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      ‘The wages of sin is death!’

      I jumped when I heard the blaring ringtone of my mother’s mobile phone. Sure, we were outside a chapel, so it was an appropriate setting for such words, I supposed, but it was my father’s funeral.

      The service had just ended, and my mother was busy complaining to her captive audience about the minister’s words. “This was a good opportunity for Pastor Green to witness to the unsaved,” she said for the umpteenth time. “He spoke about nothing else but my husband, Larry, yet he calls himself an evangelist!”

      I sighed and turned back to accept the condolences of people I had never met. I’d left home for college and had done my best not to return home from Melbourne since. Witch Woods was a small town in New South Wales, a two to three day drive from Melbourne. I’d grown accustomed to the hustle and bustle of city life, and that was one of the reasons I’d planned to stay in town for only a week or two, max. The main reason was my mother. For the sake of my sanity, I could not live with her day in, day out, for too long.

      It also didn’t help that I was able to see and speak to ghosts. A funeral home was not a good place for a person with such abilities, for obvious reasons. You would think a major city like Melbourne would be full of ghosts, and you would be right, but I was good at not letting on that I could see them. Ghosts always leave you alone if they think you can’t see them.

      However, in Witch Woods, the people, living and dead, knew me, so it was hard to pretend. The one saving grace was that most people crossed over to the other side as soon as they died, and it was only the ones with unfinished business who remained on this earthly plane.

      My childhood had not been easy. My mother had been horrified that I spoke to my imaginary friends, which is what she called them, although she knew the truth. The ability to see ghosts happened to the daughters of every second generation in Mum’s family. My grandmother had told me this when I was around ten years of age, just before she died. However, my own mother was in denial. She had taken me to child psychologists and even had me on medication for a while, until my father had put a stop to it. I had soon learnt not to speak to ghosts in front of anyone.

      My mother’s voice snapped me back to the present. “All we like sheep have gone astray,” my mother said to a Goth teenager, who was backed up against a wall with no visible means of escape. “I’m not upset about my husband, as he’s in a better place. But do you know where you will spend eternity?”

      “Err, no,” the teenager said, looking around frantically.

      “Mum, Pastor Green wants to speak to you,” I lied. The teenager shot me a grateful look and hurried away. I wouldn’t fare so well. I knew I would pay for that later.

      I was developing a nasty headache, and the noise level didn’t help. There were so many people, I suppose because everyone knew Dad as he had the funeral home, and everyone from Mum’s church appeared to be here as well.

      Mum appeared at my side. “Liars and perjurers do not inherit the kingdom of God,” she said loudly, pointing to me, and everyone turned to look.

      My face burnt hot with embarrassment. I beat a hasty retreat and headed for the door that led to the kitchen, intending to refill the coffee pot. We generally served coffee, tea, cold drinks, and snacks to attendees after a funeral. Just as my hand closed around the doorknob, someone cleared their throat loudly behind me.

      I swung around to see an elderly man, a cranky expression on his face. His clothes were old fashioned, like from fifties movies. His trousers were somewhat baggy, and he looked unkempt. He was wearing a frown. “Who are you?” he barked at me.

      “I’m Laurel Bay,” I said, extending my hand to shake his.

      He backed away and looked at my hand. “Bay?” he repeated. “Are you Larry’s daughter?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      The man stepped forward and narrowed his eyes. “I haven’t seen you around before.”

      Here we go again. I’d have to go through my life story one more time that day. “No, I went to Monash University in Melbourne and stayed in Melbourne. I’m only back for Dad’s funeral. And you are?”

      “Ernie Forsyth.”

      I nodded. “Nice to meet you. Well, if you’ll excuse me, I’d better get back to work.”

      Before I had a chance to leave, Ernie snorted rudely. “Work! Do you call this work? Does anyone around here actually know how to run a funeral home properly? Do you have any idea what your mother does with the profits? I’ll have you know that I used to run a very successful funeral home, until I retired to Witch Woods. I gave your father my advice many a time, but he just wouldn’t hear what I had to say.”

      I rubbed my temples. I didn’t need this right now. “Well, thank you, Mr Forsyth, but⁠—”

      He cut me off. “You can call me Ernie.”

      “Okay, Ernie.” I looked past Ernie to see two elderly ladies staring at me.

      “Are you okay, dear?” the taller one said as she walked over to me, straight through Ernie.
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      As I stepped into the lawyer’s office, I was surprised to see how cramped it was. There was a desk near the back of the room, almost touching both walls, and two chairs sat in front of it. Just next to the door was a large bookcase that was leaning to one side, as though it might fall over at any moment. It had piles of important looking books on it, the kind you would certainly expect a lawyer to have.

      The lawyer himself, Mr Goddard, was sitting behind his desk. He removed his reading glasses when I entered the room, followed by my mother. He squeezed himself between one end of the desk and the wall and made his way to us, extending his hand. After I shook his hand, I stepped aside for my mother to do the same.

      “Please, have a seat, and we can get this underway. I know now is a time of pain and sadness, and I doubt either of you want to spend more time in here than necessary,” Mr Goddard said. He was a large man with an immaculate goatee perched on his chin. His eyes were narrow and pale blue, and his brown hair thinning.

      It was obvious to me that the lawyer was right about me not wanting to spend more time in his office than necessary. The place was so small that it felt like an elevator, and the whole room was stuffy. There was a window in the office, right behind the desk, but it was firmly shut. I spent a moment wondering if it would be rude for me to ask him to open it. I decided to suffer in silence.

      My mother chose one chair, and I dropped into the other. I looked over at her, and saw her hand dip into her purse. She pulled out a white handkerchief, and dabbed at her eyes, a move I had seen plenty of times in the short time I had been home. It looked exactly like what a good grieving woman would do.

      That wasn’t to say I thought my mother wasn’t grieving, of course. I knew that she was. Whatever her faults, and there were really too many to list, she had loved my father, and he had loved her, for some reason I had never figured out.

      “Thank you for seeing us a little earlier than you had planned,” my mother said, smiling at the lawyer. “I have a church group function today, and I couldn’t miss it.”

      Mr Goddard nodded as he sat back down at his desk. He folded his beefy hands on the desktop in front of him. “Church is important,” he said.

      “It is the most important thing I know of,” my mother said, “but we don’t see you there every Sunday, Henry. Shall we see you there this week?”

      It was all I could do not to scream and dive through the window. I didn’t have a problem with church in general; it was more a problem with my mother. Living through my childhood had been bad enough, being forced to attend the countless hours of church functions most days of the week. But to be back, and to see that my mother wasn’t any different now than she had been when I was a child, creeped me out a bit, to be honest. It was fine to be religious, but she was a fanatic and not even a borderline one. If God were a business, she would certainly be the number one salesperson in the office.

      The lawyer had a manilla folder on his desk. He flipped open the cover and pulled out a document that consisted of a good number of pages. I sincerely hoped he didn’t intend to read each and every page. He picked up his reading glasses and set them on the end of his nose once more.

      “Now your husband, and your father, of course,” he said, nodding to each of us in turn, “has left a few things to others, and they will be notified in due course, but I thought we could go ahead and go through it since you two will be receiving the bulk of his estate, such as it is.”

      My mother and I both nodded, waiting for the man to go on.

      “Thelma, you are to receive the residence behind the funeral home, the considerable sum of your husband’s savings…” and the lawyer continued, while my attention drifted. Of course, my mother was to receive most of my father’s things, if not everything. I figured he would leave me something, maybe his prized Gary Ablett Senior signed AFL football jersey. Football was something I only marginally cared about, but my mother didn’t care at all, so my father had gravitated to me as his football buddy.

      Indeed when the lawyer was finished with my mother and looked at me, the jersey was the first thing he mentioned. The second thing, however, took me by surprise.

      “And also, Ms Bay, your father has instructed that you are to take over the day-to-day running of the funeral home. More precisely, he has left the funeral home, the acreage on which it stands, and the business, to you.”

      My mouth dropped open, and beside me my mother said, “What?”

      I looked at her. She was as shocked as I was.

      Mr Goddard went on. “Thelma, as I said, you are to receive the residence on the allotment behind the funeral home, but your daughter is being given the business itself.”

      “I can’t run a business,” I said.

      “You’re right!” my mother screeched. “You don’t know the first thing about it. I’ve been by your father’s side for years. And this is how he repays me? I’m so hurt. I’m so hurt that I’m completely speechless. How could he do this to me? He could never make a decision for himself. He didn’t even discuss the will with me. In fact, I’m not sure this is even legal. I should be the one to take over the business.”

      “You can do it!” I said. “Believe me, I’ll give it to you.”

      “Actually, hold up a moment!” Mr Goddard said as he raised a thick finger in the air, commanding our attention. We both looked at him, and he went on. “The deceased states that if Ms Bay is able but unwilling to run the funeral home, it will simply be put up for sale. She is the only person in the family he wanted to run it.”

      I looked at my mother. “Okay, we can sell it.”

      “Absolutely not!” my mother said. “With God as my witness, and of course, being the great Christian that I am, he is always my witness, but as God as my witness, no one but our family will ever run that business.” She fixed me with a withering glare. “Laurel, I feel in my spirit that God is telling me to oversee the business and do periodic checks on you, to make sure you are indeed running it. I believe God is telling me that I alone should manage the purse strings.”

      “We can sell it,” I repeated. “I don’t even want any of the money.”

      My mother pulled another white handkerchief from her purse and dabbed at her forehead. “No! What would I do after that money was gone? I need to work. I need that business.”

      “But if I run the funeral home, you wouldn’t get money from it, anyway,” I said, confused.

      “If you ran it, obviously you would hire me as the general manager,” my mother said sharply.

      To be honest, I hadn’t even considered hiring my mother. Not that I had ever thought about running the funeral home, but if I had, she’s not someone I would hire. And I wasn’t even sure the funeral home had ever had a general manager. That sounded more like a job you would get in retail. Dad had always done the lion’s share of the work himself.

      Behind his desk, Mr Goddard looked a bit uncomfortable. “That’s all the will says,” he said, rising from his chair, no doubt trying to get us to leave. I took the hint and stood, and my mother did the same. I shook the lawyer’s hand and then my mother did, too.

      My mother then leant over the desk, and peered into the man’s eyes. “You know, I’ve been meaning to say this for a while. I suggest you look into changing your name. The name ‘Goddard’ is blasphemous. If you don’t change it, I wouldn’t expect you to be welcomed into heaven. I told Pastor Green of my concerns last year, and I’m surprised he didn’t mention it to you.”

      The lawyer’s mouth dropped open, but he quickly shut it. “I’ll, uh, keep that in mind.”

      My mother nodded and patted his cheek. Then she turned and walked out of the office. I threw an apologetic look at the lawyer and followed her.

      We had driven to the lawyer’s office together, something I was now regretting. We climbed into my car.

      “So, you can leave it all to me, but you can appear as though you’re running the business just as a front,” my mother said firmly, as I pulled into the street. “That was obviously what your father really wanted.”

      “What if the lawyer finds out?” I asked.

      “Now, you don’t need to be a little brat,” she said. “You’ve caused me enough problems as it is. You took three days to be born, and you’ve given me trouble ever since. Did you know, a woman came up to me in the hospital bathroom and asked me if I’d had a boy or a girl? I was forced to admit that I hadn’t had the baby yet. Do you have any idea how embarrassed I was? I knew then what I was in for with you. You caused me trouble then, and you’re causing me trouble now.” She paused and took a deep breath. “Well, we can make it look as though you’re running it, but I’ll do it.”

      I sighed. Mum always pulled out the three-days-to-be-born story when she was super mad with me. “Mum, I don’t live here. I don’t want to live here. I don’t even live in this state. I have a life! I have another job.”

      She snorted rudely. “A retail store assistant? Hmpf!”

      “Mum, you know I’m a jewellery valuer.”

      She pursed her lips. “Well, I won’t sell it.”

      I shook my head. I got on the small two-lane highway and headed back to the small town in which I had grown up. Everything around here was small. It drove me nuts.

      “It’s not up to you, Mum,” I said, quite bravely. “It’s up to me, and I don’t know the first thing about running a funeral home. Dad did it all. He embalmed until Janet came along; he hosted the gatherings. Everything. What am I supposed to do?”

      “You need to do it, because I guess it’s all up to you. But you cannot sell it.”

      “I’m going to sell it,” I said quietly. “I can’t see any other option.”

      “You need to pray more,” my mother said in a huff. “Come to the church outreach meeting with me today.”

      “No,” I said with enough severity that my mother let it go, and we drove on in icy stillness. When we got home, she got out in stony silence and went directly to her car. She pulled out of the drive and headed towards her church.

      I went inside. The place was empty. No one was working that day. The business was dead, so to speak, while everything got ironed out. I walked down a long hall and then opened a plain white door. It led to a corridor, and I found myself in the embalming room. There was a slanted metal table there, and numerous tools that were foreign to me. Dad had spent a lot of time here. He prided himself on making people look as natural as possible after death, and he was very good at his job. Of course, as the business had grown, he had employed Janet to do that.

      Dad wasn’t around. He wasn’t a ghost and I knew he wouldn’t be one. The only people who stuck around were those who had been wronged or needed closure. My dad wasn’t that kind of man, and as much as I would have loved to see him now and speak with him, I was glad he had gone on.

      Yet standing in that cold room, it was almost as if he were still here. “I don’t understand, Dad,” I said aloud. “I don’t know the business. I grew up in it, but I don’t know it. I don’t live here anymore. I don’t want to. I don’t want to live near Mum, or with her.”

      I shuddered at that thought. My words echoed off the plain walls and the table, and there was no answer to anything I was saying. I knew there wouldn’t be, but it felt good to get it off my chest. I turned and headed back outside.

      The expansive building that comprised the funeral home was tastefully furnished, designed to be open and to hold a lot of mourners. Out the back was our family home, and I made my way out there. I pulled a salad out of the fridge and sat at the small kitchen table. I felt more lonely than I had in a long time. I almost wished that the old man, Ernie, would come by, so that I’d have someone to talk to. I knew that wasn’t how it worked, though. I was always on the ghosts’ schedules, and they were never on mine.

      I knew my mother was right. She had a nice sum of money now, but she couldn’t live off it forever. If I sold the place, could we get enough for her to be set for the rest of her life? I had no idea. As I sat there over an empty plate, nibbling on a tomato, I somehow knew I was going to stay. It dawned on me slowly, but I knew it to be true. I was going to stay, and as much as the thought upset me, somehow, a small part of me was excited.
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      The morning of my first memorial service as the owner of the funeral home started just like any other day, but something in my stomach warned me that this wouldn’t last long. It was an awkward, funny sensation that kept bothering me, but I attributed it to the same nerves that I felt every time we held a service. I had never wanted to be part of the funeral business, and I wasn’t enjoying being part of it now. I forced myself to ignore the feeling, and finished the last of the paperwork. I then headed out to the chapel floor.

      I stood off to the side, watching the guests as they entered and took their seats. There weren’t many people in attendance, but at least there were enough to fill most of the rows. As they filed in, another feeling came over me. It was almost like I was forgetting something, or someone.

      With so much commotion going on around me that morning, I hadn’t immediately noticed that the pastor wasn’t yet at his podium to greet the guests. They were almost all seated, so I knew that I had to begin a frantic search to find him. As I skimmed every corner and crevice of the chapel, I noticed a slight ripple coursing through the large velvet funeral curtain.

      I headed over to see what was going on, but when I slipped through the opening in the curtains and walked into the small area, I recognised the problem at once. Standing by the closed coffin were Pastor Green and a young man who was dressed in a tight-fitting, dark suit. He seemed to be holding back a stream of tears, and his voice was agitated.

      “Please, Pastor, just for a minute or two?” he asked, fidgeting.

      “I’m sorry, son, but this is supposed to be a closed casket funeral,” Pastor Green said, shaking his head firmly. “The body was displayed for viewing all day yesterday. Once the casket is closed, I cannot allow it to be reopened without permission.”

      “I understand, Pastor Green, but I really just want to say goodbye one last time before I go out there and face everyone,” the young man said, rubbing his eyes hard. “It’ll make reading this eulogy much easier,” he added, holding up a small, worn sheet of paper.

      By that point, I’d heard enough, so I walked over to them and cleared my throat. “Excuse me, Pastor Green,” I said, hoping the kindly man wouldn’t be upset by my intrusion. “I overheard your conversation, and even though it’s against our policy to allow the casket to be opened after viewing hours, I’ll allow it this time.”

      The look on the grandson’s face went from one of devastation to that of relief and something else that I couldn’t quite put my finger on. His tears didn’t dry up completely, but he sure seemed to be in higher spirits. “Thanks so much,” he said, his voice now less shaky. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll go with you if you’d like.”

      He smiled and gently grasped my hand. As we approached the casket together, Pastor Green shot me a worried look from his position behind the coffin, but it wasn’t that big of a deal, in my opinion. The grieving man only wanted to see his grandmother one last time. I couldn’t blame him for wanting such closure.

      I looked at the pastor and nodded, signalling for him to raise the lid. As it slowly lifted, I tried to keep my eyes towards the floor. I wanted to be there for moral support, but staring at the body was something that I could do without. I had seen enough death over the years to last me a lifetime, and I was sure I would see plenty more in the months to come. Moving away as I had, had only delayed the inevitable. It didn’t stop this aura of death from surrounding me once more.

      As my thoughts stayed focused on such things, I didn’t initially realise what was going on all around me, but then everything seemed to happen in slow motion. At first, I only felt the grandson’s hand release mine, but then I heard the screams as they quickly grew from quiet shrieks to deafening roars in no time at all. When the world around me finally came back into focus, I spun around, still uncertain what was happening. Pastor Green had a blank look on his face as he scratched his forehead.

      “There’s a body in the coffin!” the man screamed again, stumbling backwards towards the curtain as his hands flailed through the air. He took a few short breaths in quick succession before he hunched over with his hands on his knees.

      “Of course there’s a body in there,” Pastor Green said in a calming tone. “It’s your dear grandmother. She’s departed this life, and that’s why she’s in the casket.” His attempt to soothe the man did not work at all.

      The grandson lifted his hands as he sprang back up, covering his face. With his sight obstructed, he turned around too quickly and tripped, sending his body once more towards the curtain.

      I watched everything unfold right before my eyes, but I lacked any real power to stop it. He fell into the curtain, entangling himself even more as he struggled to get free. Seconds later, the curtain flew open, revealing the startling scene to the entire chapel of guests. It was then that I noticed what he was reacting to at the very same time that everyone else did.

      There was a body in the coffin all right, but not only the one that was supposed to be in there. The second body came with a large knife jutting from its back.

      The sound of gasps quickly expelled all chatter from the room and then a dead silence engulfed the room. I turned around to see the shocked faces of every guest as well as staff member of the funeral home. They all stood in fright as the silence turned to sobs and gasps. The only person who didn’t look completely horrified was Pastor Green.

      The poor man looked at me intently and threw his hands up in a display of confusion. “I think the boy is clearly stressed and that’s caused mass hysteria.”

      Indeed, the young man was stressed, but for good reason. Pastor Green was standing behind the tall lid of the coffin as it stood raised, obstructing his view from the horror that everyone else in the room could see. I quickly extended a hand to the grandson, but Mum appeared out of nowhere before I even had a chance to assist him.

      “Help me with this curtain!” she snapped, staring at me with fire in her eyes. I stood up, pulling the man to his feet as I did. I rushed over to the right side of the curtain and helped her pull it closed to conceal the coffin once more. “Pastor Green, did you not see the girl in the coffin that was right under your nose? I knew I should have overseen this service,” she added, her gaze making sure I knew that the comment was directed at me.

      Pastor Green looked frustrated. “Thelma, let’s just get everyone calm and figure out what happened.”

      Mum turned and glared at me again, wagging her finger inches from my face this time. “You just came back into town and your very first funeral turns out to be a nightmare like this?” she said. Her voice was laden with suppressed anger.

      “Oh my,” another voice said, chiming in. I looked over to see Janet, the funeral home’s cosmetician, her mouth agape as she pushed through the curtain and approached the casket. “That looks like the girl from the café in town. I wondered why I found a tray of cold coffee by the door this morning.”

      “That might very well be the case,” Mum said, “but that’s hardly of any importance right now. Would you please call the police and let them know what happened here?”

      “Sure.” Janet pulled her mobile phone from her pocket as she headed towards one of the back rooms for privacy.

      “And Pastor Green, please close that casket already so more people aren’t horrified by that corpse. And why was it even opened in the first place? Isn’t this supposed to be a closed-casket event? Wasn’t the viewing yesterday?”

      I stepped towards my mother with my hand raised in an attempt to quiet her so I could speak. “Yes, it was, and the coffin has been closed since, but the woman’s grandson wanted to see her one last time and I couldn’t just tell him no.”

      “Well, you should have,” she shot back. “And I still don’t understand what took you two so long to realise that something was wrong.”

      Not wanting to see poor Pastor Green berated any longer, I rushed over to help him close the casket. He glanced up at me and let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “How could something like this have happened here?”

      “Does it look like she has any idea?” Mum said, her voice growing even more agitated. “If I hadn’t come up here when I did, every one of our guests probably would have run away screaming, traumatised for life!”

      “Mum, it all happened so fast. I did the best I could,” I said, hoping to calm her down.

      “Yes? Well your best clearly wasn’t good enough,” she said, before turning towards the grandson who had come back, his hand firmly clamped over his mouth and his eyes as wide as saucers. “I’m so sorry that you had to witness such a tragic sight.”

      Mum exited the now-closed curtain followed by the grandson. Moments later, I could hear her speaking to the guests, but I chose to remain by the casket with Pastor Green and the victim. There would soon be a police investigation, so I wanted to make sure that nobody touched or moved the coffin until they arrived to secure it.

      “What do you think happened?” Pastor Green asked in a subdued tone.

      I think he was talking to himself more than anything, and I struggled for the words to answer him. When I finally was able to reply, my words were jumbled. “I don’t know, um, err. I, err, suppose someone must have followed her here or something. None of this really makes any sense, though.”

      “It will in time, Laurel,” he said, patting my shoulder. “It will in time.”

      Just then, I heard the sound of sirens. My mother was still speaking at the podium, but even her persona was drowned out by the noise of the incoming police. My chest tightened as the sirens got louder and closer. I had not signed up for any of this. I only wanted to be back in town for a month or so for my father’s funeral, but that had all gone right down the toilet. And now, everything seemed to be getting even worse.
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      I remember how cold it was that morning as we stood there, waiting for the cops to show up to question us and provide some answers. The casket was now closed in an attempt to shield everyone from its gruesome contents, but the damage had probably already been done. I’ve been around death and decay most of my life, but for the guests there that day, it must have been an unforgettable experience. The horror in their eyes testified loudly as to how they felt.

      When the police finally showed up, the crowd dispersed a bit, thinning out as the police sorted through the potential witnesses. To my relief, Duncan was one of two responding officers. Duncan was married to my best friend, Tara. I had only seen Tara over the years on the rare occasions I returned home, but we’d kept in touch on Facebook and email. It was amazing how little Duncan had changed since school. He was still angular and tall, and the features of his face, including his warlike nose, just a little too sharp.

      “Hi, Laurel,” Duncan said, his smile as warm and friendly as always.

      “Hi,” I said, smiling back at him. It was more of a partial, forced smile, but I wanted him to know that I wasn’t letting the situation get the better of me. Being back home was stressful enough. I had to stay as strong as I could regardless of what happened around me.

      “We’re going to have to secure the scene and have the coroner come down to make a ruling on the death. He’s already been called, but the faster we can clear the guests out of here, the easier his job will be,” he said, pulling out a notepad from his pocket. He turned to the other officer. “Bryan, if you could go around and interview the mourners, I’ll start questioning Laurel and the others who work here.”

      Bryan nodded and then headed over to the first group of funeral goers. I watched him carefully, hoping to overhear anything that was said, but Duncan pulled my attention back to him. “I know that some of these questions might sound a bit accusatory, but it’s all routine. I promise.”

      “Yes, I know,” I said, pulling at a lock of my hair and twisting it frantically. I didn’t even notice at first until he pointed it out.

      “There’s no need to be nervous, but I can understand why you would be. Let’s get these questions over with, though. First, where were you this morning between about seven a.m. and ten a.m.?” His voice was stern and official all of a sudden.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, but it didn’t do much to relieve the tension building up. “Uh, I was in the funeral home, in the office, getting the paperwork and everything ready for Mrs Forrest’s memorial service. The casket was ready. No one had touched it since last night when Janet finished up with it. I checked on the elderly woman myself and there was no other body in there with her. I’m sure of it.”

      Duncan showed no signs of emotion, his pen scribbling into his pad like nothing else in the world mattered right then. After several long seconds, he looked up and smiled again. “Okay, and did you hear anything last night or this morning?”

      “Not a peep,” I told him, which was the complete truth. With the house being so close to the funeral home, it made no sense that someone would sneak in, dump a body, and then disappear without being heard or seen at all. Before I could say any more, I heard an unfamiliar voice heckling someone nearby.

      When Duncan spoke again, however, I forgot about it. “Interesting,” he said. “Well, the victim is a young girl by the name of Tiffany Hunter. She works, err, worked, just down the road at the café. Her boss says she went on a delivery and never returned. I can’t go into too much detail, but we have reason to believe that she came here for that delivery, and then never made it out alive. Did you see her at all today, before the funeral procession?”

      Thinking back to that morning, I couldn’t quite remember it as clearly as I had hoped. “Honestly, I don’t remember seeing her at all. I do remember that Janet said she found a tray of cold coffee this morning, though.”

      Duncan sighed, and looked back up from his notepad. “Can you check to see if any of your carving knives are missing?”

      I shook my head. “There are no carving knives here at the funeral home. We only use butter knives and cake knives, that sort of thing. We don’t serve meals here, just finger food.”

      “So the knife you saw in the victim,” Duncan said patiently, “you have no knives of that sort?”

      “No, absolutely not.”

      “Okay, so you and none of your workers have touched the body, correct?”

      “That is correct,” I said, but just then a strange voice yelled out behind me. I turned quickly to see the face of a young woman inches from my own.

      “Hello?” the girl said, walking over to Duncan and poking at him repeatedly with her finger. I had to do a double-take when I realised that he was completely oblivious to what she was doing.

      “All right, well thank you for your time, Laurel,” Duncan said. “Bryan looks to be speaking with your mother now, so I’m going to help him finish that up, and then I’ll speak to some of the others.” He walked over towards my mother and his partner.

      The young girl moved to follow him, but then turned back to me and scowled. “What about you? Can you see me?”

      For a moment, my hands grew sweaty and my heart fell into my stomach. I swallowed hard, unsure of how else to respond.

      “You can! You can see me, can’t you?” she yelled again.

      The last thing I needed with the cops wandering around was to speak to someone that only I could see. Ignoring her as best I could, I made my way over to my mother to see how her questioning was going. When I stepped beside Mum, I wished I hadn’t.

      “Yes, it is a shame, Bryan, but at least Miss Hunter is now in a better place. She’s in heaven with God, right where we all belong. I have the assurance of that as she always attended our church. Now, I haven’t seen you in church lately. Will I be seeing you there this Sunday?”

      “Hey, you! Stop ignoring me! I can tell that you can hear what I’m saying,” the voice said, whispering in my ear.

      I turned towards the girl, who looked beautiful and young, but right away I knew that was all just an illusion. Now she was ageless, a ghost, just like Ernie before her. “Yes, I can see you,” I whispered, shielding my mouth with one hand so my mother couldn’t overhear, and pretending I was stifling a sneeze, “but we can’t talk here.”

      “Wait, what do you mean? And why can’t anyone else seem to hear or see me?” the girl asked, clearly unconcerned that I did not want to talk to her. “Is this all some sort of joke against me? And why are the police here? I saw a commotion over near the casket, but there were too many heads in my way to see exactly what was going on. What happened?”

      It was becoming obvious that she was not going to let up until she got some answers, but how could I explain to her that she was dead without earning awkward stares from my mother and everyone else, including the cops? It certainly wouldn’t be an easy task.

      “Laurel, what are you doing standing around uselessly like that, you lazy girl? I’m sure there are more important things that you’re needed for right now,” my mother said, glaring at me the same way she always did when she was disappointed.

      “That’s okay, Mrs Bay, I actually have a few more questions for Laurel before we wrap up our investigation. The coroner just arrived, so you folks should be able to get back to business soon enough,” Duncan said, offering me a reprieve.

      “Oh no, what does he want now?” Tiffany said, combing through her hair with her fingers. I looked at her curiously, but it seemed to offend her more than anything else. “What? I just like to make sure I look decent, that’s all. Can’t blame a girl for caring about her appearance, can you?”

      If only she knew that her hair mattered very little now that she was in the afterlife. “Tree, up the hill,” I whispered to Tiffany and again pretended I was sneezing. There was a large, shady tree just up the hill near the funeral home. I figured we’d be alone there long enough to talk privately.

      “Laurel, could I have that word with you now?” Duncan said.

      “Of course,” I replied. Tiffany stood beside me, sighing loudly as he approached us.

      “I’m sorry to bother you again, but after comparing notes with Bryan and talking to your mother and a couple others, I just had to ask a few more questions.”

      “That’s fine. I want to help in any way I can,” I said.

      “You still haven’t told me what the investigation is about! Did someone die?” Tiffany asked, her presence beginning to grate on my nerves. The last thing I wanted was for Duncan to suspect that I was communicating with an “imaginary friend”, so I did my best to ignore her, but it grew more difficult as time passed.

      “Janet mentioned that you signed off on the preparation and checked the casket yourself last night,” he said. “That corroborates your story, but it’s difficult to believe that nobody saw Tiffany this morning. I’m not placing blame on anyone as such, but there’s got to be something that we’re missing.”

      Before I had a chance to think, Tiffany flew into a panic. Her words made little sense, but it was clear that she was finally putting the pieces of the puzzle together. “I’m dead?” she yelled, standing right in front of me as Duncan continued his speech.

      She put her hands to her head and then ran around the room aimlessly. I couldn’t blame her, but Duncan’s voice was completely drowned out by hers. After the initial shock seemed to wear off, Tiffany grew quiet and then vanished. I looked around the best I could without making it obvious to Duncan, but she was nowhere to be seen.

      Duncan was still speaking. “Well, when the coroner puts in the official determination and we get our notes in order, I’ll probably stop by sometime to update you on the case. Again, we can’t go into any details, but since it happened here, I’ll keep you guys updated the best I can.”

      I smiled and nodded, thanking him for not making things even harder than they already were. As I watched him walk off towards his partner, my mind drifted back to Tiffany. I hoped she’d gone out to the tree.

      When I approached the lonely tree that stood like a sentinel over the funeral home, I saw that Tiffany was there. “Hey, got room for one more?” I asked, sitting next to her.

      Tiffany’s face looked blank as she stared off into the distance. It was like everything that she had known had been taken from her. She slowly turned to me, her lips barely parting. “Did someone kill me? Is that why nobody else would talk to me? Am I… dead?” Her voice broke.

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yes, someone did, and that’s why the police are here.” I tried to pat her on the shoulder, but my hand went right through her.

      There was no reaction from her, so I pushed on. “Do you have any idea who did it? Did you see anyone?”

      Tiffany shook her head and closed her eyes. After what seemed an age, she leant back against the tree and spoke softly. “Why would someone kill me?”
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      I hate paperwork. In fact, apart from accountants, I doubt there is anyone who does particularly like paperwork. When I met an accountant for my old job, he asked me which accounting system I used. He reeled off a few well-known accounting software programs, and then looked at me expectantly. My answer was “cardboard box.” That did not go over well.

      Paperwork is one of the reasons I had never been tempted to go into business for myself. Self employment is the holy grail of all the misery that paperwork entails. Everywhere you turn, there is a new form to fill, document to sign, or letter to certify. I could very much do without that.

      Now that I had inherited the funeral home, paperwork was a necessary evil, an evil I was forced to face. I could hardly leave the work to Mum. Mum has always ignored paperwork, and the consequence of that would be late fees, audits, and the possible embarrassment of having our electricity cut off in the middle of a wake. Even if she hadn’t been eternally busy with outreach programs and Bible studies, I wouldn’t be able to trust her to balance a budget if our lives depended on it.

      And at the moment, our lives did depend on it. At least the life of Dad’s business. My business. I was still trying to process that part.

      I looked forlornly at the stack of unsorted papers on the table in front of me. I was already arranging wakes, consoling the living, and playing twenty questions with a ghost whose death had occurred on my watch. There was yet another ghost telling me how to do my job and making puns about funerals. Adding paperwork to the pile was just plain cruel.

      “Don’t you have a secretary or something for this?” Tiffany sighed as she studied her nails for flaws. I needed at least one more cup of coffee before I had the energy to point out that ghosts don’t chip their nails.

      “I’ll be happy to hire you.” I rubbed my temples, trying to ignore the warning signs of an upcoming headache.

      “As if.” Tiffany gave a short, sharp laugh and rolled her eyes. “Let me know when you decide to hire a personal shopper. Your fashion is deader than I am.”

      “Ha, ha. Last time I checked, there wasn’t a dress code for working at home.”

      “If only it were limited to here.” The young woman gave me a long suffering stare. “You won’t explode if you buy something nice. That bargain bin knockoff of a closet is a nightmare. The sequin tank top? You should have it burned and then buried in a shallow grave.”

      “I like that top.”

      “You poor thing.”

      Just what I needed. A ghost who was chief commissioner of the fashion police. I opened my mouth, but Mum hurried into the room, carrying a stack of file folders.

      Tiffany glanced at me and then floated towards the door. The ghosts generally avoided Mum. There was only so much of her they could take.

      “What are you looking at?” Mum’s voice snapped me to attention. I turned my eyes back to her, realising too late that I had been following Tiffany’s movement out the door.

      “What are those?” I asked in an attempt to distract her.

      “Some invoices and stuff from the past few months.” Mum looked unconcerned as she plopped the box unceremoniously on the table. “I need you to take these to Mr Sandalwood, the accountant. We haven’t filed anything in the last few months.” Mum turned and rummaged through a drawer. “His address is on the fridge.”

      “Months?” I asked numbly. I grabbed the binder and flipped through the files to check the date on the most recent form. It was dated two months ago. I looked in horror at the stack of files with papers sticking haphazardly out of the sides. There was a Bible study flier in with the sales tax forms. I paused for a moment to look at the heading in bold, ‘Will you burn to a crisp in hell?’

      “Mum, what happened? Why didn’t these papers get to the accountant?”

      Mum shrugged. “Your father kept asking me to take them for him as he had so much going on, but I just can’t stand the accountant.” She wrinkled up her nose in distaste. “He’s so strange. I think he works for the Illuminati.”

      I clutched at my head. “Where are we? What’s been paid? Please say the bills are current.”

      “There’s no need to be dramatic, Laurel. You always were a drama queen, right from the moment you were born.” Mum put her hands on her hips. “I don’t have anything to do with the business. You’ll have to ask Mr Sandalwood.”

      And that is how I found myself, only hours later, waiting in the foyer of the accountant’s office. I remembered Mr Sandalwood from years ago. He seemed old then, and so I figured he’d be pretty much ancient now. I hoped he was still as friendly as I remembered him, although I doubted he’d be any happier than I was to see a big mess of backlogged paperwork. If I wasn’t absolutely terrified that we were about to be slapped with a flood of delinquent notices, I would have taken a day or two to sort them out before making the emergency appointment.

      Back in the day, Dad hired the services of Mr Sandalwood’s accounting firm, much to Mum’s disgust, as Mr Sandalwood did not attend her church. It had been a source of ongoing conflict between Mum and Dad for years. Mum did not like to trust the funeral home’s money to heathens, as she put it.

      The elderly lady receptionist had probably been there for years, too. She was reading a magazine, and only stopped to take a sip of her tea now and then. I assumed it was tea. It could well have been brandy.

      I yawned and stretched. I was the only one in the waiting room. I was early, so I reached out to the small table in front of me to sort through the magazines. There was nothing of interest: two financial news magazines, some car magazines, and some children’s books. All in all, nothing to distract me from my boredom.

      I turned to study the towering indoor potted plant. It looked healthy, to my surprise. That was the first office indoor plant I had ever seen that looked thriving. I reached out and touched it to see if it was real.

      “Stop!” the elderly receptionist said. “Don’t touch the plants.”

      I jumped back. “Sorry.”

      “What was your name again?”

      “Laurel Bay. We spoke on the phone earlier.”

      The receptionist nodded absently and then took another sip from her cup. “You can go in now.” Her head was already back in her magazine.

      I shrugged. “Thanks.” I wondered how she knew. Old Mr Sandalwood hadn’t called through to let her know I could go in, and I was still a good five minutes early.

      I walked over to the heavy oak door and reached for the brass door handle. As I touched it, I was jolted by something, a crackle perhaps. It was like a low level jolt of electricity. I opened the door and prepared to greet old Mr Sandalwood.

      The man who swung around, clearly startled by my entrance, was not the elderly, balding Mr Sandalwood from my memories. This man was maybe in his late twenties or early thirties. He looked as if he had come straight off a magazine cover for a young businessman’s magazine. In fact, he was drop-dead gorgeous. I looked him up and down before I could stop myself. He was the best looking man I had ever seen, tall, muscular, with piercing green eyes and black hair. He had a great tan—a real tan, not a sprayed-on one. I shut my jaw and averted my eyes as fast as humanly possible. “You’re not Mr Sandalwood,” I said, stating the obvious.

      “I am,” the hottie said, as he opened a drawer and shoved something inside. “I took over the firm when my father retired.”

      I thought his move rather furtive and did my best to catch a glimpse of the object, but only noticed that the sunlight briefly reflected from whatever it was. “Your father retired?” I parroted. I was somewhat in shock to be faced with a male model in a business suit rather than the ancient man in bifocals.

      “Yes, I’m his son, Basil.” The man walked over to me and extended his hand.

      As I shook his hand, an electric jolt ran up my arm. I gasped and let go of his hand, none too subtly, but what surprised me was that he seemed to feel it as well. He turned from me and crossed hurriedly to his chair. “Please have a seat,” he said over his shoulder. “You must be Laurel Bay?” he asked when we were both seated.

      I nodded, and then frowned as a heavy scent wafted past me. It wasn’t men’s cologne. What was it? It seemed familiar in some way.

      “You’re early,” Basil said, with a note of accusation in his tone.

      “Your receptionist told me to come in,” I said defensively.

      Basil leant back in his seat and smiled. “Oh yes, Mrs Anise.” He chuckled. “She was my father’s receptionist for years.”

      I nodded, and then fidgeted as an uneasy silence fell between us. I focused on the strange smell. What was it? Was it weed? It sure smelt like it. Some of the girls at college had taken to smoking a lot of the stuff, and their grades had fallen like a rock as a consequence. I was now more than a little concerned. Was this guy competent to continue as the funeral home’s accountant if he was a dopehead?

      Basil was the first to break the silence. His eyes trailed down to the stack of haphazard folders I was clutching to my chest with one hand. “Are those the files for your account?”

      I nodded.

      “How is your mother?”

      “Fine, thank you,” I said automatically.

      “Do you go to her church?” He fixed me with an intent look and twiddled his pen through his fingers.

      I frowned, thinking that a strange question to ask. “No,” I said.

      Basil nodded. “So you haven’t come here to tell me that you won’t be needing my services any longer?”

      I rushed to reassure him. “Oh no, certainly not, nothing like that. As I said to your secretary, Dad left the funeral home to me. I’ve never run a business before, so I wanted to touch base and see where things are at.” I mentally scolded myself then. This would’ve been a good opportunity to tell him that I was looking for a new accountant, given that I was fairly certain the strange smell was marijuana. I never think on my feet.

      Basil did not appear to notice my hesitation. “Excellent. Well, I’ll look through your accounts and then come to the funeral home in a few days to discuss matters with you. I’ll have Mrs Anise call and set up a time that suits you. Don’t worry, Ms Bay; everything will be all right.”

      As I left his office, I wondered if things would, in fact, be all right. How could I trust a doped up stranger with complex amounts of number crunching? Perhaps the smell wasn’t dope, I thought hopefully. Perhaps he has really weird aftershave. Nevertheless, Basil Sandalwood left me with a strange, uneasy feeling. Something was up with him, and I had not the vaguest idea what it was.
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      I was sitting in my bedroom, dreading hearing the knock on the door. It was strange to think of the room as my bedroom, since it was the room I’d had when I was a girl. Now I was an adult and I shouldn’t be at home, but sometimes life throws you curve balls, and there’s not much you can do about it.

      Still, I had been thinking about looking into apartments. If I intended to stay here and run the funeral home, I couldn’t live with my mother. One of us wouldn’t survive the experience.

      I could also move into the funeral home itself. The upstairs wasn’t used for much more than random storage space, but there was a kitchen, a bathroom, and a bedroom. I could renovate it and make it work, but I would still be a bit too close to my mother. The same town was too close to my mother. There was also the fact that living above a funeral home made me a bit uncomfortable, which was strange, given that I could speak with the dead. Or perhaps that was the reason.

      The knock I was dreading came just before six. That’s when John was due, according to my mother. John Jones had maybe the most boring name I had ever heard. Surely he did; there was no maybe about it. He went to my mother’s church, which wasn’t a surprise, because I was pretty sure I was the only person who had ever been in her house who hadn’t gone to her church. She liked her churchgoers, and that was that.

      Mum had told me of the impromptu dinner date that afternoon. I knew she was trying to set me up and I had complained bitterly, but it didn’t have any effect. I shuddered to think of the type of guy she’d try to set me up with, so it was with growing dread that I stood from my spot on the end of the bed and made my way downstairs, just as my mother was opening the door.

      The man who stood there was as forgettable as his name. Plain face, plain brown hair. His beige clothes were plain, and his beige shoes were plain. He wore a smug, sanctimonious, insipid expression on his pasty face, and he had the worst combover I had ever seen. I knew I was probably being hard on him because he was the kind of guy my mother thought I should date, but I didn’t care. I had agreed to stay for dinner, even though when my mother had told me about it, my instincts were screaming at me to run for the hills. I had a pretty good idea how it would all play out.

      “Hello,” John Jones said when he saw me, and he put out his hand. I shook it. His handshake was limp. A couple up and downs, a very soft grip. I think I threw up in my mouth, just from all of the plainness.

      I liked pizzazz and spice. That was me. I liked to live dangerously—well, somewhere between normally and dangerously. John looked like the kind of guy who ironed his sheets every night before he slept in them, whereas I didn’t even own an iron, or make a list before I went to the grocery store. Yes, I lived dangerously.

      “Dinner will be at precisely five-thirty, so you may take John into the living room and get to know each other,” my mother said to me, and it was all I could do not to sigh and roll my eyes. I managed to control my emotions, and I led the man into the living room. We sat opposite each other on voluminous, antique couches, while my mother turned on the gospel music channel on the radio.

      The uncomfortable silence stretched on for ages. John didn’t appear as if he were going to say anything, so I started. “What do you do for a living, John?” I asked.

      “I enter data into spreadsheets all day.”

      I stopped myself before I could say, “Of course you do.”

      “Interesting,” I tried instead, even though it wasn’t interesting at all. It was so plain and boring that I thought my eyes would fall out of my head.

      “Wow, this guy is neat,” a voice said, and for a wild minute I thought it was my mother, who had disappeared into the kitchen, even though the voice didn’t match hers at all. I looked over to my right and saw Tiffany sitting across from us on an easy chair, her feet propped up on the coffee table.

      “Not my idea,” I said, before I could stop myself.

      “What’s not your idea?” John asked, tilting his head to the side.

      “Oh,” I said, looking back at him. “It wasn’t my idea to have you over, but I’m glad my mother asked you.” I thought that was a bit too strong, so I amended it. “You know, it’s been a while since I lived here, so it’s nice to make friends again.”

      “I was under the impression that I’m here to court you,” John said stiffly, “not to be your friend. A man’s friend is another man. A man courts a woman.”

      Across the table, Tiffany giggled.

      “Right you are, John,” another voice said, and this time it was my mother. “A woman is a helpmeet, not a friend.”

      “A help meat?” I said, startled.

      “A helpmeet,” my mother said, glaring at me. “A helper. Woman was created as helper for man.” Before I could say something highly impolite, she turned to John. “I’m so sorry that my daughter is not familiar with the King James Version Bible any more. She’s been in the city, so she must’ve gone over to new, radical versions like The Amplified Bible and things like that.”

      Both John and my mother screwed up their faces in disgust. I could see why my mother liked John so much. She joined us, sitting in the chair on which Tiffany had been perched, and I got to experience the ghost leaping up through my mother just as she sat down. Somehow I took pleasure from that. If only my mother knew that a spirit had just gone through her. It would freak her out.

      “Do you work?” John asked me.

      “I had a job in Melbourne, but it looks like I might be moving back to take care of my father’s business now.”

      John shook his head, and my mother loudly clicked her tongue on the roof of her mouth. “That won’t do,” the plain man said. “My wife won’t be working.”

      “I am no one’s wife, and certainly not yours!” I said angrily, and would have said plenty more, but my mother stood.

      “That’s enough, Laurel,” she said. “A woman need not control the conversation. I’ll go check on the dinner.”

      I watched her go, and caught Tiffany’s eye. She shrugged her shoulders. “So,” she said, “find my killer, all right?”

      I shook my head slightly, hoping John wouldn’t see.

      “What else do you have going on? Dating?” the ghost woman asked me. I slyly shooed her away, and then endured another half hour alone with John.

      It was a relief when we were finally seated at the dining room table. My mother whisked the dinner out from the kitchen, setting food before us: platters of potatoes, carrots, and green beans. Mum served us all and then sat down. She and John spoke more than I did, and my mother steered and dominated the conversation, even though, according to her, that wasn’t what a woman should do.

      Halfway through dinner, John turned to me. “I’m out of water,” he said.

      I looked at his glass, which was indeed empty. I nodded. “Yep,” I said cheerfully, wondering if the guy had a screw loose or something.

      “A woman should serve a man,” John said.

      My mother knew me well enough to speak up before I did. I was half out of my chair, not to fill his glass, but to kick him out of the house.

      “Allow me, John,” Mum said, reaching for his glass. “I’m the hostess tonight, so you two get to know each other.”

      After that, I had even less than my already zero desire to get to know the guy. It was an awkward and quiet dinner, and when John tried to hug me at the door as he was leaving, I shoved my hand between our bodies and stopped him, and shook his hand instead.

      “How rude are you?” my mother said after she shut the door.

      I held my finger up, practically waving it in her face. “Don’t do that again. I’m not interested in any men from your church.”

      “Well, I’m sorry. I’m trying to save my own daughter’s soul.”

      “Mum, I would rather be tormented for eternity than fill up a man’s glass because he ordered me to.”

      She folded her arms over her chest and narrowed her eyes. “You’re never going to find a husband with that attitude.”

      I was seething. “I don’t want a husband!” I said angrily. “And most certainly not a rude, sexist one like that!”

      “Well, good, then you can work in the funeral home forever, and take care of yourself.”

      “I would love that,” I said.

      My mother snorted rudely, then turned and headed upstairs to her room. I gave her a few minutes’ head start, and then went up to mine.

      Tiffany was waiting for me. She sat on the edge of my bed. “You should have fetched him some water,” she said with a grin. “You know, to keep the peace.”

      “Be quiet,” I said, “and I do hope you’re joking. How long are you going to be here?” I sat down beside the ghost.

      “Until you agree to help me,” she said.

      “While it’s true that I can talk to you people,” I said, “I don’t run a detective agency or anything.”

      Tiffany sighed. “Don’t you want to help someone who needs it, though?”

      I felt too grumpy to have this conversation. “You’re past help. You don’t need help. You just need to move on. You’re dead.”

      The dead girl with the long platinum blonde hair frowned. “Harsh,” she said.

      “I’m sorry,” I said, feeling truly bad. “I didn’t mean that. Sometimes I don’t think before I speak.”

      “So you’ll help me?” Tiffany asked.

      “I’d like to, but I don’t know what to do,” I said honestly. “Watching Law and Order as much as I did in college wasn’t enough to make me a detective.”

      “I just need to know,” Tiffany said, sniffling. I hoped she wasn’t going to cry—but then, do ghosts cry? I thought I was about to find out. “I just need to know exactly what happened to me,” she continued. “I feel like I’m tethered here, and as far as I know, you’re the only person who can see me, much less talk to me.”

      I sighed. “Okay, I’ll do what I can. Can I ask you a question?”

      “Sure,” Tiffany said.

      “Why do you guys do such weird stuff? Like haunted houses always have chairs that move by themselves, and shoes that get flung across the room. What’s up with that?”

      Tiffany laughed. “I have no idea. I’m a new ghost, remember? I guess some of us are just bored.”

      I laughed, too. “Back to solving your murder, I really don’t know where to start.”

      “Hey, me neither, but I guess I’ve got all the time in the world,” Tiffany said, and I grinned. She certainly did.

      Just then my mobile phone rang and I slid it out of my pocket. I checked the caller ID on the screen, worried that John had somehow gotten my number and was calling to set up another ‘date,” but it was Tara and I happily answered. “Hey,” I said.

      “Hey, I was wondering if you wanted to come over for dinner tomorrow,” she asked me.

      “Well, it can’t be any worse than the dinner company I had tonight,” I said, and when she asked me what I meant, I filled her in. When I had finished and hung up, I saw that Tiffany had gone. I knew she would be back. I had agreed to help her, and she was going to hold me to it.
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