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Chapter 1

“Stop the car!” My best friend, Helen Holliday, thumped the dashboard with her hand. “There’s a sign partially hidden behind that tree.”

I checked no one was behind us before hitting the brakes. I needn’t have worried. I hadn’t seen another car for five miles and had only had to pull over into a ditch twice to let tractors by. We were in the Cotswolds, an area known for its beautiful golden stone built houses, cute thatched cottages, and cripplingly bad traffic when the tourists flocked in during the holidays.

“What does the sign say?” I peered through the last few autumn tinged leaves.

“We have four choices,” said Helen. “The village of Batsford is behind us. Then to the right is Lower Lemington. And in front of us, is Draycott or Aston Magna.”

“We want the last one,” I said as I read through the printed instructions sent by our new employers, Mr. and Mrs. Bellamy. “Their house is in the center of Aston Magna, on a small rise, set back from the road, according to the information they've given me.”

“Show me the pictures of the house again?” asked Helen.

I pulled out my phone and flipped through the photos until I found an image of the cottage. “It looks like there have been two extensions added to it.” I pointed to the two side extensions, both on staggered levels, but blending in perfectly with the original solid white walls and thick dark beams that stretched across the front of the cottage. The windows were small and lead lined, and a heavy thatch dominated the building.

“Maybe we’ll get a wing to ourselves,” said Helen with a contented sigh. “It’s so beautiful.”

I nodded as I tucked my phone back into my purse. Flipper poked his nose over the seat and rested his furry head on my shoulder.

“We’re not there yet,” I said to him, giving his fur a ruffle. “You can go back to sleep if you like.”

Flipper was my best friend with four legs. We’d been together ever since I’d found him abandoned by the side of the road. We went everywhere together, and he liked nothing more than a long car journey. It gave him a chance to catch up on his sleep.

“It’s such a shame our last job had to end,” said Helen. “After we sorted out that business with Archie Musgrave’s ghost, I hoped the family might decide to stay.”

I shifted the car into gear and headed in the direction of Aston Magna. “They gave it a good go, but I don’t blame them for wanting to move abroad. It would put me off, living in a house where I knew my ex-husband had been murdered.” Our last employers, Ben and Juliette Musgrave, had lived in a beautiful house in Wiltshire, and Helen and I had been employed to help run the household. Unfortunately, our day jobs were interrupted by the ghost of the first Mr. Musgrave, who was convinced he’d been murdered. And after much investigation, it turned out he had.

That was a talent of mine I never shared when seeking a new job; I had an ability to see ghosts. Gained after a near death experience of my own when I was a child, I was now able to see and feel ghosts. But I’d never been able to speak to one. It led to some frustrating and often amusing attempts at communication.

“It’s lovely that Juliette’s pregnant,” said Helen. “She’ll make a great mom.”

“And I just know Ben will be an amazing dad,” I said. “I hope they’re happy in their new home in Tuscany.”

“And you never know; once they are settled, they may decide to make use of our services and ask us to join them. I do love Italy.”

I nodded. Although I wasn’t sold on the baby idea. Not just yet. Flipper was all the fur baby I needed. “A few months in the sunshine would have been ideal.” I glanced out of the car window and noted the grey clouds scudding across the autumn sky. It was thick coats and boots weather. I did love autumn. It was my favorite season, but I always missed the sunshine when it went into hibernation. When working in the UK, that was often for a long time.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t get a position for Zach, as well, this time,” said Helen. “I did work hard to convince the Bellamys he is the best gardener they could ever want. But, apparently, they have an excellent gardener, who looks after the grounds, and I couldn’t convince them they needed anybody else.”

“It’s not a problem,” I said. “It would have been nice to have him here, but he’s only ten miles down the road.”

“Yes, a stroke of luck that they were hiring,” said Helen. “Hope you don’t miss him too much.”

Zach was my boyfriend. We’d been dating for several months, having met at a previous job, when I’d revealed to him my ghostly talents. He’d taken some convincing but was now more comfortable with my ability to see ghosts.

“I’ll get to see plenty of Zach. And I won’t be able to spend too long away from him, or Flipper will start to pine for Jessie.” Jessie was a new addition to Zach’s household, having been set free by Zach and me after discovering her in a cage that she’d lived in for three years. Jessie was a sweet and loyal dog, and Flipper was besotted with her, as was Zach.

“Yes, you can’t keep true love apart for long.” Helen winked at me. “And maybe, I’ll find my ideal man in this quaint little place as well.”

“It would be nice for you to find somebody,” I said. “Or maybe you could just get a dog.” As much as I liked Zach, I had been content when it was just Flipper and me.

Helen wrinkled her nose. “I want more than a dog as a companion.”

“Flipper is excellent company,” I said. “I know you love him almost as much as I do.”

“I do love Flipper.” Helen glanced onto the backseat where Flipper was already snoring gently. “But I want someone who can cuddle me.”

“Flipper gives good cuddles,” I said.

“And someone who doesn’t smell like a wet blanket when he’s been outside in the rain,” said Helen.

“After he’s had a bath, Flipper smells lovely,” I said.

“I also want someone who can take me out for dinner and show me a good time,” said Helen. “And before you say anything, Flipper’s idea of a good time is gnawing on a giant bone and then a long walk along a muddy lane. I want more than a dog can provide.”

“Fair enough,” I said with a smile. “We can focus on finding you someone lovely, who only has two legs.” We cruised along a narrow tree-lined lane, and I stopped at a crossroads and looked around, taking in the well-maintained detached houses and neat front gardens. “There’s plenty of wealth in the area if you’re still insisting on looking for someone with money to marry.”

“It’s not just the money,” said Helen, a serious expression on her face. “But my own family has ancient bloodlines. I want to respect that.”

“Wasn’t one of your distant great uncles twice removed connected to Oliver Cromwell?”

“That’s right,” said Helen.

“And wasn’t he involved with the Witch Finder General? He had all those innocent women burned at the stake.”

“No, burning witches didn’t happen all that often,” said Helen. “They mainly hung them.”

“That’s so much better,” I said.

“You know I have a thing about men with posh accents,” said Helen, dismissing her dubious family connections with a wave of one hand. “I could never date someone with a squeaky voice or someone who drops his t’s. And I do like a good set of muscles.”

“Posh with muscles,” I said. “Anything else you want to add to your wish list?”

“Kindness is a must,” said Helen, “and a nice laugh. And he must be able to make me laugh as well.”

“That sounds more like it.” I turned my attention back to the road. “If we go straight across this crossroads, the house should be up on the left.”

“I’ll be glad to get out and stretch my legs.” Helen shifted in her seat and rolled her shoulders as we continued our journey.

We’d been driving for over two hours, and I was also ready for a break. “Almost there,” I said. “I’m looking forward to exploring.”

“Me too,” said Helen. “And that pub we just drove past looks adorable.”

I glanced in the rearview mirror, and saw a crooked looking thatched building, with tiny windows, and a door more suited to a hobbit than a human. “We’ll have to check it out. They might do a good Sunday lunch.”

“Now you’re talking,” said Helen. “Slow down. That looks like the place.” She pointed out the front window, and I stopped the car next to a white timber clad cottage, with thick, dark wooden beams running along the center. It was just as the pictures showed, with a sturdy thatch and two extensions to the side. A neat cottage garden sat at the front of the house, with a short flight of steps leading to a wooden door.

“This is the place,” I said, “and looks like we’re just in time.” A few large spots of rain hit the window of the car.

Helen hopped out and opened the back door so Flipper could get out. After a quick stretch of his back and a sniff of the ground, he followed Helen to the back of the car, and she pulled out our suitcases.

I followed her, and after a quick look around, noting the peaceful atmosphere on the lane, I grabbed my case and hurried to the front door of the house just as the rain began to fall harder.

Helen and Flipper joined me as I knocked on the door. We waited a few seconds, but couldn’t hear any sounds of movement on the other side.

“Try again or we’ll get soaked if we have to stay out here much longer,” said Helen.

I rapped on the wooden door and then peered through the tiny lead-lined window by the entrance. There were no signs of anybody inside.

“They must have gone out.” Helen shielded her blonde hair ineffectively with her hand. “Let’s wait in the car.”

I nodded and turned back towards the car. My heart skipped a happy beat as I spotted a familiar looking Land Rover driving along the lane towards us. It was Zach and Jessie.

“What are you waiting for?” asked Helen as she opened the car door.

I pointed to Zach’s Land Rover. “We’ve got company.”

Helen looked over before grabbing my case and jumping into the car. “I’ll leave you lovebirds to it.”

I nodded and raised a hand to Zach as he stopped the Land Rover. I ran over and climbed into the passenger seat, Flipper right beside me. He jumped right over me and into the back seat, where Jessie sat, her black ears pricked up and a doggy smile on her face when she spotted Flipper.

“I wasn’t expecting you here.” I gave Zach a kiss on the cheek, enjoying the feel of his rough stubble under my lips.

“I don’t need to be at my new job until this evening,” said Zach. “I thought I’d drop by and see how the two of you are getting on.”

“We’ve just arrived,” I said, “but looks like nobody’s at home.”

Zach took a few seconds to look over the cottage. It gave me an opportunity to admire his dark hair and pale blue eyes. He was not a man for dressing up, preferring his gardener’s trousers and grass stained shirts, but the look suited him. And he was handsome enough without needing smart clothes.

“Looks like a nice place,” he said as he casually took my hand in his and entwined our fingers.

“It will be something different for me,” I said. “I’ve never been a lady’s companion.” My skills and experience were in administration, and I’d been a personal assistant to a number of lords and ladies over the years. But after the last position ended, I needed a new job fast. Helen had spotted a general housekeeper’s job and the position of lady’s companion when she was hunting through the vacancies.

The Bellamys had wanted us to start straightaway and were happy with our experience. Best of all, they were also happy for Flipper to come with me. He was always a part of the package, and if there were ever any queries, I claimed he was my assistance dog, and I needed him to help with the fainting episodes I experienced. It wasn’t a million miles from the truth; whenever a ghost made its presence felt, I often got the chills and felt lightheaded. Flipper was my early warning system and was brilliant at detecting when any ghosts were lurking about.

“If you’ve got some time to spare, what do you want to do?” Zach raised my hand to his lips and kissed the back.

I felt my cheeks heat up. “Helen spotted a nice pub just down the road. We could go and wait in there.”

“That’s not a terrible idea.” Zach leaned towards me and brushed his lips against mine. “I had something a little more intimate in mind.”

“We have two dogs in the back seat and Helen sitting in the other car, watching our every move. There’s no chance of this being intimate.”

Zach grinned at me. “One day, we’ll get more than five minutes to ourselves.”

I hoped that too. Our relationship was going well, with Zach accepting my odd ability to see ghosts and adoring Flipper as much as I did. He didn’t mind for a second that, wherever I went, my best friends came along as well. I included Helen and Flipper in that category.

I wound down the window on the Land Rover and gestured to Helen. She slid her window down an inch. “Have you finished canoodling?” she asked.

“We’re all finished,” I said with a grin. “Thought we’d wait in that pub you spotted.”

“Great idea,” said Helen. “I fancy trying the local cider.”

The rain was now pounding on the roof of the Land Rover, and after a few more seconds of discussion, Helen jumped out of my car and leapt into the back alongside Jessie and Flipper. Once we were all inside, Zach backed up the Land Rover and parked outside the pub.

It was called the Reaper’s Arms, and had a large black scythe painted on the sign outside, with a skeletal hand clutching the pole. The building was a two-story squat structure, with a thatched roof and antique red paint.

“I didn’t spot the gruesome name when we drove past.” Helen gave a shudder and cuddled Flipper to her.

“It’s just a name,” said Zach. “I’ve seen all sorts of oddly named pubs over the years. The Three-Toed Badger, The Parson’s Nose, and my personal favorite, The Flatulent Boar.”

Helen wrinkled her nose. “I’ll give that last one a miss.”

“I’m sure the Reaper’s Arms is lovely inside,” I said. “Let’s go in and see if we can find out anything about our new employer while we’re waiting.”

Chapter 2

We dashed through the rain and into the pub. There were only a few customers inside, all men of retirement age, who clutched their pints of ale and turned to look at us as we walked through the door.

I was pleased to see another dog in the pub, fast asleep by the open fire. Maybe Flipper and Jessie could join him.

Helen nodded at the other customers as she hurried towards the bar. She brushed raindrops from her dark green dress and fluffed up her blonde hair. “Who wants what?” She looked over at me.

“I’ll try some cider,” I said as I walked towards the bar with Zach and the dogs.

“I’ll stick to something soft since I’m driving,” said Zach.

“They might do a nice non-alcoholic cocktail in here,” said Helen with a giggle.

“Orange juice will be fine,” said Zach. “I save my cocktails for the weekend.”

I looked around the bar. The low ceilings, tiny windows, and gaping fireplaces gave it a claustrophobic feel. The dark wood didn’t help with the atmosphere.

A middle-aged woman with a shock of black dyed hair and painted red lips emerged from the back of the bar and walked towards us, a dishcloth slung over one shoulder. “What can I get you?”

“Two halves of local cider and an orange juice,” said Helen.

The woman nodded and took three glasses from the shelf. “Are you staying at the bed-and-breakfast in the village?”

“No, we’re going to be working at the Bellamy house,” I said. “We’ve just tried there, but they must be out.”

“Probably at the cemetery,” muttered one of the men sitting by the fire.

I turned and looked at him. “Why would they be there?”

“Ignore him,” said the woman behind the bar. “He spends so much time in here, most of his brain cells are to be found in the bottom of a glass. I’m Birdie Henshaw. I own this pub.” She extended her hand to me, and I shook it.

“I’m Lorna Shadow. This is Helen Holliday and Zach Booth.” Birdie shook hands with us all.

“What are you going to be doing for the Bellamys?” asked Birdie.

“I’m the new housekeeper,” said Helen brightly. “But I’m also an expert when it comes to a needle and thread. If you know anyone in the village who needs anything doing, just ask me. I’m not sure how busy this job is going to keep me, and I don’t like to be bored.”

Birdie nodded and looked at me. “And what about you?”

“Lady’s companion,” I said. “I usually do administration, but this looks like an interesting role.”

“She needs some company,” muttered the same man from behind us.

Birdie shook her head. “The Bellamys are a nice couple. But I imagine Jasmine does get lonely. She doesn’t work, you see. Spends all her time inside that house on her own. The husband works away at times. He’s an accountant for some big law firm. It must be strange rattling around in there on her own.” She placed our drinks on the bar. “Make sure you’re nice to her.”

“I intend to be,” I said. “Do they often come in here?”

Birdie shook her head as she took some money from Zach for the drinks. “Not that often anymore. They used to. But their lives have changed now. They’re a serious couple. They used to be more light-hearted and fun. They’d come to our quiz night and put up a good fight.”

“What happened to make them so serious?” I asked.

“That’s for you to ask them,” said Birdie. “I don’t like to gossip.”

“That’s not what I heard,” muttered the man behind us.

Birdie pointed a finger at him. “Elvis Crabtree, if you keep making nasty comments like that, you won’t be welcome in here. Then you’ll have to travel five miles to the next pub to get your hands on your favorite tipple.”

Elvis grunted and shifted in his seat. “I only speak the truth.”

“You only speak your version of the truth.” Birdie looked back at me, and her stern features softened. “It’s always nice to have new faces in here. Drop by any time you like. We keep strange hours, but if I’m about, the door is always open. And we have a pie and mash evening on a Thursday. Home-made pie by these fair hands.” She held up her hands for me to inspect.

“Sounds lovely,” said Helen. “I love a home-made pie.” Helen liked all good food, lots of it, and in large portions. I often wondered how she kept her curvy figure in check.

I was much thinner than Helen, with only a few curves that served me, despite enjoying all the lovely food Helen regularly made me. But I didn’t mind, and Zach loved me just as I was.

We took our drinks and sat at a table by the window, looking out at the rain as it flogged down. The dogs sat at our feet, seeming content in their new surroundings.

“It will be nice having this on our doorstep.” Helen took a sip of her cider. “Despite the creepy name.”

“It’s a local legend,” said a man sitting to our right. He wore a tweed jacket, dark trousers, and a white shirt open at the neck. He removed the flat cap on his head to reveal a mess of greying curls. “I’m Harry Parsons. I run the village museum and collate local history about the area. I can tell you all about the different buildings if you’re interested.”

I shook hands with Harry. “I’m Lorna—”

“Yes, I heard your introductions at the bar,” said Harry. “Fine looking dogs you’ve got there.”

“The grey one is mine,” I said, “or rather, I’m his. The black one is Jessie. She belongs to Zach.”

“Your dog looks like a wolf,” said Harry. “That grey fur and the pale eyes. He’s friendly enough, is he?”

“If you’re nice to him, he’ll be nice to you,” I said. Flipper only bared his teeth when he thought I was under threat. “What were you saying about a legend?”

Harry looked up from his inspection of Flipper. “The research I’ve done suggests Aston Magna was once home to Death.”

“Death! As in the mythical figure who arrives to take you to the afterlife?” asked Helen.

“Could be.” Harry rocked back in his seat. “But more likely, it has something to do with the very real family who lived here hundreds of years ago and helped grow the village to what it is now. Their surname was Death, or, more accurately, D’Eath. But everyone pronounces it incorrectly.”

“Were they a wealthy family?” asked Zach.

“They must have been,” said Harry. “They built a number of the larger houses around here. They also established a museum. Lord D’Eath was something of a collector and wanted a space to store his finds. I’m still sorting through everything in the back rooms of the old museum, helping to collate and preserve it all. He traveled all over the world, shipping back things he thought were of interest.”

“Is that why the pub is called the Reaper’s Arms?” I asked. “Is it linked to the unusual family name?”

“Now that is interesting.” Harry’s eyes gleamed with pleasure. “They didn’t build the pub. They had a falling out with another local family, the Fieldmasters. The rivalry spans generations, with fathers passing down the hatred to their sons, and so on. If my research is correct, the Fieldmasters decided it would be amusing to build this pub and call it the Reaper’s Arms as a kick in the eye to their enemy. That’s where the legend about Death coming to stay in Aston Manga comes from, an old feud, and a slip of the tongue when it came to saying a surname.”

“Just so long as we don’t bump into the real Death wandering around the streets, I don’t mind,” said Helen with a shudder.

“The worst you’ll bump into around here is old Elvis staggering away from the pub late at night.” Harry smiled. “Things are quiet in Aston Manga. We like it that way.”

“How long have the Bellamys lived here?” I asked.

“Must be six years now,” said Harry. “They bought the cottage from an old lady, who had lived there for at least fifty years. She didn’t touch the place, so it was something of a museum, in itself. They spent a year renovating it before they moved in, and they’ve been there ever since. I like what they’ve done to it. They’ve kept the character of the cottage, without adding too many modern touches. Hate it when people gut a place and leave nothing of the original bones behind.”

“Do you know where they might be?” I asked. “We were supposed to meet them at the house this afternoon.”

“Well, Elvis was telling the truth.” Harry glanced around the pub. “They do spend a lot of time in the cemetery.”

“What do they do there?” asked Helen. “Are they visiting someone’s grave?”

The door to the pub was pushed open, and a man and woman walked through, looking soaked and weary as they staggered to the bar.

“You can ask them yourself,” said Harry. “Those two are your new employers.”

Chapter 3

“Mr. and Mrs. Bellamy?” I approached the two rain drenched strangers standing at the bar.

The man turned towards me, his glasses steaming up from the warmth of the pub. “That’s right.”

“I’m Lorna Shadow,” I said. “I believe you’re expecting me?”

“My goodness, is it that time already?” Mr. Bellamy inspected his watch, dashing raindrops from the glass. “I’m so sorry. We lost track of time today.”

“It’s not a problem,” I said. “We found this place easily enough.”

He pumped my outstretched hand. “What must you think of us, leaving you stranded outside our house in these conditions?”

“We’ve not been here long,” I said, “and were happy to find the pub open.”

“Of course,” said Mr. Bellamy. He turned to the woman next to him. “This is my wife, Jasmine.”

Jasmine was thin and pale, just like her husband, and had a mass of long dark hair that stretched almost to her waist. Her eyes were dark, and there were blue smudges underneath them. “Welcome to Aston Manga.” She shook my hand gently.

“This is your new companion,” said Mr. Bellamy to his wife.

“It’s nice to have you here,” said Jasmine. “It’s Lorna, isn’t it?”

“That’s right, Mrs. Bellamy,” I said.

“Call us Jasmine and Chris. I hate all these formalities. I want you to feel comfortable in our home. And I don’t think you’ll do that by calling us Mr. and Mrs. all the time.” Chris nodded at me. “If that’s okay with you?”

“That’s fine,” I said. “Would you like to meet Helen? She’s your new housekeeper.”

“Of course.” Chris attempted a smile, but it looked strained to me. He grabbed their drinks from the bar. “Let’s meet Helen.”

I led them to the table where Helen and Zach sat. I did a quick round of introductions, including the dogs, before we all sat down together.

“How was your journey here?” asked Chris.

“No problems,” I said. “We’re used to navigating the country lanes.”

“That’s right. Sounds like you travel all over the place in your work,” said Chris.

“It’s one of the perks of the job. We get to see lots of beautiful places,” I said.

“Your home looks lovely,” said Helen. “We were just hearing from Harry about the work you’ve done to the place.”

Chris looked over at Harry and nodded at him. “We wanted to get it just right. We are planning to make it our forever home.”

“Not thinking of moving on then?” asked Harry quietly.

“Why would we want to do that?” Chris’s gentle gaze hardened.

“Just saying,” said Harry. “Sometimes, people need a change of scene. It can make things better.”

“We are fine as we are.” Chris looked away from Harry and took a long drink from his pint of ale.

I shifted in my seat, sensing the tension, and noticing the tight expression on Jasmine’s face. “I’m looking forward to starting work with you.”

Jasmine gave me a tired looking smile. “It will be nice to have company at the house. As you know, my husband works away a lot, and the village is small. It’s not always easy to make a lot of friends around here.”

“I’m sure we can keep each other busy.” I shoved as much enthusiasm into my voice as possible.

“There will be a small amount of paperwork for you to do,” said Jasmine. “But on the whole, your duties will simply be to keep me company. It will be nice to have you with me when I go out as well. I like to walk some afternoons and take the occasional day trip.”

“And you can do more of that now Lorna is here.” Chris patted Jasmine’s arm. “You don’t need to feel alone. I do worry about you when I’m away on business.”

“I know you do,” said Jasmine, “which is why I agreed to have Lorna.” She looked down into her lap, and I noticed Flipper’s head was resting on her knee.

“I hope you don’t mind him,” I said. “He’s excellent company as well.”

“I love dogs.” Jasmine gently brushed Flipper’s fur with one hand. “I had thought it would be nice to get a dog. But with things the way they are, maybe now is not good timing.”

“We can get a dog,” said Chris. “If that will make you happy, we can get as many dogs as you’d like. What kind do you want? We can go today and have a look at some. I expect there are dozens of dogs in the pound desperate for a good home.”

Jasmine gave a half shrug. “Maybe in the future.”

Chris nodded and let out a sigh. He looked over at Zach. “Are you staying nearby?”

“I’ve got a gardening position ten miles away,” said Zach, “so fairly close.”

“I am sorry we weren’t able to offer you a position at the house as well,” said Chris. “Helen was persuasive on the telephone as to how good your skills are. But we have a man who comes in three times a week and tends to everything, and we don’t want to get rid of him.”

“There’s no need to apologize,” said Zach. “I’ll have plenty to keep me busy at my new position.”

“You’ll be welcome to come over any time you like,” said Chris. “You may even be able to give our own chap a few pointers. He’s reliable, but getting on in years and, sometimes, misses a few bits. I think he has trouble bending; suffered an injury to his back a few years ago. I don’t like to say anything. He does as good a job as possible, and he came with the house when we bought it. Turned up one morning and said he’d been mowing the lawn and tending the beds for thirty years. I couldn’t turn him away.”

“I have weekends off,” said Zach. “I can always drop by then if you think I can be of any help.”

“Excellent,” said Chris.

I exchanged a smile with Zach. It was good to know I’d be seeing plenty of him, even though we weren’t working together.

“I should get going.” Zach drained his orange juice. “I’ve yet to meet my new boss and don’t want to be late.”

“I’ll walk you out,” I said to him. We left the pub together, with Jessie and Flipper walking alongside us. The rain was now a light drizzle as we stood in the doorway.

“I wish you could stay,” I said.

“I won’t be far away,” said Zach. “And as you’ve heard, looks like I’ll be able to visit often.”

“That won’t be so bad,” I said.

“But you have to promise me one thing,” said Zach.

“What’s that?”

“That you’ll be careful,” said Zach. “I know you and old houses. Whenever you can, you find the ghosts in them.”

“I can’t imagine they’ll be any ghosts in this house.” I tried to sound as nonchalant as possible.

“Do you have any idea how old that building is you’re going to be living in?” asked Zach.

I sighed. “Yes, I know it’s ancient. But that doesn’t mean there’s going to be a restless ghost in there.”

Zach raised his eyebrows and then kissed my forehead. “If there’s a ghost around this village, it will find you. And I know you won’t be able to resist helping it.”

“I’ll do my best not to help anyone,” I said.

Zach hugged me to him and kissed the top of my head. “You’ll do what you have to do. All I ask is that you take care of yourself. No more chasing after suspects or risking your own life to solve any more mysteries.”

“I’ll try not to.” My words were muffled in his thick brown sweater. Zach did know me well. As much as I tried to resist, I always ended up helping the ghosts that appeared. They were restless for a reason. They’d usually been wronged when they were alive and needed someone to help them set things right. They couldn’t do it on their own, and I didn’t want to deny them their chance of being at peace.

“Should I ask Helen to keep an eye on you for me?” asked Zach.

“She’s worse than me when it comes to the ghosts,” I said. “When I don’t want to help them, she twists my arm, and convinces me I must. You’ll never get her on your side.”

“And I suppose there’s no chance of Flipper stopping you from misbehaving?” Zach looked down at the dogs, who sat obediently at our feet.

“Not a hope,” I said. “Although he’s always keeping an eye on me and making sure I’m safe. But you have nothing to worry about. This job is going to be a quiet one. Jasmine doesn’t strike me as a troublesome employer. Actually, I’m a bit worried I might be bored. Sitting with her all day, I’ll run out of things to talk about.”

“Which means you’re even more likely to get yourself in trouble,” said Zach.

“I’ll stay safe,” I said. “But it will give you a good reason to visit regularly, just to make sure I am behaving myself.”

“I suppose it does.” Zach grinned before kissing me. “I’d better go. Don’t want to make a bad impression on my first day.”

I watched him hurry to the Land Rover and let Jessie in before jumping into the driver’s seat. He gave me a wave before pulling away from the side of the road.

I had to admit, I didn’t love the idea of Zach working at a different place than me. I’d gotten used to him being around. He was a solid, dependable guy, and I liked that.

I turned back to the pub and saw Helen, Jasmine, and Chris get up from the table. A few seconds later, they arrived at the front door.

“Thought you might like to look around your new home,” said Chris, as he spotted me in the entrance.

“That sounds good,” I said.

“The rain has slowed, so we won’t get too soggy on our short walk to the cottage,” said Chris.

I nodded and waited for Helen to emerge from the pub. We walked together side-by-side, just behind Chris and Jasmine.

“They don’t seem too happy,” I whispered to Helen.

“I picked up on that too,” said Helen. “Chris is making an effort, but I can see it’s a struggle. Maybe they’ve had an argument and are putting on a brave face for us, so they don’t think we’ll be working for a miserable couple.”

“I think it’s more than that,” I said. “Jasmine looks like she’s going to burst into tears at any second.” I studied Jasmine and Chris as they walked along. Chris had a tight hold on Jasmine’s hand, and I could see her shoulders were slumped, and she dragged her feet along the ground as if every step was an effort.

“I hope they’re not going to be too gloomy,” said Helen, “or this could be a pretty grim experience.”

“They could have been visiting someone in the cemetery,” I said. “Maybe someone in the family has died recently and they’re in mourning? Or it could be a significant anniversary for them.”

“They didn’t say anything about that when we were in the pub,” said Helen.”

Chris turned as he reached the door to the cottage and waited for us to catch up. “Welcome to your new home.”

Chapter 4

A tingle of excitement ran down my spine. I always loved seeing what my new home offered.

He unlocked the front door and pushed it open to reveal a low ceilinged, wood paneled entrance hall.

I stepped through the doorway with Helen and Flipper, and we followed Chris and Jasmine into the living room. The ceilings were just as low, and there was a huge open fireplace on one side of the room that was big enough to stand in. Two large comfortable sofas dominated the rest of the room, and a multi-colored rug was thrown across the wooden floorboards.

“This is the room we use in the evenings,” said Chris. “But there’s one of similar size opposite here, which you are welcome to make use of.” He led us out of the room and along the hallway. “To the right is a dining room, and to the left is the kitchen.”

“Is it just the two of you living here?” I asked.

“We have a cook who visits in the evening to make dinner and put together something for lunch the next day, but she doesn’t live in,” said Chris.

“Not anymore,” said Jasmine, who was following along behind us.

“There’s also a downstairs bathroom.” Chris shot Jasmine a sad smile and waited for her to join him.

“Will we be using that?” asked Helen.

“No. You have access to your own private bathroom.” Chris stopped outside a door. “This is the annex the two of you will be living in.” He unlocked the door and handed me the key. “It’s completely self-contained. There are two bedrooms, a bathroom, kitchen, and living room. I hope it has everything you need to be comfortable here.”

We walked into the room. It was a neat and tidy space, with more wooden beams and white walls. There was a sofa and chair in the living room and a small log burner in one corner. The bathroom was immaculate, with white tiles and a walk-in shower, and the bedrooms were both a good size.

“It looks ideal,” I said to Chris after a quick look around.

“Why don’t the two of you get unpacked, and then we can go over your responsibilities?” suggested Chris. “And feel free to have a look around the rest of the rooms in the main house. Make sure you get a feel for the place and know where everything is.”

“Will do,” I said. We followed him back along the hallway and then went out to the car. Helen and I grabbed our suitcases and hurried inside, out of the drizzle.

I shut the door to the annex behind us and leaned against it for a few seconds. The atmosphere in the house sent a shiver down my spine. There was no sign of any ghost, but there was a strange, sad vibe as I’d walked through the hallway.

“Everything okay?” asked Helen as she emerged from the bedroom she’d chosen as her own.

“Do you sense anything odd about this place?”

“As in ghostly presence odd?” asked Helen. “No. But that’s more your line of expertise.”

“It's not a ghost,” I said. “But the whole atmosphere in the house feels unhappy. As if something bad happened in here.”

Helen lifted her nose and sniffed the air. “It’s very quiet. It feels as if the house is holding its breath and waiting for something to happen.”

“That’s it exactly,” I said. “It’s like everything’s on pause, and nothing is going forward.”

“What’s it waiting for?” asked Helen.

I pushed away from the door and carried my case into my new bedroom. “I have no idea. But maybe it’s good we're here to liven things up. I can understand why Jasmine isn’t happy if she has to stay here on her own all the time. The vibe would make me sad too.”

“Let’s hope we can cheer her up by being here,” said Helen.

We unpacked quickly and decided to have a look around the rest of the house. We left the annex and started in the kitchen. There were two pots on the stove when we entered, and Helen hurried over to inspect the contents. She pulled back, a disgusted look on her face. 

“Whatever is in here, I’m not eating it.”

I leaned over the pot and inhaled. There was an unpleasant smell of overcooked cabbage and sprouts. “I hope that’s not our dinner tonight.”

“They said they have a cook.” Helen slammed the lid on the pot. “This had better not be her speciality.”

“You’ll have to do cooking by stealth if it is,” I said. “Watery green vegetables are not my idea of a good meal.”

“Nor mine.” Helen grimaced. She checked through the rest of the cupboards in the kitchen and was not impressed with the contents. “I’m going to have to do some food shopping of my own. I’ll fade away if I have to survive on tinned soup and beans.”

We checked out the downstairs bathroom and then made our way up the stairs. There were four bedrooms on this level, the other bathroom, and then a locked door.

“Wonder what’s behind here?” Helen jiggled the handle of the door.

“That’s just a storage room,” said Chris as he climbed the stairs behind us. “We use it to put things in that we have no more use for. Best you don’t try to go in there. There’s no order to the chaos in that room. And I wouldn’t want you to fall over anything and hurt yourself.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Maybe we could leave our suitcases in there and get them out of the way.”

Chris shook his head. “No room for cases in there. Do you want to come downstairs, and we can go over your main duties?”

“Yes, that will be useful.” It must be a real mess in the room if Chris couldn’t even squeeze our small cases in there.

We followed Chris back down the stairs and into the main living room. Jasmine was sitting by the fireplace, her feet tucked underneath her. There was a tray of tea and biscuits on a low coffee table that sat in the middle of the rug. Chris handed around full cups as we sat down.

“Well, where shall we begin?” Chris gave a nervous laugh. “This is the first time we’ve had a lady’s companion. It seems like such an old-fashioned term, and I wasn’t sure if it was the right thing to advertise for.”

He was right, the role of a lady’s companion disappeared many years ago, after women got themselves out of the house and into work. But I knew of a number of more traditional families who still made use of the services of lady’s companions.

“I assumed I would provide company and conversation for Jasmine, help to entertain guests you may have, and accompany Jasmine to social events.” I glanced at Jasmine, whose attention was fixed on the window. “Does that sound about right?” 

“That sounds excellent.” Chris looked over at Jasmine. “Doesn’t it, darling?”

Jasmine nodded and dragged her gaze from the window. “Although, we don’t have many guests here. And I don’t go out all that often. Short walks mainly.”

“But that can change,” said Chris. “It’s time we had more people in this house. We get plenty of invitations to dine out. And I know there are a number of charity events you’d like to go to.”

“Yes, things can change.” Jasmine looked at me and smiled. “And company will be nice in here.”

“Exactly.” Chris nodded his head vigorously. “That’s what Lorna’s here for.”

“I don’t expect you to do any domestic duties,” said Jasmine to me. “That is why we also employed Helen.”

“I’m happy to turn my hand to all manner of cleaning tasks,” said Helen. “I do enjoy keeping things neat and tidy.”

“I’m terribly messy,” said Chris. “You must scold me if I keep leaving my paperwork everywhere. I really shouldn’t; there will be all sorts of exciting accountant type secrets you mustn’t see. But I have never been able to keep a desk tidy.”

“Do you sew?” Jasmine asked me.

“That’s more Helen’s speciality.” I didn’t know one end of a needle from the other.

“I can do the sewing as well,” said Helen. “Anything you need, just ask me.”

“Very good,” said Jasmine.

“You used to like to play cards,” said Chris to Jasmine. “Do you play cards, Lorna?”

“I can play gin rummy,” I said.

The trace of a smile passed across Jasmine’s face. “That was my favorite game.”

“Then you can play again,” said Chris. “It will be good for you to have some fun.”

Jasmine rubbed her fingers across her forehead. “I’m going for a lie down. Let me know when dinner is ready.” She touched Chris’s shoulder as she left the room.

Chris watched Jasmine leave and then turned towards us. “She does tire easily.”

“Has your wife been unwell?” asked Helen.

Chris nodded. “She never has much energy anymore. And we’ve been through a stressful time. I think it’s taken its toll on her. Jasmine hides it well, but I see how weary she gets. I’m hoping having more company in the house will make things easier on her.”

“Whatever we can do to help, we’ll be happy to,” I said.

“That’s good of you,” said Chris. “She was much more of a carefree spirit not so long ago. And I want to get back to that again. Neither of us are old. And we want to be able to enjoy life as much as possible.”

“Do you mind me asking what illness your wife had?” asked Helen. “I know some great herbal remedies. I can mix Jasmine a batch of tonic to give her a boost.”

Chris opened his mouth, but then looked out of the window onto the lane. “There’s Francis. She's our cook. You’ll want to meet her.” He jumped up out of his seat and headed into the hallway.

“Yes, I will,” muttered Helen. “I want to make sure she actually knows how to cook.”

A few seconds later, Chris re-entered the room. “Francis, meet our new employees, Lorna Shadow and Helen Holliday.” He held the door open wide to reveal a tall, skinny, pinched mouth middle-aged woman. She wore a sensible grey knee-length dress and flat black pumps. Her grey hair was tied back in a neat bun.

“Mr. Bellamy, I did say I could manage the household on my own,” said Francis. “You don’t need to go spending all of your money on hiring extra help.”

“I wanted to.” Chris smiled warmly at us all. “Lorna is to be Jasmine’s companion. And Helen is to do the cleaning.”

“I’m a good cook as well.” Helen looked at Francis. “If ever you need a hand, or inspiration for a new meal, you only have to ask.”

“I know my way around the kitchen well enough.” Francis’s hard gaze ran over Helen. “You’d be wise to stay out of the kitchen when I’m cooking. I hate an audience.”

“We were just having some tea and going over everyone’s work duties.” Chris gestured for Francis to join us.

“Don’t let me interrupt you.” Francis held her large purse in front of her like a barrier. “I have plenty of work to do.”

“Well, I think we’re done anyway.” Chris scratched his head. “Perhaps you can show Lorna and Helen the kitchen and where everything is kept?”

“Very well.” Francis moved back into the hallway. She paused and looked down in horror. “Who does this belong to?” She pointed at Flipper, who had been investigating his new home, and was currently sniffing the toe of Francis’s black pump.

“He’s my assistance dog,” I said. “He’s very friendly.”

“Keep it out of my way,” said Francis sharply. “I cannot stand dogs. And do not let it into my kitchen. Dogs carry diseases. And I bet it steals food.”

“Flipper is well-trained,” I said. “He won’t be any problem.”

“Even so, I don’t want it anywhere near me.”

I frowned as I beckoned Flipper to my side. I was instantly suspicious of anybody who didn’t like dogs. What was not to love? Their cute furry faces? The way they rested their head on your lap? Or the way they kept your feet warm in bed at night? There was not a bad thing about Flipper. But I would be sure to keep him out of Francis’s way. From the look on her face, I wouldn’t put it past her to aim one of her nasty black pumps in his direction.

“Shall we look at the kitchen?” Helen shot me a worried look, knowing how protective I was of Flipper.

“If you must,” said Francis. “Follow me.”

Chris left us to it and headed back into the living room. We hurried along behind Francis. I was biting my lip to stop from asking Francis what was wrong with her and why she didn’t like dogs. Helen had a grim expression on her face as she walked beside me. It felt as if we were about to go into battle.

“I wanted to find out what was wrong with Jasmine,” whispered Helen to me. “Sounds like she’s had something nasty.”

“So long as it isn’t contagious, I don’t mind.” I was still angry with Francis as I settled Flipper in the corner of the hallway, knowing Francis would object if he tried to come into the kitchen. Not that he’d want to eat any of her foul-smelling cooking.

Francis led us into the kitchen and placed her black purse on the table. “As I said, I don’t like people in my kitchen. I make the evening meals and the lunches. The Bellamys prepare their own breakfasts, unless they want something special. Then I come back in the mornings and make that. I live locally, so it isn’t a problem. But they’re usually happy with toast and cereal. And Mrs. Bellamy doesn’t eat much.”

“What sort of evening meals do you make?” asked Helen. “Do you have a favorite kind of cuisine you like to cook?”

“I do three courses at night,” said Francis. “And tonight, we have soup, then roasted vegetable tart, and a sponge pudding.”

“That sounds delicious.” Helen gave me an excited looking smile.

Francis gave a snort and began tying an apron round her middle.

“Can you show us where all the supplies are?” I asked.

“I don’t want you in my way,” said Francis.

“But we need to know where things are for breakfast,” I said. “Just until we find our way around our own kitchen and can get some food in of our own. And I promise you, we won’t be in here when you’re cooking.”

Francis gave an exasperated sigh and pointed to a closed pantry door. “Breakfast things in there. Milk is in the fridge. There are tinned goods in the cupboard, so you can make yourselves lunch in here if you must. But I do the dinners.”

“Fair enough,” I said.

“What soup are you making tonight?” asked Helen.

“Vegetable,” said Francis. “Everything is on the stove ready to go.”

Helen grimaced. “What sort of stock are you using in it?”

“My own recipe,” said Francis.

“Did you make that cake?” Helen pointed to a tin on the counter, in which sat a half-eaten fruit cake.

“I did,” said Francis. “Suppose you want to try some?”

“It looks delicious,” said Helen. “Perhaps we could try a small piece each? We didn’t have much to eat at lunch.”

Francis gave another sigh and grabbed a knife from the counter. She cut off two thin slivers of the cake and passed it to us.

As I bit into my slice, I got an overwhelming taste of cloves and nutmeg. I forced down the hard piece of cake, despite the spices drying my saliva to a desert like consistency. “It has an unusual taste.”

“I don’t follow recipes,” said Francis. “I put in what I think will taste good.”

Helen coughed, and I could see her eyes were watering. “Yes, it is interesting.”

“You both need to leave,” said Francis. “No more cake for either of you. If I get distracted, I might make a mistake with tonight’s meal. I like to feed the family well. They deserve to be looked after.”

“Are you sure you don’t want me to help?” Helen moved reluctantly towards the door.

“Never needed any help before,” said Francis, “and I never will.” She strode to the door, pulled it open, and gestured for us to leave.

We walked out into the hallway, and the kitchen door was slammed behind us.

“I have a feeling dinner is going to be awful,” said Helen glumly. “How am I going to get myself in that kitchen and make sure we have decent food?”

“From the way Francis shut the door on us, not easily,” I said. “We’ll just have to grin and bear it and then go to the pub later for a decent feed.”

“I hope it doesn’t come to that,” said Helen.

So did I. Strange house vibes I could handle, but terrible food always put me in a bad mood.

“What are we going to do with this cake?” Helen held up her slice. “It’s disgusting. Do you think Flipper will eat it?”

I held out my piece to Flipper but then paused. By his feet was a small red ball.

“Who gave you this?” I picked the ball up and inspected it.

“Didn't know the Bellamys had a dog,” said Helen.

“They don't.” I turned the ball over in my hand. “This looks more like a child's toy.”

“Maybe Flipper found it when he was looking around his new home.”

“He is good at discovering things.” I held my piece of cake out to Flipper again. He took a lick and then whimpered. “He has good taste.”

“Come on, I need a decent cup of tea to wash the horrible cake away,” said Helen. 

Chapter 5

Two hours later, we were sitting at the dining table with Chris and Jasmine. Francis was bustling around, serving the first course, her vegetable soup.

Helen dipped her spoon into the bowl in front of her, a worried look on her face. I watched her take a sip of the soup and then struggle to stop from spitting it out.

I tried my own, and it was as bad as I’d feared it would be. It tasted of warm soapy water and burnt sprouts.

“I’m saving my appetite for the main course.” Helen placed her spoon down and sat back, a miserable expression etched on her face.

“I don’t have much of an appetite either,” said Jasmine, who hadn’t even bothered to pick up a spoon.

Chris bravely fought through his bowl of soup, and I did the same, taking gulps of water after each mouthful to make it more palatable.

“I hope you’re settling in well.” Chris scooped up the last mouthful of green soup. “It’s not a huge house, but there are lots of interesting nooks and crannies for you to investigate.”

“It’s already feeling like home,” I said to him.

“Glad to hear it,” said Chris. “We want you to be happy here. And I hope you can stay with us for a long time.”

“We’ll stay as long as you need us to,” I said.

“That’s good news.” Chris looked over at Jasmine, who was playing with the napkin in her lap. “I think we’ve got a vegetable tart next.”

Francis walked into the room and cleared the soup bowls, before placing large mounds of soggy looking pastry and wilted vegetables in front of us.

“What sort of tart is this?” I asked Francis.

“Roasted vegetable with a maple syrup glaze,” said Francis. “My own recipe.”

“Of course, it would be,” muttered Helen as she stabbed at a sad looking carrot on her plate.

The pastry was undercooked, and the vegetables so overcooked they had no taste left in them. I forced down as much of the soggy pastry as possible, helped by several mouthfuls of fruity red wine that Chris served us.

Jasmine barely touched her food, eating only a few bites of potato and peas, before setting her fork down and looking out the window.

“Are you not hungry tonight, my love?” Chris looked at his wife’s full plate.

“I haven’t done anything today,” said Jasmine. “I haven’t worked up much of an appetite.”

“Eat some more, though,” said Chris.

“I’ll have some pudding,” said Jasmine.

“Pudding is my favorite course too,” said Helen brightly. “Francis said it was a sponge pudding.”

Chris patted his stomach. “I do like a nice sponge pudding. I often have mine with custard.”

I discreetly fed a large piece of pastry to Flipper, who was under the table. “Yes, sponge pudding is one of my favorites as well.”

“My mother always made an excellent sponge pudding,” said Chris. “She’s no longer with us now, but I always remember her fondly when I think of sponge pudding.”

“Was that who you were visiting in the cemetery today?” asked Helen.

Jasmine’s head shot around, and she stared at Helen. “We weren’t visiting her. She’s not laid to rest in this village.”

“My mother-in-law is not buried here.” Chris shot a worried look at Jasmine. “The cemetery is lovely, though. I enjoy taking walks through it.”

“Perhaps we’ll take a look,” I said.

Chris nodded and shoved a large potato in his mouth.

The next few minutes were spent in an uncomfortable silence as we pushed food around our plates. Whatever, or whoever, was in the cemetery, the Bellamys did not want to talk about it.

Jasmine dabbed her eyes with her napkin. She pulled her wrap round her shoulders and shivered. “It’s cold in here.”

“I’ll light the fire for you.” Chris was already on his feet.

“There's no need. Finish your dinner,” said Jasmine. “I'll go into the living room after we’ve eaten.”

“The fire in there always warms the place up.” Chris settled in his seat and smiled at us all as he patted Jasmine's hand.

Francis entered the room and set a full tray on the table. In each bowl on the tray, sat a large chunk of burnt looking pudding, swimming in a gloopy mound of steaming custard. She removed the dinner plates and dumped a portion of pudding in front of us all.

“Thank you, Francis,” said Chris. “This looks excellent.”

Helen gave him a quizzical look and then shook her head at me.

I attempted to cut through my pudding with a spoon, but it got stuck, and I almost tipped the contents into my lap. I decided to leave it to cool and, hopefully, slip it into a napkin and throw it into the nearest trash container at the earliest opportunity.

I looked over at Jasmine and saw she was almost asleep in her seat, her eyelids heavy as her head slumped forward.

Chris seemed content enough with his pudding, and was eating large mouthfuls, his gaze shooting nervously around the room as if he expected to see someone.

I cleared my throat and looked at Helen, raising my eyebrows to encourage her to get the conversation flowing.

Helen patted her mouth with her napkin and laid it to one side. “I thought I might start with a general deep clean of the house, if that’s acceptable. It looks like everything is in good condition, but it will be great to start with a clean slate, as it were. Then I simply need to keep on top of everything and can take on additional tasks as needed.”

“That sounds like a good idea,” said Chris. “What do you think, darling?” He looked over at Jasmine, whose chin was almost resting on her chest. He abandoned his pudding and moved to his wife’s side, catching hold of her arm and rousing her from her semi-slumber.

“What’s that?” Jasmine’s head shot up, and her bleary gaze went around the table.

“You were asleep,” said Chris softly. “Perhaps you need a rest?”

“But I’ve been resting,” said Jasmine with a sigh. “It’s all I do.”

“Try some of your pudding,” said Chris. “That will perk you up.”

Jasmine looked down at the untouched bowl in front of her. “I really can’t.”

“I can make you something else,” said Helen. “Whatever you like, I can whip it up for you in no time. Maybe a soufflé or an omelette?”

“That does sound nice,” said Jasmine, “but another evening. I know Francis likes to look after the kitchen. And it is your first day here. You can start work tomorrow.”

Helen glowered at me. It must be torture for her, seeing all this overcooked, barely edible food, and knowing what amazing creations she could come up with if only she was allowed to set foot in the kitchen.

“We could go for a walk around the village tomorrow,” I said to Jasmine. “You can show me where everything is so I get to know the place.”

“We could do that,” said Jasmine. “I have some correspondence to write first, but perhaps after that. You can sit with me while I do my letters.”

“I can do that.” A pang of anxiety ran through me as I wondered if this job was going to be as boring as it sounded.

“You can take Lorna to the museum,” said Chris. “It’s run by Harry, who you met in the pub. He has everything in there. It’s a real treasure trove of finds; from shrunken heads to Egyptian artefacts. He has it all in his strange museum.”

“Sounds fascinating,” I said. “He did mention it to us when we were in the pub.”

A loud crash directly over our heads made us jump, and Jasmine leapt out of her seat. “It’s the children!”

Chris grabbed hold of her hand. “No, it can’t be. You know that’s not possible.”

Jasmine looked at him, her eyes full of tears. “Are you sure?”

“I’m sure.” Chris placed an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “Let’s get you to bed. Perhaps tomorrow will be a better day.”

Jasmine nodded wearily and allowed him to lead her out of the dining room, without saying a word to us.

Helen pushed her bowl away with a disgusted sounding sigh. “Inedible slop. I’m not going to last if the food is like this every night.” 

“Did you hear what Jasmine just said?” Food was the last thing on my mind.

“Something about children.” Helen was still inspecting the food on the table as if she was expecting it to transform into a delicious banquet by the power of her stare alone.

“They don’t have any children,” I said.

Helen tore her gaze away from the lumpy custard. “Do you think this place is haunted by a child?”

I shuddered. “I hope not. I’m used to handling adult ghosts but not children.” I wasn’t all that good with real-life children. Ghost children would be a challenge on a whole other level.

“Maybe that’s why Jasmine and Chris are so out of sorts,” said Helen. “If they’re being haunted by a child, they may be able to sense it.”

“It would explain why Jasmine is so tired,” I said. “If she’s being disturbed in the night by a ghost, it will affect her sleep. And if there is a ghost child here, it could be focusing on her, thinking she is their mother.”

“But you don’t sense anything?” asked Helen.

“No, and neither does Flipper.” I looked down at him and saw he was washing his paws, a large piece of pastry discarded to one side.

“We should investigate,” said Helen. “If there is a child’s ghost here, then we have to help them.”

“Maybe the ghost doesn’t need help,” I said. “They could just be haunting the place for fun.”

“You want to take that chance?” asked Helen. “What if the ghost is trapped here for some reason and needs your assistance to get free?”

“I promised Zach no more ghosts,” I said. “He’s worried about me getting in trouble.”

“He’d help if he knew there was a child’s ghost that needed rescuing,” said Helen.

“You’re getting ahead of yourself. We don’t know there are any ghosts here, or that they need my help,” I said. “That noise could have been something falling over and hitting the floor.”

“But you saw how Jasmine reacted,” said Helen. “It was the first time I’ve seen any life in her. She must think something is here too.”

“But why a child?” I asked, thinking about the ball I had discovered by Flipper's feet earlier that day. Could the ghost have been to visit him? If it had, he hadn't been anxious or concerned, and Flipper always worried me about ghosts when they were around.

Helen raised her eyebrows as she gave her lumpy custard a stir. “We need to find out more about this family.”

Chapter 6

Following the end of our tasteless dinner, we waited to see if Chris or Jasmine would return, but after half an hour of sitting at the table, we gave up and headed to our annex.

“I’m starving.” Helen skulked around the room like an underfed panther. “Dinner was terrible.”

“It wasn’t just the food that worried me,” I said. “Jasmine is miserable.”

Helen scowled and gripped her stomach. “So am I.”

“Didn’t you make some cakes before we left the apartment?”

Helen blinked at me, and a huge smile lit up her face. “I’d forgotten about my macaroons! You’re a genius.”

Five minutes later, we were settled on the sofa, a tin of macaroons between us, and two steaming mugs of hot chocolate on the coffee table. 

Helen bit into a pink macaroon and sighed with contentment. “I’ll have to make more of these.”

“As lovely as they are, we cannot live on macaroons alone.”

“We may have to if Francis’s cooking doesn’t improve.”

“You could try leaving a few cookbooks in the kitchen and see if she gets the hint that it’s always a good idea to follow a recipe.”

“I bet she’d ignore them if I did,” said Helen. “I will make us more treats just in case. You know my skills go far beyond the humble macaroon.”

I nodded, my thoughts going back to Jasmine’s reaction when she heard the noise. She needed looking after. Whatever was wrong with her, it would take more than cake and kind words to fix things, but I wanted to help. I knew that’s what I was being paid to do, but the weary exhaustion in Jasmine’s eyes ran deep. That wasn’t right in someone so young.

“Is Flipper allowed a macaroon?” Helen’s voice cut through my thoughts.

“A tiny piece.” I looked down to see Flipper’s gaze on the tin. “Sugar is bad for dogs.”

“He disagrees.” Helen fed Flipper a small piece of her macaroon. “No more for you.”

I took a macaroon, and deliberately didn’t look at Flipper’s sad expression, as I ate it. “Tomorrow we can start work on cheering this place up.”

“Agreed,” said Helen. “I can make Jasmine a cake that’s actually edible, once I’ve got some supplies. That will help. Cake always makes the world seem brighter.”

“And I’ll start getting to know her and figure out why the whole house feels like it wants to cry,” I said. “Maybe then we can figure out what to do to change that.”

***

The next morning, I woke to find my bedroom freezing cold. My teeth chattered as I pulled on my dressing gown and then hugged Flipper tightly to me. He was his usual toasty warm self, but then he should be; he’d spent the night snuggled on my bed.

“Must be something wrong with the heating.” I hopped up and walked over to the radiator. It was roasting hot.

There was a knock on my bedroom door, and Helen poked her head around it. “Thought I heard you up. Fancy a cup of tea?”

“That would be nice.” I followed her out into the lounge. “Is your room warm enough?”

“Yes, it’s fine,” said Helen. “How about yours?”

“The radiator’s on, but it’s freezing in there,” I said.

“And how does Flipper feel about that?” Helen switched on the kettle and put some slices of bread in the toaster. “I sneaked some bread from the kitchen when Francis wasn’t looking. We can’t go without breakfast after last night’s dinner. I pinched some jam as well.”

“Flipper was fine all night,” I said. “No sign of any unwanted ghostly presences changing the temperature.”

“Maybe you slept in a draft,” said Helen.

“I hope it’s just that,” I said. “I’ll make sure I block the cracks tonight and see if that helps.”

“Well, you’re not seeing anything, and Flipper is behaving himself.” Helen pointed to the bowl Flipper had his nose buried in as he ate his breakfast. “So we can rule out ghosts.”

I nodded as I snuggled into my fluffy dressing gown. I still couldn’t shake off the sad feeling I experienced when I was inside the house. And along with this cold sensation, something in my gut told me things were not well in the Bellamy household.

“I wonder what Jasmine has in store for me today,” I said. “I hope she’s a bit livelier than yesterday.”

“Me too.” Helen flipped the toast onto two plates and set it on the table. “Don’t want to have to deal with misery the whole time. I’ll have to start looking in the job vacancies section before too long if things stay the same.”

“She could have been having a bad day.” I smothered my toast in strawberry jam. “But something odd is going on with their mysterious graveyard visit. Jasmine was surprised when you asked her about it yesterday.”

“We should go there ourselves,” said Helen. “Try to find out who they were visiting if they don’t want to tell us.”

Flipper gave a whine, and I peered at him intently, checking to see if he was experiencing any sign of a ghost. I let out a sigh, as I realized his gaze was firmly fixed on the toast in my hand. “You’ve just had your breakfast.”

Flipper gazed up at me lovingly for a few more seconds before turning his attention to Helen.

“He’s a sucker for a piece of toast.” Helen pulled off a crust and passed it to him.

“A walk around the graveyard isn’t a bad idea,” I said. “We might meet a few more neighbors and find out about the area.”

“Not worried there will be too many ghosts lurking around their headstones?”

“Ghosts don’t tend to hang out in graveyards,” I said. “And if you think about it, why would they? If you were a ghost, you’d be on your own most of the day. When I’m a ghost, I’ll be sure to visit all the places I loved when I was alive, and go to see friends and family. You won’t find me sitting on the top of a headstone waiting for people to come and visit with a bunch of wilting daisies.”

“When I’m a ghost,” said Helen, “I’m going to scare all of my enemies, especially all the creepy former bosses, who thought my backside was a place they could rest their greasy little hands.”

“We could be ghosts together,” I said. “It would be fun. We could travel the world as ghosts and spy on people when they don’t realize we’re there.”

Helen grimaced. “That’s put me right off my toast, thinking I might be being spied on by a ghost. They don’t do that, do they?”

I finished my toast and brushed crumbs off my fingers. “Honestly, I’m not sure. You may have been visited once or twice in the shower by a ghost. But you’ve got nothing to be ashamed of.”

“Even so, nobody likes to be spied on,” said Helen. “Even if it is by one of our friendly spectres.”

I drank my tea and stood up. “I need to get showered and dressed. I’ll catch up with you later, and we can go for our ghost walk together. See what the graveyard has to show us.”

Half an hour later, I was walking along the hallway, with Flipper by my side, in search of Jasmine. The house was eerily quiet, with an empty feel to it.

I checked all the downstairs rooms, hesitating before going into the kitchen for fear Francis might chase me away. But neither Jasmine nor Chris were anywhere to be found, and the kitchen was empty.

I climbed the stairs slowly, pausing every few seconds to see if I could hear any sounds of life. Again, I got that strange sensation that the house was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen. I reached Jasmine’s bedroom door and tapped on it.

“Come in,” said Jasmine quietly.

I pushed open the door and saw the curtains were still drawn. “I don’t like to disturb you, but I wondered what you wanted me to do today?”

“Come and sit with me for a while.” Jasmine shuffled herself up the bed and plumped some cushions behind her. “I can’t work up the energy to get out of bed this morning. But company would be nice.”

“Is it okay to have Flipper in here?”

“Yes, he’s welcome,” said Jasmine.

“Are you not feeling well?” I lifted a chair from beside the dressing table and moved it to the edge of the bed.

“I’m so tired all of the time,” said Jasmine. “Maybe it’s an age thing.”

“You can’t be much older than me,” I said.

Jasmine gave me a tired smile. “No, most likely not. But there has to be some reason why I get so sleepy.”

“Have you been to the doctors?”

“All of the time.” Jasmine sighed. “Chris calls it our second home because we’re there so often. And before you ask, they’ve run every possible test on me, and they can’t find anything wrong. One of them told me it was my nerves, and perhaps a week at the seaside would be a good idea. He sounded as if he was from Victorian times, dealing with a hysterical woman, and thought vapors from the salt air would cure me.”

“It’s not a terrible idea,” I said. “Sometimes, a change of scene can be just what is needed.”

Jasmine toyed with the collar on her cream nightdress. “I don’t want to leave here.”

“You must like the village a lot if you won’t leave even for a few days,” I said.

“The village is nice enough,” said Jasmine. “It’s peaceful here, perhaps too peaceful at times.”

“It is quiet around here,” I said. “When I first got up, I was afraid I was making too much noise.”

“I didn’t hear you,” said Jasmine. “But then I was most likely asleep.”

“Is there anything I can get you?” I asked. “Have you had breakfast?”

“Chris brought me a tray of food before he left for the day,” said Jasmine. “He’s had to go to London on business, so he left early and won’t be back until late.”

“Do you want a fresh pot of tea?”

“No more tea,” said Jasmine. “I drink so much, I think my veins are full of the stuff.”

I looked around the bedroom, seeking inspiration as to what I could do to keep Jasmine entertained. I spotted a bookshelf full of paperbacks. “Do you want to read?”

“I always fall asleep as soon as I read in bed,” said Jasmine. “But perhaps you can read to me?”

“I can do that.” I hopped from my seat and walked to the bookshelf. “Anything in particular you want?” There were numerous romance titles, a few thrillers, and even some science fiction on the shelves.

“Something light,” said Jasmine. “Nothing with a complicated plot. Chris loves his hard-boiled thrillers, but they’re too full of violence for me. I like my stories to have a happy ending. Everybody deserves one of those.”

I crouched and peered at the titles on the bottom shelf. There were several children’s picture books stacked together. I pulled one out and saw it had a brightly colored blue elephant on the cover. “Do you have children in the family?” I held the book aloft.

Jasmine sat up straight, the faint color on her cheeks fading away. “I don’t have any children.”

“I thought these might be for a nephew or niece when they come to visit,” I said.

Jasmine clutched the sheets to her chest and shook her head. “I don’t have any nephews or nieces.”

I stared at the book in my hands. “Who is this for then?”

Jasmine was silent for a few seconds. “Bring it over here.”

I walked back to the bed and sat on the chair before handing over the book.

Flipper gave a gentle whine and rested his head on the edge of the bed, his gaze on Jasmine, as if he sensed her discomfort.

Jasmine opened the first page in the book and stroked her hand slowly down it. “This book was for my children.”

“Children you’re planning to have in the future?”

“Children I have already had,” said Jasmine, “and lost.”

My heart clenched. “Your children are no longer alive?”

Jasmine shook her head, her tousled dark hair concealing her face. “I had twins, a girl and a boy. They were my whole life.”

“What happened?”

“They are gone.” Jasmine’s voice cracked.

I rested my hand on Flipper’s head, needing reassurance at this sad news. “Was it an accident?”

Jasmine let out a long sigh before raising her gaze to meet mine. “They were an unexpected blessing. We had plans to have children, but not for a few years. Our happy accident, we called them. And when we learned it was twins, we were overjoyed. They were born two months early and spent some time in the hospital as they grew and gained in strength. And to begin with, everything seemed fine. They flourished under our care, and we couldn’t have been happier.”

“What were their names?”

“Mirabel and Michael.” A soft smile flitted across Jasmine’s face. “They were named after my grandparents.”

“They are lovely names,” I said.

“Lovely names for lovely children,” said Jasmine. “They became my everything. The role of being a mother was so natural to me.”

“I imagine you as an amazing mother.”

Jasmine nodded. “Michael became ill first. He kept turning blue and stopped breathing on several occasions. The first time I found him like that, he was less than two years old. Still a baby. I thought I’d lost him then, but he sprung back to life and gasped in a huge lungful of air as I was calling for an ambulance. I knew something was dreadfully wrong. And after several long and stressful visits to the doctors, my fears were confirmed.”

“What was wrong with Michael?” My fingers dug into Flipper’s fur.

“A problem with his heart,” said Jasmine, “the same as Mirabel. They were identical in every respect. They had the same hole in their hearts.”

“Couldn’t the doctors do anything to help?”

“Nothing could be done,” said Jasmine. “We went to every specialist we could find in the hope that one of them would give us the answer we needed. But they all said the same; it was an inoperable problem, and there was no hope of our children living for long.”

I blinked tears out of my eyes. “How long did you have them?”

“They lived until just past their sixth birthdays,” said Jasmine. “We had a lovely party for them. There was a cake and streamers and balloons. But by then, they were both weak, and although they smiled and opened their presents, and even ate some cake, I could tell that all they wanted to do was go to sleep. Two weeks later, they both went to sleep and never woke up.”

“They died in this house?” I resisted the urge to look around to see if I could spot any ghostly images of the children. My first impressions of the house had been right; there was a great sadness lingering within these walls. Now, I knew why.

“They did.” Jasmine pressed her hands into her closed eyes. “Francis discovered them one morning when she went to wake them. The twins shared a room. They had separate beds, but it was usual for one or the other to get out and join their sibling at night. That’s how they were found, curled into a tight ball around each other. They died at the same time. Born together and died together. There’s a horrible poetry to that.”

I cleared my throat and brushed my fingers across my cheeks to remove the tears. “And Francis found them?”

Jasmine nodded. “Francis was their nanny. And she was wonderful with them. Doted on their every word. And when the children were gone, I couldn’t let her go. She is a link I have to them. I don’t know if that makes any sense to you. Getting rid of Francis is almost like getting rid of the final piece, removing a vital memory of my children.”

I understood now why the cooking was so bad. Francis was no cook. But she did have a stern matronly way about her, and I could see her in the role of nanny.

“It makes sense to me,” I said. “Francis must have spent as much time with Mirabel and Michael as you did. She will have precious memories of them.”

“That’s it. Chris wasn’t sure about keeping her on, but I insisted. I know her food is dreadful, and I think Chris eats it simply to keep me happy. But for now, Francis has to stay. I cannot lose anyone else.” Jasmine reached down and brushed her fingers along Flipper’s ears. “May I ask you a question, Lorna?”

“Of course,” I said.

“Please don’t think I’m crazy for what I’m about to say,” said Jasmine. “Do you believe in ghosts?”

I kept my expression as neutral as possible. “I think there is an afterlife.”

“The children are still here.”

I raised my eyebrows, taking a second to choose my next words carefully. “Mirabel and Michael are here in spirit form?”

“Yes! That’s it. I know their bodies are no longer here. But I’m not alone in this house. I hear things and get glimpses of movement out of the corner of my eyes. Something is in this house with me. I think my children’s ghosts are here.”

“Have you seen them?” I asked.

“Nothing clearly,” said Jasmine. “But there was that strange noise last night. You heard it, didn’t you?”

“I heard a banging sound,” I said. “But how do you know that noise was your children’s ghosts?”

“It came from the nursery,” said Jasmine. “Most of the noises come from that room as well. They spent a lot of time in there.”

“I didn’t know you had a nursery in the house.”

“Chris won’t call it that anymore,” said Jasmine. “He pretends it’s a store room. But we both know what’s behind the door. I haven’t altered anything in their room since they died.”

“Strange noises can often sound more mysterious than they really are,” I said. “Loose pipes under a floorboard, or a window rattling in its frame can sound otherworldly if you’re looking for that sort of thing.” I didn’t want to encourage Jasmine by disclosing that I felt something unusual in the house as well. But there was something here. What’s to say it wasn’t Mirabel and Michael visiting their parents?

“The noises are more than loose pipes and windows being shaken by the wind,” said Jasmine. “I hear laughter sometimes as well. Children’s laughter, so it can’t be anybody else, and footsteps.”

“Are there other children in the village who could be passing by the cottage and you mistake their voices for your children?”

“Absolutely not.” Jasmine shook her head firmly. “The laughter comes from the nursery.”

“Has anybody else heard these noises?”

“Chris dismisses anything he hears,” said Jasmine. “I love the man, but his head is always seeking rational explanations for everything. It must be the accounting side of his brain. But I’m sure Francis has heard things. She jumps at the same time I do when I hear noises, but she won’t confirm what she’s heard. I think she’s afraid I might sack her if she does. Not many employers would be happy employing someone who can hear ghosts moving about.”

“Are you happy their ghosts are here?”

Jasmine tilted her head to one side. “I wish they were really here. But if all I can have are their spirits then that’s what I’ll take.”

“Have you tried speaking to them?” I asked.

“I used to,” said Jasmine. “They died almost a year ago, and I would go into their nursery every morning as if I was going to wake them up. I’d pull back the curtains and straighten the bedding, even though it hadn’t been touched. I’d tell them about the day we had planned for them, what Francis was going to do, and the play time we would have together in the afternoon. But after a while, it felt meaningless. Nothing stirred in the room when I spoke to them.”

“It may help you if you spoke to them again,” I said. “If you truly believe they are here, they might want to engage with you.”

“So, you do believe in ghosts?” Hope filled Jasmine’s tear glazed eyes.

I nodded. “I believe they are real. And I think they can hear us and see what we do as well. If your children are here, they may like it if you speak with them.”

“Chris will think I’m crazy if he catches me,” said Jasmine, “and I don’t like to hide things from him.”

“You could try getting him involved as well,” I said. “You said they’ve been dead almost a year. Perhaps you could do something special for them on the anniversary of their death.”

Jasmine blinked rapidly, and a small smile lit up her face. “That’s a lovely idea. I do need to remember my babies. We had so many fun times together, and I don’t want to lose sight of those. I must not. They are the only thing that keeps me going.”

I rested my hand on top of Jasmine’s. “This must be terrible for you, and I can see how devastating it must be to lose your children. But you have so much more life in you. Do remember them, and do love them with all your heart. But don’t give up on living a life for yourself. You have a lovely home here and a husband who dotes on you. There’s still a lot of happiness to be had.”

Jasmine pressed one hand against her chest. “I know that. And I know that one day my heart will stop aching with the loss of my children. But I can’t think about anything else. But you are right, something to remember them on their anniversary is an excellent idea. It will help us all to move on a little.”

“It doesn’t mean you will forget about them or love them any less,” I said. “But remembering the happier times is a way to ensure you don’t lose yourself in the grief.”

Jasmine closed the book that sat on her lap. “You’re right. And we can work together to make sure Michael and Mirabel are properly remembered. Thank you, Lorna; it’s a wonderful plan.”

“You’re welcome,” I said. “And anything I can do to assist, just ask.”

Flipper whined and nudged my arm with his nose. I looked up and a chill ran down my spine. In the corner of the room was a ghost. Not the ghost of a child as I’d expected to see, but the ghost of an angry, mad eyed, middle aged woman. And she was staring right at me.

Chapter 7

Jasmine shuddered and pulled her nightdress around her. “I sometimes get so cold in this house. I know it’s an old building and can be draughty, but even with the heating on all day, I never seem to get warm properly. It’s as if my bones are permanently cold.”

I pulled my gaze away from the angry faced ghost and nodded. “I felt chilly this morning when I woke. But you’re right; sometimes, old houses can be hard to heat.”

Jasmine gave another shudder and looked around the room. “And you’ll think I’m paranoid by saying this, but it seems as if the walls have eyes. I can walk into a room and everything is fine, then a few minutes later, I get the sense I’m being watched. As if I’ve alerted a presence that I’m in the room, and they’ve come to investigate.”

“Do you think it’s your children’s ghosts watching you?”

“I don’t think so,” said Jasmine. “I imagine if my children did come into a room when I was there, I would feel happy and at peace. But when I get this sensation, I feel on edge and uneasy. It’s as if whoever is watching me is unhappy I’m there and wants me to leave. My own children would never want that.”

I glanced over at the ghost again. Her arms were crossed over her narrow chest, and she wore a plain knee length dress that was too big for her. Her hair was pulled back in a bun, and her sharp cheekbones suggested she needed a good meal.

“I get that sensation sometimes,” I said. “But usually, there’s nothing there.”

“Usually,” said Jasmine. “Does that mean you have seen things? When you get that sensation, do you believe a ghost is watching you?”

I wanted so much to tell Jasmine I could see ghosts, and they were real, and right now, there was one hovering in the room. “I like to keep an open mind. There’s so much we don’t know what happens after death. You could be right. There might be ghosts in this house, and they may be watching you. And the noises you hear could be your children’s ghosts. But I can’t tell you that for sure.”

Jasmine let out a shaky laugh and grasped my hand. “Well, at least you haven’t run from the room screaming at me that I’m insane and throwing your letter of resignation in my face after I told you all of this. I see that as a good sign.”

“I would never do that.”

“You will stay and help me, won’t you?” asked Jasmine. “I know this is an unusual job for you. I saw your CV, and realize you’re used to grander houses than this, with a lot more to do. But you will be such a help to me if you can enable me to find some comfort in my own home. I just need this anxious feeling to go away. And I would love to know my children are at rest and happy. If I knew that, then I think I would be happy as well.”

“I’ll do everything I can to make that happen,” I said. “And I promise you, I’m not going anywhere. Believe me, some of my past employers have been on the far end of the eccentric scale. I once had a boss who would not let me start work until I’d walked around my chair in a clockwise direction three times and then bowed to the portrait of his mother that hung in his study.”

“Oh my goodness,” said Jasmine. “Who was that?”

“I’m sworn to secrecy,” I said. “His name will remain with me forever, as will the memory of the terrifying portrait of his mother. But your request for me to help you move on with your life, and find some closure, is not an odd one.”

“Me talking about ghosts must be somewhat odd,” said Jasmine. “You seem like such a level-headed woman. I expected you to laugh at me and tell me to pull myself together.”

“It’s your beliefs, and that’s what’s important to you. If you find comfort in that, then that’s what you should care about, not what other people think.”

“You’re very kind.” Jasmine patted the back of my hand and then slid her legs out from under the covers. “Time I got up. I can’t plan my children’s remembrance event by sitting in bed all day and feeling sorry for myself.”

“That’s a great idea.” I lifted the book from the bed and placed it back on the shelf.

“I’ll come find you after I’ve showered,” said Jasmine.

I nodded as I left the room, casting a meaningful look at the ghost, who still waited in the corner. I was keen to communicate with her. Her anger was palpable, and I could well understand why Jasmine felt on edge if this ghost had been watching her for any length of time.

I shut the bedroom door behind me and waited with Flipper in the corridor to see if the ghost would appear.

It took a few moments, but the ghost slowly emerged through the wall. I gestured her towards me and walked a few steps along the corridor, so Jasmine would not hear me talking. “Are you the ghost who’s been watching the family?”

The ghost raised her eyebrows at me.

“I can see you,” I said, “but I cannot hear you. We need to figure out a way to communicate with each other. If it is you, you’re not making the family happy. Why are you here?”

The ghost gave a shrug and looked around the corridor as if bored by our one-way conversation.

“If you tell me why you’re here, I can help you,” I said. “I have helped ghosts in the past with problems they’ve had. They’ve often felt able to move on after their issues have been resolved. I can do the same thing for you.”

The ghost glared at me and then lifted her gaze to stare along the corridor.

“There’s something along the corridor causing you concern?”

The ghost gave another shrug and tapped her foot on the ground.

A few seconds later, I heard the sound of small feet running up the stairs. “Are they the children who died in this house?”

The ghost shook her head before blinking out of sight.

“Wait! Don’t go.” I looked around the corridor, expecting her to come back, but she didn’t return.

I could still hear the sound of running feet; tiny, light footsteps dashing up the stairs. I followed the sound with Flipper, and they stopped outside the locked room Helen had discovered yesterday. The room Chris had said was used for storage, but I now knew was a nursery.

I tried the handle, expecting it to be locked as it was yesterday, but it turned in my hand, and the door swung open. I took a tentative step inside and discovered toys on the floor, and a half-finished drawing with crayons scattered around it in the center of a large red rug. It looked as if the children had just left, and I’d missed them by a few seconds.

I felt a lump in my throat as I took in the scene. It was so tragic what had happened to Michael and Mirabel. But why were they still here? If their deaths were due to an illness, they should have crossed over peacefully. What reason would they have to remain in the family home?

I walked slowly around the room, going in a circle. I inspected a few toys; a brightly colored unicorn with a glittery horn, a chocolate brown teddy bear with a striking red bow tie, and a small plastic train that lay on its side on the floor.

A faint sound of children’s laughter echoed through the room. It was a noise I wasn’t used to hearing. I’d never been able to hear any of the ghosts I’d met before. Maybe these children were different.

“Can you hear me?” I said quietly. “Is that Michael and Mirabel?”

The laughter stopped, but then began again, and drifted round the room.

“If that is you, can you show yourself to me?” I asked. “I’m a friend of your mom and dad’s. Your mom is so sad that you’ve gone, but she wants to know you're happy.”

The laughter died away, and just as I was about to turn towards the door, the sound of sobbing began. It was a sorrowful child’s cry, and it sounded so lonely and miserable that my heart broke a little.

“You don’t have to be frightened of me. I’ve seen ghosts before.”

The crying only intensified, and I shook as the temperature in the room dropped.

Flipper leaned against my leg and looked up at me, as if sensing the shift in the atmosphere.

“Please, I only want to help,” I said. “You sound so sad. I want to be your friend and make sure everything is okay.”

The crying quietened, and I took that as a sign the ghost was listening to me.

“I can hear you,” I said. “If that’s Mirabel or Michael, take your time. Draw on the energy in this room. Take some of my energy if you need to. It will make it easier for me to see you.” I wasn’t sure if they understood what I meant by that. The adult ghosts I’d met in the past knew how to make their forms brighter and stronger, but I didn’t know if the ghosts of children would automatically know what to do without guidance from an adult.

The sound of swift footsteps made me spin around. I expected to see the middle-aged female ghost in front of me. Instead, I saw Francis, and she was not happy.

Chapter 8

“What are you doing in here?” Francis glared at me as she stalked into the nursery.

“I heard a noise and came to investigate.” I looked around swiftly for any signs of the children’s ghosts, but they were nowhere to be seen.

“This room is locked for a good reason,” said Francis. “It’s out of bounds to anyone but the immediate family. How did you get in here?”

“The door was open,” I said. “Maybe Jasmine or Chris unlocked it.”

“They don’t come in here anymore,” said Francis. “There’s no reason for them to. There’s no reason for anyone to be in here.”

The teddy bear with the bright red bow tie flipped off the chest of drawers and landed on his face.

Francis stared at the bear and then looked back at me. “What noises did you hear?”

“Laughter and running feet,” I said. “Have you heard anything like that in the house?”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve heard anyone laughing here,” said Francis. “But no, I’ve not heard any of that. You must be mistaken.”

The plastic train I had inspected rammed into my foot.

“Stop your dog from messing with the things in here,” said Francis. “They aren’t his toys to play with.”

I looked down at Flipper, who had remained glued to my leg ever since we entered the room. “He didn’t touch the train or the teddy bear.”

“He must have,” said Francis.

“You saw he wasn’t anywhere near them,” I said.

“Then it was a draft moving things,” said Francis. “The windows in here need replacing.”

I looked at the windows. They were no more than a few years old. “It could be that.”

“There’s no other explanation if your dog didn’t do it.” Francis gestured to the door. “You should go.”

I remained where I was. Francis would have useful information about the children that I wanted to hear. “Jasmine told me about Michael and Mirabel.”

Francis wrapped her arms around her middle, and the frown on her face deepened. “Did she now? Well, it was bound to come out sooner or later. What of it?”

“She told me they died, and she doesn’t think they’re at peace,” I said. “What do you think?”

“Of course they’re at peace.” Francis’s gaze flitted around the nursery. “They were just babies. They were innocent and didn’t know what was going on. I don’t think they suffered. It was quick.”

“Their deaths were tragic,” I said. “Jasmine also told me that you used to look after them as their nanny.”

Francis raised her chin. “I’m an excellent nanny. The best there is. It’s all I’ve known, how to look after children.”

“Do you have any of your own?”

“I was not blessed with my own,” said Francis. “That’s why I decided to go into this career. I love children. They make the world brighter.”

I looked down at Flipper. I felt the same way about him. “How long were you a nanny here?”

“I was employed just before the children were born.” Francis dropped her hands to her sides. “They were such fragile little things. Born two months early and tiny as they come. But they were such good babies. They slept through the night almost straightaway. Of course, I should have realized then that something wasn’t right. But the Bellamys were so thrilled to have their children, and we were all enchanted by them. We didn’t want to think anything was wrong.”

“Jasmine told me about the hole in their hearts,” I said.

“My own heart broke when I found out their diagnoses,” said Francis. “I’d have given anything to make them better, and the family tried everything they could to find a solution. They spent months going from doctor to doctor, looking for a glimmer of hope that they could save their little ones. It was such a shock when it finally happened. Did you know I found them?”

“Yes, I did,” I said. “That must have been horrible for you.”

Francis nodded. “I thought they were asleep at first. They always crawled into bed with each other. I’d pretend to tell them off about it, but I couldn’t see any harm in them sleeping together. After all, they grew together; it was natural for them to want to stay close to each other.”

“But there was nothing that could be done to save them,” I said. “It sounds like the doctors explored all avenues to make the twins well.”

“That doesn’t make it any easier,” said Francis. “After their death, I offered to leave, but Mrs. Bellamy wouldn’t hear of it. And I’m glad I’m still here. I was with those children for years, and they’re hard to let go.”

“You know it wasn’t your fault,” I said.

Francis glared at me, but then her shoulders sagged. “I do know that. But who would want to employ a nanny whose last charges died in her care? I loved those children dearly, and feel guilt every day because I wasn’t here to save them when they needed me the most.” She raised a hand. “And before you say anything, I understand there was nothing I could have done. It was their time to go.”

I studied Francis in silence for a few seconds. Her grief over the loss of the children seemed genuine. So why did I get a sense that all was not right? She would have spent a lot of time with them. Could she have had anything to do with their deaths? Was that the reason they weren’t at rest?

“If you do want to move to another position, I’m sure the family will understand,” I said. “Do you enjoy being a cook?” From the awful food Francis served last night, I got the impression she didn’t take much care in the kitchen.

“It’s a job,” said Francis, “and I’m grateful for it. I’m grateful I have someplace to be. One day, I will be ready to move on, but not yet.”

“There must be more children who need looking after,” I said. “You seemed happy just now when you were talking about your work as a nanny.”

“I was happy,” said Francis. “But things are different now. My place is here.”

It was a curious thing to say. Why would Francis stay somewhere full of sad memories? Could her guilt be forcing her to remain here as she struggled through it, trying to justify why she hurt the children?

“Do you think the Bellamys will have any more children?” I asked. Maybe that was the reason Francis wanted to stay.

“That’s not for me to say,” said Francis. “But I know Mr. Bellamy is keen to do something to help them both move on with their lives. But Mrs. Bellamy clearly isn’t ready to consider having more children. She barely eats, and when she does sleep, I think she has nightmares. And I’ve heard her crying at night. She’s too lost in her grief to think about another baby.”

“More children would bring happiness into the household,” I said. The faint sound of laughter drifted across the room, and I saw Francis’s eyes widen. She’d heard it too.

“I really couldn’t comment on that.” Francis backed towards the door. “Best you don’t interfere. No good will come of it.”

“I’m not interfering,” I said. “I’m helping Jasmine. She needs some assistance during this difficult time.”

“She may,” said Francis, “but you poking your nose into her sad past is not going to help her.”

“I didn’t intend to do that,” I said. “I wasn't snooping by looking in the nursery. And Jasmine volunteered the information about the children's deaths to me. I want to help Jasmine and Chris get some closure on such a tragedy.”

Children’s laughter echoed through the walls and Francis gasped. “You must excuse me. I’m not feeling well.” She turned and dashed out of the room, leaving me with children’s laughter drifting around me.

“What was that all about?” I looked down at Flipper. “Any ideas?”

He pawed the ground at my feet and whined.

“Yes, I’m sensing them too.” I looked around the room for any visible sign of the children.

Flipper paced in a circle several times and pointed his nose into one corner.

“You can show yourself,” I said. “I’m only here to help.”

The image of a tall, thin middle-aged male ghost, emerged in the corner where Flipper was focused. The ghost had a flat cap pulled low over his eyes and several days of stubble on his weak looking chin. His clothes were worn looking, and I could see dirt on his hands.

“Hello, I’m Lorna,” I said. “Can you hear me?”

The male ghost gave me a single nod.

“Is there anything you want to tell me?” I asked. “Have you been watching over the family that now lives in this house?”

He shook his head and jabbed a finger at the open door Francis had dashed through.

“Are you unhappy with Francis?”

The ghost took several rapid steps towards me, pausing when Flipper growled and his hackles rose.

“Stay calm,” I said to both of them as I rested a hand on Flipper’s back.

The ghost jabbed another finger at the open door before vanishing. A second later, a cold wind whipped through the room, scooping toys up and dashing them against the walls. Plastic blocks, dolls, and soft toys flew in front of my eyes as the ghost’s energy swirled around me, creating a whirlwind of color.

I was smacked on the side of the head with a fast moving plastic brick. “Ouch! You can pack that in.” I rubbed the side of my head, knowing there would be a bruise there later.

Another plastic brick whizzed past, only an inch away from my nose. It was time to leave. Death by a plastic toy was not the way I wanted to go. I grabbed hold of Flipper, and we hurried out of the room, before I shut the door swiftly behind us.

Whatever was going on in this house, it was more than the restless ghosts of Mirabel and Michael making their presence felt. There were other ghosts here, and they were not happy.

Chapter 9

“I feel bad for not going to dinner with Jasmine and Chris tonight,” I said as Helen placed a delicious smelling plate of shepherd’s pie in front of me.

“Don’t feel that way,” said Helen. “I told them I had an upset stomach, and you were going to keep me company. I just couldn’t face another dreadful meal served by Francis. And we wouldn’t have been able to talk about everything you discovered today if we were having dinner with the family.”

As soon as I’d finished work for the day, I’d found Helen and told her everything I’d discovered; the deaths of the children, the surprising discovery of two ghosts in the household, and Francis’s role as the children’s nanny.

“At least we know now why Francis’s cooking is so terrible.” I sprinkled black pepper on the top of the shepherd’s pie. “Nannies don’t get much training in being good cooks.”

Helen sat at the table opposite me. “No wonder this place has such a sad feel about it. Two dead children, grieving parents, a guilt-ridden nanny, and two mysterious adult ghosts.”

“It was so sad hearing Jasmine talk about the children,” I said.

Helen watched me as she chewed on a large piece of asparagus. “What’s on your mind?”

I placed my fork down. “I’m worried that the children’s ghosts are here for a reason. What if their deaths weren’t because of the problem with their hearts?”

The asparagus fell off Helen’s fork. “Somebody killed them?”

“It would make sense why they’re still here,” I said.

“They could be here because they don’t want to leave their family,” said Helen. “Or maybe they’re too small to realize what’s happened to them and want to stay at home. Please don’t say something bad happened to them.”

“But what if that’s not the case?” I asked. “What if Michael and Mirabel were murdered?”

“That’s awful,” said Helen. “Who would want to do that?”

“I wondered about Francis,” I said. “She was nervous when she caught me in the nursery. And I know she heard the same laughter as me. The children could be haunting her because she mistreated them. And there was a ghost moving toys in the room when we were both in there. Francis tried to explain it by saying it was Flipper’s doing. But she knows something is not right in the house. Could her guilt be forcing her to stay?”

“It’s possible,” said Helen. “Could the children be pestering Francis in an attempt to get revenge? Would they do that?”

“They were only six years old when they died,” I said. “They may not understand what’s going on. But if they sense something is wrong, it could be the reason they’re still here.”

“And if it is, then we need to help them get the justice they deserve,” said Helen. “Those poor innocent babies being harmed is not acceptable.”

Usually, I resisted Helen’s enthusiasm to help every ghost we stumbled across. But this time, I was right with her. If anything bad had happened to these children, I would not rest until I’d figured out what it was. “I can’t work out what the other two ghosts are doing here, though, and why the children didn’t appear to me when I asked them to.”

“It was a middle-aged woman and a man of about the same age?” asked Helen. “Do you think they could have been husband and wife? Maybe they were former occupants of the house, and the children's ghosts being active here has stirred them up.”

“They may be reacting to the deaths of the children,” I said, “but neither of them are happy. The woman refused to speak to me and disappeared after a few seconds. The man wasn’t much better, although he did seem angry at Francis. He ended up just causing a mess in the nursery.” I touched the tender spot on my head where the plastic brick had hit me.

“Maybe they want to see justice done as well,” said Helen. “They could have witnessed the deaths of the children. And if it wasn’t a natural death, they could be out for revenge as well.”

I tucked into my delicious shepherd’s pie as I thought through the options. “Their clothing suggested they hadn’t died recently. They looked like farm workers, or in some sort of domestic service.”

“That fits with this house,” said Helen. “It was built hundreds of years ago.”

“The female ghost was pointing out the sounds the children were making,” I said. “Maybe she was trying to let me know she saw something bad.”

“This ghost needs to stop disappearing on you if she is trying to help,” said Helen.

I nodded. “That would make things easier.”

“And what are you going to do about Jasmine?” asked Helen. “Sounds like she’s keen on uncovering the truth about her children’s ghosts.”

“For now, I’m going to focus on the memorial event she wants organized for them,” I said. “I can’t reveal to her what I’ve seen. Jasmine is open-minded, but she might think I’m being dishonest if I say I can see ghosts. It’s not something I put on my CV. If I did, it would only attract the men in lab coats, and an armful of medication to keep me quiet.”

“But Jasmine believes in ghosts,” said Helen. “Maybe she’d benefit from knowing the truth.”

“It’s too much of a risk,” I said. “Jasmine might think she believes in ghosts, but remember how freaked out you were when I heard from your dead aunt? You didn’t speak to me for a week.”

“Only because what she revealed to you was so embarrassing,” said Helen. “Nobody should ever know that I weed in a teapot when I was a child.”

“At least no one boiled the kettle and tried to drink the contents,” I laughed. “But it took you a lot to believe, and you’ve been around me ever since I began to see ghosts. I can’t go and tell a virtual stranger about my ability, especially not when that person pays my wages and is neck deep in grief.”

“You’re right,” said Helen. “So, you stick to organizing the memorial with Jasmine. What about the ghosts?”

“I’ll keep trying to find the children,” I said. “They might be able to tell me a bit about what happened to them just before they died.”

“But they’re so young,” said Helen. “You don’t want to frighten them.”

“I don’t,” I said. “And I don’t have much experience with children.” I looked down at Flipper, whose head was resting on my feet. “I’m more used to fur babies than real babies.”

“Go gently with them,” said Helen. “Make it more of a game when you do finally see them. Maybe re-enact things with the toys in their nursery.”

“If I get caught in there again, Francis will skin me alive,” I said. “She told me not to interfere.”

“Which could make her a suspect if Michael and Mirabel’s deaths weren’t from their heart defects,” said Helen.

“And then there’s their parents.” I hated myself for saying my thoughts aloud. “But it’s the first place the police look in suspicious deaths of children. The mother or father are usually to blame.”

“I can’t imagine either Chris or Jasmine wanting to harm their own children,” said Helen. “They’re both such lovely people.”

“We need to consider all the possibilities,” I said. “This is only our second day here, so we don’t know either of them well. Whoever harmed the children, if it was anybody, they need to be brought to justice.”

A knock sounded on the annex door, and I left the table to open it. Chris stood outside, his dinner napkin still tucked in his shirt. “I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

“Not at all,” I said. “We were just finishing dinner.”

“You have a visitor,” said Chris to me.

I nodded and waited for him to tell me who it was.

“Are you feeling better?” Chris looked over at Helen. “Jasmine told me you are unwell.”

“Much better now.” Helen had the decency to blush as she looked at her almost empty plate.

“That looks good.” Chris’s eyes lit up when he saw the half-finished shepherd’s pie on my own plate.

“There’s plenty to spare,” said Helen. “Perhaps you’d like to try some?”

“We’ve had faggots for dinner.” Chris failed to suppress a grimace. “Well, Francis's version of faggots. They tasted very... gritty.”

“You’re welcome to what’s left here,” said Helen. “And I won’t say a word to Francis.”

It looked like I’d been forgotten about, as Chris gave a hearty nod, hurried into the room, and sat at the table.

“Who’s my visitor?” I asked him.

“Oh, of course, sorry,” said Chris as he accepted a plate full of food from Helen. “It’s Zach. He’s outside.”

I grinned broadly as I left Helen and Chris at the table and hurried to the main door with Flipper. Zach was waiting in the porch with Jessie at his side.

“I wasn’t expecting you this evening.” I stood on my tiptoes and kissed Zach, his stubble grating across my chin as I did so.

“I wanted to see how things were going.” Zach looked down as the dogs danced around each other in obvious delight.

“I’ve just finished dinner,” I said. “Shall we go for a walk?”

“Sounds good.” Zach pulled the door shut behind me, and I took his elbow as we walked along the country lane, passing beautiful thatched cottages set back from the road, their windows letting out a warm amber glow from the lights inside.

“How have you been enjoying your new role?” I asked.

“It’s a bit of a mess,” said Zach. “The last gardener looks like he wasn’t doing a good job and deceived the family as to how much work he actually got done. I found a shed full of rusty tools that he didn’t maintain properly. They will be my initial focus. I need to get everything back into working order before I attack the garden. But there’s a lot of work to do there.”

“I imagine you’ll be in your element, then.” I knew Zach liked a challenge when it came to his gardens.

“It will keep me busy,” said Zach with a smile. “And it helps to keep my mind off you.”

“You don’t want to be thinking about me?”

“That’s the problem,” said Zach. “I think about you too much. I miss not working in the same place as you.”

I nudged him with my hip as we walked along. “We’re not so far away from each other.”

“I will bear it as much as I can.” Zach grinned at me. “So, tell me about your job. How are the Bellamys treating you?”

“They’re both nice people,” I said. “They are a little sad, though.”

“Why are they sad?”

“Their children died not so long ago.”

Zach slowed down and looked at me. “That’s terrible. What happened?”

“They had a problem with their hearts,” I said. “They were twins, a boy and a girl, Michael and Mirabel. There was nothing the doctors could do, and the poor little things died in their sleep one night. They were only six years old.”

“That’s a sad story,” said Zach. “But I’m sensing there’s more to it.”

I tightened my grip on Zach’s elbow. “Don’t be angry, but I think the children’s ghosts are still in the house.”

Zach sighed. “And you’re going to help them with a problem they have.”

“It’s not just me who thinks they’re still here,” I said. “Jasmine believes they are here as well.”

“Your employer sees ghosts?”

“Not so much sees them,” I said. “But I’m sure she’s heard them, and so have I. And the cook, who used to be the children’s nanny, has definitely seen the ghosts in action.”

“Go back a step,” said Zach. “There’s a cook who was the children’s nanny?”

“Yes, the family kept her on after the children died. They don’t want to let her go, but she’s a terrible cook. Helen is distraught that we’re going to be faced with mounds of soggy vegetables and burnt puddings while we’re here.”

“That is a tragedy for Helen.” Zach grinned at me. “Let me get this right; you think there are two children’s ghosts in the house?”

“There are four ghosts in the house,” I said.

“Four ghosts!”

“I haven’t seen the children yet,” I said, “but I have met a male and female ghost.”

“Why are they haunting the house?” asked Zach.

“I'm not sure yet,” I said. “Helen thinks they’re in the house because they’ve been disturbed by the children’s ghosts. Whatever reason they’re here, they like to make a mess, and they're angry about something. But I can’t figure out what it is.”

“Maybe it’s because you’re poking your nose into their business,” said Zach.

“Don’t say that,” I said. “You sound just like the dodgy cook. I’m not poking my nose into anything. I’m helping those who need it.” Flipper dashed up to me with a large stick in his mouth, and I took it and threw it for him to chase.

“So why do you think the children's ghosts are still in the house?”

I took a deep breath, knowing Zach was not going to like this. “I think they’re here because something bad happened to them.”

“You know for sure that their deaths were suspicious?”

“Not yet I don’t,” I said. “But I need to find out more about them.”

Zach stopped walking and turned me towards him. “Don’t go getting yourself into any trouble over this. Your employer may think she believes in ghosts, but if you tell her the truth, she will not be so understanding.”

“I’ve already thought about that,” I said. “And I’m not going to lose my job over this. But I have to know the truth.”

Zach pulled me into his embrace and hugged me to him. “I know you do. And if I thought any children had come to harm, I would want to help them too.”

“I knew you’d understand,” I said.

“I understand, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy about it.” Zach grasped hold of my shoulders and looked down at me. “Be careful.”

“I always am,” I said.

“You never are,” said Zach. “Whenever you’re helping a ghost, you put their needs before your own. Now I’m here, that has to change.”

“Now you’re here!” I glared up at him. “What do you mean by that?”

“You don’t just have yourself to think about anymore,” said Zach. “You need to think about me as well. And Jessie.”

“I think about you,” I said. “And I think about both of our dogs. You’re not making any sense.”

“I don’t want you to get hurt,” said Zach. “Jessie and I care about you too much.”

I punched him gently in the chest. “You’re such an idiot. Why didn’t you just say that? I care about you too. And I’m as careful as I can be. But I can’t change my ways now you’re here. You knew what you were taking on when we started dating. You knew I could see ghosts. They aren’t going to disappear because you’re on the scene.”

“I wish they would.” Zach sighed. “I worry about you. You never think about your own safety.”

“I do,” I said. Well, I thought about it after I’d done something stupid. I did have a tendency to rush in all guns blazing when a wrong had occurred, and didn't always consider my own well-being, or how I was going to get out of the mess I’d created.

“Just look after yourself.” Zach pulled me back into his arms and pressed his lips firmly against mine.

I snuggled into his embrace. I liked that Zach cared about me enough to be worried for my safety. But I could look after myself. I always had. I wouldn’t stop doing that because Zach was here.

He kissed me again, and I couldn’t help but smile. This time, I was getting shivers for all the right reasons.

Chapter 10

I spent the next morning with Jasmine. She was dressed and downstairs before I’d finished breakfast.

“I’ve been thinking about the memorial event,” she said as I entered the living room.

“That’s good,” I said.

“I want to work on that today,” said Jasmine. “Well, for as long as we need to. I want everything to be perfect.”

“I’m sure we can make that happen.” I sat in the seat opposite her. “What ideas do you have?”

“I want a party,” said Jasmine. “The children must know they are still loved, and we want them to be happy.”

“I’m sure they know that,” I said.

“But I have to be sure,” said Jasmine. “I want lots of balloons, a cake, presents. Just as it would be if they were still alive.” She glanced over at me. “They are still here, aren’t they?”

I looked around the room but didn’t spot any ghostly children. “Anything is possible.”

“Chris loves the idea of a memorial for Michael and Mirabel,” said Jasmine. “He wants me to do it, and said to spare no expense.”

“You don’t need to spend a lot of money to remember your children.”

“But I want to,” said Jasmine. “They must know how important they are to me, to both of us.”

“They will,” I said. “If they know what’s going on, I’m sure they’ll be excited by the idea of a party. But perhaps you’d like to make it discreet. You may feel sad on the day, and too many people at the memorial could be overwhelming.”

Jasmine sat back in her seat. “I don’t want it to be sad.”

“I’m not saying it will be,” I said. “There will be happy and sad memories that day. You need to make sure you and your husband can cope with that.”

Jasmine rubbed her forehead. “I want everybody there, though. Everyone who had a connection with my children.”

“I think the children would like to be surrounded by people who loved them.” I looked at the long list of names Jasmine had already written on the notepad in front of her.

Jasmine sighed and looked out of the window. “You think I’m being foolish.”

“Not for a second,” I said. “But this is a day for you and Chris as well. You don’t want to be so exhausted that you don’t remember what happened. It’s a time for loved ones to come together and remember Michael and Mirabel fondly.”

“She was the oldest by two minutes.” Jasmine’s gaze was still on the window. “And you could tell. Mirabel was the bossy one, dragging Michael into her games. She used to dress him as a unicorn in a multi-colored cape and a plastic cone shaped hat on his forehead as his horn. They would run around the garden together, with him as her magical unicorn. I think he wanted to play soldiers and get muddy, but that wasn’t allowed when you were a unicorn.”

“That would be a lovely memory to share at the memorial,” I said. “Do you have any pictures you’d like to show as well?”

“Hundreds.” Jasmine looked over at me. “Perhaps you’re right. Something more intimate would be appropriate. I can gather close friends and family at the house. But there will be a huge cake for the children.”

“A party isn’t a party if there’s no cake.”

“I could ask Francis to make it,” said Jasmine.

“Helen loves making cakes,” I said swiftly, worried about the monstrous version of a cake Francis would produce. “She’d be happy to help out with that.”

Jasmine gave me a rueful smile. “That’s an excellent idea. Francis is busy in the kitchen. There’s no point stressing her out too much with a complicated cake request. And we do want to make sure it is edible.”

That sounded ideal to me. “Shall we think about the guest list?”

We spent the next two hours gathering details of people to invite and composing an invitation. At the end of that stint of work, Jasmine was yawning loudly and rubbing her eyes.

“I’m so sorry,” said Jasmine as another yawn overtook her. “I’m still so sleepy.”

“Let’s take a break.” I gathered the papers in front of me. “I’ll compose a draft of the invitation if you want to take a nap.”

“I’ll do that,” said Jasmine. “Do you have enough information for the invitation?”

“Yes, this will keep me busy.” I watched as Jasmine made her way slowly out of the living room. I had seen some sparks of life in her during our time together and hoped she was finding my company of use. It was a strange job I’d landed, but I didn’t mind. It felt good to be helping someone so lost.

I created a template for the invitation on the laptop I was working on, filled in a few details, and then saved a copy. It was time for a cup of tea, but I wanted to check Jasmine was resting before I took a break.

I slipped up the staircase, leaving Flipper on guard duty at the bottom, and carefully opened Jasmine's bedroom door. The curtains were drawn, and I could see Jasmine on the bed. On the bedside cabinet were several bottles of pills.

Pushing the door open wider, I tiptoed to the cabinet. There were three different prescriptions; one was an anti-psychotic, and the other two were antidepressants. These were powerful medications. If Jasmine was taking the anti-psychotic drug, she may have a mental health condition I wasn’t aware of. I knew little about her mental stability, but imagined she must have been pushed to the edge with the loss of her children. 

Looking down at Jasmine, I could see she was in a deep sleep, her chest rising and falling regularly. When did her drug use begin? And was she unwell when the children were still alive? If she’d had an episode, and lost control, it was possible she could have been involved in their deaths. I hated that idea. Jasmine couldn’t be responsible for the deaths of Mirabel and Michael, could she?

I set down the bottle in my hand, just as a bone chilling shudder ran through me. I turned to leave the room, and saw the female ghost I’d tried to talk to standing by the wall, her arms bent as if holding a baby.

I took a quick glance at Jasmine to make sure she was still asleep and then walked towards the ghost. “What are you doing here?” I whispered.

The ghost turned her back and walked straight through the wall. This wasn’t an unusual thing to see. Houses were altered over the years, so the ghost may think she was walking through what was once a doorway. And it could mean what I was seeing was a residual memory, not an active ghost at all. Residual ghosts kept doing the same actions over and over again, as if their energy was disturbed by something, and they re-created a situation or a scene that was meaningful to them. I’d met plenty of them before, and although they gave me a fright the first time I encountered them, I soon got used to their repetitive behaviors.

But this ghost had looked at me. I was sure of it. She wanted to make certain I could see what she was doing and where she was going.

“Lorna, is that you?” said Jasmine groggily.

I spun around and hurried to her bedside. “I came to check on you. Wanted to see if you fancied a cup of tea. Or perhaps I can read to you if you want some company.”

“How long have I been asleep?” asked Jasmine.

“About an hour,” I said.

“What were you doing over by the wall?”

“I thought I heard a noise,” I said.

“Most likely the children,” said Jasmine. “They like to make tapping sounds on that wall in particular. Have you heard them laughing yet?”

“I don’t think so,” I lied. “Is that something you hear regularly?”

“Every day,” said Jasmine. “I know Chris hears it too, but he always makes some excuse about what it could be.”

“I could have heard a pipe rattling in the wall,” I said, not wanting to encourage Jasmine too much, even though I longed to confide in her and help set her mind at rest.

“No, they are here.”

I nodded, not sure what else to do. Jasmine was right, her home was full of ghosts.

“I think I’ll sleep a little longer,” said Jasmine. “But don’t let me stop you. Get yourself some tea, and I’ll join you downstairs later to finish the invitations.” Jasmine’s head was already sinking back onto her pillow. The medication she took was obviously effective.

“I’ll be downstairs if you need me,” I said.

“Very good.” Jasmine’s voice sounded sleepy.

I risked another glance at the wall before I left the bedroom, but there was no sign of the female ghost. What was she trying to show me? She’d been swaddling something in her arms, but I hadn’t seen what it was. Did she have some information about the death of the children she wanted to share but didn’t know how to?

Whoever she was, and whatever she wanted to tell me, I needed to find out what it was. And, if possible, I needed to find out about Jasmine’s health and how long she’d been unwell. It worried me that she may have had some sort of breakdown or relapse and injured the children without realizing it. If she had done that, I could understand why Michael and Mirabel were still here, as they tried to figure out why they’d been harmed by the person who should love them the most and want to keep them safe.

I pulled the bedroom door shut behind me and leaned against it. Dealing with the ghosts of children was hard. Little lives over before they’d even begun. I was determined to get them the help they needed, whatever they needed. Even in the afterlife, they might be vulnerable and need protecting. And as much as I sometimes resented it, I knew it was my job to assist them.

There were so many puzzles in this house. It was time I started solving them. 

Chapter 11

“That was another amazing meal,” I said to Helen as she cleared away the empty plates from the table.

Jasmine had decided she didn’t want any dinner that evening, much to Francis’s annoyance, and that had given Helen and me the perfect excuse to avoid another plate of sloppy greens and soggy pastry.

It also meant I could catch Helen up on my discovery when I'd been in Jasmine’s bedroom earlier that day, as she whipped up a fantastic stew and dumplings.

Helen pulled an apple pie out of the oven and presented it to me.

My mood brightened as the sweet scent of baked apple filled the annex. “You are a cooking super star.”

“I aim to please,” said Helen with a smile.

“I’m a bit worried about Jasmine,” I said. “All those pills I found today make me wonder just how stable she is.”

“It does sound like strong medication.” Helen sliced into the apple pie. “But we can’t know for sure how long she’s been taking it. It could be something the doctor gave her after the children died.”

“And there’s no way for us to find out,” I said. “Unless I get you hacking into her private medical records.”

“Even I’m not that good.” Helen grinned at me as she passed me a steaming bowl of apple pie. “But we can have a discreet hunt in some of her papers. We may reveal some old prescriptions with dates on them. That will give you an idea as to how long she’s been on the pills.”

“If the medication is as strong as I think it is, Jasmine may not even have known what she was doing a lot of the time.” I cut into my apple pie and then left it to cool, despite the enticing aromas of cinnamon and nutmeg drifting up my nose. “Those kinds of pills can make people hallucinate.”

“How do you know that?” asked Helen.

“The Internet is a wonderful thing,” I said. “The antidepressants I can understand. Everyone needs the edge taken off when they suffer a tragedy.”

“Isn’t there a medical condition that makes mothers hurt their children?” asked Helen. “Munchausen something or other.”

“There is, but I think it’s unusual.” I pulled out my phone and did a quick search online. “Here it is; it’s when a parent makes up illnesses their child has, and they can go as far as harming the child to make them ill. But that can’t be the case with Jasmine or Chris. The children definitely had problems with their hearts. You can’t fake that.”

“Well, there’s an odd sort of relief in knowing that,” said Helen. “What about this ghost that keeps appearing to you? You think she knows something about the children’s deaths?”

“I’m not sure about her,” I said. “It’s frustrating that she won’t even attempt to communicate with me. I know we can’t speak to each other directly. Other ghosts we’ve met haven’t been so reticent in telling me what their problem is, but she seems determined to show up, pull an angry face, and then disappear.”

“Maybe she’s shy.” Helen ate a large mouthful of apple pie and then blew out as the hot apple touched her tongue.

“Or stubborn,” I said. “Maybe she thinks I know something, or I’m involved with the children in some way. That could be the reason she’s angry with me. Could she be mistaking me for Jasmine?”

“You have the same dark colored hair,” said Helen. “It could be possible. Who knows how good a ghost’s eyesight is?”

“And as for the male ghost, I haven’t seen him since his appearance in the nursery,” I said. “And he wasn’t happy with me either.”

“And the ghosts you really want to see aren’t showing themselves to you at all,” said Helen.

A loud crash had us both jumping to our feet. We hurried out to the hallway, to discover Chris had thrown open the front door and was down on his hands and knees, his briefcase halfway across the floor.

I hurried towards him and grabbed hold of his arm. “Everything okay?”

“Just lost my balance.” The strong odor of whiskey drifted out of Chris’s pores, and he gave a loud hiccup.

“Let me help you up.” I took a firm hold of his arm, and Helen grabbed him on the other side, and between the two of us, we managed to get him to his feet.

“Thanks ever so much,” said Chris. “I always misjudge that step.”

I let go of him, and he wobbled precariously from side to side. “Would you like a coffee?”

“That sounds like a good plan,” said Chris. “Had a heavy day at work. Need something to buck me up.”

More like he’d had a heavy afternoon in the pub if his disheveled appearance was anything to go by.

“I’ve got some apple pie you might like with your coffee,” said Helen. She raised her eyebrows at me and then discreetly pinched her nose behind Chris’s back.

“Apple pie is my favorite,” said Chris. “Coffee and apple pie is just what I need.”

I helped Chris off with his coat and picked up his briefcase. “Come this way.” I led him into our annex and settled him at the kitchen table.

“We should have employed you as our cook, Helen,” said Chris as he loosened his tie and undid the top button of his shirt.

“I thought you liked Francis’s cooking,” said Helen.

“Well, it’s not always terrible.” Chris gave a shrug. “But honestly, I eat it because I think Jasmine wants me to. She was so keen on keeping Francis here. I don’t have the heart to tell her that Francis’s cooking tastes like dirty rubber boots that have been marinated in a sour hot sauce for too long.”

“It’s not that bad,” I said as I took my seat at the table again.

“It’s also not that good.” Chris sighed and played with the salt shaker on the table. “Are you both settling in well?”

“Yes, this is perfect,” I said.

“And how has Jasmine been today?” Chris nodded thanks to Helen as she placed a large mug of black coffee in front of him and a huge slice of apple pie.

“We’ve been doing some work on the memorial invitation,” I said.

Chris nodded as he ate a mouthful of pie. “She told me about that. Do you think it’s a good idea?”

“I think it’s an excellent idea,” I said. “It’s nice to remember lost loved ones.”

“She did seem happy about it.” Chris took a slurp of his coffee. “And that’s all I want, for her to be happy again.”

Helen settled at the table. “It can take a long time to get over such a sad loss.”

“I didn’t mean for her to tell you about the children so soon,” said Chris. “We don’t talk to many people about it. Maybe that’s part of the problem. We keep everything inside and put on a united front when we’re out together. Once we’re inside these four walls, everything crumbles.”

“People will expect you to be sad,” I said.

“For a while they will,” said Chris. “But just because your own world falls off its axis when a tragedy happens, doesn’t mean the rest of the world does. I remember the first time I left the house after the children died. I only went to get a newspaper and some milk. I was so shocked by how normal everything seemed. My world was imploding, shaking like a force ten hurricane was whipping through it, but nobody else was affected. Nobody knew what was happening to Jasmine and me. And the more I thought about it, the more I realized that they wouldn’t care even if they did know. They were unharmed and unhurt. Their loved ones were safe and happy. What was happening to me didn’t impact them. And that’s one of the things that hurt the most.”

Flipper stood up from his curled position by the log burner and trotted over to Chris. He laid his head in Chris’s lap and looked up at him.

Chris smiled down at Flipper and fed him a piece of his pie crust.

I realized the alcohol was loosening Chris’s tongue, but I was happy to let him talk. “I think a lot of people feel like that when they experience such a tragedy. And it is okay to fall apart in front of others. They will understand. You cannot go through this life without experiencing a few bad things.”

“There’s bad and there’s bad.” Chris placed his empty bowl down and sat back in his seat. “I’ve got my work to focus upon, but Jasmine is here every day. She’s surrounded by all the memories of our children. I did encourage her to get out more, maybe even get a part-time job. But she was adamant she wanted to stay here. It’s the main reason I insisted we employ you, Lorna. At least now, Jasmine has some company during the day, and isn’t alone dwelling on the past.”

“And I think it’s helping,” I said. “It isn’t healthy to keep yourself too isolated from the rest of the world, no matter how much your heart is hurting.”

Chris ran a hand over his face. “The worst thing is, people are already dropping hints about us having more children.”

Helen tutted and gathered our dessert bowls. “I know they mean well by saying that, but it is rather insensitive.”

“They don’t mean any harm by what they say,” said Chris, “but it makes me want to punch them in the face. I had children and now they’ve gone. I can’t replace them with more.”

“Maybe you’ll think differently in the future,” I said. “And you wouldn’t be replacing Michael and Mirabel. These would be different children, with unique personalities and habits.”

“Yes, I know that.” Chris sagged into his seat. “I sometimes wish we’d never had any children. I mean, everything changed when they came along. And they were so fragile. I was terrified of hurting them every time I picked up either of them. Jasmine really pushed me into having kids, though. She said the house wouldn’t be a home until we’d had some. I was happy to wait a few years, but then she got pregnant, and the option was out of my hands.”

“You don’t regret having them, though, do you?” Helen exchanged a worried look with me.

Chris stared up at the ceiling and let out a long, slow exhale. “No, and I take it back. I loved my children very much, but they changed everything in our relationship. Suddenly, we were a mother and father of two fragile beings. They took over every waking moment of our lives. Life was different when they were here. And then they died, and there was nothing. The void couldn’t be filled by going back to the way we used to live our lives. So, what were we to do after they’d gone?” He looked first at me and then Helen.

I wished I had some inspiring words to fill Chris with hope, but all that ran through my head were pointless platitudes and promises that things would get better with time. “How about some more pie?”

Chris nodded. “Yes, pie makes everything a little better.”

After Chris had returned to the main house, I sat back at the kitchen table with Helen, and we finished the apple pie and drank tea.

“Chris didn’t want to be a father,” said Helen.

“He didn’t say that exactly,” I said. “He said that having children changed everything. And he’d be right; you have to alter your whole life to accommodate them.”

“Could be that he decided he didn’t want to change his life,” said Helen.

I took a drink of tea as I considered this possibility. “Chris killed the children in the hope that his life with Jasmine would return to normal? He must have known that wouldn’t be possible. You don’t lose two children and expect everything to be fine.”

“Maybe he expected Jasmine to get over it more quickly,” said Helen. “Or he could be the one making sure she takes all of her medication to keep her subdued and under control.”

“Chris doesn’t strike me as that sort of husband,” I said. “He is a mess, and he drinks too much, but then, why wouldn’t he? He’s struggling to cope as much as his wife is.”

“Maybe him being so nice is an act,” said Helen. “He could have this friendly facade that he trots out in front of other people, but when he’s alone with Jasmine, he’s a different man. I’ve heard about those kind of men; they’re all charm and loveliness in public, but then turn into vile demons when alone with their wives.”

“But he was so nice to Flipper just now,” I said. “He even fed him his apple pie crust.”

Helen smiled at me. “Again, it could be a really good front. If he was alone, maybe he’d have eaten the pie crust himself and tried to kick Flipper.”

“He’d better not,” I grumbled as I looked over to where Flipper was sleeping in front of the log burner.

“We shouldn’t rule out Chris straightaway. He could be involved in the deaths of Mirabel and Michael,” said Helen. “Is it possible we’re looking at the wrong parent? Being on medication doesn't automatically make you a killer.”

Helen was right. Although I didn’t get any sense of malice from Chris, I didn’t know him. Maybe he did have something to hide. He could have done something to harm the children and be blotting out the memories by drinking heavily and staying away from the house as much as possible.

“Okay, he goes on the suspect list as well. But we need to find these ghost children and get them to tell us what’s going on. Otherwise, we’ll just be going in circles and finding more suspects.”

“You’ll find the children,” said Helen. “They always make contact with you eventually. And remember, they are little; they may not know what they’re supposed to do.”

“That’s our mission for tomorrow,” I said. “Find the ghost children and get them the help they need.”

“Agreed,” said Helen. “Let’s go on a ghost hunt.”

Chapter 12

I awoke with a start. My skin prickled with the unpleasant sensation that I was being watched. I shifted in my bed, disturbing Flipper, who was stationed in his usual place next to my feet.

Flipper raised his head and looked at me.

“Have we got company in here?” I asked him quietly as I scanned the room for any signs of a ghostly presence.

Flipper whined and then rested his head back on his paws. He didn’t seem concerned by whatever it was that had woken me.

I snuggled back into my covers and shut my eyes, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that something was wrong.

I sat up as the sound of children’s laughter drifted past my door. I jumped out of bed, put on some clothes, and hurried out of my room, going straight into Helen’s and shaking her awake.

“What’s wrong?” Helen blearily blinked open her eyes. “It had better be something important. I was having a lovely dream about some hunky guy on a beach and a bottle of suntan lotion.”

“Your dirty dreams will have to wait,” I said. “The children are here.”

“Let’s go get them.” Helen jumped out of bed, hurriedly dressed, and then followed me and Flipper out into the hallway.

I stopped by the stairs to listen for any sounds of the children. After a few seconds, running feet could be heard, but they weren’t upstairs; they were by the front door.

“Looks like they want to go outside,” I said to Helen. I pulled open the front door and walked out into the chilly autumn morning. There was a light mist floating over the dew-covered grass, giving the village an otherworldly appearance. Dawn was lightening the sky from its inky blackness, and long thin clouds drifted overhead.

“Where are they going?” whispered Helen.

A faint drift of laughter passed by me. “They’re heading over that way.” I pointed to the left. “I don’t know what’s over there, though.”

“Let’s find out,” said Helen.

We hurried along the lane and stopped outside a small children’s play area, containing several swings and a wooden climbing frame.

“Look at that.” Helen gestured to a tree sitting in the center of the play area. There was a large, bulky treehouse stuck between two branches.

“Maybe that’s where they want us to go,” I said. The sound of children’s laughter came again.

“I heard it this time.” Helen clutched my arm. “How is it that we can hear the children? Normally, we don’t hear any ghost voices.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Maybe children’s ghosts are different. But it’s not as if they’re actually speaking to us. I’d prefer it if they did.”

“Maybe they’ll be able to tell us what happened to them,” said Helen. “It would be nice if we could actually speak to a ghost, without going through all that ridiculous miming you have to do. Although, it is quite funny to watch.”

“It’s not funny for me,” I said. “Let’s go see if we can find anything in the play area.” I pushed through a wooden gate and walked into the grassy play area.

“Is anybody there?” asked Helen. She shot me a guilty look. “Sorry, I know that’s a bad joke.”

I shook my head. “There’s no harm in asking.”

Flipper dashed ahead of me and stopped at the base of the tree, his nose pointing upwards.

“Flipper thinks there’s somebody up there,” said Helen, “but I’m not sure I’m up to climbing into a treehouse to find out.”

“I don’t much fancy it either.” I looked at the rotten boards on the treehouse. No one had used it in years.

“Any sign of our ghostly children?” asked Helen.

I looked around the play area and caught a movement out of the corner of my eye. “We may have company.” I turned and waited.

It took about a minute, but the faint image of a girl appeared. She wore a long pinafore dress and had braids that hung over her shoulders.

Flipper ran towards the ghost and circled her several times, his tail wagging as he did so.

“What are you seeing?” asked Helen.

“A sad looking girl,” I said. “She’s dressed in an old-fashioned pinafore. And she’s scowling at us.”

“Speak to her,” said Helen. “Maybe she thinks you’re here to tell her off.”

I took several tentative steps towards the ghost child, my hands held out. “We’re here to help you.”

The girl tilted her head to one side, and her scowl deepened.

“My name is Lorna, and this is my friend, Helen. And the dog circling you is called Flipper.”

The girl looked at Flipper and shooed him away with her hands.

“I don’t think she likes dogs,” I said to Helen. I gestured Flipper to my side. “Why are you here?” I asked the ghost.

The ghost looked over her shoulder and then back to me. I caught a glimpse of fear in her eyes.

“There’s no need to be scared,” I said. “We really are here to help you if you need it.”

“Does she even realize she’s dead?” whispered Helen in my ear. “If she died as a child, she may not understand what’s going on.”

I really had no clue how the afterlife worked for children. “Do you know where you are?” I asked the ghost girl.

The girl nodded, but kept glancing over her shoulder, as if she could see something I couldn’t.

“I don’t think she’s alone,” I said to Helen. “From the way she’s acting, she’s frightened by something.”

“I hope it’s not us,” said Helen.

“No, she’s not looking at us. But something is worrying her.”

“Could it be another ghost?” asked Helen. “After all, you have seen those others in the house. And then there are the Bellamy children as well. You’ve yet to get a glimpse of them. Maybe they like to spend time in this play area.”

“It might be them.” I focused over the ghost’s shoulder, squinting to see if I could see what was unsettling her.

Flipper dashed from my side, passing straight through the ghost girl, and into the bushes.

“Wait!” I called to him, but Flipper ignored me and plunged into the gloom.

“Flipper’s onto something,” said Helen. “Should we follow him?”

I took another step towards the ghost, and she abruptly vanished. “She’s gone.”

“Which direction did she go in?” asked Helen.

“She just disappeared. Flipper running off startled her.” I caught another movement out of the corner of my eye in the trees and turned towards it. “Let’s go in this direction; there’s someone else here.” I hurried away, intent on discovering what was troubling the girl.

“Who is it?” Helen chased after me through the trees.

“I’m not sure.” I pushed back some branches. “But I’ve gotten a glimpse of someone ahead of us. Maybe they were watching us speak to the ghost.”

“Is it a ghost someone or a human someone?” asked Helen.

“A ghost, I think,” I said. “Although I can’t be sure. But if it’s a human, why would they run away from us?” I pushed through a dense patch of undergrowth and stopped. We had come full circle and were almost back at the Bellamys’ house.

“Did you see who it was?” Helen emerged from the trees and pulled a leaf from her hair.

“They’ve gone,” I said. “It might have been one of the adult ghosts I saw in the house, but they kept flashing in and out of sight as if they were trying to conceal themselves from me.”

“Why would they do that?” asked Helen. “And why are they being so sneaky with you? If they’ve got something to tell you, then why don’t they just do it?”

I shook my head. “I’m not sure. But I’m more interested in finding out who this child is and what she was running away from. She was scared.” There was more than one mystery in this village to solve.

Chapter 13

After finding Flipper in the woods, and discovering that he’d been chasing pheasants and not ghosts, we returned to the house. I didn't have time to discuss our mysterious ghost with Helen anymore, so had a quick freshen up and ate breakfast, before going to find Jasmine and starting my day’s work.

Jasmine was in the living room when I entered, a pile of papers in front of her. She was looking over the draft of the invitation I’d printed out yesterday for the children’s memorial event.

“Good morning, Lorna.” Jasmine held up the invitation. “This is excellent work.”

“Glad you like it,” I said.

“It’s got just the right tone,” said Jasmine.

“I can get some printed whenever you’re ready.” I settled on the seat next to her.

“I just need to finalize numbers and then we can go ahead with that,” said Jasmine.

“Perhaps we can go for a walk today,” I said. “You’ve not been out since I arrived, and fresh air always does a person good.”

“A walk would be nice,” said Jasmine. “And it looks like a nice day.”

I looked out of the window and saw the sun making a valiant attempt at pushing through the clouds. It was an improvement on the early morning mist I’d been running about in with Helen and Flipper. “Yes, perfect walking weather.”

“There’s a little tea room I used to visit with the children,” said Jasmine. “It’s a nice place, and they do lovely cream teas. Do you like cream teas? Or they have a lovely selection of cakes, all home-made and fresh every day.”

“I love cream teas,” I said.

“Then that’s settled,” said Jasmine. “I’ll finish here, and we can go out this afternoon.”

We worked for a couple more hours, looking at decorations and catering for the memorial event, before I stopped for a quick snack. I didn’t want to spoil my appetite for the treats I was going to have later.

I returned to the living room and found Jasmine with her coat over one arm.

“Shall we go?” she asked. “Now you’ve convinced me to venture out, I’m quite excited.”

“Ready when you are.” I grabbed my jacket, left Flipper to his slumber in the annex, and we walked out of the cottage.

“Do you know many people in the village?” I asked as we walked along the narrow country lane.

“A number of residents have been here for years,” said Jasmine. “Born and bred if you like. Most of them are friendly enough, but I think they get annoyed by outsiders coming in and spending a fortune on their properties. But there are others who live here, like Chris and me, who have worked in the City and now want a quieter life. Somewhere nice where we can raise a family. They’re usually friendlier. And I did have several friends with young children of their own. But they stopped coming around after Mirabel and Michael died.”

“That must have been difficult,” I said.

“It was. But I do understand why they did it. I’m not sure I would know what to say to someone who had lost their children. Words seem so empty.”

“No one came to visit after the children died?”

“Some did,” said Jasmine. “We got lots of casseroles and stews to keep us going. And one or two of my friends came by a couple of times. But I was in no real state to see them. I didn’t want to entertain them, and I definitely didn’t want to hear about their children. They were awkward meetings, and I didn’t encourage them to come back. Maybe I should have.”

“If they’re real friends, they’ll still be there when you’re ready to pick up the friendships,” I said.

“Maybe it is time I looked them up and established our friendships again,” said Jasmine. “Their children will be older now and at school. It will be nice to know what they’re doing. I don’t think I’d find it such a painful thing to do now.”

“It’s good to have friends to support you,” I said.

We passed a black metal gate with a decorative angel in the center, and Jasmine stopped. “Would you like to meet the children?”

“The children? Who do you mean?”

Jasmine smiled. “My children. This is where Michael and Mirabel are buried.” She pointed at the gate, and as I peered through it, I realized it was a small cemetery.

“This is where you were when Helen and I arrived on our first day?”

“That's right. I’d like you to see their graves,” said Jasmine. “I get the sense you believe the children are still here, just as I do. Maybe you will sense something if you’re close to them.”

“I don’t know about that,” I said, but I was interested in seeing their graves. There was a possibility the children were in the cemetery, especially if their parents visited so regularly.

Jasmine opened the gate, and we walked through together. “When they first died, I came here all the time. I felt like I needed to be close to them, even though I knew they were gone. But I come less often now. I come here with Chris a couple of times a week. We like to lay flowers and talk to them as if they’re still here. I guess that sounds silly to you.”

“Not at all,” I said. “It’s a nice way of keeping connected to them.”

“I think so.” Jasmine led me along a neatly maintained gravel path and stopped by two small, white headstones. “Here they are.”

I felt a lump in my throat, even before I turned to the headstones. Jasmine was being so brave; she’d lost her children, yet I was the one almost in tears about seeing their final resting place.

Jasmine gently touched my arm. “You don’t have to say anything, but I knew you’d appreciate coming here. You have a sensitive way about you, Lorna.”

I wasn’t so sure about that. I’d been known to put my foot in it plenty of times. But when it came to ghosts, I did try to do my best. And I definitely would when it came to these two. “Thank you for showing me.”

“It’s a comfort to know they’re here,” said Jasmine. “It’s so close to the house and easy to visit whenever I want to.”

I surreptitiously looked around the cemetery, hoping to catch a glimpse of the children. But everything was peaceful and still. Apart from a few birds who twittered in the nearby trees, there were no signs of other life, ghostly or human.

“Shall we go see about those cream teas?” asked Jasmine.

“That would be lovely.” We walked back along the path and out onto the lane again. The silence that surrounded us was a comfortable one; I was lost in my thoughts about the children and what really happened to them. Jasmine seemed like such a loving mother. Could she really be involved with their deaths? I knew people often did things out of character when they were in the grip of mental illness, but it pained me to think she was involved in harming them.

“Here we are,” said Jasmine as she stopped by a squat double fronted house, painted a pale blue, with tubs of bright autumnal flowers out the front.

“This is a tea room?” The house looked like someone’s home. There were net curtains at the window and no sign outside promoting cream teas.

“It’s a local secret,” said Jasmine. “The lady who runs it lives upstairs and uses the downstairs as her own little tea room. It’s very popular, and word has gotten out, so we get lots of visits from tourists. You can’t keep anything a secret these days.”

I had to agree. The Internet was useful for searching out all kinds of information. I knew I was planning to use it to find out more about Michael and Mirabel when I had a moment to myself. “Shall we go inside?”

“That’s what we’re here for.” Jasmine smiled and knocked at the front door.

A moment later, a tall woman in her mid-sixties opened the door. “Are you here for the tea room?” 

“That’s right, Sylvia,” said Jasmine.

Sylvia did a double take and then stared hard at Jasmine. “Mrs. Bellamy! I’m surprised to see you here.”

“I know it’s been a while,” said Jasmine. “I hope you’re still open for business.”

“Absolutely.”

“Lorna Shadow, I’d like you to meet Sylvia Edwards,” said Jasmine. “Her cream teas are amazing.”

“I’m looking forward to trying your scones,” I said to Sylvia.

“So you should be,” said Sylvia. “Best in the county. You’d better come in. You’re the first this afternoon. I’ve only just taken the first batch of baking out of the oven.” She stood to one side, and we walked into the hallway. It was a narrow, chintz filled area, with lots of small statues of women in bonnets carrying straw baskets lining the shelves.

“Is it okay for us to go through?” asked Jasmine.

“You know the way,” said Sylvia.

Jasmine nodded and led me to the end of the hallway before turning right. The room we entered was open plan, with low ceilings and half a dozen small wooden tables and chairs set out. There was a tiny serving counter at the back of the room and a chalk covered menu board detailing all the delicious treats on offer.

“You’ll be spoilt for choice,” said Jasmine in my ear. “Shall we have a seat by the window?”

“Sounds good.” I followed Jasmine to a table. Once we were settled in our seats, I took a few moments to look over the menu on the board. It all sounded wonderful. I’d have to bring Helen here. She would be in her element sampling all the goodies. There was a tasty sounding chocolate cake, a lemon drizzle cake, and the coffee tarte sounded to die for.

“What’s it going to be?” Jasmine looked at me with an amused smile on her face.

“I’d like to sample them all, but I don’t think my waistband will allow me to.”

“You can always come here again,” said Jasmine. “It was one of the children’s favorite places. They loved the rice crispy cakes topped with melted marshmallows and chocolate chunks.”

“They were my favorite too when I was a kid,” I said. “But I’m going to try the fresh cream strawberry tart and some English breakfast tea.”

“Let’s get a pot of tea,” said Jasmine. “I’m going for a lavender infused scone with local preserves and clotted cream.”

My mouth watered, and I wondered if I should change my order. Jasmine’s choice of cake sounded tempting.

“Would you mind placing the order while I visit the bathroom?” Jasmine stood and grabbed her bag. “I won’t be a moment.”

“No problem.” I hopped up from my seat and walked to the small counter at the back of the room. Sylvia was there filling the display cabinet with sweet smelling scones. There was another woman with her, similar in age, but with dyed black hair and penciled-in eyebrows that made her look permanently surprised.

“Marie, can you serve our customer?” Sylvia nodded at me. “I need to get these scones out and then it’s on to the next batch.”

“You must be popular if you bake that many scones every day,” I said.

“I like to think of the cafe as a community hub,” said Sylvia. “If you’re not a churchgoer, there’s not a lot to do in the village, and I thought having a place like this would be a fun thing to do. It definitely ensures I’m up-to-date with all the local gossip.”

Marie approached the counter. “What will it be?”

“A pot of English breakfast tea, a lavender scone with preserves, and a strawberry tart, please.”

Marie nodded and began to assemble my order. I noticed her giving me a furtive look out of the corner of her eye. Maybe she didn’t like strangers coming into the village. Small town folk could be strange at times.

“Have you worked here long?” I asked Marie.

“Ever since it opened.”

“And do you get to keep up with the latest gossip as well?”

“I don’t gossip.”

Yes, Marie definitely didn’t like strangers. I studied the menu again, giving me a distraction from the awkward atmosphere developing.

Marie placed the cakes on a tray and then moved to the kettle. “Interesting company you keep.”

I glanced over my shoulder, but there was no sign of Jasmine returning. “You mean my new employer?”

Marie nodded. “You must need money badly to be working for her.”

“Why do you say that?”

“That family is no good.”

“Marie, I thought you didn’t gossip.” Sylvia emerged from the back room with another tray of cakes.

“This isn’t gossip; this is the truth,” said Marie.

“The Bellamys seem like a good family to me,” I said. “But I haven’t been with them long.”

“You must be doing something right,” said Sylvia. “Mrs. Bellamy hasn’t been in here ever since she lost her little ones.”

“I know she’s taken it hard. But that’s to be expected,” I said.

“I don’t know why she’s upset,” said Marie.

“Why’s that?”

“Because of what she did,” said Marie.

“Marie, perhaps you shouldn’t.” Sylvia cast a worried look in my direction.

“It’s important to know who you’re working for.” Marie looked over at me. “You might decide you don’t want your job anymore when you know the truth.”

“And what’s the truth?” I leaned closer to the counter, wondering what secret I was about to be told.

“That woman killed her babies.”

Chapter 14

I felt my mouth fall open, and I gripped the edge of the tea room counter. “That can’t be true.”

“Now, you’ve done it.” Sylvia banged the empty scone tray to loosen the crumbs before sweeping them into the trash.

“She did,” said Marie. “Two little ones like that don’t die at the same time of natural causes.”

“But they were both sick,” I said. “They had the same problem with their hearts. They were twins.”

“It’s still not right.” Marie placed a teapot and two cups on the tray in front of me. “And she has the nerve to remain in the village. They live in that house as if nothing bad happened there.”

“Something terrible did happen.” I handed some money to Marie, my hands shaking as I did so. “But it wasn’t the family’s fault. It was a tragedy.”

“I never saw her as a natural mother,” said Marie.

“Did you see her mistreating the children?”

“She was always too clever to make a mistake in public,” said Marie. “But I could hear the children crying sometimes when I passed the house. Such thin, pitiful sobs that it broke your heart to hear them.”

“And you’re sure those noises were coming from the Bellamys’ house?” I’d also heard crying when I was in the nursery, but it wasn’t from children who were alive. Perhaps Marie had also heard the ghostly crying. The children seemed to be audible to everybody.

“There's no one else who would make those noises,” said Marie. “And there aren’t many children in the village. We like to keep an eye on our own. And I know several people asked Mrs. Bellamy about the crying, but she denied it. She would always say the children were happy and never got upset. But that’s not natural. Children fall down and skin their knees and cry. Silent children are the scared ones, the ones you need to watch closely.”

“Do you have any proof Mrs. Bellamy did harm her children?”

“I don’t need any proof. I know what I know.” Marie folded her arms over her chest and frowned at me. “Anything else?”

I grabbed the tray. “No, I’ve gotten everything I need.” As I walked back to the table, my mind was in turmoil. Could it be true? Did people in the village think Jasmine had something to do with the deaths of Mirabel and Michael? I’d thought it myself, but she seemed so sad about their deaths. Was she covering up something? Her intense grief could be because she harbored a dark secret about what really happened to the children.

I set out the cake and tea, although my appetite was now gone. A few seconds later, Jasmine returned to the table. As soon as she sat down, I sensed something was wrong. Her face was devoid of all color, and her hands shook.

“Here’s your scone.” I pushed a plate towards Jasmine.

“Thank you.” The words came out wobbly. “I’m not sure I can eat anything.”

“Are you feeling unwell?” I poured the tea and tried to repress the tumbled thoughts that ran through my head. Was I sitting opposite the children’s killer?

Two women walked into the cafe, their gazes locking onto me and Jasmine as soon as they saw us, and their expressions hardening.

I leaned closer to Jasmine. “Do you know those two women who have just come into the tea room?”

Jasmine glanced over briefly before grabbing her cup and taking a sip of tea. “I know them.”

“They’re not giving us friendly looks.”

“They wouldn’t,” said Jasmine. “Perhaps coming here wasn’t such a good idea.”

“We’re here now.” I glanced over at the women, who sat at a table on the other side of the cafe. They were still looking at us with grim expressions on their faces. One of them saw me looking, and her frown deepened.

Jasmine pulled off a piece of scone and shoved it into her mouth. “I thought people would have stopped spreading vile rumors by now.”

“Did those women say something to you?”

Jasmine gave a nod. “They were in the bathroom when I entered. What they said to me was not kind.”

“What did they say?” I imagined it was along the same lines as Marie. And I knew how quickly unpleasant gossip would spread in a small place like Combe Martin.

“It doesn’t matter.” Jasmine pointed to my untouched tart. “Aren’t you going to try it?”

I cut off a small slice of tart, despite not wanting to eat anything. I placed it in my mouth and chewed. It was delicious, but even the sweet, rich combination of cream and strawberry, couldn’t settle my concerns.

Jasmine continued to pull pieces off her scone, but she placed them on the plate, rather than eating them, and her fingers trembled as her gaze darted around the cafe.

“If you don’t like your scone, I can get you something else,” I said.

Jasmine looked down at her plate and pushed it away. “My stomach’s unsettled. The scone is fine.”

“If you’re feeling unwell, we can leave,” I said.

“I’d like that,” said Jasmine. “I’ve overexerted myself.”

“We can come here another day when you’re feeling better.”

“Yes, perhaps.” Jasmine fumbled her grip on the cup she held, and the contents spilt across the table. We both jumped up to avoid being soaked in hot tea.

I grabbed a handful of napkins and soaked up the liquid. “No harm done. It's just tea.” 

“I need some fresh air.” Jasmine grabbed her purse and dashed out of the cafe.

I cleaned up as best I could, and then collected the cups and plates and returned them to the counter.

Marie took the tray from me and glared at our barely touched food. “Something wrong?”

“We lost our appetites,” I said.

Marie shrugged. “Best if Mrs. Bellamy doesn’t come back here. She’ll only get upset again if she does.”

“She wouldn’t get upset at all if people didn’t spread malicious rumors about her.” I glared at Marie and then looked over at the two women listening into our conversation. “Jasmine is a good woman. She’s done nothing wrong. It’s not a nice thing to do, spreading evil gossip about somebody who has suffered such a terrible loss.”

“You don’t understand what you’re talking about,” said Marie. “We were all here when it happened, and we doted on those children. They shouldn’t have died like that.”

“I agree. It’s a terrible tragedy,” I said. “But Mrs. Bellamy didn’t have anything to do with it.” At least, I hoped she didn’t.

Marie dumped the cups and plates into the dishwasher before slamming the door. “Evil rubs off, and you should be careful who you spend your time with.”

“You’re telling me Mrs. Bellamy is evil?”

“It’s not just Mrs. Bellamy,” said one of the women sitting at the table behind me.

I turned to look at the woman, her piggy eyes were focused on me. “You’re saying her husband is evil?”

“The husband seems nice enough,” said the woman, “but it’s the house that’s the problem.”

I moved away from the counter. “The house?”

“Darkness encourages darkness,” said the woman. “There’s something wrong with Mrs. Bellamy, and there’s something wrong with the house she lives in.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You’re saying the house is evil?”

“That’s exactly what I mean.” The woman stared at me for a few seconds before turning her attention to her coffee.

I realized I was gripping the back of a chair so tightly my hand hurt. An evil house! Was that even possible? “Why do you think the house is evil?”

“Those children are not the only ones to die there,” said the woman.

Marie tapped the counter to get my attention. “No-one knows for sure, but another child vanished from that house. She died.”

“Or was murdered,” said the woman at the table.

“How do you know that?” I asked.

“What else could have happened to the poor little thing?” said Marie.

“When did it happen?”

“A long time ago,” said Marie, “but a stain like that seeps into the fabric of a house and taints it forever.”

“You can’t believe that.” Before the words were even out of my mouth, I knew that’s what I believed. I’d been in houses that had given me such bad vibes I’d had to leave instantly. Houses soaked up the atmosphere in them. Bad events in a house made for a grim place to live.

“Believe what you like,” said Marie, “but you’re living with a bad family in a house where terrible things have happened. You need to watch your back or you’ll get caught up in the evil history of that place. No good will come of it.”

“Thanks for the advice, but Mr. and Mrs. Bellamy are nice people.” I grabbed my jacket and headed to the door. “You shouldn’t persecute them without proof.”

Marie snorted. “Time will tell. You won’t last long in that place. If the crazy Mrs. Bellamy doesn’t drive you away, then the evil in the walls will do it for her.”

I glared at Marie before turning and leaving the tea room. An evil house, more dead children, and now Jasmine being called a crazed killer. What had I gotten myself into?

Chapter 15

I left the cafe feeling dazed as I hurried to catch up with Jasmine.

She barely spoke on our walk back to the house, and went straight to bed, ignoring my offer of company.

I tried to focus on my work, but my thoughts were a scattered mess. Not only did the locals think there was a problem with Jasmine, but they also thought the bricks and mortar surrounding me were cursed in some way.

I was happy enough to believe in ghosts, but malevolent houses? I hated that I was considering it.

Having unsuccessfully tackled a number of tasks, I tidied my work and went to find Helen. She would help me to unpick this mess.

She was in the annex, already starting on our evening meal, Flipper by her side, begging treats as she prepped for dinner. It looked like Helen was determined not to suffer one of Francis’s awful dinners again.

The smile on Helen’s face faded as she looked at me. “I hate to say this, but it looks like you’ve seen a ghost.”

I slumped into a seat and kicked off my shoes. “Worse than that. Someone told me today that they think this house is evil.”

Helen looked slowly round the room. “It feels alright to me.”

“And that’s not all,” I said. “I met some of the local residents today when I went out with Jasmine, and they all think she killed the children.”

Helen stopped chopping the carrot in front of her and walked over to me. “How do they know that?”

“It’s nothing more than idle gossip,” I said. “But they were giving Jasmine a hard time. She got upset and left the tea room we were in. Then they started on me, saying that being around evil will make me bad too and that there was something wrong with this house. Apparently, another child vanished when she was living here.”

“Another child?” Helen wiped her hands on the dish cloth slung over her shoulder. “Can a house be evil?”

I nodded. “There’s a theory that buildings, and the materials they’re made of, can absorb some of the energy and atmosphere in the environment. It is possible that, if something truly awful happened inside this building, it may have retained some bad essence.”

“You mean to say, if the children were murdered inside this house, the building absorbed the bad vibes and now gives it back to other people?”

“It sounds ridiculous,” I said.

“Says the woman who can see ghosts,” said Helen.

I smiled at Helen. “I have noticed a few cold spots as I walk through the house. And I have seen three ghosts and heard noises from what could be more ghosts. That could be what the locals are picking up on. If anyone is sensitive to ghosts, they may think they’re feeling something bad when they’re in the house.”

“Have you experienced anything scary in here, though?”

“Just the usual ghost stuff,” I said. “What about you?”

“Nothing odd,” said Helen. “But I’m not the sensitive one when it comes to ghosts. If you really think we are living in an evil house, then perhaps we should leave.”

“And abandon the ghosts?” I asked. “That’s not like you.”

“I don’t want to get caught up in some horrible encounter when the house stirs its evil intentions to life,” said Helen. “It could come after us.”

“It won’t come to that,” I said. “I don’t think we are the house’s preferred choice of food.”

“So, what is?” asked Helen. “And don’t say innocent children.”

I gave her a tired smile. “No, I can’t believe that. But it won’t do any harm to investigate all the deaths, and this house. I’ve been meaning to look into any newspaper reports on the Bellamy children’s deaths. Let’s see what else we can find out when I do that.”

“I’ll get on with finishing dinner, and you can do a bit of research,” said Helen. “I’m doing a curry tonight. We can carry on when we’re eating if you like.”

“Sounds like a good idea.” I settled Flipper on the seat next to me and then set to work on some online research. For the next half an hour, I scrolled through a dozen newspaper articles about Mirabel and Michael’s deaths.

“Got anything useful?” asked Helen.

“Looks like Jasmine was held and questioned for two days over their deaths,” I said. “But she was never charged with anything. The deaths were ruled as natural causes. Jasmine and Chris didn’t have anything to do with their deaths if these reports are to be believed.”

“And what do you believe?” asked Helen. “What impression have you got from Jasmine?”

“She’s a grieving mother,” I said. “And it makes sense now why she behaves the way she does. Jasmine has lost her children. She’s in a mess, and doesn't know how to get out of it.”

“I don’t think there’s anything bad about her,” said Helen. “From the time I’ve spent with her, she just seems lost.”

“There’s still the mental health question,” I said. “Perhaps Jasmine has episodes, and we’ve yet to see one. She could be a completely different person then.”

Helen set the table and placed a bowl of salad in the center along with some condiments. “Is there anything in the reports you’re reading about Jasmine’s mental health coming into question?”

“Nothing I can see so far,” I said, “but the medication she takes suggests there’s some instability there.” It didn’t sit well with me that I was doubting Jasmine. But with her possible instability, and the comments from the mean-spirited locals, I was having some worries of my own.

“Have you found anything useful about the house?” Helen carried a pot of rice to the table.

“I’ll have a look at that over dinner.” I moved from the sofa to the table, bringing my laptop with me. I typed in the address of the house and found hundreds of entries.

“Food is ready.” Helen passed me a plate full of steaming vegetable curry.

“That smells amazing.” I inhaled the spicy aroma of ginger, cumin, and cayenne pepper.

“Don’t worry; it’s not too hot,” said Helen. “I know you’re a wimp when it comes to the spicy stuff.”

“I like it well enough,” I said. “I just don’t like getting the face sweats when I eat.”

“That’s not an attractive look.” Helen passed me a plate of poppadoms. “Make sure you never go out for a curry date with Zach. Your sweaty face may put him off.”

“Noted.” I helped myself to a poppadom and returned to the information I was reading on the house. “I can’t find any pictures from when it was built.”

“It was much smaller than this, I’m guessing,” said Helen. “It could have been a farm worker’s cottage.”

“It has been extended,” I said. “Maybe even two cottages were knocked into one to make this bigger.”

“So, plenty of opportunities to hide bodies in the walls,” said Helen.

“Don’t even joke about that.” I gave a shudder as I ate a mouthful of curry. “I’ve got details about a husband and wife who lived here with seven children.”

“That’s a lot of kids,” said Helen.

“It is. But hundreds of years ago, childhood mortality was much higher than it is now. It’s a grim thing to acknowledge, but people had lots of children, knowing some of them would die.”

“Plus, the fact there was no contraception back then,” said Helen. “So, women didn’t have many options but to have lots of babies.”

“Other than closing their legs, they really didn’t.” I opened another web page and scanned through it. “This could be a picture of that family.” There was a faded black-and-white picture of a husband and wife and seven children. I stared at the faces of the adults, but they were too grainy to see clearly.

“Have you found our ghosts?” asked Helen.

“It’s too hard to tell from this photo,” I said. “They may be the adult ghosts that are haunting the house, but if they won’t communicate with me, I’m not going to be able to help them.”

“Can you find out more about that family?” asked Helen.

“Let me see.” I scrolled further down the page. “It looks like they were the Baker family. Gwen and Saul Baker. And you’re right; they lived in this house when it was a farmer’s cottage. It had two rooms upstairs, two rooms downstairs, and an outside toilet.”

“And seven children!”

“Looks like it,” I said.

“That must have been a fun experience, sharing one outside toilet with so many people. Any information on their children?”

“Not that I can find,” I said. “Looks like Saul worked on the land, and Gwen looked after the children, though. There is a note here about some of the children working with their father.”

“Maybe Jasmine isn’t being haunted by her own children, but the ghosts of other people’s children.”

“You think there could be seven children’s ghosts in this house?” I could feel a headache coming on. That would be too much to handle.

“It may not be all of them,” said Helen, “but as you said, childhood mortality was high back then. One of them could have died and still be lingering here. Maybe when the Bellamys moved in and had children of their own, it stirred up some old energies, and the Baker children's ghosts appeared.”

“You could be right,” I said. “Maybe we’ve been looking at this all wrong. Just because the Bellamys’ children died doesn’t mean they'd automatically come back and start haunting their parents. The adult ghosts I’ve seen could be parents of the children in this photograph, and they are returning to the house to try to get their own children to join them.”

“That would explain that child ghost you saw when we were outside,” said Helen.

“It would. She was too old to have belonged to the Bellamys. And the way she was dressed suggested she came from a different era. She may be the unsettled ghost after all.”

“So Jasmine is being haunted by somebody else’s children,” said Helen.

“Poor Jasmine,” I said. “She’s struggling to cope with the grief she’s experiencing over losing her children to a tragedy. And she’s also being bothered by the ghost of somebody else’s child. It doesn’t seem fair.”

“Perhaps they think they’re helping her,” said Helen. “The ghost child might believe she’s offering Jasmine comfort by being in the house.”

“Well, it’s not working. Jasmine is a nervous wreck.”

“I've just had an awful thought. What if one of those other ghosts harmed the Bellamy children?” asked Helen.

The light overhead blinked out, and I was shoved off my chair, just as Flipper let out a pitiful sounding howl. I heard Helen shriek and rolled onto my back to see if I could see where she was. As I did so, I came face-to-face with an angry looking male ghost.

Chapter 16

“Helen, are you okay?” I stared at the ghost hovering above me. His narrowed eyes and pinched mouth showed his fury.

“What just happened?” Helen groaned in the darkness. “Someone pushed me. And they didn’t do it gently.”

The ghost blinked out of sight, and a second later, the lights came on.

Flipper was at my side in an instant, sniffing my face and licking my hands to check I was okay.

I patted his head to reassure him, and then looked over at Helen. She was covered in slime.

Helen stared at me from her seat at the table, a look of horror on her face. “Who did this?” She raised one arm slowly as sticky residue dripped off her dress.

“We had a visitor. It was the male ghost I've seen before.”

“Why have I been slimed?” Helen grimaced as she inspected her clothes.

I bit my bottom lip. As scary as the experience had been, the look on Helen’s face made me want to laugh. “I don’t know why the ghost did that to you. He didn’t hurt you, did he?” I hopped up from the floor and rounded the table, avoiding globules of slime as I did so.

“I’m not hurt. But what is this stuff?” Helen pulled a piece of slime from her dress and flicked it on the floor. Flipper inspected it for a few seconds before growling and stepping away.

“Ectoplasm. It’s gross but harmless.” My hands hovered over Helen, not sure how to best start de-sliming her.

“You may think it’s harmless,” said Helen, “but you’re not the one covered in it.”

“It’s not my first experience with ectoplasm,” I said. “The best way to get rid of it is to go stand under the shower in your clothes. Then throw them into the washing machine. It comes out without any problem.”

“But what about my hair?” Helen pulled a sticky strand of blonde hair from her face.

“That will be fine as well,” I said. It was so hard not to laugh.

“But why did he slime me?”

“I have no idea,” I said.

“Maybe we were onto something with the whole ancient ghost haunting theory.” Helen stood slowly and more ectoplasm dripped onto the floor.

“That could be it,” I said. “The ghost was furious. He shoved me to the ground.”

“Better to be shoved than slimed.” Helen inched towards the bathroom. “I’m going to clean up.”

“I’ll deal with everything out here.” I looked at our ruined dinner and the globules of ectoplasm on the table and floor. So much for a quiet evening.

I’d just finished scraping the last of the ectoplasm from the floor, when I heard a knock on the annex door. I opened it to find Chris standing outside.

“Jasmine just told me there was a brief power cut earlier. Hope everything is okay in here.”

“We were eating dinner when it happened, and it was only for a few seconds.”

“I’m sure the wiring needs updating in this place,” said Chris. “We’ve had some of it done, but we need some of the really old lines dug out. It’s a tricky business.”

“No need to worry about us,” I said.

“I got you these.” Chris held out a torch and some candles. “Can’t have you eating in the dark if it happens again.”

I took the candles and torch from him. “Thanks for that. Are you expecting more power cuts?”

“Most likely,” said Chris. “These old houses tend to misbehave.”

“You make it sound as if the house is alive.” I thought back to what Marie had said in the cafe about the house being evil and stained with darkness.

“Not so much alive,” said Chris. “But I do think houses have a character of their own. I’ve researched this one’s history all the way back to when it was first built.”

“You have?” I asked. “Mind if I take a look at your research?”

Chris beamed at me. “I didn’t know you were a history buff.”

“I like to know about the places I’m living in,” I said. “Have you got time to show me now?”

“Of course! I’ll be glad of the company,” said Chris. “Jasmine isn’t feeling good again.”

“I’ve managed to get all the slime off...” Helen emerged from the bathroom and froze; one hand had been toweling her hair dry, and the other held a fluffy pink towel round her middle.

“Glad you’re all clean.” I shielded her from Chris’s view as best I could. “Chris has offered to show me details about the house; when it was first built, that sort of thing.”

“Sounds interesting.” Helen nodded as she backed towards the bathroom. Her gaze landed on a piece of ectoplasm I had missed, and her eyebrows shot up.

I looked over at Chris to see if he’d also spotted it, but he was being too much of a gentleman, and his gaze was fixed on something in the hallway to spare Helen’s blushes.

“Shall we go have a look at those house details?” I asked him.

“Good idea.” Chris kept his gaze averted, earning him some brownie points from me. Any man who was able to avoid leering at a half-naked woman was okay in my books.

“I’ll see you later,” I said to Helen as I shut the door.

I followed Chris along the hallway and into his study. He spent a few minutes rifling through papers in his drawer, before extracting several sets of drawings and a map. “I have a copy of the original house deeds and information on all the modifications and extensions to the building. It’s a listed building, so we needed to know all this before we did our own alterations. You know how uptight local councils can be if you do something without telling them first.”

“Did it used to be farm workers’ cottages?” I peered at the drawing Chris had laid out in front of me.

“Exactly that,” said Chris. “There was a row of six farmhand dwellings on this piece of land, and they were knocked into one over the years. Before that, they were two up two down structures, with no running water inside and a basic toilet in the garden. In fact, I believe when the houses were first built, there was a single toilet for all six of the properties. Can you imagine that?”

“Very different from what we have these days,” I said.

“I don’t think we realize how lucky we are,” said Chris. “Here’s a picture of the original structures.” He pointed to a hand drawn diagram.

“And the houses were knocked together over a period of time?”

“That’s right,” said Chris. “It’s a simple enough process to knock down a dividing wall and enlarge the space. Might need to do some staircase shuffling at some point to make it all fit better, but that’s no big challenge when you know what you’re doing.” 

“Do you know anything about the families who lived in the cottages before the modifications took place?” I asked.

“Not an awful lot,” said Chris. “The landowner would have given the cottages to their workers as a benefit for taking the job. They didn’t always keep accurate records of who was living here. Workers moved around, especially if the work was seasonal.”

“I imagine there were a few families who lived in these cottages over the years,” I said.

“Must have been a number of different families. It was also common for the children to go out and work in the fields alongside their parents,” said Chris. “It was an easy way of getting cheap labor. Back when these cottages were first built, children didn’t stay in school for long, if at all. It was important they started earning money from a young age, so they could provide for themselves. Working on the land was never going to make a person wealthy, and their parents would have needed all the help they could get.”

I studied the papers for a few more moments, but couldn’t see any more useful information about the families who used to live there.

Chris shuffled his feet and cleared his throat a few times. “Jasmine mentioned you went into the village today.”

I looked up from the papers. “That’s right. We went to the cafe.”

“It’s encouraging to hear she’s going out again,” said Chris. “Sometimes, Jasmine stays in her room for weeks. It’s difficult for both of us. But I know it can’t do her any good staying in this house alone all the time.”

“Did your wife tell you what happened when we went to the cafe?”

“I got the impression she didn’t enjoy herself,” said Chris. “But she wouldn’t tell me what happened.”

“Some of the local residents were not as friendly as they could have been,” I said. “I wasn’t there when it happened, but I think she had a confrontation with two of them.”

Chris pinched the bridge of his nose. “I can imagine what they said. Some nasty remarks about what happened to our children. I never realized that living in a small village would mean living alongside people with such small minds as well.”

“May I ask why they think something bad happened to your children?”

Chris shuffled the papers back into order and shoved them in a desk drawer. “Because idle minds like to make up unpleasant things. Our children died because of a defect in their hearts. But if you listen to the gossip, you’d think we sacrificed our children to some savage god in the middle of the village.”

“I don’t think that,” I said.

“No one should think that.” Chris slumped into the seat by his desk. “I hoped the rumors would go away. But perhaps I need to pay a visit to a few people and remind them of what actually happened. I can take death certificates if I have too. But it’s not fair the way they hound Jasmine. They’ve targeted her for some unknown reason.”

“Have they done anything else?”

“We’ve had a few notes through the door,” said Chris, “people suggesting it was time we leave and find somewhere else to live. I even found someone with a spray can in their hand standing at the front door. Although they denied it, I was sure they were planning on writing something unpleasant on the door. I wish people would just leave us alone.”

“That’s horrible,” I said. “And it’s not a surprise Jasmine decides not to go out if she has to face such behavior every time she leaves the house.”

“I think that’s part of the problem, though,” said Chris. “The fact Jasmine has secluded herself so much means people will talk. She’s not there to defend herself. And rumors spread and grow and become some horrible, vicious thing before you know what’s happened. I have encouraged her to go out more. In fact, that’s one of the reasons I wanted you here. And it’s working. Although your trip out wasn’t a success today, with more of them, and in time, I believe we can get past these rumors and be happy here.”

I didn’t think I’d be as brave as Chris or Jasmine. If something so sad had happened to me, I’d want nothing more than to get as far away as possible. But I could understand why they wanted to be here; with their children buried in the graveyard, they didn’t want to leave them behind.

“Well, thanks for showing me the building details,” I said. “It was fascinating.”

“Any time you want to have another look just ask,” said Chris. “I can be a bit of a geek when it comes to history, and I’m always happy to have a fellow enthusiast on board.”

I nodded thanks and left the study. I made my way back to the annex and found Helen dressed and dried and sitting at the kitchen table.

“Did you get any useful information about the house from Chris?” asked Helen.

“He showed me the plans of the original houses,” I said. “And you were right, they were separate buildings and have all been knocked into one.”

“And what about the families?”

“Not many details on them,” I said. “But we might be able to find out some information about them. Birth and death records were kept even back then.”

“We could try the church,” said Helen. “That would have been here this whole time. They have records in there. And what about that museum the guy we met in the pub looks after? Could be full of interesting stuff.”

“That’s not a bad idea.” I looked over Helen for any signs of ectoplasm. “I see you’re goo free.”

“Yes, and our unfriendly ghost had better not come back and do it again,” said Helen. “I’ve done nothing bad to him, and he goes and covers me in that disgusting muck.”

“You did suggest he killed the Bellamys’ children,” I said. “And if he didn’t, he’d be right to be angry with you.”

“It was only a suggestion,” said Helen.

“Well, it would explain why he’s appearing in the house. Feeling guilty because of what he did could trap him here,” I said. “But I have no clue how we can prove that, and I want to get this sorted quickly. I don’t appreciate being shoved off my chair when I’m eating dinner.”

“And I don’t appreciate being covered in ectoplasm,” said Helen. “Next time, make sure he slimes you.”

“I’ll put a request to him in writing,” I said.

“And dinner has been ruined,” said Helen. “I’m not making any more.”

“How about some toast?”

“I’ve got chocolate ice cream,” said Helen. “Will that do?”

“That will be perfect,” I said. “Dessert always helps me puzzle through difficult problems.”

Helen went to the freezer and pulled out the ice cream and two spoons from a drawer. “The puzzle being three possible suspects who may have killed Michael and Mirabel, and a family of angry ghosts who don’t like us.”

“That's right,” I said.

“We’ll need more than a tub of ice cream to solve this dilemma.” Helen returned to the table and sat down before passing me a spoon.

“We have to start somewhere,” I said. “It may as well be with dessert.”

Chapter 17

Two days passed, and the ghosts had been quiet. There was no ghostly laughing, no sudden appearances of angry ghosts, and no more ectoplasm. I had to admit I was relieved. Chasing after mystery ghosts, and worrying that I was about to be jumped upon by an angry spirit, was exhausting.

Still, I was worried about the children’s deaths. Why were they still haunting the house if nothing bad had happened to them? It could be they were confused and didn’t know how to move on. And if that was true, I wasn’t sure how to help them. I’d never received a how-to-guide when I gained these ghost-seeing abilities. I just muddled through helping ghosts with their earthly dilemmas, so they could move onto wherever they went next.

But Michael and Mirabel’s deaths were tragic, and I needed to make sure they hadn’t been killed. The appearance of the other ghosts could simply be connected to my arrival. My abilities sometimes attracted ghosts, and maybe the adult ghosts in the Bellamy house had sensed I was able to detect them and wanted to make their presence felt. I didn’t mind if that was the case, but I also wanted to make sure they didn’t need assistance, or at least, they stopped glaring at me and covering Helen in slime.

As I walked through the door of the annex at the end of the working day, Helen threw my coat at me. “We’re going out.”

“Where are we going?”

“I went for a walk at lunchtime and met someone,” said Helen.

“A handsome someone?”

“Nothing like that.” Helen wrinkled her nose. “Besides, he was wearing a dog collar. And I never date a member of the clergy.”

“You met a vicar?”

“Exactly. And he’s invited us to tea.”

“Why are we going to have tea with the vicar?”

“Because he will give us access to the birth and death records the church holds.”

I shrugged on my jacket. “You are so much more than a pretty face. Have I ever told you that?”

Helen gave me a shove. “As much as I like my blonde hair and curves, I’m more grateful for the fact that I do have a brain between my ears.”

I grinned at her. “And if you work your charms on the vicar, we can find out more about the family who lived here. If we can figure out their names and what went on with their children, it will give us a clue as to why their ghosts are hanging out at the Bellamys.”

“My thoughts exactly,” said Helen, “but I draw the line at flirting with a vicar.”

“He might like it, though,” I said. “I expect his congregation is not as easy on the eyes as you.”

“I don’t want to frighten the man,” said Helen.

“A gentle pat on his knee won’t do him any harm.”

“It will do me harm! I might end up in Hell if I manipulate a member of the clergy.”

“But you’re doing it for a good cause.” I locked the annex and followed Helen and Flipper to the front door.

“We’ll see about that,” said Helen. “But he was a nice enough chap and very happy to talk. I may not have to resort to flirting with him to get what we need.”

We walked the short distance along the lane, the spire of the church in view as soon as we left the house.

“He lives in the vicarage next door to the church,” said Helen. “I will admit, I did play up to being interested in the area. And he told me about some of the families who’d lived here over the years. He could be just what we need to help us in our investigation of these mystery ghosts haunting the Bellamys.”

“Just so long as you don’t go mentioning ghosts to him,” I said. “We don’t want him referring us to a superior in the church for an exorcism.”

“I thought it was only Catholics who liked that sort of thing,” said Helen.

“Even so, we don’t want to take the risk of getting thrown into the village rumor mill because we mention ghosts to him.”

“Agreed. We’ll stick to safe topics.” Helen stopped by a small red wooden door and tapped on it.

A moment passed before the door was opened, and a round-faced man with glasses perched on the end of a long nose appeared before us. “So glad you could make it.” He extended his hand to me. “I’m Reverend Davies. You must be Lorna. Helen told me all about you. Welcome to the village.”

I shook his large warm hand. “Thank you. It’s nice of you to invite us here.”

“I always like to welcome new people to Combe Martin,” said Reverend Davies. “And my door is always open, even if it is simply for a cup of tea and a chat.”

He stepped back and allowed us into the vicarage. The hallway was stuffed with bookshelves, every space was filled with a variety of well-thumbed paperbacks.

“You don’t mind if my dog comes in?” I asked.

“All creatures great and small are welcome in my home.” Reverend Davies smiled down at Flipper. “Go through to the sitting room. The kettle is on, so tea won’t be a minute.” 

We followed Reverend Davies into a brightly lit sitting room. The room was a mismatch of comfortable looking easy chairs set around a fireplace. There was a small table in one corner and two chairs sitting at it. There were piles of paperwork heaped on all available surfaces in the room.

“I’ve got in a few little sandwiches and treats as well. I’m not much of a cook. I live on my own. But I do like my food.” Reverend Davies patted his rotund belly as he left the room. “I won’t keep you.”

“You’re right. He does seem nice.” I sat in a floral-patterned chair, and Helen took the seat next to me.

“I told you he was,” said Helen. “And he's happy to talk.”

“And he likes treats,” I said, warming to him even more.

“Which means he must be nice,” said Helen.

I nodded. I sometimes felt uneasy with religious types. It was not that I had anything against them, but with my ability to see ghosts, it left me in somewhat of a predicament about what to believe in. I knew some religions believed in an afterlife, but I had no clue what I was seeing and what the ghosts truly were. I also didn’t know where they came from or where they went. After I’d helped them, did they disappear in a puff of smoke or go somewhere else?

Reverend Davies returned, carrying a tray. He set it down and handed over cups before pouring the tea. “I will confess, these sandwiches were not made by me. There’s a wonderful lady in the village who runs her own little cafe. I convinced her that she should make these for me. I said I had some special guests coming for a visit.”

“Are you talking about Sylvia Edwards?” I asked him.

“That’s right.” Reverend Davies smiled brightly. “She’s something of a whizz in the kitchen.”

“I’ve met her,” I said. “I went to her cafe with Jasmine a couple of days ago.”

“Ah yes, poor Mrs. Bellamy.” Reverend Davies passed around some plates before offering the sandwiches. “How is she? I rarely see her these days. She visits her children’s graves but barely speaks to me when I approach her, and I don’t like to put any pressure on her to talk if she’s not ready.”

“Jasmine was doing well until we went to Sylvia’s cafe and someone accused her of killing her own children,” I said.

“Oh dear, is that horrible rumor still present?” Reverend Davies set the plate of sandwiches down and sat in the seat opposite me. “I had thought people would have moved onto something more pleasant.”

“You don’t believe there’s any truth to the rumor?”

“Not for a moment.” Reverend Davies fiddled with the sleeve of his black shirt. “I will admit, it was unusual that the children died on the same day. But it was an inevitability. They both had the same condition, and it could not be treated. I have heard several accounts of a twin being able to sense when the other is in distress and pain. Perhaps that’s what happened with the Bellamy children.”

“Jasmine was upset about what happened in the cafe,” I said. “It’s a shame people can’t show more compassion to her.”

“Something to include in my next sermon, I think,” said Reverend Davies. “My congregation can be set in their ways. But it’s time this unpleasant rumor was scratched out. I assisted Mr. and Mrs. Bellamy with the funeral arrangements for their children, and I saw nothing more than grief stricken parents. It’s not fair they are being mistreated by those who should be supporting them.”

“I agree,” I said.

Helen cleared her throat and shot me a warning look. “I was wondering about other families who had lived in the Bellamy house. Do you have any details about them?”

Reverend Davies’s face brightened. He was clearly happy to be moving on from such an awkward subject. “Indeed, I do. The church has records dating back hundreds of years. Before there were all these fancy computers, we were the only place keeping records of residents, births, and deaths. I like looking back over the old record sometimes. I feel it helps to give me a sense of perspective and see my place in this big, beautiful world of ours.”

“May we take a look at the records?” asked Helen.

“Of course,” said Reverend Davies. “I can’t let you take them away with you, but you’d be most welcome to browse them while we have our tea.” He stuffed half a sandwich in his mouth as he stood up, before grinning at us, and leaving the room.

“Steady on,” whispered Helen to me. “We don’t want to get on the wrong side of him. He could have some useful information for us.”

“I had to say something,” I said. “He was talking about how wonderful this Sylvia woman is, yet she’s got a cafe full of people who point fingers at Jasmine. And she didn’t do much to stop the vicious gossiping of her employee.”

“I know it’s not fair,” said Helen. “But you know what these small villages can be like.”

“Which is why we need to find out what really happened,” I said.

“I agree.” Helen helped herself to several more sandwiches. “Did you see the cake he brought in?”

I looked over to the tray, where a plump Victoria sponge cake sat, its glistening jam peeking out of the middle and a light dusting of icing sugar on top.

“Although the cake looks amazing, I’m still not forgiving Sylvia,” I said.

“I bet you’ll eat some, though.” Helen grinned at me.

“It would be rude not to,” I said.

Reverend Davies returned with two leather bound volumes in his hands. “These should interest you. Let me find the relevant section.” He sat down and flicked through the yellowed pages of the book.

“Do the records tell you who first lived in the cottages?” I asked.

“They do,” said Reverend Davies. “Here we are. The first occupants were Gwen and Saul Baker. They lived in one of the cottages for eight years, and worked on the estate that was owned by Lord Templeton at the time. He built the cottages for his workers. There are several other names listed, but they were the very first to take up residence.”

“Did they have any children while they lived there?” asked Helen.

“I expect so.” Reverend Davies traced his finger down the page. “Seven children. Can you imagine, in one of those tiny cottages? Still, it was the done thing back then.”

“Did the children work on the land as well?” asked Helen.

“Most likely,” said Reverend Davies. “Although the records of their employment are not clear. The father definitely worked on the land. Gwen is listed as a housewife. All those little ones must have kept her busy.”

“Do you know what happened to the children who grew up in the household?” I asked.

“There’s no record of that in here. Some of them may have moved out of the parish,” said Reverend Davies. “Hang on a second; there is something here.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“Rather sadly, a record of a death,” said Reverend Davies. “It was not uncommon back then. Children were fragile, and we didn’t have the medications we do today to keep them healthy. And when food was scarce, the parents favored the stronger children because they knew they had a better chance of survival.”

“Who died?” asked Helen.

“A child called Bill,” said Reverend Davies. “He was five years old according to the records. And he was buried in the graveyard in the village.”

“How did he die?” I was confused by this information. I’d seen the ghost of a young girl, heard the laughter of several other children, and had seen the ghost of two adults. But now a male child. How was he involved in all of this?

“It’s simply listed here as a fever,” said Reverend Davies. “But it could have been a number of things. Some children grew weak because of malnutrition. If the harvests weren’t good, and the workers weren’t paid enough money, the children had to go without. If they were already weak or sick, that may have been enough to finish them off.”

“How sad,” said Helen.

“Indeed, it is.” Reverend Davies’s gaze went to the table. “Would either of you like some cake?”

We both agreed, despite my hesitance because the sponge cake had been made by Sylvia in her café of gossipy witches.

“If you want to learn more, we should visit the museum,” said Reverend Davies.

“What’s in there?” asked Helen.

“Everything you could imagine and more,” said Reverend Davies. “I use it to store old photographs and maps of the village. I only have limited space here.”

I looked at the heaps of jumbled paper in the room. “Will it be open now?”

“I have a key,” said Reverend Davies. “I spend my spare time there with Harry, a resident of the village. Between the two of us, we’ve been getting the archive into shape.” 

I looked at Helen who nodded at me. “It sounds interesting.”

“I bet there are all sorts of secrets in the museum,” said Helen.

Reverend Davies grinned like an excited schoolboy. “I love nothing more than discovering something unusual in a box. And you can guarantee that will happen if you rifle around for long enough.”

“Let’s go see what secrets we can find,” I said.

Chapter 18

We finished our tea and cake and then followed Reverend Davies outside and along a narrow back alley that ran parallel to the graveyard. The wind had picked up, and a gust blew my hair into my face as I hurried along.

“What are you hoping to find?” Helen whispered to me.

“More information about this Baker family,” I said. “More photographs would be good.”

“Did you say photos?” Reverend Davies stopped by an ancient looking wooden door set into a thick stone wall. “If so, you’re in luck. We have boxes of them. Harry likes to catalogue them, so the archive is in good order.” He opened the door and flicked on a light.

I stepped inside with Helen and Flipper. The light took a few seconds to blink on, and as it did, I spotted cases of stuffed animals, including a mangy looking bear posed in a ferocious stance, glass cabinets full of stone artefacts, and maps and cloth wall hangings covering every wall.

“What do you think?” Delight lit Reverend Davies eyes as he watched us take in the surroundings.

“There’s a lot of stuff in here,” said Helen.

“You could spend months in here and still find new things.” Reverend Davies clapped his hands. “Still, you are interested in the house and old photos, so let me see what I can find you.”

Flipper walked over to a display case full of bones and whined at them.

“They’re not for you,” I said to him.

Reverend Davies roared with laughter. “Nothing to chew off those bones. They’re Roman bones; all the goodness will be gone. I might have a cookie in the store room if that’s an acceptable compromise.”

Flipper looked at Reverend Davies and wagged his tail before we followed him past the display cases and into a store room.

The store room was a large, stone built space, full of boxes. Cold seeped from the walls as we entered, and Reverend Davies tutted and adjusted the heating.

“Need to be careful not to have this space too warm; it destroys the artefacts. We’re fundraising for a proper climate control system. But they are expensive, so we’ll be a bit chilly in here. This way to the photographs.”

We traipsed down a passageway lit by bare overhead bulbs.

“Harry keeps the photos on this shelf.” Reverend Davies pointed to neat rows of boxes. “It’s all stored in date order. You’ll be looking for the oldest photos of the house, I expect?”

“Yes, they would be good to look at.” If I could get my hands on more photographs of the Baker family, I might be able to spot the ghosts haunting the Bellamys.

Reverend Davies hefted the first box down and pulled off the lid as if he was revealing an amazing gift. “Get stuck in.”

We spent the next hour surrounded by old photos, maps of the village, and building schematics. Reverend Davies was in his element, showing us faded pictures of the village and the houses. What interested me the most were the photos the landowner, Lord Templeton, had taken. Every year, he’d assembled his workers and taken their photograph. That was where I spotted my ghosts.

Helen sneezed as I handed her a photo. “What’s this?”

“Our ghosts,” I said quietly. Reverend Davies was making us more tea. Flipper was with him on the promise of a cookie.

Helen studied the photograph. “Gwen and Saul?”

I pointed to the figures on the right of the photo. “I’m positive that’s them. They lived in the cottages, and they’re now haunting them.”

“So now we know it’s definitely them, what should we do about it?” Helen passed me the photograph.

I looked at the grim set expressions on Gwen and Saul’s faces. “Ask them if the child I’ve spotted is theirs. And if so, did they have something to do with either her death or the deaths of Mirabel and Michael.”

Helen shivered and rubbed her arms. “At least we’ve made some progress.”

“Reverend Davies has been helpful.” I got the impression he didn’t find the work in the parish stimulating. But then I imagine there wasn’t all that much to do given how rural the area was.

“Got what you wanted?” Reverend Davies walked in with a tray of tea and cookies, Flipper at his heel, licking his furry chops.

“Yes. And it looks like I’m not the only one.” I grinned at Flipper. “I hope he hasn’t taken advantage too badly?”

“He’s a delight.” Reverend Davies handed over the cups and then patted Flipper’s head before feeding him another cookie.

“These photos are fascinating,” said Helen. “It’s given me a whole new perspective on the village.”

“You are most welcome to visit again,” said Reverend Davies. “Harry likes visitors just as much as I do. And he's often in here during the day.”

“The information about the village and the house was interesting,” I said.

“Happy to talk about the parish,” said Reverend Davies. “And my door is always open to you.”

After finishing our tea and dragging a reluctant Flipper away from the cookies, we said our goodbyes, before walking back along the alleyway and the gravel path to the gates leading out of the church. The sky threatened rain, and heavy grey clouds sat low on the horizon as a chilly wind blew through the churchyard.

“While we’re here, why don’t we have a quick look at Mirabel and Michael’s graves?” I said to Helen. “I stopped here on the day I went to the café with Jasmine. I didn’t sense anything then, but perhaps, going back again will be useful. I couldn’t study the graves too intently without appearing odd.”

“It can’t do any harm,” said Helen.

“And if Reverend Davies spots us, I’m sure he won’t mind,” I said. “He’s a decent guy.”

“Yes, and I didn’t have to flirt with him,” said Helen, “which is a good thing.”

“I got the impression he’s lonely,” I said. “He may have welcomed your attentions.”

“I’m not cut out to be a vicar’s wife,” said Helen tartly. “But he is a nice man. I would have patted his knee if I really had to.”

I grinned at Helen as we made our way through the headstones. Flipper bounded ahead of us, inspecting new scents on the ground, and testing out a couple of branches for their throwing and retrieving potential. It wasn’t a large graveyard, with maybe a hundred stones visible. Many of the names and dates had been worn away by time and weather, with only a few new headstones scattered among them.

“Isn’t that Francis?” I pointed to one corner of the graveyard, the site of Mirabel and Michael’s graves.

We watched for a moment as Francis stood by the graves. Her head was down and her hands folded in front of her. She opened the bag she was holding, and placed two small posies of flowers by each headstone, before turning and walking away.

“Who is she visiting?” asked Helen.

“The Bellamy children,” I said. “She was their nanny, so it’s not such a surprise. It must have been hard for her when the children died.”

“Perhaps she should spend her spare time learning how to cook,” said Helen.

“Don’t be mean,” I said. “We’re not all blessed with talents in the kitchen.”

“It’s just a matter of reading a recipe,” muttered Helen.

We approached the headstones, and I kept an eye out for Francis, just to make sure she didn’t come back.

“Are you picking up any ghostly vibrations?” asked Helen.

“Everything is peaceful.” I looked over to where Flipper was investigating the base of a large oak tree. He seemed calm.

“And no other ghosts making their presence felt?”

“No one is here,” I said.

Helen lifted a card from one of the flower posies. She raised her eyebrows as she passed it to me. “What do you think this means?”

I read the words. They simply said I’m sorry.

“What could she be sorry for?” asked Helen.

“She’s sorry they’ve gone,” I said, “or she’s sorry about what happened to them.”

“Or she’s sorry because she did something to them,” said Helen.

I nodded. That thought had passed through my mind as well. “If Francis was involved in their deaths, then why is she still here? Is she staying because she feels guilty?”

“If she’s as bad a nanny as she is a cook, then we need to worry about her,” said Helen.

“Her bad cooking doesn’t make her a suspect. But I agree, we need to keep a closer eye on Francis.” I looked at the small neat headstones in front of me. “If she did harm these children, then we need to make sure she pays.”

Chapter 19

I was up early the next morning. A happy fluttering sensation filled my stomach as I waited outside the cottage. Zach and Jessie were coming for a visit, and I couldn’t wait to see both of them. I surprised myself by how much I’d missed Zach now he wasn’t working in the same place as me every day.

The familiar rumbling of his Land Rover’s engine signaled his arrival, and I buttoned my coat before giving him a wave as he stopped the vehicle.

Zach opened the door and climbed out. He was closely followed by Jessie, who bounded over to where Flipper sat, his tail wagging wildly as he spotted his best friend.

“Time for a walk with the dogs?” I kissed Zach’s cheek as he reached my side, and linked my arm through his. 

“Absolutely,” said Zach. “Jessie has been missing Flipper like crazy. She won’t settle in the evenings, and I’ve had to accept that she’s going to sleep on the bed. It’s the only place I can get her to rest.”

“You’re as soft as me when it comes to the dogs,” I said.

“What do you always say? Love me, love my dog,” said Zach.

I grinned up at him. At least we’d never argue over the fact the dogs came first in our relationship. “How’s the new job going? Have you sorted out all the tools you’re going to need?”

“It’s fine,” said Zach. “The tools are in order.”

“You don’t sound too excited about it, though.”

“My new employer is a bit... tricky,” said Zach. “He likes things done a certain way, and to my mind, they aren’t always the right way. It means I have to do a lot more work than is needed. But he’s the boss, so I have to follow his orders.”

“Once you’ve been there a while, and he gets to know you, it will get easier,” I said. “Maybe he has trust issues. Didn’t you say his last gardener left him in a mess?”

“I hope it’s just that,” said Zach. “It’s handy the job is so close to you, but at the moment, that’s the only good thing about it.”

“You can always find another position you’re more suited to.” I hated the thought of Zach being far away, but I also didn’t like the idea of him being miserable in his job. Zach loved gardening, and I didn’t want to take that joy away from him just so he could be close to me. That wouldn’t be good for our relationship.

“Like I said, it’s fine,” said Zach. “And you’re right; maybe my new boss just takes a bit of warming up to. Before I know it, we’ll be on first name terms and sharing a beer together.”

“I’ve no doubt about that,” I said. “You can make friends with anybody.”

Zach smiled at me as we walked along the sun splattered lane. “And how about you? Is the job still good? And most importantly, have any more ghosts turned up?”

“No problems with the family,” I said. “Helen is still unhappy about the terrible food, but she’s doing a sterling job of making our own meals, and inventing excuses for us so we avoid mealtimes. And, so far, no more ghosts have appeared.”

“That’s good to know. Sounds like you have enough here already.”

“It’s not the easiest of situations,” I said. “I hear the children laughing, but I’ve only met one child ghost outside the house. And I’ve seen the ghosts of two adults inside the Bellamys’ house. Neither of them are friendly when I try to make contact, though.”

Zach looked at me sharply. “Do you mean they’ve tried to hurt you?”

“Nobody’s been hurt,” I said. “But Helen was slimed.”

Zach stopped walking and turned towards me. “What do you mean?”

“Well, one of the ghosts covered her in goo.”

“They can do that?”

“It’s rare, but I’ve had it happen to me a couple of times,” I said. “After the first time it happened, I looked into what it was. It’s as if the ghost can manifest or secrete a sticky substance. It has something to do with the way they generate their form and use the energy that surrounds them.”

Zach turned and we continued our walk, increasing our stride to catch up with the dogs, who were way ahead of us, chasing leaves caught up in the breeze. “And the ghosts can use this weird substance on people?”

“This one did on Helen,” I said. “And she was not happy about it.”

“I can imagine,” said Zach.

I decided not to tell Zach about the ghost shoving me off my chair. He could hardly go in with fists waving and stop the ghost from materializing and doing it again. “I don’t understand what any of the ghosts want, though. And it worries me that something bad happened to the children. But I’m not sure which children were harmed.”

“You think the Bellamy children were harmed?”

“Or the child ghost I’ve seen,” I said. “Something bad could have happened to all the children, or none of them. The ghosts aren’t helping by their lack of communication.”

“Or they’re just confused and don’t want to leave home,” said Zach.

“They must be in the house because they want to discover why they were harmed. But that doesn’t explain why the adult ghosts are also there. And from the research I’ve done with Helen, it suggests the adult ghosts I’ve been seeing are from a completely different time period.”

“You have been busy,” said Zach. “Does your new employer mind you hunting down these ghosts?”

“Chris and Jasmine have their own issues to deal with,” I said. “Chris is hiding his feelings in a bottle, and Jasmine is medicating herself. I don’t think they know what Helen and I get up to.”

“And you’re not getting yourself into any trouble, are you?”

“Everything is very sedate here,” I said. “In fact, I had tea with the vicar yesterday.”

“That sounds like a safe thing to do,” said Zach. “I don’t like to think of you here alone risking your safety over some confused sounding ghosts who may not even need your assistance.”

“You know I never do anything stupid,” I said.

“You do occasionally,” said Zach. “I wish I could be here to take care of you.”

“As nice as that is, I can take care of myself.” I’d done it for a long time before Zach had arrived.

“I know that, but now I’m here, you don’t need to,” said Zach.

“But I want to be able to look after myself,” I said. “And there’s not much you can actually do to help me with the ghosts. You can’t see them.”

“Neither can Helen, and she helps you,” said Zach.

“But Helen’s been by my side forever,” I said. “We grew up together with me seeing ghosts. To her, this is a normal, everyday thing.”

“And it will be the same for me if you keep me around for long enough,” said Zach.

“I’m not planning on letting you go anywhere.” I squeezed Zach’s hand. “But you must understand, I need to be able to look after myself when it comes to the ghosts.”

“You could always ignore them,” said Zach. “You don’t have to do their bidding every time they insist upon it.”

“I’m not doing their bidding.” I pushed down the irritation bubbling inside me. “I want to help them. Well, most of the time I do.”

“But you could get yourself hurt,” said Zach. “I’m only thinking about that.”

“Think about something else,” I said. “My ghost seeing ability is a part of me.”

“What if I asked you to give it up?” asked Zach.

“Why would you do that?”

“Well, if our relationship moves in the right direction, I’m not sure how comfortable I’d feel with you wandering through our house chatting to thin air all the time.”

I pulled up short and glared at Zach. “We won’t be moving in any direction if you don’t accept the ghosts. I’m not giving them up.”

“Wouldn’t you be happier if you did?” asked Zach. “I mean, they do get in the way of you leading a normal life.”

“They don’t get in your way, though,” I said. “You have nothing to concern yourself about. And to me, this is normal.”

“But I do,” said Zach. “I care about you. Therefore, I have to be concerned about the ghosts. You always get yourself in trouble when you’re helping them. And you get nothing in return.”

“I get the satisfaction of knowing I’ve assisted someone who was wronged when they were alive,” I said. “You wouldn’t ignore them if you could see them. And I know you wouldn’t ignore these children. Something is wrong. They need help.”

“But it’s not your actual job,” said Zach. “And you’ve lost good jobs in the past because you’ve been caught trying to help ghosts. Don’t you want an easy life?”

“Not if it means giving up on the ghosts.” I dropped my hold on Zach’s arm and stepped away from him. “I can’t believe you’re asking me to do this.”

“I didn’t ask you to do anything,” said Zach. “I simply made a suggestion that you might enjoy a quieter life without being pestered by restless spirits.”

“But I wouldn’t.” I glared up at Zach. I did sometimes think life would be easier without the ghosts. But if I couldn’t see them, who would be there to help them? I didn’t like to think about what would happen if my ability disappeared. What would I have in my life to give me purpose?

“I didn’t mean to upset you by making the suggestion.” Zach tried to take hold of my hand, but I pushed him away.

“I’m not upset. I’m angry,” I said. “You knew what you were getting yourself into when we started dating. I’ve been honest about my abilities. You said you didn’t mind.”

“I don’t mind,” said Zach. “I just don’t want you to get hurt chasing after something only you can see.”

“You make it sound as if I’m making all of this up,” I said.

“No, that’s not what I meant.” Zach ran a hand through his dark hair. “Maybe we should talk about this another time, when you’re not so angry.”

“Good idea,” I said. “But my answer will be the same. I’m not giving up on my ghosts.”

Zach nodded and whistled for Jessie, who reluctantly ran towards him and away from Flipper. “I get that. And I understand why you’re so passionate about helping them. But what are you missing out on because of that?”

“Nothing! My life is perfect just the way it is.” Frustration rolled through me as I watched Zach shrug, turn away, and walk back towards his Land Rover.

How dare he suggest I give up on the ghosts? Sure, there were times when they annoyed me, particularly when I was asleep, and they woke me to pass on some vital bit of information. But that didn’t mean I would ever stop helping them.

Zach had no right to suggest I do this. And for what reason? Not so I could have an easy life, but so he could. He was jealous because I didn’t pay him enough attention and spent my time helping others. Zach was an idiot, and if he wanted to keep seeing me, then he’d have to accept ghosts were a part of me and that was never going to change.

I realized I was standing in the middle of the road, staring after Zach. I shook my head, turned away and stamped after Flipper, working my frustration out on any stone that got in my way.

Men were so infuriating. But I couldn’t worry about Zach’s temper tantrums and his jealousy. I needed to investigate Francis and see exactly what she had to do with the deaths of Mirabel and Michael.

Chapter 20

“Are you sure everything’s okay?” asked Helen for the fifth time that evening.

I’d decided not to tell Helen about my fight with Zach earlier that day. I needed to calm down after our argument about the ghosts. And I had to focus on figuring out if Francis was involved with the children’s deaths, not dwell on the fact my boyfriend was a stubborn idiot. “I’ve told you, everything’s fine. My mind’s just in a mess because of all the ghosts in this house and worrying about who may have harmed the children.”

Helen gave me a concerned look. “I heard Francis mention to Jasmine that she’s going out this evening. We can follow her and see where she goes.”

“If she leads us straight to a convention of Murderers Anonymous, then I’m all in,” I said.

“She’ll be leaving soon, so we can see if that’s exactly where she goes. Although she's more likely to be going to a knitting group than a murder group.” Helen pulled on her boots and stood from her seat at the kitchen table. “But I’m only going to join in if you start smiling again.”

“I am smiling.” I forced my face into an expression that felt like a smile. It made my cheeks hurt.

“You haven’t smiled all evening,” said Helen. “And you only ate half of your pudding. That means you’re either upset about something or sick.”

“I’m neither,” I said. “Let’s get our coats and go lurk outside to see where Francis goes.”

Helen shrugged. “Fair enough. But I will get the truth out of you.”

I knew she would. I didn’t keep anything from Helen for long. But I needed some time to figure out what was going on with Zach, and how to handle his revelation that he didn’t like the ghosts in my life.

We left the house, and only had to wait outside for a few minutes before Francis emerged, her collar turned up on her black jacket and her hands shoved into her pockets.

“Wherever she’s going, she looks furtive,” said Helen.

“She’s heading back towards the churchyard,” I said as we followed Francis at a safe distance.

“Guilt making her visit the graves again?”

“Could be that,” I said.

Francis turned right and walked through the gates of the church. But she didn’t go into the graveyard; she headed inside the church building.

“Oh no, I bet she’s going to a church service,” said Helen. “Does that mean we have to go as well?”

“It won’t do us any harm,” I said. “But we’ll have to make sure we stay at the back so nobody sees us.”

We snuck through the wide wooden doorway and tucked ourselves at the very back of the church. The inside of the church was mainly stone, with large grey slates on the floor, and a dozen wooden pews set facing an altar and stained glass window. There were a dozen or so people in the church waiting for the service to begin.

“Francis will spot us if she turns around,” I whispered to Helen.

“We’ll just have to keep our heads down and hope for the best,” said Helen. “The service should start soon.”

We were lucky. Reverend Davies emerged from a door at the back of the church a few seconds later and began the service. It was a relaxed, welcoming sermon, talking about friendship and community spirit. Perhaps he’d taken on board what I’d said to him the previous evening about the community being so hard on Jasmine. It didn’t seem to inspire the people sitting in front of us, though. I noticed two elderly ladies nod off at one point and only jerk awake when the organ started for the hymns.

“We should hide outside,” whispered Helen as Reverend Davies ended his sermon and people began collecting their coats and purses.

“What if Francis goes out a different door and we lose her?”

“I don’t see any other exits,” said Helen. “But won’t she think it’s a bit odd seeing us here?”

“She doesn’t know we’re not regular churchgoers,” I said.

“But if she sees us here once, she’ll expect us to be here all the time,” said Helen. “I don’t mind the occasional church service, but having to come every evening might be a bit too much for me.”

I glanced around and spotted an alcove half hidden in the shadows. “If we hide back there, we can keep an eye on Francis and see where she goes.”

Helen nodded, and we ducked out from the pew and into the dark covering of the alcove. The rest of the congregation left slowly. Reverend Davies stationed himself by the door to shake hands with everybody as they left.

“Now we’re trapped,” whispered Helen. “How are we going to get out of here without him spotting us?”

“They’ll all leave soon,” I whispered back. “Just watch out for Francis.”

Five minutes later, my left calf was cramping from being squashed into the back of the alcove.

“Why are they taking so long?” whispered Helen. “How can people move so slowly?”

I tried to stretch out my calf, but couldn't move it more than an inch. “Some people like to chat.”

Helen clamped her hand over her nose and squeezed her eyes shut.

“Don’t you dare sneeze,” I said to her.

She shook her head, her eyes still closed. “It’s the dust in here. And there are cobwebs. I'd better not feel anything crawling on me.”

“The last person is about to leave,” I said. “You only need to hang on until Reverend Davies has gone.”

Helen clamped her other hand over her mouth and let out the sound a startled mouse would make when it sat on a whoopee cushion.

Reverend Davies twirled around as he heard the noise.

I leapt out of the alcove and rubbed feeling back into my calf. “We were just admiring the craftsmanship in the church.” I gestured vaguely behind my shoulder.

“I knew I’d seen you at the back of the church,” said Reverend Davies. “I thought you’d left before the end because I bored you.”

“We enjoyed the service.” Helen stepped daintily out of the alcove, acting as if it was the most natural thing in the world to be hiding at the back of the church.

“Jolly good,” said Reverend Davies. “It’s nice to have new faces here. I have my regulars, which is a joy, but fresh blood in the congregation is welcome.”

“I’m not sure we’ll be coming all that often,” said Helen.

“Was it my sermon?” Reverend Davies looked crestfallen. “I knew it wasn’t lively enough.”

“I enjoyed the hymns. And I’m sure we can attend a service now and again.” I shot Helen a warning look, not wanting to upset Reverend Davies.

“Exactly! Now and again won't be a problem,” said Helen.

“I’m glad I’ve seen you both, actually,” said Reverend Davies. “After you left the museum, I continued with some research into the Bellamys’ house. It has a fascinating history, but not always a happy one.”

I looked over Reverend Davies’s shoulder to see if there was any sign of Francis, but she was long gone. Our pursuit had failed. “What did you discover about the house?”

“It is one full of loss,” said Reverend Davies.

“What kind of loss?” asked Helen.

“It’s almost as if tragedy has been tied to the bricks themselves,” said Reverend Davies. “You know about the Bellamy children, of course, but I researched into the other families that have previously lived here. And the family we mentioned last night, the Bakers, appear to have had a tragic past as well.”

“What happened to them?” I asked.

“They used to be prosperous in the region, and were the county’s bread producers, hence the name Baker,” said Reverend Davies. “But their livelihood was lost because the husband, Saul, had a problem when it came to gambling. He bet the family business in a game of cards and lost everything.”

“His wife must have been furious,” said Helen. “I know I would be if I discovered my husband doing such a foolish thing.”

“I expect she was,” said Reverend Davies. “They were forced into farm labor to pay off their remaining debts. When they first joined the estate, they already had three children. But their numbers grew rapidly, and they ended up with seven.”

I could understand now why Saul was always so angry every time his ghost appeared. He must feel terrible guilt at ruining his family. “Did you find out anything more about the children?”

“The records are patchy, but I know it is of interest to you, so I did some digging,” said Reverend Davies. “Saul didn’t stop gambling when they changed profession, and as the number of children grew, so did the debt. Several of the children were recorded as being unwell. There are records of hospitalization.”

“Was that where the child, Bill, died?” I asked.

“Quite possibly,” said Reverend Davies. “A member of the clergy from this parish visited the hospital regularly. He recorded his attendance in a journal, and described the hospitals as dirty and disease filled, not a place to go if you wanted to get well. But that’s not all I discovered.”

“What else?” I asked.

“Newspaper reports about one of the other children vanishing.” Reverend Davies’s eyes sparkled as he picked up on my obvious interest. “A young girl.”

“She ran away?” asked Helen.

“Nobody knows,” said Reverend Davies. “A newspaper article I read suggested the child died, but there was no evidence to support that. There were a few lines about the family. They also vanished, leaving behind unpaid debts, and stealing equipment and money from the place they worked.”

“Was the family caught?” I asked.

“Not that I could find,” said Reverend Davies. “I found no mention of any of them being arrested or tried for their crimes. It’s possible they decided to make their fortune overseas and left for America or Australia to escape punishment.”

I exchanged a glance with Helen and could see her mind working in overdrive just like mine. The child who went missing could be the one I’d heard crying and running around the house.

I leaned closer to Reverend Davies. “Tell me everything you know.”

Chapter 21

After speaking to Reverend Davies in the church for a few more minutes, I realized we’d gotten all the useful information out of him. We made our excuses and hurried back to the house. I was eager to contact the ghosts and see if my theory was right.

“You’re thinking it’s the ghosts of Saul and Gwen and their dead child at the house, aren’t you?” asked Helen as she hurried alongside me.

“Yes. But why are they still here after so many years?” I asked. “And why are they bothering the Bellamys?”

“Perhaps they feel bad about their children dying?” suggested Helen. “If they were unable to feed them all, they must feel terrible guilt.”

“What if it’s more than that? What if they did something bad to their own children and cannot rest because of it?”

“You think they killed the girl who went missing?” asked Helen.

“It would explain why none of them can rest,” I said. “The girl I’ve seen must be confused as to what happened to her. And if her parents had any guilty feelings at all, they’d be struggling to resolve them.”

We reached the house and the front door opened. Jasmine and Chris stepped out wearing their coats.

“Glad we caught you,” said Chris. “We’re heading out for something to eat. We’ve given Francis the night off.” He raised his eyebrows at me.

“You would be welcome to join us,” said Jasmine. “We’re going to the pub, so it’s nothing fancy. But the food is good.”

“We’ve already eaten tonight,” I said. Having Chris and Jasmine out of the house would be the opportunity I needed to see if I could get the ghosts to make contact and figure out what they all wanted.

We said goodbye to Jasmine and Chris and hurried inside.

“Where do you want to start?” Helen shrugged off her coat and looked at me expectantly.

“Most of the noises and sightings have been upstairs. We should start there.” I took off my coat, collected Flipper from his dog bed, and then headed up the stairs with Helen in tow.

“Who do you want to try to reach first?” asked Helen.

“Let’s see if we can get to Gwen Baker first,” I said. “Although she wasn’t friendly when we met, she was trying to tell me something. And it had to do with a baby or child.”

“Definitely don’t want to start with the husband,” said Helen. “If Saul tries to slime me again, we’re going to have harsh words.”

I grinned at her. “I don’t think that will stop him from doing it again. We’ll just have to hope it was a one-off incident.”

I walked along the corridor and stopped outside the Bellamys’ bedroom. “Gwen came through the wall and stopped in this spot. We’ll see if she can hear us. If not, we can go in the bedroom.”

Helen looked round the corridor. “Ready when you are.”

I took a deep breath and relaxed. “Gwen Baker, are you here?” I waited a moment and then asked again.

“Anyone coming through?” asked Helen.

“Nothing so far,” I said. “Let’s try in the bedroom.” I eased the door open, and we walked in. The bed was neatly made and everything tucked in its rightful place. I felt like an intruder going into the Bellamys’ bedroom, but we had to make contact with the ghosts.

The second we entered the room, Flipper began to whine. He hurried to the wall and sniffed it.

“That looks positive,” said Helen as she shut the door behind her.

“He’s sensing something,” I said. “Gwen Baker, are you here?”

The curtains on either side of the window moved, as if caught in a gentle breeze. This was followed by a faint swirl of cold air on my face.

“Your hair just moved on its own,” said Helen.

“Somebody’s coming,” I said. “We just have to hope it’s Gwen.”

The faint outline of a woman appeared by the wall Flipper was sniffing. It slowly filled out to reveal Gwen.

Flipper gave another whine and stared at the ghost before looking at me.

“She’s here,” I said to Helen.

“Ask some questions. See what she knows about the children.”

I nodded. “Are you Gwen Baker?”

The ghost glared at me.

“We’re not here to cause any problems,” I said. “But I sense you’re not happy, and I want to help you.”

The ghost gave a quick nod.

“Why are you still in this house?”

Gwen cradled her arms in front of her.

“You lost a child here, didn’t you?” I said to her.

Gwen nodded again, and her arms dropped to her side.

“Is it Bill and the missing girl you’re grieving for?”

Gwen’s head shot up and she stomped towards me.

I resisted the urge to back away, and waited until she was only a couple of inches from my face. “We know about them both. We know your boy, Bill, is buried in the churchyard here. Do you know what happened to your other child?”

Gwen raised a finger to her lips and then looked around, fear in her eyes.

“You don’t have to be scared of anything,” I said. “We know that, whatever happened, it was a long time ago. You won’t get into trouble now if something bad happened.”

Gwen shook her head and vanished out of sight.

I let out a sigh. “She’s gone again.”

“Did Gwen tell you anything useful?” asked Helen.

“She was scared,” I said. “But she didn’t reveal anything else.”

The mirror on the dressing table shook, and Gwen reappeared beside it. She jabbed at the glass with her finger and then looked at me.

I walked over to the dressing table. “What do you want me to do? Look into the glass?”

Gwen shook her head and blew across the mirror. It made a light haze on the glass, and I realized what she wanted.

I misted the glass with my own warm breath. “I think she wants to spell something.”

Helen came to stand by my side, and we both watched as the ghost drew the name Annie on the glass.

“That was your daughter’s name, Annie?” I asked Gwen.

She nodded, and a look of sadness filled her eyes.

“And do you know what happened to her?”

Gwen’s gaze shot around the room, and she backed away from Helen and me.

“What’s wrong?” I asked her.

Gwen’s hands clutched at her chest, and I could see her chin trembling.

A freezing blast of air shot straight through me. I staggered forward and came face-to-face with Saul.

The flesh freezing touch of his hands wrapped around my throat. Flipper dashed to my side and snapped at the air as he tried to fight the ghost off, but Saul remained oblivious to Flipper as his fierce glare bored into me.

“Lorna, what’s going on?” Helen peered into my face, concern in her eyes.

“Saul has appeared.” I fought with his fingers, but all I encountered was ice cold air. “I can’t pry him off me.”

“What should I do? I don’t know how to hit a ghost.”

I looked at Gwen, who was still by the wall, fear seeming to freeze her to the spot. “Help me. Get him off me.”

Gwen shook her head and her gaze went to the gold band on her finger.

“You may have been married to each other, but he’s not a good man,” I said. “If you don’t get him to stop, I won’t be able to help you because I’ll be dead.” I could feel the air leaving my lungs, and I was unable to get another breath in. This ghost was a powerful one, and he wasn’t using his abilities for good.

Helen circled me just as Flipper was doing, flapping her hands in the air as if trying to beat away Saul.

“That’s not helping,” I choked out.

“What do you want me to do?” asked Helen.

“Convince Gwen she needs to get her husband away from me.”

Helen jammed her hands on her hips. “Gwen, you must help Lorna. It’s not right what your husband is doing. He may have hurt you and your children when you were alive, but that doesn’t give him the right to keep harming people now he’s dead. Lorna wants to make things right for you. She wants to help you find peace.”

The sound of children’s laughter floated through the room, and for a second, the fingers on my throat loosened.

“Are they your children?” I coughed out, my attention still on Gwen.

Gwen took two stumbling steps towards me as she nodded. She pulled back her shoulders and then hurled herself towards Saul.

I jumped out of the way as the two ghosts spun through the room, their arms locked around each other, before vanishing. I took in a gasp of air, grateful I was no longer being choked to death by icy fingers.

“Are you okay?” Helen grabbed hold of my arm and helped me to stand straight.

“I am, thanks to Gwen,” I said. “Her husband decided he didn’t like me and attempted to make me a ghost as well.”

“He was choking you?”

“He was doing his best to.” I rubbed my throat; it felt sore and cold.

“I can see fingerprints on your skin.” Helen stared at my throat in horror.

“Saul only loosened his grip when the children started laughing,” I said. “They distracted him.”

“And that spurred Gwen into action,” said Helen. “I heard them too.”

“They came to my rescue,” I said. “We must help them. If Saul harmed his own children, I’m not going to rest until we’ve found out what he did. We won’t be able to serve him justice, but we can do something so the children know they no longer need to be afraid and can go to a happier place.”

A second later, I heard the sound of children’s laughter again, echoing around the room, followed by small feet running along the corridor outside the bedroom door.

“The children are back,” whispered Helen.

“Let’s find these children and see what they want,” I said. 

Chapter 22

I dashed out of the bedroom, closely followed by Helen and Flipper. Children’s laughter and footsteps could still be heard, and I followed them to the closed door of the old nursery.

“Go carefully,” said Helen. “We don’t want to scare them away before we’ve had a chance to communicate with them.”

I nodded as I twisted the door handle. The noises stopped, and I hoped I hadn’t already frightened them off. As I pushed the door open, I discovered three ghosts, all children. There was the older child I’d met outside, and two younger children, a boy and a girl. I’d just discovered Mirabel and Michael.

“Are they in here?” asked Helen.

“There are three children here.” I took a couple of steps into the room, being careful not to make any sudden movements.

Flipper was also behaving himself and remained by my side, his ears pricked up, and his attention on the ghosts. He seemed to sense they were not a threat, and after a few seconds, lay on the floor with his nose on his paws.

“What are your names?” I asked the children.

The ghosts exchanged glances, and the two younger ones smiled shyly at me. They both had the same sandy brown hair, although Mirabel’s was longer. They were dressed in matching jeans but had two different colored checked shirts on.

“I’m guessing you’re Mirabel.” I pointed to the younger girl before turning to the boy. “You’re Michael, and you are Annie.” My gaze rested on the older child.

Annie’s eyes widened as she stared at me. She crossed her arms over her thin chest and frowned. She looked scarily like her mother when she did that.

“Don’t worry, you’re not in trouble,” I said to her. “We’re here to help. Do you know where you are?”

Annie nodded and pointed at some of the toys on the floor.

“That’s right. You’re in Mirabel and Michael’s nursery. Do you like it here?”

Annie looked at Mirabel and Michael, and a smile softened her sharp features.

“Do they remind you of your own brothers and sisters?” I asked Annie.

Annie turned to Mirabel and Michael and placed a hand on each of their shoulders. They looked up at her, adoration clear in their eyes.

“All three children seem to get along well,” I said to Helen. “Annie has taken the younger ones under her wing by the looks of it.”

“Are they giving you any clues as to why they’re still here?” asked Helen.

“Not so far,” I said.

Helen knelt down and rolled a toy car towards the opposite wall. “I hope I’m sending that in the right direction. Do the children want to play?”

Michael made a move to stop the toy car with his foot, but Annie held him back.

“The older child, Annie, is protecting them. I don’t think she wants them to come to any harm,” I said.

“It’s good they have her,” said Helen. “It must be confusing to die at such a young age.”

“Could that be why they’re still here?” I asked. “I’ve not got much experience with very young ghosts. Maybe they simply don’t understand what’s happened to them, and are clinging to their old lives because that’s all they know.”

Helen rolled another car across the floor, and this time, Michael reached down and grabbed it, lifting it into the air.

“It looks like somebody wants to play.” Helen smiled up at me.

“It’s the little boy,” I said.

Helen grabbed a ball and rolled it across the floor. This time, Mirabel grabbed it and rolled it back to Helen.

“They do want to play.” Helen laughed, gathered an armful of toys, and began rolling them over to the children.

After a few seconds of hesitation, Michael and Mirabel started grabbing more toys and rolling them back towards Helen. I could see they were smiling and laughing to each other as they did so. But Annie remained reluctant to get involved and hung back from the games. There was a look of concern on her face as she watched the other children.

I stepped lightly across the room, getting closer to Annie as I did so. “I really am here to help you.”

Annie looked at me and shrugged.

“Is there anything you can tell me about how you died?”

Annie glanced behind her and then back to me.

“Were you running away from somebody the last time we met?”

Annie chewed on a fingernail before nodding.

“Who has frightened you so much?” I asked. “Was it one of your parents, Gwen or Saul?”

At the mention of her parents’ names, Annie visibly shrunk away and clutched her arms around her middle.

“They aren’t here now, and you’re safe in this room. We’ll protect you. And I have my trusty dog, who is great at looking after people.” I looked down at Flipper, who had been edging his way closer to Annie on his belly, his head still down and his posture submissive.

Annie’s gaze went to Flipper and a hesitant smile crossed her face.

“You can pet him if you want to,” I said. “He’s very friendly.”

Annie knelt down and held her hand out to Flipper. He slowly raised his head, and Annie placed her fingers on his paws.

“He likes you,” I said to Annie.

Annie smiled and inched closer to Flipper. She spent several minutes running her hands over his fur. I wasn’t sure what either of them were experiencing by her doing that. I imagined it felt cold to Flipper, but he didn’t object and allowed Annie to stroke him.

“You see, we’re here to help you,” I said. “And Mirabel and Michael are happy playing with my friend, Helen.”

Annie looked over to the other two children, who were now running around the room, spinning toys in the air and laughing at the look of confusion on Helen’s face as she attempted to roll toy cars in the right direction.

“What happened to you in this house?” I asked Annie.

Her gaze went to the large chimney breast on the wall. She pointed to it.

“You were hurt in a fire?”

Annie shook her head and her finger shook as she continued to point at the chimney breast.

“How’s everything going?” asked Helen quietly.

“We’re getting somewhere,” I said. “Keep the other two occupied. I’m going to see if I can help Annie.”

Helen nodded. “Who’d have thought playing with ghost children would be such fun?”

I smiled but kept my attention on Annie. “Is there anything you can show me about how you died?”

Annie ran her hand slowly along Flipper’s back before nodding. She pointed at the chimney breast again and then vanished.

Flipper jumped to his feet and barked.

“What just happened?” asked Helen.

“Annie’s gone,” I said.

“Did you scare her?”

Flipper headed to the door and looked back at me.

“I don’t think so,” I said to Helen. “Let’s see where Flipper leads me. Looks like he knows where Annie’s gone.”

“I’ll stay with Mirabel and Michael,” said Helen.

“Yes, they’re enjoying themselves with you.” I hurried after Flipper along the corridor and down the stairs into the main living room. Annie was standing by the fireplace waiting for us.

“Did you die in here?” I asked her.

Annie nodded and stepped backwards into the fireplace.

I looked at the old chimney breast. It must be an original feature, built to heat the whole house. If you were small enough, you’d be able to step into the fireplace and look straight up the chimney. But what did it have to do with the way Annie died? She said she didn’t die in a fire, so why is she connected to the fireplace?

I walked over and pulled the large fire grate out. It took all my strength; it was an iron grate that could easily fit half a dozen logs inside or one massive tree trunk.

I knelt down and peered upwards, seeing sky at the top of the chimney. As my eyes adjusted to the gloom, I could see small shelves built into the ancient brickwork inside the fireplace. They must have been used for storing pots and pans when the fire was used as the main place to cook.

Annie appeared in front of me, making me jump, and I hit my head on the bricks.

“Give me a bit of warning before you do that the next time.” I rubbed the back of my head.

She gave a nervous looking smile and pointed behind me.

“Did you keep something in here when you were alive?” I imagined it would be a good place to hide childhood treasures. “A book or a piece of jewelry?”

Annie shook her head. She gave me a gentle shove and jabbed her finger over my shoulder again.

“There’s no need to push. You want me to look on the shelf. I get it.” I shifted to look at the other side of the fireplace. Several of the bricks looked loose, and a couple had chunks missing out of them.

Annie vanished through the bricks and returned instantly, her eyes wide and a frown on her face.

I felt around the bricks and managed to pry one loose a couple of inches. “What have you been hiding in here?”

Annie drifted beside me, her gaze intent on the bricks.

I pulled the entire brick out and placed it on the ground. The one next to it was also loose, and after jiggling it a few times, I was able to shift it out of the way. “There had better not be spiders in this hole,” I said to Annie. “I don’t mind them, but when they run across my hand when I’m not expecting it, it’s not something I enjoy.”

Annie nodded and then blinked out of sight again.

“This had better be worth it.” I eased my hand into the space I’d made. There were a lot of cobwebs, but I couldn’t find anything else. I pushed my arm in up to the elbow and felt around the brickwork for whatever treasure Annie had hidden.

My hand hit something hard and smooth; it was not stone or a part of the fireplace. I took a firm grip of the object and gently pulled it out. In my hand was a bone.
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I stared at the bone in my hand. It was not the bone of a bird who had been trapped in the fireplace after falling down the chimney. I struggled to breathe, the horror of what I’d discovered robbing the air from my lungs and filling my veins with an icy chill.

Flipper whined and pawed the ground, his gaze on the bone.

“It’s just Annie you’re sensing,” I managed to say. “And as horrible as this is, I think I’ve just discovered one of her bones in the chimney breast.”

Flipper whined again and looked at the fireplace. Gwen appeared to one side of the fire, her gaze also on the bone.

“Is this Annie?” my shaking hand held up the bone to Gwen.

Gwen nodded, her face sorrowful as she looked at the bone.

“Why is your daughter in the fireplace?”

Gwen closed her eyes and rested her head against her hands, before pointing to the bone.

“Did Annie die in her sleep?”

Gwen nodded again.

“Was she sick before she died?”

Gwen floated over and her fingers ran along the bone, touching my skin as she did so, and chilling me instantly.

“If she was ill and died, why didn’t you tell anybody about it?” I asked.

“Lorna, the children have disappeared.” Helen walked into the room and stopped as she saw what I was holding.

“Annie showed me to this fireplace,” I said to Helen. “I think she was buried inside the wall.”

Helen grabbed hold of the arm of the chair before sitting down swiftly. “Why would anybody want to do that?”

“Annie’s disappeared, so I can’t ask her, but Gwen is here. She confirmed this is Annie’s bone, but she’s telling me Annie just died in her sleep.”

“So why not tell people?” asked Helen. “Why conceal her daughter’s body?”

“That’s what I was trying to find out.” I looked at Gwen. “Are you sure she died in her sleep?”

A swirl of cold air shot around me, and Saul appeared next to his wife. Gwen grabbed hold of his arm and shoved him away from her.

Saul glared at Gwen before his angry expression turned to me.

“Did you have anything to do with this?” I held the bone up to Saul.

Saul shot towards me, but before he could get close, Gwen grabbed hold of him and spun him around the room and away from me.

“What’s happening?” asked Helen. “I keep getting the chills, and Flipper is whining.”

“Annie’s parents are fighting,” I said. “Saul’s arrived, and he’s not happy. But Gwen is protecting us and keeping him out of the way.”

“Good for Gwen,” said Helen. “Sounds like her husband’s a thug.”

I looked at the bone in my hand again. “And maybe he had something to do with what happened to Annie. That could be why he’s so angry because I’ve discovered where her body was hidden.”

“You think Saul put Annie inside the wall?” asked Helen.

I looked over to where Gwen was struggling with Saul, pushing him backwards and standing in front of him every time he made a move towards me. “Like you said, he’s a thug. And from what Reverend Davies told us about the family, he was the one who lost their business because of his gambling problem and forced them into a life of farm work. If Saul continued to gamble away any money they made, and wasn’t able to feed his children, maybe he decided to get rid of one of the weak ones.”

“If that’s true, I hope Gwen is pounding the life out of him,” said Helen.

“It’s a bit late for that,” I said. Gwen and Saul shot up to the ceiling and vanished straight through. “They’ve gone.”

“What should we do about the bone you found?” asked Helen.

“Tell the police?”

“How are you going to explain that you knew where the bone was and who it belongs to?” asked Helen. “The police aren’t going to believe that the ghost of the child buried in the wall told you where to find her.”

“Could I ring in an anonymous tip off?”

“They might trace the call,” said Helen.

“We can’t just leave her here,” I said. “This must be the reason Annie won’t rest, because she’s been hidden like this, and her murder has been concealed.”

Helen stared at the fireplace. “Then we’ll do the next best thing. We’ll take her remains and bury them ourselves.”

“Bury them where?”

“Wherever Annie chooses,” said Helen. “Sounds like she had a horrible, short life. The least we can do is give her a decent place to rest.”

I looked down at the bone. “You’re right. Annie didn’t have much of a life. Let’s make sure she can at least rest easily now we’ve discovered what happened to her.”

Gwen appeared in front of me, this time without Saul.

“Gwen’s come back,” I said to Helen. I looked at Gwen, who was floating by the chimney breast. “Can you tell me anything more about your daughter?”

Gwen drifted over to the sofa. She lifted a cushion and pressed it on her face.

“What's she doing?” asked Helen. “It must be bad. You’ve gone very pale.”

I swallowed the horror I felt. “Gwen is showing me that Annie was smothered to death.”

Helen gasped in shock, and her hand flew to her mouth.

Gwen dropped the cushion and nodded at me.

“Did you do it?” I asked Gwen.

She shook her head violently.

“Your husband?”

Gwen nodded.

“I understand that things were difficult for you when you were all alive, but he had no right to do that,” I said.

Gwen nodded again. Her expression turned sorrowful as she looked at the bone in my hands.

“We’re going to help Annie,” I said. “I’ll get the rest of the bones out, and we’ll lay her to rest somewhere nice.”

Gwen’s expression brightened, and she mouthed the words thank you to me.

I carefully placed the bone down and shuffled back into the fireplace. “Helen, I’m going to need a few tools to get more of these bricks out. I want to make sure I don’t miss any of Annie’s remains.”

“What do you need?” asked Helen.

“A small chisel and a hammer should do it,” I said. “Several of these bricks are loose, so I can pull them out without too much trouble.”

“Just make sure you don’t knock the whole house down,” said Helen.

“I’ll do my best not to,” I said. “And we need to hurry before Jasmine and Chris return from their meal. If they find us doing this, we won’t have jobs in the morning.”

The door to the living room was pushed open, and Francis walked in. She blinked in surprise as she saw me wedged halfway inside the fireplace. “What’s going on here?”

Chapter 24

“We can explain.” Helen jumped to her feet and tried to block Francis’s view.

“Get out of my way.” Francis pushed Helen to one side and stomped towards me. “What are you doing inside the fireplace?”

I thought about lying to Francis, and telling her I was doing some DIY, or had an obsession with ancient chimney breasts. But I knew she’d seen some of the things the ghost children did in the house. I’d been in the nursery with Francis when she’d seen toys move on their own. And I was certain she’d heard the children’s laughter just as I had. It was time for the truth. She may think I was mad, but there was nothing else I could do.

“This house is haunted,” I said.

“You’re hunting for ghosts in the fireplace?” asked Francis. “What nonsense.”

I shuffled out of the fireplace and picked up the bone. “I found this. And I think there will be plenty more when I look in the wall.”

Francis looked at the bone. “It’s most likely from an animal.”

“We don’t think it is,” said Helen quietly.

“Francis, you’ve been here ever since Mirabel and Michael were born,” I said. “Has anything strange ever happened to you?”

“What do you mean by strange?”

“Have you ever heard children’s laughter or running footsteps?” I asked. “Have you ever seen things move on their own?”

“Of course not.” Francis’s hands fluttered against her chest. “I don’t believe in things like that.”

“So, nothing strange has ever happened to you?”

“It may have, but things like that always have a rational explanation,” said Francis.

“I agree with you,” I said. “And the explanation is this house is haunted. There are the ghosts of three children and their parents living here.”

“How do you know that?” Francis peered at me like a miserable mole, who’d just been dragged from her favorite hole.

I looked at Helen, and she nodded at me. “I have this... ability. Call it a sixth sense, if you like, but I can sense when ghosts are around.”

“I don’t believe that for a second.” Francis snorted and folded her arms over her chest. “You may think you can see things, but it’s just an overactive imagination. You city types are all the same.”

I looked over to where Gwen hovered. “Can you help me out here?”

Gwen shrugged and then floated over to stand in front of Francis. She blew into her face, and I saw Francis’s expression change as she felt the air shift.

“What was that?” I asked Francis.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Francis took a few steps back, and her gaze darted round the room.

“Don’t leave,” I said. “You have to believe me. This house is being haunted by the ghost of a child who was killed and hidden in the walls. And I think she’s looking after the ghosts of Mirabel and Michael.”

Francis froze to the spot as I said the children’s names. “You think Mirabel and Michael are still here?”

“I’ve seen them,” I said. “They were dressed in jeans and checked shirts. They have sandy brown hair and dimples.”

“You could have seen pictures of them dressed like that,” said Francis. “That doesn’t mean you’ve seen their ghosts just because you can describe them to me.”

“And I’ve seen them playing in the nursery with Annie.”

“Who is Annie?” asked Francis.

“She’s the child I believe was killed by her father and hidden in the walls.”

Francis shook her head. “I don’t believe this. You’re up to no good, faking your abilities to get money out of the family most likely.”

“Gwen, Francis needs some more encouragement,” I said. “Help her to believe you’re real.”

Gwen placed her hands on either side of Francis’s face and squeezed her cheeks.

Francis jumped backwards. “What was that?”

“It was a ghost,” I said. “They exist and they need our help.”

“Was it one of the children who just touched me?” Francis’s trembling fingers brushed across her cheeks.

“Well, no. Annie’s parents are here as well. The whole family has some unfinished business they need to resolve.”

“That being Annie’s murder,” said Helen. “We think her father, Saul, smothered her and hid her body in the chimney breast so he wouldn’t get found out.”

“How can you possibly know this?” asked Francis.

“Because Lorna can see ghosts,” said Helen. “I know, when I first found out, I thought she was making it up as well. But it’s real. I’ve been her best friend long enough to know that.”

“And Annie’s mother, Gwen, indicated that’s what happened to her daughter.” I brushed cobwebs from my sleeve. “Annie’s ghost won’t rest until she’s taken from here and laid to rest.”

“How can you be so sure?”

I looked at Helen and shrugged. “I’m not entirely sure. But wouldn’t you be restless if you were killed and your body was hidden? It’s too late for Annie’s father to pay for what he’s done, but we can help Annie find some peace by removing her remains from here and giving her a proper burial.”

“You’re going to bury the bones?” Francis stared hard at me. “Shouldn’t you tell the police?”

“Tell them I see ghosts?” I shook my head. “You think I’m crazy. They will too.”

Francis looked around the room. “Maybe I have experienced some odd things in the house.”

“Like what?” asked Helen.

“I hear children’s laughter and the sound of running feet,” said Francis. “And when the children first died, it sometimes felt as if a tiny cold hand was holding mine. I thought it was my mind playing tricks on me. I so desperately wanted the children back. It took me a while to accept they really had gone.”

“They never left you,” I said. “I’m not sure why they decided to stay here as well, but Annie has been looking after them.”

“So, the toys that move on their own in the nursery,” said Francis, “that’s the children?”

“Yes, it is.” Relief flooded through me. Francis did believe in ghosts! I knew she couldn’t dismiss all the evidence she'd been seeing and hearing.

“And how are you going to help Michael and Mirabel?” asked Francis.

“I’ve had an idea about that, but I need to reach Annie again and see if I can get some information out of her about why Michael and Mirabel are still here,” I said. “Right now, I need to focus on helping Annie and get her out of here before the family returns.”

Francis’s eyes widened. “Oh, yes. They don’t need to see this. It will bring back terrible memories for them of their own loss.”

“Exactly. Can you help us? We need some tools.”

Francis looked into the fireplace. “Is this really happening?”

“It is. And we’re in need of your help.”

“Yes, of course. I can get you some tools.” Francis hurried to the door. “Once you have the bones and lay them to rest, this other child, Annie, she’ll be happy?”

“I hope so,” I said. “Annie led me to her remains. She must want us to do something with them.”

“Right.” Francis straightened her spine and gave a stiff nod. “I’ll help you. We must help every child in need.” She dashed out of the room in the direction of the kitchen.

“I hope she’s going to be all right,” said Helen. “Francis went grey when you revealed the ghosts to her.”

“She’s going to have to be,” I said. “Annie needs our help, and so do Mirabel and Michael.”

“So, what do you think is going on with Mirabel and Michael?” asked Helen as she watched me shuffle back into the fireplace. “Why are they still here?”

“Annie has something to do with it,” I said. “She’s been here a long time, and Michael and Mirabel suddenly arrived. She may have seen them as playmates. She could have convinced them to stay here with her.”

“You don’t think they were harmed, then?” asked Helen.

“I’m not sure they were. They seemed happy when I saw them, and neither of us were certain about any of our suspects,” I said. “Chris is a busy, stressed out businessman; Jasmine is suffering from ill-health, but I was never sure that was the reason she’d do harm to the children. And Francis dotes on them.”

“They stayed because they wanted to be with Annie?”

“They’re young and may have made a friend in Annie,” I said. “Or she convinced them to stay with her for a while and keep her company. Annie has been alone a long time. It must be frustrating that nobody can see or hear you and no one knows what really happened to you. It could have been too much of a temptation to ask Mirabel and Michael to stay with her and be her friends.”

Helen let out a relieved sounding sigh. “I do hope it’s that. The thought of anyone hurting those innocent little children is too much to bear.”

“Well, Annie was harmed, and she was innocent.” I pulled out another two bricks and passed them to Helen. “Now, we need to make sure she gets the rest she really deserves.”
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It took me an hour, some sweat, and a chisel, but I broke through the rest of the bricks and discovered Annie’s remains. Between the three of us, we extracted Annie’s bones and wrapped them in a sheet provided by Francis.

Helen carried Annie to the safety of our rooms, and Francis helped clean up the dust from the chimney, before hurrying away to her kitchen.

I had just replaced the final brick, and wiped the worst of the dust off my hands, when Jasmine and Chris returned from their meal at the pub.

“Did you have a nice dinner?” Helen dashed along the hallway and stood in the doorway, blocking me from their view, and giving me a few more seconds to make myself look presentable.

“Lovely, thank you.” Jasmine looked around the hallway as she removed her jacket. “Something is different in here.”

I shoved the chisel under the sofa and joined Helen by the door. “What do you think is different?”

Jasmine inhaled deeply. “I can’t put my finger on it, but the house feels warmer and happier somehow.”

Chris hugged Jasmine to his side. “You’re right. It must be thanks to our hard-working employees.”

“I don’t think we have anything to do with it.” I exchanged a glance with Helen. “We’ve not been doing much tonight.”

“Whatever it is, I’m glad of it,” said Jasmine.

“It could be because we had a lovely night out, just the two of us,” said Chris.

Jasmine kissed his cheek. “You’re right. It was nice to have a date night together, like we used to.”

I was pleased to see the positive effect removing Annie’s bones had already had on the atmosphere in the house. But I now needed to wash the evidence off my hands and deal with Annie’s remains as quickly as possible.

We made our excuses and returned to the annex. I washed up and then sat at the kitchen table as Helen made a pot of strong tea and placed a plate of chocolate chip cookies in front of me.

“We need caffeine and sugar. We’ve both had a shock.” Helen joined me at the table and poured out the tea.

A wave of exhaustion ran over me as I thought about what I’d just done. “It’s the first time I’ve ever had to do anything with the actual bones of a ghost. I’m still not entirely sure what we should do with them.”

“Why don’t you ask Gwen?” suggested Helen. “As her mother, she will know where Annie used to play. That could be a nice place for her final resting spot.”

“I was wondering about the play area we saw the other day,” I said. “That’s where Annie first appeared to us. She might like that. I doubt it was there when she was alive, but it could be somewhere she goes to with Mirabel and Michael now they're ghosts.”

“That’s a nice idea,” said Helen. “Any sign of the children since you moved Annie’s bones?”

“I haven’t heard anything or seen them,” I said. “And Flipper has been quiet.” I looked over to where Flipper lay on his side in a deep sleep. I was not the only one who found ghost hunting exhausting.

“Maybe what you’ve done is enough,” said Helen. “Perhaps Annie revealing her resting place was enough for her, and she’s now able to move on.”

“I’d still like to give her a proper burial,” I said. “And we need to do something with her bones.”

“Yes, you’re right, we do.” Helen selected a cookie from the plate and took a bite. “And are you going to reveal to me why you’ve been so miserable? I know it’s not just the ghosts bothering you.”

I sagged in my seat. “I had a fight with Zach about my ghost seeing ability.”

“I thought he believed in your ability?”

“He does,” I said. “But Zach’s not sure he wants ghosts in his life.”

“He has no choice but to have them in his life,” said Helen. “If he’s with you, there are always going to be ghosts.”

“That’s the problem,” I said. “I’m not sure how much Zach does want to be with me. If he’s not willing to accept that seeing ghosts and helping them is a big part of my life, then I’m not sure we’re going to be together much longer.”

“Don’t say that.” Helen offered me a cookie. “You make a great pair.”

“I’m not willing to give up on the ghosts.” I grabbed a cookie and took a large bite. “I do find them a nuisance at times, and sometimes wish they’d leave me alone. But I do like to help them. Zach must be able to see that.”

“Maybe you’ve got him a little spooked.” Helen grinned at me. “I mean, your ability is an unusual one. And you often put your desire to help ghosts above your own safety. I know Zach doesn’t like that.”

“My ability means there are always going to be other people in our relationship,” I said.

“Absolutely. I’m not going to go away, just because you have a boyfriend.”

“I didn’t mean you. I know I’ve got you for life.” I smiled at Helen. “But unlike the living, a ghost can float through the wall at any time. I can’t simply ignore that because Zach finds it an inconvenience.”

“Don’t give up on him yet,” said Helen. “You know Zach’s not all that good at showing his emotions. His concern for you is real, and maybe he just said the wrong thing. Men can be silly at times.”

“I hope so.” I hated the way my stomach churned whenever I thought about the possibility that Zach would no longer be in my life. Although we hadn’t been together long, I’d gotten used to having him around. And I knew how much Flipper would miss Jessie if we split up. Who was I kidding; I'd miss Zach like crazy if he decided a life with ghosts, and me, was not for him.

“So, what’s next?” asked Helen. “We need to do something about Annie’s remains.”

I stood from the table. “And we will, later tonight. But I want to see if I can find Annie first. I need to make sure she’s not preventing Mirabel and Michael from being at rest.”

“Where are you going to look for her?” asked Helen.

“I’m going to start in the nursery,” I said. “She might be hiding out somewhere she feels safe after seeing her parents fighting downstairs.”

“Annie must be terrified of Saul after what he did to her,” said Helen.

“That’s someone else who needs justice brought against him,” I said. “But I’m not sure how to punish a ghost.”

“Another question for Gwen?” suggested Helen. “She wasn’t afraid of tackling him when he appeared in the living room.”

I nodded. “Gwen could be just the ghost we need. She clearly cares about Annie and wants to see the right thing done at last. Maybe she can figure out a way to punish Saul for his mistreatment of their daughter.”

“It would be nice if we can have Gwen there when we lay Annie to rest,” said Helen.

“It may give Gwen the comfort she’s looking for as well, and she can finally leave this house after so many decades haunting it.” I patted my leg and Flipper came to join me by the door. “I’ll meet you outside in an hour. Bring Annie’s bones with you, and we can find a suitable spot for her.”

Helen looked at the sheet containing Annie’s bones. “I’m not sure I’m comfortable dealing with the bones.”

“There’s nothing to be scared of,” I said. “We all have them.”

“I know that.” Helen tutted. “But those bones were once a person.”

“A person who now needs our help,” I said.

Helen sighed but then nodded. “I’ll bring the creepy bones with me.”

I left the annex and crept up the stairs to the nursery. I didn’t want to disturb Chris or Jasmine, who were downstairs in the living room. I inched the nursery door open and looked inside. Everything was quiet, but Flipper gently whined and brushed against my leg, suggesting he sensed something.

“In you go.” I opened the door wider, and Flipper hurried in ahead of me, his nose in the air as he sniffed around the room.

“Who’s in here with us?” I asked him.

Flipper continued his inspection of the room, stopping to sniff discarded toys on the ground as he did so. He paused in one corner and his tail wagged.

“Annie, are you in here with us?” I asked. “Now that I know what happened to you when you were alive, I want to talk to you about what will happen next.”

The air chilled, but Annie didn’t appear.

“I’d like to do something to make sure you have a comfortable resting place. Would you like that?”

A hazy image of Annie emerged in the corner. She bent down and ran her hands along Flipper’s back several times, not making eye contact with me.

“We’ve removed your bones from the wall, and I wondered if you might like to be buried in the play area close to this house? It’s nearby, so you can still see the house, and it will give you somewhere safe to go.”

Annie looked up at me and gave a slow nod.

So far so good. Now onto the tricky bit. “I also want to talk to you about your friends, Mirabel and Michael.”

Annie’s eyes narrowed.

“I know how nice it is to have friends. But they are very young and may not understand why they’re still here. Don’t you think it’s time they moved on to whatever is next for them? You don’t want to keep them trapped here.”

Annie focused back on Flipper, before looking around at the toys in the nursery.

“You can’t want Mirabel and Michael to stay here forever,” I said. “I know you must have a lot of fun together, and they may remind you of your own siblings. But it’s time for all three of you to move on. And you never know, wherever you are going, you could still be together. You can still be friends.”

A small red toy train trundled along the floor and stopped by my right foot. I bent down and picked it up. “It looks like your friends are here as well.” I looked around for any signs of Michael or Mirabel.

Annie nodded and pointed to a toy doll that fell over onto its face.

Although I couldn’t see the other two children, I did feel they were in the room, and turned in a slow circle to catch a glimpse of them. “Mirabel and Michael, I know this was your home, and I know your family is still here. And your new friend, Annie, has been looking after you. But it’s time for you to go. You don’t have anything to worry about by moving on. And when you do go, it won’t mean your parents will forget about you. I know how much they love you and want to know you’re safe and happy. But if you stay here, they may not think that.”

The doll lifted from the floor and danced across the room towards me. It was closely followed by a bright green toy car. They both stopped by my feet.

“Is that a sign you’re happy with what I’m suggesting?”

The doll danced round my feet a couple of times before stopping and sitting on the floor.

“And you don’t have to worry about Annie; she’s coming with you as well.” I looked over at Annie, and she nodded at me. “She’s been here such a long time that she might be scared about going somewhere new, so you must make sure you look after her. I know Annie has been a good friend to you while you’ve been in this house, and you’ll want to help her and make sure she feels safe and looked after.”

Annie stopped stroking Flipper and stood. She extended both her hands and Mirabel and Michael appeared on either side of her, each holding onto her hands.

“Are you ready to go?” I felt sad at their passing. It was a tragedy what had happened to all of them, more so Annie, who had her life taken from her by someone who should have been her protector.

The three children nodded at me. Michael gave me a shy wave goodbye, and Mirabel stuck her thumb in her mouth. They turned and walked through the wall.

Flipper stood and moved to my side, leaning against my leg as he looked up at me.

“Everything’s going to be okay now,” I said to him. “Our ghosts can finally rest.”
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I snuck out of the house with Flipper, sticking to the shadows to make sure I wasn’t spotted. I needn’t have worried. I knew Jasmine and Chris had already gone to bed.

Francis was with me, her collar turned up, and a woollen hat tugged over her ears. “It does feel different in the house.”

“You sense it too?” I whispered.

“Since you moved those poor child’s bones, everything is calmer. The house can finally relax.” She shot me a glare. “Although I’m still not sure about ghosts.”

“Yes, you are,” I said. “And you know now that Mirabel and Michael are at peace. That’s important to you.”

Francis sniffed. “It is.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come with me and Helen when we bury Annie?”

“No! I don’t want to know anything about that.” Francis took a step away but then paused. “But let me know where her resting place is. I could stop by with some flowers now and again. I don’t like to think of a child being alone and no one looking in on her.”

“I’ll do that.” It turned out that Francis wasn’t so narrow-minded after all. She was still a terrible cook, but she had a good heart when it came to children.

Francis hurried away into the gloom of the evening. I imagined she was in shock about the revelation there were ghosts in the house, but she hadn’t said anything to the Bellamys about what had gone on with the fireplace, and I got the impression she wouldn’t. And she must have been relieved to know that she wasn’t losing her mind because she’d been hearing the children even after they’d died.

“Over here,” whispered Helen from an inky black shadow.

I hurried over and saw she was carrying the bundle of bones in her arms, along with a shovel. “I spoke to the children. They’ve moved on. Everything should be fine in the house now.”

“Glad to hear it,” said Helen. “And Annie is happy with our plans for her remains?”

“She liked the idea,” I said. “She did seem reluctant to leave without the others, but they all left together. I don’t think the Bellamys need worry about hearing any strange noises in the middle of the night anymore.”

“Any sign of Gwen?” asked Helen. “What does she think of our plans?”

“She didn’t turn up in the nursery,” I said. “Maybe that’s a sign she’s happy with our idea too.”

“Let’s find a suitable spot for Annie,” said Helen. “If we lurk in the shadows for much longer, someone will call the police.”

I nodded, and we walked swiftly along the lane to the play area. An owl hooted overhead making us jump, but other than that, silence surrounded us.

“If we go into the trees a little way, we should find some soft ground,” I said. “We’d better make sure we place the bones in a deep hole, so they don’t get scavenged by animals.”

“We’ll place stones over the top as well,” said Helen. “Annie deserves a decent resting place where she will never be disturbed again.”

After a few minutes of searching, we found a small group of evergreen hedges that formed a natural semicircle.

“This looks ideal,” I said. “It’s nice and secluded, and the ground is easy to dig.”

Helen handed me the shovel. “You start. I’ll look after Annie.”

I made quick work of the soft ground and dug down several feet, Flipper helping me occasionally, his paws flying and mud shooting out behind him as he burrowed into the ground. I couldn’t decide if he was actually helping or simply making a game for himself.

“Any sign of our ghosts?” asked Helen.

“I’m not expecting the children to be here,” I said. “But I did wonder if Gwen would make an appearance.”

“If Saul appears, you tell me,” said Helen. “I want to have words with him. What he did to poor Annie was plain wrong.”

“I’m hoping he knows that now,” I said. “Or if he doesn’t, Gwen will make him realize it.”

“That must be why they’ve been haunting the house for so long,” said Helen. “Maybe Gwen won’t let him rest because of what Saul did to their daughter.”

“I imagine they both feel guilty,” I said. “At least, I hope Saul does. Gwen may not have been strong enough when she was alive to prevent him hurting Annie. But from all accounts, he was a desperate man with a gambling problem and debt collectors closing in on him. Desperation and debt make people do stupid things.”

“That’s no excuse,” said Helen. “How’s the hole going?”

“This is deep enough.” I handed her the shovel and stepped back. “Do you want to put Annie in the ground?”

“Let’s do it together.” Helen knelt and unwrapped the sheet.

It was sad, seeing all that was left of Annie. I could only hope she didn’t suffer too much when she died. And I was glad I was able to find her some peace. She deserved it.

We spent a few moments arranging Annie in the hole and then covered her with dirt and stones.

“Should we say a few words?” asked Helen as I patted the earth flat.

I wiped away a stray tear that had trickled down my cheek. “You can rest easily now, Annie. You’re safe and looked after. No one is ever going to hurt you again.”

Helen sniffed. “Go have some fun now, Annie. You can play with your friends without worrying about anything.”

Flipper lay next to the filled-in hole and covered his nose with one paw.

I spotted movement by one of the oak trees. It was Gwen, and Saul stood beside her, his head bowed and his hands clasped in front of him.

“We’ve got company,” I whispered. “Annie’s parents are here.”

“Saul is here?” Helen spun around, anger lighting her eyes. “Where is he?”

I noticed Gwen had a tight hold on Saul’s collar and shook him several times as I watched them. She was carrying out her own form of justice on her husband. She looked at me and gave a curt nod before dragging Saul away, and they both vanished.

“They’ve gone now,” I said. “And Gwen was in charge this time. Saul isn’t going to get away with what he did to Annie.”

“Glad to hear it,” said Helen. “I’d have smacked him, even though he's a ghost.”

“Wait! There’s someone else in the woods.” I squinted into the gloom at the hazy image of Annie. She gave me a wave and danced around a couple of trees.

“Who is it?”

“It’s Annie. And it looks like we’ve done the right thing for her,” I said. “She’s happy with her final resting place.”

A bright beam of torchlight arched through the trees and dazzled me, obscuring my view of Annie.

“Lorna, is that you?” Zach emerged from the darkness, a torch in his hand, and Jessie by his side.

“What are you doing here?” I asked him.

“I saw you and Helen leave the house and came after you,” said Zach. “I was worried about what you were doing out here in the dark.”

I frowned at him. “You won’t be happy with what we’re doing. It’s ghost business.”

“I guessed it would be.” Zach’s gaze went to the ground. “What are you doing with a shovel and a sheet?”

Helen sidled up to me. “Perhaps I should leave the two of you to it?”

I nodded. “Yes, you’d better get back to the house. We don’t want anyone to notice we’ve gone.”

Helen patted my shoulder before hurrying into the darkness with the sheet and shovel under one arm.

“You’re doing more than a bit of late-night gardening, I imagine,” said Zach as he came closer.

“I might be.”

Zach sighed. “I came back to the cottage to see you. I hate that we've argued and want to see if I can make things right.”

I looked down at the recently covered bones of Annie. “I’m not sure you can. I’m always going to have ghosts in my life. They are as much a part of me as Flipper is. If you ask me to stop helping them, you know I can’t.”

Zach scuffed his muddy boots through the leaves on the ground. “I know that. I overreacted. I just worry about you getting hurt. You’re out here in the middle of the night with a shovel doing goodness knows what.”

“I’m in the middle of a perfectly safe village,” I said. “And the ghosts never hurt me.” Well, they barely did. Saul had been a bit too hands-on for my liking, but usually, the ghosts were gentle enough. “I also have Helen and Flipper looking out for me. You don’t always have to be worrying about me. I can look after myself.”

“I think that’s my duty as your boyfriend,” said Zach. “Although that word makes me feel about fifteen years old. I want to look out for you. I care very much about you.”

“I care about you too,” I said. “And I hate that we’ve had this argument about the ghosts.”

“Maybe it’s because we’re not working together anymore,” said Zach. “I miss you not being around. It worries me that you’re getting into all sorts of trouble.” His gaze went to the patch of freshly turned earth.

“I wasn’t getting into trouble as such tonight,” I said.

“Digging a hole in the middle of the forest at night suggests trouble to me,” said Zach.

“It’s for a good cause,” I said. “The ghost of a child needed help.”

“How about if I ask you to help only one ghost a month?” asked Zach. “At least then I know you’d get a break from all of your ghost chasing activities.”

“Sometimes, I don’t see a ghost for weeks, so that’s possible,” I said. “And now that the ones here are at peace, there won’t be any more. I could be ghost free for years.”

Zach moved closer to me. “But I doubt that’s going to happen, is it?”

I shrugged and held my hand out to him. “I wish I could promise you no more than one new ghost a month, but I never know when they’re going to appear. I can’t give them a number and ask them to wait their turn.”

“And you’re always going to want to help them.” Zach took hold of my hand.

“That’s sort of the deal,” I said. “Even though they can be a real pain, I can’t turn away from somebody who needs my assistance, even if that someone is no longer alive.”

“That’s hardly a fault in your character.” Zach pulled me to him. “Okay, I accept the ghosts. Although I can’t promise you I’m going to love them like I do you.”

I tipped my head back and stared into Zach’s eyes. “You love me?”

“Of course I do,” said Zach. “Why would I be chasing after you in the middle of the night if I didn’t?”

“Maybe you’re an insomniac?”

Zach kissed me on the forehead. “Only because you make me one.”

I smiled as I snuggled into Zach’s warm embrace. “So, the ghosts stay?”

“The ghosts stay,” said Zach. “Although you might like to tell me a bit more about what you were doing helping a ghost in the woods at this time of night.”

We turned back towards the house, arm in arm. Jessie and Flipper followed closely behind, dancing around our heels, seeming to sense that all was well between the two of us again.

“I’ve had quite an adventure at this house,” I said. “It involves the ghosts of three children and two adults.”

“And the shovel?”

“Hold on, there’s so much more I have to tell you.” I looked over at Zach and grinned. “But I promise you, things will be back to normal from now on.”

Zach shook his head and smiled at me. “Nothing is ever normal with you, Lorna Shadow.”

I laughed. “I guess that’s why you love me so much.”

He tightened his grip on my arm. “Yes, I guess it must be.”

My heart skipped with happiness as I returned to the house with Zach, filling him in on everything that had happened, as we walked.

I knew my ghost seeing ability was a strange one, and I appreciated how difficult it must be to accept it, but I had a feeling Zach was prepared to have ghosts in our relationship. And he loved me!

Life was going to get a lot more interesting from now on.
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