to complete. 

In between the dark nights, outside sounds and images returned and I soon realised the images 
were becoming more focussed and the smells and sounds more distinct. 

Always one of the very last memories to return to me was that of the moment of transference 
between hosts. Given the harrowing nature of the experience, I suppose I should be immensely 
grateful it didn’t come first. 

My host would be going about their everyday business when, without any warning whatsoever, 
I’d experience excruciating pain; like I was being torn in half by a great, angry beast. 
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Next, the pain turned off, as if someone had flipped a switch, and I was plunged into total 

blackness. I felt as though I was falling at great speed into a bottomless hole, all the while tumbling 
and twisting until long after I’d lost all sense of direction. 

Finally, there would be a loud noise like a reverberating thunderclap directly overhead, 
followed by a moment of – well, nothingness. 

I awoke in a new body (or more accurately, mind) with a blank slate for a memory and that 
sensation of having instantaneously popped into existence, before entering once more the fog and 
confusion of a new beginning. Six times I had experienced this. Six times – and I knew there would 
be more. 

Only after my senses returned to functioning at full capacity could I determine my purpose for 
being with a new host. This purpose was always the single, most fundamental aspect of my 
existence. After determining this, I could start to access my host’s dreams and memories. 

I had reached this stage with Jessica Porter two days ago. My role as Seventh was to help her 
form more realistic ideas about her gran’s death, and about herself, and thus enable her to lift out of 
the overwhelming despair threatening to envelop her. My balance, my strength and my talent for 
manipulating thought paths would help Jessica through this difficult period in her life. 

Some indefinite time after achieving this, I would transfer into another host with another 
problem where I would become Eighth. 

Jessica began dreaming again and I needed to focus on my purpose once more. This was a 
confusing jumble of a dream. She sat in a huge hall full of students taking an exam. The paper in 
front of her bore only a single question, but she didn’t know the answer. The scene changed to a 
railway station. Jessica was trying to find which platform her train would depart from. She had to get 
somewhere, but she couldn’t remember where or why. Lastly came a snippet of a dream with a 
tender kiss between her and the firefighter who had visited the flat tonight. That was nice, at least, 
although she had considerably exaggerated how tall and muscular he’d been. 

Deep sleep followed. 
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Chapter 3 

Where there’s a will 

The next day was Friday, although the post-midnight adventure had technically been Friday too. 

Jessica’s line manager, Liz Whitby-North, had instructed her to take the day as compassionate leave. 

Apparently, one of the receptionists had told Liz ‘confidentially’ that she didn’t think Jessica was 

coping well (although Jessica couldn’t imagine how someone usually so self-absorbed was capable of 

noticing another person’s distress at all). Despite Jessica’s protestations that she’d be better off 

immersing herself in work, Liz insisted on giving her Friday off. 

“Honestly,” Liz said, “you’ll regret it if you don’t give things time to settle properly, you know – 
mentally.” Then she’d given Jessica a condescending smile and added, “I know from personal 
experience what it’s like to lose a grandmother. It’s tough; not like losing a parent, of course – 
although I haven’t been through that myself – but certainly getting there.” 

People could say the most thoughtless things, I observed. Gran had been everything to Jessica: 
mother, father, grandfather and grandmother all rolled into one. 

Jessica gritted her teeth and gave a tight smile in return, while recalling a conversation, about a 
month before Gran died, where she’d explained to Liz how Gran had brought her up from the age of 
eight months. It didn’t surprise Jessica that people didn’t pay much attention to her; she wasn’t 
interesting or nice or important, so why would anyone else bother listening to the details of her 
mundane sham of a life? 

“Stay at home. Give yourself a chance to grieve and come back on Monday.” Liz looked pleased 
with her own kindness. She swivelled around on her very high stilettos and trounced off towards her 
quiet office. From her bolthole, Liz wouldn’t have to deal with confused patients like Jessica did 
every day. Nor would she have to help lost relatives who asked impossible questions and often 
became flustered, irritated – and sometimes even abusive. 

How lucky Liz was, Jessica reflected, to have a degree and be fast-tracked into a management 
job with virtually no experience of working on the front line. 

I sensed a grudge there. Jessica didn’t have a degree, having left school at eighteen with two 
rather poor A level passes. She was actually smarter, shrewder and better informed than Liz any day 
of the week; just not good at passing those much-revered exams. 

On her better days, Jessica freely admitted to herself that she liked meeting the colourful 
variety of people she encountered while doing her job. A mostly desk-bound position like Liz’s didn’t 
appeal to her at all. Such logic rarely came into it where a grudge was concerned, I reminded myself. 

As things turned out, Jessica would be able to make good use of a day off. She needed to call 
someone to take a look at her washing machine (after she’d determined how to drain the water and 
recover her clothes from inside). After that, she had an appointment with Gran’s solicitor, Mr 
Mayhew of Mayhew, Slater and Black, about the contents of Gran’s will. 

When she’d received the call from the solicitor’s office, Jessica had been quite taken aback. She 
hadn’t realised Gran had a solicitor, let alone that she’d made a will. She’d logically assumed Gran’s 
entire estate would pass automatically to Uncle Raymond, Gran’s only living child. 

I had not yet encountered Uncle Raymond in person, but knew Jessica considered him 
unsavoury. He lived thirty miles away in a place called Brighton and hadn’t visited his mother for 
years – not even on her birthday – giving the excuse that he was too busy in his very important work. 

Raymond had been away on a business trip when his mother died and Jessica – very unwillingly 
– left a message with his housekeeper (honestly, who had a housekeeper these days?). The next 
morning, she received a plummy response from the woman via answerphone, saying, “Mr Raymond 
is unable to return for the funeral. He’s in the middle of an extremely important business deal and 
can’t possibly consider coming home early.” Jessica considered his excuse ‘bullshit’ and had a quiet 
snigger about the way the pompous housekeeper referred to her uncle as ‘Mr Raymond’. She 
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thought it all sounded a bit Downton Abbey and, after searching her memories to determine what 
that meant, I agreed. 

It saddened Jessica that she couldn’t talk to Gran about it. They would both have chuckled, and 
Gran’s nostrils would have flared the way they always did when she laughed. A dejected smile 
turned into a sigh and Jessica struggled to maintain her composure – not that she was being 
watched by anyone but me. 

Her thoughts returned once more to her uncle and his inheritance. She made a mental note to 
call in at Gran’s and pick up her last few remaining belongings before Uncle Raymond returned from 
abroad and arranged for a house clearance company to take everything away. 

At this moment, I jumped in with a suggestion: Take a memento for yourself too. I hoped she’d 
adopt this idea as her own, and she did. 

She debated likely items and the obvious choice would be to take one of Gran’s paintings; Gran 
had been an accomplished amateur painter and had a studio set up in one of the spare bedrooms. I 
thought a painting would make an excellent keepsake, but Jessica dismissed it without hesitation. 
Those were Gran’s creations and taking them would feel like stealing. 

A less provocative item occurred to her; an antique clock which sat on Gran’s mantelpiece. 
Jessica had always loved the clock. Gran hated it though; she called it ‘ugly and tasteless’ and only 
kept it because it had been a wedding gift from her mother. Jessica would have no qualms about 
taking it, except that Uncle Raymond might notice its absence and shout at her. 

“Sod him,” she muttered, under her breath. But she still worried. 
“Thief!” she imagined him standing over her, his bald head sweating through his comb-over. 

“Give it back, you good-for-nothing hanger-on.” 
Raymond genuinely used this phrase to describe his niece when she was about eight. 

Transported instantly to the incident in question, she remembered listening to a conversation 
between Gran and Raymond from outside the living room. Hearing raised voices, Jessica crept out of 
her bedroom to listen, coming in part way through the exchange. 

“No!” Gran sounded shocked. “She’s just a child, Raymond. How could you be so mean and 
downright heartless? She’s your sister’s daughter for goodness’ sake.” 

“Aaah,” Raymond responded disdainfully. “Another loser; married at nineteen and to what? A 
man who repaired roads for a living; a manual bloody labourer.” 

“Raymond, you’re such a snob. Gemma was a kind girl who happened to meet the man she 
wanted to marry quite early on in her life. And Stuart was a lovely person – he’d do anything for 
any–” Gran spotted Jessica loitering outside the doorway and her eyes widened. 

Uncle Raymond whipped around and glared at his niece, but said no more. 
Jessica knew precisely what Uncle Raymond thought of her. 
A stand-off with her uncle was the last thing she needed right now, so she debated whether a 

different, less obvious item than the timepiece would serve equally well as a personal reminder of 
her grandmother. After much deliberation, she decided on a second-hand china figurine she herself 
had bought for Gran’s birthday last year. Raymond didn’t know the ornament existed and definitely 
wouldn’t miss it. 

I still thought she should take the clock and the ornament. I tried suggesting Take both, but she 
didn’t seem to notice. 

 
Despite her broken night’s sleep, Jessica lay awake from 5:53am. She stared at the clock, watching 

minutes of her life pass by, her heart like a lump of lead in her chest. Several times tears welled up 

and spilled down the sides of her cheeks into her ears without her bothering to wipe them away. She 

missed Gran so much. She wanted to be able to pick up the phone and talk to her, or take the fifteen 

minute walk to Gran’s bungalow and sit at her breakfast bar while the old lady baked Jessica’s 

favourite lemon sponge. She wanted to share small, insignificant moments of her life with her and, if 

only she could have her back, she promised never to grumble about the way Gran always rang during 

one of her favourite television programmes. 
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For my part, I tried to direct her towards some happy memories: Gran riding a bicycle along the 

banks of an Austrian river and falling off, lying giggling on the ground at her clumsiness; Gran’s 
sixtieth birthday party at the quaint backstreet restaurant in the Old Town; Gran applauding eagerly 
while Jessica picked up a prize for being ‘Kindest Child in School’ when she was six. 

Jessica remembered all these things one after another and it did improve her mood to an 
extent. But the strongest memories of all were from the day of the funeral – the day I’d transferred 
to her and become Seventh. No matter how much either of us tried to prevent it, pictures from that 
day kept popping into her mind and dragging her down to the depths of despair; a place she 
believed she deserved to inhabit. 

Even though she was clock-watching, Jessica was still somehow caught unaware when her 
alarm went off and the news began broadcasting from her clock radio. She remained inert under the 
covers, staring at the two flashing dots separating the hours from the minutes until the news 
finished. 

At last, she decided she really should get up. She slid one leg to the side of the bed, letting it 
drop over the edge. 

Wake up, Jess lovey. Come on, up and at ’em. Her memory of Gran’s customary morning call 
came unbidden into Jessica’s head. 

“I love you, Gran, but I didn’t need that,” Jessica grumbled, pushing off the cover and sliding 
her second leg to join the first. Heaving herself up, she stared at her reflection in the dressing table 
mirror. “Uuugh,” she groaned. Bed-hair wasn’t a great look, even if you’d just got up. She combed 
out the knots and made the best she could of what she’d always considered to be fairly lacklustre, 
shoulder-length hair. At the same time, she condemned herself for looking sufficiently similar to 
Gran for her reflection to make her miserable. She regarded herself as a poor imitation of Gran. 
Their blue eyes were very similar, but Gran’s silver-grey hair had been her crowning glory, unlike 
Jessica’s lank ‘tired blonde’ mop. Gran’s smile could light up the room, but Jessica’s teeth were much 
more off-white, which made her self-conscious on the rare occasions when she smiled. Gran had 
perfect skin, always rosy and pink, whereas Jessica deemed her own to be more the colour of a tub 
of grey putty. And who still had spots at her age? she wondered, noticing an ominous red bump on 
her jawline. What good were genetics, she questioned gloomily, when life had chosen to make her 
such a miserable imitation of her grandmother’s perfection? 

She tilted the mirror back so that it faced the ceiling. 
She couldn’t be bothered to make the effort required for a shower, instead dressing simply in 

blue jeans and a green jumper. I didn’t think it important enough to try to change her mind. The 
poor girl needed to give herself a break, so I concentrated my efforts on making sure she ate 
breakfast (something she hadn’t done since I arrived, even though there were several brands of 
cereal stored in one of the kitchen wall cupboards). 

She conceded to have a single slice of dry toast and a glass of water. Prison food was better 
than that, but it was a start. 

At last it was time to go. 
Her early appointment proved to be a boon of sorts because without it Jessica would most 

likely have lain in bed all morning. In her state of mind, it would not have been beneficial for her to 
do so. 

At quarter to nine, as she buttoned her coat, she dared to consider asking the solicitor if she 
could take Gran’s clock. She shook her head and sighed. 

Locking up behind her, she dropped the key into her bag. Once outside, she pulled her hood up 
to protect her hair against the swirling wind and hurried towards the town centre. 

 
Jessica had passed the solicitors’ office on hundreds – or possibly thousands – of occasions, but she’d 

never needed to go inside before. 

The Victorian building was bay-fronted, four storeys high (excluding the gloomy-looking, 
boarded-up basement) and the black-painted metal railings outside reminded Jessica of prison bars. 
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At the bottom of the steps, she hesitated and I could feel her heart beating rapidly, as if she’d run 
here rather than walking. She took a deep breath in through her nose, blowing it out slowly between 
puckered lips before marching up the six uneven steps leading to the front entrance. 

Being here made her nervous, I realised, and I gave her a gentle nudge to encourage her to 
enter. 

Once inside, she was immediately intercepted by a middle-aged woman wearing a skirt suit and 
flat, black shoes, who carried a bundle of Manila files under one arm. 

“Can I help you?” the woman asked, giving a harassed smile. 
Jessica pulled her hood down and made a brief attempt at straightening her hair. “Um, I have 

an appointment to see Mr Mayhew.” 
“Oh,” the receptionist’s smile softened. “You must be Mrs Larkin’s granddaughter. I’m so sorry 

for your loss.” 
Jessica nodded, but was stuck for words. Given the lump forming in her throat, I supposed she 

was still getting used to dealing with other people’s sympathy. 
“You can wait in here,” the woman indicated a waiting room on the left. “I’ll tell Mr Mayhew 

you’re here.” 
Jessica nodded again and the receptionist hurried up a flight of stairs, disappearing around the 

corner on the first floor. 
The building fell silent and Jessica crept into the waiting room as if she was worried she might 

wake somebody up. 
Opposite the door stood an old-fashioned, ornate desk with an olive green rectangular writing 

surface, elegant tapered legs and paw feet. Jessica had a brief mental image of it coming to life and 
trotting into the hall. The accompanying chair had a U-shaped back featuring a decorative lyre design 
and a cream leather seat. The wall behind the desk was filled from floor to ceiling and from one end 
to the other with an imposing mahogany bookshelf jammed full of ancient-looking books, most of 
them fat, leather-bound volumes and all of them bearing wordy legal titles. In the bay window, an 
appealingly soft leather wingback armchair stood beside a wooden occasional table framed between 
a pair of long, red velvet curtains. The table, I noted, was adorned with leaflets about buying your 
own home, divorce, power of attorney, injury compensation and making a will. Behind the door 
were two simpler chairs that appeared very much an ill-advised afterthought to the room. Jessica 
concluded they’d be more at home in a doctor’s surgery waiting room – but then she would be 
happier in less formal surroundings too.  

Choosing one of these plainer chairs, she perched on the edge, placing her bag on her lap, and 
waited. 

It occurred to her that Gran might have sat in the very same chair she now occupied. At roughly 
the same moment, her anxiety levels began building again; something to do with the silence, but I 
couldn’t quite put my finger on what. Jessica slid backwards in her seat, relieved to be closer to the 
wall. Ghosts; she was afraid there might be ghosts. 

I was familiar with this concept, although it didn’t make any logical sense. The disembodied 
spirit of a deceased person which – in all the films I’d seen anyway – spent its time floating about in 
a semi-transparent state going “Wooooo!” and frightening people, although ghostly Gran in Jessica’s 
dream had been kindly rather than malicious. 

I couldn’t see any such thing in the room, but Jessica was frightened anyway. As I always did in 
these illogical situations, I decided to run with the fact that my host was scared, so I sent her some 
positive energy and what I hoped were reassuring vibes. 

Upstairs, a door opened with a loud creak and footsteps made their way towards us. Even 
though she heard heels clip-clopping in her direction, Jessica jumped when the woman we’d met 
earlier appeared, grinning broadly. 

“Would you like to come up?” she asked. 
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“Sure,” replied Jessica shrilly, leaping up and dropping her bag on the floor. A set of keys, a 

pocket mirror and two orange-wrapped tampons spilled out across the floor. “Oh, shit!” exclaimed 
Jessica, falling to her knees and scooping the items back into her bag. “I mean… sorry.” 

“No problem,” replied the receptionist. “We’re all girls here. Well, Mr Mayhew isn’t, of course, 
but you know what I mean.” 

Jessica covered her reddened cheeks with her fingers. “I’m such a dunce,” she moaned, 
standing up. 

I was about to chip in with my own reassurance when the woman snorted and said, “Me too, 
dear. My main issue is bumping into things. My husband says I look as if I’m a battered wife. See 
what I did last week,” she added, indicating a bluish bruise with yellow edges on her upper right arm. 

Jessica winced. “Ouch!” she remarked. 
I could tell the woman’s easy manner had set her more at ease now though. 
“Come with me,” the woman instructed amiably. 
Jessica followed obediently and the two of them trailed up the stairs to the first floor where 

they turned to the right. Stopping outside the second office, the woman gave two tentative knocks 
and a male voice called, “Come in.” 

The receptionist stood out of the way, clearly intending their client to pass, but Jessica 
hesitated. 

“In you go, lovey,” said the receptionist, giving a wink and a smile by way of encouragement. 
“Oh,” responded Jessica, instantly reminded of Gran, who often called her ‘lovey’ and gave her 

a private wink whenever she felt unsure of herself. 
By the time the door closed behind her, Jessica was already reaching in her coat pocket to find 

a tissue. The tattered remnants of one which should have been discarded weeks ago emerged and 
she tried to hide it in her fist as she mopped away the first tears. 

Mr Mayhew, who had been ready to shake her hand, changed his mind and instead picked up 
an open box of man-size tissues from his desk and offered it to her. 

“Take a seat, Miss Porter,” he said. 
Jessica whipped a tissue from the box, muttered, “Thank you,” and plonked herself down in the 

chair opposite Mr Mayhew. 
The solicitor opened a Manila file in the centre of his antique desk. He raked his fingers through 

his thick grey hair and peered at Jessica over the top of his expensive, silver-framed glasses. 
She wriggled slightly in her seat. 
Mr Mayhew cleared his throat. 
“Well, Miss Porter, first of all I’d like to say how sorry I am for your loss. Lucille Larkin was a 

charming woman – a real lady, if you know what that means?” 
She nodded and stuffed the tissue into the top of her bag. 
“According to her will, she thought very highly of you too; enough to leave you her house and 

her savings.” 
Jessica’s jaw fell open and her head tilted to one side. She frowned and shook her head. Her 

mouth moved, but no sound came out. 
“No,” she said at last. “Raymond is her son. He’s inheriting everything. Don’t pull my leg, Mr 

Mayhew, today isn’t the day for practical jokes.” 
I thought he’d been quite plain about his meaning and couldn’t understand why she didn’t 

believe him. Solicitors weren’t prone to lying, from what experience I had of them. 
Mr Mayhew pushed the open folder across the desk, twisting it through 180 degrees as he did 

so. “You can see for yourself if you wish, but I can assure you, Miss Porter, I would never joke about 
a bequest. It would be completely inappropriate and unprofessional.” 

Jessica shrugged and shook her head again. “You must be mistaken then.” 
Mr Mayhew gave a long blink before removing his glasses and placing them carefully on the 

desk. 
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“Miss Porter – Jessica – your grandmother has been a client of mine for more than forty years. 

She first wrote her will about thirty years ago, I think, and she changed it twice: once when your 
parents died and again about fifteen years ago. It clearly says you are to inherit the bulk of her 
estate and since you are over eighteen, the transfer of the property into your name can happen with 
relative ease.” 

“But Raymond–” 
“Raymond – I mean Mr Larkin – is aware of his mother’s wishes. He rang me yesterday, in 

actual fact, and I explained the situation to him. She left him some shares, his father’s stamp 
collection and his grandfather’s wartime medals.” 

“Oh?” she said. “That doesn’t sound particularly exciting. He can’t be pleased.” 
“On the contrary. He expressed relief that he wouldn’t be expected to return here and deal 

with clearing and selling the house. He told me he had rarely spoken to his mother in recent years. 
By his own admission, the two of them weren’t close, and he already owns two substantial 
properties in the UK, a villa in France and a waterfront apartment in Canada.” 

Why, I speculated, would anyone want to own four homes? 
“Quite the property tycoon,” Jessica commented. “Why doesn’t he want the bungalow to add 

to his portfolio?” 
Mr Mayhew steepled his fingers. 
“When I informed him you were to inherit, he was fairly blunt about it, but I can tell you the gist 

of our conversation was that he’s not going to contest the will.” He leaned forward on the desk and 
added, “Between you and me, I don’t much like the man. Be grateful he isn’t going to make an issue 
of this because he has the money behind him to tie things up in court if he chose to do so.” 

She gulped. 
“What will I do with a house?” she moaned. 
“Live in it, rent it out, or sell it. Your choice.” 
“I can’t, ” Jessica gulped as tears tried to return. “Too many memories there.” She fanned her 

face with one hand. 
Mr Mayhew remained silent. 
Take it, I suggested. What else can you do? 
She shook her head and shrugged. “This is ridiculous,” she mumbled. 
Gran left it to you – not Uncle Raymond – you, I reminded her. 
She took a deep breath, met Mr Mayhew’s gaze and paused. “If it’s what Gran wanted,” she 

said quietly, reaching for the box of tissues once more. 
Mr Mayhew nodded. “It certainly is.” 
“Then what do I have to do next?” she asked. 
 


