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Chapter 1 

 

 

AT THE APPROACH of the new year, the ancient Romans looked to the two-faced god Janus for wisdom during the transition from one year to the next. Possessing two faces allowed Janus to gaze into the past while peering into the future. The Romans who revered this god of beginnings and endings are dust now, but their custom carries on in New Year's celebrations to this day when, on that cold December night, we all attempt to become temporarily psychic, grasping for meaning in the past while trying to divine our fortune in the year to come. 

Nothing changes. Behold another tawdry New Year’s Eve in a crowded bar, overheated with patrons, all raising a glass as the clock ticks down. 

“Gemini,” Kaitlin said loudly, reading from the horoscope on her phone. “That’s me. The planets will pull you in opposite directions as Saturn anchors you to the past while Uranus pulls you into the future. Be mindful that your thrill-seeking side doesn’t land you in trouble. Keep your eye on the big picture and the details will sort themselves.” 

Looking up from the small screen, she expected to see delighted anticipation on the faces of her three friends, but all she found were eye-rolls and flushed cheeks from too many cocktails. Ingrates. “Are you even listening?”

“Enough horoscopes, Kay,” groaned Tammy. “You’re gonna make yourself crazy with that shit.”

Kaitlin planted a fist on her hip. “Aren’t you curious what the new year will bring?” 

“I hate spoilers.” 

“Too bad, Scorpio.” Kaitlin consulted her phone again to prognosticate Tammy’s zodiac. “Mars will have a big influence on the coming year as  change will affect both your career and personal life. Keep your heart open to new romantic possibilities but don’t forget that your true friends keep you grounded. Also, you will get a puppy.”

Tammy choked on her beer. “What?”

“I made that last part up,” Kaitlin confessed. Satisfied, she turned her attention to Jen, who was resplendent in a sparkly cocktail dress of her own design but whose new, and very tall, Louboutins had started to hurt. Kaitlin scrolled down the screen and stopped at Jen’s zodiac. “Leo.” 

Jen waved her away. “Kaitlin, please. You’ve been obsessing over horoscopes since you broke up with Kyle.” 

“Thou protests too much,” Kaitlin said, throwing a droll eye at Jen. “Even you, the non-believer, reads her horoscope.”

“But I don’t put any stock in it.”

“Of course you don’t. Now then. Leo. Timing may not be everything but it can certainly help. Now is the time to wrap up long-term projects that are bogging you down so you can immerse yourself in newer and greater forms of expression.” 

Jen tried another eye-roll, but the faint smile on her lips gave her away, clearly pleased with what she had heard. 

“And last but not least,” Kaitlin said, pivoting to face the fourth musketeer. “Aquarius.” 

“Billie doesn’t need her horoscope,” Tammy interjected. “She’s psychic, remember?” 

Billie Culpepper laughed. The sly jab, while not particularly funny, was a good sign in and of itself. While Jen adamantly refused any notion of the paranormal and Tammy remained on the fence, the four of them had become comfortable enough to tease Billie about it and that, strangely enough, made her happy. 

“Well don’t keep us in suspense,” Jen said. “What does it say?”

“Aquarians will be well advised to brace themselves for the challenges ahead that will test their mettle and reveal their fortitude in adversity. Beware the moon, as the lunar eclipse may carry a surprise. Grit your teeth and bear it, because it may be a stormy ride. Pack an umbrella.” 

“That describes the year I just had,” Billie protested. “Shouldn’t it be sunshine and roses after this?”

Tammy guffawed. “Where do you find this shit, Kay?” 

“What? This guy’s horoscopes are usually bang on.” Kaitlin squinted at Billie with mock suspicion. “Are you sure you’re Aquarius?” 

Billie slapped her forehead. “That’s the problem. I’ve had the wrong birthday all this time.” 

Tammy tried to wave down the bartender. “Just pull out your crystal ball, Billie, and cast your own fortune.” 

Jen balanced on one foot and lifted the other, to relieve the pinch from the pricey shoes. “Speaking of birthdays, we need to start planning yours, Bee.”

“No, we don’t.”

“Any birthday with a zero in it requires a party,” Jen protested. “That’s the rule.” 

Billie shook her head. “I hate birthday parties.”

“Fine,” Jen said. She dropped her foot and lifted the other one. “We’ll just make it a surprise party.” 

Tammy watched her friend balance like a flamingo. “What crazy dance are you doing?”

“It’s these shoes. They’re killing me.” 

“So take them off.”

“And stand here barefoot? That’s just tacky.” 

“You’re such a girl,” declared Tammy, whose own footwear ran more toward a clunky motorcycle boot. “Once midnight hits, half the chicks in here will be shoeless.” 

“Tee minus two minutes,” said Kaitlin, eyes on the clock.

Jen clapped her hands in anticipation. Of the four of them, the owner of the Doll House loved New Years in its entirety. Not just the hooplah at midnight but the bright promise of newly made resolutions and fresh starts. “We need to get another round.” 

“I’m trying!” Frustrated, Tammy all but leaped over the bar to grab the bartender’s arm. 

Billie slipped her phone from her pocket and checked the screen for the millionth time that night. No messages. 

“Any word?” Kaitlin asked, slipping her arm through Billie’s. 

“Nope. Guess he won’t make it.” 

“There’s always next year.”

“Sure.” Billie nodded. 

Mockler was supposed to be here with her on this night, but the dying end of the year had other plans. Three of the detectives in the homicide unit had fallen ill with the flu and the lack of bodies wreaked havoc on the shift rotation. Mockler, who wasn’t scheduled to work the graveyard shift for another week, suddenly found himself rotated up to the night shift on the 31st of December. That meant no date for New Year’s Eve. Billie mulled over Kaitlin’s consolatory note about next time but that was a whole year away and, according to the wonky horoscope Kaitlin had read, it was going to be a bumpy ride. 

 

~

 

In the month of December, there were two nights that no detective in the Homicide Unit wanted to work: Christmas Eve and New Year’s Eve. Besides the obvious fact that everyone wanted to be home during the holidays, there was a more cogent reason behind the reluctance to work those two specific nights. 

“Murder loves Christmas,” Detective Odinbeck was fond of stating and Detective Ray Mockler’s experience so far had proved his partner right. There was always a rise in violent crime on the night that kids set out a plate of cookies for a fat man committing a break-and-enter through the chimney. Similarly, New Year’s Eve also proved to be particularly harsh on the mortality rate in the city of Hamilton. 

“Domestic violence, you can understand,” Detective Odinbeck said, putting his feet up on his desk. The bullpen of the homicide unit was quiet and dim, lit by desk lamps. Mockler and Odinbeck were the only bodies on the entire floor, and so far, the phones had stayed quiet. “There’s a lot tension at Christmas,” he went on. “The in-laws are staying over, the house is too crowded, there’s too much booze. It’s no wonder people  go apeshit.” 

Mockler leaned back in his swivel chair, a bowl of popcorn in his lap. “Maybe. But what about New Year’s? Presumably the in-laws have gone home, Christmas has come and gone. Why the spike in violence on that night?” 

“That’s just drunken stupidity,” Odinbeck replied. He nodded at the bowl of popcorn. “You gonna share that with the class, junior, or do I have to hit you with a stick?”

Mockler handed across the bowl and licked the salt from his fingers. “There’s more to it than just stupid drunk people.”

“Oh? Stupid crack-huffing people?”

“It’s the Cinderella letdown.” 

“This ought to be good,” Odinbeck mumbled through a mouthful of kettlecorn. “Go on.”

“Expectations run pretty high on New Years, right? All that maudlin stuff about the past and the baloney about resolutions and being a better person.” Warming to the subject, Mockler tilted forward in the chair. “The clock strikes midnight, everybody smooches everybody, and they sing that old song that no one knows the lyrics to. Twenty minutes later, they realize that nothing’s changed. They’re still the same schlump they’ve always been. Then they get angry.” 

The older detective shook his head. “That’s too simplistic.” 

“But that’s the thing, Odin. People are simplistic. Everyone wants a magic bullet. Resolutions mean hard work. No one wants that. And there’s so much empty expectation built up around New Year’s that you’re almost guaranteed to be disappointed. Like Cinderella at the ball, the clock strikes midnight and we turn back into pumpkins. Or worse, we realize we’ve been pumpkins the whole time.” 

Odinbeck rocked back in his chair like a grandfather on a porch. “You come up with that theory all on your own, chief, or someone help you with it?”  

“I’m still polishing it,” Mockler said. “Check in with me next year, I’ll have it worked out properly.” 

“You don’t much care for New Year’s, huh?”

“Does anybody?”

“I like kissing pretty ladies,” Odinbeck said. “That’s the high point of the night for me.” 

“I see. And Cheryl doesn’t mind you smooching ladies at midnight?”

“We have an understanding.” When the younger detective finished making a gagging sound, Odinbeck said, “Where’s Billie tonight?”

“Out with her friends.”

“Well maybe you ought to get on the phone before you miss the big moment, Romeo.” Odinbeck checked his watch, his smile drooping suddenly. “Shit. We missed it.”

“We did?”

The older detective thrust his wrist out to show his partner the watch face. “Five minutes ago. We missed the whole thing because you were rambling on about your dumb theory. Happy New Year, asshole.” 

“Poof. You’re a pumpkin.” Detective Mockler dialled Billie’s number on his phone. He let it ring and ring, but there was no answer. After the thirteenth ring, he gave up. 

 

~

 

Thirty minutes into the new year and the pumpkins were popping up all over the place. A young woman on the dance floor teetered off her stilettos and face-planted to the floor. A man with perfectly coiffed hair vomited on two of his friends and when these compadres leapt out of the line of fire, they upset the drinks of another set of patrons and harsh words were said that could not be unsaid and then one pumpkin threw a punch. 

Tammy was still singing, repeating the only phrase of the song that she knew. Jen, who had slipped out of her shoes by this point, turned to the other two. “What does Auld Lang Syne mean, anyway?”

“Happy New Year?” guessed Billie. 

“I think it’s Scottish for ‘better luck next time’,” said Kaitlin. 

“It means times long past,” hollered a voice behind them. 

They all turned as John Gantry squeezed through the press of bodies to where they huddled away from the brawl. “Hullo, ladies.”

“Johnny!” Tammy shouted by way of greeting. Gantry swooped in and kissed all of them, leaving one a little flushed and the others wrinkling their noses at the smoke breath. 

“All right, Billie?” Although he had appeared empty-handed a moment ago, the Englishman now brandished a bottle of champagne in his hand. The cork fired across the room, knocking over a cocktail like a bowling pin. 

“Where have you been hiding?” Billie said grimly.

“On a beach in the Caribbean,” he said. “But my pale English flesh can only take so much sun.” 

Billie had no idea if he was telling the truth. Gantry was like that. “So you came back to snowbound Hamilton?” 

“Someone’s got to be sure you’re staying out of trouble.” 

He flashed his leering grin at her but something about Gantry seemed off. The leer was too forced and the quips not as sharp. It wasn’t until he raised his glass that she saw a slight quaking that swirled the bubbly in his glass. 

She touched his arm. “Are you okay?” 

“Just having a nic fit.” As if busted, he set the glass down onto the bar and balled his hand into a fist twice as if to wring out a kink. “A few lingering tics, that’s all. It’ll go away in time.” 

Reminding herself that the man had been laid out on a mortuary slab, she said, “Have you seen a doctor?” 

“Like a witch-doctor?”

“Funny. I mean a real one. Like that doctor friend of yours, the surgeon?” 

“Jameson? The man isn’t qualified to be a barber.” Gantry laughed and then glanced over the faces in the room. “Where’s Officer Friendly tonight?”

“He had to work.” 

He laughed again, cold and cruel. “What a prat. That’s why I’ve avoided getting a proper job. Couldn’t stand the hours.” 

A peel of laughter rang out, Kaitlin and Jen falling over themselves from something Tammy had said. Gantry clocked the trio and noted how Billie was, as ever, outside the mirth. Close enough to claim allegiance to her tribe but never quite a part of it either. “What’s on your mind, Culpepper?” 

Billie shrugged, a reflex habit that she had been trying to break. Possibly a resolution for the new year. “Just that. The Culpeppers.” 

“You mean Slow Tom?”

“Poor Tom,” she corrected him. “I still can’t get over the fact that we’re related.” 

“That’s family for you. Pains in the arses, all of them.” 

Until recently, Billie hadn’t known the name of the legless little ghost who had haunted her home since the day her eyes had been opened to the dead. She had referred to him, unfairly, as the Half-Boy, but had recently learned his real name. A medium like herself, Tom Cleary had been sold to a fraud named Crump who had used the boy in seances and, later, had murdered and mutilated the child. Fearing retribution, the boy’s family fled their shanty in Hamilton to a nearby small village and changed their last name from Cleary to Culpepper. 

“I’m not even sure what Tom is to me,” Billie said. “A seventh cousin? A great uncle times five?” 

“You’d need a genealogical table to figure out that one, luv. Does it matter?” 

“Of course. He’s family.” Billie drained the champagne from her glass and made a mental note to slow down. She’d had enough already and could feel her balance drifting leeways, her words running a little less guarded than usual. “It’s more than that, though. It’s the awful family history. His and mine.” 

Gantry listened, his fingers twirling a cigarette waiting to be lit. 

“This so-called gift we have. Being psychic is like this genetic flaw that gets passed down and screws up everyone’s life. It ostracized Tom and led to his murder. It drove my mom crazy and now I have it. It’s like we’re cursed or something.” 

Gantry smiled. God knew why. “You are cursed, Billie.” 

“What?” she sputtered, the words slurring as they tripped out. Her mind was trying to latch onto what Gantry was hinting at. Had some ancestor of hers and Tom’s been cursed long ago, condemning them all to misery? Who had cursed them, a witch or priest? God himself? “How do you know we’re cursed?” 

“Because you have family, silly. History.” Leaning back, he levelled a queer look at her. “What did you think I meant?”

“Nothing.” 

Gantry took up the champagne bottle and tried to top up hers but Billie covered her glass. “You’re not alone. Every family is cursed in its own way.” 

“You should write Hallmark cards.” 

“Sounds too much like a proper job. Cheers.” He chimed his glass against hers and threw back the bubbly. “Stay out of trouble while I’m gone, yeah.” 

“You’re leaving again?” The floor seemed to tilt as he pushed through the crowd. Billie steadied herself against the bar and shouted after him. “Where are you going?” 

“Home,” he hollered back. “Bit of family trouble to sort.”

He wasn’t making sense. Did he ever? “You have family?”

“Yep. Which makes me about as cursed as you are!” 

Gantry vanished into the sweaty throng of drunken pumpkins. The floor listed under Billie as if it had become the deck of a sea-tossed ship. Mercifully, a vacant bar stool appeared and she carefully lowered herself onto it and waited for the yawing to cease. On the puddled floor before her lay Jen’s shoes, forgotten and cast about in the reverie. Clutching the stool to keep steady, she retrieved her friend’s fancy footwear and settled them in her lap. The shiny black patent was speckled with grit from the floor and she brushed it away, admiring the signature red soles. Peering through the press of bodies before her, she tried to pinpoint the other three musketeers. 

“Ladies!” she hollered to no one in particular. “I gotta go home.” 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 2 

 

 

IT WAS STILL dark out when Mockler ended his shift and walked out of the Division One building to the parking lot where his car waited. A light snow had fallen during the night, leaving a dusting of white over the streets on the first morning of the new year. Firing up the engine, Mockler looked at his watch and wondered how Billie’s night went. He’d been unable to get a hold of her and a creeping concern had wormed its way into his nerves. She’s fine. She’s home, sound asleep after a late night. Dropping in to see her at this hour would be rude, he concluded, but driving home along Barton Street, he blew past his turn-off and continued on to the rattletrap building that Billie called home. 

Her door was unlocked, as it always was but he had given up scolding Billie over it. He knew that something far more effective than a bolt lock kept her safe against any intruders. He just didn’t like to remind himself what it was. 

Billie Culpepper lay coiled up under a blanket on the sofa, her eyes closed, her features as guileless as a lamb. In sleep, all look innocent. Curiously, she clutched a pair of black shoes in one hand. Fancy and sleek, they didn’t seem to be her style but perhaps Billie had gone all out in the footwear department. Easing them from her fingers, he set the shoes on the floor and leaned down to kiss her forehead. She stirred, but instead of waking, her jaw popped open and she began to lightly snore. Smiling, he straightened up and decided to let her sleep it off. 

A noise creaked behind him and he immediately felt the flesh on the back of his neck creep. He didn’t want to turn around, didn’t want to see what it was but he couldn’t stop his neck from rotating. Mockler knew that the boy meant no harm. Just the opposite, in fact. The boy was eternally protective of Billie and there was nowhere on Earth she was more safe than with him. Still, it did little to settle the gooseflesh tingling the fine hair on his forearms. 

On the floor under the south window lay a small slate chalkboard, the old kind used by schoolchildren a century ago. Billie had bought it at a garage sale in the autumn. A short nub of chalk moved of its own volition across the black slate, emitting the awful squealing racket as it scratched white slashes against the board. Of the boy himself, there was nothing to be seen. Not that Mockler had any wish to see him. He had seen him once, when Billie had held the lad’s hand, rendering him corporeal before his eyes and a ghastly sight he was with his severed stumps for legs and dark little eyes set into an unwashed face. How Billie endured the gruesome changeling, let alone care for him, was beyond the detective’s ken. 

Then the chalk ceased its scraping, hovering there in mid-air, as if caught in the act. It dropped to the floor where it snapped into two smaller pieces. 

Mockler froze. As awful as the squeaking chalk sound had been, at least he knew where the ghost was. Now he didn’t have a clue where the boy could be and, with Billie asleep, would the dead child remember Mockler as an ally or would he attack him, the way he always tore after Gantry? 

The window pane above the chalkboard slid upward, the same window that he had helped repair after it had been broken during an assault by some crazed cultists just before Christmas. The window pane lifted almost a foot out of its casement and then stopped. A bitter January wind pierced the apartment but something in the air immediately shifted, feeling lighter somehow, and Mockler knew that the Half-Boy had slipped out. A few snowflakes billowed inside and Mockler crossed to the window to slide the window pane home again, silently grateful that the little ghost had fled. When he turned around, Billie was sitting up and looking over the room, her eyes puffy and confused. 

“Ray?” she said in a raw voice, as if unsure of whom she was squinting at. 

He knelt down beside her. “Good morning. I didn’t mean to wake you.” 

She glanced around the flat. “Did Tom leave?”

“He just slipped out. I don’t think he much cares for me.” 

“Give him time.” Billie raised both hands to her face and rubbed her eyes. “God, I must look like hell.” 

“You look like you had fun. I called you a bunch of times last night.” 

Her hands fell away from her face. “You did? I figured you were too busy to call.” 

“You didn’t get my calls? Or texts?” 

“My phone’s been acting screwy.” Her mobile lay on the coffee table. Scooping it up, she thumbed it on but the screen remained dark. “Now it won’t even turn on.” 

“That’s a relief,” he said. “Here I thought you’d forgotten about me.”

“Very funny, detective.”

“Happy New Year.” 

He tilted forward to kiss her but she turned her face, letting his lips smack her cheek. “Don’t,” she protested. “I’m toxic.” 

“I don’t care. I missed my chance to ring in the new year, so pucker up.” 

Billie relented but the kiss was quick and she pulled back, fearing she’d knock him flat with hangover breath. She couldn’t remember if she had even brushed her teeth before collapsing onto the sofa. Probably not. “How was work?”

“Quiet,” he said. “No one killed anybody. Odin and I helped out with a few drunken brawls but that was to fight the boredom. How was the night out with the ladies?” 

Billie skrunched up her eyes, trying to remember. “It was okay. Kaitlin regaled us with our horoscopes. Gantry stopped in to say hi.”

“Oh? How much of a mess was he?”

“Weirdly sober. He came to say bye. He’s leaving town for awhile.” 

Mockler nodded in approval. “The new year is looking up already.” 

“Be nice,” Billie teased. She dropped her feet to the floor and clutched his arm, the room swimming round. “Help me up. I’m going to brush my teeth. You strip out of those clothes and I’ll meet you in bed.” 

Pulling her up, the blanket fell away and he took in the tight-fitting cocktail dress she had fallen asleep in. Black, dotted with black inlay of faux sparkles. “Nice dress,” he said. 

“It’s one of Jen’s.” She started for the bathroom but swayed to one side and gripped his arm tighter. “It’s not the easiest thing to walk in. Especially hung over.”

“Should I get the bucket?”

“Hilarious.” She tried to swat him, but her aim went wide and she lost her balance. “Whoops.”

He steadied her. “Do you need help in there?”

“No. Off you go.” 

The bathroom door closed so he crossed into the bedroom. Undoing his tie, he glanced back at the small window that the boy had slipped out of, expecting to see it open again. It rattled slightly as the wind blew snow against it but the pane remained closed. Tossing his tie over the chair, he began unbuttoning his shirt when he heard Billie’s voice call out from the bathroom. 

“Ray?” Her voice was plaintive as it echoed through the chipped wood of the door. 

“You all right in there?”

“This dress,” her voice rattled, caught somewhere between pleading and sheer embarrassment. “I think it shrank overnight.”

The smirk on his face widened. “Be right there.”

 

~

 

Thursday evenings at the Ministry of Eternal Salvation was Doors Open night but to many of the congregants, it was also Looney Tune night. The ministry was still new to the area, seven months this February since they took over the old church, and the Reverend Reginald Joy was eager to fill the pews for Sunday morning. To this end, he opened the doors of the church every Thursday night to anyone seeking advice or a kind ear no matter what the issue was. There was also fresh pastries and coffee for visitors to refresh their weary souls. 

Reverend Joy was a commanding presence, even without the white collar. Tall and broad shouldered, he carried himself with the alertness of a life spent in the military. The greying buzz cut softened the image but he worked hard to not appear intimidating. As a result, the Reverend stood by his word, welcoming any newcomer and listening to their problems no matter how strange or deluded.  Secret  government conspiracies and UFOs, demonic possession and microchip implants. Reverend Joy listened to them all as these people with twitchy eyes or smelly clothes hunched over their paper cup of coffee and whispered their obsessions to him. The regular congregants of the Ministry of Eternal Salvation quietly tutted their concerns. Most of the Thursday night crowd came only for the free donuts, but, occasionally, one of them stayed and became a regular member of the flock come Sunday morning. 

There were the rare spots of trouble for the open door policy. One man, drunk and ranting about his wife, had taken a swing at the preacher but Reverend Joy quickly folded the man in two and talked him down from his precipice of rage. Standing over six feet, the Reverend Joy had little difficulty dealing with the violent cases and reserves of patience when hearing them out.

This Thursday proved no different, the Reverend listening intently as a husband and wife confessed to him that their 14-year-old daughter was possessed by the devil. 

“What makes you think she’s possessed?” he asked. 

“She screams all the time,” said the mother. “The most obscene things, too. And her rage, my God. She’s like a hurricane storming through the house.” 

“All teens go through a phase like that,” Joy suggested. “It can be trying but they do pass.” 

“That’s what we thought too,” said the father. “But she’s become violent now. The other day she attacked me with a screwdriver.”

Reverend Joy nodded his head slowly. “Is it possible she’s experimenting with drugs or alcohol?” 

“Oh no,” the mother said. “Angela may be possessed by evil but she’d never mess about with that stuff.”

“I still don’t hear anything that seems outside the norm for teenage behaviour.”

The woman elbowed her husband’s ribs. “Show him.” 

“We found this under her pillow.” The father held out a small bundle of sticks bound with twine and adorned with tiny knots of brightly coloured thread and beads.

Turning the object over in his hands, the Reverend finally shrugged. “What is it?” 

“It’s a witch’s doll. Like they used to make in the old country.” 

“Is that where she learned to do this?”

“She’s never even seen one before,” replied the father. “We’ve kept this stuff away from her. Since we came to this country, we left all that stuff behind.” 

It was too easy to blame the Devil for what we didn’t want to face. Scratch the surface of any so-called evil and one would find all too human causes behind any aberrant behaviour. “Will you ask her to come talk to me?” Reverend Joy queried. “Alone, after school. She may be more open to talk if she’s alone.”

The mother scanned the church around them, her eyes coming to rest on the large cross above the altar. “Would she even step foot in this place?”

“That will be our first test,” he said. 

The father said they would try. The mother relented, but seemed disappointed that a full exorcism hadn’t been arranged. 

Reverend Joy saw the couple to the door and turned to survey the nave. There was one person he’d yet to meet, a man sitting alone in a pew, his heavy winter coat bundled onto the bench beside him. His head was bowed but whether in prayer or despair, it was difficult to determine.  

“Hello,” greeted the Reverend. “Thanks for coming to the Ministry of Eternal Salvation. I’m Reverend Joy.” 

“Noah.” The man stood and shook the Reverend’s hand. “Noah Kemp. I hope you don’t mind me wandering in.”

“That’s what this night is all about. Opening the doors to all. No commitments, no obligations. Just come and say hello.” 

They settled back into the pew and the Reverend looked the man over. Noah was mid-thirties and casually dressed in a grey hoodie and jeans, tattoos poking out from his sleeves. A wedding band that he turned restlessly. 

“Did you get something to eat? The baklava is from the shop next door. Best in the city.”

“I’m fine,” Noah said. His eyes roamed over the pews and the altar, the people lingering around the food table. “How long have you been here?”

“Seven months,” replied Joy. “We took possession in the spring. The congregation has been growing slowly.”

“It hasn’t changed much.”

“You’ve been to this church before?”

“When I was a kid. It used to be a United Methodist back then. We lived three blocks over and mom would take us every Sunday.” 

The Reverend smiled. “Well, welcome back, Noah. I hope we can accommodate you now. The door’s are always open if you’d like to come and visit. Or just sit quietly for a bit. We get a fair amount of people doing that.”

“What, just to hang out?” 

“To get some peace and quiet. Some reflection. Churches are designed for that. You’d be surprised by the number of people who duck in for ten or twenty minutes. You can almost see the relief on their faces as they take a break from all the noise in their lives.” 

“I might just do that,” Noah said. 

Reverend Joy studied the young man anew. The restless hands were a contrast to the deep fatigue on the man’s face. Something was causing the man to lose sleep. 

“Do you live nearby, Noah?” 

“Not far. We’re over in Crown Point, on Cavell.” 

“You’re married?” 

“Yeah. Almost two years now. Robin and I, and Robin’s daughter. We bought the house last April, moved in.”

“How nice,” Joy said. “How old is Robin’s daughter?”

“Maya’s seven. Sweet kid. Smart too.” Noah’s eyes brightened momentarily as he spoke the girl’s name but they quickly dimmed again, as if recalling something unpleasant. 

Reverend Joy decided to try a little fishing. “That’s a lot of change in a short time. Getting married, coming together as a blended family, settling into a new place.”

Noah nodded. “It hasn’t been easy but nothing worthwhile ever is.” 

“Does Maya like the new house?”

“The house…” Noah’s voice trailed off but the fussing in his hands ratcheted up, his knee bouncing nervously. “I don’t know what to do.”

Reverend Joy remained quiet for a heartbeat. His fishing had paid off, hooking something that was clearly troubling the young man. The next part was tricky, coaxing it up to the surface without scaring it away. “You know, the open door policy here extends to whatever is said within these walls too. There’s no judgement, no topic that’s taboo here. I don’t know if I can help, Noah, but I can listen.” 

“It’s just—” Noah shook his head, as if arguing with himself. “I don’t even know how to say it. That goddamn house...” 

The Reverend softened his tone even more. “What about the house?”

Noah launched out of the pew and stepped away. “I should go. Sorry about the language, Reverend.” 

“Noah, please.” Reverend Joy followed the man to the door but Noah’s pace was brisk. “The door is always open. Anytime you want to come back.” 

Noah Kemp slipped out of the church and the heavy door closed behind him with a click. Reverend Joy sighed, frustrated with his own clumsiness. Be fishers of men, Christ had taught. Not this time, he surmised. This one got away. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 3 

 

 

FIVE DAYS INTO the new year and the mercury had plunged to an almost lethal degree, the wind cutting straight off the lake, sharp as a blade. It knifed through outerwear to cut any exposed flesh with a tiny lick of frostbite. 

“You need a warmer coat, honey,” Aunt Maggie said. She reached out and pinched the sleeve of her niece’s coat. “This wasn’t meant for winter wear.”

“It’s fine,” Billie said. The garment in question was a black duffel coat, mens and a size too big, that Billie had unearthed on one of the flea market runs with Jen. She loved the way it looked but it did little to keep the cold out. Not that she was about to admit that to her aunt. “With enough layers under it.” 

The wind was at their backs, pushing them along James Street, past the arched gates of the old armoury. Maggie had made one of her rare trips into the city to do some shopping and visit her only niece. Billie was happy to have her aunt stay with her, eager to play the hostess, even if it was only for a short visit. Maggie despised the city and refused to stay anymore than two days within its limits. Hoping to show her aunt how much the city was changing, Billie insisted that they walk instead of drive, allowing Billie to point out the new shops and restored buildings. The plan flopped, as the only thing her aunt noticed was how improperly dressed Billie was for winter. 

“You should get one of those fancy parkas,” Maggie said. “The ones with goose down.”

“Do you know how expensive those things are? I don’t have seven hundred bucks to burn.”

Maggie slipped her gloved hand through Billie’s elbow. “Do you need money?”

“I’m fine. I just can’t justify spending that kind of cash on a single piece of clothing.” 

With that, the wind kicked up a few knots, as if to underscore her aunt’s point and cut clean through the duffel coat to ice Billie to the bone. She had, at times, cast an envious eye on the fancy goose down parkas but managing her money better was one of the goals Billie had set for the coming year. The only resolution she had made while turning the calendar page to January.

“I’m not saying you have to spend that kind of money,” Maggie contended, “but I’m worried you’ll catch your death in that threadbare thing. Maybe we can find something for you today. I don’t mind chipping in, if you see something you like.”

“We’ll see,” Billie said by way of dropping the issue. “Do you want to stop in and see Jen?”

 

The antique bell over the door sounded with its reassuring ring as they scampered out of the chill into the warmth of the Doll House. Jen was behind the counter, finishing up with a customer. Her face brightened when she saw Maggie. 

Pulling off her gloves, Maggie looked over the racks of dresses arrayed against the wall of hot pink with black shelving. “The shop looks different from what I remember. Did Jen redo the decor?”

“She’s always trying new things, tweaking stuff.” Billie pulled the toque off and shook out her hair. 

Maggie lifted a dress from the rack. “This is lovely. She has such an eye for design, doesn’t she?” Holding the garment before Billie, she eyed the cut and colour against her niece. “This would look nice on you.” 

“Not my colour,” Billie said. 

“You know, there are colours on the chart besides black and grey.” 

Here we go, thought Billie. Why did everyone push colour on her? You can never go wrong with basic black. 

The customer sauntered out of the shop, the bell ringing again.  Jen swung around the counter to give Aunt Maggie a warm hug. 

“Maggie!” Jen exclaimed. “It’s so good to see you.”

“Happy New Year, sweetheart,” Maggie replied. “You look lovely, as always.”

“I’m sorry I missed you over the holidays. It got a bit hectic round here.”

“That’s good, isn’t it?” Maggie leaned back to take a better look at the young woman who was almost family. “Means the shop is doing well?”

“We had a good Christmas,” Jen replied. “I just hope it’s enough to carry us over the dregs of January.” 

“Is it bad?” asked Billie. 

“Everything slows down in January, but I hadn’t counted on so many damn returns.” 

“What do you mean?” Maggie asked. “People changing their minds about what they bought?”

Jen crossed to the cash register where a dress lay draped over the counter. “No, it’s the sneaky rent-a-dress shoppers. Like this one. They buy an expensive dress, wear it on New Year’s Eve and then return it, saying they changed their mind.”

Maggie looked appalled. “That’s terrible.”

“People do it all the time,” Billie said. 

“I expected a few of those,” Jen said, lifting up the dress that had just been returned. “But this is the ninth one so far. Smell it.”

Billie didn’t have to lean in to catch the stench riffling up from it. “Reeks of smoke.”

“And something’s been spilt on the hem,” Maggie said, pointing out a dark patch. “Of all the nerve. Can’t you refuse to take it back?”

Jen sighed. “I could but with the shop still so new, I’m worried I’ll get slammed with a bad name if I do.” 

“The tyranny of the Yelp review,” Billie said. 

“Whatever that means,” Maggie huffed. “This just isn’t fair. How many of these returns can you take before you start losing money?”

“That’s the million dollar question.” Jen laid the dress back on the counter. “How long are you in town for, Maggie?”

“Until tomorrow. That’s about all my patience can stand with this city.” 

“But it’s changed so much.” Jen turned to Billie, said, “Haven’t you showed her?

“Endlessly,” said Billie.

The older woman remained unmoved. “It still has a long way to go as far as I’m concerned.”

“Do you have plans later?” asked Jen. “Maybe the three of us can get some dinner.”

“We’re having dinner with Ray,” Maggie said,” but you’re welcome to join us.”

Jen’s brow furrowed. “Who?”

“Mockler,” answered Billie.

“Sometimes I forget he has a first name.” Jen elbowed Maggie with a conspiratorial look. “Things are getting quite serious with these two, isn’t it?”

“Isn’t it nice?” Maggie beamed.

“That’s enough tittering,” Billie groaned, tugging her aunt back toward the door. “Come on, Mags. Let’s hit the road.” 

“Wait.” Jen reached over the counter and peeled a page from a small notepad. “Someone came in asking for you.”

“Oh? Who?”

Jen read the name on the paper. “Robin. She wanted to get a hold of you but I didn’t want to give out your number to a stranger. I said I’d pass on a message.”

Billie took the slip of paper from Jen. Robin. The name meant nothing to her, neither did the phone number underneath it. “Did she say what she wanted?”

“She said she needed help but didn’t elaborate.”

“Oh. One of those.” Billie stuffed the note into a pocket and tugged her toque back on. “Thanks, Jen. Let’s go, Mags.”

“One of what?” asked Maggie as they stepped back out into the wind. “What does this woman want?”

Billie turned her collar back up to shield her neck from the drifting snowfall. “She probably wants to contact a relative or something.”

“I see. Are you going to help her?”

“Nope,” she said matter-of-factly. 

“Why not?”

“I’m not running a service. If she needs that kind of help, she can find someone who does.” The wind had changed direction, funnelling hard through the buildings, pushing against them. Billie slipped her arm around her aunt’s and leaned into the headwind. “Let’s pick up the pace before we freeze to death.” 

 

The pub on Augusta Street was a safe bet for food since Maggie wasn’t one to stray too far out of her comfort zone. The three of them tucked into winter-fattening repast of heavy shepherd’s pie and roast beef with Yorkshire pudding. Mockler was funny around Billie’s aunt: all  table manners and breezy charm. Winking at Billie, every so often, across the table. 

“Did you have a good Christmas, Ray?” Maggie asked, ever curious about this new man in her niece’s life. “Do you have family in the city?”

“My dad’s out in Burlington,” Mockler said. “We had a short visit.” 

Billie’s eyes shot up. That was news to her.

“Oh?” Maggie went on. “Do you not spend Christmas Eve with him?”

“We don’t really get along.”

“That’s a shame. I know it can be hard but family is important, especially at the holidays. It’s good to remember one’s roots and all.” Here, Maggie turned to her niece. “Have you met him? Ray’s father?”

“No,” Billie said, feeling unexpectedly embarrassed that she hadn’t. Her eyes met Mockler’s as she added, “Not yet.” 

“I’m sure he’ll adore you,” Maggie said, patting Billie’s hand this time. “Truth be told, I didn’t see eye-to-eye with my dad for a long time, either. And he and your mother, well, it was all out war some days.”

Billie had heard the stories, but she had few memories of her grandfather. “Did they ever reconcile? Before, you know, mom passed?”

“Sadly, no. He died a year before Mary Agnes was gone.” 

“That’s too bad,” Mockler said. 

Billie pushed the food around on her plate, already full. She looked at her aunt. “Do you really think it’s good to remember one’s roots? Given your own history?”

“I do.” Maggie folded her napkin onto the table. “How else does one march into the future if they don’t where they came from? You’d end up going in circles if you didn’t.” 

“Wise words,” remarked Mockler. 

Maggie beamed. She looked at her niece and cocked a thumb at her date. “I think you should hang onto this one, Billie. He’s a keeper.” 

“Yeah,” Billie said, pretending to be aloof about the whole thing. “He’s all right.” 

Mockler gave Billie another wink and then looked over the clutter on the table. “Where did that desert menu go?” 

As Mockler and Maggie discussed the possibilities for desert, Billie picked up her wine glass and chewed over a thought that had nagged her since her aunt arrived. Did Maggie need to know about Poor Tom? Not so much his awful history but the fact that he was a distant relation, an ancestor? Paramount to that was the terrible revelation that the family name of Culpepper was, in fact, bogus. A family of spurious frauds. She didn’t know how to carve the dilemma. Is she obliged to reveal the truth? Maggie has a right to know, certainly, but, would that knowledge have anything but misery to add to her life? Would it really make a difference to her aunt now? 

“Billie?”

“Hmm?” Billie answered, shaking off the wool-gathering to find both of her dinner companions staring at her.

“Where did you go just now?” Mockler asked. 

“Sorry. My head was somewhere else.” She reached for the menu. “What are you having?” 

“We’re both having the ginger cake,” Maggie said. 

Billie laid the menu down. “Think I’ll try the chocolate bomb.”

As Mockler flagged down the waiter, Maggie leaned in toward her niece. “Were you seeing one of those things just now? A you-know-what?”

“No. Just thinking about something.” Smirking at the notion, Billie took up her wine glass and brought her gaze up to her aunt. “Maggie, do you keep in touch with any distant relatives?” 

“Not really. A Christmas card here or there.”

“You once told me about your aunt Elsie.” 

“She passed years ago.”

“No one else?”

The light in Maggie’s eyes dampened. “Not many. There was a fair amount of bad blood among my dad’s side of the family. The Culpepper side.”

Culpepper. The name seemed tainted now. False. 

“It’s a different story on my mother’s side,” Maggie went on. “I’m still in touch with three of my cousins. They’re nice, if a bit aloof.”

“But going back to the Culpeppers, is there anyone who might know the family history?” 

“Family history?” Mockler said, one eyebrow arching in Billie’s direction. “What for?”

“Just curious.” She could read the apprehension in his eyes at her enquiry. He had seen the name that the ghost of Katie Cleary had written on the old chalkboard. He wasn’t keen on the idea. 

“There is Judith,” Maggie said. “Formerly a Culpepper. She lives up on the mountain. Or she used to. I haven’t spoken to her in years.” 

Billie sat up a little straighter. “Do you have her number?”

“At home somewhere. I’ll dig it up when I get back.” Maggie reached for her wine glass. “But be warned, Judith was always a bit snooty, like she was above everyone. I’m sure she’s mellowed since then.” 

“Snooty?” 

Maggie laughed, her eyes sheened with a gaze into old memory. “She was an outright bitch, to be honest, when we were kids. Snooty to me, but downright nasty to your mom. I’m sure she’s changed but if you ring her up out of the blue and tell her your Mary Agnes’ daughter, you might get a chilly reception. So, forewarned is forearmed.” 

“Fair enough,” Billie replied, but the idea of a possible reunion was already turning sour. 

 

~

 

Returning to the small apartment on Barton Street, Billie put the kettle on and the evening continued until Maggie, unable to stop yawning, waved a white flag and said goodnight. When she had retired to the bedroom, Billie and Mockler settled back into the sofa and the strains of Low played softly on the stereo between the lulls in conversation. 

Billie shifted uncomfortably, one hand over her stomach. “I really shouldn’t have had that desert.” 

“Wasn’t it any good?” 

“Too rich.” Billie tugged at the clasp of her belt. “Would it be totally crude if I undid my belt and just flopped here like a turtle?”

“I’d be mortified,” he said. When she made a face and undid the belt, he added, “You can lose the pants altogether, if you want.” 

“You wish.” 

Mockler grinned then glanced over at the closed bedroom door. “Will she be okay here?”

“It’s a bit crowded sharing the bed but we manage.”

“No, I mean with your friend here, too. The boy. What if she hears him rattling around the kitchen in the middle of the night?”

She leaned back into him, nestling her head onto his shoulder. “He minds his manners when Maggie’s here.”

“Because she’s family?”

“Because I asked him to.” 

The music filled the empty space for a moment. He slid an arm around her. “Will you tell Maggie about him?”

“It’s too soon,” Billie sighed. “She’s just come around to accepting my so-called gift. Telling her about Tom would send her over the edge.” 

Her stomach rumbled again, still upset but the press of his body nestled against hers felt perfect. With the snow falling against the window, the only thing missing was a fireplace glowing before them, warming their feet. 

“Hey,” she said, bumping an elbow into his ribcage. “When did you go visit your dad over the holidays?”

“Christmas Eve. I stopped in after work. Duty bound.”

Billie turned to look at him. “Why didn’t you take me with you?” 

“You were at Long Point, with Maggie, on Christmas Eve.”

“I know, but, why didn’t we go see him some other time.” 

Mockler shrugged. “Thought I’d spare you the torment.”

“He can’t be that bad.” She pivoted around to see his face. “I want to meet him.” 

He exhaled loudly, not pleased. “He’s not a nice man. He would go out of his way to be a dick to you. That’s just the way he is.” 

“I’m not made of glass.” Billie gathered up the remote and toggled the music down. “ I won’t break.”

“Why do you want to meet him?”

“Because he’s your dad. And I want to know all about you.” 

He shrugged. “I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”

“It’s not the same.” His resistance surprised her. She couldn’t think of a time when he’d refused her anything. Why now? “I want to see with my own eyes what he’s like. I want to see where your roots are.”

“They’re not with that man.” The look in his eyes sharpened as he spoke, heels digging in. “I’m sorry. It’s not going to happen.” 

It was like a wall had sprang up out of thin air. The music played on and the moments ticked by and then Mockler got to his feet. “I’ll get out of your hair,” he said, reaching for his coat. 

How had this gone off the rails so fast? Billie followed him to the door. “Hey. I didn’t mean to get pushy about it.”

“It’s okay. It’s… complicated. My issue, not yours.” 

“I’m no stranger to complicated,” Billie said. 

“I know.” He leaned down to kiss her. “In time. Okay?” 

“Okay.”

Another kiss and he was gone. Billie leaned back against the closed door, hating this sour turn the night had taken. Unsure of how it had even happened. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 4 

 

 

“BOO!” BILLIE SAID. 

It was meant as more of a surprise than a scare, sneaking up on Kaitlin at work. What she hadn’t expected were the tears in her friend’s eyes.

“What’s wrong?” she asked, mortified at her silly prank. 

“It’s nothing,” Kaitlin said, quickly wiping her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

“I was passing by the office, thought I’d stop in.” The receptionist was a mutual friend who let Billie slip through for a surprise visit. She slid into the cubicle, lowering her voice. “What happened?”

Waving it away, Kaitlin peeled her coat from the back of her chair. “Let’s go get some coffee.” 

Mulberry’s was around the corner from the marketing firm where Kaitlin worked. They small-talked it until they settled into the long bench at the back. Kaitlin had pulled herself together but Billie could sense a thin membrane dampening her emotions, like the skin on boiled milk. 

“Is it Kyle?” she asked. 

“No,” Kaitlin said. “I’m not sure what it was.” 

“Must be something.”

Kaitlin shook her head and then blew on her coffee. “It’s been happening at work. I’m fine one minute, working away, and then out of the blue, I’m crying. I don’t even realize it’s happening until tears run down my cheek.” 

“It might be after shock. Post trauma and stuff.”

“That’s what I thought at first, too, but there’s usually a trigger. And it’s not the break-up, either. If anything, I feel more relieved about that each day. This is something else entirely.” 

“Subconscious?”

Kaitlin shrugged. “Too Jungian.”

Billie wrapped her hands around her mug to warm them. “And it only happens at work?”

“So far.”

Billie chewed her lip. “Is there anyone in the office who’s upset?”

“What do you mean?”

“Anyone going through a tough time? A break-up or an illness? Trouble at home?”

The pupil’s in Kaitlin’s puffy eyes dilated. “You think it’s the empathic thing? Like, I’m picking up on someone else’s emotions?”

Billie nodded. “If someone at work is going through a really hard time, you’re soaking it up without even realizing it.” 

Kaitlin all but slapped her forehead. “Dennis! My boss. His wife miscarried. Again. They’ve been trying for almost two years now. I overheard him talking about it the other day.”

“Is his office close to your desk?”

“Right next door.” Kaitlin’s shoulders drooped as if pushed down under awful the truth of it. “God. I had no idea. How am I supposed to deal with this? Being a magnet for emotional outbursts?” 

“You’re not a magnet,” Billie suggested. “You’re more like an echo chamber, amplifying the signal.” 

“That sounds even worse. All this time, I thought it was just spontaneous PMS.” 

The slice of poppyseed cake they had decided to share sat untouched between them. Billie tore off a piece and pushed the plate across the table. 

“Has it been happening a lot lately?” 

Kaitlin nodded slowly. “Ever since that awful business at the punchbowl. I thought it was just PTSD or something, but it’s more than that.” 

“The tap has been turned on all the way.” 

A bubble of laughter popped, like a hiccup, but there was little mirth to it. “Funny. I wanted what you had for so long. I guess I got my wish.” 

“It’s frightening at first, because it seems so random and chaotic. But you’ll learn to recognize it more.”

“You make it sound easy,” Kaitlin mused. 

“I don’t mean to, because it’s not.” Billie glanced out at the snow falling on the street. A faint web of steam was clouding the interior of the window. Running a fingertip through the condensation, she drew a smiley face in the steamed glass. “But it’s like any other skill. It takes practise to master it.”

Scepticism narrowed Kaitlin’s eyes. “You’ve mastered it?”

“No, but it doesn’t scare me as much as it used to. I’ve been thinking of it more like a disability than anything. You just adapt to it.” 

“Does that mean I can park in the wheelchair space?” 

Itchy fingers won out and Kaitlin tore into the pastry. Watching the snow come down, she asked, “Did you ever go back to that psychic woman you told me about? The woman with the little girl?”

Madame Ostensky, a third generation psychic with a shop on Roberts Street that had been operating since the time of the flood. Billie had had a few run-ins with her, neither of them good. 

“Marta? She doesn’t really like me. Why?”

“I stopped in there just after Christmas,” Kaitlin said, scooping up the sticky poppy seeds with her finger. “I wanted to have her run my Tarot.” 

Tarot. The image of the cards, the major and minor Arcana, still sent a shudder down Billie’s spine. How her mother would make her run the cards for her. Billie pushed the memory away.  

“What did the cards say?”

“I didn’t get that far. She pegged me as a friend of yours, refused my business.” 

“How did she know we’re friends?”

“Duh? She’s psychic, remember.” Kaitlin’s gaze went back to the window. The smiley face Billie had doodled was melting. “Do you ever wonder why psychics are always women?”

“Not really.” 

“Is it just a gender thing? That old stereotype about men being logical and women being intuitive?” Kaitlin’s fingernails rattled off the tabletop, musing on the subject. “Or the whole gypsy thing? Why that?”

Billie didn’t much care for the term. It used to simply be pejorative but there was more to it now. “Gypsy?”

“The scarves and bangles. The crystal ball and so on. The way people refer to you as a gypsy.”

That didn’t sit well. “What people?”

“Evelyn Bourdain,” Kaitlin said. “Those weirdos who killed Owen.” 

Bad memories. The kind Billie hoped to forget but knew she never would. 

“I’m gonna look into it,” Kaitlin announced. 

“Look into what?” Billie asked. “Psychics?”

“I don’t really know anything about them. The history of psychics, the gender difference. The gypsy connection. Time for some research.” 

Red flags went up. Kaitlin’s interest in the paranormal could be borderline obsessive. Billie tried for diplomacy. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea.” 

“Aren’t you curious? Besides, I need something to distract me from own brooding.”

“Kyle?”

Kaitlin sighed. “It just makes me angry when I think about it. Three years, down the drain. So, having a little research project to do will help. Who knows. We might learn something useful.” 

Billie thought it unlikely but stuck with diplomacy for the time being. “Maybe.” 

The smiley face on the glass began to run, smearing downward until it took on the hollowness of a skull. 

~

 

There was little left to film. A pile of charred logs and a scattering of ash dampened by snow, but reporter Amanda Troy was determined to make the most of it. If she was ever going to climb out of the soft news ghetto of community events and feel-good sob stories, she needed something  juicy to bite into and she knew in her bones that there was something here. All she had to do was dig it up. 

“There’s not a lot here to shoot,” complained Barzo, the videographer with the big camera saddled over one shoulder. “Just a pile of burnt sticks.” 

“We have the gorge as a backdrop,” Amanda said. “It’s cinematic as hell. Start up at the rim and pan down to the ashes.” 

The gorge in question was a stunning ribbon waterfall tumbling into a crescent shaped bowl carved out of the escarpment known as the Devil’s Punchbowl. A bonfire had burned out of control just before Christmas and when the smoke cleared, three sets of human remains were found in the smoldering ashes. A minor arson incident became a bustling crime scene. And, despite the tight-lipped nature of the investigation, rumours swirled about and Amanda Troy, entry-level journo for the Hamilton Bay News, sniffed out a tasty news piece buried under the cinders. 

“You ready?” Amanda asked her cameraman, looking uneasy at the darkening sky overhead. “We’re losing the light.” 

Barzo adjusted the camera, a red cyclops light winking on. “All set. Go.” 

Taking a deep breath, the woman with the microphone checked her gut and launched into the news item. 

“Four weeks ago, a crime was committed here at the bottom of the Devil’s Punchbowl. Called to the scene of an arson, police uncovered the remains of three individuals in what has been described as an occult themed crime.”

The camera angle, sweeping the rim of the gorge that jutted a hundred feet into the sky, swung down the frozen waterfall in a dramatic pass and settled onto the blackened timbers of a dead fire. 

“Although police remain silent on the identities of the remains, information has come to light suggesting that one of the bodies is that of Szandor LaVey, head of the local chapter of the Church of Satan, who was recently reported missing. Sources close to the investigation claim that one of the other remains belong to a local ghost-hunter named Owen Rinaldo. It has been suggested that this latest crime is just the tip of the iceberg in a recent surge in occult crime in the Hamilton area.” 

Barzo smiled as he focused the camera closer on the fair-haired reporter. Amanda Troy could be a demanding taskmaster to work for, but when she bit into something particularly nasty, she was gold on camera. 

 

~

 

Four hours later, the news piece was edited down, approved and broadcast on the local news spot that followed the national news. On screen, reporter Amanda Troy circled the broken, charred timbers as she addressed the camera. 

“Although the police refuse to comment on the nature of the crime, it’s difficult not to see a connection between this tragic event and the desecration of a church in Beasley that occurred just a week before.” 

The shot of the camera-friendly reporter cut away to the shaky video image of a church interior in shambles, punctuated by the grainy shot of a decapitated deer head affixed to a statue. Another jump cut and Amanda Troy loomed back into frame. 

“This incident was preceded by another fire just a month prior. During the night of Halloween, an abandoned estate on the escarpment burned to the ground in a similar case of arson. This house, the site of a number of unsolved homicides over the years, was known as the Murder House, and long reported to be haunted.”

The camera zoomed in closer, a tight angle on Amanda Troy’s face as her flawless features flattened to a deadpan of investigative solemnity. “These incidents, coming after other crime scenes with apparent occult trappings, suggest that there is something sinister at work within the Ambitious City. The true question is, what is behind it? Is it a younger generation, left adrift with no spiritual guidance? Or perhaps a post-millennial mistrust of organized religion that has sparked a resurgence of older, perhaps dangerous cults at work within our own community? Whatever the answer may be, many residents are concerned that something diabolical is at work within the Hamilton-Wentworth area, something that the authorities are reluctant to admit to. Amanda Troy, HBN News, Hamilton.” 

The news article concluded, the broadcast cut to a commercial break where a poorly animated Panda bear sang the praises of an insurance company. 

“Turn that crap off,” barked the man with the broom, sweeping up the floor of the church basement. “I can’t stand that reporter.”

The white-haired woman clearing away the refreshment table reached up to kill the television suspended in the south corner. She froze when the preacher’s voice bellowed across the hall. 

“Leave it,” said Reverend Joy, his eyes on the screen. “I want to see if there’s more.” 

He was folding the collapsible chairs after the Wednesday night ‘Coping with Loss, Living with Christ’ meeting. The turnout was a mild success, four more souls than last week’s meeting. After the last of the congregants had left, Miles had switched on the news as they put away the chairs and cleared the basement meeting hall. The news piece by Amanda Troy had caught the reverend’s attention when he heard the term ‘cult’. He remained transfixed to the broadcast, a chair half-folded in his hands, but when the news resumed, the weather reporter appeared with the forecast. Bleak and cold for the foreseeable future. 

Reverend Joy looked at the two parishioners helping him tidy up. “Did she say a church was desecrated?” 

“Aye,” replied Mrs Rickman. “Just last month. Some vandals left an animal carcass inside St. Bartholomew's. Dreadful stuff.”

“A carcass?” Reverend Joy was shocked by the details but even more shocked that he hadn’t heard of it until now. Since parachuting in to save the nascent church, he’d been scrambling so hard to get up to speed that he hadn’t had time to lift his head to the news, local or otherwise. What irked him more was that someone from the other houses of worship in the vicinity hadn’t come around to inform him of the sacrilege. Surely if it could happen to one church, it could happen to any of them. “What kind of carcass?”

“A one-eyed goat is what I heard,” Mrs Rickman confirmed. “Black mass stuff.”

“Enough with the horror show, Mrs. Rickman, please,” groaned Miles. He stood the broom upright and draped his arm over it. “It was just kids up to no good, probably high as a kite. Who else would do such a thing?”

The Reverend leaned the chair against the wall with the others. “And what of these occult crimes she mentioned?” 

“There’s been a dreadful lot of it,” Mrs. Rickman said. “The police deny it all but what else do you expect from them? They don’t want to cause a panic, do they?”

“Have you heard that too, Miles?”

“It’s all gossip and bullshit, if you’ll pardon my French. But it does make for grabby headlines.” 

“I suppose it does,” replied Joy, making a mental note to look into it when he had the chance. He agreed more with Miles’ take on it but if the parishioners were whispering about black masses, he’d need to address the issue at some point. If only to keep it from bubbling into some moral panic. 

Mrs. Rickman clicked her teeth in pious dismay at the scoffer sweeping the floor. “That’s how they worm their way in, you know, these cults. They’re counting on you not to take them seriously.” 

“Ha,” bellowed Miles. He swept a hand across the air, picturing a headline. “The devil is loose on the streets of Hamilton! Lock up your goats!”

The two volunteers continued to grumble their varying points of view and Reverend Joy stepped away, leaving them to it. He didn’t see the man lingering in the doorway until he almost knocked into him. 

“I’m sorry, I almost ran you over.” The Reverend stuck out his hand. “It’s Noah, isn’t it?”

“Hi Reverend.” Noah Kemp shook the parson’s hand. The dark lines under his eyes suggested that his lack of sleep had not improved. “Nice of you to remember.”

“If you came for the Living with Loss meeting, I’m afraid we finished up ten minutes ago.” 

The younger man glanced past the Reverend to the people tidying up the basement hall. “That’s not why I came. Is there somewhere we could talk?” 

The one that got away, thought Joy. Noah had been extremely upset over something on his first visit to the Ministry of Eternal Salvation but had been reluctant to reveal the reason why. The Reverend hoped that the man’s reticence was peeling back this time around. 

“Come upstairs,” Joy said, leading the way back up to the nave of the church. “We’ll have a bit more privacy up here, where it’s quiet.” 

Shuffling into the aisle between the pews, Noah hung his head low, hands dropped into the pockets of his heavy winter coat. “I’m not sure how to even start.”

“I can see this is difficult,” replied the Reverend. “But the first step is to just say it out loud. Whatever it is, just let it out. It does no good trapped inside your heart.” 

Noah Kemp emitted a long sigh before his eyes lifted to meet the man in the collar. “Reverend, do you believe in ghosts?” 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 5 

 

 

“WHY WON’T YOU try?” Billie said. “Just one letter.”

Tom wasn’t budging. Perched atop the bookshelf like an aloof house cat, he didn’t even look at her. 

“I can see you took a stab at it.” Billie held up the small chalkboard, pointing out the chalky scratch marks on the slate. “Which is great but you have to keep trying. I didn’t learn to write properly until I was in grade school.” 

His head rotated in her direction, the small eyes forlorn under the brim of his wretched cap. 

Was he coming around? It was so hard to tell with him, his features set into a Sphinx-like mask. “I was bad at school,” she said. “Always last in my class. A few of my teachers told my aunt that I was just slow.” 

Poor Tom shifted atop the book shelf, his gaze now directly on her. Billie sat down on the scuffed hardwood floor that badly needed sweeping and crossed her legs. Picking up the broken nub of chalk, she drew a line on the dusty board. 

“It was awful, being the slowest kid in the class. The endless remedial classes I had to take. Some of the meaner kids used to call me retarded.”

She doodled on the chalkboard. A simple daisy, crudely drawn. Looking up from the slate, she observed the boy dropping to the floor with a lithe grace, again belying his mangled frame. He leaned forward, trying to see what she had drawn. Billie spun the board around to his angle. 

“Daisies are my favourite flower. I know they’re plain-Jane and everything, but they’re pretty. And they grow everywhere.” 

The lad dragged himself forward. Billie laid the chalk on the floor. “Forget the letters for now. Draw me a flower.” 

His head tilted up to look at her, his expression all suspicion, like she had asked him to paint her portrait. 

“Come on. One flower isn’t gonna kill you.” 

Bad joke, that. But the boy didn’t react to it. Instead, he reached down to fetch the chalk. For a spirit, Tom Cleary was unusually powerful. Where most lost souls could barely muster enough strength to blow out a candle, the Half-Boy tossed around heavy objects with ease. He had physically fought, and trounced, John Gantry on more than a few occasions, mopping the floor with the slippery Englishman. Drawing with chalk was a breeze. 

Or not, as it were. Billie held her breath as she watched him scratch at the chalkboard. The thin hand trembled and the line shuddered erratically over the slate in a scrawling mess. The boy hurled the chalk away and flung the board across the floor where it thudded against the baseboard. 

“Okay,” Billie cooed. “It’s okay. You tried, that’s all that matters.” 

The look in the boy’s dark eyes was devastating, as if he’d been tricked into something. Billie reached for him but he scampered back on his hands. 

“Let’s forget the chalkboard for now,” she said, needing to talk him down from the ledge before he vanished. “Maybe we can try something else. Like Scrabble tiles. They have letters on them.” 

Tom looked away, his eyes drawn to the door as if sensing some visitor in the hallway. But instead of retreating to the shadows, he crab-walked forward and scaled the wall next to the entrance. Snatching her black duffel coat from the peg, he dropped to the floor and began rifling through the pockets. 

“What are you doing?”

The boy hobbled back, jerking the coat after him like the carcass of some prized animal he had killed and dragged home for dinner. Flinging it before her, he continued going through the pockets, emptying it of loose coin, a bus token, a roll of rocket candy and two sticks of cherry lipbalm.  

“What are you looking for?” 

A five dollar bill flew out, along with a stale grocery list and a few receipts. Finding a scrap of paper, the boy dropped the coat and studied the message written there, no word of which he understood. He held it out to her. 

“What is it?” Taking the square of notepaper, she read the message. A woman’s name, followed by a phone number. The message Jen had given her. She looked at Tom and shrugged. “This isn’t anything.” 

His fist hammered the floor, simian-like. 

“Tom, this is just someone who wants a psychic. It happens all the time but most of these people are a little, you know, screwy.” 

The boy folded his arms, waiting. 

“Oh come on,” Billie groused. She looked at the name again. Robin. No details, nothing else to go on. Why was the boy so adamant about this? Capitulating, she fetched her mobile from the coffee table. “Fine. You win.” 

Two rings, followed by a woman’s voice. “Hello?”

“Is this Robin?” The woman confirmed that it was and Billie continued. “This is Billie Culpepper. You left a message for me at my friend’s shop, the one on James?”

“Oh. One second,” the woman replied. There was a muffled silence on the line, like the phone was being covered. When the woman returned, she was whispering. “I’m so glad you called. I really need your help.” 

“I see. What about?”

A pause. “I can’t talk about it over the phone. I don’t mean to press my luck but could we meet somewhere? Anywhere that’s good for you.” 

This was already complicated. Billie fired an annoyed look at the boy. 

“Please,” the woman added. “You’re the only one who can help me.” 

Lapsed Catholic that she was, the guilt cranked those old gears inside her. “Okay. How about Cafe Limoncello?”

“The bakery on Ottawa Street?”

“Yeah. Tomorrow. Three ‘o clock okay?” An hour before she needed to be at work. The timing would give her a polite exit if Robin turned out to be a nutjob. 

The woman gushed out a thanks and Billie ended the call. “There,” she said, turning to Poor Tom. “Happy now?” 

Eternally mute, the boy didn’t reply but he seemed oddly pleased with himself. 

 

~

 

Arriving at the appointed time the next day, Billie removed her toque and shook the snow from it. Scanning the patrons seated inside the bakery, Billie realized she’d forgotten to ask the woman what she looked like. No need. A woman sitting alone by the steamed window was already waving at her. 

Gliding through the tables, Billie put on a smile and hoped this wasn’t a waste of her time. “Hi.” 

The woman rose awkwardly from her chair. “Thank you for coming,” she said. “I really appreciate it.”

Billie thought she was tipsy,  moving so clumsily, but when the woman straightened up the reason was clear. “Oh my,” Billie popped. “Congratulations.”

“Thanks,” the woman replied, one hand wrapped around her protruding belly. “I’m at that stage where just getting up is an effort. Have a seat.”

Shrugging out of her coat gave Billie a moment to study the woman. Robin seemed to be close to her own age, maybe a year or two older. A not-natural blond with a hoop nose ring that Billie found distracting. Pretty but with dark circles under eyes. Was that due to the pregnancy? Billie had no idea. 

“How far along are you?” 

“Almost eight months,” replied Robin. Her left hand was draped over her belly like it was an armrest. “It’s going by fast.”

“Wow.” The woman’s belly seemed so big already that it looked almost fake, like a basketball stuffed up her shirt. Billie calculated ahead by one month. “Eight months? So you’ll have a little Pisces or an Aries?” 

“If the due date is right, it’ll be an Aries. I hope it is. I don’t mesh well with Pisces.” A dash of mortification flashed in Robin’s eyes. “No offence or nothing.”

“I’m not a fish. Do you know if it’s a boy or girl?”

“I want to be surprised. But I’m pretty sure it’s another girl. Noah’s convinced he’s having a son.”

Billie smiled, warming to the pregnant woman across the table. “Another girl? The baby has a big sister?”

“Maya is seven.” Robin thumbed her phone to a picture of a little girl and passed it to Billie. Brown hair and a smile that dimpled her cheeks, her arms around a huge stuffed pony. “She’s very excited about being a big sister.” 

The woman’s smile was brief, brightening at the photo of her daughter before dimming back to the fatigued demeanour that Billie had first encountered. Mark that, Billie thought. Something was keeping Robin from a proper night’s sleep. Was it just the baby? 

“She’s a cutie-pie. She likes horses?”

“Crazy about horses. You should see her room.”

Billie thought back to her own childhood, trying to sequence the school years. “Seven. Is that first grade?” 

“Second. She loves school.” Robin’s eyes dimmed to an even lower wattage. “She’d rather be at school than at home. And I can’t blame her.” 

Cutting to the meat of it now, Billie guessed. The woman across the table was biting her lip, working up the courage to push it out into the open. 

“Robin,” Billie said, wanting to nudge it along, “why did you want to meet?”

“I’d heard about you. About how you can see things. And I saw you on the news that time.” 

Billie tried not to bristle. She’d sooner forget about that pushy news reporter who had outed her publicly as a psychic working with the police. Since then, all sorts of people had come out of the woodwork seeking help. Guessing which way this was going to turn, Billie was already forming excuses to turn the woman down as politely as possible. “And there’s someone you want to talk to? Someone who’s passed?”

“Talk? God no. I just want it gone.” 

“It?”

Robin’s eyes darted around them, wary of anyone within earshot. “There’s something in my house. And it’s angry.” 

“You mean a spirit?” Billie asked, matching the woman’s whisper. 

“Ghost, entity, shadow. Whatever it is, it’s awful.” 

Entity. The phrasing was a red flag. Robin wasn’t just a tourist. She’d read some things or seen certain TV shows. Another aficionado of the paranormal. 

“We bought a house just a few blocks from here,” Robin went on. “A fixer-upper. Three bedrooms, one bath. This was about a year ago. We couldn’t really afford it but we didn’t want to wait any longer, not with the real estate market going up the way it is. So we took the plunge. It felt odd from the get-go but nothing worrying. Just a vague sense, you know. The odd cold spot, the feeling that you weren’t always alone, even if the house was empty. But then it started getting worse. I’d wake up and see something at the foot of the bed. Like a black shape, just standing there. Watching me.” 

Billie remained still as stone as she listened. No nodding or sympathetic tilting of the head. No body language that Robin could interpret as confirmation. 

“Then it started touching me,” Robin said. “Pressing down on me during the night, or a poke from behind. It prodded Noah a few times but he always dismissed it as something else. He didn’t believe me, of course. Men never do about these things.” 

Of course they don’t. Billie thought back to her conversation with Kaitlin, about how uncommon it was to find a male psychic. “Why not just move,” Billie suggested. “Sell the house?”

“It’s not that simple. Not with our finances anyway. Noah refuses to even talk about selling. It’s our home, he says. We shouldn’t have to move out, it should.” Robin cocked an eyebrow skyward. “Bear in mind, he’s talking out of both sides of his mouth. Denying there’s a ghost but insisting that it should move out, not us.” 

“Robin, I don’t think I’m the person you’re looking for. What you need is a priest to come in and bless the house. To help the spirit move on.”

“I talked to a priest about it,” Robin interjected. “He was reluctant to get involved.” 

Another red flag. Billie looked down at the table. She hadn’t even gotten coffee yet. An espresso was in order. “Does Noah know that you contacted me?”

Robin cooled. Busted. “I’ve finally convinced him that there’s something in our house. Consulting a psychic is too big a step for him.” 

It’s too big a step for me, too, Billie thought. She had a hard enough time keeping the dead out of her life. She didn’t need to go looking for more. “Have you ever used sage?”

“I’ve heard of it,” Robin answered. “Never used it before.”

“You can get some at Ways to Wisdom, down on Barton. Tell the owner what you want it for, he’ll give you the right kind. Get the priest to come back and tell him you want a full blessing, every room, top to bottom. Use the sage for a full week. Just get it smoking and smudge all the  rooms, every day for a week. The spirit will get the hint that it’s not welcome and move on.” Billie slipped the toque back on her head and got to her feet. “That’s the best I can do.” 

Robin sighed and folded her hands in her lap. She didn’t seem surprised, just disappointed. “It touched Maya.”

“What?”

“Scratched her.” Robin traced a finger down her own cheek. “Left a mark too.” 

I’m not a bloody exorcist. Pulling her coat back on, Billie said, “I’m sorry, Robin. I’m not the person you need.” 

The wind was lethal when she hit the street, hurrying to get her coat done up all the way. The phrase ‘bloody exorcist’ struck her as odd. It sounded more like something Gantry would say rather than herself. 

That sneaky sod was becoming a bad influence. 

 

~

 

“Let us out here, yeah.”

The cabbie glanced at the passenger through the rearview mirror. “Which house is it, then?”

“Not far. Stop the motor.” 

“I can take you right to the front door,” said the cabbie, peering out at the block of squat brick houses, all crammed cheek by jowl with nary a hedgerow between them. “Just tell us the number. We aim to please, we do.” 

John Gantry rolled his eyes heavenward with impatience, momentarily mimicking a Renaissance rendering of Saint Sebastian, martyred under the slings and arrows of his persecutors. He’d been out of the country so long, he had almost forgotten how to deal with his own kind. “Just fucking pull over, granddad.” 

The older gent behind the wheel geared down and coasted to a stop. “All right, son. No need to get testy.” 

Clocking the tab on the meter, Gantry dug a thick bankroll from his pocket but frowned when he saw that he had only provincial currency. Half-arsing the conversion, he peeled off two 20 dollar bills and tossed it forward. Shoved open the door. “Thanks and all.” 

“Oy,” barked the cabbie, holding up the bills. “What the hell is this? Monopoly money?”

“It’s Canadian cash, mate. No time to change it up. It’s all I got.” 

“This?” The old man snapped the bill in his hands. “It’s fucking plastic, this is. Feel that! I need sterling, not this play money from God knows where.” 

“It’s legal tender, granddad. I tipped you mightily. Despite all the bothersome chitchat, never you mind.” 

The old man wavered, rubbing the two bills together. “What’s the exchange on this Canadian rubbish?”

The snarl on Gantry’s lips tilted into a mischievous twist. “It’s on par, mate. Due to the oil prices and whatnot. Dollar per pound.” 

The old man grinned, pleased in his good fortune. “Ta, then, squire. Toodley-hoo.” Then he roared off down the carriageway. 

Gantry shouldered his bag and grinned. It was petty, sure, bamboozling the cabbie that way but the old git deserved it for snoring him to death with his endless chatter. Take your pleasure where you find them, he told himself. 

Turning to the row of houses patterned down the street, each with a brick windrow edging the sidewalk, Gantry marched north. The address he was after was down the next block but he didn’t want the cabbie to see which one it was. It wouldn’t do for that info to leak back to the filth, would it? 

Twenty paces down the block, Gantry swung left and marched to the third house on his left. Indistinguishable from any of the others, there was a dull light flickering against the drawn curtain. All he had to do now was figure out a way to slip into his sister’s house without causing a fuss. Tall order, that one. 

 

Constance Gantry was a name seldom heard. She’d been called Connie since uni and the last name had given way to Barstow when she married Kevin. An old-fashioned idea, sure, to give up the family name to adopt that of the betrothed but Kevin had insisted and she relented. It hadn’t begun to rankle until a few years ago but the bureaucratic nightmare involved in changing it back quashed any resolve she had for ever reclaiming it. 

With her mobile tucked under one ear, she busied herself wiping down the counter. Her friend, Merrilee, was having another crisis. The third this week and wasn’t even Friday. “Merrilee, take a breath and put the phone down for the night. It’s all you can do.” 

“But he’s already posting all this shite on Facebook, isn’t he?” Merrilee’s voice was brittle from crying. “We broke up three days ago and here he is, flirting with tramps publicly, posting picture after picture. All the while knowing I can see it.” 

“Then unfriend the bastard,” said Connie. Merrilee was a dear but sometimes she needed the direct approach. Which is why she called Connie in those moments. “That sends a clear and simple message, doesn’t it? And you won’t see his nasty posts, either.” 

“But,” protested Merrilee’s quivering voice, “if I unfriend him, how will I know what he’s up to?” 

Connie blew out her cheeks in exasperation. Her attempt to ease Merrilee’s mind had already sunk into a sickening loop of Moebian lengths. There’d be no talking sense into the wee girl when she was in this state. Connie considered getting on Facebook and simply un-friending Merrilee. How much easier would that be, if Merrilee refused to end her masochistic creeping of her ex-beau? Be polite, she reminded herself. 

“I need to go, Merrilee. Hannah needs help with her homework.” Using her daughter as an excuse was cheap but it was expedient. “Close the laptop, tune the telly to something mindless and fall asleep. Night, love.” 

Ending the call, she slid her mobile onto the table. Looking up, she saw her dead brother standing in the entranceway to the side door like the ghost of Christmas past. 

John Gantry leaned against the door frame, a sly disease of a grin on his face. 

“Hullo sis.”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 6

 

 

THE WEATHER-BEATEN HOUSE smelled of fresh paint. Billie breathed it in as she came through the door and banged the snow from her boots on the mat. Was there anything as lovely as the smell of fresh paint in an old house? Even here, in the house haunted by Mockler’s past, it hinted at change. Hope and fresh starts. 

“Honey, I’m home!” she bellowed, doing a lousy imitation of Jack Nicholson. 

“Back here,” came the reply from down the hall. 

He was in the sunroom off the back of the house, tapping the lid onto a can of eggshell white. The room was bare save for the roller tray, paint can and a radio on the naked floor. 

Billie leaned up for a kiss. “How’s the fixing-up going?” 

“Slowly,” Mockler said, wiping his hands on a rag. “Painting isn’t my forte.”

“Why don’t you just hire someone to do this?”

“Because,” he said with a shrug, “I’m loathe to spend anymore on this place just to sell it.”

She looked over the room, the walls wet from a fresh coat. “When’s the open house? Tuesday?”

“Friday. I told Cynthia to push the date back.”

“I’m sure she wasn’t happy about that,” Billie said. “She’s eager to get in here and work her magic with the staging.” 

“Well, she’s just gonna have to wait,” he said, stretching his back. “How’d your meeting go?” 

“No big deal,” she said, reluctant to elaborate. Turning the pregnant woman down was sitting uneasily in her gut. Diverting the topic, she gave him a once over in his paint-spattered jeans and old T-shirt. “I like the casual look.”

“Pretty fancy, huh?” 

“It’s just weird seeing you out of your work clothes. I like it.” She tread a slow circle around the room, listening to the echo of her boots in the empty space. “I love empty rooms. If I had my way, I’d have one room in my place that was completely empty.”

“What for?” 

“Just for the potential of it. There’s something about an empty room that’s just, I don’t know. Luxurious. Four walls and a bare floor. That’s it.”

His brow knitted, like he’d never heard anything so daft. “What would you do with it?” 

“I’d go sit on the floor. Just to be still for a little while. Un-distracted.” 

“You’re an odd one, Culpepper,” he said, slipping a plastic bag over the wet roller, wrapping it tight. 

“Quitting time?” 

“I got to make a run out to the nursing home,” he said. “My old man ran out of his medicine and he puts up a stink if he doesn’t get it.” 

The tip of an earlier argument. He had made himself clear on it and she had no wish to bring it up again. “Oh,” she said. “Well, I guess I’ll just head home then.” 

Mockler scraped a blotch of paint from his knuckles, then he looked up at her. The disappointment in her eyes was as clear as a cloudless sky. “Do you want to come?” 

That took her aback. “Can I?”

“If you really want to,” he said, raising a hand in caution. “But fair warning, he’s an asshole and he’s gonna be mean to you.” 

The smile broke wide and crinkled her eyes into crescents. “Sounds charming.”

 

~

 

“You stupid sod!” Connie’s voice rang shrill inside the small kitchen, bouncing off the tiled backsplash. “They told me you were dead!”

Gantry sighed, wondering how long the ranting would go on before his sibling cooled off. Her temper ran hot, had done ever since they were kids. “They got it wrong, didn’t they? Like they always do.”

“Don’t be so bloody smart, you!” Connie’s cheeks were pink, blowing with rage. “I can’t believe I actually shed tears over your sorry arse.”

Christ, he thought, did nothing ever change? This same dynamic had played out their entire lives, him screwing up and her giving him a good ballocking like she knew better. They did this when they were wee, they did it now as adults. “That’s why I’m here. To let you know.”

“By rising from the grave and just popping in? Are you fucking barkers? You couldn’t pick up the phone?”

“Nope. Nor an email or even a plain old letter in the post. You know that.” 

Footsteps clomped from the hall and then a man slid into the kitchen. Connie’s husband. The in-law, as it were. 

“Hullo Kevin,” Gantry said, as droll as humanly possible.

Kevin Barstow was a slouching slab with dull eyes and an expanded paunch growing under an Arsenal jumper. “John? What the hell, mate? You’re dead.”

“I got better.” 

The interjection of the brother-in-law threw Connie’s rage off track, scaling it back a notch. Gantry took the opportunity to open the refrigerator and peer inside. Kevin Barstow was a dimwitted prat but he could always be trusted to keep the icebox stacked with cans of lager. Cracking one open, he said, “How’s Hannah?”

Kevin’s eyes went to the stairwell. “Frightened at all the shouting, I’d imagine.”

Gantry beamed and set off for the stairs. “I’ll go surprise her.” 

His sister’s grip was iron as she snatched his arm. “No you bloody well won’t,” she seethed. “Kevin, give us a minute. My brother and I need to talk.”

Bloody hell.

 

They stood on the back patio, looking out over Connie’s small yard. Damp from rain and grey with winter, the garden was lifeless and barren under the weak patio light. Gantry lit another cigarette while Connie pulled her coat tighter against the chill. 

“It was a damn selfish thing to do, John,” she said. “Even for you. Letting me go on thinking you were dead.”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t just ring you up.” Flickering the cigarette, he watched the glowing ash blow off into the night like a tiny comet before it winked out. “Who told you about it?”

“Who do you think? Two constables standing in my kitchen, giving me the bad news. Christ.” Connie paced the small slab of deck and then turned to him. “Give me one of those damn things.”

He handed her the pack. “Thought you quit?”

“I did.” Lighting up, all but throwing the pack back at him. “Add that to the list of reasons you’re going to hell.” 

He smirked at her, being the sly fox and all but it was false and she knew it. Cracks about going to hell just weren’t that funny anymore. 

Connie exhaled with a long, weary sigh, looking out over her dark garden. Beyond the gabled roofs of the neighbouring houses, the spires of the cathedral rose up in a dark silhouette against the smoky light of the city. She looked at her brother. “So are you back for good now? No more chasing round the world?”

“What do you think?”

“How long are you staying, then?”

“Not sure,” Gantry said. “Got a few things to sort here, but the main thing was to see you. Apologize for being such a shite excuse of a sibling.” 

“You’re not getting off the hook that easily.” Connie smiled, a cruel-looking sneer not dissimilar to her brother’s. “Stay the night. You can kip on the Chesterfield.” 

“You don’t have to do that. Plenty of places where I can crash.”

“And let you get away without seeing Hannah? She’d scream blue bloody murder if she missed her uncle.”

This time his smile was wide and genuine. “In that case, I’d be happy to.” Few things made the world go round like the snarky sneer of his niece. 

Connie stubbed her cigarette out in a dead flowerpot on the window sill. “Have you spoken to Darby Orton lately?”

“Christ, no. Not since Ellie died. Why?”

“I heard he’s in poor health,” she said. “Maybe you should go round and see him.” 

Gantry glared up at his sister like she had suddenly sprouted two heads. “Old Darby never liked me when Ellie was alive. Why in God’s name would I go see him now?”

Connie planted a fist on her hip, as if the answer couldn’t be more clear. “Closure. Penitence. You haven’t spoken to him since Ellie’s funeral. Maybe now’s the time.” 

Gantry’s mouth soured. Flicking the cigarette butt over the gate into the neighbour’s yard, he reached for his drink. “The man tried to bludgeon me with chair last time. I don’t owe him anything.” 

“I disagree, John. But it’s not for him, it’s for you. She was his daughter. And you never spoke to him about what happened.” Connie slid open the sliding glass door, ready to retreat from the chill night air. “Settle the account. While you still can.” 

She slipped back inside. Gantry slugged back the lager in the can and then shook another cigarette from the pack. The smoke billowed before his eyes and through the wispy coils of it, he pondered the dark outline of the cathedral spires against the sky. 

 

~

 

The Palm Grove Retirement Home was a two story brick eyesore thrown up in the heyday of 1970’s architorture. Cheap, beige and devoid of soul or character. In a way, it made a perverse sort of sense as a place to house the elderly until they died. Or so Mockler claimed as they pulled into the parking lot. 

“Doesn’t look that bad to me,” Billie said as they passed through the main doors. “Seems kind of cheery, actually.” 

“You haven’t seen the inside yet,” Mockler countered. “Or smelled it. Hang on.”

Mockler crossed to the reception desk to check in, chatting with the two young women there. Both of them were big smiles and batting eyelashes, one flipping her hair as she laughed at something he’d said. Billie waited. Apparently Mockler was a big hit with the female staff at his father’s nursing home. And why wouldn’t he be? A police detective, good-looking in his odd way, charming when he needed to be. She tried not to let it irk her. 

Stepping into an elevator, they rode one floor up. 

“The ladies at reception seem very friendly,” Billie said, unable to help herself. “Or is that just with the dashing detective?” 

“Easy, tiger.” He slipped his hand over hers as they got out of the elevator. “Listen, have you been to an old folk’s home before?”

“Never.”

“Okay. It can be a bit freaky for a newbie. Most of them are nice and just want to chat, but a few of them aren’t all there anymore. So don’t let it weird you out, okay?” 

“Lead on, MacDuff,” she said, thinking he was over-reacting. Passing through the common room, she twigged that he wasn’t. The old and the palsied stared vacantly at the television. A few rolled aimlessly in their wheelchairs. Mouths gaped open, strings of saliva threaded between their gums. Hands curled into claws in their laps, eyes as blank as snow. One old woman thrust out her arthritic hand to grab at Billie’s sleeve. 

Billie froze. The woman’s lips churned up and down, her eyes pleading. “What is it?” Billie asked the old woman. “Can I help?”

Mockler tugged her along. “Come on.”

“But she needs help,” Billie said, feeling the woman tug at her sleeve. 

“She does that to everyone.” Mockler eased the old woman’s hand from Billie’s cuff. “Easy, Mrs Henderson. This isn’t Marsha.” 

Confusion clouded the eyes of Mrs Henderson. Toggling the joystick control for her wheelchair, she spun the chair about and rolled away. Billie felt his hand pulling her along down a hallway of sickly green carpeting and department store art on the walls. The corridor ended in another common area, this one smaller and without a television. The large windows looking out over the gardens were beaded with condensation that hazed the glare of the faux gas lamps on the cobbled pathway. 

An elderly man sat slumped in a wheelchair before the windows, his back to the hallway. 

“You awake, Joe?” Mockler said as they approached the man. 

Joe? Was the relationship that strained that Mockler addressed his father by name? Billie stole a glance at him. Mockler’s face was deadpan grim, his work mask. 

The old man gripped the wheel and spun the chair about. His features were creased with lines, the mouth pulled into a permanent scowl but the man’s eyes were alert, aware, unlike old Mrs. Henderson’s. Although she could see no resemblance between father and son, the elder Mockler appeared to be a harmless, grandfatherly-type in his thick glasses and grey cardigan. 

Then he spoke, shattering the illusion. 

“Getting across town takes twenty minutes,” Joe Mockler burred, tapping at his wristwatch. “Did you stop for pussy along the way?”

“I told you before. I can’t just drop everything when you have a crisis.”

“Right. The big detective has crimes to solve. Christ Almighty, they’re dead, aren’t they? It’s not like they’re gonna get any deader.” 

Billie stayed back, observing them both, politely waiting for an introduction. Mockler remained stone but she could see his jaw clench in exasperation while Joe Mockler’s grimace intensified now that it had a target to focus on. The whole dynamic seemed to have a routine to it, each player assuming a well-rehearsed role. 

The old man leaned forward in his chair. “When are you getting me out of this dump? I can’t go another day.”

“We’re not going into that again. This is home now.”

“It’s a fucking prison,” Joe grumbled. “The place reeks of porridge and feces.” 

Mockler looked at Billie. “Sorry.” He took her hand, drawing her closer and turned back to his father. “Joe, I’d like you to meet Billie. She’s a friend of mine.” 

Ignoring the vague term ‘friend’, Billie reached out a hand to the man in the wheelchair. “Hi, Mister Mockler. It’s really nice to meet you.”

Rheumy eyes rolled up to her. “Billie? That’s a boy’s name.”

“You can call me Sybil if you want.”

He scrutinized her from crown to toe in a way that Billie didn’t care for and then his scowl deepened. “You look like the angel of death in all that black.” Rolling his head back to Mockler, he groused on. “This a hint, son? You trying to hurry along the inevitable?” 

“I should be so lucky.”  

Joe Mockler raised a hand, the knuckles gnarled like an old root. “What happened to Christina? I warned you not to let that one slip away.” 

“Be polite, Joe,” Mockler said.

“It’s okay,” Billie said. “Ray warned me you were feisty.” 

“Especially when patronized,” the old man replied with a sneer. He looked at his son. “You’re supposed to trade up when you dump your hump, Raymond. Didn’t anyone tell you that?” 

Billie flinched, almost in shock. 

“Why do I bother with you?” Mockler turned away, ready to leave. “We’re done here.”

The old man swivelled his head to Billie again. “Run down to the kitchen and get me that slop they pass off as tea, would you?”

Mockler shook his head. “You can’t be an asshole to someone and then order them around, Joe. Don’t bother calling me again.”

Stuck in the cloying trap of family drama, Billie decided on diplomacy and stopped the detective from leaving. “We’re already here. You may as well catch up.”

“No way.”

“Stay. I’ll be in the common room when you’re done.” Turning to face Mockler’s father, she offered a small wave goodbye. “Nice meeting you, Mr Mockler.” 

She walked away before he could protest. The old man grumbled something, but, gratefully, she was out of earshot. Mockler hadn’t been exaggerating when he warned her about meeting his father. The elder Mockler was so miserable that it was hard to find any connection between the two of them. Was that just age, wreaking havoc on him? She remembered that Mockler had once told her that he had been raised by a single mom. If that was true, what was the connection between father and son now? 

Distracted by the tangled mess of family relationships, Billie rounded a bend in the hallway to arrive in the common area and then stopped cold. Ghosts in the room. Without realizing it, she must have let her guard down. There were six apparitions in all, one for each of the elderly patrons in the common room. Seated next to an old woman dozing on the sofa sat the ghost of an old man, gently patting the hand of his sleeping widow. A woman in a fringe jacket hovered near an old man drooling into a bib, a man in a dark suit stood sentry over an elderly woman watching television. The remaining spirits were less whole, wispy mists of smoke in the sterile light but like the others, posted like guards at the sides of an aged loved one. 

The dead, all six of them, turned in unison to look at the young woman frozen in the entry. 

Billie took a step back, unprepared for an encounter with the other side. Unguarded like this, the dead were often unpredictable when they locked onto someone who could see them. Some were angry, others confused or mournful or frustrated. The only common trait was that each one of them had something to say and would latch onto a medium in their midst to unburden themselves. If she wasn’t careful, she could be swarmed. 

“Is that Noelle?” asked the pale man sitting with his widow. “Has she come back?”

“Noelle doesn’t come here anymore, remember?” replied the woman in the fringe jacket. Brushing her fingers through her feathered locks, she looked Billie up and down. “This is someone new. Hello.” 

Billie remained mum, silently observing the ghosts in the room as they stirred at the visitor. Even the hazy ones perked up, taking on a more solidified form. 

“She’s gone mute,” said the old man. “Maybe she can’t see us after all.”

“I can see you.” 

There was no sense in denying it or trying to back out of the room now. The dead souls in the room seemed placid, more curious than anguished. If she was polite, they might respond in kind. 

“We haven’t had one or your kind in a while,” smiled the woman. 

Eye-balling the fringed leather jacket and feathered Farah hair, Billie clocked the date of the woman’s death to be late seventies. She didn’t look much older than herself but Billie saw no outward clue to the woman’s demise. 

The old man squinted at the medium, as if his eyesight was still poor. “What’s your name, dear?”

“Billie.” 

“Are you hear visiting a loved one?”

“I came with a friend.” The fluttering in her heart settled to its regular beat. The spirits before her were neither angry nor manic, which explained why she hadn’t sensed them before. The ghosts here did not give off a chill. A rare thing for Billie to come across.  

“Who’s Noelle?”

“An adorable little thing who came with her parents to visit her nan,” said the woman. “Noelle was like you. She could see us but she wasn’t frightened. She’d come chat for a bit. We all miss her.” 

“What happened to her?”

“Her nan passed,” replied the old man. “So there was no need to visit after that. I often wonder if she remembers us.” 

Billie surveyed the room, each phantom hovering at the side of the elderly. Family. The common room had the air of a doctor’s waiting room. Dull, the minutes ticking by at a glacial pace. “Are you always here? With your family?” 

The woman turned to look back at the old man near the window, her feathered bangs swooping. “Always.”

A tiny lump throbbed in Billie’s throat, the departed lingering with their loved ones as their clocks wound down. “That’s sweet. Being near them, like this.”

“There’s nothing sweet about it.” The young man in the dark suit had remained silent until now. He paced around the reclining chair where his elderly relation gaped vacantly at the television. “It’s our penance. For breaking their hearts.” 

The three roils of mist receded at the man’s words. The feather-haired woman and the old man lowered their gaze to the floor, as if some secret shame had been unfurled before a stranger. 

“Hush now, Karl,” whispered the dead widower.  

“Like she cares.” The young man looked awkward in his dark suit, swimming in a jacket that was a size too big for him and Billie realized it must be the suit he was buried in. Probably picked out by the woman in the recliner. The boutineer of white rose on his lapel was crushed, dropping snowy petals here and there. As he moved about the recliner, Billie could see the back of his head. Blown out, an eruption of gore and brains dribbling down the back of his ill-fitting suit. She surmised that it was self-inflicted. 

Tread carefully, Billie thought. Like the young man’s destroyed skull, their collective heartaches were still fresh, keeping them bound here in this beige nursing home. 

“Is that why you’re waiting?” she asked, respectfully as possible. “To greet them when the time comes?”

“It’s the least we can do,” said the man in the stained collar. “To atone for how we treated them.” 

The tale behind the woman in the fringe jacket and the old man remained a mystery. Unlike the head-trauma man, there was no outward clue to what they had done and Billie didn’t want to know. The takeaway here was the obligation shown to a loved one, to family. Did anything else matter? 

Footfalls behind her. Mockler came around the corner, shrugging his coat back on. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah.” Striding with him to the elevator, she glanced back at the common room. The lingering ghosts stood silently, watching her leave. The old widower waved a feeble goodbye.  

“Is everything okay?” 

“I’m sorry about that,” Mockler said. His jaw was still clenched stiff. “If it’s any consolation, he’s a dick to everybody, not just you.”

“I can see why you never talk about him. Has he always been so miserable?” 

“Pretty much. It got worse when I put him in here.” Mockler stabbed the call button for the elevator, impatient to leave. “But now, it’s like the bitterness in him is a kind of strength.”

Billie took hold of his arm to stop him from smashing the button. “It’s not easy for you.” She thought of the dead, lingering in the common room. “But it’s good of you, to visit him.”

The doors opened and they stepped inside, Mockler bashing the button for the ground floor. “To be honest, Billie, I wish he’d just die. Then it would be over.”

“Don’t say that.”

“Why not? It’s true.”

“Because you’ll regret it when it happens.” 

He let out a sigh. He clearly wasn’t in the mood to listen to reason so Billie let it go. Every family is cursed in its own way. Was that how Gantry put it? Even so, family was family. 

Out of the elevator and walking to the front doors, something was nagging her. A woman concerned about her family’s safety. Billie stopped in the vestibule and dug out her phone. “Can you start the car? I just have to make a phone call.”

“Call from the car,” he said. “I want to get out of here.”

“I’ll just be a second.”

Mockler nodded and pushed through the door, letting a cold gust in that flapped her bangs into her eyes. Scrolling through a list of recently dialled numbers, she tapped one and listened to it ring. 

“Hello?”

“Hi Robin. It’s Billie. We met yesterday, at the coffee shop?”

“Oh.” The woman on the other line sounded confused, unsure what to say. “I didn’t mean to freak you out or anything.”

“You didn’t,” Billie said. Through the dark of the vestibule glass, she watched the headlights of Mockler’s car pop to life. “Listen, I’ve been thinking about what you asked.”

“You have?” Robin’s voice lilted up, hope rising.

“Yeah,” Billie replied. “When can I come see the house?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 7 

 

 

THE PRESSURE ON his chest woke him up, hammering his ribs like it was trying to crush the breath from his lungs. John Gantry’s first thought was that his enemies had caught up with him, catching him helpless in sleep and determined to kill him. Old Scratch? The ghost of Crypto Death Machine or the cold hands of Cordelia? A countless others who wanted him dead? 

Maybe, he mused in his foggy wakefulness, it was a simple heart attack? Years of bad living catching up with in a humdrum heart failure. Wouldn’t that be a kicker, laid low like that after all this time. 

Blurry-eyed, he took in the sight of a plump housecat on his chest, stealing his breath like an imp from some old folktale. 

“Ach! Get off ya mangy beast!” Jolting up, swatting the animal away. The cat waddled down his legs and curled onto a pillow at the far end of the sofa. Gantry swung his feet away from it. “Christ.”

“Morning sunshine.”

He looked up, saw Hannah standing over him, one fist planted on her hip. Connie’s daughter, his only niece. Thirteen years old and precocious as all get out with her lopsided grin, always ready for trouble. 

He couldn’t be more proud. 

“If it isn’t the lord of the manor,” he said. “All right, Hannah?”

“I knew you weren’t dead,” Hannah grinned. “Nevermind what the filth said.” 

“Just a miscommunication.” Gantry squinted up at his niece, his brain still in a fog. “You didn’t believe them, then?” 

“Never do.” Hannah set a steaming mug onto the coffee table and sat on the edge. “Coffee?”

He gathered the mug up greedily. “Cor. Ta, luv. I knew there was a reason why you’re me favourite niece.” 

“I’m your only niece.”

“Same thing.” The coffee, although weak for his tastes, was as brilliant as the strand of sunlight burning through the chintz curtain. The morning couldn’t be finer, as far as he was concerned. He squinted at her. “Jesus, did you grow a foot since I last saw you? What are they feeding you?” 

“Shite on a plate most days,” Hannah replied with a sneer.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” The derision in her tone was venomous and it rang through as loud as bombs. “You and your mum not getting along?” 

“You try having a Nazi as a mum. Bleeding commandant, she is.”

“Easy on the Nazi slurs, Hannah.” Reaching for his coat, patted down the pockets for his cigarettes. “At least learn some history before you go slinging that one about, yeah.” 

The grin on Hannah’s face had withered into a proper grimace. “You don’t know what she’s like, John. I can’t turn about without her yammering orders at me.” 

“She’s trying her best, luv.” Flicking the dented Zippo, he lit the first one of the day. Juggling a family crisis before the first ciggy was well and nigh cruel. Gantry flailed about for something diplomatic. “As we all are. Patience runs thin and we’re only human.” 

Hannah nodded at the vapour trail of smoke threading up into the rafters. “She’ll have your head for smoking in the house, you know.”

“I’ll take me chances,” he said, puffing away and sipping at the brackish java. “Should I bother asking about school and grades or can we just skip that round of bollocks?”

“Consider it skipped.” Hannah folded her arms, harumphing over something unsaid. “Did you and granddad claw at one another, the way me an mum do?”

A long exhale, smoke blowing through his nostrils like some lesser dragon. “No.” 

Hannah’s jaw dropped open, smelling a lie. “You got along with your parents at thirteen?”

“Nope.” The moment he’d replied, Gantry realized that she had cornered him. “Er, not exactly.”

“What do you mean, ‘not exactly’?” Hannah leaned in, co-conspirator against the everyday world. “You lied to ‘em?”

“No,” Gantry stated, one hand raised as if giving an oath. “I left home.”

Hannah’s eyes lit wide at the idea. Gantry back-pedalled hard. “Not that I’m recommending that, mind. So don’t get any crazy ideas.”

“That’s brilliant!”

“Don’t be a little shite-disturber. Different circumstances. Your mum’s doing all right by you.” 

A tiny wedge had been lifted into the past, some dark secret and the girl was all for dragging it into the light. “How? How was it different?”

“We’ll save that horror story for another time, yeah?” Christ. The kid was sharp. He scoured the coffee table for something to ash the fag in. 

A voice from the kitchen rang out, harsh and angry. “That better not be smoke in my house I smell!” 

“Christ on a stick,” grumbled Gantry. He squinted up at his niece. “Can we say it’s you?”

“Why not?” Hannah said. “It’s not like my lot can get any worse.” 

 

~

 

From the curb, the house on Cavell Avenue looked unremarkable. Shabbier and more weather beaten the other homes on the street. A detached bay-and-gable from the Victorian era with a deep yard sentried by an ancient chestnut tree. The trim needed painting and there was a crack in the upstairs window pane. Nothing sinister about the place that Billie could see from its exterior, but she remained closed to the spectral world. Her opinion might change once she opened up. 

For now, the important thing was to keep an open mind while being quietly observant of everything. There could be perfectly reasonable explanations behind the home-owner’s insistence that her house was haunted. 

The doorbell didn’t work so she rapped on the door, shivering as she waited. She really did need a better coat. The door swept back and Robin appeared, waving her inside. 

“Come in,” she said, closing the door behind her guest. “Awfully cold out there today.”

“Dreadful,” Billie said, unwinding the scarf from her neck. “I can’t feel my toes.” 

Robin took her guest’s coat and toque. “Did you walk all the way here? You must be frozen.”

“I’m okay. I like walking.” 

“I just made some tea. Let’s warm you up first.” 

The living room was large, the floor cluttered with kid’s toys and books, washed in the thin light from the bay window. Settled onto the sofa, Billie rubbed the feeling back into her feet while Robin brought the tea to the table. 

“I’m glad you changed your mind,” Robin said. “I’m really at wit’s end here.”

Billie smiled, watching the woman closely. Robin seemed cheerier than their first meeting, the eyes brighter and fuller. The nose ring was still distracting. “Is your daughter here? Maya, right?”

“She’s here. It takes her a minute to warm up to strangers.” Robin called out her daughter’s name. Soft footfalls could be heard scampering from the other room. 

“So,” Robin turned her attention back to Billie. “Can you sense anything?”

“Not yet. I need to open up first.” 

Robin looked surprised. “You can do that? Wild. So is there anything you need me to do?”

“Not really,” Billie said. “Maybe you and Maya can stick to one room while I’m here. I’ll take a walk through the house, top to bottom. How many floors are there?”

“Just two. Plus the basement.”

The basement was where she would most likely sense the thing, if anything was here. For reasons she didn’t understand, the dead loved cellars. “Is the attic accessible?” 

“There’s a panel in the hall closet. Will you need to get up there?”

“Probably not.” The hot mug was warming her fingers back to life. She didn’t want to put it down. “Is there any part of the house that’s worse than others? More activity?”

“The bedrooms,” Robin said. “Maya’s and the master. The stairs are bad, too.” 

Billie looked up at the ceiling, as if able to see past it to the second floor. “Bedrooms are often bad spots for this kind of thing.” 

Robin fussed with a ring on her finger, hesitant. “Can I ask you something? How long have you been doing this?”

“Helping people? Not long.”

“No, I mean, seeing ghosts and stuff. Have you always been able to sense things?”

“Sort of. I blocked it out for a long time.” Billie watched the woman fuss with her ring, noting the downturn in her mouth. “Are you worried that Maya can see things?”

“She’s already seeing things. Sometimes she talks to them, too. To people who aren’t there.”

“Most kids can sense things,” Billie said. “But they grow out of it. About the same time they stop believing in Santa Claus.”

Weight lifted from the mother’s shoulders, relief settling in at the idea. A shuffling noise at the door and then a little girl appeared. Chestnut locks in two braids. A purple sweater with a picture of a pony, mismatched socks. 

Robin waved the girl forward. “Come say hi to my friend, honey.” 

The little girl scampered to her mother’s side, avoiding eye contact with the stranger.

“Sweetheart, this is Billie. Say hi.”

Maya offered a tiny wave. She was adorable and shy and Billie couldn’t stop smiling at her. “Hi Maya. It’s very nice to meet you.”

The girl gripped her mother’s knee. 

“I heard that you like horses.” Billie reached into her sweater pocket to retrieve something. “I was at an antique store the other day and I found this.” 

A figurine of a horse, die cast in metal, appeared in Billie’s palm. Rearing up on hind legs, the toy horse looked regal. Maya’s mouth broke into a smile. 

“My shelves are cluttered with stuff and I have no room for it at my house,” Billie said. “Could you give him a good home?” 

Maya gently took the toy horse and stood it in the flat of her palm the way Billie had. 

“What do you say, honey?” prodded the mother. 

“Thank you.” 

“You’re very welcome, Maya.” Still smiling, Billie got to her feet. “Well, I guess I’ll get started.”

Robin rose to meet her. “We’ll stay in this room until you’re done. Where do you want to start?” 

“Upstairs. I’ll work my way down.” The basement would be done last. She’d need time to gird herself against whatever was down there. 

 

~

 

The stairs creaked under her feet as she climbed to the second floor, opening herself up as she went. Hitting the top landing, Billie’s senses were on wide array and she could feel the chill from the other rooms. Robin’s fears were real, something was here. Maybe more than one. 

Maya’s room was small but cheerful with colour and mad with horses. Horses on the wall, toy ponies spilling from a wooden chest under the window. The bed awash in plush ponies of every colour.

And a lingering tingle of dread everywhere she turned. Some spirit had been here recently. An angry one too. She felt her own anger rising in echo of it, then fear and anguish coming over her in waves. Turning slowly around the little girl’s bedroom, she stopped at the closet door. Ajar by a few inches, Billie already knew that it wouldn’t stay closed, no matter how many times Robin or her husband shut it. She pulled the door open all the way. A normal closet with clothes and toys, board games stacked onto the upper shelf, but it was never something seen that was the trouble. Whatever was haunting this house, it liked the closets. The way a rat loves its nest. 

Crossing back into the hallway, into the master bedroom. Standing in the middle of the room, she felt a chill in the air that could only come from the presence of the dead. Like the girl’s room, the entity wasn’t present but it left a miasma of residual energy throughout the room. Cold and oppressive, a volatile mix of despair and rage imprinted on the room. So thick and heavy that it churned Billie’s stomach with nausea at the same time that it prickled her skin with gooseflesh. 

It was elusive, this thing slithering through the house. Unable to lock onto any visual cue of what it looked like, all Billie could sense was its movements within the room. She could feel it hovering over the couple in the bed as they slept, pressing down on them, touching them. She felt its oppressive mood drenching Robin and her husband, poisoning their hearts with misery like a slow, malignant disease. The couple who slept in this room fought and bickered often. They withdrew inside themselves with despair or dread, infected by the entity inside their home. 

Billie quit the room, heart pounding. She clocked the bathroom door to her left, so ill she feared she might lose her lunch. It was maddening, whatever this ghost was. Elusive and ethereal, nothing for her to latch onto or identify. She could, however, determine how it moved through the house from the residual slime trail it left behind. Not unlike the smears of phantom blood that Poor Tom left everywhere as he dragged his stumps along. The entity in Robin’s house moved through the walls, slipping under the old plaster and lathe walls, through the wall studs, inside the metal tunnel of ductwork. And the ductwork led down into the basement. 

Coming down the creaking stairs, it pushed her. 

A sharp thud on her back, tipping her forward, her hands clutching the rail to keep from tumbling all the way down. A smudge of darkness in her peripheral vision was all she saw of it before it vanished. Fast too, rushing her from behind like that before she sensed it. Had it meant to hurl her down the stairs or was this a warning? Get out. Robin had said that the stairs were bad. She’d have to ask her later if any other visitors to the house had been pushed here or was it just her. Did the elusive ghost see her as a threat? 

Passing the front room where Robin and Maya remained, Billie faked a smile, not wanting to alarm them. She moved on. The kitchen was the calmest room in the house, clear of any of the sickly paranormal echoes. The entity didn’t enter this room, the hub of any family dwelling. Billie had seen this before, in other haunted homes, the kitchen free of any presence of a ghost like a shelter in a storm. She didn’t know why this was, but theorized that the everyday activity in any kitchen was not amenable to the dead. Was it simply the noise of banging pots and rattling dishes that kept the ghosts out or was it the basic camaraderie of a family breaking bread together? Probably both. 

Collecting herself in the calmness of the kitchen, she continued on to the mud room at the back of the house and opened the cellar door. 

Of course, the basement was unfinished. Bare floor joists overhead, shrouded with cobwebs, the stained brick walls damp with condensation. The only light was a dusty bulb that winked on by pulling a chain. The bad wiring and the old plumbing exposed, running the length of the ceiling. And a cloud of anger over everything, thick as a spring fog. It was down here, whatever it was, ghost or entity. It was present in the room. 

Billie took a breath to shrug off the gooseflesh and push down the dread icing her guts. She shouldn’t be scared anymore, not after the things she’d seen, the terrors she had faced but the fear was always there. The unknown, the thing hiding in the shadows or creeping up at your back. She spoke quietly to it. 

“I won’t take it personally, the shove on the stairs.”

Silence through the room. A tick-tick but that was just the old water heater. 

“You’ve done that before, haven’t you?” Billie continued. “Pushing people on the stairwell. Is that just for strangers or do you push Robin and Maya, too?” 

The utilities were on her left, the dusty furnace and the ticking water-heater, illuminated by the bare bulb overhead. The cellar opened up north, dark with shadows, the furthest from the light. It was there, deep in the shadows of the dirty brick cellar. It was slippery, this one. With most ghosts and spirits, Billie could sense them easily but this one was obscure. No more solid than vapour steaming from a kettle. It was going to take some coaxing for it to reveal itself. 

“Was this your home?” Keeping her voice down, not wanting to alert the family above. “Did you live here before the current family moved in?” 

Nothing. Stubborn. If anything, the presence in the room diminished. Was it leaving? 

“I get it, you know. This was your home and you don’t like the new people but, the simple truth is that this is their home now. And they should be allowed to live in peace.” 

The stillness pervaded. A cobweb near her head billowed gently from a draft leaking in through a crack in the foundation, but that was all. Hopefully it was listening to her, hearing her out. 

“So. That leaves us two options. You can stay, if you leave them in peace. That means no more pushing, no more touching them in the night. No more scaring them. Especially the little girl.” 

She felt something shift in the shadows at the far end of the basement. Not so much a movement as a change in the atmosphere. Emotions churning, the air pressure intensifying. 

“If you can’t do that, then, I’m sorry. You have to leave.” 

It charged at her. Not from the dark corner where Billie thought it was but from underneath her. It erupted up through the concrete slab floor to swallow her. Long, spindly limbs spiked with thorns, like the legs of a spider, thrust up and curled over her. Their touch stung her, sharp barbs cutting her flesh, tearing through her thick sweater, slashing the fabric of her jeans to find the skin. Rather than the expected cold, the spider legs were hot, searing her skin as the thorns cut, piercing and cauterizing in the same motion. Its massive bulk broke through the concrete under her feet, a sooty tangle of bone and meat and wet sinew. She kicked at it, trying to get away from it but the spiky limbs coiled over her like a cage, pulling her down. 

A grotesque popping sound issued from the dark mass, the bones shifting and sliding, the sticky muscle tissue slitting open until a gap yawned open in what she could only guess was a mouth. Wider and wider, gaping open under her kicking feet, eager to swallow her whole. 

No!

Not so much a scream as it was a psychic refusal of the entity. The bones of the thing snapped under her, the spindly legs recoiling as if in pain. Scrambling hard to tear free from the limbs, she hoped her banshee wail hurt the bastard thing. 

Hitting the gritty floor, Billie crawled away as quick as she could, colliding into the bulk of the furnace. Behind her, the floor was undisturbed, the monstrous spider thing was gone. Wincing, she looked at her hands, her arms. The cuts and slashes were still there, the thing’s bite was real enough and it stung like a son of a bitch. 

This was no simple ghost. She didn’t know what the damn thing was. 

And it wasn’t finished with her yet, judging from the gritty crackling coming from the dark corner. 

They came rolling across the basement floor, tumbling and undulating in the hundreds. Doll parts. Plastic arms and legs, headless torsos and china doll heads, rolling out like a wave of severed baby parts right toward her. Billie started for the stairs but the doll pieces flooded over her hands, her knees. The glass eyes of the doll heads looked up at her, their lashes unnaturally long. Their tiny cherub mouths opened and a legion of baby heads called out to her in crackly voices. 

Play with me, they all cried. Billie, play with me. 

That was when the naked bulb overhead winked out, plunging her into darkness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 8 

 

 

THE TAPEWORM TURNED. Eyelids heavy, drooping close to sleep before snapping open at something his ears had caught. 

What did that bitch say? 

He sat up, tilting forward on the rancid couch, and wiped the drool from his mouth. That blond chick was on TV again, the reporter who did weird news and stuff. Something in his morphine-addled brain was telling him to straighten up and focus. Pay attention, because this could mean work. 

Tapeworm knew a lot of people. It was his business to know lots of people from all walks of life. None of them could be said to be colleagues, few operated in the same field as he did. The number of friends he claimed could be counted on one hand. And no one among the vast networks of people that he moved through knew what his real name was. He was simply The Tapeworm. A day-trader in information, distiller of rumours and gossip. Occasional police informant. 

It was a tricky business to trade in. The key component was knowing which scrap of information to sell and knowing who was willing to shell out for it. 

The blond reporter was yammering away on the TV, stinging his ears with peculiar phrases. Occult. Devil-worship. Desecrated church. Psychic. Rubbing his eyes to clear them, he squinted at the news journalist as she stood before a pile of burnt logs at the base of the Devil’s Punchbowl. When she began wrapping up her report, he leaned in to catch the byline. 

Amanda Troy, Hamilton Bay News.

She looked like an Amanda, thought the Tapeworm. No matter. He had seen her reports before; the odd and the unexplained. The fresh-faced news reporter was scrabbling around in a very particular niche of the city’s scaly underbelly. A world that he knew intimately. Amanda Troy, the golden girl of late night news, was digging for a story. If she was hungry enough, she just might pay up for some particularly tasty tidbits that he kept hidden away in a tiny drawer inside his diseased little mind. 

 

~

 

“Hey. Are you all right?” 

A thin voice within the void, darkness all about. 

“Billie?”

When she opened her eyes, Billie blinked at the face of the woman hovering over her. Grasped for the woman’s name. Robin. 

“What happened?” Her voice was parched, brittle. 

Pressing something cold and damp to Billie’s brow, Robin said, “I ran downstairs when I heard you scream. You were on your knees, incoherent.”

“I was?” The room spun crazily the moment she sat up. Her hand went automatically to the throbbing pain on her brow. “Ouch.” 

“Go easy,” Robin cautioned. “You must have hit your head went the light went out. I’m sorry. The light always goes screwy down there.”

The sickening vertigo passed and as it fled, memory flooded back to fill the gaps. The spider limbs, the doll parts rolling across the floor. The  shadow entity, whatever it was. The fear in her marrow, naked and raw. 

Billie ran her fingertips over the tender lump on her forehead. “I ran into something? I’m the one who should be sorry.” 

“I refuse to go down there anymore,” Robin admitted.  

Maya sat on the floor, watching them with her big eyes. The metal horse in her hand. Robin knelt down to tussle her hair. “Honey, go play in the kitchen for now. I’ll be there in a minute.” 

Billie watched the little girl dart from the room and then said quietly, “The kitchen’s the safest room in the house.”

Fear crept back into the mother’s eyes. “Did you see something? It’s a ghost, isn’t it?”

“I’m not sure what it is.”

Robin settled onto the couch next to Billie, her voice a whisper. “But you saw something. I’m not crazy, right?”

“You’re not crazy. There’s something here.”

“What is it? Or who is it?”

Billie tested the lump on her head again. Was it it swelling? “I’m not sure. Sometimes they’re obscure, or masked. But it’s here and it doesn’t want to leave.” 

Robin’s hands covered her mouth, eyes glistening. “What do I do? Can you get rid of it? Is it dangerous?” 

“I don’t know if I can get it to leave.” Billie propped her elbows on her knees, waiting for the dizziness to pass, scrambling for some way to help the woman without alarming her. “Robin, do you go to church?”

“What?”

“Do you know a priest? Or a rabbi or vicar?” 

Robin’s lip was quivering, her eyes darting about as her mind raced with questions. Worst case scenarios. “We started going to a church nearby. The Ministry of Eternal Salvation but I don’t really know the Reverend there. I’ve said hello, but that’s it.” 

Maya’s voice called out from the kitchen. Asking for something to eat. 

“Just a minute, honey!” Robin yelled back. She reached out and placed her hand over Billie’s arm. “Is it that bad?” 

“Get the priest to bless the whole house. Top to bottom, every room. Especially the basement.” Billie tried to ignore the sting of the goose egg swelling up on her brow. She needed to think clearly. “He might have to come back a few days later and do it all over again. Is there anyone you can stay with for a few days? A friend or a relative?” 

The tears that had glistened in Robin’s eyes finally spilt over. Her voice no more than a trickle. “Oh God.”

“Momma?” 

The little girl stood in the doorway, watching her mother cry. Maya’s gaze hardened as it shifted to Billie, wondering why this stranger was making her mom sad. Robin wiped the tears away quickly and opened her arms to catch her daughter. 

Billie stood up, gathered her coat from where it hung from a peg in the vestibule. “I’ll get out of your hair.”

“You don’t have to go,” Robin said, struggling to push herself up from the sofa.

“I’ll call you later tonight. We can talk more.”

She was buttoning her coat when the door pushed open and a man stepped inside. He looked at Billie with surprise. “Hi.”

Robin stepped into the vestibule, discreetly wiping her eyes dry. “Honey, what are you doing home so early?”

“Had some errands to run.” He looked at Billie again, held out a hand. “I’m Noah.”

“I’m sorry,” Robin said. “Billie, this is my husband, Noah. Honey, this is Billie.” 

They shook hands. “Nice to meet you, Noah. I’m just on my way out.”

Maya clung to the door frame, watching them. “She’s the spooky lady.” 

Billie’s cheeks flushed. Robin looked annoyed. Noah knotted his brow. “Spooky lady?” 

“Billie’s a psychic. She just took a walk through the house.” Robin’s voice lowered by a decibel or two. “We need to talk.” 

“Psychic?” The smile on Noah’s face dropped away, usurped by a pan of suspicion, bordering on hostility. He glared at his wife. “We discussed this already. We weren’t getting a psychic.”

“You decided,” Robin snapped back. Ire in her tone, an unfinished argument here. “Not me. I asked Billie to help us.”

Billie sighed inwardly. The last thing she wanted was to be the fulcrum of some marital dispute. “I should go. Nice to meet you.”

Noah didn’t budge, blocking the way out. He looked at the stranger in his home. “Psychic, huh? Just how much is this costing us?” 

“Pro bono,” Billie said, bristling at the aggression. “Goodbye, Robin.” 

Noah opened the door for her and Billie walked out, pulling her toque over her hair. The door clicked shut behind her and as she descended the frozen porch steps, she could hear their voices yelling from inside, the dispute already breaking into a fight. 

Marching briskly down the street, she wondered if Maya was stuck in the vestibule watching the couple fight or if she had fled to the kitchen where it was safe. 

 

~

 

Southend-on-sea. 

Christ.

In the warmer months, it was a bustling seaside town of amusement halls and beach-goers, a Ferris wheel rotating over the long boardwalk of tourist traps. In winter, it was a desolate strip of quiet streets washed in a grey sky that matched the hue of the sea. The parched loneliness of it suited John Gantry, sitting on a bench, looking out over the white-tipped waves on the estuary of the Thames. He needed quiet now, the emptiness of it, to get his head sorted. 

Nothing had been the same since the night he awoke on a cold slab of metal inside the morgue. Everything seemed fragile, impermanent, now. The world, as it existed, stood on a thin layer of ice that, without warning, could snap and plunge it all into icy darkness. Or, he mused, it was just himself that skated the thin ice. Coming back from the dead had been a bumpy ride and he was afraid that not all of him made it back. His nerves were shot, his confidence withered and his heart a sucking wound that had him falling to pieces at the worst times. 

Confidence was the currency in which he traded, the lingua Franca of the underground spheres in which he moved. Secrets, power, mystery, threats. Half the time it was simple manipulation, cracking the other bloke’s weakness and exploiting it until he broke. You needed balls for that, confidence to an almost pathological degree, to stay afloat in a shady web of occultists and self-proclaimed sorcerers and nutters mad for power or the end of the world. You can’t play the game with a trembling hand or a treasonous heart infected by the squirming worm of doubt. 

“Face it, son,” he said aloud to no one. To the sea, the frozen Ferris wheel on the boardwalk. “You’re finished. Washed up.” 

Fishing out another cigarette, he contemplated what was to come if he stepped out of the game altogether. Officially, he was dead. What better time to get out of the business than now? Let the world think he had died in prison and slip into a quiet life that had nothing to do with arcane knowledge and diabolical things that went bump in the night. But what then? Get a job? Get a twee flat somewhere, meet a nice girl and settle down? The horror of it chilled what was left of his blighted soul more than the agony of waking up on a morgue slab. 

Flick-flick. The lighter was dead, empty of butane, leaving the cigarette dangling uselessly from his lips. Cursing, he flung the bastard thing into the street. 

“Oy!” bellowed a voice. A constable stepping out of the chip shop with a greasy bundle of paper in his hand. “There’s a fine for littering, you know.” 

“Piss off!” Gantry marched away. The last thing he needed was hassle from Old Bill. 

 

Cutting through the narrow streets, he returned to the safety of his sister’s house, unprepared for the ballocking that awaited him. 

“I have a bone to pick with you,” said Connie when he came through the side door. 

“Take a number,” he grumbled. “You’re one of many, Con.”

“Enough cheek. This is serious.” Her arms folded, a flinty cut to her features. This was serious. “This way.”

Gantry followed her down the hall and they stood in Hannah’s room. The inner sanctum of a young girl, with pictures of pop stars plastered to the walls, the dresser a riot of nail polish, trashy magazines and skull-shaped candles. 

“I don’t think Hannah’s going to appreciate us snooping her room,” he said. 

“I normally don’t,” replied Connie, “other than to bark at her about cleaning up. But I was in here the other day, putting away the laundry and I found something.” 

That didn’t bode well. Connie opened the closet and knelt down, digging her hands under a pile of old jumpers, pulling something out. Gantry braced for the worst. A few joints in a tin, a couple tabs of ecstasy. A bottle of gin. 

Connie stood up with the offending items in hand. Books. Paperbacks, three of them. 

“This is what you’re worried about?” He almost laughed. “Books?”

“Look at the titles, John.” 

The Art of Occult Power. Secrets of the Magus. Conjuration and Manipulations of the Lesser Daemons. The covers were garish with pentagrams, skulls and medieval engravings of devils. Gantry stifled his surprise, not wanting to alarm Connie. These titles weren’t introductory texts or kid’s books. These were dense, scholarly works. 

“Where did she get these?”

“Are you taking the piss?” Her tone was acid-etched, her eyes harder still. “I’ve a good mind to knock your bloody head in.”

Oh for Christ’s sakes. Gantry sighed. “Connie, give me some credit. You honestly think I would have given this shite to her?”

“Where else would she have gotten it?” Connie crossed to the window, unsure of what to do with her hands. “The way that girl worships you? Jesus, Johnny.” 

“Con, you know I keep this stuff away from you. That hasn’t changed.” He fanned through the pages of Conjurations and Manipulations, written by one Edward Powell. He’d known Powell briefly, toward the end of his career. Before the mad bastard had taken a swan dive into the Thames. “Have you asked Hannah about this?”

“Not yet. Not until I figure out how to do that without murdering her.” 

Gantry watched his sister stare out the window. The anger had boiled over, dissipating. Her lip was quivering slightly. “You’ve never told her about me, have you? About what I do?”

“What do you think?”

“Then how does she know?” 

Connie took the books from his hands and knelt down to shove them back into their hiding spot. “I don’t know. Maybe her friends know. They know that you’re a wanted murder suspect. Rumours swirl up about that sort of thing.” 

Gantry propped an arm over the dresser. He desperately needed a cigarette. “Let me talk to Hannah about it. I’ll get it sorted.”

“Do more than sort it, John,” Connie said as she straightened up. Eye to eye with her brother. “Scare the living shit out of her so she never touches this bollocks again.” 

 

~

 

“Where are we going?” 

Mockler smiled at her, his face lit green in the light of the dashboard. “I want your opinion on something.”

Billie watched Cannon Street zoom past outside the window, then a turn onto West Ave. Snow was falling again, swirling around like dust motes in the headlights. Mockler had called while she was walking home, said he’d pick her up on the way. A playful tone to his voice. She’d reminded him that she wasn’t fond of surprises. 

“Did I tell you we found a buyer for the house?”

She looked at him. “That was fast.”

“They’re eager to buy. Apparently the housing market is hotter than I thought.” He scrutinized the houses on their left, slowing down to see the numbers. “They put in an offer. The realtor wants us to come in and take a look at it.”

Billie felt herself stiffen up, tried to hide it. “You and Christina?”

He nodded. She turned away, gazing at the houses passing by. A queasiness erupted at the thought of it and she pushed it away. 

“We’re here,” he said, pulling the car over. “Come on.”

He led her up the porch stairs of a brick house with a long front yard and through the front door. The foyer was small, two doors. 

“An apartment?” she asked. 

“More than that.” Opening the right hand door revealed a set of stairs. He flourished for her to proceed. “Come have a look.” 

An old house, divided into two apartments. Billie topped the stairs and strode down the hall to the kitchen. New appliances and a nice countertop but the character of the original house shone through in the old window, the crown moulding and tall baseboards. 

“It’s nice,” Billie said. “Updated but you can still see the older charm. Pricey?”

“Within the budget. I saw it this afternoon and fell hard. The owner was nice enough to leave it unlocked so I could show you.” Mockler nodded at the window. “There’s a huge deck out there.” 

“One bedroom?” 

“Two,” he answered. Taking her hand, he led her back into the hall. “Come see the rest.” 

The rest of the apartment held even more character than the kitchen. Dark oak wainscoting along the hallway, black and white tile in the bathroom with an original bathtub and sink, weathered with time but still functional. Two narrow bedrooms on the south side, the former master bedroom acting as a living room off the front of the house. A bay window with mullioned glass. Refinished hardwood floors. Her guess was cherry, with an oak inlay. She had to stifle her flat-envy. 

“It’s perfect,” she said. “The second bedroom can be an office or something. Is there parking?”

“Tight, but enough for two cars.” 

Billie circled the room, her heels clomping the wood floor. She loved the emptiness of the big room. “Great find, honey. Sign the lease, before someone else does.” 

“It’s not for rent right now.”

“Huh? Then why are you looking at it?”

Mockler leaned against the wall. “The house is for sale. My real estate agent tipped me off to it. They haven’t listed it yet, so she suggested making a pre-emptive bid.” 

“Are you sure you want to do that? Buy another house so soon?” 

“Not really,” he shrugged. “But this came along. There’s a tenant downstairs, so that would offset the mortgage. And with the sale of the Bristol house I can foot the down payment. Seems too good to pass up.” 

She looked at him and then surveyed the room again. “It’s a big decision.”

“That’s why I wanted you to look at it. It’s nice, isn’t it? A good investment?” 

She couldn’t think of any objections. “It is. It’s a big commitment though. Are you ready for it?”

“I think so. But there’s more to it. This was originally a single family dwelling, right? Before it was split into two apartments. Wouldn’t take much to switch it back to a single dwelling.” He was smiling again. “An option, for the future.” 

Billie looked at his smile and read his mind. Oh boy. She sat down on the bare floor and leaned back against the wall. “Come sit.” 

“I’m not saying anything.” His hand went up, as if to call for a time-out. “Just looking at options.”

She patted the cherrywood floor beside her. “Just come sit beside me. You can’t really feel a room until you sit on the floor.”

Mockler settled in beside her, stretching his long legs out before him. He crossed one ankle over the other, taking in the new angle on the room. “I like it even more,” he said.

She remained quiet, trying to suss out what to say. Her nose began to itch and she dug for some tissues but the sneeze erupted before she found it among the stuff crammed in her pockets. 

“You okay?” he asked. “Is the dust in here getting to you?”

She shook her head, dabbing her nose. “No. I think I’m getting sick.”

“Again? You’re just recovering from the last time.” 

“Job hazard,” she said. This was as good a way to break the ice as any.

He was onto her, one eyebrow arching in suspicion. “What have you been up to?”

“Someone asked for help,” she confessed. “I took a walk through their house.”

“Billie, come on. You’re supposed to be giving that a rest for now. You know how it makes you sick.” 

She couldn’t argue with that. Encountering ghosts up close took its toll on her, the dead energy was like slipping into a freezing bath. It made her weak, left her immune system depleted, open to any bug in the air.  “I know, but this woman needs help. She has something really nasty in her house and it won’t go away.”

“That’s not your responsibility.”

“She has a little girl. A seven-year-old named Maya. And a baby on the way.” 

Mockler leaned his head back against the plaster wall and sighed. “Is that where you got the bump to your head?” 

Busted. “It didn’t like being challenged, whatever it was.” 

“But you’re done with it, right?” Tilting around to look at her. “You told it to get lost and that’s the end of it.” 

“Not quite. Could you do something for me?” 

“Depends,” he said with a pretence of being aloof but he was a terrible actor. He’d do anything and they both knew it. 

“Can you look up the history of the house? I need to know if anyone died there.” 

“It’s that bad?”

“Yeah. Where’s your trusty little notebook?” 

He produced his notepad from his pocket, she located a pen among the tumble of mess in her own coat pockets. 

“The thing inside the house won’t talk. And it disguises itself.” A momentary recall popped back from her memory; the thorny spider legs, the tumbling doll parts. “If I knew who died there, I can address them by name.” 

“I’ll have a look but the police records will only show violent or suspicious deaths. If anyone died of natural causes there, it won’t show up in the files. Can you find the previous owners of the house?”

“I might. I can go to the library, too. See if there’s anything in the archives.” She handed the notepad back to him. “Here’s the address.”

He looked at it but it meant nothing to him and he tucked the pad away. “Is this thing dangerous?”

“It’s not friendly,” Billie said, whitewashing it a little, not wanting to worry him. “But I’ll be prepared for it next time.” 

“Does there have to be a next time? Can’t someone else help them? Send Gantry in there.” 

“I’ll be careful.” Dabbing her nose with the tissue again. “I promise.” 

The detective appeared unconvinced but he let it go. “Shall we get out of here?”

“Can we stay for a bit? I love empty rooms.” 

She reached for his hand and they sat together in the echoing vastness of the room, Billie savouring the emptiness of the space. The stillness of an uninhabited flat. 

A thought occurred to her, sitting there on the floor of the vacant apartment. Probably foolish, so soon after the screw-up at Robin’s house, but she needed to be sure. She opened herself up. 

Nothing pinged her radar, no unearthly void inside the house that signified the presence of the dead. Safe. 

“I like this house,” she said. “I think you should take it.” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 9 

 

 

MOCKLER HATED BEING late. Ducking out of work, he floored the pedal uptown to the James Street North office of his realtor, Cynthia Trucillo. Cynthia met him in the lobby, he all apologizes for his tardiness. 

“Come on through,” Cynthia said as she escorted him past the reception desk. “Christina’s already here.” 

Christina sat before a desk, still wearing her coat like she wasn’t planning to stay any longer than she had to. Stunning as always, even with an expressionless mask to her features. She nodded hello.

“Hey,” he said, taking the other chair. “You all right?”

“Never been better,” she replied. “Let’s wrap this up.”

Cynthia sat down behind her pristine desk and pushed a document across to them. “So, the details on the agreement have been ironed out. All we need now is to sign the deal. Do you want to look over it one more time.”

“No,” Christina said. 

Mockler skimmed through the document, letting it ride. 

There had been three serious offers for the house on Bristol Street. Cynthia had helped them choose the best one, which wasn’t necessarily the highest bid. Negotiation began, drafts of the contract swapped back and forth until all parties were satisfied. A closing date was determined, three weeks from now. He and Christina had bought the house almost four years ago and Hamilton’s real estate market had risen significantly in that time. Once the house was transferred and the mortgage settled, the fees and commissions paid out, the remaining sum was not insignificant. Split down the middle, each of them would walk away with a little over ten grand. 

Cynthia sat patiently, watching them both staring down at the paperwork. A moment’s hesitation before finalizing. She’d seen this moment before, countless times. 

He took up the pen, scrawled his signature in two different places and initialled another three places. Laid the pen down. 

Her turn. She took the pen and looked over at him. “This is it. Once this is settled, we’re done.”

“I know.” What was she waiting for? Her hesitation didn’t make sense. She was the one pushing to sell the house since they’d split. 

The real estate agent simply smiled, like she had all the time in the world and was prepared to sit here all day. Smiling and waiting. 

Mockler calibrated his tone to neutral. There was no need to be an asshole in this situation. “We can go through it again,” he said, “if you’re unsure.”

She signed it. Quick and aggressively, almost tearing the paper. She dropped the pen and got to her feet. “Thank you, Cynthia.” Stepping around Mockler, she and hurried from the room. 

He scratched his chin, like he always did when something didn’t sit right. 

Cynthia gathered up the contract and held out her hand. “Congratulations,” she said. 

 

~

 

Noah beamed as the guest stepped through the front door. “Honey,” he said to Robin. “This is Reverend Joy.” 

“Thank you for coming, Reverend,” Robin said, straightening her posture as she looked up at the tall man. Formality was not her forte but she was trying. It wasn’t easy to stand straight with her belly so topheavy with the baby. “We truly appreciate the visit.”

Reverend Joy brushed the snow from his buzz cut and slipped out of his overcoat. “I was happy to come. Noah speaks very highly of you.” 

A darting exchange of glances, easing the tension of the earlier row about guests in their home. Robin was still smarting from the way Noah had berated for falling for a psychic, but at least he had said some kind things about her to the clergyman. 

The Reverend made a reverential nod toward her belly. “And you are to be blessed with another child, I see.”

“She’s almost here,” Robin said, one hand forever on her stomach. 

“Or he,” corrected Noah.

Joy smiled. “Congratulations. When are you due?”

“Soon,” Noah replied. “Early next month.”

Welcoming their guest, they moved into the living room. It was spotless now, Robin and Noah having spent the morning cleaning the whole house. There was a cheese tray on the coffee table. 

“Would you like some coffee?”

The Reverend Joy didn’t reply, his gaze fixated on the bannistered stairs leading to the second floor. 

“Reverend?” Noah prodded, after a sideways exchange with his wife. 

He turned, snapping out of it. “Hmm? Oh, maybe after. I think we should get started right away.” 

“Is everything okay?” Robin asked. She couldn’t help wonder what had caught his attention so quickly. “Did you, uh, sense something?”

Noah glowered at her. More psychic nonsense.

“It’s nothing,” he replied, smiling again. 

They sat down, the homeowners on the sofa, the guest in the armchair. The Reverend leaned forward, all business. “Noah has told me what he has felt in the house, but I’d like to hear your thoughts, Robin. Do you truly believe there is something unearthly in your home?”

She nodded. “I do. And it scares me.” 

“And you felt this presence since you moved in?”

“Yes, shortly afterwards. I thought it was just my imagination at first, not being used to the house yet. But then it got worse.” 

Reverend Joy clasped his hands together. He was a presence himself, a big man. The starched collar, the military-style buzz cut. “When did it get worse? How long ago?”

“Six months?” she said. “Maybe seven. Do you want see where it’s bad? Which rooms and stuff?”

“We’ll get to that when I go through the house during the blessing.” The Reverend stood. “To start, I think we should offer up a simple prayer. The three of us.” 

With the belly protruding so far, she needed to wind up to tilt off the deep sofa cushions. The Reverend took her hand to help her up and kept it until all three of them were joined in clasped hands and bowed heads. 

“Lord, we ask that you give us the strength and the wisdom to undertake our task today with love and forbearance.” 

Thunk.

The noise emanated from the second floor. Heavy and loud. Reverend Joy was the only one who opened his eyes, noting that his hosts hadn’t flinched the way he had. Clearly, the disturbance was not foreign to them. 

“With your guidance,” he went on, “we will cleanse this home and keep safe the family that lives here. Amen.” 

Hands unclasped, eyes opened. The Reverend reached for the bag left on the floor. “Let me get the stole on and then we’ll do each floor.” 

“I feel better already,” Noah declared. 

Reverend Joy draped the purple vestment around his neck, trying to ignore another thump sounding from overhead. 

 

When it was over, Robin suggested they sit in the kitchen. The quietest room in the house. The Reverend dropped into the wooden chair visibly spent, a thin film of sweat on his brow. No one spoke while Noah poured the coffee. 

“Is it always like this?” Reverend Joy asked, a little out of breath.

“Most of the time,” Robin said, unconsciously folding her palm over her belly. 

The noise had played keep-away with them, staying one step ahead. A thud or the scrape of furniture on the floor as they went through the house. Always in the next room, always out of sight. The Reverend’s blessing had started in a soft, calming tone but had become loudly urgent as Robin and Noah followed him from room to room. He was angry by the time they reached the cellar. Before going down into the dusty basement, he had retrieved a vial of holy water and flung it vigorously into the four corners of the brick foundations. 

“I’ve performed many blessings in my time,” Joy said, his voice a little hoarse, “but I have never felt something so oppressive as this.” 

“It’s awful,” Robin agreed. She had thought, for whatever reason, that the atmosphere in the house would have altered the moment the blessing was complete, like a strong wind flushing a bad odour from the home. It hadn’t happened. 

“It may actually have gotten worse,” suggested Noah. “Since the psychic.”

Robin fired a withering glance at her husband for tattle-telling on her. 

“Psychic?” The Reverend set his cup down. 

“Robin asked one to come see the house,” Noah continued to squeal on her. “I figured you should know.” 

“I see.” The Reverend’s face drooped into a blank pan. Disappointed. He looked at the pregnant woman. “That may have complicated matters.”

Robin swallowed the ire bubbling its way up. Maybe it was just the rumble of indigestion, common with pregnancy, but she felt like a scolded child before the Reverend. “Complicated how?”

“It may have angered whatever is here. Which makes our task all the more difficult.” 

Noah sunk in his chair. “You mean the blessing didn’t work?”

“On occasion, it takes more than one blessing to settle a house.” Joy looked at his watch, a heavy nickel-plated timepiece. “I’m afraid I have to go.” 

Seeing the man to the door, the homeowners glanced at one another silently as their guest buttoned his overcoat. 

“Are you willing to do a second blessing?” Noah’s voice was hesitant, reluctant to press their luck. 

“Of course,” Reverend Joy replied, shaking both of their hands. His demeanour had altered, the self-assured man of the cloth returning with the proximity of the front door. “A second and a third and a fourth, if need be. We will make your home safe. I promise you that.” 

He opened the door and the wind stole inside. He turned to the couple again. “But under no circumstances is this psychic to be allowed back into the house. It will simply undo all of the good work we have done here today. Fair enough?”

“It won’t happen again,” Noah vowed. “Thanks again, Reverend. We’ll see you on Sunday.” 

Closing the door against the cold, Noah turned around to find his wife scowling at him.

“You just had to snitch on me, didn’t you?” she said. 

“He needs to know the truth,” Noah said. “He can’t help if we hide stuff from him.”

 

~

 

Researching the history of the house proved to be more difficult than anticipated. The plan was simple enough; if she could trace the owners of the property back to the beginning, she might be able to narrow down a list of people who had died in the house. Hitting the fourth floor archive room at the public library, Billie discovered, was the wrong place to start. There was no way to accurately search via individual properties. 

What she needed was a deed search at the Land Registry office over on King West. However, before the deed could be researched, she needed the plan and lot number for Robin’s house, and these could only be obtained through tax records at the City Clerk’s office. And there were fees, of course, for each step in the process. She could call Robin for help but was reluctant to do so. Her inspection of the house had been so unhelpful that, the next time she spoke to the distressed woman, she wanted to have some answers for her. 

The clerk’s office was only a few blocks away in the city hall edifice. Packing her notebook and pens back into her bag, she hoped Mockler would have better luck on his end with a search of the police records. When her phone went off, she wondered if it was her detective beau calling with good news but the number on the screen wasn’t his. She didn’t recognize the number. 

“Is this Billie?” said a voice when she answered. She said it was. 

“This is Judith Tremaine. I’m returning your call from yesterday. Your message said something about family?”

Judith. The relative that Maggie had told her about. After getting the number from her aunt, she had called Judith only to leave a vague message on the woman’s answering service. She must have sounded a little nutty. 

“Hi Judith. Thanks for calling back. I’m sorry if I left a weird message for you. It is about family.”

“I see.” The woman’s tone hardened a little. Suspicious, perhaps. “My family or yours?”

“Both. My aunt Maggie gave me your number. Your cousin.” 

“Maggie? Good Lord, I haven’t seen Maggie in ages.” The woman’s voice lilted to an odd angle, like someone attempting to be pleasant. “How is cousin Mags?” 

“She’s well. A bit lonely, since Uncle Larry passed but she marches on.”

“Right. Yes, that was a pity.”

There was a pause. The woman was either stone, Billie thought, or she simply didn’t remember her uncle. She tried to recall what Maggie had said about Judith. ‘Bitch’ was a term that her aunt rarely employed. 

“Hang on,” Judith said. “Cousin Mags is your aunt? So that would mean your mum is…?”

“Was,” Billie corrected her. “Mary Agnes. She passed back in ninety-four.” 

Another pause, the woman clearly caught off guard. Old skeletons tumbling from the closet. Billie hadn’t meant to ambush the woman like this. 

“Oh dear. That was an awful time.” Judith paused again, as if scrambling for something to say. “Yes, awful.”

“Sorry,” Billie said. “I didn’t mean to bring all that up.” 

“That’s all right, dear.” Judith’s tone shifted again, sliding from polite pleasantry to a cool wariness, as if suddenly suspecting that her caller was secretly trying to sell her something over the phone. “Is there something I can help you with?” 

“I was looking into the family history, on the Culpepper side. Old stuff, like going back a number of generations, and I was wondering if you knew anything on that subject.” 

“I don’t know if I could help you there. Doesn’t Maggie know?”

“Only a couple generations. Her aunts and uncles, your grandparents, but not much beyond that.” 

“I see. Is this for a school project?”

School project? Billie frowned. The woman really had no idea who she was. “No, just curious about my roots. Genealogy and stuff.”

“Well, I don’t know if I could be anymore helpful than Mags. I wonder if Earl would know.”

“Earl?” 

“Another cousin,” Judith said. “There’s so many of them, one tends to lose track of them all. But Earl was big into history. I remember him borrowing all the photo albums a few years ago for research. He still hasn’t returned them, come to think of it.” 

This was turning into a goose chase, Billie thought. “Cousin Earl, huh? Does he live in Ontario or…?”

“Waterford. They have a farm out there. Hold on a moment, I’ll find his number for you.” 

While she waited for Judith to dredge up the number for yet another cousin, Billie mused idly that she may have missed her calling in life as some kind of researcher. Hunting down the history of Robin’s house and now digging up the hidden roots of the Culpepper family tree. Rotten roots, as it turned out.

“Here it is.” Judith came back on the line. After dictating the phone number, she said, “I hope you find what you’re looking for, Billie.”

“So do I.” Billie bit her lip, trying to decide how to end the call. “Thanks for your help, Judith. Maybe we could meet for coffee or something some time.”

“Mm, yes. Maybe in the spring.”

“Spring?”

“Dan and I are heading to Florida for the next two months. Neither of us much like winter anymore. So maybe when we get back.” 

“Sure,” Billie said. A few stumbling notes of farewell and then Judith hung up. The idea of meeting for coffee hadn’t been revisited. Billie already knew that she would never hear from cousin Judith again.

She looked out the window at the snow swirling against the grey sky and wondered what the temperature was in Florida right now. 

 

~

 

The man on the phone would only agree to meet in a church. He’d said it was dangerous to talk anywhere else. Saint Joseph’s Parish, just off Locke Street. They kept their doors open, the vicar paying little mind to the lonely souls who drifted in to sit in quiet contemplation. Third pew in from the tall doors, north side of the nave. 

Amanda Troy stood at the entrance, just inside the old cathedral. The stone font to her left, the holy water in its basin reflecting the small candles lit under the feet of the Virgin. The church appeared empty and she wondered if she’d been had, the anonymous informant having fun at her expense. It wouldn’t be the first time. The price she paid for being a newshound, a visible one on a televised broadcast. 

There was a creak of wood and there, to her right appeared the figure of a man. Rising from the pew as if he’d stretched out for a nap. He shifted about, waved her over. 

Sliding into the pew next to him, she kept her voice low and her eyes open. The man appeared haggard and spent, with his hood pulled up over his head. It hid his face in shadow, but when he spoke she winced at the colour of his teeth. Grey, a lower incisor missing. 

“This is all a bit cloak-and-dagger, isn’t it?” she said. 

“Shh,” he replied, a gravel scratch of a voice. “You gotta whisper in a church.” 

“What’s your name?” Amanda asked. 

“You Catholic, Miss Troy?”

“What does that have to do with anything?”

“It’s got everything to do with it,” he said. 

“No. My family is Anglican. Me, not so much.” 

“Anglican? That’s a pubic hair away from being atheist.” 

Fears confirmed, she was being jerked around. This so-called informant appeared to be nothing more than a jittery junkie. “Does it matter?”

“It does when it comes to the truth. People who blab too much of it end up crucified.” He nodded at the alabaster crucifix suspended above the altar, the downcast eyes of the condemned saviour. “Just ask him.” 

“Why don’t you ask him.” Amanda Troy rose to her feet, ready to get the hell out of here. “I have better things to do than listen to riddles.” 

“You’re on the right track, Miss Troy. The occult angle. Be a shame to see you fumble the story now.” 

One last chance, she decided, turning back to face him. “You said you had information about the fire in the punchbowl. And the deaths in the Murder House. Speak now or forever hold your peace.” 

“You got the money?”

She patted her bag. “What we agreed on.”

“Then sit down and learn to whisper.” 

Amanda didn’t budge, letting the greasy man sweat for a moment. Letting him grasp the fact that she would walk if he was just out to jerk her chain. Judging from his appearance, he desperately needed the money. 

She resumed her seat. “Spill,” she said. 

“You were right about the fire in the Devil’s Punchbowl. That was a ritual being performed. By the church of Satan crew, no less. But it wasn’t meant to get out of control. Something went tits-up for them.” 

“What were these Satanists doing?”

“That, I don’t know. Some bullshit ritual of theirs. But it got cocked up by this man.” Unfolding a piece of paper from his pocket, he laid it flat on the bench between them. “This son of a bitch walked in on it and killed them all.” 

The crumpled paper was a police flyer about a suspect wanted in connection with a homicide. The grainy photo of a man sneering at the camera. John Herod Gantry, British expatriate. Amanda had heard the name before but had no intel on the man. 

“Who is he?”

“A bastard of the worst kind,” said the informant. “A simple con man. Or a powerful magus. The devil himself. Opinions vary, but if you dig into this occult shit that’s going on in the city, this creepy fucker is always at the centre of it.” 

“Was he one of these Satanists?”

“No. He had a beef with them. God knows what about. But here’s the interesting part.” The man unfolded another piece of paper. An official document of some kind. Death certificate. “This Gantry asshole died two weeks before the incident at the punchbowl. Knifed in the back seven times in prison.” 

She looked ready to leave. “The man’s dead but you’re saying he was there?”

“Spooky, huh?” Tapeworm bobbed his head, grinning. “Dude walks out of the morgue, then crashes the party at the punchbowl. More people die.”

“So this John Gantry is responsible for the other deaths at that scene?”

“One at least. That nutjob, Szandor something. They had a beef.”

“The leader of the Satanists. What about?”

“Fuck if I know, but that’s beside the point. There’s a whole shitstorm brewing in the occult underground. And Gantry was linked up with a couple of others. Two of them you know.” 

“Who?” 

The man leaned back, grinning his putrid teeth at her. “You need to show me those colours before we go on.”

The reporter frowned. Digging into her bag, she withdrew and envelope and opened it for him to see the bills inside. “Who are the other two?”

“One of them is a cop. A detective named Mockler.”

She knew the man in question. A detective in the homicide unit that she had tried to question before. “Who’s the other one?”

“A chick. Psychic.” The man tilted in closer, the stench of rancid clothes and sour sweat rolling off of him. “They say she talks to dead people.” 

 

~

 

The zombies were coming on fast, shambling and dripping with gore. Pushing in from every direction like a wave of death ready to overwhelm them with sheer numbers. 

“On your left!” barked Gantry. “Gun him down quick!”

Hannah swung the pistol around and fired but the weapon went dead, the small meter at the bottom of the screen blinking as her ammunition went dry. The zombie lunged, rotting teeth chomping down and then she died. 

Game over. 

“Fuckin’ hell!” Hannah shook the plastic firearm in her hand. “I always run out of bullets on this level.”

“Must be a cache hidden somewhere.” Gantry slid the gun back into the slot on the arcade game, feeling a warm rush of satisfaction at the number of walking dead he’d laid to waste. “Just a matter of finding it.” 

“You want to go again?” she said, her eyes still bright from adrenaline. 

“That was the last of me coin. Do you fancy a bite to eat?”

The afternoon had been cheerily frittered away at the amusement arcades that lined the esplanade overlooking the sea. The beachfront strip, with its glittering arcades and ice cream shops, was deserted in winter. A shredded skin of newspaper tumbled along the tarmac, tossed by the wind off the sea. Needing to placate his sister, Gantry told Hannah to get her gear on. They were going to kill the afternoon with some mindless fun down on the tacky tourist strip. 

Marching into a strong headwind, they pushed up the promenade to a tiny sliver of a pub on the next corner. The place was empty, starved for bodies in the off-season.  

“Can I have a cider?” she asked when the woman brought him his pint. 

“Your mum would kill me.” 

“She wouldn’t have to know,” she countered.

“One crisis at a time, sweetheart.”

The food came and they tucked in. Halfway through, Gantry floated the idea, unsure of how it would go. 

“You know, most books about the occult are utter dog shite,” he said. 

Hannah froze, a chip stuck in the ketchup. “Really? I wouldn’t know.” 

“Cut the act, Han. I saw your bedtime reading. Why’d you want to waste your time on that?” 

Hannah thrust back against the chair, arms folding. “She snooped, didn’t she? The cow. God.”

“Fair enough,” he said, needing to keep her talking. Pissing her off would only make her clam up. He needed to know where she had gotten the books from. What arsehole had given them to her. And why? “She shouldn’t be snooping, that’s true. But you can’t blame her for having a fright at seeing those bloody things.” 

The girl was seething. “She won’t let up on me, John. She’s on my case about everything I do. Who I’m hanging out with, who I’m texting, where do I go after school. She’s like a warden.” 

“It just means she’s concerned, is all.” He sipped his pint, choosing his words carefully. “Thirteen is a crap age to be. You need more independence, your mam needs to learn to slack out the leash. Negotiating that, well, there’s bumps along the way.” 

“Didn’t you leave home at my age?”

“We’re not talking about me.” He was already messing it up. Sod the responsible talk. “Look, forget your mum’s suffocating concerns. You’re on your own there. I need to know what you’re up to with these sodding books.” 

“They’re just books, Uncle John. No big deal.”

“But they got ideas in them, don’t they? Ones that can lead the unwary down a rabbit hole if they don’t watch out.” 

Hannah sipped from the straw, tilting her eyes at him. Out of the corner of her mouth, she said, “Is that how you got into it?”

Christ on a stick, he fumed. How much did the kid know? 

He pushed his plate out of the way and leaned into the table. His voice calm but dead serious. “Are you honestly interested in this stuff or are you just being precocious? Because if you are serious, you need to know that it comes with a price. Mucking about with this shite will come back to bite you in the arse in a way you will never expect.” 

The straw slipped out of her teeth. “Is that what happened to auntie Ellie?”

No sense being twee about it now. “Yes.” 

Hannah propped her elbows on the table and lowered her voice to match his, even though they had the pub to themselves. “I was just curious about it. It seems all wicked and glamorous, you know? But honestly, I tried reading those books but they bored me to tears. All flowery nonsense, really.” 

His brow unstitched, crisis averted. He badly wanted a cigarette right now. “Good. Where’d you get those shitty books from anyway?”

“Shop, up the high street. You know the one with the dragon in the window? The bloke in there is always going on about magic and mystical power. Talking like he knows all these secrets and stuff. He gave ‘em to me. Gave books to all of us.”

“Us?” 

“The other girls. Mates. We go there after school sometimes, hang out. The creepy bloke tries flirting with us, giving us books and hinting that they have all this secret knowledge and whatnot. He even asked Charlene out for coffee.”

A new crisis brewing up. Not one he was expecting. “Charlene’s your age?” 

“Fourteen.”

Same difference. “What’s this tosser’s name?”

“Stefan.” 

An ember of hatred was already stoking in Gantry’s heart for this Stefan fellow but it presented itself outwardly in a leering grin. He tossed a few notes on the table to cover the bill and fetched his coat. 

“Time to go,” he said. “Show me this shop on the way home, yeah?” 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 10 

 

 

“SO WHAT KIND of ghost was it?” Kaitlin asked. “Man or woman?”

“I couldn’t tell. It burst into a million creepy doll heads at one point,” Billie replied. 

Tuesday afternoon, the two of them making their way up James Street to Jen’s shop. The low winter sun flaring gold in the windows on their left, the day bright but cold. Still unnerved from the presence she had encountered in Robin’s house, Billie wanted to talk it through with Kaitlin. 

“Seeing a hundred doll heads would have sent me running out the door.” Kaitlin’s breath vapoured in the air as she spoke. “So you couldn’t get a read on this thing?”

“Nothing. It was so bizarre. I thought it was an echo at first, then I thought it was a transient. It was definitely volatile.” 

Kaitlin turned to look at Billie. “Hold on. Echo? Transient?”

“Just nicknames I made up,” Billie said. “To identify the different kinds of dead.”

Intrigued, Kaitlin huddled closer as they walked. “Go on.”

“It’s silly, really. An echo isn’t a ghost at all, just residual energy trapped in a certain place. A transient is a lost soul. Not tied to anything,  just drifting. The dangerous ones, the ones that lash out physically? They’re volatiles.” 

“So what do you call Half-Boy?”

Billie shrugged apologetically. “Dunno. I don’t know what he is.”

Kaitlin snapped her fingers. “I know. He’s a Casper!” 

“Yeah, clever.” Billie kept walking. “The thing is, aside from being a volatile, I don’t know what this thing is that’s haunting Robin’s family. It kept presenting itself as something else, like it was masking itself.” 

“But it’s dangerous?” 

“It is,” Billie confirmed, but without much conviction. “But it didn’t feel malignant. Just angry. If that makes any sense.” 

“So what are you going to do?” 

“Research the property. If I can identify who it was, maybe I can get the spirit to cross over. Or at least move on, so that poor family can live in peace.” 

Kaitlin responded with a smirk. That was all. 

“What are you grinning about?” Billie prodded. 

“I just like you using your super powers for good. Helping people and stuff.” 

They crossed Wilson Street, trying not to slip on the patches of ice glazing the sidewalk. 

“Ooh, I’ve been doing some digging into the psychic thing,” Kaitlin announced. She slipped her gloved hand through Billie’s elbow and they carried on, navigating the icy path. “The history of it and stuff.”

Billie wasn’t sure if she wanted to hear what her friend had unearthed. “Anything good?”

“There isn’t a lot of research on psychics. Which isn’t surprising, considering the nature of it.”

“What do you mean? No one’s studied it before?”

“It’s considered women’s work,” Kaitlin said. “So, of course there hasn’t been much study on it.” 

Billie fixed a sly glance at her friend. “Not worth the time?” 

“Yep. But first, there’s a distinction to be made with the terminology. It’s usually lumped together under psychic but what you are is a medium.” 

“Mediums talk to the dead?” Billie ventured. 

“Exactly. They basically channel something from the other side through some means. Psychics are more like seers. They divine the future. Either through the tarot or tea leaves or other means, they foretell what’s to come.” 

Approaching another span of ice, they skated gingerly over the slippery sheen, keeping one another upright. 

“Now, divination,” Kaitlin went on, “is universal. Every culture in every part of the world has its means of trying to see into the future. In a way, it’s not that different from religion. Trying to make sense of the world around you. To gain insight, to find meaning.” 

Billie slowed her pace, mulling on the idea. “Right. And that persists today?”

“It’s never gone away. In fact, it’s even more prevalent now. It’s no accident that every newspaper in the world has a horoscope section.” Kaitlin gave her friend’s arm a tug as she said this. “So it’s not just me with my zodiac obsession.” 

“And what about the whole female angle? Is that just chalked up to women being intuitive?”

“Hugely,” Kaitlin said. “The first psychic was a woman. Her name was Cassandra.” 

The name rang a bell but its peel was hazy to Billie. Unable to recall the details. “Cassandra?”

“From Greek mythology. She’s like this normal woman who one of the gods, Apollo, is hot for. He seduces her by promising to grant her the ability to see the future. But he pulls a fast one on her. He keeps his end of the bargain, bestowing the power of divination on her but screws her over in the fine print. She can see the future but no one will ever believe her. She’s dismissed as crazy by everyone to whom she foretells the future.” 

That detail cut close to the bone. Billie thought of her mother. The small town psychic, derided and scorned as the local crazy woman. A twin edged blade, this gift slash curse. 

“What happened to her? This Cassandra.” 

“She predicts the fall of Troy but, of course, no one believes her. Not until it was too late anyway. She’s taken as a slave and later killed. Not exactly inspiring, is it?” 

Traversing another ice-laden path, they hove up before the doors of the Doll House. Twin mannequins stood sentry in the display window, each decked out in cocktail dresses that were clearly the designs of the owner. 

“No,” Billie agreed, pushing open the front door, its pane of glass fogging up on the interior side. “But it sets the tone for every psychic who came after her.”  

The shop was was quiet, free of customers willing to venture out on a cold winter’s day. Tammy sat on the church pew set against the wall, mesmerized by her phone. She looked up when the bell rang. 

“Happy Tuesday, ladies,” she said, sliding the phone into her back pocket. “I was starting to think you were a no-show.” 

“We haven’t missed a Tuesday bitchfest since Jen opened,” Kaitlin said, stomping the snow from her boots on the mat. “That would be bad luck.” 

“Jenny-fart!” Tammy hollered into the back room. “They’re here!” 

“Be right there,” returned the shop owner’s voice, hidden behind the curtain of hanging beads. “Did you put out the glasses?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Tammy scooted around the front counter, digging for something under the cash register. 

The arrivals tossed their heavy coats onto the pew, pulling the snow-dusted hats off from their heads. 

“I saw the photos you did for that restaurant,” Kaitlin said. “Really nice.”

“Which one?” Tammy asked. 

“The upscale taco place on King William. Nice work. What’s the food like?”

“The food’s awesome. We need to go there soon.” Tammy set four glasses on the counter top. Champagne flutes. 

“What’s this for?” Billie asked. 

“Jen has some news to spring on us. Something that called for a toast.” 

Silent speculation ran amok between the three of them. Billie stole a glance at Kaitlin, saw trepidation in the young woman’s eyes. “Maybe she’s opening another shop,” she suggested, steering the conjecture to neutral shores. 

“Or she’s knocked up,” Tammy chortled. 

“Can you imagine?” Kaitlin said quietly. “God, what would you do?” 

“It won’t be that,” Billie said, rubbing her hands together. “Jen’s life-plan has that scheduled when she’s 35. Not a day sooner.” 

A trinkling sound of beads as Jen pushed through the curtain, her smile on full wattage. “I wouldn’t be celebrating if I was knocked up,” she said. “I’d be crying into my beer.”

“So what is it?” 

Digging her thumbs against the cork, Jen popped open the bottle in her hand. “I’m getting hitched!” 

The three ladies reacted with surprise and delight and disbelief. The proseco was spilt as the glasses were filled and then raised in a toast. Tight hugs, a few damp eyes, peels of congratulatory laughter. 

“So what happened?” asked Billie. “How did Adam propose?” 

“He didn’t really,” Jen stated. “We kind of just came to it together.”

“What?” Tammy’s sneer was biting. “Only you would take the fun out of it.”

“Screw you,” Jen said, clinking her glass against Tammy’s. “Adam brought it up and we just started talking it through. Planned the whole thing.” 

“When did this happen?” 

“Last Sunday. We came home after dinner with my parents. Adam had said something about how well-suited my folks are. Unlike his own, who barely tolerate one another now.” 

“So when’s the big day?” Kaitlin asked quietly.

Billie kept one eye on her empathic friend, gauging her reaction to the happy news. Kaitlin maintained a mask of delight but the smile slipped a little whenever Jen wasn’t looking her way. Kaitlin’s own wedding plans had been scuttled just before Christmas. It was for the best, Kyle having proved himself to be an ass of the highest rank. Still, Billie mused, it must sting a little. 

“June eleventh,” Jen beamed, her cheeks flushed. “At our house.”

“Your house?” Tammy spat. “Going the cheap route?”

“Going the practical route. It’ll be a small wedding, nothing extravagant. We can do most of it ourselves.” 

Billie smelled a disaster. Jen was a master at everything, a multi-tasking, multi-talented wunderkind but a DIY wedding at home seemed too much, even for her. It was only six months away. Voicing her concerns now would just spoil the mood and besides, if she warned Jen that it would be a disaster, she’d be dismissed as crazy. Like Cassandra, foretelling the future but cursed to never be believed. 

“Congratulations, Jen.” She took up the bottle and refilled her oldest friend’s glass. “To the happy couple.” 

Kaitlin, raising her glass for the fourth clink within as many minutes, looked a little green around the gills. 

“Mozel tov,” she said.

 

~

 

The shop in question was called the Treasure Trove, a cramped space of twee souvenirs for the summer tourist rubes. Garish T-shirts with ridiculous logos and tacky knick-knacks made of seashells. In the far corner, beyond the spinning racks of cheap postcards, lay the den of spiritual wisdom, occult lore and Celtic folklore. Presiding over all of it was a reedy man in a flowing white shirt with his hair cinched into a long ponytail. Some halfbreed mishmash between a swashbuckling pirate and New Age guru. 

A toad, Gantry surmised, who liked to impress underage girls with his “knowledge” of mystical secrets. Gantry had seen his ilk before. A pretentious tosser, overly fond of his own intellect. 

Running a third-rate souvenir shop, no less. Hannah had said the wanker’s name was Stefan. Christ, he looked like a Stefan, too. 

The proprietor looked up from the computer screen when Gantry walked in. The shop was empty, parched for customers in the chilly off-season. 

“Hello,” he said cheerily, this Stefan. “Anything I can help you with?” 

Gantry spun the rack of tacky postcards. “Yeah. Where do you keep the kiddie porn section?” 

Stefan pushed his wire-rimmed glasses back up his nose. “Excuse me?”

“Never mind, here it is.” Gantry crossed to the shelves of books against the wall. He plucked one from its perch and flashed the cover at the shopkeep. Divination Made Easy. “This the shite you use to get a leg up on the young girls, is it? Clever, that.” 

Stefan, the reedy git, had the nerve to appear appalled. “Is this a joke? That’s a very sacred text you’re holding. If you’re interested in—”

The book sailed straight at the shopkeep’s head. Stefan ducked and the heavy paperback collided into a shelf of commemorative plates honouring the Queen. 

“Oy!” Stefan poked his head back up. “Are you fucking mad? You’re paying for that!”

“Better run a tab then,” Gantry sneered. Snatching up The Erotic Art of the Occult, he hurled the book at the loathsome pony-tailed man. Next up came Druid Secrets, in hardback, fired hard as a fastball, smashing a set of commemorative plates honouring Prince Harry and William. Following that came Satanism: In Theory and Practise and Speaking to the Dead. Flung hard and fast, the missiles took out an entire shelf of plates, destroying the entire royal family chinaware.  

Stefan proved to be as agile as a cat, dodging the hurled merchandise as it came at him. Snatching his mobile from the counter, he stabbed at the buttons. “I’m calling the police!” 

Gantry lunged at the creep, knocking him to the floor. The heel of his shoe slammed down hard on the wanker’s throat. Leaning his weight into it, he didn’t let up until Stefan’s face turned a sickly shade of purple. 

The shopkeep sputtered for air, rolling onto his side. 

“Eyes on me, son.” Gantry knelt over the man and twisted his face up to meet his. “Your days of sleazing your way into the knickers of underage girls is over. You have two options at this point. You can pack up your gear and get as far from here as you can. Or, you can spend the rest of your life as a  eunuch. What’s it to be?”

Stefan coughed and stammered. “Fuck you!”

The blade was out fast. A cruel-looking straight razor, hinged on a shaft of pearl inlay. An instrument rarely seen outside of a barber’s shop. The leer on Gantry’s face was evil incarnate. “Bollocks is it, then.” 

Realizing the madman was serious, Stefan became a flurry of flailing limbs, striking out against his attacker in an attempt to preserve his manhood. The intruder’s fist rained down, fast and devastating. Something crunched inside his nose and his vision went dark as his head dropped to the dirty floor. He had a vague sense of his slacks being heaved down to his knees. 

Then the voice again. “Hold still now, Stefan. This is going to sting like hell, it is.” 

A typical straight razor is kept keenly edged, sharpened against a leather strop. This blade had not been honed in a long while, its edge crusted with a little rust. Gantry made sure the prat got a good look at its nastiness before setting to work. 

Stefan’s screams shrilled through the souvenir shop. The staid faces of the royal family looked on from the broken shards of china next to him. 

Gantry stood up, flicking blood from the razor. The other man coiled into a ball, whimpering. 

“Cut the crying, you stupid twat,” Gantry said. “I just nicked you a little. But if I ever see you in this town again, I’m coming back for the whole nutsack. Got it?” 

Sobbing, Stefan vowed to do just that. Gantry gave him a hard boot, just to underline his point. 

 

Hannah was in the kitchen when he returned to his sister’s home. Sitting cross-legged in a  chair, a textbook on the table before her. 

“Mum set a plate aside for you,” Hannah said as her uncle slipped out of his coat. “It’s on the counter. Where you been?” 

“Out performing charitable acts.” Gantry rolled up his shirt sleeves, ran the faucet. “Where’s your mum?”

“In the sitting room,” Hannah replied, sarcasm lacing her tone. “Doing her homework in front of the telly, the hypocrite.” 

“You’ll get your turn when you’re on your own, kiddo.” 

“Is that blood?” she asked, watching him scrub his hands at the sink. “Did you cut yourself?”

“Nah. Gelding a pervert, is all.” He gave her a wink. “Got a bit messy.” 

Hannah rolled her eyes, accustomed to her uncle’s outrageous lies. 

Fetching the plate of leftovers from the counter, he leaned down to kiss the top of his niece’s hair. “Crack on,” he said, nodding at the textbook before her. 

Connie was on the sofa, ignoring the sheaf of documents on her lap as she sat agog at the telly, her reading glasses in her hand.

“You won’t get anything done in front of the idiot box.” Gantry dropped into the seat beside her, the plate of cold supper in hand. “Isn’t that what mum always nannered at us?” 

“Aye. I can still hear her clucking her teeth the way she did.” Fetching the remote, she lowered the volume. “Hanna said you two wasted the afternoon on the promenade?” 

“We were gonna take a dip in the sea but we’d forgotten our swimsuits.” He tucked into the orange mash on the plate. “What is this?”

“Curry. Kevin’s night to cook.” Connie set the paperwork aside. “Hannah came home in a brilliant mood. Thank you.” 

“You needn’t worry about the books in her closet,” he said, chewing. “Not what you think.” 

Connie looked at him. “Are you sure?”

“I wouldn’t mention it, I were you. She’ll chuck them out when she’s ready. But yeah, it’s sorted.” 

They watched the television in silence. Gantry scraped the plate clean, not realizing how hungry he had been. “I’ll be shoving off in the morning.”

“Already? You only just got here.” 

His belly full, fatigue set in. “Got things to do.”

“Back across the pond? Hamilton, is it?”

“Swindon first. Then up north, to Norfolk.”

She looked at him again. “Swindon? You going to see Mr Orton?” 

He set the plate onto the table but didn’t say anything. 

“I changed your mind, did I? Good on you, then.” 

It had been Hannah who had changed his mind but he let Connie assume what she would. Nothing big or earth-shattering, just the way the girl had asked the question. Is that what happened to Auntie Ellie? Something was left owing on the books between himself and Ellie’s father. Or it was Ellie who was owed, he didn’t know. 

She touched his arm. “Want some tea?”

“Love some. Ta.” 

“Make us one while you’re at it?” 

 

~

 

The smell from the kitchen brought her round, opening one eye. Coffee brewing. Billie sat up and reluctantly pushed the duvet aside. 

“Ray?” 

Mockler appeared in the doorway. Shaved, dressed for work. “I was trying not to wake you.” 

“S’okay.” She looked at the bedside clock, clumsily trying to do the math. Five hours sleep? “I wanted to see you before you left.”

They had missed each other again. He asleep when she got home from the bar, she asleep when he left for work in the morning. 

He sat on the bed and folded an arm around her. She could smell his shaving cream. 

“I’ve barely seen you in three days.” Billie leaned into him. 

“What time did you get in last night?”

She covered her mouth, yawning. “Three? Three-thirty, maybe.” 

“Go back to sleep. I’m just heading out.” 

“Did you make coffee?”

“It’s in the thermos, so it would still be fresh when you got up.”

“You’re sweet.” She got to her feet, the floor was cold. “I gotta pee.” 

He poured her a cup while she called out from the narrow bathroom. “Did you decide anything about that house?”

“Yeah. Cynthia’s putting in an offer this afternoon.” 

“Yay!”

He laughed at her goofy cheer. Her humour was her own, odd and low-key and he had missed that over the last few days. 

When she strode into the kitchen, he handed her the mug. “Listen, I ran that address you gave me through the database. Nothing showed up.”

“Really? There’s got to be something.”

“The database only goes back so far. I called the archives and put in a search for the property, but that’s gonna take a few days. Maybe a week.” 

“Okay. Thank you.” Slinking her hands under his jacket, she pulled him close. “Call in sick. Come back to bed with me.”

“I can’t.” 

He kissed her. She didn’t let go. Not all of him was saying no. “When’s your day off?”

“Monday.” 

“Okay. You and I are spending all day together.”

“Deal.” 

Another kiss and he was out the door.  Something seemed to leave with him as the flat around her became still, quiet. She sipped her coffee, wondering if it would always be like this, the two of them constantly missing one another in their lopsided work schedules. Quick kisses and scraps of conversation until one of them had a day off. Still, if this was how it was to be, who was she to complain? Being with him made her happy, bottom line, and if that was relegated to nestling against him in bed and five minutes of conversation together, so be it. 

Over a simple breakfast of yogurt and fruit, her thoughts drifted back to last night’s announcement. It was really no surprise that Jen was getting married. She and Adam were solid and, although Adam could be a bit full of himself at times, she knew that he loved Jen dearly. It just seemed so weird, the idea of one of them crossing that line in the sand. None of them were kids anymore, time for adult stuff. Careers, marriage, mortgages, kids. Good god, kids. 

Robin popped into her thoughts. Robin and her distracting nose-ring. Not much older than herself, a mother to a seven-year-old and another on the way. It was nigh impossible for Billie to imagine a life like that. She would call Robin today, see if there had been any change in the house. Or should she wait until she had more answers about the spirit infesting the house? 

A crinkling sound behind her. Tom was watching her. He was always watching her. This time from the top of the fridge, in the narrow space among the empty vases and the blender she rarely used. He preferred high places where he could observe all like some watchman in a lonely tower. Poor Tom, her mute guardian angel, ghostly roommate, and not-too distant ancestor. What was he to her, a great-great-great uncle? Was that even the proper term? 

Scrounging through the untidy mess on the small kitchen table, she gathered up both her phone and the scrap of paper where she had jotted down the name and number that Judith had given her. Earl, out in Waterford. A distant relation who might know some of the family history. 

Billie looked up at Tom as she dialled. “Come down from there,” she said, nodding to the chair across the table. “Sit with me.” 

His head swivelled to look at her. He blinked once but didn’t move, a stone gargoyle on the side of a church. Vigilant. 

The call picked up. A man’s voice, gruff but cheery. “Hello?”

“Hi. Is this Earl?” When the man on the other end confirmed that it was, Billie continued. “My name’s Billie Culpepper. Judith Tremaine gave me your number. We’re, uh, related, actually.”

“Sybil?” said the man. “Sybil Culpepper, right?”

She straightened up, not expecting that. “That’s right. You might remember my aunt, Maggie.”

“Of course,” he said. “You’re Mary Agnes’s daughter. Judith phoned yesterday, told me to expect a call.” 

So that was it, she thought. The next thought was, why? To warn him about a nosy busybody poking around the dingy roots of the family tree? “So you know why I’m calling?”

“Yes, yes,” he said, his voice brightening. “When are you free? We could meet in the city but it might be easier if you came here. Do you have a car? Can you make it out here to the wilds of Waterford?”

“I can get a car,” she said. This seemed too easy. “I’d love to come visit, thanks. When’s a good time for you?”

“Are you busy today?” he said. 

“Depends on the time,” Billie replied, surprised at how easy this had turned out. “What’s your address?”

She scribbled down the address he gave her. A time was arranged and they said goodbye. Billie looked up at the legless ghost perched on the fridge, almost disbelieving her good luck. 

“Well how about that?” she said to Tom. “I’ve got a family reunion today.” 

His features remained blank. Poor Tom dropped to the floor and hobbled away on his hands, his signature smear of blood trailing behind him. 

“Try not to get too excited about it,” she snarked. 

Pleased with how the day was starting out, she picked up her phone again and scrolled down the contact list. She hit dial when Robin’s name came up. She’d just touch base with her. Maybe her good luck would continue and Robin would report that all the activity in the house had stopped since Billie’s visit. It rang thrice before clicking over to the answering service. 

“Hey Robin,” she said after the beep. “It’s Billie. Just wanted to say hi, see how everyone is doing. If you have a moment, give me a ring back, okay?” 

Hanging up, she looked at the time. The woman was just busy, probably getting Maya off to school. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 11 

 

 

REVEREND JOY RETURNED to the house, dressed for battle. Of the black suits in his closet, one was a tailor-made. Costing a small fortune, this suit was reserved for finer occasions like weddings and funerals. Never christenings however, having learnt the hard way that infants were unpredictable in their tendency to upchuck. 

Today called for the tailored armour, preserved in its film of plastic from the drycleaner. His favourite pair of brogues, polished to a high sheen, and his whitest starched dog collar. Inside the black leather satchel were the tools of war. The stole, his personal bible and a three vials of holy water. He had even packed a pewter tin containing three wafers of Eucharist, in the event that he might perform an impromptu Mass within the house. 

It had all been for naught. He had emerged from the house on Cavell Avenue drained and sweating, hands trembling so hard that he could barely button up his overcoat. A sharp pain in his ribs where, later that evening, he would find a purpled bruise. 

Robin and Noah were waiting for him at the Tim Hortons a few blocks away. Needing the house empty, he had asked them to wait there until it was over. Leaving the Reverend a key to lock up with when he was done, they placed their home in his trust and left. The atmosphere altered instantly once they were gone, the air pressure climbing as if he was in a plane gaining altitude. The house, it seemed, had been waiting for him. Reciting the Lord’s Prayer there in the foyer, he marched up to the second floor to begin. Same plan as before, bless each room until he made his way into the basement. 

The devil was inside this house, of that he had no doubts. It taunted him as before, bumps and thuds coming from another room or behind him. He prayed, commanding the unclean entity to leave the house. It thumped and scraped, creaking noise through the floors and timbers like it was mocking him. Descending the stairs, he felt something shove him from behind, forcing him to snatch the handrail to keep from falling. Angered, he blessed the staircase itself, damping the cheap carpet runner with shakes of holy water. 

The cellar, he knew, would be the worst spot. Ground zero in a spiritual war zone. No man’s land. What he couldn’t have known was how devious and malignant the devil could be. It was as if the wraith had reached into his pounding heart and plucked out his worst fear, his most painful of memory. Working his way through the cellar, he made his way to the darker corner on the north side. A deep Stygian pitch where the waxy light of the naked bulb did not reach. His eyes could just make out a few crates and an old wooden chair. 

Then a figure rose up from behind the crates. It shambled into the light and Reverend Joy took in the horror that had been the last glimpse of his own father. Lines of hospital tubes dangled from his face and limbs, a patchwork of wires taped to the emaciated chest. The eyes still afire with that rage in the moments before he died. His father’s mouth yawned open, strings of sticky spittle threading the teeth as he spoke. 

“Why?” it said. “Why did you let them do this to me?” 

It was a trick. The logical part of his brain knew it was a ruse, but his mind wasn’t where it hurt. Like it was yesterday, his heart breaking all over again in the torment of a loved one’s death. This thing, this evil spirit, had no scruples. It would stop at nothing to hurt him, to make him run off like a coward. 

“I told you I didn’t want this,” croaked the thing guised as his late father. “Skewered to pieces by these butchers. Why did you let them do this?” 

Reverend Joy let the vial of holy water fall to the cold floor. The glass broke, the water steaming up as if the concrete itself was daemonic. He lowered his head, closed his eyes and simply prayed. 

The thing lashed out, fast as a rattlesnake. The clawed hand striking his ribs, digging at him with filthy, broken fingernails as if the thing meant to rip past the bone to get at his heart. Joy dropped to one knee at the pain igniting every nerve in his body. The bulb popped, leaving him in pristine darkness. 

He had lost the battle, plain and simple. He retreated, crawling up the creaking stairs of raw-milled lumber that left splinters in his palms. Withdraw and regroup. Fight another day. But what was he tell Noah and his poor family? 

Their faces were lit with quietly contained hope when he entered the coffee shop, the two of them aching to hear good news. It fell away as the Reverend limped to their table, bedraggled and exhausted as a leper on Palm Sunday. 

Robin would not let hope slip away so easily. She couldn’t. “Is it gone?” 

Reverend Joy dropped into the empty chair, too drained to compose himself. “Not yet. Soon.” And then, “I’m sorry.” 

“We’re grateful to you, Rev.” Noah, always looking for the silver lining. “For everything. I guess this one’s just a lost cause.”

“Nothing is a lost cause. We’ll try again. The important thing now is to not give up. Ever.” The man in the collar seemed unsure if he was addressing the couple or himself. 

“It looks like it knocked you around,” Robin said.

“It seems stronger than last time. Angrier.” His eyes came up suddenly, intensely on one and then the other. “The psychic hasn’t been back, has she?”

“No,” Robin promised. 

“Good.” He ran a hand through the flat buzz of hair. “Does Maya know what’s going on?” 

“We haven’t told her but she suspects something. There are certain places she won’t go. Like the basement.” 

Joy nodded. He couldn’t blame the child, the cellar was terrifying. The evil within its stone foundations was heavy, almost corporeal and he could still feel the raw sting of fingers clawing at his chest. Shaking it off, he looked at the couple. “Have either of you ever experienced anything before this? Before you moved into the house?”

Robin looked to Noah first, then the Reverend. They both shook theirs heads. “No. Why?” 

“Just eliminating possibilities.” He brought his gaze to Noah. “Remind me, Noah. Maya is not your daughter, yes?”

“Biologically, no. But in every other way she is.” He backed up, qualifying the remark. “I mean, I love her.” 

“And where is the biological father?” A delicate question. 

“No idea,” answered Robin. She lowered her voice, propriety in a busy cafe. “He took off before she was a year old. Worthless.” 

“Were you married at the time?” 

“No, thank God. I don’t mean to be flip, Reverend. It’s just better that we weren’t.” Still rattled from the direness of their situation, the tears hadn’t receded that far, threatening to spill again. “I haven’t led the most exemplary life.” 

“Neither of us have,” Noah, said. Showing strength to her through the bond of shared experience. “We’ve both had our share of toxic people in the past.” 

“Do you have a child with another woman?” 

Noah shook his head slowly. “I did, years ago. The baby didn’t survive. It was an awful time.” 

The Reverend paused, choosing his words carefully. “These toxic relationships, did either of your exes dabble in the occult?”

“Occult?”

“Ouija boards or witchcraft. Black magic or any New Age stuff?” 

Another shared glance between the couple. Robin’s face had drained of colour. “Do you really think it has to do with something like that?” 

“People play around with these things like it’s nothing, not realizing that they can invite all kinds of bad things into their life.” Reverend Joy straightened the cuff of his shirt. “This entity that’s infested your home is evil. There’s no other way to describe it. And all evil derives from the same source.” 

Noah looked at the floor. Robin drained a little more, both of colour and hope. Her hands were in her lap, the cell phone clutched there, out of sight. The message from Billie, unanswered. 

The Reverend reached out for their hands. “Don’t give in to despair. That’s how evil works, chipping away at us a piece at a time. We must show a united front, in strength and love, in order to drive the devil out. And drive him out we will. That is a vow.” 

 

~

 

Three hours on the motorway in a dented Ford Fiesta, skirting round the rotten core of London, smoke slipstreaming from the driver’s side window. The traffic slowed to a turtle’s pace. Again. Exasperated, Gantry flung another cigarette butt out the window. “How the bloody hell do people do this everyday?”

He hated driving but the road trip he’d sketched out for the next few days would simply be easier by car. A lot of miles to run, some of it backroad rural. Before leaving Southend, he had toyed with the idea of simply nicking a car but the added risk was something he didn’t need. So he rented one, just like an everyday, average bloke. He’d hoped to get a Land Rover, or something that could handle a rough country road. What he ended up with was this miserable Fiesta. Atlantic Blue paintjob, ugly as sin. He had dinged the bumper on the way out of the rental carpark. Fortunately, the name he’d signed on the rental agreement wasn’t his own. 

Slipping off the M4, onto Marlborough Road, it took another twenty minutes to find the address of Mr Darby Orton. A narrow street of cramped houses, the hedges brittle in the early February gale. He pulled up before the house of his former father-in-law, one window flickering in a jerky light from the telly. Deciding he wasn’t ready, he took off again looking for a pub. 

Two hours later, he returned to the spot and got out of the stupid Fiesta, suitably prepared for the worst. Looking at the shitbox motor, he saw a deep scratch in the paint on the door and another ding in the rear bumper. Couldn’t remember where he’d picked up either but he liked the look of the damage and decided he would make it his personal mission to beat the absolute shite out of the wretched Ford before returning it the rental agency in Southend. Picturing their gobsmacked faces as he limped it home gave him an almost perverted tingle of glee. 

He rang the doorbell quickly before he had a chance to chicken out and drive off. Having run through a dozen ways to greet the old man, Gantry found his brain empty, unable to recall any of them. 

Inside the house a dog was yipping, alarmed by the doorbell. He heard footsteps shuffling. The door swung back. 

Mr Orton stood with his hand on the doorknob, peering over his reading glasses. The cuffs of his grey cardy were worn, loose threads dangling. He blinked, staring at the visitor on his doorstep. He’d yet to even say hello. 

It had been ages, Gantry realized. The pensioner simply didn’t recognize him. “Hullo, Darby,” Gantry said, diving in. “Do you have a minute?”

“Wait here,” Mr Orton said. He closed the door. 

Gantry jerked his head back in surprise. Had the old gent lost his marbles in the intervening years? Maybe his eyesight was so poor he simply didn’t see who was calling at this hour. 

The door opened again. The shotgun in Mr Orton’s hands was a double-barrelled antique. Beesly action, small calibre. The old man shouldered the stock, bringing the twin bores up to the visitor’s face. Small calibre or not, at this range it would shred anything to hamburger. 

“Ah,” Gantry said. “So you do remember me.” 

Mr Orton fired the first barrel. The hammer came down with a click but that was all. 

“Bloody misfire!” the old man swore. 

“Guns tend to do that around me.” Gantry gripped the barrel and pointed the business end to the flagstone. “Let’s put the blasters away and talk inside, yeah?” 

 

“I’ve nothing to say to you,” said Mr Orton. 

They sat in the living room before a cold hearth. The arms of Gantry’s chair was fuzzy with dust, unused. The only chair that wasn’t dusty was the one Orton sat crumpled in, aligned to the small telly beside the fireplace. 

“Beside the bark of a shotgun, you mean?” He regretted it the minute it slipped out. He didn’t come here to snark at the old man. Gantry broke the gun at the hinge, plucked out the two thin cartridge shells and dropped them in his pocket. He snapped the gun closed, handed it back to its owner. “She’s a stout weapon, that is.”

“Never failed me before,” the old man said. “You’ve the luck of the devil, Gantry.” 

“Comes in handy with the Wiltshire Dirty Harry set.” 

The dog, a greying Yorkie, lay at the old man’s feet, eyeing the guest uneasily. Animals were like that, able to smell trouble before it happened. 

“So.” Orton scratched at the bald patch on his head. “You murdered my Ellie. And now you’ve come to do me in, is it?”

“I’m not really sure why I’m here, to be honest.” Gantry’s fingers were empty and restless, already itching for a cigarette. “That’s a lie. I came to say that I was sorry.” 

Orton’s brow wrinkled into a hundred creases. “Sorry? Ah well, that it makes it all better, doesn’t it? I’m sure being sorry will bring Ellie back. Do have her ring me, when she returns, won’t you?” 

Gantry leaned back and stretched his legs out. He deserved that. And a thousand more like it. 

“Would you pass me the telephone?”

The phone was a relic. Rotary dial, heavy plastic thing with a long cord. He took it from the desk and placed it in the man’s lap, the bell inside ringing softly. Orton lifted the receiver and turned the rotary disk. 

“Who’re you calling?”

“The police.” The old man spun the disk again. 

“Of course.” Gantry yanked the cord from the wall. “Call them later. Listen, I know you won’t believe a word I say but that doesn’t stop the need to say it. I never meant for Ellie to die.” 

“You’re correct. I don’t believe you. Now away and sod off with you.”

“Something took hold of Ellie,” Gantry went on. He couldn’t stop now. Wouldn’t. “It got inside her, like an evil virus. I tried to get it out. I failed. Yes, her death is on my hands, it was my fault. But it wasn’t like how you think. Or how the filth say it happened.” 

Orton peered over his glasses again, the phone receiver still held aloft in his hand. “Mmm. This is more of your spooky business, is it? Evil, was it? The devil is to blame? Well, thank you for that, Mister Gantry. That is so very comforting to me.” 

Gantry frowned. He really should have prepared better for this. 

The Yorkie growled, all stringy hair and little teeth. 

“Can I phone the police now,” Orton asked, “or do you want to discuss flying saucers and alien probes, too?” 

Gantry rose. The dog yipped, rising also. He plugged the cord back into the wall. “Do as you like, granddad. I’ve said my piece.” 

He stopped at the doorway and looked back. “They might think you’re mad, if you tell them it’s me.”

“You’re still their only suspect, aren’t you?”

“I was. But then I died.” 

Orton’s sneer was livid. “Another parlour trick of yours.” 

Reaching into his pocket, Gantry retrieved the two rifle cartridges and placed them on the hall table. “That, or I’m a ghost. Toodles.” 

 

~

 

Cousin Earl’s home was a red-brick farmhouse with a wraparound veranda and three ancient black maples lining the long gravel drive. Quaint and charming, fringed with snow over the eaves and window sashes. A dream home, Billie thought, as she pulled into the driveway in a dented Nissan borrowed from her neighbour. She coveted any place with a porch, especially a wide one with wooden floorboards. She pictured herself sitting in a rocking chair on a summer’s evening with her feet up on the rail, listening to the crickets and the croak of bullfrogs from the nearby creek. 

Cousin Earl turned out to be just as charming. She was pleasantly surprised at this, after the aloofness of cousin Judith. 

“Welcome to the farm,” he said, coming out onto the porch to meet her. Late fifties was her guess, greying hair and a bit of a paunch under a flannel workshirt. His smile was warm, as was the hug that came with it. The smell of Old Spice.

“How was the drive?” he asked, pulling back to take a look at her. “Did you get stuck in that snowfall?”

“Some of it,” Billie said, banging it off her boots. Snow was drifting down over the yard in a soft patter, no wind. “I guess I brought it with me.”

“Come inside,” he said, shooing her into the farmhouse. 

The interior was almost as charming as the outside. A bannistered stairwell just off the foyer, a stone fireplace in the front sitting room, the mantel adorned with antiques and framed photographs. An aroma of cooking drifting from the kitchen. “I love your house,” she said. 

“That’s Barbara’s talents at work,” he said, taking her coat and draping it over a peg. “I just try to keep the place from falling apart. Are you hungry?” 

“Oh you don’t have to make anything,” Billie said.

“Just soup, warming on the stove.” Earl took another look at her, smiling. “My goodness, you really have a lot of your mother in you. The eyes mostly. The nose. She was a head-turner, that one. This way.” 

Billie almost spit, her heart sprang into her throat so fast. No one had ever said that before. Earl led the way and she was grateful to be following behind. It gave her a moment to compose herself. 

The kitchen was bright, even on a snowy, overcast day. Two large sash milled windows looked out over a glen hemmed by the stark branches of the woods. Rising from the dark trees beyond was the spire of a church. 

“And how is Maggie?” Earl asked. They sat at the large wooden table, finishing their soup. Leek and potato. “It’s been ages since I’ve seen her.”

“She’s good.” Billie wiped her mouth, draped the napkin back over her lap. “A bit lonely at times, since Uncle Larry passed.” 

“Course. She hasn’t met any one since then?”

“Maggie? God no. I’ve tried to hint at it, you know? That it’s okay to meet someone else, or at least be open to the idea. She gets frazzled, changes the subject.” 

“Must be hard to even contemplate the idea,” he said. “After being with one person for so long.” 

“Who’s this?” Billie asked, pointing out one of the black-and-white photographs. 

Laid out before them were three bulky photo albums, all opened to different pages. A ramble of old snapshots of people that Billie had never seen before. The picture she pointed at was of a young man in a clerical collar. 

“That is Samuel Finn. He entered the seminary, as you can see. A good number of them did back then.”

“Were they very religious, the family?”

“Staunch Catholics,” Earl said. “At least one out of each generation went into the clergy. Or were pushed into it. I think they felt a bit safer having an inside man. Mind you, everyone went to church back in those days, not just our family. Church was the centre of the community, especially in small towns. Everyone belonged to one.” 

Billie turned the page in the album. Another sampling of strangers. Earl collected the dishes and set them in the sink. He returned with a teapot. “Do you attend church, Billie?”

“No. Maggie does. Always has. I’ll go for midnight mass, Easter, if I’m with her.”

“Just out of duty, then. You don’t believe?”

“I’m not sure what I believe,” she said honestly. Another photograph stole her attention. Two young women in a garden, from roughly the early 1920’s. Opposites. One was in a dark bob, a sleek flapper dress. The other woman’s hair was up in a tidy bun, her blouse buttoned high on the throat. 

“Who are these two?” She tapped the picture under its plastic sleeve. 

Earl adjusted his glasses, leaned in to get a closer look. “That, I believe, is aunt Elsie and aunt Lillian. Sisters. Your great-aunts, I suppose.” 

“Sisters? They seem like polar opposites.” Billie tapped her fingertip against the woman in the flapper dress. “Was she the black sheep?”

“Bit of a free spirit, that one. Clashed with the family, as you can imagine. Girls weren’t meant to challenge tradition in those days.”

“Or now,” Billie suggested. “Did they not get along much?” 

“Elsie and Lil? Not really.”

“No, I mean the family in general. The Culpeppers?”

Earl leaned back, the wooden chair creaking under him. “Not always. All families have their squabbles.”

“I know.  But why I haven’t I met you before this? Or Judith or any of the other relatives.” 

“I used to ask that same question. I remember your mother and aunt from when we were kids. We used to see them in the summers a lot. But after a while, they drifted apart. The parents, I mean. My father and, what would be your grandfather, lost touch or had a falling out. Brothers, you see.”

“What did they fight about?”

“I never knew.” Earl removed his glasses, poured the tea. “Kids are usually kept away from the squabbles. The skeletons in the family closet.” 

Skeletons, Billie thought. And ghosts, psychics, gypsies. 

“Sugar?” Earl placed a ceramic bowl before her, shaped like a squirrel clutching an acorn. “I think what happened to your mom distanced the family even further. Which is deplorable, really.”

“You mean her disappearance? Or what she did for a living?” Billie wasn’t sure if she was going to bring up that topic when Earl had opened the photo albums to reveal this legion of unknown relatives. She liked this smiling man who served her soup, and she didn’t want to spoil the visit. It had just blurted from her lips just now. 

“Both, really,” he said. “That must have been so hard for you, when she disappeared. If there was ever a time to be surrounded by family, that was it.” 

“Maggie was family enough. She really went to the wall taking care of me.” Billie turned another page, the pictures time-warping through the war years of men in uniforms and women in shirt-sleeves, to the postwar prosperity of the 1950s. Boys in pompadours, girls in saddle shoes. 

“I found her, you know?” Another blurted out comment. 

He looked bewildered. “Found who?”

“My mom,” Billie said. “We had a proper funeral in November.” 

Shocked, he said, “How on earth did you find her?” 

“I had some help. My—” Here she hesitated over the word, but didn’t know why. “My boyfriend is a police detective. And another friend, who’s just good at finding things.” 

The pan of shock on his face tilted into astonishment. “I wish I had known. I would have come to the funeral. I always liked Mary Agnes when we were kids. She was different.”

That was no surprise. She wondered what her mom was like as a kid. It was hard to even conceive of it. “Different how?”

“She used to know all these neat tricks. Like how to locate a rabbit’s warren, or how to dig for arrowheads. And all the injured animals, my goodness.”

“Animals?”

Earl nodded, eyes glazing back to a foggy childhood. “She used to find injured animals everywhere. Birds with broken wings or baby rabbits that had gotten lost. Turtles on their backs in the middle of the road. It was the oddest thing. I never found so much as a soggy worm on a rainy day but your mother? These poor creatures seem to drop at her feet all the time.”

It was difficult for her to imagine. Her mother as a little girl, clutching a bird to her chest. “What did she do with these animals?”

“Tried to nurse them back to health. Not alway successfully, but she tried. There was, however, one crow that she mended. Its wing was broken and Mary Agnes kept it in the shed, its wing in a splint. It recovered and she let it go but it always came back. It would leave trinkets for her at her bedroom window. Marbles and bits of string, nuts and bolts. Anything colourful or shiny.” 

All Billie could do was gape, unable to reconcile this unknown aspect of her own mother. Who ever thinks of their parents as being children? “I’ve never heard that before.” 

“Where is she buried?” he asked.

“Holy Sepulchre. In Burlington.” 

“I’d like to see it.” He looked at her. “Would you show it to me some time? Maybe when the weather’s nicer?”

A sharp intake of breath. The man in the flannel shirt had a knack for putting a lump in her throat. “I’d love to.” 

“More tea?” He reached for the pot. 

“Please.” She had barely touched her cup but she needed a moment to push her heart back into place. “Earl, do you know much about the family origins? Where the Culpeppers came from and stuff?”

“A little,” he said. “Curiously mysterious bunch, us Culpeppers.” 

“Mysterious?” Did he know about her? Or her mother? Maggie had hinted that they weren’t the only clairvoyants rattling around the family tree. 

“The family tree,” he said, as if reading her thoughts. “Or the roots of it, I should say. Genealogy’s become a bit of a hobby of mine.” 

She had her guess but wanted to know what he meant. “What’s mysterious about it?”

“Only goes back so far. I can trace most of the family to about four generations but then the trail stops cold.” 

Earl reached for another book on the table. Not another album, this one a hard binder. 

“Last winter, I started researching my mother’s side of the family. The Bouchards. Some of this work had already been done for me. Grandma Bouchard has this enormous family bible, a monster of a book with an extensive family tree inside it. Working from that, I was able to search municipal documents, church records and war office files for the family name. I also cheated and used one of those genealogical websites. The point being, I could trace the Bouchards back eight generations. From the village of Cornwall, back into Quebec, where the Bouchards had been since they emigrated from France in 1805. I can go back even further but that would require a trip overseas. Here, look at this.”

Opening the binder revealed page after page of photocopied documents, lists of resources and arcane government paperwork. Flipping through it, he plucked out a long sheaf of paper detailing a genealogical tree with a myriad of offshoot branches. He pointed to a name at the bottom of the page. Gisele Bouchard. 

“This is my mother.” He traced his finger along the page, up toward the inverted roots of the family web. “This is the oldest ancestor I could locate. See the date?” 

Billie leaned closer to read the calligraphic font. Gilles Bouchard, 1746. Earl had traced his mother’s family back almost three hundred years. “Wow,” she gulped. 

“Goes back pretty far, doesn’t it?” Pushing the document aside, he fetched another paper from the binder. A standard letter-sized page. “So I started researching my dad’s family. You can see I didn’t get very far.” 

A single page, names penned prettily along four horizontal lines. She saw her mother’s name, along with Maggie’s on a lonely branch of the tree. Another shoot revealed Earl’s name, their cousin Judith. The names scribed in fine calligraphy with parentheses, denoting birth and death. Tracing the dates to the root, the earliest date Billie found was 1905. A Culpepper named Arden, born that year, died in 1941. The patriarch of the Culpepper clan, according to the genealogical tree. Nothing beyond that. 

“It all ends there, with Arden.” Earl leaned back, pushing his glasses up into his thinning hair. “There is no record of any Culpeppers in Canada before that date. There’s a few Culpeppers in the States but I can’t find anything tying them to our clan at all. A dead end.” 

Dead end, indeed. Billie scanned the date of Arden Culpepper’s birth one more time. 1905. A year before the death of Poor Tom, the half-boy ancestor who watched over her. Tom’s younger brother. Back when the family name was Cleary, not Culpepper. Arden, direct ancestor to both she and Earl, had been born a year before Tom’s tragic death. Before the Cleary family fled the shanty town of inner Hamilton for the small village of Poole, where they changed their surname to Culpepper. 

Billie frowned at the quaint diagram of the family roots. She could fill in a number of blank spaces in her distant cousin’s family tree but she had no tangible means of backing it up. All she had were the words of a ghost, the tale told by Katie Cleary, older sister to Poor Tom. Earl was clearly meticulous in his research, ensuring every detail was corroborated in some official document, moldy with age and therefore irrefutable in veracity. 

“So, that’s the mysterious part,” Earl said. Hands raised, palm up in resignation. “Strange the way the trail just goes cold. As if the family didn’t exist before this.” 

Because the Culpeppers were a fiction, Billie mused. A falsehood conjured up to bury a crime. How would this charming, sweet man react if she told him the rotten truth buried in the roots of their shared family tree? Would it help if she exposed the real story? How could it? Billie chewed her lip, swallowing down the truth, making herself complicit in the family lie. 

“Must be frustrating,” she said. “Still, it’s fascinating, all this history.” 

“I think so,” Earl said with a smile. “It’s important to know where you came from. Helps guide you on the path forward.”

Not always. 

“Thank you for this,” she said, tilting her chin at the albums and documents spread over the table. “Showing me all your work. All this family I never knew.” 

Earl smiled. “I’m happy to trot it all out. Barbara’s bored to tears with it by now.”

Billie took up the single page of the Culpepper family tree, scanning through the names written there. “Could I get a copy of this?” 

Turning the pages in the binder, he slipped free a large manila envelope and presented it to her. “I have one ready. I scanned some of the old photos for you, too. Just in case.” 

“Thanks,” she said, moved by her relation’s generosity. Despite the rotten roots, the Culpepper line had produced some nice fruit. 

“It’s too bad Barbara isn’t here. She’d like you.” Rising, he cleared away the teacups. “You’ll have to come back for a proper visit. Maybe a Sunday dinner.”

“I’d like that,” she said, the envelope clutched in her hand like a prize won at a county fair. 

“And,” he added, “you and I can plan a little excursion to see Mary Agnes’ gravestone.” 

Farewells were repeated on the wide veranda and then Billie climbed back into the ugly Nissan, waving one last time as she pulled out of the tree-lined driveway. A queer feeling of elation carried her along as she drove through the town of Waterford. Despite the twisted roots, she was delighted to have found another family member in this sweet man with all the genealogical tables. Something more than kinship or blood bond but difficult to pinpoint. Accelerating past a stone church on her left, the churchyard dotted with tilting tombstones, she wondered if Earl, like herself and her mother, also had a whiff of the family curse about him. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 12

 

 

“THE GIST OF it,” Kaitlin said, strolling down the frozen food aisle, “is that psychics are basically social workers.” 

Billie raised an eyebrow. “Social workers?” 

“Or therapists. A working-class version thereof. But because it’s always been considered ‘women’s work’, it’s undervalued, dismissed, derided.” 

Kaitlin had called earlier. Bored and needing to get out of her lonely condo unit, she suggested they hit the grocery store and make dinner. Maybe watch a movie, kill a bottle of red. Anything other than facing the still emptiness of her place. It was odd, Billie thought, pushing a cart down the aisles of the grocery store with Kaitlin. The best of intentions to make a hearty and healthy meal and yet the cart was filling up fast with nacho chips, jars of salsa, two bags of cookies and ice cream. 

Odder still was discussing psychics as social workers. Kaitlin’s ongoing study of the history of divination. 

“How is it social work?”

“Because it focuses on the client’s needs. Their problems, their worries, their current situation. What do most people go to psychics for?”

“How would I know?”

“Hello? You’re mom was one.”

“Yeah,” Billie said, “but I was never allowed in on the sessions.” 

“Think about it. People want to know about their love lives, their careers, their family troubles. Questions about happiness, or the lack of it. And there’s always been the fortune-teller on every corner. So, rich people see therapists. The rest of us pleebs consult psychics. It’s called emotional work. Or one person said psychics were part of a social support network for the working class.” 

Clearly Kaitlin had been hitting the books on the subject. “Where are you getting all this stuff?” Billie asked. 

“Articles on Slate or Vice,” Kaitlin shrugged. “A few podcasts, too.” 

“Fish?” Billie suggested, looking through the glass at slabs of mackerel and tuna on ice. 

“I never cook it right.” 

They pushed on. Kaitlin snuck a bag of pretzels into the cart and Billie fired a look at her but didn’t remove it. “So what about our original question of why psychics are always women?”

“It was one of the few jobs open to them. The religious world or spiritual side, was controlled by men. Unless you wanted to be a nun, women were excluded. But the need was still there. So they turned to fortune-telling. Which isn’t so much about divining the future as it is about the client pouring their troubles out to a stranger. Someone they don’t know, who won’t judge them, but can offer some perspective. It’s not that different from the confessional booth, is it?” 

“I guess,” Billie agreed. Looking at the contents of the cart, she said, “Do we really need two bags of nachos?” 

“Should we get three?”

“No.” She pushed the cart onward. “So psychics are the poor man’s therapist.”

“I kept seeing this term, emotional labour, when reading about psychics. Like care-giving or social work, it’s traditionally considered women’s work and therefore devalued or dismissed. Like midwives, really. How they were pushed aside by doctors a hundred years ago but then they realized midwives were right all along.” 

“Is that why psychics have such a bad rap? Being scam artists and the like?”

“Partly,” Kaitlin said. “Anything outside of mainstream religion is considered a scam. Or worse, outright witchcraft. That isn’t to say there haven’t been scam artists. There’s been lots of those. Like those psychic hotlines back in the nineties, which was a billion dollar industry. Or there was this big fraud case down in the States where this guy blew a million bucks on a psychic who claimed to help him find a lost love. Turns out she was dead the whole time.” 

Pushing the squeaky cart into another aisle, the bakery section loomed ahead. Trouble. 

“What about the gypsy connection? Is that part of the bad rap, too?”

“I think so,” Kaitlin said. “It’s certainly where we get the cliche of the fortune-teller from, with all the bangles and head scarves. But I think the prejudice against gypsies has tainted the idea of psychics as frauds.” 

Billie stopped the cart. “Robin?”

“Who?” 

“The woman I told you about. Here, take the cart.” Billie pointed at a young mom pushing a shopping cart further down the aisle, a little girl dragging her heels behind her. 

“Robin?” Billie called as she caught up to the pair. Mom and daughter turned to her. “Hey. How are you?”

“Oh, hi.” Robin’s eyes darted about, as if desperate for an escape route. 

“Hi Maya,” Billie said to the little girl. Maya clung to her mother’s knee. Turning back to the mother, she said, “I left you a couple messages.”

“Yeah, sorry. Things have been a bit crazy.” The mother’s response was muted, distracted. She inched away, the way one does upon confronting the contagious. 

“How are things at the house? Any better?” 

“Not really,” Robin said. Her eyes flashed suspicion as Kaitlin caught up to them, as if she’d been ambushed.

“Oh. I’ve been digging into the history of the house,” Billie went on. “It might help if we knew more about it. To help clear the place.”

“You don’t have to do that,” Robin said. “We don’t need your help anymore.”

Billie registered surprise. The young mother seemed even more drained than the last time she had seen her. Weary and defeated. “So, it’s gone?” 

“I have to go.” Robin pushed her cart away. “Come on, Maya.” 

Billie exchanged a glance with Kaitlin, who shrugged. She ran after the woman. 

“Robin, hang on,” Billie said. “What’s going on? Has it gotten worse?”

Again, Robin’s eyes flitted about, skittish as a bird. “You angered it.” 

Billie took it on the chin. Maybe she deserved that. “I didn’t mean to. Let me try again. I’m sure I can get it move on. Or at least—”

“No. We have someone to help.”

Another psychic? “Who?”

“A reverend. He’s helping us now. He said bringing in a psychic just made it worse.” Robin brushed her hair behind her ear and, as she did so, a mottled patch of purple was visible in the hairline. 

“Robin,” Billie said, fixating on the bruise, “did you get hurt? Did it do this to you?”

“Please. I can’t talk to you anymore.” The woman hurried on, tugging the girl after her. 

Alarmed, Billie was about to run after her again but felt Kaitlin tug her back. 

“What was that all about?” Kaitlin asked. 

“I wish I knew.” 

They watched Robin scuttle up the aisle, hurriedly tossing things into the cart like it was a race. 

“That woman is absolutely terrified,” Kaitlin pronounced. 

“You mean…?”

Kaitlin nodded. “I could feel her terror from across the room. She’s the woman with the bad spirit?

It didn’t make sense. Robin had been so keen on enlisting her help but now she wanted nothing to do with Billie. Had the haunting gotten worse or was something else causing the woman to tremble so? 

At the end of the aisle, a man stepped out to join Robin and Maya. Noah. Robin took his arm and hurried him along, glancing back quickly at Billie before corralling her small family through the checkout counter. 

 

~

 

Dinner was a joke. After gnoshing on the junk food when they got back to Kaitlin’s apartment, neither of them were in the mood to cook anything. When the wine came out, they opened the package of rice crackers and the tub of hummus and made do with that. Settling onto the sofa, Kaitlin flicked on the TV and skimmed through a few screens to find the movie she had already chosen. 

Seeing the title sequence unfold, Billie turned to her. “The Craft? Are you serious?”

“What? I love this movie!” Throwing a blanket over both of their knees, Kaitlin elbowed her friend’s ribs. “Don’t pretend you don’t love it, too.” 

Cheesy as it was, they both basked in it, revelling in Faruza Balik’s teethy ferocity. When it was over, Billie took up the wine to refill the glasses but the bottle was empty. 

“I can open another.”

“That’s okay,” Billie said. Kaitlin was the only friend who kept a fully stocked wine rack. “I should go.” 

Kaitlin glanced at the time on the television. “Is the boyfriend coming home soon?”

“I don’t know. His schedule is all over the place these days.” 

Kaitlin waited by the door as Billie shrugged back into her gear for the dreary walk home. “Do you think he hit her?”

Billie frowned, recalling the movie. “Who, Skeet?”

“Your friend in the grocery store. That bruise on her head. Do you think her husband did that?”

“It crossed my mind,” Billie confessed. “But I don’t know. He was a dick to me when I met him but I didn’t get a violent vibe off him.” 

“The ghost, then?”

“She said it had gotten worse. Or I made it worse.” 

Kaitlin frowned with doubt. “How could you have made it worse?”

“Dunno. I might have provoked it. Like poking a hornet’s nest.” 

Kaitlin asked what she planned to do but Billie didn’t have an answer for her. A quick embrace before marching out into the bitter chill of a midwinter night. 

Her feet were frozen when she made it home, like dead clubs inside her boots. But her man was there. 

“Hey,” he said, coming to the door. “I thought you were at work tonight.”

“Geoff wanted to switch shifts. I was at Kaitlin’s. God, I’m freezing.”

He stifled any comment about her duffel coat as he helped her out of it. Instead, he wrapped a blanket over her shoulders when she dropped onto the lumpy sofa and went to put the kettle on. 

With her hands wrapped around the warm mug, she told him about meeting Earl. The history laid out in the photo albums. 

“He’s such a sweet guy,” she said. “And he’s a wealth of knowledge about the family. Weird as they are.” 

Sounded dubious to him. “Are you sure you want to know all that stuff?”

“Why wouldn’t I?” 

Mockler glanced around the room but nothing skulked in the shadows, nothing skittered over the ceiling. “Because of what happened to the boy. I’m not sure I’d want to know more about the family history.” 

“I need to.” Her feet were still numb, she wiggled them into his lap. “Especially now.” 

“You mean since, uh,” here he paused, “your eyes were opened? To whatever is out there?”

She nodded, scowling as she tried to put it in words. “I’ve drifted through my own life for so long, never knowing where I was going or what I was meant to do. But now I’ve been pushed into this bizarro world. It’s like, I need to know where I’m from before I can go forward.”

Mockler nodded sagely. Set his cup down. 

“Am I making any sense or are you just being nice?”

“I’m just worried about what you’ll find if you keep digging. That’s all.” 

Her turn to skew a dubious glance. “Says the man who keeps his dad at arm’s length.”

“That’s different,” he countered. 

“How?” 

“The man’s a prick.” He said this as if it couldn’t be any simpler. 

“But he’s still here,” Billie suggested. She knew this was thin ice but it had been nagging at her since the night he had taken her to the nursing home. “There’s still time to mend things. Or at least call a truce.” 

“I got him into that home, didn’t I? He’s looked after. It’s more than he deserves.” 

“Okay.” Billie pulled back, the ice cracking under her. “No need get mad.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, cowed. “It’s complicated, that’s all.” He draped a hand over her cold foot and gave it a squeeze. 

“Ouch!” She flinched and pulled her feet away. “The feeling’s just coming back. It’s all pins and needles now.” 

“I have something for you.” Ejecting himself from the sofa, he dug into the pocket of his coat and held out a large envelope. “Almost forgot about this.” 

“What is it?” she asked, opening the flap. A document slipped out. Photocopied, typewritten. 

“It’s an incident report from the police archives. A suspicious death at the address you gave me.”

“An old one.” Billie scanned the date at the top. September 13, 1959. She located the person’s name. “Charles Taylor?”

“Thirty years old,” Mockler said. “Found at the bottom of the stairs with his neck broken. No one else in the home at the time.” 

She pointed out the small, blotchy print. “Does that say ‘inconclusive’?”

He nodded. “The coroner doubted his neck would have broken from the fall but the police couldn’t prove anything at the time. Taylor lived alone. When his neighbour found him, he’d been dead for almost a week.” 

There was something else inside the envelope. Smaller. She wedged her hand back inside. 

“One crime scene photo,” Mockler said. 

Black and white. Like the photos of her family in Earl’s albums. The body at the landing, crumpled into an unnatural twist of limbs. A dark pool of sticky blood around the head which, fortunately, was not facing the camera. 

Was this who was haunting Robin’s house now? The restless spirit of this Charles Taylor, who may have been thrown down the steps? She didn’t know. The entity that had accosted her didn’t even look human, much less like the twisted man in the photograph. 

“Does it help?” A hopeful lift in his eyes. 

“It’s a starting point, for sure. I won’t know until I go back.” 

He met her gaze with a sobering cast to his eyes. “You sure that’s a good idea? You can just say no.” 

“I know, but they need help.” The image of the bruised flesh purpling Robin’s hairline flashed up. “Ray, what do you do if you think someone might have been assaulted? By a partner, I mean.” 

“You report it to the police.” 

She shook her head, as if to clear her thoughts. “I phrased that wrong. How do you find out for sure, despite the usual denials?” 

“My experience? Just ask them flat out.”  He stated this bluntly, as if frustrated by prior experience in the matter. “Don’t be coy. Ask them if someone hurt them and watch for the tell.” 

“Tell?”

“The give-away. Don’t listen to what they say, just watch their face for cues when you ask them straight out. If they avoid eye contact or bite their lip or twitch, squirm in their seat. That’s the tell. Body language gives it away, no matter what the mouth is telling you.” 

Billie tilted her head, reflecting on it. “What if they have a good poker-face?”

“Dig deeper. Be direct.” He reached for his mug again. “Do you think this woman is being abused?” 

“I don’t know,” Billie confessed. This whole business was too messy, too much guesswork. “There’s just too many unknowns. I need to see her again. And see the house, now that I might be able to call this spirit out by name.” 

“You’re a glutton for punishment, aren’t you?”

She wasn’t, to be honest. Billie had no want of going back to that house, but something in the young mother’s skittish behaviour didn’t sit well. There had already been a few ‘tells’, as Mockler called them. Odd tics from Robin that reminded her of her mother; the twitchy gestures of someone trying to hide a secret. 

 

~

 

The closet door was open. The old shoe box lay on the bedroom floor, its contents scattered. Noah didn’t see it until he flipped on the light. His anger was immediate. 

“Maya!” he bellowed out into the hallway. “Get in here!” 

Light footfalls darting up the stairs. The little girl already afraid, forewarned by his harsh tone. 

He pointed at the mess on the floor. “What have I told you about playing in here? Or going through the closet?”

“I’m not supposed to,” she said. 

“Then why did you? Not only did you make a mess, you’re supposed to respect other people’s things.”

The little girl kept her eyes down. “I didn’t do it.”

“What? So this stuff just jumped out on its own?” He went down on one knee and gathered up the paper and trinkets. “If you make a mistake, you have to own up to it. Lying about it is worse.”

“I’m not lying.”

Robin appeared at the door. “What’s all the yelling about?”

“She knows she’s not to play in here,” Noah gruffed. “We’ve told her before that she can’t mess around with other people’s stuff, to respect privacy. Look at this mess.” 

“What is all that?” Robin asked. The idea of kneeling down to help clean it up was out of the question, not with the basketball tummy. 

“It’s just old stuff. Doesn’t matter.” 

Robin touched her daughter’s shoulder. “Help Noah clean it up, honey.”

“Don’t.” Noah’s hand went up, warning the child away. “Don’t even touch it.” 

“It wasn’t me,” said the little girl. 

Robin settled her palm over her daughter’s hair. “Then who did it, sweetheart?”

Maya looked at her shoes. “You know who did it.” 

A vein pulsed on Noah’s neck. “Oh, how convenient! Blame it on the—” He cut himself off, unable to even utter the word. 

He stuffed the contents back into the old Adidas box. Robin shooed Maya from the room, telling her to go downstairs. When the girl was out of earshot, she turned back to him. 

“Don’t yell at her like that.”

“I didn’t yell.”

“Yes, you did,” Robin said. “I want you to discipline her when she does something wrong, but do it calmly. Yelling never helps.”

“Fine.” 

She left the room. Noah fitted the top back on and slid the shoebox back onto the top shelf inside the closet. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 13

 

 

THE HOUSE ON Rommany Road remained empty, a hollowed-out shell of dingy brick and blistered paint peeling from the window trim like festered lesions. Three years since he had lived here with Ellie and, judging by the listing notice in the dusty window, no one willing to buy the place. A typical two up, two down, it wasn’t fancy by any stretch but in this market, highly desirable. The place was corrupt, the timbers reeking of its putrid stench. Any potential home-buyer would have turned and walked right back out at the clammy feel of the place. 

Gantry stood across the street, eyeing his old house, while a damp wind pushed at his back, as if wanting to shoo him away. Flinging his cigarette into a dry rattle hedge, he strode up the walk to the front door. The latch clicked before he touched the handle, the door creaking open on its own. 

Welcome home. 

Christ, he thought. The place had to be empty. After all this time? Maybe, he reckoned, the wind had pushed it open. 

“No chickening out now, son,” he muttered. 

He closed the door behind him and lit the camping lantern he’d borrowed from Connie. The house, having sat empty for so long, had been misused in the interim. Trash on the floor, graffiti on the walls. Normally, a place like this would have been a squatter’s dream but even they stayed the hell away. 

No wonder, really. Holding the lantern up by its handle, its glowing orb expanded across the filthy floorboards. The pentacle was still there, burned black into the hardwood. 

The sight of the immense circle and strange glyphs brought it all back with a terrifying immediacy. Ellie screaming and writhing on the floor, him holding her still to keep her inside the protective circle. A handful of ancient texts open before him as he tried every cleansing spell and rite of exorcism that he knew. Her eyes, red from the burst capillaries, wept tears of blood. The terrible things she said to him as the abhorrent thing inside her fought for control. Laughing at him as it manipulated his wife like a puppet. She tried to gouge her own eyes from their sockets. 

Gantry flinched, shaking off the memories. Looking down at just a floor now, charred and singed from the past. Nothing but ghosts remained. Ghosts and old sins and the lingering stench of brimstone. Easing his back against the wall, he slid down the cracked plaster until he sat on the dusty floor. There was nothing to be gained from coming back here. Nothing but old pain and the sting of his fall.

The hubris. He almost laughed. How many tales have been spun around that old cracker of a sin? The fall of Lucifer and the expulsion from Eden. The tower of Babel and Prometheus. Frankenstein and Oppenheimer. Too many cautionary tales to count, all of them useless as actual cautions. No one ever learns.

“Just leave, son,” he muttered to himself, to the stagnant air. “Get out of here before you crawl into a hole you’ll not come out from.” 

The bottle of Irish whiskey slid from his coat pocket. Like the torch, it had been packed in preparation. 

That was the problem with hubris, wasn’t it? No fairy tale would do when it came to that lesson. Each has to learn it the hard way. And by learning it, he meant paying for it. The dead albatross strung from the neck of the creaky mariner. 

The whiskey was dark and foul as it gurgled down his gullet, like the bitter tears of some syphilitic saint, wept for the waiting cups of the devoted masses. All ceremony and no cure. 

She didn’t deserve the torment she’d suffered. He wouldn’t wish that upon his worst enemy. It should have been him, not her. 

Ellie Orton was no saint. She’d led almost as wild a life as he had. She had scars and she had stories to tell. Stories of victory and failure, of humiliation and exultation. And she wasn’t shy on sharing them when she stumbled upon a kindred spirit. 

And stumbled they had, right into one another. A party at some poncy manor out in Highgate, thrown by a prat executive at some record label. When the music became too risible, he stepped out to the gardens to get some air and tripped over something in the dark. Ellie had wanted to look at the stars. She came to the party hoping to meet a certain record producer but had found only sleazy executive types. Bored, she told her bandmates to come find her when they’d had enough. 

“Stars?” he had said, rising up from the flowerbed he’d fallen into. “You can’t even see the moon in this cesspool of a city.” 

Ellie, flat on her back and eyes on heaven, had said, “If I concentrate really hard, all the sodding pollution will blow over and Cassiopiea will open up before me and twinkle out my fortune.” 

So much conviction in her voice. Gantry tilted his head to the night sky to see if it would happen. 

“Do you have a car?” she asked, minute later. 

“No. But I’m sure we can nick one from the wretched executives types inside.” 

“Need to get outside the city to see the stars.” 

She turned her head to look at him, her face mottled from the dim glow of the patio lights. All it took. Three days in a ‘borrowed’ Mini, tearing across the countryside. They ended up at one of the stone circles in Avebury, lying in the dewy midnight grass, eyes up to the stars. Ellie claimed the energy of the pre-Christian site made the stars twinkle all the brighter. He’d laughed. A fortnight later, they’d moved in together. 

Ellie was in a band, vocals and guitar. They set up a rehearsal space in the backroom for her, while he kept his dodgy gear in the garden shed out back. Parallel pursuits, she the music and he the dark arts. 

The whiskey sloshed in the bottle as he guzzled more down, the empty house around him silent and dead. Scanning the crumbling walls with their scrawls of mindless graffiti and holes kicked through the plaster, it was hard to remember that this had been their home. Had been the place that he’d been happiest. All that was left was the blasphemous circle on the floor and the blackened char to the wood where she had been dragged down into Hell. 

She had screamed the whole way down. Old Scratch leering at him with a pervert’s grin of smug victory. 

Firing another cigarette, he contemplated the teardrop of flame on the lighter and considered burning the rotten house down. With himself inside it. How quickly would the dark things below come for him? At the very least, he could keep Ellie company in Hades. 

“All right,” he said to the dark room. “That’s enough of the pity party.” 

Taking up the lantern, he crossed into the kitchen and went out the back door. The terrace was a tiny box bordered with a brick fence, the garden a riot of damp, brown weeds. And the dingy garden shed tucked into the corner where he kept all of his nasty things, Ellie never wanting any of it in the house. The poor man’s version of a sorcerer’s cave. 

The lock tore away easily, the mounting plate shearing off from the rotten wood of the door. 

The interior of the shed was a shamble of broken glass and moldy books. Picking through the loose paper and rusting instruments, he scrounged up an ancient book bound in leather only to have the pages tumble out onto the floor, the delicate paper mottled with black mold. The entire shed stank like a pestilence tent, ripe with disease. There was nothing to be salvaged here. What hadn’t been stolen had been smashed, left to rot. 

A corkboard hung from the back wall, tacked with a jumble of notes and strung with a few pendants. A pink rabbit’s foot on a chain, a prize from some tacky fair they had visited years ago. Ellie had slipped it into his pocket for good luck, saying he needed all the luck he could muster considering the dodgy shite he got up to. In retrospect, maybe she should have been carrying it. 

Pulling it down, he slipped the rabbit’s foot into his coat pocket. The thumbtack it had hung from fell and with it, a torn scrap of newspaper. Retrieving it, he scanned the article. A small notice about a construction crew unearthing a tomb under a crossroads in King’s Lynn. This is where it had all started, with dirt being trowelled away from something that had been buried long ago. 

Maybe it was time to pay another visit. 

 

~

 

“Mom? When is it gonna stop?” 

Maya’s breath misted in the air as she spoke. Huddled against her mother for protection, for warmth. So cold inside now. 

“Soon, baby,” Robin whispered, faking confidence as best she could. And not just for her daughter’s sake. Her own heart was thumping like a jackrabbit, her vapoured breath mingling with Maya’s in the air before them. “Just close your eyes to it, honey.”

The utensil drawer flung open violently, knives and forks spilling out and tinkling crazily against the floor. 

The kitchen was safe. That’s what the psychic had said. Robin winced as the drawer slid out and crashed against the floor. Had Billie lied or had something changed? No safe room anymore? The whole house had become a bedlam of slamming doors and shifting furniture, forcing the family to retreat into the kitchen. But now it was here, too. 

Maya screamed, flinching at the metallic riot of noise as the utensil drawer sprawled its contents over the tiles. Robin cupped her hands over her daughter’s ears. 

The pantry door swung open with a creak. Cans of beans tumbled out, rolling across the floor. A tin of chickpeas collided into Maya’s foot and she squealed, kicked out. The cupboard where the dishes were kept clapped open and banged shut, as if worked by some unseen, invisible hand. 

Noah hovered over them both, hands draped over his wife and adopted daughter. Like he could protect them. Eyes closed, praying silently. 

The sight of him praying in the chaos infuriated her. Robin snatched his arm, digging nails into his flesh. “Do something!” 

“We have to pray harder,” he hissed, but there was a deficit of conviction in Noah’s strained eyes. “All of us, together. “Our Father…”

“Who art in Heaven,” Maya recited, eyes shut tight. 

The chaos stopped. The cupboard doors went still, the racket from the other rooms ceased. Robin swept her gaze over the kitchen, gasping for breath. Her daughter peaked through one slitted eye. 

“Hallowed be thy name,” uttered Noah, shuddering in relief. His eyes shot to Robin’s, held them fast. Waiting. 

“Thy Kingdom come,” Robin faltered, her voice catching, but the words were there instantly. The cadence of the rhyme bringing it all back, allowing her to continue. “Thy will be done…” 

Nothing moved. Not even a mouse. 

“On earth,” Maya whispered, “as it is in Heaven—”

The squeal of a sticky hinge cut her off as the cupboard under the sink swung back slowly. The trio huddled together on the floor turned slowly to the sound. Nothing out of the ordinary besides the swinging cupboard door. The curled piping of the sink trap, the garbage bin, a jug of bleach. 

A challenge. Noah went on with the prayer, rising to it. “Give us this day our daily bread…” 

The bleach jug toppled over, loose bags rippling as if a raccoon was rummaging the cupboard. Noah’s voice clipped short. 

Something tumbled out of the space under the sink and rolled across the floor. It bumped up against Robin’s shin. 

The head of a doll, with it’s pouty lips and unnaturally long eyelashes. One eye had been lost, punched out long ago. The remaining orb was glassy and blue and lifeless as a marble. It blinked. 

Momma…

Robin screamed, kicked the horrid thing away. Maya whimpered, burying her head against her mother’s side. Then Robin shrieked as Maya was snatched away. 

The little girl slid across the kitchen floor, snatched from her mother’s arms, and pulled to the darkness under the sink. 

Robin and Noah lunged for her, snatching the girl’s arms and pulling her back. Maya screaming the entire time. 

It relented, whatever the thing was. The little girl catapulted into the arms of her mother and step-father. But she kept screaming, the tone altering to shrieks of pain as she clutched at her ankle. 

The sickly stench of burned skin poisoned the air. Clawing the girl into herself, Robin lifted her daughter’s leg. 

The singe mark on Maya’s ankle was red and blistering, as if slapped by a hot iron. 

The raw flesh blistered and reddened, taking on a shape. A tiny slash of fingers, a palm. The mark of a small hand, scorched raw into her daughter’s ankle. 

“We have to get out of here,” Robin stammered, her voice thin as paper. 

“No!” Noah protested. “This is our home! We’re not leaving.”

“Then call the Reverend.” 

“He was just here,” Noah said. “We have to learn to fight this without him.” 

Robin pulled her daughter closer. The little girl was trembling all over, her face buried in her mother’s chest to keep from witnessing anymore. Terrified as she was, Maya draped herself over her mother’s protruding belly, as if to shield her unborn sibling from the horrid banging and clanging. 

Robin, crying now as she rocked back and forth over her quivering daughter. “I can’t do this anymore. I’m done.”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 14 

 

 

“ROBIN! PLEASE, LET me talk.” 

The door remained latched. Billie stood on the porch, shivering in the cold. She banged on the thick door again, rattling it in its frame. Through the lace curtain in the window, a globe of light warmed the front hallway. No movement inside, no shadows casting about.

“I know you’re in there,” she hollered. “Give me five minutes. Please.” 

The plan was dead simple. Go to the house and address the ghost by name. Names have power. Gantry had told her that once. She would make the restless spirit of Charles Taylor listen to reason, make it understand that it had to move on or, barring that, at least stop harassing the family. 

She knew that Robin would refuse, claiming they didn’t need her help but Billie would insist. The pregnant woman’s about-face still perplexed her. So keen on Billie’s help at first, only to change her mind and brush her aside. What had changed? The husband, Noah, seemed a bit domineering. Was it just him, bullying her to get his way? There was also the bruise on the woman’s scalp, which she couldn’t help but think was his doing. 

The latch sounded as it clicked back. There was no one in the hall but the door swung open all on its own. Billie girded herself, firing up her senses for whatever was opening the door. 

Maya looked up at her with droopy eyes. The child looked worn out. 

“Maya,” Billie said, bending down. “Remember me?” 

“You’re the spooky lady,” said the little girl.

Close enough. Billie smiled. “Is your mom home?”

“She’s sick.”

That couldn’t be good. Billie looked past the girl to the hall but there was no sign of Robin. “Can I talk to her? Maybe she needs help?”

Maya stepped aside to let her in. “She’s just lying on the couch. Crying.” 

Slipping out of her snow-crusted boots, Billie skirted around to the living room. The television was on, turned to a cheery cartoon. Robin was prone on the sofa, buried under a blanket. Her eyes on the TV screen but watching nothing, barely aware. 

“Robin?” 

“You can’t be here,” the woman said in a low tone. She looked as drained as the little girl. “You’re just gonna make it worse.” 

Billie knelt down on the floor before the couch. “I don’t mean to. If I did make it worse, I’m sorry.”

The woman didn’t even look at her. 

“Are you ill?” Billie asked. “What happened?”

Maya had gone back to her nest of pillows on the area rug. Turning to Billie, she said, “The ghost got mad. It burned my—”

“Maya!”

The little girl clammed up, looked back to the TV. 

“Hold on,” Billie said, playing referee. She moved closer to the girl. “It burned you? Where?”

The girl’s eyes clamped instantly onto her mother’s. Robin let out a defeated sigh of consent. 

Maya reefed up her pant leg and pushed her orange socks down. The skin was raw and puckered in blisters. Billie let off an unintentional gasp before composing herself. No need to frighten the girl any further. Taking Maya’s foot gently, she turned her leg to the side to get a better look at the odd shape of the burn mark. Turning it back and forth until she was sure of what she was looking at. A hand print seared into the flesh. Small, like that of a child. Smaller than Maya herself, the red finger marks not closing all way round. 

Billie let go. “Does it still hurt?”

“Yes.” 

A shudder itched down Billie’s spine at the sight of it. The burn held an eerie similarity to one that she had received when she was Maya’s age. Back in the old house, hiding in the crawl space the night her mother had disappeared from her life. Same spot, too. 

“I have one just like it,” she said. 

“You do?”

Billie sat back and pushed the sock down on her left ankle. A faint discolouration from where something similar had gripped her. “See? It’s faint now. Happened when I was your age.” 

The girl’s eyes widened at the scar before shooting up to meet the woman’s gaze. “Was it the same ghost?”

“No. A different one. Sometimes they don’t mean to hurt us but they don’t know their own strength. Here, give me this.” She peeled Maya’s sock away and tickled her fingernails against the sole of the girl’s foot, making her giggle. “Keep the sock off. Let the air heal it up.” 

Robin observed the two of them but said nothing. 

Billie scanned the room. Untidy and chaotic, she had first assumed that Robin had let it all go to withdraw onto the sofa but it was more than just messy. Paintings hung cockeyed on the wall. The framed photographs on the mantel had all fallen face down, a book splayed open on the floor near the shelf. The signs of paranormal activity, the havoc from an angry spirit. 

She racked focus back to the pregnant mom on the sofa. Robin wasn’t ill, she had simply given up. Unable to cope. Who could blame her? 

“Robin,” Billie cooed in a soft voice. “I think I know who’s causing all of this.”

The woman flinched, her gaze lifting from their stupor. She looked to her daughter but Maya was glued to the cartoons. 

Billie leaned closer, whispering to stay out of earshot of the girl. “Someone died here back in the fifties. A young man. I know his name and I think he’ll listen to me now. Let me try.” 

“Noah’s gone to get the Reverend,” Robin said. “If he finds you here, he’ll flip out.”

Billie reached out and brushed the hair back from the woman’s face. The bruise under the hairline had lost some of its colour, fading to blotchy mauve. “Robin, did Noah do this to you?” 

A flash of momentary shock flared in the woman’s eyes. Then it settled. “Noah’s never laid a hand on me,” Robin exhaled. “Or Maya. He’s not like that.” 

Billie scrutinized the woman’s face. Calm, no tics. If there was a ‘tell’, she had missed it. Her knees clicked as she rose to her feet. “Stay here. Keep Maya with you.”

Robin lifted her head. “What are you going to do?”

“Evict the unwanted guest.” 

 

 

There was no point going through the house again. She knew where the thing dwelt so she went straight to the cellar. The naked bulb clicked on by a pull-chain, emitting a greasy light that deepened the shadows in the basement. The only window was a sheet of white, buried under a snow drift outside. 

Billie stood under the bulb, where it was safe, and opened herself up to the other side. It was here. It never left. But it was wily, this one. It liked to mask itself in other guises, like the giant spider legs or the grotesque doll parts. Its anger was strong, the basement swollen with it. 

Why the masks? What was it hiding? 

“Charles Taylor,” she said aloud, the words tumbling into the empty space. She had done this a dozen times over but it still felt silly addressing an empty room. She hoped Robin and her daughter couldn’t hear her through the floor joists. Especially Maya. 

“I know you died here, Charles. I know you don’t feel time anymore but it was long ago. A lifetime. Things change. It’s time to move on now.”

A cobweb wafted from the bulb, billowed from a draft in the boards. 

Stubborn. 

“Come out and talk to me, Charles. No more hiding. No more masks. You’ve been alone long enough. Come talk to me.”

She took a few steps toward the back of the cellar, away from the pretend safety of the 60 watt light. Charles would need some prodding. Why wasn’t he responding? 

“Charles,” she said flatly. “I bet your mom and dad called you Charles. What did your friend’s call you? Charlie? Chuck?” 

A shy crunch sounded behind her, like grit under a boot heel. She turned around slowly, unwilling to let it see her frightened. 

Something blacker than shadow hunkered in a dark recess behind a stack of cardboard boxes. Not big, but pulsing, the way spirits would do. More a sense of something present than anything visual, like a fire that crackled with light but gave no heat. Dangerous if you weren’t careful. 

Billie lightened her tone, more casual, hoping to coax him out into the open. “I like the name Charlie. I always wished I had a friend with that name. I used to know a Charlotte. I tried calling her Charlie. She didn’t care for it.” 

The dark mass shifted, amorphous as smoke. Bleeding into the cheap light. 

Keep talking.

“My name’s Billie. Well, it’s really Sybil, but I never used to like that name so everybody called me Billie. I don’t mind it now.” 

It didn’t step out of the shadows so much as simply appear in the light. But it wasn’t what she had expected. Charles Taylor was a young man, tall from the looks of his splayed legs in that awful photograph. 

A little girl stood on the cold slab floor. Dark locks that contrasted with her translucent skin. Frail little hands, a dun-coloured dress and bare feet. A spiderweb network of veins visible through flesh that had the appearance of damp paper. 

Another mask? 

“Charles,” Billie said. “No more disguises. No more games. Just show yourself.” 

A thud shook the ceiling over her head. Footsteps, the door banging shut. Voices, loud and angry. Noah was home. 

When Billie turned back, the room was empty. Charles had fled. 

Then it hissed into her ear, so close she felt its breath. A clamminess on her flesh as two tiny hands clutched her throat. Baby teeth clamping down on the super-sensitive skin of her neck, biting down hard. 

Billie screamed and thrashed about to shake it off but it clung like a greasy lamprey to her neck. Shifting, slithering, gurgling. When she felt her own blood run hot down her neck, she bolted for the stairs. 

 

~

 

“She’s bleeding.” Maya’s voice, whispered and alarmed. 

Billie opened her eyes. Crumpled to her knees on the kitchen floor with no recollection of how she’d gotten there. Her neck burning with pain. Blood on her fingers. 

“Serves the witch right,” said a male voice. 

Billie looked behind her, the pain in her neck flashing hot as she turned around. Maya cowering in the doorway. Robin, pale with fear, rushing for the counter. Noah looked down at her with a metric ton of contempt. Another man, clad all in black, next to him, sharing the husband’s derision. 

Robin swooped down to help Billie, a towel in her hand. Pressing it to the woman’s neck, Robin gasped. “What happened?”

“Leave her,” Noah barked. 

“She’s bleeding!” Robin shot back. Clamping the towel over the wound, she spun to Billie again. “You need a doctor.”

“Wait.” Gripping a leg of the kitchen table for support, Billie pushed herself up. Legs wobbly, the mark on her neck stinging with the exertion. “How bad is it?” 

“I can’t tell.” Robin pulled out a chair. “Sit down. Best to keep the pressure on that for now.” 

Noah folded his arms, harsh eyes on his wife. “Why is she here?” 

“She just wanted to help,” Robin said, reaching for another towel. 

“I let her in.” Maya clung to the doorframe, eyes big with fear. 

“It’s not her fault.” Billie pulled the wadded towel away from her neck, looked at the blood quickly before re-applying it. “I barged my way in.” 

“You were told not to come back.” Noah’s teeth flashed with a snarl. He pulled out his phone. “That’s break-and-enter. I’m calling the cops.”

The other man touched Noah’s arm. He was tall, an imposing pillar of black that towered inside the kitchen. It was only now that Billie noticed the white collar at his throat. 

“What’s your name?” said the cleric, his voice evenly tempered but deep with authority. 

Raised in the church, her deference to a man of the cloth was instinctual. “Billie.” 

“You are the psychic, yes?”

“She’s a fraud,” Noah spat. “A con artist.”

The man raised a hand to cool the husband, but kept his gaze on the interloper. “You were here before?”

Billie nodded. The two of them seemed oddly mirrored, clad in black as they were. Billie wondered, idly, what she would look like in the dog collar. She tried to match the sober coolness of the cleric’s gaze. “Who are you?”

“Reverend Reginald Joy. I’m helping Noah and his family with this…problem.” 

She let the towel drop, looking at the blood staining the cloth. “That makes two of us.”

“No, it doesn’t.” The reverend scrutinized the woman in the chair. “You may mean well, but you are not helping this family in any way. In fact, you exacerbated the situation.” 

“Have you dislodged this thing?” The question blurted out, anger bubbling up. “Have you helped them?” 

“What is occurring within this house is serious. It’s not something to play at. Tell me, do you play with Ouija boards, too? Conduct seances?” 

She kept mum, refusing to answer the stupid question.

“People like you are dangerous,” Reverend Joy declared. “Armed with some vague idea of the paranormal but no spirituality, you just charge in with your so-called sensitivities and your electro-magnetic ghost meters and your deluded sense of self-importance.” 

In her peripheral vision, Billie saw Noah nod his head in smug agreement. Robin, at least, seemed conflicted. Maya was stone, eyes and ears open to everything. 

Robin stepped in, a clean cloth in her hand. “Has the bleeding stopped?” 

“Don’t touch her,” the Reverend warned, freezing the pregnant woman in her tracks. He sought Robin’s eyes before rotating slowly back to the woman in the chair. “The woman is toxic. I don’t want any of you to be infected with it.” 

“Toxic?” Billie shook her head in disbelief. “Jesus Christ…”

The Reverend moved closer, his sheer height oppressive in the narrow kitchen. “You have unleashed something unholy in this house. On this poor family. To be fair, I don’t think that was your intention but the result is the same. Bad things follow you around, don’t they, Miss Culpepper? Bad luck, tragedy, pain? You’ve tracked it all through the house like mud on your boots.” 

Billie rose quickly, the chair scraping back behind her. “I haven’t unleashed anything. What’s here was present before I arrived. And it’s not evil.” She looked at Robin and then Noah. “It’s just spirit. An angry one, a violent one, yes, but it’s not the devil.” 

Robin ventured a question. “Who is it? Is it that man you mentioned?” 

“What man?” Noah snapped.

“Don’t indulge her,” the reverend cautioned. “You’re just playing into what she wants.” 

Billie’s teeth set, speaking through gritted jaws. “There was a death in this house fifty years ago. I thought the dead person here was this man, but it’s not. It’s someone else?” 

Robin looked ready to collapse. “Then who is it?”

“Enough,” Reverend Joy spat, stepping away as if repelled by it all. “These are lies meant to confuse you. How would she know about a death on the property? Please.”

“There was a police report,” Billie said. “Pulled from the archives.”

“And do you have this police report?” he challenged. 

Her head dipped a little. The photocopy was at home. She hadn’t thought to bring it with her.

Joy threw up his hands and then beseeched the homeowners. “Look, at best this woman is a fraud. At worst, she’s evil and her lies have clouded this issue enough. Noah, this isn’t my house and neither is it my place to eject the woman, but I strongly urge you to end this now.” 

Noah glared at her. “Get out.” When his wife was about to say something, his look silenced her. Maya backed away into the corner. 

Fraud. Evil. Deluded. 

The words followed Billie down the hall as she retrieved her coat. Those terms were all too familiar and she realized that she was now repeating her mother’s life. The crazy psychic lady. Like mother, like daughter. Slipping into her boots, she opened the front door and called back as she went through. 

“I’m sorry I couldn’t help, Robin.” 

Banging the door shut behind her, Billie stood on the porch and zipped her coat against the cold, feeling as wretched as a scolded child. It burned her insides how much she wanted to scream in that smug preacher’s face, furious at how he had gotten under her skin. Was it just the collar, the old Catholic kid in her kicking in, acquiescing any power? Or dignity, for that matter? 

Caught up in her own festering anger, she didn’t notice the small figure crouched on the snowy porch rail watching her. Why was she surprised to see him? He always appeared when she was in distress. Today was no different. 

“Hey,” she said, her heart already lifting. “Coming to the rescue again?”

Poor Tom said nothing. He looked over the house and then back to her. The blood from his severed stumps dotted the snow on the porch. Red blooms against the pristine white. 

“I’m okay,” Billie said. “Just got my butt served to me by something nasty. That’s all.” 

The door swung open again. Reverend Joy stepped outside, surprised to see her still there. His face hardened. 

“Why are you still here?” He moved toward her, towering. Someone not unused to using his height to his advantage. “You are not wanted, Miss Culpepper. Take your deluded notions elsewhere.” 

Tom scrambled closer along the rail, his small eyes brimming with hatred at the man in black. 

“Wait, Tom!” Billie stepped between them, arms out. God knew what Poor Tom would do to the man if he thought she was being threatened. 

Reverend Joy saw nothing, of course. “Who are you talking to?” 

“Just shut your mouth, Reverend,” she said, moving to the steps. “For your own sake.”

His sneer was visceral. “Is this some trick? Some psychic mumbo-jumbo?” 

She hurried down the snow crusted steps and marched away, silently beckoning to her friend before this escalated. 

Let’s go home, Tom. 

Reverend Joy grunted with relief as the charlatan ran away. Triumphant for the moment but this was a minor skirmish. He turned to go back inside when the snowball hit him square in the back of the head. Hard-packed and dense with ice, it carried the impact of a hardball. 

The Reverend startled in pain and spun around quickly. There was no one there. The woman was long gone. 

What happened next rattled him to his marrow. Later, when he thought of the incident, he would come to convince himself that he had simply slipped on the snowy floorboards of the porch. But in that moment, something colder than winter swept through his legs with the force of a freight train. His knees buckled under him and he folded like a house of cards, landing hard on the cold porch floor. The panic in his chest so severe that he feared he was having a heart attack. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 15 

 

 

AMANDA TROY ARRIVED at the church on Emerald shortly before noon that Wednesday, after an intriguing phone call from someone named Joy. Pushing through the tall oak doors, she stepped into the church, her shoes clicking against the flagstone floor. Raised secular, she had always felt uneasy inside churches and was unsure of where to proceed. The place looked deserted. 

“Hello?”

A figure stepped out from behind a screen at the north transept. A tall priest with broad shoulders and short cropped grey hair. He looked more like a football coach than a preacher. 

“Thank you for coming,” he said, marching in quickly to greet her. “Reverend Joy.”

“Nice to meet you,” Amanda said, her hand completely swallowed in his huge fist. The bridge of his nose looked swollen. She’d ask about that later. “You said this was urgent.”

“I didn’t mean to be so mysterious on the phone.” He gestured to a pew. “But I’d rather talk in person.”

“I should have brought coffee,” she said. In fact, she had suggested meeting in a cafe but he had insisted it be here. Safer, he’d said. “So. You said this was important.”

Reverend Joy tugged at the cuff of his black shirt. “What do you know about a woman named Billie Culpepper?”

Not expecting that one. She had feared this was some sob story fund-raising thing. A waste of her time. “The psychic? I’m still trying to find out about her.”

“I saw your news piece about her. Is she really connected to these bizarre crimes?” 

“As far as I can tell, but it’s all hearsay. Nothing concrete. And the sources are sketchy, to put it nicely.” She glanced at his face. Hardened, a touch of fear crinkling the corners of his eyes. “Why?”

“I have had a run-in with her. I’ll get to that in a moment, but first, if I may, I want to know what you think of her. What is she up to? Is she dangerous?”

“Maybe,” Amanda said. Her first instinct was to always keep her cards close to her chest but this man was a priest, not some rival reporter. “Disaster seems to follow her around. Or she’s the cause of it. I really don’t know yet.” 

Joy folded his arms, rubbed the stubble on his jaw. “But you think she had something to do with that awful fire at the punchbowl. And that place called the Murder House?”

“I do. The fire at the gorge was a ritual performed by satanists, but Culpepper and one of her accomplices broke it up. The Murder House was the site of a number of unsolved homicides, all of which had heavy ritualistic aspects. My sources say she was the one who burned the place down last fall. On Halloween, no less.” 

“I see. And who are these accomplices?”

Amanda Troy laid her leather gloves on the pew beside her but kept her coat zipped. It was cold inside the church. “One is an Englishman named John Gantry. The main suspect in the murder of a woman in England and another here. Both of those had similar occult elements, the pentagram stuff. Gantry was also fingered in the murder of a death metal musician named, get this, Crypto Death Machine. Big into the occult and devil worship, that one. That murder appears to have been a score being settled.”

The Reverend’s face took on a white pallor. “Is this Gantry person still on the loose?”

“He’s dead. Arrested during the aftermath of the musician’s death. He was killed while in prison, but his corpse vanished from the morgue the next day.”

“Good Lord,” Reverend Joy uttered. He shifted in his seat, unsettled. “And who is the psychic’s other accomplice?” 

“Would you believe it’s a cop? Homicide detective. He’s used her on some of his cases. Oh, and they’re a couple, too.”

“She’s dating this detective?”

“From what I can tell. I think he’s covering for her.”

“Covering up what?”

“That’s the million dollar question.” Amanda looked out over the dim interior of the church. A twinkle of light from a clutch of votive candles at the feet of a statue. “Arson for one thing. Possibly murder in the Devil’s Punchbowl crime. The police found three bodies in the ashes.” 

An odd sound escaped from the tall man on her right. He was tugging at his starched white collar, as if he needed air. 

“Are you all right?” 

“Just shocked,” he said. “That’s a lot to take in.” 

It was an effort not to grin. Truth be told, Amanda Troy loved shocking people. It was so satisfying and the reverend was turning pale with it. “There’s more,” she added. “If you want to know.”

He took a breath, girding himself for more. “Yes. Please, go on.”

“Your turn.” This time, she grinned. “Why the interest in this Culpepper woman? Is she spooking the church crowd?” 

“Just two of them,” Joy replied. “A young couple, with a daughter and another on the way. They’re going through a difficult time and this psychic is taking advantage of them.”

“How?” 

“She’s convinced this couple that their home is haunted and only she can get rid of the ghost. I thought she was just a con artist, looking to fleece the poor family but now, I’m not sure what to think. She seems downright dangerous.” 

The reporter produced a notepad and pen. “Can I have their names? I’d like to talk the couple, if I can.” 

“Let me ask them first. They’ve been through enough at the moment.” 

Amanda put the notepad down. “Try and convince them. This woman operates in the shadows. The more people who are willing to talk, the more she can be exposed for what she is.” 

“And what is that, exactly?” 

She paused before answering, a line worrying her flawless brow. “It’s more than just being a con artist. I don’t know if she’s some kind of occult hitman or what. Bottom line, she’s psychotic and dangerous.” 

The lines in his face etched deeper. “Psychotic?” 

“She had a real fucked up childhood, pardon my language. Her mom was abducted when she was eight, never seen again. She was also a psychic. Small town fortune-teller, you know the kind with the shop window? Her ex, meaning Billie Culpepper’s father, was always the suspect in her disappearance. Last year, Billie digs up the truth. She finds her father’s remains inside the Murder House. Then, out of the blue, her cop boyfriend digs up her mother’s bones in the ruins of a church out in the boonies.” 

The smell of melted wax was heavy and pungent when it reached the reporter. She looked at the reverend. “Who wouldn’t be completely messed-up with a history like that?” 

 

~

 

“I failed them,” Billie said. “Plain and simple.” 

A Wednesday night shift at the Gunner’s Daughter, the bar halfway full but it was still early. The serious drinkers would start spilling in soon enough, warming up here before moving on for the night. The Gunner, as Billie sometimes called it, wasn’t really a destination bar, small as it was. It was a meeting place before shoving on elsewhere or it was the last stop on the way home. Like a train station for the socially mobile, no one stayed very long. 

Twisting a peel of lemon into two whiskey sours, she slid the cocktails to the patrons at the far end of the bar and came back. “So,” she continued, “after being all but thrown out, I’m at a loss now. No idea what to do.” 

Mockler sat hunched on the other side of the bar, nursing the pint she’d poured for him. Another evening of misaligned shifts, he stopped in after punching out while she was just starting her night. “But you had the man’s name, didn’t you? Charles somebody?”

“It’s not him.” Billie leaned her hip against the bar, tempering her voice. Loud enough to converse over the music from the vintage jukebox but hushed enough to keep from being overheard. “Whatever or whoever this thing is, it’s not the man who died at the bottom of the stairs.” 

Mockler sipped his pint. He didn’t really want to talk about this, his day being crap as it was, but Billie clearly needed to talk it through. “Well, I guess we keep digging. Maybe I missed something in the records.”

“You’re pretty thorough,” she said. “Truth is, it might not be anyone who died there.”

His brow furrowed. “I thought that’s how it worked? People cling to the place where they died.” 

“Not always. Sometimes they drift to a different place or get lost completely. Or they’re drawn to a certain home for whatever reason.”

“So it could be anybody?” He scratched his chin at the problem. The idea that dead spirits could wander and become lost bothered him for reasons he couldn’t articulate. “And who’s this priest?”

“Reverend Joy. I don’t know what church he’s with, but he blames me for the trouble. Saying I angered it with my meddling. Hang on.” 

A man at a nearby table caught her eye as he raised his glass, signalling for another round. Billie hooked a glass under the draft tap and poured. 

Mockler watched her sling out two pints and a Bloody Mary, her movements efficient yet breezy. Eyeing her shape, he noted a certain sleekness to her. A simple t-shirt and jeans, all black as usual, but a little tighter than normal. A touch heavier on the eye-liner, the lipstick a change from the lip balm that she constantly applied in the winter weather. 

“You look great,” he said, grateful to push the conversation somewhere else for a moment. “The lipstick is a change. Any reason?”

Billie rolled her eyes at the compliment, always baffled when he said things like that. “Just work. I make more if I put on a bit of flash.” 

Flash. English slang. More of Gantry’s bad influence. He pushed it from his mind and went back to admiring the woman who wouldn’t join him in bed for another six or seven hours. At which time he would most likely be sawing logs. Damn.

“I like it,” he said, adding a wink for good measure. “You look a little dangerous.” 

“You mean, like, scary?” 

Now he rolled back his gaze in dismay. The woman couldn’t accept a compliment if her life depended on it. Still, he tried. 

“Say,” he said, foregoing any other attempts at making her blush, “any thoughts about what you want to do next week?”

“Next week?” she asked, shaking up another jug of bar mix. 

“Don’t be coy,” he smirked. “Your birthday, silly.” 

“Ugh.” That was all she said. 

He tilted his head at her. “You know, you’re not fooling me with this whole I-hate-my-birthday routine.” 

“Never said I hated it. I just don’t like a big fuss.” 

“But this is a big one,” he argued. “You only turn thirty once.”

“All the more reason not to, if you ask me.”

The difference between them was six years and a bit. He barely remembered his 30th birthday. Just another drunken blow-out with his friends, no angst, no fretting over a milestone. “Why does it bother you? It’s just a number.” 

Because it’s uncharted territory, she thought. How to explain this to him? Or herself, for that matter. Her birthday meant the end of being 29, the age her mother was. Forever. Turning the big three-oh meant being a year older than her mother ever would be. Saying it out loud wouldn’t make it anymore comprehensible. It sounded crazy enough in her own head. She hadn’t seen her mother in over two decades but she thought about her all the time now. Especially after meeting Earl, and the image he painted of her mom as a little girl, nursing wounded animals back to health. 

Mockler watched her shrug, an almost involuntary gesture of hers. The earlier crinkle in her eyes had gone now. “I booked that night off,” he said, letting it go. “Odin said he’d cover for me if anything came up.” 

Another shrug. Either she didn’t believe him or she didn’t care, he couldn’t tell. One more try. “Dinner and a movie? Something low key?”

“Whatever you want,” she said. 

“Ugh! You’re impossible, you know that?”

Brandishing the big knife used for slicing limes, she said, “And dangerous, too.” 

His phone rang and Billie saw him scowl when he looked at the number. She went back to carving limes, trying not to eavesdrop but he was sitting right in front of her. 

“What?” he said by way of greeting. The scowl deepened as he listened. “I dunno. It could be…No, I’m not getting it now…because I’m busy…For Christ sakes, Christina.”

Billie felt her stomach drop. Why was his ex calling him again? Why couldn’t she just move on already? She scooped the lime wedges into a tray, trying hard to look busy as he dropped the phone in disgust. 

“What was that all about?”

“Christina,” he grumbled. “She can’t find some of her art materials, thinks it’s mixed up in my stuff.”

“Oh. And she wants it back?”

He shook his head. “She wants it right now. Said she’s in the middle of a piece and she needs it immediately. Fucking screaming at me over the phone.” 

Billie put the knife down. “And you’re gonna go get it? Can’t she wait?”

“You don’t know what she’s like when she’s painting,” he said. “She’ll just keep calling until I get it, getting more manic each time. I’m sorry.” 

She didn’t look at him. “You do what you gotta do.” 

“Come on, don’t be like that.” 

“Like what? Your ex-girlfriend is hounding you. I can’t pretend it doesn’t bother me.”

“I know, it sucks. But when she’s in that mood, she’s just gonna keep calling.” He drained his pint and stood. “I’m just gonna do this and be done with it. I’ll see you at home later. Wake me up when you come to bed, okay?” 

“Sure,” she said, leaning across the bar to kiss him goodnight. Not wanting to part on a sour note, she batted her eyes and did her best to be flirty. “Randy?”

“Lonely.” 

His lips came away with a shade of her lipstick. “Come here,” she said, wiping her thumb over his mouth. 

“Not my colour?”

“Clashes with your eyes, handsome.” 

Crossing to the door, he called back, teasing. “Notice how I took that compliment? Just a smile, acknowledging your good taste.” 

“Get outta my bar,” she mocked. 

She went back to work, trying not to let it bother her but that was nigh impossible. Why couldn’t the woman just leave him alone? The ex calls with some crisis and he just runs off. Did he still have feelings for her or was she just being paranoid? 

“Hi.” 

Another customer had claimed the barstool that Mockler had vacated. A woman. Well-heeled and looking out of place in Billie’s divey bar. Billie did a double-take. The woman looked familiar but she couldn’t remember from where. One of Jen’s bazillion friends? God. Not yet thirty and here her memory was already turning into Swiss cheese. 

“What can I get you?”

The woman removed her infinity scarf and shook the snow from her blond hair. Her coat was one of those pricey parkas, her features like something you’d see in a fashion magazine. “A Dark ‘n Stormy?” The woman hadn’t taken her eyes off Billie the whole time. She nodded at the door. “Was that Detective Mockler who just left?”

“Yep.” Mixing the rum and ginger beer, Billie looked at the woman again. Someone Mockler worked with? She looked too upmarket to be a cop. “You know him?” 

“Not really. He’s a bit shy around the press, that one.” 

Billie set the cocktail down, minor alarm bells ringing. “Press?” 

A tiny tug of a smile pulled at the woman’s lips. She thrust out her hand to shake. “Amanda,” she said. “Do you have a minute, Billie. I’d really like to talk to you.” 

The alarm bells rose to a carillon of warning. Why did this woman know her name? Another person looking for a psychic? 

“I know you from somewhere.”

“I’m a reporter with HBN News. We met once. Briefly.”

Billie snatched her hand back as if stung, the memory kicking in hard. The woman had ambushed her once before. 

“I don’t have anything to say to you,” Billie said. It was hard to keep an even tone. “Besides, I’m working right now. You can’t just barge in here with questions.”

Amanda Troy placed a ten dollar bill on the bar. “I’m just having a drink. Thought we could chat a bit.”

Billie took a step back, feeling cornered and vulnerable. Hauling a case of beer onto the back counter, she turned her back on the reporter and began restocking the fridge. 

“Listen,” Amanda said, her voice pleading. “I’m sorry I kinda bushwhacked you last time. My bad. I really just want to talk.”

“Got nothing to say.” 

Amanda sipped her drink, lips puckering at the citric bite. “I really want to hear your side of the story, Billie. All I have is hearsay and rumour. Talk to me.” 

Billie slammed the bottles into the metal racks. “There’s no need to talk because there’s no story.”

“Don’t be so sure,” the woman replied. “Don’t you want a chance to tell your side of it?”

Was that a threat? Billie stopped, turned around. 

“What do you want?”

“I want to know who you are,” Amanda said. Sensing a chink in the armour of this bartender-slash-psychic, she leaned in closer. “What you can do, how you do it. How long have you been dating the detective? What happened to your friend, John Gantry? I want to know about your background. Is there a long line of psychics in your family?” 

An image, spiteful and wicked, flashed up fast in Billie’s mind. The Dark ‘n Stormy thrown in the woman’s face, citrus and rum burning her smug eyes. Instead, she picked up Amanda’s cocktail and poured it down the sink. Pushed her money back across the bar. 

“Don’t ever come back here,” was all she said. 

 

~

 

Three hours in the car, straight up the M11 in a cold sleet to the county of Norfolk. Driving was not John Gantry’s forte under the best of conditions. In a cold storm of punishing rain, he’d smoked his way through half a pack of Silk Cut just to keep his nerves steady. By the time he had cruised into the heart of the old seaport of King’s Lynn, the hideous green Fiesta had lost a side-mirror and part of the front grill. The boot bumper also, crushed into an ugly scar of puckered plastic. 

Lurching the shitbox motor through the centre of town, he conceded the fact that he might need to go easy on the wretched rental car. Abused and dented as it was, he didn’t need the hassle of being pulled over because of its condition. Getting off the bleeding A10, he stuck to the speed limit as he cut through the old town, winding his way to the Tuesday Marketplace near the river. 

Marketplace was a bit of a misnomer. The whole square was now a massive carpark, tarmac lain over what was once the muddy cobbles of the main market of an old medieval town. It was well past dark when he pulled the motor across three parking spaces and shut the sodding thing down. Climbing out, he stretched his back and lit another cigarette. This first stop was simply ornamental. He wanted a look at the infamous mark and a moment to have a think before proceeding. 

The witch’s heart was still there, as it had been since the 16th century. A crude drawing of a heart enclosed by a diamond over the second story window of a red brick house. It marked the spot where the heart of a witch had burst from its chest cavity and left an indelible imprint on the brick where it had hit. 

Gantry leaned against the revolting Fiesta and contemplated the heart on the wall, barely visible in the dim glow from the lamp lights of the carpark. Margaret Read, a questionable figure from the Elizabethan era, had been tried and convicted of being a witch. Here in the market square, Margaret had met her end, flogged, lashed to a post slathered in pitch, and burned alive. As the flames consumed her, her heart expelled from her broiling ribcage like a rocket, hit the wall where the diamond now was, and skittered away until it was lost in the river. The dark stain on the brick bore witness to the event until some unknown artist commemorated the spot with the crude diamond. 

The pyre burned through the night and on into the next day. The blackened bones of Margaret Read were raked from the ashes, deposited into a small stone sarcophagus and buried in a secret location. Three weeks later, her heart washed up on the banks of the Gaywood River. Still raw and, according to legend, still beating. Shivering the balls of the local clergyman and town leaders, the bone box was dug up and the bloodied heart locked up with the rest of the witch. The sarcophagus was then reburied at a crossroads outside of the village proper. Here it remained hidden for the next four centuries until a work crew, repairing an old culvert, stumbled upon it.  

Realizing they had unearthed something unusual, work was suspended and someone called in the archaeological society. The site was excavated properly and the stone receptacle carted off to the museum in King’s Lynn. A minor news item buried in the back pages of The Guardian, but Gantry’s fingers itched when he saw the article and he dashed up to Norfolk the next day. On his way out the door, Ellie had stopped him, demanding a kiss before he disappeared on another strange outing. 

“What’s the bother with an old box,” she had asked. 

He should have listened to her. 

Locks and security systems were never a problem for Gantry. He carried a set of tools in his coat and if that didn’t work, well, a minor stroke of lesser magic would do the trick. Working his way to the lab room in the basement, he found the stone ossuary on a table where it was being gently cleaned to uncover the faded inscription on the lid. On a caster-wheeled gurney in the centre of the room lay the carbonized skeleton of Margaret Read, burned at the stake for witchcraft four centuries ago.

The skull was small and brittle-looking, the other bones laid out below it seemed tiny. Old Margaret must have been just a wee thing when she died. Some of the lore described her as a crone, but, looking over these small bones, Gantry wondered if she wasn’t just a girl at the time, maybe a teenager like Hannah. She probably glanced at a boy the wrong way and sent the puritan men into a moral panic. In Gantry’s experience, almost all witch executions could be chalked up to male fear, masked under pious righteousness. Some dark urge in men to control women and crush them if they stepped out of line. Christ, had anything really changed? One didn’t have to look far to see that those Dark Age fears were still present today. It wouldn’t have taken much for old Margaret to become the target of some sanctimonious old fart, brandishing his bible like a weapon and infuriated when his advances were rebuffed or his authority challenged. 

Men were scum, Gantry concluded, especially in their treatment of the opposite sex. And this wasn’t some poncy feminist trip he’d picked up somewhere, this was experience. It was history writ large, an enduring legacy replayed through every era from the Bronze Age to the present. It was Ellie who had opened his eyes to this. The tyranny of the male gaze. Aye, men were shits, and he could say this with authority because he was one. Matter settled. 

Margaret Read was a singular case. Where thousands upon thousands of women had been put to death under false accusations, old Margaret had turned out to be the real deal. Not some crone stereotype, mind, with the wart on the nose and the stooped posture. Margaret Read had been a healer, a midwife, and, more importantly, a protector of her small warren outside the city gates. When plagues and blight swept through the countryside, it was Margaret who kept the evil at bay, protecting the small farms and people within her purview. And, in the late autumn of 1589, when something evil had crawled up out of the river to lay waste to everything before it, it had been Margaret alone to stand up to it, stopping it in its loathsome tracks. 

The Nordic name for a demon was Skratte. The English, fond of subsuming foreign terms and tweaking them, had renamed it Old Scratch. Crawling its way across the glen, it slaughtered livestock and blighted crops. The footprints made by its cloven hooves left the earth seared and poisoned as Old Scratch infested everything with its filth and perverted hatred, gleefully swallowing up the terrified farmers and their bedraggled families. Marching on the walls of the village, Old Scratch was stopped cold by a line of precious salt lain on the ground by Margaret Read. Enraged, the demon broke through and targeted the protector of the village in her tiny thatched cottage in a glen of oak trees. The healer and midwife tumbled with the monster, fighting it throughout the night until she forced it back to the river where it sank out of sight, its horrid antlers dipping below the waterline. 

The bishop, huddled behind the stone walls of the village church, should have been grateful for the woman’s bravery but he was a man and therefore weak and fearful. Resentful of her power and cowed by her courage, the bishop set out to destroy her. When the blacksmith accused Margaret of witchcraft, the bishop wholeheartedly agreed. The baker ran to collect the kindling while the carpenter erected the pole in the market square. The mailed soldiers kicked in the door of the little cottage and took Margaret to the stockade where she was whipped before the gaping crowd. At noon, the bishop held mass and then a flickering torch was set to the kindling to burn the witch. Bound to the post, Margaret opened one swollen eye to see that the demon had slipped inside the village walls. Old Scratch hunkered on the roof of the inn, watching its enemy burn. Without her protection, the village didn’t stand a chance against the foulness of the demon. Drawing on one last incantation, she lured the demon close, ensnaring it. Together they burned, brave Margaret and Old Scratch, locked in battle for eternity. 

At least, that was their fate until a meddling conjuror came along and loused it all up. 

Lighting the five candles around the bones on the table, Gantry drew blood into a bowl of water and called up the soul of Margaret Read from whatever netherworld she had been condemned to. Greedy for knowledge and lusting for power, he had barged in without thinking, without forethought. Hubris, plain and simple. He had no idea that the tortured soul of the healer was bound up and tangled with the noxious demon Skratte. Summoning up one brought the other and, to be pedantic about it, all Hell broke loose, destroying the lab room in a pulse of energy that shattered every glass vial and tube on the shelves. 

Hurled into the white-tiled wall by the impact, Gantry slid to the floor in a heap with the wind knocked out of him. Eyes watering and gasping for oxygen, he saw the horrid thing rise up from the scattered bones. An obscene patchwork figure, stitched together from the festering limbs of different animals, this abattoir monstrosity swung its antlered head to the fool crumpled on the floor. Steam expunged from its blowing nostrils, its eyes goat-like and abhorrent. The smell of it was beyond ghastly, somewhere between rotting fish and pungent ammonia. Then it clattered away, escaping into the night. 

The witch cursed him. Clicking together, the discoloured bones sat up like a stringed puppet, one arm raising to point a parched, accusatory knuckle at him. 

Idiot, she had said. Fool.

“Nasty-looking blighter, isn’t he?” he had replied, snakily trying to charm his way out of this one.

Do ye have any idea what you’ve done? 

Smug prick that he was, he thought he knew the score. She corrected Gantry on his ignorance, revealing what the foul thing was and how she had trapped it. 

Ye let it loose. Now it’s your problem.

With that, she was gone, the bones crashing down onto the table. Where she had gone, he hadn’t a clue. Back down to the underworld or floating to that bright light everyone talks about. Margaret Read simply vanished and he had come away learning absolutely nothing. Collecting the stray fragments that had clattered to the floor, he placed them back on the stainless steel gurney and left. 

A fortnight later, the reeking thing with antlers had come looking for him. He had been away. He was always away. But Ellie was home. 

 

An hour later, the pale moon was hazy and watery behind a screen of clouds as a criminal returned to the scene of the crime. The security system in the museum had been upgraded but proved just as easily slipped as before. Gantry made his way down into the sealed inventory room where the stone ossuary had been kept since his first visit to the museum. It took a few minutes to locate its storage shelf in the maze of artifacts, but when he cracked open the door, the ossuary containing the remains of brave Margaret Read was gone.  

 

~

 

By the time he got to her condo building, Mockler’s patience had run thin. Tucked under his arm was the large accordion folder she was so keen on finding. Packed away with the books, he had rifled through three different boxes before finding it. Wondering what the hell was so important, he sifted through the contents. Photographs, all glossy eight-by-ten prints from Christina’s modelling days. Fashion shoots, art photos and nudes. Lots of nudes. 

Stuffing it back in the folder, he wondered what was so urgent about it. 

He found out the moment she let him in the door. Christina was in the grips of another artistic work phase, creating new pieces at a frenzied pace. Sketches were tacked to every wall, paintings propped up here and there to dry. The easel in the centre of the room held the current work, an acrylic on stretched canvas. 

“Here.” He handed her the folder. 

Snatching it from his hands, she crossed the room without so much as a thank you and dumped the contents over the long work table. “Do you want a drink?” 

“No.” 

The condo was overheated, the air almost tropical with the temperature cranked and the humidifier blowing hard in the corner. It was how she liked to work, in a soupy jungle swelter so that she didn’t have to wear much while she attacked the canvas. Her hands and forearms were smudged with charcoal, her bare legs and feet spattered in paint. A dot of vermilion drying on her chin.

Mockler turned slowly, surveying the pieces that covered the walls like a type of crazy wallpaper. Each one a self-portrait. Some simple head-and-shoulder portraits, others full body renderings. “This is the emergency?” 

“Yes, thank you.” She turned to look at him. “It was driving me crazy that I couldn’t find these. I thought I’d lost them.” 

He had seen this before, these manic episodes of productivity. It was simply how Christina worked. She would be idle for weeks, irritable and moody and then, as if a switch had been hit, she would throw herself into the work with an almost possessed energy. Working around the clock, she would barely eat or sleep as she produced piece after piece with compulsive focus. 

He looked at the small kitchen, the dirty dishes piled in the sink. The coffee table occupied with three empty wine bottles, a handful of dirty glasses and a few containers of prescription pills. Fetching one of the vials, he read the label. “Are you all right?” 

“Couldn’t be better,” she said. 

He shook the container, rattling the pills. “I thought you were off these?” 

“Not yet.” Christina tacked a few of the glossy photos to the wall before coming around to the centre of the room. She took up her wine glass from the coffee table. Her skin glistened with sweat and her hair was damp. She hadn’t showered in days and he could smell her. 

She reached for the open bottle of red. “Have a drink with me.”

“What are you doing?” His expression remained neutral.

“What I have to.” Christina shrugged, like it couldn’t be more obvious. “Working through it.”

He took a breath. “It’s coming back?”

“It always comes back. So, I’m keeping it at bay the best way I know how.” She waved the glass at the wall of sketches and paintings. 

It was like being in a hall of mirrors, her face staring at him from every angle, rendered in different ways. In some of the portraits, she was stunning, the way she was now, but in others, she was angry or mournful. Even ugly, her features distorted into some nightmarish version of herself. In the current piece, propped on the easel, Christina had painted herself as Judith, holding aloft the ghastly severed head of Holofernes. 

“You can’t do this anymore,” he said. “Call me with an emergency.” He forced himself not to sneer at that last word. 

“Yes, yes, I know. You’re busy with your little girlfriend.” She took a step closer. “How is all that? Does she make you happy?”

As warm as it was in the room, he could feel the heat coming off her. Like standing near a hot stove. Invigorated by the work, Christina’s eyes were bright and clear, her pulse up. Aroused. 

Get out, he thought. Before something stupid happens. 

He turned and marched for the door. “Goodnight,” he said and went through without waiting for a reply. Halfway down the corridor, he heard the glass shatter against the door. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 16 

 

 

 

“AFTER HIS BAPTISM by Saint John, Jesus wandered into the wilderness for forty days and forty nights. Weak from fasting, this was when the devil came to tempt him.” 

Reverend Joy looked up from his notes on the lectern to the congregation before him. Sunday morning services, an almost packed house. This was good, this was providence sending the faithful to him at a time when they most needed to hear. He cleared his throat and went on. 

“That’s important to note. The devil did not come when our Lord was in good health and of clear mind. He waited in the shadows until Jesus was physically and mentally drained from his fasting. When he was at his weakest point, this was the moment the devil chose to strike. Why? Because he knew it was his only chance.” 

A stillness had settled over the devoted in the nave, many of them leaning forward in attention, turning one ear to the lectern where he stood, eager to catch every word. A small number, three by a quick head count, were nodding off in the back row. 

“Satan tempted Jesus three times. The first was to his base hunger, tempting our Lord to turn stone to bread, so he could break his fast. The second was to put the Father to the test but Jesus saw through this folly. But the third temptation proved to be the ultimate. Satan whisked Jesus to the top of mountain where every kingdom was visible. The devil promised to make each nation bow to him, if Jesus in turn, would bow down to the devil and worship him. This was the real test of faith.

“All Jesus had to do was worship the devil and the world would be laid at his feet. We all know that our Lord and Saviour shunned the devil, ordering Satan to get behind him so that he would not have to see his awful countenance. Defeated, the devil did as he was told and fled.” 

An infant was fussing somewhere in the pews, a sustained moaning that hinted at teething, the child’s agony rebounding up into the rafters of a structure built to be an echo chamber. It didn’t bother the Reverend the way it rankled the others in the pews. Just the opposite, he rejoiced in it. He wanted families here, the faithful in every stage of their lives. That meant that the church was alive, thriving. A silent church was a dead church. 

Reverend Joy looked down at his printed sermon, drafted the night before and revised early this morning. It did not speak to him, a standard text about recognizing the hollow nature of temptation. Something far more serious had rattled his nerves and he needed to address it. He set the typed sermon aside and let his heart speak. 

“The devil finds a foothold when we are at our weakest. When life has battered and abused us, that’s the moment when the devil comes to tempt us away. Satan is a coward who shies from a fair fight. He is an opportunist, that’s all. Our community, our city, has teetered on the edge of despair for so long that most of us no longer see it. But this is the moment when we need to be prepared, to keep our eyes open. Because the devil is here. He stalks this city as we speak.

“Over the past year, the incidents of occult crimes and pagan revisionism has bloomed over this city like the blisters on a leper. That is no coincidence. The devil knows we are weak and he has thrown up his tent here, waving us into his carnival. He tempts us with alluring, new paths to spirituality. Forget the prayers, he says. Try the Tarot. Put aside the stuffy Commandments and consult your horoscope. Forget the Bible, he whispers, and come have your fortune told by a gypsy.”  

A woman in the second row shifted guiltily in her seat. A man behind her lowered his eyes to the floor. Further back in the pews sat Noah Kemp and Robin Flores, their daughter, Maya, wedged between them. Robin’s belly was out of the Reverend’s sight-line but the pregnancy showed in her plump cheeks. She bowed her head in shame, eyes darting around her as if she was expecting an accusatory finger pointed in her direction. 

“The psychics are the ones that worry me the most,” the Reverend continued on, gripping the bevelled edge of the wooden pulpit. His knuckles were white. “These tacky gypsies with their garish signs in the shop windows. These are not the Roma, not true gypsies, but rather, they are parasites on the collective body of a community, all promising an easy answer to the most troubling questions. All for a small fee. Have you ever noticed that these storefront psychics never open shop in well-to-do neighbourhoods? It’s only the poorest boroughs where they hang their shingles. Why? Like Satan, they are opportunists. They know that misery makes us prey to simple answers. We are all rubes to these charlatans with their strange cards and crystal balls. I understand the allure of these fortune-tellers, I do. We all search for meaning to our lives and the more chaotic our lives become, the more we’re willing to grasp at anything that could give us a hint as to what it all means. Some clue that it’s all going to turn out okay. But life isn’t that simple. It’s complicated and messy and it is hard. That’s because it is meant to be hard. Otherwise, what’s the point?” 

The congregation was engaged now, the faithful leaning forward, their eyes glued to the pulpit. There was only one person that the Reverend could see who was still nodding off. That was fine, he decided. There was always a few who slipped through the net. 

“Most of these psychics are fairly harmless. They may dupe you out of your money but they do not intend harm. But some are dangerous. The ones who claim to be mediums, able to communicate with the dead. These ones are trouble. And there is one, not five blocks from here, who is outright evil. She has been at the centre of a number of occult crimes perpetrated over the last year. A known associate of criminals and murderers, an ally to Satanists and New Age witches. And she, my friends, is dangerous. Disaster follows in her wake, death emanates from her like a bad smell. This woman, this charlatan, you must be warned of. Shun her, denounce her, convert her.”

A hush fell over the congregation now. Even the teething baby had quieted, as if it too, was eager to listen. Reverend Joy cleared his throat. 

“The woman’s name is Billie Culpepper. And she is spreading evil through the fair city of Hamilton.” 

Here endeth the lesson.

 

~

 

The sermon concluded, the congregation rose and shrugged back into their heavy coats and hats. The Reverend was outside of the propped-open tall doors, standing sentinel at the bottom of the church steps. He shook hands with each and every parishioner as they left, wishing them well until next Sunday. 

Robin rose from the pew with effort, the belly weight keeping her off balance, and prodded Maya awake. 

Noah shook her gently. “Maya, wake up, honey.”

The girl’s eyes opened dimly. 

“She’s exhausted,” Noah said. 

“We all are,” Robin added. The fatigue was etched sharp on all of their faces. No one in the house slept much anymore, awoken constantly by the thuds and scrapes. 

Robin held her daughter’s coat open for the girl to slip into. “Time to go home, honey.”

Maya didn’t move. “Do we have to? Can we stay longer?”

An exchange of looks between Robin and Noah, both of them cracking a little under the child’s plea but each forced to be brave. 

“Church is over, sweetheart,” Noah said. “We need to go so the Reverend can tidy up.” 

Maya moved with all the speed of a slug. “Can we go for pancakes somewhere? Please?” 

A tentative pull on both the adult’s features. Since taking the plunge into home-ownership, Robin and Noah had resolved to tighten their belts and get their finances under control. They hadn’t eaten at a restaurant in months, Noah brown-bagging it to work everyday, Robin stretching every dollar in the monthly budget. 

“Maybe just this once,” Robin said with a pleading looking at Noah. She didn’t want to go home either. 

“Okay,” Noah ceded. “But just this one time.” 

Joining the long, slow queue shambling out of the church, Robin pulled her husband’s arm to whisper in his ear. “Why would the Reverend say that awful stuff about Billie?”

“Because she’s trouble.” 

“But it isn’t true. She was only trying to help. She isn’t evil—”

“Shh,” he admonished her. Squeezing out of the church, it was too crowded, too many ears around them. “The Reverend knows about this stuff, honey. It’s not our place to question his thinking.” 

Robin was unconvinced of the preacher’s reasoning but agreed that this wasn’t the place or the time to discuss it. At the bottom of the church steps, she shook the Reverend’s hand. 

“God be with you, Robin,” said Reverend Joy. 

“And also with you,” she replied. 

 

~

 

In the window of the bar, snow was falling in soft tufts against the lights of the street. Night descending early but the snow twinkled in the streetlight and scalloped in a corner of the window. It was all very Christmas card-like, Billie thought as she hooked a glass under the draft tap. 

Sundays were typically slow nights at the Gunner’s Daughter, and snowy midwinter nights were especially anaemic in patronage. Billie had resigned herself to a quiet night with little to show for tips when she cashed out at the end of her shift. Everyone was still feeling the holiday hangover, eager to stay home, save money and detoxify. By the time Valentine’s Day rolled up on the calendar, which wasn’t that far off now, all the resolutions would be forgotten and renewed gym memberships would go to waste. 

It was already February. Her birthday looming fast. She didn’t want to think about it. Thirty, for Christ’s sakes. Time to grow up. What was that line from Trainspotting? 

Choose a life. 

Choose a job. 

Choose a family. 

Groan. In the movie, it had sounded like poetry, rolled off in that Scottish brogue. Reciting it in her own bland Canuck twang, it simply sounded depressing. 

And yet, here she was, slinging drinks in a divey bar for tip money while almost everyone she knew was moving forward with their lives. Jen was getting married. Married, for Christ’s sakes! Why did that bother her? She should be happy for her. She was, honestly, but something was needling her nerves about it. Was she worried they would drift apart even more, once her oldest friend was married? How long before Jen and Adam decided to have a kid? That would be the end. She’d never see Jen if she had a wee one. Not unless Billie herself had one. 

Shudder.

“Why the long face, kiddo?” Tammy sat at the bar, nursing a pint of pale ale. A magazine on the bar before her. Quiet Sundays, Tammy would often come alone and kill a few hours as a barfly. 

“It’s nothing.” Billie nodded at her friend’s drink. “You ready for another?”

“Don’t be stoic, Bee. Doesn’t suit you.” 

Billie wiped the bar down. “Were you surprised at Jen’s big news?”

“Surprised it didn’t happen sooner.” Tammy tilted her head at her, almost annoyed. “Tell me that’s not what’s bothering you.”

“Not for the reasons you’re thinking.” 

“Better not be,” Tammy said, turning back to her magazine. “Otherwise I’d have to disown you.” 

Billie tossed the cloth back into the sink. “Do you think it’ll change things? Between the four of us?”

“It might. But so what? Things change, life barrels on. You cope or you don’t.” 

“You make it sound easy. We barely see Jen as it is since she opened up the shop. The four of us haven’t been out in ages. Everything’s changing.” 

Looking up at her friend behind the bar, Tammy dropped the attitude. “Change can be scary,” she said. “But it doesn’t mean change is bad. It usually turns out to be a good thing. It’s okay to be rattled now and again. Keeps you from stagnating.” 

“How is it you always have this wise perspective on things?” Billie asked, not wanting to sound resentful. “Me, I never know what to do. The smallest problem frazzles me, never mind the big stuff. What’s your secret?”

“Apathy,” Tammy said, winking for good measure. 

Billie flung a lime wedge at her. “Cheater.” 

“Jesus, the service here has really hit the shitter, hasn’t it?” Tammy picked up her phone, popped it to life. “I’m also a hypocrite, too.”

“Oh? The wise Tammy Lanza has a flaw or two?”

“Change. It rattles me, too, sometimes.” Tammy thumbed through her phone and then laid it on the bar and pushed it across to her friend. “Remember Rowena?”

Billie looked at the picture on the screen. A woman their own age, with almost silver hair and sharp features. Intense, piercing eyes. “I think I would have remembered someone like that.” 

“She came to Jen’s barbecue this summer,” Tammy said, taking back the phone. “Maybe you were drunk, I forget. She’s a metal artist, welds all kind of crazy shit. I shot some of her work for that fancy arts magazine.”

“Did I see that piece?”

“I’ll get you a copy. Anyway, I spent a couple days with Rowena at her studio, shooting her at work. She’s all kinds of awesome, right? Anyway, I ran into her last week at the Whitehorse show, we caught up and stuff. Then she called me last night.” 

Emptying the washer, Billie stopped, hot glassware in hand, waiting for the rest of the story. “And?”

Tammy rubbed her eyes, shaking her head slowly. “She asked me out.” 

“Like on a date?”

“No, to church, stupid.” Tammy let her arms drop to the bar. “Yes, on a date. She said she’d been thinking about me a lot since the show. And not just in a friends kind of way.” 

Billie wasn’t that surprised. Not that she was about to admit that to Tammy. The woman was clearly conflicted about it and didn’t need any Ah-ha nonsense right now. The only surprising thing was, in fact, Tammy’s reaction to it. Setting the glasses aside, Billie propped her elbows on the bar and huddled closer. “You weren’t expecting that.”

“No. I mean, maybe I had a hint. Rowena likes to flirt, likes to say outrageous things, but I figured it was just her, you know? She likes to shock people.” 

“And that’s not what this is?” Billie clarified. “She didn’t say it just to shock you?”

Tammy shook her head again. “No. She called just to ask that. And she wasn’t hesitant about it. Just straight out.” 

Despite the breezy bravado, Tammy was clearly in knots about this. Billie considered her next question carefully. She should have known the answer already but realized that she didn’t. Had she been totally oblivious? 

“You’ve never dated a woman before?” 

“Dated? No.” 

Billie said, “Maybe you’re over-thinking it. Do you like her?” 

“Yeah, she’s amazing,” Tammy replied. Then she shrugged. “But I don’t know if I like her that way. Romantically, I mean. It’s never come up before. If this happened a year ago, the answer would have been a flat no. But now? I don’t have a fucking clue.” 

“Change is scary, huh?”

“Don’t be smart.” 

Billie laughed, then pulled away. Customers were waiting for her, lingering down the other end of the bar. “Hang on.”

Three people stood patiently, eyes fixed on the bartender. Two men and a woman. None of them smiled, none made any move to unzip their coats or settle in. 

“Hey,” Billie greeted them. “What can I get you?”

“Are you Billie Culpepper?” The woman spoke. Sandy hair tucked under a woollen cap and matching scarf. Not your typical Gunner clientele. 

“That’s me,” Billie answered, her back getting up. Trouble. She half-expected the woman to hand her a subpoena. “Do I know you?”

“No, we haven’t met before,” said the woman. “My name is Sophia. This is Jerrod and Leo.” 

The two men nodded a curt hello. The woman held a brochure in her hand. She laid it on the bar. Billie glanced at it. A picture of a dove on the cover. 

“We would like to invite you to a meeting at the Ministry of Eternal Salvation. Tomorrow afternoon, at two. Are you free?”

Watching it all, Tammy exchanged a look with her friend. Billie skimmed through the brochure. A church meeting, some flowery language about redemption. 

Baffled, she opted for politeness. “Oh. Thanks but I’m not really into church.”

“I think you need to come, Miss Culpepper. It is offered in a spirit of redemption and forgiveness. I think you need our help.”

The puffy-faced man named Leo spoke up. “It’s a matter of life and death, to be frank.” 

The whole thing felt wrong. Not the least of which was the tight earnestness of the woman’s features. She seemed ready to explode. “How do you know my name?” Billie asked. 

“We know all about you,” Sophia said. 

“We know what you’ve done,” added Leo. He seemed wound even tighter than the woman. “What you are.”

“The first step is simple acknowledgement,” Sophia said. Her smile looked forced. “I think you’ve been lost for a while now. No one has shown you the way, so how could you know any better? Come meet with us, and we’ll guide you away from the sinners who led you astray, back to the waiting arms of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ.” 

Tammy’s brow stitched up in confusion, watching the bizarre exchange. 

Billie clenched her jaw, anger pushing confusion aside. She handed the brochure back to the woman. “I’m not interested. I don’t know why you picked me and I don’t care. Goodbye.”

“I told you this was a waste of time,” said the silent man. Jerrod. His eyes were narrowed to slits of contempt. “Only you would try to save a witch, Sophia.” 

“That’s enough.” Tammy swivelled her barstool to face the do-gooders. “Time for you to leave.” 

“We know what you are,” the angry one snarled. “You can’t go about spreading evil like that without consequences.” 

“Jerrod!” Sophia uttered, turning on her companion. “This isn’t how we were going to handle it.”

“Jerrod’s right,” spat Leo. “You can’t redeem these people, these psychics and stupid dabblers.” 

Billie marched out from behind the bar and shooed them to the door. “Get out. And don’t come back.” 

No one moved. Tammy stood up, chest puffed out in a belligerent pose. For a moment, Billie thought it would escalate into an actual brawl, but Sophia pushed her companions to the door. The two men backed up, their eyes fixed hard on Billie the whole way. 

“Please reconsider, Billie,” Sophia said as she left. “We only want to help you. God forgives all things, no matter how thoughtless or wantonly evil. Please.” 

They vanished but a greasy strain of tension still hung in the air. The eyes of every patron in the room on Billie. 

“What the hell was that all about?” Tammy asked, sliding back onto her barstool. 

Billie slipped back to her post, searching through the brochure she’d been left with. She had a tiny suspicion where the odd trio had come from. The back page of the brochure held a block of fine print about the church, this Ministry of Eternal Salvation. There, at the bottom, was a name and the photo of a man she recognized. The Reverend Reginald Joy. 

Tammy asked to see the flyer. Billie balled it up in her hand and pitched it into the trash.

“It’s nothing,” she said. “Pious bullshit.”

 

~

 

The family didn’t come home until after dark. Brunch had been a needed respite from their torment and no one was eager to return. They hopped a bus out to Stoney Creek and visited Robin’s cousin, Claire. The visit stretched out to dinner and the little family of three with one on the way almost felt normal again. No clammy sensations, no cold spots, no thumps from the floor above. 

Maya, curled up next to Claire on the sofa, turned to her mother and asked, “Can we stay at auntie Claire’s?” 

They couldn’t, of course, but none of them wanted to leave. A short bus trip home, Maya asleep in Noah’s arms as they trudged up the snow scalloped steps to the house on Cavell Avenue. 

Robin’s hand went to her mouth when she saw the shattered mirror on the floor but she stifled her cry to keep from waking her daughter. In the kitchen, the fridge door hung open like a broken jaw. The contents splayed over the old linoleum tile as if the appliance had vomited it all out. Noah turned away, the little girl asleep on his shoulder, and went upstairs. Robin gaped down at the mess and wanted to cry. 

Noah eased the girl into her bed without bothering to put her into her pajamas. Maya opened her eyes as he tucked her in, groggily recognizing her own room. 

She blinked at him, sleepy and vulnerable. “I don’t want to be here anymore.”

“Shh.” Noah smoothed his hand over her hair. “Everything’s fine. Go back to sleep.” 

“But it’s not,” she said. “It’s the opposite of fine.” 

“We’re gonna make it fine. I promise.” 

She appeared unswayed but said nothing, turning over onto her side. 

Returning to the kitchen, he found Robin on her knees, squatting awkwardly as she wiped up a smear of ketchup. 

“Let me get that,” he said, helping her up. “Sit down.” 

Robin eased into a chair, her left hand instinctively folding over her belly. She winced in discomfort. “We can’t go on like this.” 

He mopped up the red goo, like dayglo blood, and tossed the dripping paper towel into the bin. Ripped another sheet from the roll. 

“We need to sell it,” Robin said. As if this was something they hadn’t thought of yet, hadn’t discussed a dozen times before. “Sell the house, move to another neighbourhood. Maybe up the mountain.” 

“It’s too late to have that discussion again.” He dropped the red-stained paper towel into the garbage and rinsed his hands under the tap. “Let’s just clean up and go to bed. Pray that tomorrow brings an answer.” 

The scream from the second floor shattered them equally. Noah took the stairs two at a time, flying to Maya’s room. 

Chaos, absolute and incomprehensible, enveloped the room. Debris swirled through space as if drawn into some invisible black hole. Picture books and lego blocks, hair clips and crayons, churned through the air in a vortex of madness. 

“Maya!”

The bed was empty. The screams, staggered and intermittent, were coming from the closet. 

Noah flung the door open. Maya lay curled into a tight ball of elbows and knees under a quilt. Screaming in pain. 

He pulled her out fast, an odd sickly smell hitting his nose. 

Tears ran hot down Maya’s cheeks. She clutched her left arm. Blazened over the elbow was a blotch of burned skin, pink and raw. 

Robin staggered into the room, saw the burn mark on her daughter’s wrist and went automatically into mama-bear protectoress. Snatching her daughter into her arms, she pounded back down the stairs with panicked velocity, her unborn child bouncing along for the ride. 

“Slow down,” Noah called after her as ran to catch up. 

Robin was already in her boots, throwing her coat over her shoulders. 

“Robin, wait!” He snatched her arm. “We can’t run. We can’t let it win. The Reverend said—”

“To hell with the Reverend! We are getting out of here now!”

The glass in the door cracked from being flung open so hard. Robin was already stomping down the porch steps. 

“Please,” he said. 

She spun around and the wrath in her eyes was lethal. “I am leaving with my daughter and we are not coming back until that fucking thing is gone! If you stay here, Noah, you can’t come home to me anymore. This place is haunted and we can’t fix it. The Reverend can’t fix it. You either come with us or you stay.” 

Noah dipped his head, twisting in the wind. She walked away, her daughter in her arms. He darted back inside and re-emerged a moment later with his coat in one hand and Maya’s pink parka and boots clutched in the other. Banging the door shut, he ran after his family without bothering to lock up.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 17 

 

DRIFTING UP FROM a troubled night’s sleep, Billie remembered what day it was and immediately thought of Saint Agatha. One of her mother’s favourites. Mary Agnes, small town psychic and fortune-teller, was also weirdly orthodox and saw no division between her faith and her own abilities. It all came from the same place as far as she was concerned. She was mad for the lives of the saints, and the weirder the saint or the more gruesome their martyrdom, the better. 

Saint Agatha’s biography was a bloody one and Mary Agnes would tell Billie her story on her feast day, February 5th. Born into a noble family in the third century A.D., Agatha was renowned for her beauty and sought after by many suitors, but she rejected them all after secretly converting to Christianity at a time when the early church was still being persecuted. Her troubles began when she rejected the hand of a Roman prefect named Quintianus. Upon discovering that the object of his desire had secretly devoted herself to Christ, the prefect had her thrown into a brothel. Here Agatha was beaten and mistreated but somehow maintained her virginity. Frustrated with the obstinate girl, the brothel owner complained to Quintianus and the prefect ordered her to be taken to prison and tortured. Her breasts were cut off with iron pincers, but later during the night, she was miraculously healed by Saint Peter himself. Enraged, Quintianus ordered Agatha to be raked over broken glass and hot coals until dead. 

“And, in some parts of Italy,” her mother added, winding up the tale, “they celebrate her feast day with little cakes shaped like boobs! Isn’t that adorable?” 

This was the story she was told on the fifth morning of February, the feast day of poor Saint Agatha, her mother perched on the edge of her bed as she woke Billie up. There was, of course, another signifier to the day, but that always came after the grisly hagiography. 

The phone was already ringing. Billie swung her feet to the floor and fumbled up her phone. “Hello?”

“Happy birthday!” 

Aunt Maggie. Since going to live with her aunt, the birthday tradition had changed. No more gruesome stories about mutilated saints. Instead, a bright and cheery salutation for many a happy return. 

“Thanks,” Billie beamed, glancing at herself in the mirror. Her hair a medusa’s tangle of bedhead. “What time is it?”

“Half nine,” Maggie said. “You worked last night, didn’t you? I’m sorry I woke you, honey.”

“Nah, I was just getting up anyway. How are you?”

“I’m sorry I can’t be there today. Do you have anything fun planned?”

“Nothing too fancy. Dinner with Ray and a few of the ladies. I might treat myself to a movie this afternoon.”

“That sounds nice. Did you get my card?”

The birthday card stood on her dresser, under the mirror. A picture of a wet kitten on the front, a 50 dollar bill taped to the inside. 

“It’s very sweet,” Billie said. “But you can’t go sending me money like that, Mags. It’s too much.”

“Never you mind. Stick it in your pocket and spend it on yourself today, all right?” 

Billie opened the card and looked at the cash taped inside. Maggie lived pretty tight, not a lot of wiggle room in her budget these days. She wondered if there was a way to sneak the bill into her aunt’s purse the next time she saw her. 

“Okay. And what about you? Are seeing the physical therapist today?”

“Chiropractor,” Maggie corrected. “Which I should get a move on. It snowed during the night, so the roads will be a bit tricky. Are you coming down next weekend?”

“That’s the plan. Hopefully I can steal Ray away from work that long.”

“Are they still keeping him busy?”

Billie padded to the kitchen, the tiled floor cold under her feet. “They keep messing with his schedule. I think his boss is pissed off at him for some reason.”

“Well, try and get him to come. I miss both of you.”

“I will. Drive safe today. Love you.”

Maggie returned the love, wishing her a happy birthday once more before hanging up. 

Waiting for the coffee to brew, Billie slipped into her tattered housecoat and wished she had fuzzy slippers to go with it. The apartment was freezing this morning and, looking out into the living room, she wondered if it wasn’t just the drafty windows that had dropped the mercury on her. The flat was empty and lifeless. No sign of Tom and that irked her a little. It was her birthday after all. It would be nice to have some family with her. Maybe she could regale him with the horrid tale of Saint Agatha, carrying on her mother’s bizarre tradition. 

Then again, she thought as she poured the coffee, Poor Tom probably wouldn’t want to hear stories of torture and death. 

Why wasn’t he here? She wondered when his birthday was. Did he even know? Had he ever celebrated it? Did people celebrate birthdays back then? 

Taking her coffee out to the living room, she noticed something out of place. A big triangle of paper on her little desk near the window. She let out a tiny squeal as she unwrapped the flowers, a colourful burst of hydrangea, pink roses and gerberas. The tiny white card nestled in the petals was brief and simple. Love you. More later. R.

They’re just flowers, Billie told herself. Nothing to cry about. 

 

~

 

The museum hours were posted near the main entrance, Monday being the one day it opened late. Gantry snagged breakfast at a wretched cafe down Dominic Square, but the bright lighting and stark decor made his head throb after a while so he left. Killing another hour wandering the narrow streets, he crossed the church green and walked around the cathedral. Chilled from the damp, he retreated into another cafe for more coffee. 

It galled him, having to wait. Breaking into a locked museum in the predawn hours was a cinch. The vexing part was having to wait to go back during business hours to find out what happened to the stupid stone box. Like a tourist, hanging about near the doors, waiting to get in. Dead embarrassing. Like most people, John Gantry’s perception of himself was that of being different. Unique, iconoclastic, a special snowflake with little in common with the unwashed masses. 

An hour later, fully caffienated, he was standing outside the museum entrance in a slight drizzle, waiting for the doors to open like any other mouth-breathing tourist. One other person waited with him, a boy of about ten. His eyes glued to the front door. 

“Are you here to see the chopped-off hand?” the boy asked, looking up from under the hood of his blue anorak. 

Gantry eyed the lad with suspicion. “The wha?” 

The boy blinked, astonished at the stranger’s ignorance. “The severed hand. Chopped off in a duel back in the old days, like a couple hundred years ago.” 

Gantry dragged on his cigarette but the drizzle was dousing it. “Who lopped it off?”

“The other man in the duel, of course.”

“That’s just the story they’re telling you, son.” Gantry flung the cigarette away. “A quid says it was really his wife done it. Hacked off her husband’s mitt when he tried to sneak it up the milkmaid’s skirt.” 

The boy simply blinked at him, his expression blank.

Behind the glass of the front doors, a woman in a grey jumper appeared and began to unlock the door. She smiled at the boy waiting outside.

“You should see it,” the boy said, watching the door like a hawk, eager to get in first. “It’s under glass, like. All brown and mummified, it is.” 

Gantry fumed as the woman slowly turned the locks. Like a sprinter at the starting blocks, he’d be damned if this little twerp would be the first inside. He didn’t have a problem pushing little kids out of the way. Time for a bit of fun.

“You know what I heard about that mummified hand?”

Another lock turned. The woman moved like a tortoise. 

“What?”

“You stare at that hand long enough,” Gantry said, one eye on the twisting lock, “it’ll start twitching. The fingers scratching at the glass to get at you.” 

The door swung open. Finally. Gantry, ready to elbow the kid away. 

“You’re fucking barmy, you are,” said the boy. 

Drop-jawed, Gantry was taken aback for a tiny moment. Long enough. The little bastard scooted through first, past the woman holding the door open. 

“Come in out of the rain,” said the woman, waving him inside. “Dreadful out there today, isn’t it?”

“Tah.” He stepped through, shook the rain from his coat. 

“Is that your son?” she asked, nodding in the direction the boy scampered. “He seems quite eager, doesn’t he?” 

About to sneer, Gantry suddenly grinned instead. An evil, spiteful grin. “Listen, the lad’s a bit trouble, you know. Shoplifts all the time. Watch him in the gift shop, yeah? And have him turn out his pockets before he leaves.” 

Alongside shoving kids around, Gantry had absolutely no qualms about being petty. 

Down on the lower level where the storage area was garrisoned behind a chipped counter, he found an older gent to answer his query. 

“It was a stone box, about two feet wide, with glyphs scribed into it,” Gantry said. “It was dug up about three years ago. Brought here to be identified.”

The older man’s mouth popped open. “Wait a second. Was this the one they found during the road repair? Buried at the crossroads over on Tennyson?”

“That’s the one,” Gantry said. “It was an ossuary box, bones rattling inside.”

“Caused a bit of a stir, I remember.” The man adjusted his thick glasses, turning to the computer screen before him. “The staff didn’t much care for having it here.”

“What do you mean?”

“People started whispering that the bloody thing was haunted, didn’t they? Said they felt sick around it, or chilled or weak, what have you.”

“You too?” Gantry asked. 

“Not my experience,” he said, tilting his head to look at the visitor over his glasses. “But then I don’t go in for that kind of thing. Ah, here it is.” 

Gantry watched the man’s eyes move horizontally as he read. He wondered what the boy was doing now. 

“Bad news, I’m afraid,” the man said. “The bloody thing was nicked from the premises.”

“Nicked? Who the hell would steal a tangle of old bones?” 

The man shrugged. “God knows. People get up to all sorts of daft things, don’t they?” 

“The police have anything to go on?”

“If they did, they didn’t let us know. I doubt it was top-drawer priority for them.” 

Gantry’s mouth soured. He had hoped that the damn thing had simply been misplaced somewhere, or shipped off to some other facility. With the box stolen, his plan was screwed. He gave the gent a wave and turned toward the exit. “Thanks for the help.”

“My pleasure. What did you want it for anyway?”

“I was gonna steal it meself,” Gantry called back. “But someone beat me to it.” 

 

~

 

The idea came from Tom. After showering and getting dressed, Billie still hadn’t come up with any plan for how to spend her birthday. Everyone else was working, because they had normal business hours, unlike herself. So the idea of spending it with Mockler or Kaitlin or Jen was out. Tammy had yet to return her call but that wasn’t unusual. She rarely did if she was busy with a shoot. 

Outside the window, the wind was blowing hard, piling snow in sheets across the sidewalks. Not the best day for a walk but she needed to get out of the house. But where? 

A thud against the floorboards. She turned around. 

Tom had returned. He had knocked a book to the floor and sat hunched over it, turning the pages with a spindly finger. 

She crossed to his side to see what he was looking at. “What do you have there?”

He glanced up at her as she knelt beside him before turning his attention back to the book. An old photography guide she had found at a church sale a year ago. Back when she was interested in photography. The book was mostly a beginner’s how-to manual, but the pages were filled with beautiful photographs of flowers and animals and foreign landscapes. 

“I haven’t looked at this in a while,” she said. 

She watched him as he turned the pages, noting what pictures he lingered over. He favoured outdoor shots of forests and mountains. Animals, too. Photographs of individual people or urban city scenes, held no interest for him. As he studied a picture of horses in a field, she couldn’t help wonder what he thought of each subject. She touched his hand, chilled and thin as it was, hoping for some connection to his thoughts. Psychic to psychic, as it were, but his thoughts remained closed to her. 

Poor Tom stopped at another picture, a tiny exhale escaping his lips. A full page shot of a monarch butterfly, all vibrant orange and moist black. He seemed entranced by it, and that’s what gave her the idea. 

“Do you like butterflies?” she asked. His focus remained on the picture, as if he hadn’t heard her. 

Billie smiled at him, the idea growing warmer the more it fluttered around her brain pan. “Wanna see some real ones?” 

 

An hour later, they were cruising down the Queen Elizabeth Highway in another car borrowed from Bruce’s garage. Her neighbour had grumbled about asking again so soon after the last time and Billie had to promise to make an extra grocery run for him this week. He relented, letting her drive off in a grey Cutlass that was almost white with splattered road salt. 

Convincing Tom to get in the big car was a whole other matter. The boy sat hunched on the snow-swept steps, eyeing the vehicle warily as Billie held the passenger door open. 

“We have to drive to where we’re going,” she said, mindful of how crazy she would appear to any passerby, talking to no one. “Well, I have to drive. You can probably fly or just teleport or whatever you do, but I need wheels. You can keep me company.” 

The boy scratched at his armpit, looked down the street and then back to the big Oldsmobile. 

“It’s totally worth it,” Billie said. “I promise.”

The half-boy hobbled forward on his hands in his peculiar trot and leaped into the passenger bucket. 

They were there in less than an hour, off the highway and onto a curving road that bisected fields of white and snow capped trees. The border just a stone’s throw away, Niagara Falls a few minute’s drive south. The conservatory parking lot was empty save for three other cars. Perfect, Billie thought, tromping through the slush to the greenhouse-like atrium rising up from a cobblestone wall. They’d have the place to themselves. 

Admission was paid with the birthday money Maggie had sent, the boy following behind her through the entryway, eyes wary and unsure in this foreign place. Pushing through the heavy door to the conservatory proper, Billie watched his face to see his reaction. 

She wasn’t disappointed. 

The air inside was heavy and humid, like stepping out of frigid southern Ontario into the tropics. Verdant vegetation ran riot over walls and rocks, the gurgling shush of a waterfall reflecting off the glass panes of the greenhouse ceiling. Tropical flowers bloomed in the treacly warmth of a  man-made rainforest and flitting through everything were the butterflies. 

Thousands of fluttering insects filled the air, alighting from leaf to branch, dozens of different species. One couldn’t turn around without brushing against an orange monarch or feel a blue morpho dust a cheek with gossamer wings. Others flitted about with vibrant zebra patterns or yellow orbs that resembled the eyes of an owl. Magic lived and breathed in this glass dome of tropic air, the butterflies like the artificial snow in a shaken snowglobe. 

Billie watched the boy closely and the expression on his face took her breath away. Flickers of awestruck wonder and sheer delight played over his features, alongside what Billie took to be a profound reverence. A holy moment of joy and astonishment. For the first time since she had encountered this small ghost-child, Billie stood testament to an almost alien happiness gracing his small, dark eyes. 

Poor Tom ran after the butterflies, climbing trees and rocks with an almost simian grace, his phantom blood trailing behind him. He grasped at the insects but they fluttered away from his cold reach. 

“Be still,” she whispered to him, craning her neck up to see him in the folds of a dwarf palm. “Stay totally still. Let them come to you.” 

The boy nodded at her and became a statue in the trees. So still that he became another twisted branch. The butterflies winged close but flapped away, perhaps sensing the cold seeping from his limbs. 

Billie frowned. He needed to experience the fragile grace of a butterfly on his hand, the odd bond and protective zeal that swole one’s breast in that moment. She looked around her but the two other visitors inside the conservatory with them were nowhere in sight. Stretching over a rock, she plucked a few petals from a brightly coloured flower. 

“Tom, come here.” 

He clambered down with ease, as if the jungle trees were a natural habitat, and dangled from a branch above her. She tucked petals behind his ear and a few more in his teeth, under his cap. “They like bright colours. And the smell of the flower. Be still. They’ll come to you.” 

Poor Tom swung back up and became still, the flower petals limping from his ear and teeth. A dark-winged insect, known as the Small Postman, alighted onto his nose, its forelegs testing the petal in his mouth. More of them came, settling onto his cheeks and hands, slowly wafting their wings open and closed. 

The boy swivelled his head slowly until his gaze locked onto the woman looking up at him. The tears flash-froze on his pale cheeks before they could fall. 

After a time, the chill of his flesh drove them off. He clambered back down to the paved path between the hanging boughs of moss. Billie settled onto a bench under a hibiscus bush and the boy joined her, huddling close. She put her arm around his narrow shoulders and then she whispered into the deformed cauliflower of his left ear. 

“Happy birthday,” she said. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 18 

 

 

LATE AFTERNOON SAW a break in the clouds and the low winter sun blasted through the tall windows with crisp, almost sterilizing light. The loft apartment overlooking the city seemed empty and deserted until something on the sofa stirred, roused by the antiseptic sunlight. 

Pushing up into a sitting position, Christina doubled over and put her head between her knees until the throbbing in her brain eased off. The appearance of a bright sun on a winter day should have pushed back the gloom but when she looked around, it only illuminated the chaos. Paper was everywhere, scattered across the floor, the table, every chair. Oversized pages of fine cotton fibre paper ripped loose from their  sketchbooks. More of it spilt across her work table, on the cushions of the sofa next to her. Her feet stepped onto it as she rose and moved into the rays of sunlight. Squinting, she turned around and almost gasped at what she saw on the south wall. 

Her face, reflected back to her a hundred times over. The sketch paper was pinned to the wall, covering every inch like some madman’s wallpaper. Each page a self-portrait, done rapidly, almost maniacally, over the last two weeks. A new direction for her work, a new phase. Equal parts expression and documentation, what she wanted to record was the deterioration of her own mind as it displayed on her face. The darkness, the ever-present depression, settling in like snowfall in winter. Heavy and cold, and here for a good, long spell. 

Her breath made a sharp intake at the ghastliness on display, at the regression of it. Each portrait, rendered in graphite and acrylic, a few in oil, revealed a slow breakdown, the eyes growing more manic while the lines under them grew darker. Her mouth, neutral and plain at first, dipped further into a scowl, into deeply etched lines. The muscles sagged, the crow’s feet deepening. A stop-motion Dorian Gray. 

What was she doing? This was madness, writ large and illustrated like cells in an animation reel. 

Christina turned away from the wall but everywhere she looked she could not escape her own face. The portraits lay strewn over the floor and taped to every wall. She could not escape her own face, reflected back to her like a funhouse mirror. 

She dropped to her knees, jostling the coffee table as she went down. The wine glass fell over, spilling stale red over the table and dripping from the edge. It stained the paper of another sketch on the rug, shading it in purple. Standing the glass upright, she noted there was still vino in the bottle. Not much, but enough to wash down the pills. 

 

~

 

The image rippling in the water of the scrying pool revealed a serpent. Crudely rendered, with heavy line work like that of a medieval woodcut, the snake coiled around a stick or maybe a sword. Gantry studied the watery image, trying to make sense of it before it vanished. 

Scrying pools were like that, temperamental and short lived. The blood, drawn from a small slice into the heel of his hand, dripped into the water and roiled around in curling spires, forming an image in thin red lines. The serpent. 

“Come on,” he growled. “Show me more.” 

The blood diffused into the water completely, the serpent vanishing. Gantry scratched the back of his head, trying to place the image of the snake coiled round a stick. He’d seen it before somewhere but he was buggered if he could recall where. A book? Some poisoned grimoire of verboten knowledge?

“Crap,” he said, almost snapping his fingers. “It’s a pub.” 

Flinging the water into the ditch, he climbed into the ruined Fiesta and drove back into the village proper. Five minutes later, he parked in a cobbled laneway and stood before the yellow-lit windows of a public house. The sign over the door was a shield carved in wood, showing a serpent coiled around a broadsword. Below this whittled wooden image was the name of the pub, The Brass Whistle, which, as far as Gantry could tell, had nothing to do with the snake imagery. 

No matter. The scrying had provided a clue to the whereabouts of the witch’s bones, stolen from the repository in the museum. She was here, old Margaret, somewhere inside the pub. 

Pushing through the heavy door and into the dimly lit room, he could almost smell her among the reek of stale beer and bargain counter perfume. The patrons huddled over their drinks seemed ordinary enough; a few older men, three yobs watching the telly and a table of women chatting over gin and tonics. Gantry tilted his head up to the tarred beams of the ceiling. She was up there somewhere, hidden away on the floor above. 

Crossing to the back where the toilets were, he found the stairwell and went up. A narrow hallway with four closed doors. His gut pushed him toward the last one at the end. Locked, but the lock was old and it twisted under his grip with the sound of metal snapping. Inside, he found three young men comatose around an ornate glass bong. Hypnotic trance music played from a cheap sound system, the room bathed crimson from an overhead red bulb. The party was well underway, apparently. 

He stepped over the splayed legs of the sleeping men, scanning the cluttered and filthy room. Then he went still.

“Oh, Margaret,” he wheezed. “What have they done to you?” 

The dusty bones of the witch were wired into some half-arsed shrine and bedecked in tinsel and poncy crystals. Amateurish wish-knots and twee dreamcatchers. It was godawful, like a school art project created by a deranged child. Gantry looked back at the three napping stooges and wondered which one of them was the brain-damaged artist behind this tacky altar. 

He set to work on it, unwinding the wires that held the bones in place. “All right, luv. Let’s get you out of there.”

“Oy!” 

One of the clowns had woken up, looking up at the intruder with heavy-lidded eyes. “Who the fuck’re you, then?” 

“I’m from the Cultural Ministry, son,” Gantry said, pulling another bone free from its rigging. “Your masterpiece here has been officially declared ugly-as-dog-shit.” 

“Don’t fucking touch that!” The droopy-eyed man lurched up from his beanbag chair. “It’s dangerous, like!”

Gantry hit fast, kicking the man down. The bong fell over, spilling foul, blackish water on the soiled carpet. The man struggled to get up but Gantry stomped his head and he stayed down. The other two gents slept on, snoring obliviously. 

Unfastening the rest of the bones took another minute. Setting the remains aside, he flung the hideous shrine to the floor in a crash of glass and scattered beads. 

He turned back to the man moaning and rolling on the floor. “Where’s the ossuary?”

“Wha?”

“The box she was in,” Gantry barked. “Big stone thing. Where’d you put it?”

The man looked at him with droopy eyes. Another sharp kick and he pointed at something. 

“Under the shrine,” he croaked. 

The base of the altar was shrouded in a dirty tablecloth. Gantry flung it aside to find the stone ossuary. He gently returned the bones to the box. Gripping it stout, he tried to lift the stone sarcophagus but the damned thing weighed a ton. Scrounging up his ciggies, he lit one and pondered what to do next. 

Crossing to the kitchen, he filled a pot of cold water at the sink and returned to the red-lit living room. The two sleeping apes jerked awake as they were doused, blinking and sputtering. 

“You two,” Gantry barked at them. “On your feet. See that box? You two are gonna carry it downstairs to the motor parked outside. If you drop it, I’ll cut each of your balls off and stuff ‘em in the other’s gob. Got it?”

Tweedledee blinked mutely at Tweedledum, comprehension coming in slow. Ten minutes later, the two of them lowered the stone box into the boot of the Fiesta and were left gaping as Gantry drove away. 

 

~

 

They had dinner at a small eatery on John Street. Secluded and intimate, the table flickering under a candle as they shared plates of brisket with mashed potatoes and blackened basa. A normal date, just like any other couple. Billie smiled at Mockler over the tapering flame. 

“I’m glad this worked out,” she said. “We’ve barely seen in each other all week.” 

“It won’t always be like this, I promise.” He reached for the wine and topped up her glass. “Things will settle down once the unit is staffed up again.” 

Billie dug into his brisket, scooping a portion onto her plate. “Do you think something else is going on? Besides the staff shortage?” 

“Am I being singled-out? Maybe. Gibson’s been frosty since the Bourdain house burned down. The incident at the punchbowl didn’t help, either.”

“She suspects you know more than you’re letting on?” 

“Basically. So, for the time being I need to watch my step and play nice. It’ll blow over in a while.” He dismissed the topic with a wave. “I don’t wanna talk about work. Tell me about your day. How did you spend your birthday.” 

“With butterflies,” Billie said, a smile warming her eyes as she told him about the trip to the conservatory.

Mockler listened, tilting closer so she didn’t have to speak too loudly. “He just rode in the passenger seat?”

“Yeah. Took a little convincing. He’s a bit wary of cars. Horseless carriages and all.”

He lowered his voice. “Ghosts can ride in cars?”

“Sure,” she shrugged. “They can kinda do anything.”

“Did he wear a seatbelt?” Mockler asked, fixating on the weird details. 

“You’re missing the point,” Billie said, recalling the afternoon spent in the tropical humidity. “You should have seen his face, Ray. It’s hard to describe. Wonder? Or awe. Joy?” 

“He liked it?”

“Put it this way, I’d never seen him smile before.” 

He put his fork down and studied the woman across the table. Her eyes had caught the candlelight, beaming with the recollection of her afternoon. “That was a very sweet thing to do, spend your birthday doing something special for him.” 

“Oh, I had fun, too,” she said. “Have you ever been?”

“No.” He motioned to the waitress for the bill. 

“You’ll have to come next time. It’s so weirdly serene.”

“Serene how?” 

“All those butterflies flitting around you, thousands of them,” Billie shrugged. “I don’t know how else to describe it. It’s kinda magical but peaceful at the same time. Like time slows down in that big glass dome.” 

“I could use some peaceful.” He scratched his chin, concern stitching his brow. “Wait, do we have to bring the kid along?”

“Be nice, detective. Or I’ll make you hold his hand while we’re there.” 

When the bill came, he looked at it and handed it back along with a credit card. He nodded at her wine. “Drink up. We’re gonna go.”

Disappointed, she said, “No desert?”

“At the next stop. Kaitlin and the crew are meeting us there.” 

Her back stiffened, wary. “We are? When did this come up?”

“Easy. It’s not a surprise party, just drinks.” He took her coat and held it up for her to slip into. “But if someone starts singing Happy Birthday, you’re gonna have to smile and pretend not to loathe it.” 

 

~

 

Maya liked being at the hotel. It was different. Sprinting down the hallway with its long run of carpet and sconce lights, she pretended that she was somewhere else. On vacation in a different country. Outside of the hotel was not the frigid snowbanks of winter but palm trees and a warm breeze. Disney World just a short drive away. 

Mama and Noah were still antsy, bickering over the expense of staying at the hotel when they had a perfectly good home to go to. Mama refused, said she wouldn’t go back until it was safe. They were always fighting now. Usually over money but there was other stuff, too. Stuff they didn’t talk about when she was in the room, stuff they yelled at one another about behind the closed door of their bedroom. 

How much longer till the baby comes? Was it one more month or two? Maya couldn’t wait. She had been told that the birth part might be scary but everything would change once her baby sister or brother was here. Everyone would be happier and the yelling would stop. It would, Maya concluded, almost be better than going to Disney World. 

Almost. 

“Maya?” 

Mama stood at the far end of the hallway, waving her in. Her big belly sticking out. “Come on back to the room, honey.” 

The pounding of her sneakers echoed through the hall as she ran. She hadn’t seen another person in the corridor. It was like they had whole floor to themselves. 

“Can I do the door?”

Mama handed over the card and she inserted it into the lock, saw the green light flick on and pushed the door open. The TV was on, tuned to the boring news station, but no one was watching it. 

“Where’s Noah?”

“He went out,” Mama said.

“Where?”

“Just out.” Her mother eased herself back onto the bed, swinging her legs up. She seemed tired all the time now. 

“Can I go get some more ice?” The ice machine was down the hall, in a little nook where the candy machine was. Unlike the vending machine with the snacks, the ice machine was free. She could make it chunk-chunk ice all day if she wanted to.

“Not now. Let’s do your reading.” 

“Do I have to?”

Her Mama patted the spot on the bed beside her. “Yes. Let’s get it done. Come on.” 

Plucking books from her schoolbag, she hopped onto the bed and turned the dog-eared pages of her green workbook to the current lesson. Mama opened the textbook. “Which number are we on?”

“Six.” 

“Okay. Ambulance. Wow, big words today, huh?”

Clutching the pencil in her fist, Maya wrote out the word, stopping to say it silently to herself to work out the spelling. The work had three parts to it: the spelling, her own definition of the word, followed by a small picture. Drawling the picture part was the easiest. 

Chewing the end of the pencil, she thought about how to define the word and then scribbled into the notebook. A truck for sick people. Dead people sometimes. 

“Done,” she said. “Next word.” 

No word came. 

“Mama?” Maya turned her head to find her mother crying. That wasn’t unusual. 

What was odd was how her mother’s breath was fogging the air. The room had suddenly gone really, really cold. 

“Mom…”

The TV blacked out. Then the lamp flickered. She felt her mother pull her close, bear-hugging her hard against the bump of her baby sibling. She listened to her mother whispering the Lord’s Prayer. 

Maya tried to keep her teeth from chattering. “Did it follow us?”

The lamp flickered back to life. Mama was staring with wide eyes at something across the room. 

The big mirror was white, the glass completely frosted over. Except for two spots in the middle, shaped like tiny handprints. 

 

~

 

The tequila place was a block away on James, an upscale taco bar that Billie had wanted to try for ages. Standing under the warm glow of a chandelier of ringed candles, the first thing she saw was a skull. A feminine skull in a frame, stylized for the celebration of Dia de los Muertos.  Kaitlin, she surmised, must have picked this spot. 

The ladies were huddled underneath the skull, crowded into a small table. Jen and Kaitlin, Tammy sitting next to a woman Billie didn’t know. 

“She’s here!” Kaitlin said, launching out of her chair. She swept Billie up in a tight squeeze and kisses that smacked of margaritas. “Happy Birthday!” 

“Thanks.” Billie felt her cheeks reddening already, squirming at being the centre of attention. “Did you organize this?”

“It’s not a big deal,” Kaitlin cautioned. “I know you don’t like a fuss so it’s just drinks with the ladies.”

She clutched Kaitlin’s hand, giving it a squeeze. Grateful to have friends like this. 

More hugs from Jen and Tammy that left her even more choked up before everyone squeezed in to the table. A tall margarita stood sweating for the guest of honour. 

When the unknown woman extended a hand, Billie remembered her from the photo on Tammy’s phone. The silver hair and sharp features. Stunning in the photo, breathtaking in real life. Her hand was slender and cool but her palm was oddly calloused. “Hi,” the woman said. “Rowena. I hope you don’t mind me crashing your birthday.”

“No, no. I’m glad you could make it.” A quick, knowing glance at Tammy before she continued. “Tammy said you’re a metal artist?”

“Yeah. That’s the goal, anyway. I’m mostly a welder by trade.” Rowena smiled, her eyes intense. “Listen, when Tammy said we were going to a birthday bash, I brought something for you. I didn’t know about the no-present rule.” 

She placed a small object on the table. Wrapped in lime green tissue paper. 

“That’s sweet of you,” Billie said. Unfolding the tissue paper, she found a rough cross forged of metal buckled with a thin leather string. “Wow. Did you make this?”

“Those are old square cut nails, salvaged from a house that was being demolished.” Rowena pointed out the flared heads of each nail. “It’s meant to look like a Celtic cross.” 

Slipping the leather strap over her head, Billie dangled the pendant cross against her chest. 

“I love it. Thank you.” 

“Happy birthday,” Rowena said. She leaned back and smiled at Tammy, pleased. 

Kaitlin broke in, pushing the margarita before Billie. “Here’s to your health, Culpepper.” 

The first one went down quickly and another appeared before her magically. Jen clasped her hand tight, relating a story about someone they both went to high school with who had come into the Doll House recently. Not a friend of theirs at the time, but the woman had unpacked her life story to Jen in the shop. Weirdo situation, Jen confided, as Billie tried to put a face to the name. Mockler eased into a conversation with Kaitlin and Tammy and Rowena but the music was loud and Billie couldn’t track what they were gabbing about. 

Another glass with a salted rim appeared on the table before Billie had finished the second. Kaitlin winked at her with a sly ‘bottoms up’ grin. Billie sighed, telling herself to slow down. What was it about birthdays that made your friends douse you in booze? 

The space beside her felt empty and she reached for Mockler. He was checking his phone, a stitch of sober concern on his face. She squeezed his hand. “It’s not work, is it?” 

“No.” He got to his feet, aiming for the door. “Someone left a message. I guess I didn’t hear it ring. Hang on.” 

Squeezing through the crowded bar, he stepped out of the noise to the quiet street. Jen was asking if she had done anything special for her birthday and Kaitlin asked if she had checked her horoscope this morning. Rowena perked up at that, quickly recalling the date to peg Billie’s zodiac. 

“You’re an Aquarius,” Rowena said, with a knowing smile. “That makes sense now.” 

“It does?”

Rowena was about to respond when Mockler plunked back into his chair. His face was ashen. 

“I have to go,” he said. 

“No,” Billie declared, the margaritas rendering her voice a little too loud. “Work can manage without you. For this night, at least.” 

“It’s not work.” The Adam’s apple in his throat bobbed. “Christina left me this rambling, weird message. Saying goodbye.” 

The ire boiled up instantly, fuelled by the tequila. Billie squared him up in her eyes. “She is not ruining my birthday.” 

“I know. I’m sorry.” His jaw clenched and unclenched. A blind person could have seen him squirm, pierced on the horns of a dilemma.  “She sounded really messed-up. Saying it was all going to be over soon and she wanted to say goodbye.” 

Red flags shot up. The carefully chosen words of the desperate. A suicide note, via voice-mail. 

“She wouldn’t do that,” Billie said, quickly trying to focus, to sober up. “Would she?” 

His eyes seemed dead, weighed down under some awful anchor. When he finally spoke, his voice was hushed. “I don’t know. I told you how bad her depressions could get.” He looked at his phone. “She didn’t call. Just snuck a message into the voice-mail.” 

The next decision was obvious as hell, but that did nothing to dampen the acrimony in her belly. “You can’t,” Billie said. “You can’t just run off to rescue her.”

He looked at her, his eyes inscrutable. “What if it’s real?” 

“Now? She just happens to choose my birthday to attempt suicide?” It just blurted out and she wanted to take it back immediately. 

This is why she never tempted fate by celebrating the feast day of Saint Agatha. Something always went wrong, some tragic fucking teenage crisis always trumped it. Looking down, she saw Mockler’s hands gripped together, the knuckles white. Itching to go, unable to endure the open-ended question of whether or not his ex-girlfriend had opened her wrists in a warm bath. 

Good God, she thought. Selfishly, of course. What if Christina had done the unthinkable and lingered on to become a ghost? What then?

See? Selfish. 

“Go,” she said. 

“I’m sorry.” He was already out of his seat, plucking his coat from the back of the chair. “I can’t just brush it off.” 

“I know. Just go.” 

He bent down to kiss her goodbye. Some half-assed peace offering. Billie pulled back, wanting none of it. Their eyes met. A cold front moving in.

Mockler straightened up, hesitating like there was more to say but nothing was forthcoming. He turned away, shrugging into his coat as he pushed out the door. 

Tammy was telling a story that had everyone else in stitches. She had a knack for relating stories that left people wiping their eyes as they laughed. Billie leaned forward, trying to get the gist of the tall tale but an invisible miasma held her back, cutting her off from her own birthday celebration like a leper banging feebly on the doors of a cathedral. 

Birthdays sucked. 

Remember that for next year. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 19 

 

 

HE DIDN’T HAVE a clue where he was headed. Just out of the city, away from the soulless light of the street lamps and the droning noise. He needed quiet and he needed solitude. With the lights of King’s Lynn fading in the rear-view mirror, he motored past a village and onto a dark country road. Black fields on both sides of the narrow road, a cottage here and there. A sign flared up in the headlights, something about an abbey. Stomping the brakes, he reversed up the road and followed the direction on the sign. 

The ruins rose up picturesque and stark in the headlights. Nothing left of the old abbey except the stone walls and the peaked arches of the windows, a few carved details in the stonework. 

Gantry killed the headlights, letting the night swallow the abbey once more. The sandstone walls were still visible, a dull white in the thin wash of moonlight like ribs rising from the earth.

Opening the boot, he found the torch and the dirty sheet tucked into the well. Reaching into the stone box, he transferred the bones to the oil-stained sheet and gently gathered up the ends of the material into a sack. The dusty bones tinkled and clicked as he carried them into the ruins. 

He unfurled the sheet onto the cold grass, like he’d come for a picnic, and then set about rearranging the bones into some semblance of their natural architecture. The brittle slats of the ribcage were difficult to figure out but accuracy wasn’t required here. He leaned back, looking at the assembled skeleton on the cloth. Close enough. 

The next bit was the hard part. The candles situated around the remains were more set-dressing than anything, allowing him to concentrate. Deep focus was the key. If he had Billie with him, the conjuring would be a walk in the park but he was on his own this time. 

Minutes ticked by, ten and then twenty, with nothing to show for it. Gantry rose to his feet with a groan and leaned against the sandstone wall. Lighting a cigarette, cursing at his own ineptitude. Maybe old Margaret Reed, protector of King’s Lynn, was too far gone to be brought back. Either that or he just didn’t have the skill to do the job. 

“Sad, old bastard, you are,” he growled to himself. “Washed up mage with a bag of useless tricks.” 

“Ye have the bastard part right,” hissed a voice behind him.

Gantry twisted around, the cigarette falling to the wet grass. 

Margaret Read stood on the other side of the unfurled sheet, looking down at her mortal coil. Wisps of smoke drifted up from her hair and fissures of glowing red crackled all down her skin like the hairline fractures in old ceramic. 

Christ Almighty, he thought. She’s still burning. 

Her eyes came up and found his. Glowing embers against charcoal pupils. “You’ve got a hell of nerve, playing this trick again,” she said. 

He fumbled for another cigarette. “Wanted to talk.” 

“Back for more secrets?” Her voice was a soft whisper. Not hostile but neither welcoming. “Ye didn’t get enough last time?”

“I got more than I bargained for.”

“You’re a reckless bumbler,” she said. “Do ye not realize what ye let loose, summoning me back?”

Gantry shrugged. “That’s why I’m here. I’m out of my depth with that thing. I need your help sending Old Scratch back to Hell.” 

“I don’t know if that’s possible,” said Margaret. “Best I could do was keep him restrained when that witchfinder put me to the stake. Sending Skratte to the underworld? Tis a whole other story.” 

“Look, Margaret, I screwed up. I let the bastard thing loose when I conjured you, thinking I could nick your secrets. He’s my responsibility now, I know that. But there’s got to be some way to get rid of him.” 

“If there is, it’s well beyond my reckoning.” 

The breeze changed direction, wafting the smoke toward Gantry. The smell of woodsmoke and charred flesh. 

Margaret knelt down on the soiled sheet before the assembled bones. “Look at this,” she said. “So fragile, isn’t it? So…inconsequential.” 

Gantry eased down, settling onto the ground across from her. Now it truly was a picnic, a failed mage and a ghost, sitting round a pile of witch’s bones. Someone get out the camera. 

“There was something else,” he said. “Old Scratch, he had his fun. He took my wife. Her name was Ellie.”

“Always a price to pay, isn’t there?”

He flung the cigarette away, a tiny orange dot swallowed by the night. “You can guess where she is now. But she doesn’t deserve to be there.” Here he leaned forward, locked onto her burning eyes. “How do I get her out?”

She almost laughed. “How does one snare the moon with a rope and pull it down?” 

“I don’t accept that.” The woman before him was already fading, time running out. “You know what those things are like down there, with their bizarre rules and hierarchies. There’s got to be a way.” 

“Slit your wrists, John, and go down. Ask the gatekeeper if he’ll accept a trade. Your soul for hers.” 

An owl hooted from the trees. Another hunter in the night. 

Margaret Read became still, kneeling with her hands folded in her lap. Almost pious. 

He watched her for a moment. “I’m sorry those wankers nicked the bones. Strung you up in that altar like that.”

“It was,” she said slowly, “unpleasant.” 

Gantry cast his eyes over the ruins of the abbey around them. “What about this place? Quiet. A hell of sight better than that museum.” 

Margaret surveyed the arches and the flintwork of the stones. “It’s no longer consecrated. This will do fine.” 

“Do you want the stone box?” He wagged his chin at the car. “It’s back in the motor.”

“No. Just earth, if you please.” 

He went to the car to fetch the spade. When he returned to the bones on the dirty sheet, the woman was gone. The smell of smoke had drifted away on the breeze. 

Thankfully, the ground wasn’t frozen. He sunk the spade into the earth, pushing it down with his boot, and started digging a fresh grave. 

 

~

 

Mockler kicked the door in. There wasn’t any need as it wasn’t locked but it felt good. The initial panic had boiled over into fury by the time he’d plowed the car onto the curb before the condo building.

Christina didn’t even look up. She simply rose from the chair and turned to the window. Beyond the trees, the lake was indistinguishable from the night sky. 

He stood panting in the doorway. Relief churning with the anger. “I’m gonna fucking kill you.”

“Good,” she said. “More dramatic that way.” 

The door was left open. In the hallway behind him, a man stuck his head out of his door but retreated quickly when he saw them. Mockler closed the door. Wiping a hand over his face, he crossed to the coffee table. Sifting through the clutter he found prescriptions for three different anti-depressants. Less than a handful in each. Two bottles of red next to them, the French sauvignon she liked. One was empty, the other halfway there. 

“How many of these did you take?”

“I wasn’t asking to be rescued. I meant for you to hear the message after it was over.” 

“Answer me!” 

She turned slowly, looking at him finally. “Enough.” 

He flung the bottle away and marched hard on her. 

“Just go,” she said lazily. A dismissive wave as she turned back to the window.

He snatched up the back of her hair. Her lidded eyes cleared instantly, fear driving away the fog.

“Let go of me!”

He squeezed her jaw until her mouth popped open and he rammed two hard fingers down her throat. She choked and gagged. He shoved harder until her knees buckled and she vomited onto the floor. 

Christina coughed and spat, her voice ragged. “Are you fucking crazy?”

He repeated the process. She spewed more bile onto the slick floor, over his shoes, the white carpet. Bending down, he studied the stomach contents splashed before him, wiping his fingers through the muck without finding what he was looking for. 

“You didn’t take any, did you?” he said. 

She pressed her head to the cool tile and the gagging twisted into sobs. 

He looked for something to wipe his hands with but everywhere he turned, he saw her face looking down at him from the funhouse gallery of self-portraiture. 

When she opened her eyes, she was on the couch. Her face was damp from being cleaned up but there was vomit all down her nightgown and the smell of it made her wince. 

Mockler sat in the chair opposite. Watching her. “I called your sister,” he said. “She’s on her way.”

Christina buried her face in her hands. “Why did you do that?”

“Better than calling your parents.” He sat very still, his voice controlled, but the muscle in his jaw was clenched tight. “You need help.”

Her hands dropped into her lap, eyes fogging over. “Just go.” 

“When did the depression come back?”

“You think it left?” 

He jerked forward and she flinched, thinking he was about to attack again. 

“We both know it did. When we split, you were on top of the world. What changed?” 

Christina said nothing. 

He eased back in the chair. “You and what’s-his-face break up? Carlos, the gallery owner?”

She said nothing. 

Mockler felt his guts turn greasy. This felt like work, interrogating some smokehound in the box. But he couldn’t stop himself. 

“Tell me something,” he said. “Were you seeing him before we broke up?”

Again, nothing. But there was a flinch, a twitch to the eyes. The tell. 

The door buzzer rang. He rose and pressed the button that unlocked the front entrance. “That’ll be your sister.” 

Christina shook her head and dried her eyes. Then she looked at him. “What am I supposed to do?”

“Get help.” He stayed where he was, near the door. “Here’s what you don’t do; call me. We’re done, Christina. I can’t be responsible for you anymore. If I see your number on my phone, I’m going to ignore it. If you leave another suicide message, real or fake, I’m gonna delete it without listening.”  

Her eyes hardened. “Does that feel good, delivering your little speech? Did you come up with that on the drive over?” 

“Goodbye, Christina.” 

The door swung closed behind him but there was no reassuring click as the strike plate had been wrenched from the jamb. Just a soft thud, dull and anticlimactic. 

 

~

 

The party continued apace, but Billie’s heart wasn’t in it. She brushed off the fight with Mockler, determined not to let it ruin her night. Keep dreaming. It gnawed at her, stealing her focus from the friends around her to somewhere inward and dark. Like prodding a wasp’s nest with a stick, all the old enemies came buzzing out. 

Five minutes after he had left to go ‘rescue’ his ex-girlfriend, she was already feeling lousy about her reaction. Of course he should go if Christina was in trouble but she couldn’t help resent the woman’s timing. Of all the days, she had to pick her birthday? What were the odds of that being a coincidence? 

Billie sipped her drink, wondering if, somehow, the psychic thing was a two-way street. What if Christina had picked up on her mood, feeling it empathically the way that Kaitlin could? Or, the more likely scenario, she and Mockler still had some bond, some shared empathy after being together for so long. It happened all the time. Lots of people marched blind through their day, unaware of their own emotional powers. 

Still, it stung. The way he’d left like that. His ex snapping her fingers and him running to her. The bitch. 

No, she told herself. That was unfair to both of them. Christina had a history of depression and Ray was a decent man. If someone was in trouble, he’d help them. It was complicated and yet, it was not. She tossed back her drink and leaned forward, trying to pick up the conversation and re-engage in her own birthday party. 

That was when Kaitlin sprang to her feet, jostling the table. She was pointing at something, her face animated. 

“Billie! You’re on TV!” 

They all swung their attention to the television screen over the bar. Billie felt her jaw drop. 

There she was, a shaky video capture of her walking away from the camera, hiding her face under a black floppy hat. 

“Hey!” Kaitlin hollered at the bartender. “Turn that up!” 

The woman behind the bar shrugged, out of her hands. 

“Please!” Kaitlin pleaded. “That’s my friend on the screen. And it’s her birthday!” 

The bartender relented. The music faded and the television blared up. The shaky video of Billie was wiped, replaced by a head-and-shoulders shot of the reporter. A blond woman with flawless skin and bright blue eyes. Text on the bottom of the screen identified her as Amanda Troy. 

“—the psychic who appears to be the central link in the rash of occult crimes plaguing the city. Her name is Billie Culpepper, a twenty-nine year old bartender with a troubled past. Her mother was also a psychic, plying her questionable trade in a small town just outside of Hamilton. Considered unstable and erratic by the townspeople, the mother disappeared when Billie was only eight-years-old, presumably abducted and murdered by Billie’s own father. Their whereabouts remained a mystery until recently when police located both of their remains. Miss Culpepper herself reportedly found her father’s remains inside the old Bourdain estate, site of numerous occult crimes over the years. The Bourdain mansion burnt down shortly afterwards. Arson is suspected but the police have yet to lay charges on Culpepper. In fact, she appears to have assisted the police in a number of unsolved homicides recently. When asked how the police justify employing a psychic in criminal investigations in a time of budgetary constraints, police officials offered no comment.” 

“Turn it off.” Billie was on her feet, moving to the bar. 

The bartender didn’t move, watching the screen. 

“TURN IT OFF!” 

The flung glass bounced off the screen without breaking it. Startled, the bartender yelped and backed away. 

The television blared on. An image of Gantry, of Mockler, another shot of Billie ducking the camera before returning to a shot of the reporter with her perfect teeth and flawless skin. 

Billie felt seasick, the ground pitching under her feet. The television went black as she turned slowly. Everyone in the room was looking at her. All those eyes, accusatory and suspicious. Smugly superior. The bar was silent but she could already hear their whispers. Crazy. Con artist. Delusional. Who wouldn’t be fucked up with a childhood like that? 

A strong hand gripped her arm. The waiter, a big strapping fellow, was already escorting her to the door. “Get out,” was all he said. 

“Wait—”

“Out!” he barked, ejecting her into the street. The frigid air hit like a smack to the face. As the door swung closed, she thought she heard the man utter the word ‘psycho’. 

Kaitlin dashed outside, handing Billie her coat. “Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” she said, hurrying into her coat.

“Can you believe that fucking bitch? God!” 

“I’m just gonna go,” Billie said. “Will you tell everyone I said goodbye.” 

“They’re just settling the bill. Wait for us.”

“No. The party’s over. I just want to go home.”

Kaitlin crushed her in a bear hug. “You sure?”

Billie kissed her friend’s cheek and let go. “Thanks for the party. It was very sweet.” 

She turned and walked away, doing up her coat. She waved as Kaitlin said goodnight. 

Her gut churned with rage at how easily that reporter had painted her as a stereotype. The sketchy psychic, the con artist, the crazy woman. A chip off the old block, tarring her mother with the same brush. What was it with that bitch reporter? It was like she had a personal vendetta against her. 

And then there was Mockler, running out to play hero. Pulling her phone out, she checked the time and wondered if he was still with his ex-girlfriend. Correction, ex-fiancée. Jesus Christ. The day had started out so well, with the flowers and taking Tom to see the butterflies. Now this. 

And everyone wondered why she disliked her birthday. 

Crossing Jackson Street, Billie quickened her pace as the cold nipped at her, chasing her home. She touched her throat, feeling for the present she’d received from Tammy’s friend but the necklace was gone. It must have snapped away when she was being ejected from the bar. 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 20 

 

 

REVEREND JOY SAT in the tiny rectory office with the teacup halfway to his mouth, his eyes fixed to the television screen. He hadn’t moved during the entire news segment on the Culpepper woman. The reporter, Amanda Troy, had really done her homework, digging up the background on this psychic and exposing her for the dangerous fraud that she was. 

He struggled with his feelings on the matter. Was the woman wicked or just deluded? She clearly had emotional problems, considering her tragic childhood but was there more to it. Evil was sly. It was subtle and it was crafty, slipping through the gates in a Trojan horse of psychology and pseudoscience and, once inside, it was free to infect the innocent undetected. One had to be vigilant at all times and not be swayed by the wiles of sympathy. 

Even if the woman wasn’t evil or malicious in intent, dabbling in such things only invited trouble, opening the door to all kinds of wickedness. That was likely the case here. The Culpepper woman probably meant well trying to help Noah’s family, but blind to the fact that she herself was the wooden horse ferrying the enemy through the gates. Dabbling with divination and communicating with the dead, these were like beacons to the evil, to the Devil himself. He shuddered to think of the woman stepping inside the church, contagious with wickedness as she was. 

Turning off the television, Reverend Joy gathered up his notes and tidied his desk. He glanced at the clock and bemoaned the lateness of the hour. If he didn’t get to sleep now, he’d be a wreck in the morning. 

He didn’t hear the banging until he ascended the stairs to the church proper. Who the devil would be at the door at this hour? He hesitated, hand on the great door handle, remembering what Mrs Rickman had said about recent church desecrations. Were the cultists at the door, eager to target his fledgling parish? 

They probably wouldn’t knock first, would they? He opened the door. “Who is it?” 

The small family looked wretched, huddled under the pale exterior light. 

“I’m sorry, Reverend,” Noah said. He seemed out of breath, as if they had all sprinted here on foot. 

Robin’s eyes were puffy and raw. She’d clearly been crying. “We didn’t know where else to go,” she said. 

“Come in, come in.” He waved them inside and closed the tall door against the cold night. “What happened?” 

Robin dropped into a pew with a long sigh, one hand splayed over her belly. Her husband stood mute, his face puckered as he fought back tears. 

Maya, the little girl, looked up at the Reverend. “It followed us,” she said quietly. “To the hotel.” 

Reverend Joy went down on one knee, levelling his eyes with that of the girl. “You went to a hotel?” 

“But it came with us,” Maya said. “Can we stay here?” 

She was just a child, he thought. But she was being so brave it almost broke his heart. 

 

~

 

The apartment was inhospitable. The moving boxes were stacked up against a wall, waiting to be unpacked. The furniture was scattered, left where it had been set down after hauling it inside. The bed wasn’t even put together. Mockler looked at the mess of cardboard boxes but they all looked the same. He hadn’t labelled any of them, assuming that he had plenty of time to unpack and set up before staying the night in his new place. 

He couldn’t blame Billie for wanting to be alone right now. Not after what had happened. 

Leaving Christina’s condo, he called Billie to see if they were still at the bar. 

“No,” Billie said coolly. A pause, and then, “How is Christina?”

“She’ll live,” he replied. The last thing he wanted to talk about right now was Christina but he needed Billie to understand something. “But she won’t be calling me again.” 

“I see.” She did not sound convinced. 

Fair enough. He deserved that. “Did the party move on somewhere else?” 

“No. I came home.”

“Oh,” he said. “Okay. I’m not far. Be there in five.”

“Don’t.”

He went still, the phone cold against his ear. “Billie, I’m sorry this happened. Especially tonight, but it won’t happen again. I made sure of that.”

The line went quiet. Snow was falling, tiny flakes slipping down his collar to prick the back of his neck. “You still there?”

“I don’t want company right now,” she said. 

“Billie,” he said, frustration leaking out of him. “I had to go. I couldn’t just dismiss it.”

“I know. I get it. But it still sucks and I just want to be alone right now.” 

“Okay,” he said. She needed space. That was perfectly understandable. He hated it but there was nothing to do about it now. “How was the rest of the party?”

“It blew up in my face.”

“What does that mean?”

“Watch the news,” she said. “You can see for yourself. Goodnight.”

The call ended, Mockler standing there in the falling snow with the dead phone in his hand. The news? What did that mean? 

Standing inside the unpacked apartment on West Avenue, he still didn’t understand what she had meant. He did, however, know exactly where the laptop was packed. It was in a courier satchel sitting under the window that faced the street. Retrieving it, he plugged it into the socket and sat down on the bare wood floor. Whatever news she was referring to had to be local. He pulled up the sites for the Hamilton Spectator, the CBC and the Hamilton Bay News. 

It didn’t take long to find it. A hatchet job on the HBN site, done by that obnoxious reporter, Amanda Troy. It was brutal, portraying Billie as some kind of trailer-trash con artist, linked to an underground occult network. He himself was named, painted like a gullible cop who believed in psychics. Gantry was named also, completing the news piece as the modern-day equivalent of tarring and feathering. 

Someone at work was bound to see this and pass it up the chain to his superiors. They disliked bad press and this kind of axe-grinding pseudo-journalism painted the entire department in a bad light. 

Mockler closed the laptop and set it aside, aligning his priorities for tomorrow. They were twofold; patch things up with Billie, and trying not to get suspended. 

 

~

 

It wasn’t like Tom to ignore her calls. He was always there when she needed him. Even when she didn’t know that she needed him, he’d been there. Had something changed? Alone and beaten down, she realized that she had lied to Mockler earlier. She didn’t want to be alone right now, but she just wanted Tom here. Family. But the boy didn’t come. 

So. 

Fuck it. 

She opened the bottle of red she’d been saving for a rainy day. It was her birthday and she was going to get sloppily shit-faced. The first glass went down fast as she cruised through channel after channel of crap on the idiot box. She stopped at a cornball movie starring Kurt Russel and Kate Hudson’s mom, the one where she loses her memory. She couldn’t remember the name of the movie but she dropped the remote and settled in. Having seen it three times before, it remained a shameless favourite. Comfort food.

On the screen, a disheartened Goldie Hawn said, “I didn’t marry very well, did I?” 

The phone rang on her second glass of wine, the scene where Goldie regains her memory. Had to be Mockler. Checking in on her, worried or remorseful. 

“Please,” she said instead of a greeting. “I just need some time.”

“Uh-oh,” said someone not Mockler. English. “Trouble in paradise, is it?”

“Gantry?” Her grin was immediate. “Where are you? Are you all right?”

“Couldn’t be better. Sounds like you aren’t though. What’s the score, Billie? Super cop in the doghouse, is he?”

“It’s nothing,” she said. “Are you back in town?”

“No. Still in miserable old England. It’s fucking cold out here in the countryside. I don’t know how people live out here.” 

“What are you doing out in the country?”

“Running an errand.” There was a pause, the snap of a lighter before he came back on the line. “So tell me, what did Mockler do this time?” 

Billie frowned, not wanting to go into it but needing to all the same. “His stupid ex called, saying she was going to top herself.”

“And he ran off to save her? That’s the problem with him, thinks he’s a hero or something.”

“No,” she countered. “He’s a decent man. I’m just a petty human being for letting it get to me.” 

“She’s playing head-games. You have every right to be mad.” 

“Can I ask you something? Is it possible I’m doing this to myself?”

“I don’t follow, luv.”

“This is gonna sound crazy but, like, she’s always intimidated me. The ex. She’s tall and beautiful and she’s an artist and she’s got this body most women would kill for.” 

“She’s a looker, I get it. But what does that have to do with you?”

“I wonder sometimes if I’m summoning her. Like, psychically. If my fears about the ex, how intimidating she is, if that’s somehow keeping her in the loop. Pulling her back in to Mockler’s life. Or mine.” She paused, then said, “See? I told you it sounded crazy.” 

“I can’t rule it out entirely. To be honest, I’m not sure what you’re capable of when it comes to the whole psychic field. It’s more than just seeing dead people.” 

“It’d be funny if it wasn’t so flipping pathetic. Making my own fears come true. Manifesting them.” 

“We’re all guilty of that one, Billie. Given an opportunity, everyone shoots themselves in the foot.” A pause as he dragged on the cigarette. “So, your first row with the beau, yeah?”  

“No,” she said, puckering her lips sideways, thinking. “We’ve fought before. When he asked for help on that case with the bodies in the walls.”

“Ah, but that was before. This is your first fight as a couple.” 

She hated when he was right. “Don’t be smug, Gantry.”

“What else is eating at you, Billie? And don’t blow it off as nothing. Out with it.” 

Now she really hated him. Billie chewed her lip, reluctant to give him the satisfaction. Did it matter at this stage? 

“It’s my birthday,” she relented. 

His satisfied grin came through loud and clear, all the way across the Atlantic. “Ah. Now we’re getting somewhere. Which one is this, then? Thirty-three?”

“Thirty!” she bellowed. Then added, “Asshole.” 

“What is it with birds and their age?” 

“How old are you?” she demanded. “You’ve never told me.”

“We’re not talking about me, luv,” he laughed, deflecting the query. “So you’re thirty? It’s just a number.”

“I’m officially older than my mom ever lived to be.” 

Silence. He hadn’t seen that one coming. 

“Fair enough,” he finally said. “Uncharted territory.”

“I guess.” She’d had enough but reached for the wine all the same. “I don’t want to talk about me anymore. Where are you?” 

“England. Still blighty old England.”

“I know, but where are you right now? A pub? In some woman’s bed? Battling the forces of darkness?” 

“Nothing so grand,” he said. “I’m parked by the roadside, lost in sheepshagger country.”

“On some secret mission, huh.” Billie sat up. “Hey, you said you were going to see family. What family? Names and relation, please.” 

“A sister and a niece. I even ran into an in-law.” 

“I have a hard time picturing you as someone’s uncle. Are they okay? It sounded like there was trouble when you left.” 

“Aye, they’re fine. False alarm, I suppose.” 

“Oh. Well that’s good news.” Billie thought for a moment. “So you flew off for nothing?” 

“Turned out that way,” he said. “I came back to dig up some answers. Turns out, there aren’t any.” 

Something in his voice sounded off. A faint crackle, hidden under the usual bravado. “Hey,” she said, soft as she could manage. “You all right?”

Silence. The phone crackled, splitting from the distance. 

“I dunno, Billie. I think I’ve painted myself into me last corner.” 

“I think it’s time to come home,” she said.

“I am home,” he replied. “Remember?”

“No,” Billie countered. “Home here.”

More silence on the other end. Just the hissing of the wind, somewhere in the wilds of the English countryside. 

“Get on a plane,” Billie said. “And come home.” 

The intermittent static on the line grew into a full hissing fuzz and then the line went dead. Connection lost. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 21

 

 

THE PHONE WOKE her up, its horrid chime drilling into her brain like an electric sting. Cousin Earl, asking if she wanted to meet for lunch. The thought of eating made her stomach roil but she lied and said that would be nice. Tatemono, King street, at noon. 

Billie hung up and didn’t move. Just blinking provoked the throbbing agony in her head, the dry rasp of her tongue against the chalky interior of her mouth. Staggering to the kitchen for water took forever, the slow limp to the bathroom even longer. It had just gone ten which meant she had a couple hours to scrub away the boozy smell leaking from her pores and swallow handfuls of Advil to mitigate the torment in her skull. Looking at the waxy-skinned wretch in the bathroom mirror, she worried it might not be enough. 

Earl was already there when she entered the restaurant, waving at her from a table near the wall. He looked a little out of place, the country gentleman surrounded by people half his age. 

“Hi.” She leaned down to kiss his cheek, smiling the whole time, before settling into the chair. “I’m glad you called.”

“Sorry about the short notice. The trip into the city was last minute. How have you been?”

“Fine,” she fibbed, not wanting to get into it just now. Maybe later. She looked around the restaurant. “You like Japanese?”

“I can’t get enough of it,” he said. “But Barb doesn’t care for it, so whenever I get the chance to indulge, I do.” 

He poured her a cup of green tea from the dainty pot on the table. “Do you want some sake?”

“God, no,” she said, waving it off like it was poison. “I indulged a wee bit too much last night. And I’m paying for it this morning.” 

Earl smiled. “I hope you had fun, whatever you did.” 

“It was okay,” she shrugged. Too early to bore him with the details of it. “So what brings you into town?”

“I was at the library, hunting through the archives again.”

“The genealogical stuff? Find anything?”

He shook his head. “Just a lot of dead ends, as usual. I had an idea that the land registry records might turn up a Culpepper or two but there was nothing. The mystery endures.” 

“Must be frustrating.” She sipped at the tea. It helped clear her head. “Are you going back to the archives after lunch?”

“No. The research was really just an excuse to drive into the city. I wanted to see how you are.” 

She looked up. “Me?”

“I saw that awful thing on the news about you,” Earl said. “What a nasty piece of work.”

“Oh.” Billie felt her cheeks flush with humiliation, the sudden blood rush reigniting her headache. Terrific, she thought. Now Earl would think her crazy, too. 

He refilled her tea cup. “Sad state of affairs when a piece of trash like that passes for news these days. Does that awful Troy woman have an axe to grind against you?” 

“Beats me. I don’t even know the woman.” 

“She thinks she’s onto something big? That’s the problem with journalism these days. People think airing dirty laundry is news.”

The first dishes arrived, seaweed salad and edamame. The conversation paused until the server was gone. 

Earl took up his chopsticks. “I wondered if you had the gleaning.” 

Her eyes came up. “Gleaning?”

“Second sight,” he said. “A sixth sense, psychic ability. However you want to call it.” 

Billie stalled, trying to clear her head. “Do you have it?”

“No. Well, maybe a little. I’ve had a few weird experiences here and there but nothing substantial. Nothing that couldn’t have been coincidence.” 

She chewed slowly, disliking where the conversation had turned. She liked Earl, this newfound member of the family, and didn’t want the spooky part of her life to mess it up. But the weird stuff seemed determined to taint everything she had. 

“What did you call it?” she asked. “The cleaning?”

“Gleaning. That’s what Aunt Elsie used to call it. She had it in spades.” 

“I’ve seen pictures of Elsie,” Billie said. 

“That was her nickname for it. Sort of a code word she used when others were around.” Earl tilted his nose down, looking at her over his glasses. “You know it runs in the family, right?”

“Maggie told me. She doesn’t like to talk about it, though.” 

“Rightly so,” he said. “It divides people, those that believe and those that don’t. Like religion or politics, not a discussion for the dinner table.” 

Billie attacked the salad, suddenly very hungry. “It’s why the family is so distant, isn’t it?” 

All the way back to Poor Tom, she thought. It’s the reason why Earl came to a dead end in his genealogical search. Little, it seemed, ever changed.

Earl looked at her. “Have you always had it? The gleaning?” 

“Yes and no,” she waffled. How to explain it. “I did but it kinda got suppressed. Or pushed down, if that makes sense.”

“Educated out of you,” he said flatly, as if he knew the story already. “Did that happen after you went to live with Maggie?” 

“She tried to protect me from it. She saw what it did to mom. She wanted to spare me from that, thinking a lot of church would keep a lid on it.” 

“Did it?”

Billie tilted her head, turning the question over in her mind. “It did. But it was still there, poking through in other ways. I had a hard time at school, unable to focus. Looking back on it now, I think that was the gleaning pushing through.” 

Earl sat motionless, not even chewing as he listened. “But it came back?” 

“An accident. When I woke up, I started seeing all kinds of crazy stuff. Thought I was losing my mind.” 

He laid his sticks across the tiny plate. “An accident?” 

“I’m not sure if it was the knock to the head or being dead for a minute or two. But after that, it was like the floodgates opened.” 

She went silent when the server brought a platter of sushi for them to share. Earl looked out the picture window to the street outside. Crisp winter light flashing off the passing cars, banks of grey snow rising curbside. 

“Looks like the sun’s trying to come out,” he said. “Are you wearing sturdy boots today?”

Odd question. She had to look down to see what she was wearing. “Sturdy enough. Why?”

“I want to take a hike in the snow when we’re done.”

“Where to?”

“I’d like you to show me your mother’s grave.” 

 

~

 

The unexpected sunlight had formed a thin crust of ice over the field of snow. Their boots crunched through it as they left the cleared pathway of Holy Sepulchre Cemetery, cutting northeast toward the line of trees. Their breath vapoured before them, labouring each step. 

“I should have brought sunglasses,” Earl said, squinting against the snowblind effect of sunlight on snow. “Is it far?”

Billie stopped. Shielding her eyes with her hand, she scanned the snow-capped headstones all around them. “I’m not sure. Everything looks different in the winter.”

He was breathing hard. “I had no idea this cemetery was so big.”

“This way.” She resumed her march, the snow deepening the further they got from the pathway. Moving past tall spires and elaborate headstones, the grave markers became smaller and simpler, ostentation giving way to practicality.  “Here she is.”

Earl followed along to where the young woman had stopped before a simple headstone of unpolished granite. Coming alongside Billie, he heard her say, very softly, “Hi mom.” 

He made the sign of the cross. “It’s nice.”

“Nothing too fancy,” Billie said. “We couldn’t afford much.” 

“After snagging a plot in this cemetery? I guess not.” Then he added, “No one likes garishness, anyway.”

Her eyebrow arched at him. “Did you meet my mom? She was all bangles and big hair.” 

“The epitaph is sweet,” he said.  Under the line Beloved sister and mother, the epitaph ended with Guide to those in need. 

His phone came out, switching to the camera. “Do you mind if I take a picture?” 

“As long as I’m not in it,” she smiled. 

“Barb says I’m too fussy about details,” he said, framing the snow-topped headstone in the lens. “I just like my documentation to be thorough.” 

Billie stepped out of the frame, severely allergic to cameras. Snow had tumbled into her ankle-high boots on the march over, soaking her socks. 

“I have a lot of these,” he announced, looking at the photo he snapped. “Headstones with the Culpepper name. None of them older than 1912.” 

She stomped her feet to keep warm. “Is that the earliest death?”

“Tis. A gravestone in your hometown. Cillian Culpepper, born 1904. The headstone is the only evidence of his existence though. There’s no other record of his death. Or his birth, for that matter.” 

“He was eight when he died? Jesus, that’s young.” 

He agreed. “Child mortality was high back then.” 

Billie gazed out at the meadow of headstones, comparing the dates in her head. Cillian must have been a brother to Tom and Katie. Tom would have been six when Cillian was born. Katie died before the baby turned two. 

“Earl,” she said. “Can I ask you something?”

“Anything.”

“Do you believe in the gleaning?” 

“Of course,” he said, as if this was already understood. “I’ve seen too many weird things in my time to question it anymore. Why?” 

The sunlight bouncing off the glazed snow was almost too much to bear. Billie squinted at him. “Because I know why you’ve hit a dead end researching the family history.” 

“Oh?” His brow rose this time. “Why is that?” 

“The Culpeppers didn’t exist before 1906. The name is fiction. It was assumed.” 

Earl turned all the way round to face her. “I’m not sure I’m following, Billie.” 

“The family fled Hamilton and changed their name to Culpepper. The name you want to look up is Cleary. The eight-year-old Cillian Culpepper was born Cillian Cleary. Same with Arden, the one you and I are descended from. They had a sister named Katie, who died in 1904 of scarlett fever, and a brother named Tom. Tom had the gleaning, too.” 

The sun was glinting hard in Earl’s glasses, twin flares that masked his widening eyes. “How do you know this?”

“Tom was murdered in 1906. After he was sold off by the family to some charlatan psychic.” She looked down at her boots, the leather soaked through from the snow. “Tom…visits me. He found me shortly after I nearly drowned, when my gleaning came back.” 

“Good god.” It was all that the older man could summon for a while. His breathing was heavy, pumping harder as the puzzle was pieced together for him by the young woman. “This is a lot to take in. This Tom, what do you mean he visits you? Do you mean his ghost?”

She nodded. “His family used to call him Poor Tom. Because he had the gleaning.” 

“And he was murdered?” sputtered Earl. “How? And by whom? You said the family sold him. Like a slave?”

Shivering in her wet boots, Billie took a step back toward the pathway. “Can we go back to the truck? I’m freezing.” 

“Of course,” he said and they trudged off, following their footsteps in the snow back to pickup truck. Billie unpacked the story she had learned from Katie Cleary, about the shanty town existence of the family and the fate of Poor Tom and how they came to flee the city for fear that their sin would be made public. 

Earl’s jaw dropped at each new scrap of information. When they climbed back into his truck, he fired the engine and reached for the notebook kept tucked under the sun visor. Enthralled by the break in the story, he asked what Tom had told her about his family, his life, his experiences. His jaw gaped a second time when Billie explained that Tom had told her nothing because his tongue had been cut out by the cruel man who had held him captive. 

 

~

 

It was late afternoon when the pickup truck sliced into the slush before her building on Barton Street. Earl leaned over to look up at the worn brick facade and the faded sign of the deserted shoe store. “This is your place?”

“Charming, isn’t it?” Billie said. “Do you want to come up? I could make us coffee?”

Earl glanced at the time on the dashboard clock. “I should get home. It’s getting late.” 

“Okay. I have something for you but it’s upstairs. Can you wait a second?” 

“Of course.” 

She was back in less than two minutes, panting from running up to the flat and back. Climbing into the cab, she handed him a sheet of paper. “Here ya go,” she said. 

“Thank you.” He looked at the elaborate design on the paper, recognizing part of it.

“It’s the family tree,” Billie said. “The one you made. I just added to it where I could. Sorry it’s kinda messy.”

He was transfixed by her notes. “My God. Look at this.” 

“See this break here?” She pointed at a gap between the generational branches. “This is when the Clearys fled Hamilton and changed the family name to Culpepper.” 

“I don’t know what to say.” Overwhelmed, his lip quivered slightly.  “Thank you.” 

“You’re welcome.” Tears, like laughter, can be contagious and she fought to keep her own eyes dry. “Can we do this again? I’ll make lunch next time. And maybe, if he’s up for it, you could meet Tom.” 

Startled by the idea, he took a moment to process what she was saying. “Would he do that?” 

“He might. He can be a bit moody but if I explained that you were family, he might behave.” 

Earl rubbed his jaw, trying to get his head around the idea. He looked at her. “And he lives with you? Well, I suppose ‘live’ is the wrong term.”

“Sort of,” Billie said. “He comes and goes.” 

Traffic rumbled past his window. “How did you find Poor Tom?” 

“He was already here when my abilities surfaced. I assumed that he was haunting the building, like he had died here, but that wasn’t the case. It was me that he was haunting.” 

“They can do that?” 

Billie nodded. “They attach themselves to people sometimes, rather than places. In fact, my boyfriend had a really nasty—” The sentence dropped off the edge. Then she flinched. “Oh my God.”

“What is it?” Earl asked, confused. 

“I just realized something. Holy cow.” She clutched at the door latch. “I gotta run. I’ll call you soon, okay?” 

The hug was brief. “Take care,” he said. “I’ll let you know if I find anything on the Clearys.” 

“Do that.” She waved and closed the door, watching the pickup drive away. 

Billie’s heart was ticking faster, her thoughts running ahead. She didn’t notice the man standing in the entryway of her building, watching her. 

“Hi,” Mockler said. “Can we talk?” 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 22 

 

 

“I’M SORRY.” 

They stood there in the grey slush as the traffic lumbered past them. Mockler looked good, showered and smartly turned out in one of his nicer suits, but he looked tired. She wondered if he’d had a rough night. 

“That was a shitty thing to do to you,” he went on, before she had a chance to reply. “You’ve been nothing but good to me, Billie, and you didn’t deserve that. Especially on your birthday.” 

“Ray—”

He cut her off. “Hold on. You don’t have to say anything. I’m not asking for forgiveness and if you need some space, I’ll understand. I just need you to know that I’m sorry and that it won’t happen again.” 

She didn’t know what to say, her heart still thumping from the revelation just a moment ago. 

Mockler stepped away to where his car was parked. “That’s it. Call me when you want to talk.”

“Wait.” Was he really going to walk away after that? “Where are you going?”

“Work. The sarge is barking at me to punch in.” 

Billie took a step forward. This sudden distance between them was awful and she hated it and wanted it gone. She didn’t care about what had happened anymore. Her hands itched for him. “Did she really try to hurt herself?”

“She said she was going to, but I don’t know. Doesn’t matter.” 

“You did the right thing,” Billie said. “Going to help her.”

“I could have called someone else to do it. Should have.” 

She stood still. “Come over here.”

He came back and she pulled him close, twining her arms through his. “You help people who need it. It’s who you are.” 

“But my timing is lousy.”

“It’s not just that. It’s me. I’m kinda clumsy at the serious relationship thing. And my own fears get the worst of me at times.” 

He tilted down to see her eyes. “What fears?”

She took a deep breath, like she was about to dive into a cold lake. “About her. That maybe you’re not over her. There, I’ve said it.” 

“Put those fears aside. I’m sorry it got in the way but you don’t have to worry about anything like that.” The wind tussled her hair and he smoothed it back behind her ear. “I’m crazy about you.” 

“Or just crazy,” she blurted out, instinct deflecting even the remotest chance of a compliment. Or sincerity. 

“Grrr. You’re making me crazy right now.” He kissed her mouth hard and pulled her tighter. He missed the way she smelled. Breaking apart, he said, “I gotta run. Trouble in the office.”

“You’re in trouble?” she asked, stealing one more kiss. “What for?”

“Dunno. The boss clammed up when I asked her that.” He opened the car door. “Are you working tonight?”

“No. Don’t tell me there’s a slight chance we might have an evening together?”

“Depends what the boss is fuming about. I’ll keep you posted.” 

Crazy how quickly everything could turn around, she thought. How easily a miscommunication could escalate into something terrible. Her heart had flash-frozen when she first glimpsed him. Now, all she wanted to do was drag him upstairs to her bedroom and eat him alive. 

But there was something else. Wasn’t there? 

The engine rolled over, revving up to slip out of the snow drift. Billie dashed into the street and banged on his windshield.

“Wait!”

His window slid down. “One more smooch?”

“No,” she said. Then added, “Yes, but I need something.” His answer, like every other time, remained the same. Anything. Billie continued. “Can you run a background check on the couple I’m helping?” 

“Sure,” he answered, reaching for a pen. “Robin something?”

“Robin Flores and Noah Kemp.”

He had her spell the last names and then folded the notebook away. “What am I looking for?”

“I don’t know. Anything, I suppose.” She bent down for another kiss. “Thank you.” 

He said he would call later and then drove away. Billie waved from the sidewalk before running inside to get out of the cold. 

 

~

 

Detective Odinbeck was on the phone when Mockler appeared in the bullpen. Looking up at the younger detective, he pointed two fingers at his temple and mimicked blowing his brains out. 

“No, eleven ‘o clock,” Odinbeck spoke into the phone. “We gotta do this follow-up interview, so stay put, okay?” 

Mockler chuckled as his partner looked up to Heaven in despair and then got off the line.  

“Who was that?” he asked.

“Our buddy, Trevor McNiven,” Odinbeck said. “We gotta go over his statement again but I want be sure to catch him before he cracks his first beer of the day.”

Mockler checked his watch. “Let’s go now. We’ll surprise him.” 

“I got this one. Gibson’s been buzzing through the bullpen looking for you. What’d you do this time, chief?”

“Bad press,” Mockler replied. 

“Yonder she comes.” Odinbeck chin-wagged at something across the cubicles. 

Mockler turned to see Sergeant Gibson standing outside the board room. She gestured at him to get his butt inside. When she withdrew into the room, Mockler caught a glimpse of another superior already seated at the long table. Superintendent Morrisey, stiff and prim as a bleached collar. He was cleaning his glasses but the motion of his hands reminded Mockler of a man sharpening a knife. 

 

The small television sat atop the trolley, just like the last time he had been dressed down by his superiors. The image on the screen was frozen where the video had been paused, Amanda Troy squared up in the frame. 

“Do I need to play this wretched piece?” Superintendent Morrisey asked. His teeth were brilliantly white, bleached possibly. They stood out against the man’s sallow face. 

Across the table, Mockler said, “I’ve seen it.”

“Good.” The Superintendent killed the monitor and the screen went dark. “Then we can get straight to the point. Three months suspension, only one of which will be paid.” 

The knives were out quick. Mockler looked to Sergeant Gibson but she kept her eyes on the paperwork before her. Never look the condemned man in the eye. 

“Suspension,” Mockler said. “That’s a bit overkill, isn’t it?”

“You were warned not to associate with that woman,” Morrisey said. “This psychic. Now the public thinks we’re employing psychics for every investigation. Your association with her has managed to shit on the entire department. I’d say you’re getting off rather lightly here, detective Mockler.” 

“Because of this trash TV piece? Amanda Troy is a crackpot who’d do anything to get eyeballs.” 

“It’s a question of perception, detective. Public perception. The public has their phones out constantly filming our every move and eager for the tiniest slip in protocol. We all have to walk the razor’s edge now.” 

“And suspending me is gonna make it look better?” There was a tiny squeak from Mockler’s molars as they ground together. He looked at his sergeant. “Are you really going along with this?” 

Sergeant Gibson finally looked at him. “You’re entitled to appeal, but I wouldn’t advise it.” 

Mockler cocked a thumb at the window, the cubicles outside the meeting room. “The unit’s down in numbers as it is. You want to lose one more? Pile even more work on the skeleton crew?” 

“That isn’t your concern,” Morrisey said. He closed the folder before him. “How soon can you hand your workload off to Odinbeck?” 

“Immediately.” Mockler stood and left the room, letting the door bang against the wall. 

Odin was gone when he returned to his desk, off to chase down his interview subject. Mockler bashed the keyboard as he logged in and started shovelling files over. He’d call Odin on his way out and let him know that his workload just doubled. It stung, the way his sergeant had let him twist in the wind. She could only stick her neck out so far, he supposed. 

Poring through the files, he toggled through the tedious task of ensuring that everything under his name was accessible to Odin. Any physical paperwork was stacked on the desk, two murder books upright between bookends. Odin could help himself to everything. Then he remembered the favour he’d been asked. 

Unfolding a page of notepaper, he typed Robin Flores’ name into the search field. The system churned and spit back zero results. He typed in the husband’s name and bashed the enter key. 

The results popped up. Mockler leaned in, scrolling through the information on the screen. 

“Shit,” he said quietly. 

 

~

 

“Leaving?” Connie stood at the sink, looking at her brother as he slunk into a kitchen chair. “But you only just got here?”

“Duty calls,” Gantry said. The table before him was busy with the remains of dinner. One plate sat almost untouched. “Is this Hannah’s dinner?”

Connie shook her head in dismay. “The girl won’t eat anything these days.” 

“Is that a girl thing?” He pulled the plate over and tucked in. “Trying to be skinny and all that?”

“Thankfully no. She insists on everything being vegan. Sometimes I confuse it with being vegetarian.”

The fish was cold but it was nicely done. Gantry wolfed it down, speaking with his mouth full. “Be grateful for that.”

“You said you were tying up a few loose ends,” Connie said. She joined him at the table, stacking the plates together and setting them aside. “Did it go as planned?”

“Does it ever?” He set the fork down and thought of the shallow grave he had dug the night before. “One matter was put to rest. So, not a complete waste of time.” 

“Where are you off to, then? Back to Canada?”

“NYC first, then up and across the border.”

“What do you do there? What’s it called again?”

“Hamilton.” Gantry shrugged. “Just some mates there. Colleagues, in a way.”

Connie folded her hands together. She looked tired. “Hannah will be disappointed you’re going so soon. She’s not so much of a tyrant when you’re around.” 

“I’ll make it up to her next time.”

Connie’s face was hard. “The next time someone tells us you’re dead?” 

Gantry smiled at his sister but it didn’t last very long. He pushed the plate away. “I took your advice. Went to see Ellie’s dad.” 

“Oh? How did it go?”

“Lovely. He met me at the door with a shotgun.” 

“Well, you tried. That’s what matters. Feels good, doesn’t it? Doing the right thing?”

“Not in the least.” He cleared the plates away, clattering them into the sink. “All right. I’m off.” 

A quick embrace. Connie held on for a second longer. “Be careful, John. Please. You’re the only family Hannah has on the Gantry side now. And I can barely stomach the in-laws.” 

“Is the brat here?”

“In her room,” Connie said. 

Gantry stepped through the living room where Kevin sat with his feet up, laughing at something on the telly. “See you around, Kev.”

“Right,” Kevin said, without looking up. “Anytime, mate.”

“Berk,” Gantry muttered under his breath. Taking the stairs two at a time, he rapped on his niece’s door. Music thumped from inside, loud, so he battered his fist against the thin wood. 

It flung open. Hannah, clearly expecting to see her mother, looked up in delight. “Hey!”

“I’m off. Wanna walk me out?” 

 

Not pleased, she had a few choice words concerning his sudden departure. She stomped ahead of him, snatching her coat from the peg before they stepped outside. 

“This is really a bad idea,” she said once they were in the front garden. The hedge was bare and rattling in the breeze. “Me and mum at our throats, the way we are. You’re the buffer. You’re needed.” 

“You’ll have to manage on your own, Hann.” He lit up finally. “Just remember what I said, yeah? About going easier on my big sister.”

Hannah was having none of it, pouting the same way she did when she was wee. “I thought you were coming to live with us for a spell.” 

And step into the psychodrama of a nuclear family? Not on your life. 

What he said was, “I’ll be back before you know it. But in the meantime, try not to murder your parents.” 

Hannah folded her arms. The pouting lip receded but hadn’t vanished altogether. She looked up at him, the same hard eyes inherited from her mam. “What’s her name?”

“Who?” 

“The tart you’re running back to Canada to see. What’s her name?”

Smoke boiled and wisped around his face like some infernal mist. “Her name was Ellie, you prat. I need to do right by her.” 

Cowed, her sneer melted away. “What does that mean?”

He shrugged. “I’ll let you know when I figure it out.” 

They went past the hedge to the street. The brackish glow of the lamp posts overhead forming odd shadows. 

“So?” Hannah said. “Straight back to Gatwick from here?”

“Car rental first.” He gestured to the Fiesta parked before them. “Need to return this poor excuse of a motor.” 

The car was dented and misabused, looking like something that had been towed away from an accident scene. “Cor,” she said. “What the hell did you do to that thing?” 

“Had a little fun.” He plucked the keys from his pocket. “Say, you learning to drive yet?”

“Are you daft? I’m thirteen, John.”

“Perfect age to learn.” He tossed her the keys. “Start it up. We’ll take it round the block.”

“I’ll crash into something.”

Gantry plopped into the passenger seat. “That’s the idea. Get in.”

Fired up, the motor revved too high and then jerked crazily into the street. Stalling as Hannah managed the coordinated footwork between clutch and accelerator. They bumped a shiny Toyota, crumpled against a low brick fence and knocked over a pillar box before reaching the end of the laneway. 

 

~

 

Civil twilight hit just before seven o’ clock, burnishing the clouds over the cityscape with a pinkish hue. Darkness settling in. And that meant Billie needed to hustle if she was to get to work on time. Wednesday meant that Joanna was working the day shift and she grumbled mightily when the night shift bartender was late. 

Leaning close to the bathroom mirror, Billie cursed as the eyeliner clotted. Old and stale, she really needed to remember to get a new one. A little mascara and she’d be done. Work nights meant getting dolled up. Her hair in a bun atop her head, the little dash of black around the eyes and she was ready to go. The wardrobe was a little uninspired. A scoop-necked t-shirt and jeans, all in black. 

Reaching into the disaster of the closet, she rummaged about until she popped back with the vintage cardigan Jen had given her a year ago. Pink, fake wool. Slipping it on over the black tee, she looked like one of the Pink Ladies. Frenchie or Rizzo?

Rizzo all the way. 

Reminiscing about the Pink Ladies brought on a maudlin flush for her own ladies. The birthday party may have been a bust but what she missed was just the four of them. A good piss-up, bitchfest, no dudes. Leaving the bathroom, she resolved to have one here as she grabbed her keys and unplugged her phone from its charger. She was glancing at the calendar over her little work desk, trying to pick a date, when her cell went off. 

Mockler’s name on the display. Smiling, she answered with a bright “Hey handsome.”

“Billie,” he said. His tone was off. Not warming to her flirtatious greeting. Trouble. “You were right,” he stated.

“You sound a bit tense.”

“Long day,” he said. They had been together only a few months but already this response was old hat, surprising neither of them. He didn’t elaborate on why or how it had been a long day. 

“I ran a check on both of them,” he went on. “The couple. Robin and Noah. You were right. It’s not the house. ”

Billie went still, the tattered, not-warm, coat draped in her hand. “What did you find?”

For reasons she couldn’t parse, Billie’s mind raced to Robin. Something awful in her past. Please don’t let it be her. 

“The husband,” he said. “He had a child with another woman six years ago. A little girl. She died.”

The oxygen clamped in Billie’s throat. “Oh God.” Again, her thoughts sprinted off into awful places. “How? It wasn’t anything violent, was it?”

“Not the way you’re thinking. A car accident, the car tee-boned when someone ran a red light. The little girl held on for a day. She died in hospital.” 

Billie felt her knees buckle. She sat down on the floor. Why hadn’t she seen this before? “Oh God. How old was the little girl? What was her name?”

“Grace Marie,” said Mockler. “Three-years old.” 

“Oh God,” she repeated. 

“Billie, you don’t think…” he queried, without finishing his question. 

“Of course it is. It makes sense.” Urgent now, tossing the coat on and jamming her feet into her boots. “I gotta go.”

“You’re not going over there, are you?”

“I have to.” She flew out the door without bothering to lock it. Boots pounding down the worn steps, she said, “I’m gonna be late for work, too.”

“Are you sure it’s safe? That thing knocked you around last time.”

“I can’t leave it. It’s knocking the family around now. Can you meet me there?”

“Not right now,” he said, an odd hitch to his voice. “I’m stuck in a shitstorm at the moment.”

“Why?” she asked, blowing out the door to the street. 

“Long story,” he said again. “Call me if there’s trouble. I’ll get outta here soon as I can.”

“Damn it. There’s no cabs.”

“And be careful.” 

Billie promised she would and hung up. Snow was everywhere, the air thick with it as it fell. Already four inches of it on the ground with no sign of letting up, the street yet to be plowed. The snowstorm must have come out of nowhere, falling hard and fast like this. As a result, there was no traffic on Barton Street, let alone the hopeful glow of a cab light. 

She’d have to go on foot. Unprepared for it, rushing out of the house without her toque or gloves or scarf. Her good ankle boots instead of the sturdy Sorrels. The black suede would be ruined tromping about in this much snow. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 23 

 

 

EIGHT BLOCKS TO the battered Victorian on Cavell Avenue and the only vehicle she saw was a snow plow, its blue ambulatory light winking through the heavy snowfall. Her hands were numbed, stuffed in the pockets of her coat and her feet were wet from the soaked leather. The snow, coming down heavy and piling up fast, made the walk harder. Not a soul out shovelling their sidewalks. 

Passing the checkered windows of the Go-Karts building, she hurried on to the tilting porch steps and banged on the door. 

“Robin!” 

No answer. The windows were dark, the driveway empty. She banged the door again, pointlessly. Something felt different about the dwelling, altered somehow behind the glass. Taking a step back on the snow-crusted porch, Billie unclenched that secret part of her heart and let her senses unfold. 

Like the family, the ghost was gone. 

That made sense. The spirit here was not bound to the property, but rather to the people who lived here. If, she cautioned, it really was the ghost of this little girl who had perished in a car accident. The ghost had followed the family wherever they had gone. 

Shivering, she tried the door knob on the off chance that it was unlocked. She was freezing and wanted out of the cold, even for a minute to stop from trembling so bad. The door wouldn’t budge. Scrabbling her phone from her pocket, she dialled Robin’s number with dead fingers. Ring after ring with no answer. 

“Damn it,” she stuttered through chattering teeth. “Where are you?” 

Keep walking. Standing still was just deepening the cold in her bones. She staggered down the porch and stumbled through the snow, her feet dead clubs in wet boots. Marching back up to Barton meant pushing into a headwind, the snow like hail against her face, pecking at her skin and eyes. 

A muffled buzzing noise reached her. The phone in her pocket. She clawed at it with senseless hands, saw the number on the display. 

“Robin?” she said, putting it to her ear. 

Noise scratched down the line, the baffled scrape of static. 

“Billie?” said the caller. Robin, her voice shrill and fragile. Like she’d been crying. 

“Robin, where are you? Are you all right?”

“No.” 

Billie pressed the phone tighter against her ear. What she thought was static was noise in the background, a hiss of wind like the woman was standing in a hurricane. “Robin, what’s all that noise?”

“It followed us,’ Robin sobbed. “Even here, it followed us.” 

“Robin, listen to me. I think I know who it is. Tell me where you are.”

“The church. We’re at the church. The Reverend is fighting it but it won’t give up.” 

A sharp crack sounded in the background. Billie heard the woman whimper in fear and hold her breath. She pictured her ducking for cover. 

“Oh God,” Robin whispered. “It wants to kill us.” 

The church. It meant nothing to Billie. There were a hundred churches all over the city. “Where’s the church, Robin? What street?”

“Emerald. At Main.”

“I’m on my way. Stay put.”

“No!” The woman’s voice was shrill with desperation. “Don’t. You’ll just make it worse.”

“That’s the Reverend talking,” Billie growled. “Just hang on. I’ll be there as soon as I can.” 

Hanging up, Billie tried to run but the snow was too deep and her fancy ankle boots were not soled for traction. Slipping, she dropped hard on one knee, got up and limped onward. Reaching Barton, headlights blinded her but it was just a police car, cruising slow down the snow packed pavement. 

Main and Emerald was another dozen blocks away, maybe more. Hiking through the storm would be hell and her mind drifted, unwanted, to an image she had seen once of frostbitten toes. Blackened and useless, the nerve endings dead, blood no longer flowing. Amputation. How hard would it be to walk with a few toes lanced from each foot? 

Another flash of headlights on her left, sparkling against the falling snow. Hovering over the twinned headlights was the softer, dull glow of a taxi light. 

Billie leaped over the snowbank into the middle of the street, waving like a dying castaway adrift on the sea. 

 

~

 

Evil had breached the gates. The lock broken asunder, doors flung open and the devil stomped through the church. 

The light from the sconces twinkled against the sheen of sweat on Reverend Joy’s brow. On his knees and out of breath, he prayed to the Father for strength. The battle had weakened him and tiny fissures of doubt crackled on the surface of his resolve. 

Why would God allow such malevolence to enter the church itself? Of any place, surely this would be the safest, the church a fortress against the diabolic forces tormenting this poor family. Was he unworthy of the Almighty’s protection?

No. 

The festering doubt was just another trick of the malevolent spirit tearing apart his church. The devil fought on all fronts and he played dirty, all low-blows and back stabs. Get up, he scolded himself. Don’t let the evil see you on your knees in your own church. Don’t give it the satisfaction. 

Reverend Joy pushed himself up, ignoring the pain in his legs, in his back. The church was in chaos, a hurricane force blew through the nave, knocking candles to the floor and ripping apart the hymnal books. Torn pages blew and circled through the air, the interior of the church transformed into a shaken snow globe. 

The family was huddled into a pew, ducking for cover from the hurtling debris and shielding the little girl between them. They had been praying, heads bowed in supplication until the chaos had ruptured their sanctuary. 

“Keep praying!” the Reverend called to them over the rustling wind. “Don’t let the evil intimidate you. Prayer will protect you.” 

The gold curtain over the sacristy ripped from its rod, flinging and tumbling through the air. The holy water in the font splashed to the floor. 

Reverend Joy genuflected quickly and then held his head high and renewed his prayer. 

“In the name of Saint Micheal, in the name of the Father and the Son and the Holy Spirit. let God arise and let His enemies be scattered, and let them that hate Him flee before His face. As smoke vanishes, so let them vanish. As wax melts before the fire, so let the wicked perish at the presence of God!” 

A sharp crack sounded over the rattle of the wind, the small door of the tabernacle flinging open behind him. Reverend Joy twisted around as the chalice and bowl hurtled out like missiles. He ducked quickly, dodging the silver cup but the ciborium, heavy and gold-plated, struck his shoulder blade, spinning him off his feet. The devil was determined, it seemed, to keep him on his knees. 

Then something shifted, a change in the air pressure. Cold blowing in from his left. 

The tall doors of the church stood open, letting the snow billow inside. Framed there in the doorway was the figure of a woman, silhouetted against the greasy street light. 

The witch was here. 

 

~

 

The cabbie turned out to be a friendly Trinidadian. New to the country, new to driving in snow. 

“Wait,” Billie said, frantically searching every pocket, fingers stinging. “I don’t have enough.” 

In her rush out the door, she had neglected to take anything but her phone, including any cash or cards. There was a crumpled five dollar bill stuffed into her back pocket but the dashboard meter had ticked past that amount after the first block. 

“You got no money?” the cab driver asked. 

“I got a five. Let me out here. I’m sorry.” 

He shut the meter off and kept driving. “Night like this? Not fit for man neither beast.”

“Thank you,” she said. The cab was warm and dry and she almost cried with relief. “You’re a saint.” 

The road was slippery, the cab skidding at the slightest touch of the brakes. Like the few other vehicles driving in the snowstorm, they crawled along at a cautious pace. Ten minutes later, the driver pulled up before the brick facade of the church. 

He shifted in the seat to look at her. “Odd hour to be going to church.” 

“It’s an odd day.” Billie checked the identification card on the back of the seat. Errol Baptiste. She handed him the fiver. “Thank you, Errol. It’s very kind of you.” 

“Stay warm,” he said as she climbed out. 

Errol drove away. Billie stood in a windrow of snow, looking up at the church. The steps were barely visible, buried under all the white stuff. Gripping the handrail, she went up and pushed open the tall door. 

Bedlam. The air was filled with paper, swirling around by a vortex of strange wind. Robin and her family were hunkered down in a pew, their heads bowed in prayer, eyes closed to the mayhem. 

The Reverend stood in the aisle, commanding the devil to leave his church as the wind lashed him. His eyes shut in prayer as he cast the evil out and when he opened them, he levelled his gaze at Billie and cast her out, too. 

“Stop it!” Billie hollered. Moving past the font, she stepped into the aisle and scanned the pews. The ghost was here, hidden from sight but its strength pulsed all around her like an electric throb. It was furious. 

The Reverend strode toward her, his hand forming the sign of the cross before him. “I adjure thee, Satan, and all thy minions to leave this house of God!” 

“Enough!” Billie shouted over the rustle of paper and hissing wind. “It’s not evil. It’s just a ghost.” 

“Lies!” he hollered back. “Get out of my church, witch! The devil can throw anything against me but he will not win! Not here, not now!” 

The wind changed direction suddenly, blowing the young woman and the Reverend over. Joy came up first, all but shrieking at the devil to leave. 

Billie got to her knees, her hands and feet still stinging from the cold. “It’s not the devil. It’s just a little kid.” 

“It’s lying to you, woman,” bellowed the preacher. “Can’t you see that? Evil will say anything to get its way.” 

Struggling to get up, Billie tried to pinpoint the spirit within the church but it was nowhere and everywhere at once. She didn’t know how a spirit so young could become so powerful. In the end, it didn’t matter. It just needed to stop. What was the name Mockler had given her? 

“Grace?” Billie said aloud. “Stop this.” 

The storm ended instantly, leaving a vacuum of silence after the roaring wind. The torn up pages fluttered down to earth in graceful swoops that reminded Billie of the butterflies in the conservatory. She wished Tom was here. 

The family lifted their heads slowly from behind the pew. Robin’s cheeks were flushed, as if she was hurt, and Noah’s eyes darted around jerkily, expecting another assault from behind. Maya was crying, clinging to her mother’s swollen belly. 

“Billie?” Robin gasped, wincing in discomfort.

“I’m here,” Billie said. She didn’t like the strain on the woman’s face. “Are you okay?”

Robin struggled to get off her knees, sliding into the pew with her hand over her belly. “Something isn’t right.”

Noah clutched his wife’s knee. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” Robin said. “I think we should go to the hospital.” 

He shook his head, refusing to believe. “You’re not due for another month.” 

Oh Jesus, Billie thought. Robin wasn’t about to go into labour, was she? She crept forward slowly, afraid to make any sudden movements. No idea where the ghost was now. “Wait. It’s just gonna follow you if you go to the hospital.”

“Haven’t you done enough?” Noah hissed, the panic doubling down in his eyes. 

“Listen to me,” Billie said. “The ghost wasn’t haunting your house. It’s haunting you.” 

“Don’t listen to her!” railed the Reverend, rising to his feet. “The witch lies.” 

Her patience popped like a balloon. Billie turned on the man in black. “Would you shut up! There is no witch! There is no devil here! There’s just a child and she scared and confused and angry!” 

“Maya?” Robin said, confused. 

The Reverend was not a man used to being scolded. Especially by a woman, witch or no. He charged at Billie, snatching the collar of the her coat. “Haven’t you done enough damage? Get out! GET OUT!” 

He was a big man, strong. The young woman a featherweight as he hauled her to the door. Billie, kicking and punching to get free. Neither the preacher nor the gypsy saw the smoldering shadow blocking their path. 

The impact was abrupt, knocking both of them to the red-carpeted floor of the nave. Both gasping in shock, both frozen to the marrow by the touch of two small hands. 

Maya screamed, her voice amplified up through the vaulted ceiling. Her mother wincing again, lurching forward as pain shot through her. 

Billie looked up, eyes watering. “Grace! Don’t do this.”

“Stop!” It was Noah, shrieking at Billie. “Stop saying that name!” 

Billie gripped the pew to prop herself up. “Then you say it,” she said. “It’s you she needs.” 

Confused and frightened, Robin’s gaze darted between her husband and the woman. “Who? Who are you talking about?”

“The little girl,” Billie said. “The one who died.”

“Shut up!” Noah clutched at his hair. 

Billie straightened up, eyes on the husband. “She won’t listen to me. She won’t hear the Reverend. You have to call her, Noah.”

He was shaking his head, mumbling over and over. “No, no, no.”

“She’s not evil. She’s just scared and alone. And she needs her dad.” Billie’s voice hitched on her own words, cracking. 

He dropped to his knees, hiding his tears in his hands. His entire body shaking with each sob. 

Billie whispered to him. “Noah, call to her. Tell her it will be okay. Tell her to go to where it’s warm.”

He kept shaking his head. 

Then Maya, eyes watching everything, spoke. “She’s afraid she’ll be forgotten. When the baby comes.”

Outside the stained glass windows, even the snow had stopped falling. 

“Call her,” Billie said. “Say her name.” 

His voice was cracked and hushed, garbled by sobs. The only one who heard was the one it was meant for. 

“Grace…” 

She hadn’t realized that she was crying. Billie wiped her eyes to clear them but her vision remained blurry and wet. All she could see was a small shadow reaching out for the man on his knees. 

And then Robin’s voice, breaking the silence. 

“Oh God. My water—”

 

~

 

“A boy,” said a man’s voice. “One month premature.” 

Billie opened her eyes. The soulless hospital lighting and hard-backed chairs of the waiting room remitted the sensation of being instantly hungover. 

Expecting Noah, she was startled to find the preacher standing before her. 

“Is the baby going to be okay?” she asked. 

“The doctor said he was doing fine, all things considered.” Reverend Joy looked haggard, his collar bent. “The baby will have to stay here for the time being but the doctor is confident that he’ll thrive.”

Billie sat up, straightening her back. “And Robin?”

“Recovering.” The Reverend sat down in the chair next to her. “Noah and Maya are with her now.” 

She let herself exhale, relieved. The awkwardness immediately followed, sitting next to the man who had tried to exorcise her from his church. A nurse, tired and forlorn-looking, walked past. She offered them a weak smile before turning the corner. 

“Don’t you believe in God?” he asked, in a tone that was neither angry nor condemning. Just curious. 

“I never said I didn’t.” 

“What you believe in,” he said, “are ghosts. Fairy tales. ”

Billie didn’t reply. She had neither the strength nor the will for an ecumenical debate. Sighing, she said, “You saw what happened back there.”

“I saw a bunch of people screaming in terror and confusion. And then Robin went into labour.” 

She could have countered with something about the Holy Ghost but it would have felt like a cheap shot. Let it go. Billie had no need to convince anyone about what she believed in. 

She looked down at her boots. Still wet, the suede ruined. At least it was warm in the waiting room. “Do they have a name picked out?” she asked.

His face flattened. “I didn’t even think to ask.” 

Billie stood, slowly. Her left knee hurt from slipping on the ice, the cut exposed in the torn material. “If it had been a baby girl, do you know what her name would be?” 

“Please.” His voice tinged with disdain. “We’ve had enough fantasy for one night. Let’s not broach another absurd idea.”

“We both know what her name would be,” she said.

His face darkened. After a moment, he said, “I had hoped that we could call a truce. You and I.” 

“Call off your parishioner assault team. Then we can talk truce.” Billie stepped away, not wanting to be anywhere near the man. “If they walk into my bar again, I guarantee you will end up with the most haunted church in Hamilton.” 

She took the elevator down two floors and crossed the hospital lobby. The sight of Mockler pushing through the entry doors made her quicken her limp. 

“Hey,” he said, gathering her up. “I came as fast as I could. Are you all right?” 

“No.”

He held her back, looking her over. A bloodied knee poking through the ripped jeans. “Are you hurt?”

“Just take me home. Okay?”

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 24 

 

 

“ARE YOU SURE about this colour?”

“It’s gonna look great,” she said. “Trust me.” 

Mockler ran the roller out and then stepped back to survey the fresh paint on the wall. A shade of white with some ridiculous name. Winter frost or some such thing.  “It looks too bright.” 

“It’ll tone down once it dries,” Billie said, teetering on the ladder. Cutting the trim between the ceiling and the wall. 

They had gotten an early start, arriving just after nine to begin painting the new apartment. The bedroom got a first coat before they moved on to the living room. A little more cutting here, working around the bay window that overlooked West Avenue. 

“I hate painting.” 

She looked down at him from her shaky perch. “Do you want to switch? I’ll roll, you can do the trim?”

“No thanks,” he said. “You’re better at that than I am.” 

“I like painting,” she said, concentrating to cut a straight line with the brush. 

“So I can see. You got it all over you.” 

Billie looked at her hands. Paint all over knuckles, forearms and elbows. More of it spattered on her jeans. “I said I like it, never said I was neat doing it.” 

“What’s there to like?”

“It’s one of those tasks where you have something tangible to show for your efforts.” 

He looked unconvinced. “Hey,” he said. “Thanks for helping me with this.” 

She blew him a kiss, planting a smudge of white on her chin, and they went back to it, rolling and cutting until the doorbell rang. 

He set the roller down. “Pizza’s here.” 

 

Sitting on the floor, their backs to a wall that had been primed but untouched by the white. The open pizza box was from Bella Pizza, the ales from Collective Arts.

“It’s a big space,” Billie said, looking over the room.

“Won’t be once I get all the furniture in.” He reached for another slice. “Where am I gonna put everything?”

She wagged her chin at the south wall. “Put the Hi-Fi cabinet there, then hang your Hopper print over it.” 

“Shouldn’t the sofa go there?” 

“I’d put the sofa over there. But we can try it both ways.” She wiped her hands on her jeans, reached for her beer. “That vintage furniture you scored from your neighbour is gonna look really nice in here. I’m jealous.”

“Don’t be. The place is yours, too.”

Mockler closed the pizza box and they sat quietly, the smell of paint around them. 

Billie picked at the dried crust of white on her knuckles. “You understand that, right? About not moving in together.”

“Sure. You don’t really love me.”

That word. 

“Don’t be mean.” She elbowed him, making him laugh. “I know it would be practical to find a place together, or for you to move in with me. But I don’t want to be practical. It’s too soon.” 

“Have you ever lived with someone?” 

“A guy?” she asked. “Once. It was disastrous. I like having my own place.”

He picked at the label on the bottle. “If we were to move in together, just hypothetically, would what’s-his-face come, too?” 

“It’s Tom, not what’s-his-face.” Billie tilted her head, rolling the idea around. “I guess so. He’s haunting me, not the flat.” 

“You’d want him to, wouldn’t you?”

She grinned, guilty as charged. “He’s family.” 

Back on their feet, they opened another can of Ice Mist-whatever and went back to work. 

“I can’t believe those dicks suspended you,” Billie said. “So unfair.”

“They’re not dicks. Just worried about how it looks. Three months and it’ll all be forgotten.”

“Have you thought about what you’re gonna do?” Billie asked. “Three months is a long time.”

“Dunno. I’ll have to live cheaply for a while, I suppose.” 

She dipped her brush, scraped the excess on the rim of the can. “Maybe it’s time to reflect. Think about doing something else.”

“That occurred to me, but I like what I do. As hard as it can be, dealing with families and the trauma they endure, it’s hard to imagine doing something else. You know?”

“That’s an enviable thing, knowing what you’re meant to do.” Distracted, she let a few drops escape from the brush. They hit the floor where the dropcloth didn’t reach, spotting the weathered hardwood. She cursed, wiping it up with a rag. 

“What time do you have?” Her phone was in her backpocket but her fingers were sticky with white. 

“Just after two,” he said. “You have plans?”

“I wanted to go by the hospital, see how Robin’s doing.” She turned and batted her eyes at him. “Do you mind if I abandon you after this wall?” 

“You’re fine. Hell, I got three months to do this,” he said. And then she threw the rag at him. 

 

~

 

It was the tiniest thing she had ever seen, lying under the protective hood of the incubator. Pink and raw, with long thin fingers. Billie’s experiences with babies was practically nil. 

“How long will he stay in this thing?” she asked, hoping she didn’t sound too ignorant.

“A few more days,” Robin said, standing next to Billie. Her face still had some puffiness to it but otherwise she looked fine. Happy. “Four weeks early isn’t too much of a scare. We might even bring him home in a week, fingers crossed.” 

“Sit down,” Billie said. “You’re making me nervous being on your feet.”

“I need some exercise, cooped up in here.” She eased back into a chair anyway. 

It was impossible not to stare at the little guy. The focal point of everything in the room. “How’s Maya?”

“Eager to hold her little brother. She thinks it’s mean that we’re keeping him in a box. ‘He’s not a cat, you know,’ she says.” 

“And Noah?” She almost didn’t want to ask. The impact he must have felt, learning the truth. 

“He’s happy,” Robin replied. “Well, he’s a nervous Nellie in here, pestering the nurses about what they’re doing. But he’s good.”

“I can’t stop staring at him.” Billie settled back into her chair, mesmerized. “You decide on a name yet?”

“Connor,” said Robin. “Connor Dietrich.” 

“Sounds like a movie star.” 

The banal noise of the hospital ward crept through the door. Robin reached and touched Billie’s arm. “Thank you,” she said. “For everything you did. I’m sorry we treated you so shittily.”

“Don’t worry about it. It all worked out.” Realizing she was being presumptuous, Billie turned to the new mom. “It did work out, didn’t it?”

Robin nodded. “The house is quiet. No cold spots, no thumping.” 

Their gaze turned, as if synchronized, to the baby born at 34 weeks. Billie was tempted to ask but bit her lip. It seemed too personal. 

“I think it’s her,” Robin said, startling Billie with a flash of mind-reading. “Or a part of her, anyway.” 

Billie agreed with nothing more than a shy nod. It was almost too beautiful to contemplate for too long without losing the dry eyes, so the conversation drifted safely over to the weather and the bitter winds of February. 

 

~

 

Coffee with Kaitlin, then down to the antique shops on Ottawa Street. She wanted to get Mockler a house-warming present for his new place but didn’t trust her own taste. Jen was the obvious go-to for such a task but she was tied up at the Doll House. So she dragged Kaitlin with her. 

“What about something for the kitchen?” Kaitlin asked, ambling down an aisle of vintage melamine dishes and Formica-topped tables. “Dudes never have the right cooking stuff.” 

Billie made a squishy face. “I’d like it to be a little more, you know, personal. But kitchen stuff is a good back-up.” 

“Flowers?”

“For a guy?”

Kaitlin frowned. “Why don’t you just surprise him when he comes home. Wearing nothing but a bow on your head. Dudes like that.”

“So not me.” Spotting something, Billie held up a heavy bookend shaped like an old pistol, the six-shooter kind used in old Westerns. Bronze, with green felt on the bottom. “How about this? Kinda kitschy.”

“That’s more your style,” Kaitlin said. “Is he into kitsch? Or books?” 

The bookend went back to its twin on the shelf. They kept looking. 

“So,” Kaitlin said, flipping through a crate of old records. “He’s cool with you not wanting to live together?”

“Yeah. Well, maybe a little put out, but otherwise, he’s fine. He knows I like living alone.” 

Kaitlin lifted a record from the rest. The Yardbirds. “I don’t get the appeal. The condo seems way too big now that Kyle’s gone. Too quiet.”

“You thinking about getting a smaller place?”

“No. A roommate.” Flipping further along the stacked records, Kaitlin pulled up another. Showed it to Billie. “How about this?”

A woman with blues eyes, sheltered under an umbrella. “What is it?”

“French pop from the sixties. It’s awesome stuff.” 

Billie took the record sleeve, looked at the back, but the text was in French. “Maybe a stack of records is a good idea. He’s got that awesome Hi-Fi cabinet now.”

“Didn’t he get that for you?” 

 “Another back-up idea.” Billie slipped the vinyl back into the crate. “Do you really want to get a roomie?”

“If I can find the right person. Not a friend, though. Sharing a place is like a stake through the heart for any friendship.” 

“You need a roomie like Tom,” Billie said. “Never eats your food, never hogs the bathroom or blasts shitty music.” 

“He just looks like something out of a Rob Zombie movie,” Kaitlin countered. “No thanks.” 

“Nobody’s perfect.” Billie scanned the shelves around them and sighed. “I don’t think I’m gonna find anything here.” 

“Do you want to try Ikea or something?”

“Barf. Maybe I should just go with something for the kitchen.” 

“Nothing says love more than a crockpot,” Kaitlin said. “Hey, has that stupid reporter hassled you again?”

“No. Why?”

“That dumb bitch put up a website. Sort of a tip-line for anyone with information.”

Horrified, Billie said, “On me?” 

“Not just you, the whole occult-slash-devil-worship scene. You don’t want to see the comments posted there. It’s like a magnet for internet outrage.” 

Billie had her phone out. “What’s it called?” 

“Don’t waste your time. It’s awful.” 

Ignoring the advice, Billie tossed Amanda Troy’s name into the search bar, along with the terms tip-line and occult. An austere page popped up, an adjunct page to Amanda Troy’s own website. The banner read Occult Tip-line. A phone number and a few posts by the host. Reams and reams of nasty comments. 

“Told you not to look,” Kaitlin said. 

“Remind me not to doubt you again.” Billie killed the page, dropped the phone back into her pocket and they went out into the cold. Kaitlin suggested a few other shops on the strip and Billie shrugged and let her friend lead the way. Her mind was elsewhere, stuck on the phone number for the tip line, wondering if it rang through to the reporter’s cell or just an answering machine. 

 

~

 

“Don’t use that shot,” said Amanda. “It’s unnecessary.”

The editor paused the cut, freezing the frame on the monitor. “It’s just a cutaway.” 

The editing suite was dim. Amanda Troy sat next to the editor as he showed her the cut for her next piece. It was late and his fingers were crossed that this was the final cut but Troy was exacting. Nigh lethal when it came to her own screen time. 

“It’s redundant,” Amanda said, levelling death-ray eyes at him. “And I look bored, like I don’t care. Find another cutaway or cut it altogether.”

The editor swung his chair back to face the monitor. “Fine. We’ll cut it.”

“I’m sure there’s a better shot of me in the footage.” She got up out of the swivel chair, phone in her hand like she had some pressing engagement hanging over her. Which she always did, thank you very much. “Find it.” 

“That’s gonna take another hour or so. I wanna get out of here before midnight.” 

“Shit,” Amanda sputtered, raising her phone to see the time. “I’m late. Just do it, Randall. Your credit’s on that piece, too.” 

She ran out of the dim editing suite, pricey heels clicking on the floor as she disappeared into the hallway. 

The editor slumped in his chair, accepting his fate like a condemned man walking the plank. He couldn’t afford to cross the ambitious reporter in her quest for righteous truth. Or cheap clickbait headlines. 

 

Gunning the car up Sanford Avenue, Amanda glanced at the dashboard clock. Three minutes late for the appointed time with her latest informant. An empty storefront on Barton East, near Sherman. Go round back, her informant had texted. The door in the alley would be unlocked. All very cloak-and-dagger, but Amanda didn’t mind. She wasn’t too concerned with tardiness, either. Not with these informants anyway. Eager to divulge secrets or play a part in a bigger story, they would wait until she got there. This one, the latest from the tip-line she had set up, promised to reveal new dirt on her favourite psychic and current public whipping target. 

The building in question turned out to be an old shoestore, shuttered for a very long time. A quaint sign rose vertically up the brick facade, all dead neon and art deco typography. The rust and rot so familiar in this city. Parking before the boarded up windows, she went around the building to the alleyway where a single bulb lit the archway over the back door. The hinges squealed as she yanked it open and stepped inside. 

 Dark. The only light was a thin yellow wash from a mechanic’s pendant light, dangling on a cord, that barely lit the quiet vault-like space of the deserted shoe store. The air felt heavy, thick with the smell of mold and rot. Two battered looking chairs were set into the middle of the cracked parquet floor, facing one another. Presumably one was meant for her. Whoever this informant was, they were clearly into theatrics. A bored drama teacher from the local high school, one with an unnatural interest in the occult.

“Hello?” Her voice echoed through the stillness. It felt damp in here. 

One of the chairs moved. All on its own, scraping against the floor. Pulled back, like an invitation to sit. 

Amanda Troy startled, then immediately brushed aside her fright. “Nice trick,” she said out loud. 

More silence. She stepped closer to the centre of the floor. “I appreciate the theatrics, but I don’t have a lot of time. My camera crew is waiting for me just outside.”

That last detail was bluff, of course. Just a warning, in case this ‘informant’ had some nasty ideas in mind. Annoyed, she crossed the floor and sat down in the chair that had been pulled out for her. 

“Okay. I’m here. You got thirty seconds to show yourself before I leave.” 

Footfalls finally. Heels clipping the parquet floor and then a figure emerging from the darkness. Small-framed and dressed in black, difficult to make out any features in the weak lighting from the caged bulb. 

The reporter didn’t recognize the woman until she was standing right in front of her. And a chill shot up Amanda Troy’s spine. 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter 25 

 

 

BILLIE SPUN THE empty chair around and dropped into it, draping her arms across the top rail. The loathsome reporter looked startled for a moment but it passed quickly. Hardly satisfying. She wanted to scare the hell out of the nosy bitch. 

“Well,” Amanda said. She was actually smiling now. “If it isn’t the mystery woman herself. Have you decided to tell your side of the story?” 

Billie felt her stomach churn, equal parts trepidation and anger. She wasn’t good with conflict. The other woman, however, seemed to relish it. 

“I like the trick with the chair.” Amanda had her phone in hand. She thumbed on the voice recorder, holding it out to capture the conversation like she was interviewing some twee celebrity. “That actually spooked me. How’d you do that?” 

Billie remained still. “What’s your family like?” 

“We’re not here to talk about me.”

“Just a rough sketch,” Billie said. “Mom and dad? Maybe a sister? Nice house up on the mountain, somewhere nice like Binbrook or Ancaster. Two dogs.” 

Amanda looked bored. Had, in fact, perfected the art of conveying arch boredom to prod the conversation along. “I’m not the story here. I want to talk about you. In your words.” 

She was good, Billie acknowledged. Luring her in with the tease of being heard. Flirting through empathy. 

“What’s it like, being psychic?” the reporter went on. “Have you always had a sixth sense?”

“It’s a curse,” Billie answered. “Back to your family for a bit. Let me guess. Mom and dad divorced, you and sis caught in the middle and it got ugly. Boatloads of issues and therapy. You channel that anger into ambition. Become a reporter, with your eye on something bigger. Your sister goes in the opposite direction. Trouble. Booze and bad relationships.” 

Outside the grimy windows, the wind blew. The dessicated branches of a rose bush scraped the glass, like skeleton fingers trying to claw inside. 

“A brother, actually.” Amanda Troy eyed her quarry carefully. “He’s always been a mess. Why the interest in my family?”

Billie shrugged. “Every family’s cursed in its own way. Curious what yours is.” 

“To prove a point? Turn the tables on me, show me how awful it is to have a stranger air your dirty laundry.” Amanda allowed herself a tiny smile as the other woman flinched. “The thing is, Sybil, I’m not passing myself off as something I’m not. Nor am I interfering with police investigations or fraudulently giving hope to grieving families.” 

It was like a chess game now. And Billie never did get the hang of that game. Tread carefully. She turned the ring on her finger, a big gaudy piece of rhinestone that Jen had unearthed at a flea market. Flashy trashy Gypsy bling. “When I saw your exposé, my first thought was ‘what did I ever do to her?’ But this isn’t really about me, is it? Or it’s not just me. So what is it, Amanda? The occult thing? The psychic thing?”

The woman barely flinched, but it was there. A tightening at the mouth, a momentary pursing of the plump lips. What Mockler called the tell. 

“Psychics, huh?” Billie said, narrowing the game. “So what happened? Some psychic rip you off so bad you declared war on them?” 

The reporter seemed at a loss for words. That had to have been a rare thing. 

Billie wasn’t in the mood for mercy. “You got your heart broken by some guy and you went to a psychic about it. Got fleeced. Am I close?”

Amanda Troy tapped the screen on her phone, killing the voice recorder. “It was my mom, if you must know. This was after dad split and my brother and I had both moved out. She kinda lost her mind for a while, seeing fortune-tellers. Not just one, a whole network of them. She blew serious coin on these dirtbags. For years, hiding it. By the time I found out, it was too late. She’d re-mortgaged the house.” 

The anger in her gut was losing its heat. Billie didn’t want to let it go but it was dissipating all the same. “I’m sorry.” 

“Sure,” Amanda replied, nodding her head very slowly. “That makes it okay, then. You saying sorry. You’re right, though. This is a little personal, but there’s more to it than that. It’s about people like you. The scam artists who prey on the vulnerable. Bottom feeders, all of you.” 

“I don’t represent those people. Just me. And you made this personal with your shitty little exposé. Didn’t anyone ever tell you that you can’t make yourself taller by stepping on other people?”

The reporter’s eyes hardened, the game resuming. “Why don’t we cut the bullshit, Sybil. We both know the whole thing is a scam. The recorder’s off, so just fess up. Tell the truth for once.” 

A thud, sharp and out of place, sounded from the far corner. Where it was dark. 

Amanda flinched but recovered quickly. Another trick, no doubt. Then another godawful scraping noise broke the stillness, a chair by the wall skidding across the floor right up to the woman. 

Fighting hard to stay composed, Amanda Troy raised one skeptical eyebrow. “Is that hooked up to a wire or something?”

“No.” 

“I see. So, you’re moving stuff with your psychic powers? What do they call that, telekinesis?”

“I’m not doing it.” 

The reporter stiffened but kept up the snark. “So it’s a ghost?”

“He’s much more than just a ghost,” Billie said. “He’s a guardian angel. With me, anyway. Over-protective.” 

Amanda shook her head in disappointment. “I really hoped we could cut the bullshit—” 

The phone lifted from her hand, rising vertically into the air. It hung there before the reporter’s eyes and then dropped to the floor, face up. A gasp, Amanda Troy held her breath until everything went still. When she reached for it, the glass screen cracked, as if stomped by an invisible fist. 

Amanda jerked back. This wasn’t funny. 

Billie regarded the reporter. “Have you ever felt a ghost, Amanda? It’s not just cold, it’s unearthly cold. The kind that goes right into your bones.” 

Amanda screamed when she felt a hand on her arm. Small, like a child’s hand. Then another on her neck. The chill of it sent her rearing up, kicking the chair over, scrambling away from the other woman. She was trying to say something, spitting out some obscenity when another cold wave cut right through her. She bolted for the door. 

Everything went quiet again. The cracked phone, abandoned on the floor, let out one tiny ping before it went dark forever. 

 

~

 

Slipping out of the cold of the street into the equally cold foyer of her building, Billie shivered as she fetched the mail from the box. Crisp business-sized envelopes that could only be bills, two junk flyers and one letter, the address hand-written. She smiled at the return address.

Cousin Earl. Yay. 

Clomping up the stairs back to her flat, she was cold and needing hot tea and trashy TV. Something goofy and fun, like a rom-com with Hugh Grant. Then, settled under a blanket with a hot mug, she would open the letter. The unexpected handwritten correspondence felt like a present under the Christmas tree. A delightful surprise— 

The television was already on, blasting a soccer game. The smell of cigarette smoke in the air. 

“Hullo, Billie!” 

Gantry, sprawled on her ratty sofa, feet up on the coffee table. He didn’t even get up, just raised a hand and gave a little wave. 

“Please,” Billie said, slipping out of her boots and coat. “Just make yourself at home.”

“Ta! You need to do some shopping. The icebox is looking anemic.” 

Stepping around the sofa, she dropped the mail onto the table. “When did you get back?”

“Few hours ago.” He nodded to the cans of lager on the table. “Want one?”

“I’m gonna make some tea.” She looked at him. “Nice to see you.”

“Ditto.” 

That was it as far as a reunion went. She crossed into the kitchen to put the kettle on, surprised at how casual it all felt. She disliked him smoking in her flat but finding him unannounced in her home seemed normal somehow. Like a bad habit, settling in. 

Gantry killed the television when she came back with her tea and folded herself into the wide armchair. 

“You look well,” he said. “Anything happen while I was away?”

Billie blew on her tea. A lot had happened but she wasn’t in the mood to rehash it all now. “Nothing much.”

“No spooky business?” he questioned, eyes brimmed with suspicion. “No signs of Old Scratch or any other diabolical menace?”

“Nope. Tell me about your trip. Did you find what you were looking for?”

“Do we ever?” He slugged on the can. “Mostly a wash, really.”

“Tell me about your family. Who’s this sister of yours?”

“You don’t want to be bored with all that.”

“I do, actually. Bore away.”

She was astonished to hear about Connie and Hannah. It seemed completely implausible that the mysterious and sometimes sinister John Gantry had such a normal family across the Atlantic. That he had a brother-in-law whom he considered a half-witted clod unworthy of his sister, but, he added, we each choose our own misery. 

“Connie sounds lovely,” Billie said. She couldn’t stop smiling. “I always wished I had a sister.” 

“She has her good points,” he mused. “But she can be a pill at times.” 

“Who’d have guessed it,” she teased. “John Gantry, the softie.”

He finished the lager, crushed the can. “Piss off.”

“Your eyes light up when you talk about Hannah. The proud uncle.” 

“She’s a good kid. Despite that walking toadstool of a father.” He sat up and reached down for something on the floor beside him. “Almost forgot. I got something for you.” 

“You did?” Billie perked up, surprised. Then wary. 

“No time to wrap it or anything.” A large white shopping bag lifted into view and he handed it across to her. 

“What is it?”

“The finest in tacky souvenirs from the Empire.”

Reaching into the bag, Billie pulled out a courier bag emblazoned with the Union Jack. Very loud in its red and blue, almost garish. 

Her eyes lit up. “I love it!” 

“Not your colour, I know,” he said. “But they don’t make the Jack in shades of black.” 

A second item weighted down the plastic shopping bag. She plucked out a massive tea mug that read Her Ladyship. Billie squee’d with delight. “Thank you!”

Gantry cracked open another lager and clinked the can against her mug in cheers. “Happy Birthday.” 

“Here.” She handed him her phone and then slung the bag over one shoulder. Held up the huge mug and posed. A rare exception to her photographic allergy. “Take a picture.” 

He fumbled with the stupid phone, aiming all wrong in a shot that elided most of her face. “What is it with you kids, needing to photograph every damn moment.” 

She took the phone, looked at the screen. “You cut off my head.”

“Got the smile, though, didn’t I? That rare Culpepper smile.” 

“Piss off,” she shot back. Then she clutched the bag and the mug. “I do love them, though. So tacky, they’re amazing. And the cup is perfect. Mine keep getting broken by a certain clumsy roommate.”

Gantry looked over his shoulder. “Where is the little shit anyway?” 

“Near the window,” Billie said. “Restraining himself.” 

He reached for his cigarettes. “Honestly, luv, you need to trade him in for a new pet. Like a cat. Felines are pure fucking evil but a cat would be a marked improvement over the legless wonder.” 

“Keep talking like that and I’ll sic him on you.” 

Her phone chirped. Picking it up, she read the text message. Smiled. 

Gantry mocked a convulsion of vomit. “Jesus, him too?” 

“Don’t be an asshole.”

“When are you going to smarten up and realize you can do better than that useless copper? Girl like you, Jesus.” 

She lowered the phone. “Sneer all you want, mister Gantry, but I see right through your bluff. You like him, too.” 

“He’s coming over, isn’t he?” He was on his feet, shrugging on his coat. “I’m too jet-lagged to stomach that right now.” 

“Oh, don’t be like that. Stay.” 

He returned momentarily, but only to fetch up his beer and take it with him. “No thanks, luv.”

“Where are you going? Do you need somewhere to crash?” She couldn’t believe she was offering her place. 

“Off to some sleazy bar, to do a little business. I’ll be in touch.” 

Billie leaned against the couch cushions, watching him go. “Business? Is that why you came back?” 

Gantry yanked the door open, propping it open with an elbow. “Little side project of mine. Something I think I need your help with.”

“Oh? What’s that?”

He stopped to look back at her. “Getting me wife out of Hell.” 

The door clicked shut behind him. The room quiet, but the stink of smoke lingered. Billie shook her head at his comment. Sometimes, she just didn’t get British humour. 

The phone chirped again. Another text from Mockler. 

You were right about the colour. Furniture set up. Looks good. 

Her thumbs flew, texting back: Told ya so!

The paint fumes are giving me a headache. 

She tapped out her reply: Poor dear. 

Very funny. Do you want some company? Yes or no?

Her thumbs flew again: Yes please!

Be there in 10

Dropping the phone, she felt her mouth contort into a grin at the prospect of seeing him. It had been a long day and she wanted to see her man. Wanted to nestle up against his warmth under the covers and drift off, safe and sound. 

She folded her legs under her and picked up the enormous mug Gantry had given her, smiling at the logo again. Her Ladyship. It probably needed to be washed before using it but she didn’t care and emptied her tea into the Ladyship mug and sipped at it. The earlier chill rattling her bones had finally dissipated. 

She remembered the letter. 

Retrieving it from the table, she tore it open. A short missive. 

 

Dear Billie, 

I hope this letter finds you well. I wanted to thank you for lunch the other day, and for taking me to visit Mary Agnes. Seeing her headstone had more impact than I had anticipated and I hadn’t realized how much I missed her. But I am so glad you got in touch with me. I hope we can see more of each other in the future. Family, as difficult or strange as it can be, is ultimately all that we have and time passes too quickly to forget that. 

All is well out here in the countryside. Thank you so much for the missing clue to our mysterious family history. I have already made some progress connecting the dots to the Cleary clan and am hoping to dig up more. In the meantime, I added a few more branches to the family tree and thought you might like to see. It’s enclosed here. 

I’ll be in touch soon. All the best. 

Sincerely,

Earl 

 

What was it Gantry had said? The rare Culpepper smile. It was back, brightening as she read the letter. It made her happy to think of this man as family, a long lost relation now reunited. Earl was kind and sweet and without judgement. So what if every family was cursed? It also meant that each was blessed, in its own peculiar way. How else could it be? She looked at the enclosed diagram. A printed copy of the genealogical table, revised with the newly uncovered roots. The Culpepper-Cleary clan. Her smile beamed wider as she studied the newly expanded family tree. 
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AFTERWORD

 

WELL, THERE IT is. The sixth book in the series. If you're reading this, I just want to say a sincere thank you for coming along for the ride. I hope it's been as much fun to read as it has been to write. And, if you've ever posted a review, sent me an email or a tweet or dropped by Facebook to say hi, then a double thank you. Writing is a weird, lonely business. I absolutely love what I do, but pushing a book  out into the world is like sending a message in a bottle out to sea. Hearing back from readers lets me know that I'm on the right track. 

That amazing cover photograph is courtesy Natalia Deprina, the very talented artist who graced the cover of the last book. 

If, like Kaitlin and I, you are curious about the history of psychics, I highly recommend a podcast called Stuff Mom Never Told You. Hosts Cristen Conger and Caroline Ervin unearth a ton of info on psychics and decipher its meanings on a social, political and cultural level. The psychic episode is just one gem on their roster, every episode is stellar and highly recommended. 

Vice has a surprising number of articles on the subject, too. This one, How do Psychics Survive in New York City, is a good sample of their fascination on the subject. 

Also, I'm curious if anyone here is from Billie's adopted city of Hamilton. If you live there now, or have any time in the past, send me an email or a tweet or stop by Facebook and let me know. I'm really curious if any Hamiltonians read the Spookshow. I love Hamilton. The missus and I just bought a house there, with vague plans to relocate in a few years, but for now, it's a rental unit. It's a beautiful old house that just happens to be right across the street from Mockler's new place and about a twenty minute walk from Billie's dilapidated building. 

If you're curious about the city, this article in the Guardian is a good introduction. The writer's blog, This Must be the Place, is also a fantastic resource to the Ambitious City. 

That's all for now. Again, thank you for taking part in this strange tale about a girl and her ghosts. It's truly appreciated. I'm off to book an appointment with the psychic on the corner. Be well. 

 

Tim

April 2016

 

 

 

 

 

IF you’d like to be notified of the next book release, sign up for the newsletter below. If you have any thoughts you can leave a review, contact me through my website or through Facebook, where I tend to post random pictures. 
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Natalia Deprina is a photographer and artist in Russia. Her work, in my opinion, is outstanding. You can see more of it here. 
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