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      “Are you sure it wasn’t an accident?” I leant back in my chair and looked at the two detectives opposite me.

      I had met Detective Roy Prescott and Detective John Wilkinson only recently, after my mother hired an escort to show her the way to the Gold Coast in Queensland. My mother found the escort murdered in her bedroom, and I had to explain to the detectives that my mother thought an escort was a travel guide.

      I had hoped I would never see the detectives again, but now they were sitting in my office at Witch Woods Funeral Home, the business I had inherited from my father.

      Detective Wilkinson frowned at me. “The perpetrator reversed over the victim several times after hitting her with the stolen car.”

      “Oh.” There really was no suitable reply to that. “And so that’s why you have come to see me, because you think the murderer will come to the victim’s funeral?” I added.

      Both detectives nodded. I tapped my pen on the desk. “I’m a little confused. This won’t be the first time I’ve conducted a funeral for a murder victim, and police officers have been present every time.”

      Wilkinson and Prescott exchanged glances. “It’s your mother,” Wilkinson said. “We have just been to see her.”

      Prescott nodded. “We explained that we would be attending the funeral, and that we don’t want anyone to be aware of the police presence. We want to be completely incognito.”

      “And my mother had a problem with that?” I asked them. My mother was somewhat strange—and that’s the understatement of the century—but I couldn’t see why she would have a problem with the detectives being an anonymous presence at the funeral.

      Wilkinson rolled his eyes. “To tell the truth, we don’t know if your mother does have a problem. She wouldn’t even listen to what we had to say, because she was so distressed about you doing the funeral for the victim.”

      “She told us that in no uncertain terms,” Prescott added. He rubbed his temples hard with both hands.

      I sighed loudly. At first my mother had been annoyed when I conducted themed funerals such as a Kiss-themed funeral, a clown-themed funeral, and even an Elvis-themed funeral, but she had grown somewhat accustomed to them. In my mother’s eyes, however, this funeral was far worse. It was a funeral for the lead singer of a punk rock band, a young woman by the name of Jezza-Belle. That name alone had sent my mother into a headspin, but when she found out the name of the band was The Vengeful Harlots, she had ordered me not to take on the funeral.

      “I’ll call Pastor Green and ask him to have a word with her,” I said. “If anyone can control Mum, he can, and he’s conducting Jezza-Belle’s service.”

      The detectives thanked me and left. I returned to my desk and reached out my hand for my phone, intending to call Pastor Green, when Ernie materialised in front of me.

      I dropped my iPhone in shock, but was relieved to see that the screen didn’t crack. “You scared me!” I said to Ernie.

      “I’m a ghost,” he said. “We scare people.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “You don’t scare anyone.”

      He wagged his finger at me. “But you just said I scared you. I don’t know why you jump every time I appear—after all, I’m the resident ghost.”

      I sat on my office chair. “Did you hear what the detectives said?” Ernie nodded. I pushed on. “Have you seen Jezza-Belle’s ghost yet?”

      Ernie shook his head. “No, sadly. She would be an interesting ghost too, not like all those bland, boring ghosts that we’ve had lately. At least they crossed over quickly.”

      I knew where he was going with this. “Yes, and Jezza-Belle won’t cross over quickly, because she was murdered. Hopefully the police will find her murderer soon so that she won’t hang around here.”

      Ernie fixed me with a glare. “It’s all right for you, Laurel. I’ve only got you and Basil to talk to. It gets awfully boring around here.”

      I looked at the apparition appearing behind him. She was wearing an angry expression, plenty of tattoos and piercings, and the hair part of her mohawk was bright red and very high.

      “I don’t think you’re going to be bored for long, Ernie,” I said.
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      Basil, my new boyfriend and the funeral home’s long-term accountant, was at the funeral for moral support. Goodness knows I was going to need it. I had worded up Pastor Green, and he had promised he would do the best he could with my mother.

      The one person in this whole affair who was happy was Janet, the funeral home’s cosmetician. “I’ve never worked on such an interesting person,” she said again and again.

      I hadn’t seen Jezza-Belle’s ghost since her brief appearance in my office, and the funeral preparations had proceeded smoothly. “Where’s your mother?” Ernie whispered in my ear. “I thought she’d be here by now, preaching hellfire and brimstone.”

      I looked around to make sure nobody could see me speaking to what would look like thin air before I responded. “I’m in luck this time. She’s very excited because she’s been asked to sing at the annual church concert. It’s going to be held directly after the funeral, so with any luck, she’ll go straight to church and not come here.”

      Ernie gestured to the door. “Your luck’s just run out.”

      Mum marched straight over to me and grabbed me by the arm. “Laurel, I’ve been so preoccupied with the church concert that I forgot to ask you. You won’t be playing rock ‘n’ roll music, will you?”

      I narrowed my eyes, and thought that Mum looked a little out of place in her tweed skirt, thick pantyhose with sturdy, sensible, flat black shoes, and cashmere twinset and pearls. The crowd gathered so far were stereotypical rock musicians, so Mum stood out like a sore thumb. “The two band members are paying for Jezza-Belle’s funeral, so I’ll play whatever they want me to play.” I addressed her in the most firm tone I could muster.

      Mum gasped. “If you listen to rock music, you’re going to have to be delivered from the demon of rock ‘n’ roll!”

      Ian, Mum’s much younger church friend, appeared at Mum’s shoulder and nodded vigorously. “Everyone here will need deliverance,” he said through narrowed eyes.

      Mum’s hand flew to her mouth. “I was delivered from the demon of rock music just before you were born, Laurel. Perhaps you need to be delivered, too! That’s where I went wrong with you.”

      Ian was still nodding. “If you play rock music backwards, it’s the devil speaking,” he said sagely. I resisted the urge to slap him only with some difficulty.

      Just then, the other two members of The Vengeful Harlots walked over to me. They were dressed pretty much as they had been at the booking consultation. Lotti Lovelace was wearing a huge, fluffy pink boa with purple baubles. She was wearing very little else, unless you counted the tight, low-rise, black vinyl pants and the scanty black top. Delilah Divine wore a royal blue strapless dress so short that I hoped she wouldn’t lean forwards—even slightly—along with black slashed pantyhose, and a hat perched at an angle on the top of her high-rise hairstyle.

      Their timing couldn’t have been worse. They looked at Mum and Ian and then at me, so I realised I had no choice but to introduce them. “This is my mother, Thelma, and her friend, Ian. Mum and Ian, this is Lotti Lovelace and Delilah Divine.”

      Mum nearly passed out on the spot. “Delilah, Delilah,” she sputtered. “And she’s certainly not divine! Blasphemy!”

      I looked around wildly for help from Pastor Green. I caught sight of him over by the music system, sadly about to start the music. I knew that would make matters even worse. Mum and Ian clutched each other as the music blared. “Such foul language!” Mum said, releasing Ian to cover her ears with her hands.

      Lotti and Delilah appeared to be offended. “That song was 638 on the Australian music charts last year,” Lotti said proudly.

      “It should have been 666,” Ian said.

      Delilah looked at Ian and then Mum. “Aren’t you too old for your little boyfriend?”

      Ian’s jaw dropped open. “The devil is a slanderer and a liar! I’ll have you know I have a girlfriend, Audrey.”

      Mum grabbed me by the elbow and dragged me into my office. “They’re harlots, harlots all right!” she screeched.

      I quickly shut the door behind her. “Mum, shush! Someone will hear you. You can’t say such things. They paid for the funeral, and I have to give them the same quality of service as anyone else.”

      Ernie, who was sitting on the edge of my desk, raised his eyebrows.

      Mum was on a roll. “Don’t you tell me to shush, Laurel! Jezebel was a harlot and Delilah was a harlot, and those two women have made themselves into harlots. And what’s more, now one of them is dead, just like the real Jezebel.”

      I crossed my arms, and tried to think of something to say when Jezza-Belle materialised right behind Mum. “Who killed me?” she asked loudly. “I have to know who killed me.”

      Ernie groaned. “Here we go again! She’s going to ask you to investigate her murder so she can cross over.”

      “Shush! You’ll give her ideas,” I said to Ernie.

      Mum, of course, thought I was talking to her. “Don’t you tell me to shush. If I’ve told you once, I’ve told you a thousand times, that’s no way to speak to your betters!”

      Jezza-Belle’s face lit up, as far as I could tell through the huge dark sunglasses. “You can do that? If you find out who killed me, I’ll find peace? Go to the other side? There is another side?”

      I pointed Ernie. “Ernie has all the answers.” I shot him a filthy look.

      My mother gasped. “Laurel, you heard too much of that rock music, and it’s affected your mind. You need to be delivered!”

      Jezza-Belle was evidently offended. “What’s her problem?”

      “That girl was a dreadful sinner,” Mum said angrily, “a dreadful, dreadful sinner. She wore marks on her body, and piercings, just like all the devil worshippers do. And she called herself after that terrible sinner, Jezebel. Why, I bet she’s possessed by a Jezebel spirit!”

      Basil burst into the office at that point, clearly to protect me, although his timing was little off. “What’s a Jezebel spirit?” he made the mistake of asking.

      “Men were created to be the bosses of women,” Mum said. “A man always has the authority over a woman. Women are to listen to their husbands and do what they tell them to do. A woman should never speak when a man is speaking.”

      “But…,” Basil began, but Mum interrupted him.

      “Hush, I’m speaking, Basil. As I said, a woman should never speak when a man is speaking. Men are cleverer and stronger and more intelligent than women. A woman should always follow a man’s lead.”

      Ernie burst into a fit of laughter. “Your mother’s out of her tree, Laurel,” he said through his chuckles.

      “I fail to see the funny side of it,” I said to Ernie. “My mother alone could set feminism back a hundred years. It’s a wonder she thinks it’s good that we got the vote.”

      “I don’t think a married woman should vote,” my mother said in a smug, sanctimonious voice. “God has appointed man as head over the woman, so only the husband should vote.”

      I closed my eyes and counted to five to try to calm myself, but Mum was still talking. “And, Laurel, I can’t believe you’re doing a funeral for that nasty little strumpet and her ungodly friends.”

      I shot another look at Jezza-Belle, and was at once concerned. She was shimmering strangely, and a deep red glow was emanating from her aura. I had never seen a ghost do that before. At first I wondered if it was because she was a new ghost, but then I realised that my mother’s words had driven her into a frenzy.

      My mother, the only one in the room who could not see Jezza-Belle, continued on. “Rock music is evil, I tell you, Laurel! I heard it when I was expecting you, and look how you turned out!”

      Basil leapt to my defence. “Mrs Bay, I’ve told you not to insult Laurel.” He probably would have said more, but he stopped talking to stare at Jezza-Belle. She had doubled in size, and appeared to be in the midst of an angry red whirlwind.

      “That can’t be good,” Ernie said. “I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

      Mum kept talking. “This Jezza-Belle follows her father, satan! I say satan with a small s as he doesn’t deserve a capital S! I told you not to conduct a funeral for her, Laurel. And their band, The Vengeful Harlots! That shows what sort of unsavoury people they are. And her two friends… well, I have no words for them, but to say that they are greasy, grimy guttersnipes heading for an eternal damnation of their own devising.” She continued her tirade, spewing forth insults.

      Basil put his arm around me as Jezza-Belle’s form grew bigger and bigger. Her form, still spinning, headed straight for Mum. I briefly wondered if a ghost could harm a living human, and then all of a sudden, Jezza-Belle vanished.

      “Where did she go?” Ernie asked me.

      “She must have been so upset that she vanished, the poor thing,” I said. I shot a look at Mum, expecting her to berate me for talking to an empty space, but she didn’t say anything. She staggered forward and grasped my desk.

      “Are you all right, Mrs Bay?” Basil asked her.

      Mum reached out her hands and shook herself and then turned around. She looked down at herself, and then laughed. “On with the funeral,” she said, and she marched out of the room.

      “Your mother’s strange,” Ernie said.

      I snorted rudely. “You’re telling me! Quick, let’s get after her. I don’t want her insulting any of the mourners.”

      Basil and I hurried after Mum, but to my enormous relief, for once she was not saying anything. I wondered why she was sitting in the front row, because she very well knew that we were to stay up the back and to remain inconspicuous throughout funerals.

      I saw Detectives Wilkinson and Prescott over the other side of the room. They, at least, were doing a good job of looking inconspicuous. I sure hoped Mum wouldn’t cause any trouble. Just then, Lotti Lovelace and Delilah Divine walked over to sit in the same row as Mum. She jumped up and hugged each one in turn. They looked awfully surprised.

      “What’s that all about?” Basil said in my ear. “Do you think she’s taken some of her own advice and repented for her harsh words?”

      I shook my head. “Not a chance. She’s up to something, only I don’t know what it is.”

      Much to my surprise, the funeral went off without a hitch. Ian sat up the back, near us, and muttered to himself the whole time, but considering that Pastor Green was conducting the funeral, Ian couldn’t really do anything. Mum continued to sit in the front row and I continued to watch her. When the funeral was over, Pastor Green announced that refreshments would be served in the anteroom. We always did that at funerals. I hurried in Mum’s direction because I wanted to keep a close eye on her.

      When I reached Mum, I was dismayed to see she had enveloped a young man in a deep hug. He tried to get away, and only managed to extricate himself with difficulty. “Mum, what’s got into you?” I asked her.

      For some reason, she thought my comment very funny. “Harper Harris was my boyfriend,” she said, sobering.

      “What do you mean?” I wondered if I hadn’t heard her right.

      She smirked at me. “I mean, he was Jezza-Belle’s boyfriend. He used to date Lotti Lovelace, but realised he liked Jezza-Belle more.”

      I was puzzled. “How did you know that, Mum?”

      Just then, Pastor Green appeared at Mum’s side. “Laurel, I’m afraid your mother and I have to take our leave. The church concert has already started. Will you be all right managing by yourself?”

      “Of course. That was a great service, as always, Pastor Green.”

      He nodded his thanks and put his elbow under Mum’s arm. “Come on, Thelma. It’s almost time for you to sing your hymn at the concert.”

      A look of surprise passed over Mum’s face. “I’m singing at a concert?”

      I really was beginning to think something was wrong with Mum. “Yes, did you forget? You’re singing a hymn at the church concert.”

      “Yes, Thelma,” Pastor Green said. “You insisted on singing, God Save Us Righteous Ones from those Poor Wretched Sinners, remember? You wrote the hymn yourself. If you don’t hurry, you won’t have a chance to sing it.” I could tell the pastor was warring with himself, hoping Mum would be too late to sing the dreadful hymn she had written, but figuring it was his
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