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1

Edie




‘Hold her still!’

‘I am!’

‘Can we hurry up please, this is hard!’

‘I’m trying!’

Who’s idea was it to exorcise Melanie again?

Oh. Mine.

Don’t get me wrong. I hated Melanie. She was my arch nemesis’s sidekick. That meant I hated her by default. 

But nobody deserved to have control of their body taken away from them by a ghost. Bitch or no bitch.

So, ever since finding out that Melanie was possessed, Mum, my boyfriend, and I, had been trying to come up with a plan to exorcise her.

And now that we were enacting said plan, it was going terribly.

A ghost flew around the cubicle, trying to get us off Melanie. He kept moaning, pushing into us, but mostly floating through people. Except me. He kept bashing into me. I ground my teeth together, trying to ignore the pain each time he smashed into me. Mum and Josh didn’t know I could touch ghosts, and the middle of an exorcism felt like the wrong time for that conversation.

‘How much more potion do you have?’ asked Mum. She was pinning one of Melanie’s arms down, while Josh held on to the other, and I forced her to drink the exorcism potion.

‘It’s kind of hard to see when I’m ramming it down her throat!’ I said. The ghost inside of Melanie, and its companion, weren’t making it easy, but I was determined to help Melanie.

Now there was a sentence I never thought I’d say.

Melanie choked, convulsing. That was a good sign. It meant her body was starting to fight off the spirit.

We were fairly sure the ghost who wouldn’t leave us alone was the partner of Melanie’s ghost. Giving up on attacking us, he changed to hovering behind me, watching, screaming. It was as if he could feel her pain. Cute, but not great for my concentration.

‘Start chanting!’ said Mum. I followed her instructions and our voices fell into harmony. ‘Two spirits inside one host, expel the one that should be a ghost, protect the soul that belongs in here, keep them safe as this host we clear.’

An exorcism was always risky, but it was rare for a spirit to leave a body without a fight. Mum had tried many ways to get ghosts to give up their hosts before she’d quit ghost hunting, and exorcisms were the only things that worked.

I was so glad she was ghost hunting again. And letting me help her.

This ghost had really attached itself to Melanie, even dragging her out of bed at one o’clock every morning to visit a grave. I didn’t know whose grave it was, but she cried there every night, and the ghost who was currently trying to get to her was always there, too. His love for her was palpable.

We’d decided not to exorcise her then, since it was too noisy and risked waking up anyone nearby. There were too many houses in the area.

Instead, we’d cornered her in the college toilets. Classy, I know.

As Mum and I repeated the spell, Melanie’s body twisted and turned in unnatural directions. We let go, resting her on the floor by the wall. No one used the disabled loo, so it was probably the cleanest floor in the whole damn college.

If the potion failed, this time, we had a backup. We’d learned the hard way what happened when you didn’t have a backup spell and potion. That wasn’t something we’d ever do again.

Melanie screamed. Or, rather, whatever was inside of her did. The second ghost echoed her wail.

Thankfully we’d found a silencing spell in our Book of Shadows, so nobody outside the room could hear anything.

Melanie’s back arched; a plume of grey smoke gushed out of her mouth. I pushed Josh back, wanting to keep him away from the spirit. What did grey mean? I’d never seen grey before.

Instead of disappearing, like usual, the smoke morphed into a ghost. She was a scruffy woman wearing a baggy skirt which covered a pair of trousers, with her head wrapped in a tartan scarf. Her skin was covered in dirt. I had no doubt she was one of the ghosts from the local mine that had collapsed in the 1800s.

Her partner’s face lit up when he saw her. They were about my age, which was a terrifying thought, but I could tell how much they loved each other. Would that be Josh and me one day?

He grinned, embracing her for the first time in what was almost two hundred years. A circular light formed behind them. It looked like it was really close, but also really far away. A silhouette appeared in the light, cradling a baby. I couldn’t make out what the figure looked like, but peace and happiness radiated from her, and from the light itself.

Holding her partner’s hand, the two of them ran towards the figure, took the baby from the figure’s arms, and disappeared into the light.

I looked behind me towards the toilet, wiping a tear from my eye. I didn’t want Mum to see me cry and think I wasn’t cut out for ghost hunting if watching a couple cross over made me emotional.

‘Well. That was…unexpected,’ I said to fill the silence.

Melanie’s body relaxed. Mum went into her bag and got out some Lucozade. After that ordeal, Melanie’s body would need all it could get to repair itself. A sports drink felt like a good start. Personally I’d have preferred a gallon of Coke, but it wasn’t me in charge.

‘Indeed,’ said Mum. The way she’d said it told me the discussion was closed. Her focus was on the living, not the dead.

Melanie opened her eyes and looked around. ‘What the—?’ She started to sit up, but rested her head against the wall instead. ‘Why am I so dizzy?’

Mum crouched down beside her, cradling her head and handing her the open bottle of Lucozade.

‘Thanks,’ said Melanie, taking the Lucozade and drinking half the bottle in one go.

‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ asked Josh. Aw, he was learning. That was the question Mum and I often asked after an exorcism. It was Josh’s first exorcism, and we hadn’t even wanted him to be a part of it, but the extra muscle was helpful. Especially when we’d been battling two ghosts instead of one. He was curious and open-minded even though he couldn’t see ghosts, and that was the kind of attitude we needed in the people around us.

‘The last thing I remember clearly is the earthquake. But there are fragments of other stuff, too.’

‘What kind of fragments?’ asked Mum.

Melanie unfastened her thick, dark brown hair from its ponytail. It was a subtle sign, but the ghost who’d been possessing her seemed to prefer her hair tied up, while Melanie had always styled it down. Small changes can be big signs that something is wrong. I hadn’t known Melanie well enough at the time to notice. Isn’t hindsight wonderful? ‘Did I—did I go to a graveyard really late at night?’

‘Yep,’ I said. ‘A lot.’

She wrinkled her nose, squeezing her eyes shut and reopening them a few times. ‘What the hell happened to me? Why can’t I remember anything properly?’

‘You wouldn’t believe us if we told you,’ I said.

Josh scratched a spot under his blond hair. ‘She might, actually. She believes in ghosts.’

‘Ghosts?’ echoed Melanie, her brown eyes wide as she stared at Josh. ‘Are you saying I had a ghost inside of me?’

‘A Victorian miner,’ I confirmed.

‘That explains it,’ said Melanie. She didn’t seem shocked or scared. It surprised me, given the fight that ghost had put up. Mum and I were so used to people reacting sceptically to finding out we could see ghosts. Even Josh had needed time to process that we could see ghosts, but ever since he’d accepted it, he’d been equal parts supportive and curious.

We all looked at Melanie, confused.

She chugged some more of the Lucozade, then continued: ‘It was like I was filled with this never ending pain. It pulled at every part of me. I think whoever she was, she lost a child.’

Mum shook her head. ‘Oh, the poor thing.’

‘That would explain the grave thing,’ I said. ‘And what we saw as she crossed over.’

‘What did you see when she crossed?’ asked Josh.

I always forgot he couldn’t see what I did. It was all so clear to me, the thought of someone not seeing it was almost inconceivable. ‘Someone came from the light to get her and her partner. Whoever they were, they were carrying a baby.’

‘That’s heartbreaking. But sweet. But…why is this so complicated?’ said Josh.

Mum laughed. ‘You’ll get used to it.’

Josh rubbed the top of his head, then returned to checking on Melanie. It was probably easier for him to deal with. ‘Do you remember anything else?’

Melanie smacked her lips together. She was slowly starting to sit more upright the longer she was awake, which was a good sign. It meant the exorcism hadn’t done any permanent damage. The more we did them, the more I worried about one going wrong. Especially since we seemed to need to do them more and more lately. This was my third exorcism in less than a month, and that fear of hurting someone while trying to help them was always there. 

Which was worse: not being in control of your body, or getting injured – or killed – while being set free?

‘Just feelings, really. So much pain. But love, too. Love for some guy I saw a couple of times.’

‘You can see ghosts?’ I said.

Melanie shook her head. ‘No, I don’t think so. But I could see him. Or at least, she could see him.’

‘If the ghost is in control of her body, it makes sense it would change what she can or can’t see,’ said Mum. ‘She’d take on the abilities of the spirit inside of her.’

‘That’s…weird,’ said Josh.

Yes, yes it was.

Despite all the research I’d done to find a solution, everyone was susceptible to getting possessed. There was nothing we could do to prevent it. Not that anyone we knew could find, anyway. And with so many ghosts hanging around town, we’d all been looking for solutions.

Ever since there’d been an earthquake a few weeks ago, we’d been on alert. It had unleashed a worrying amount of ghosts into our hometown, and we had no way of knowing where they’d gone. Or how many were really out there. So far, we’d exorcised the one inside of Melanie and her partner, and one who’d possessed a little girl on the other side of town.

Melanie squeezed her eyes shut and massaged her forehead with her palm. ‘Why me?’

Mum flashed her a sympathetic smile. She’d probably heard this question a gazillion times before. ‘If only it were that simple. It could be proximity, age, appearance, emotions, or sheer bad luck.’

Melanie wrinkled her nose, hugging the Lucozade bottle to her as if it were a teddy bear. ‘What do you mean by emotions?’

Mum started pacing the small room. Her back was probably going to seize up if she sat down for too long. ‘Well, if they’re feeling something similar to you, they’ll be drawn to you. Like attracts like.’

‘So she was latching on to my grief?’

‘It’s possible, yeah.’

Melanie lowered her head, swirling what little was left of the Lucozade around in the bottle. ‘I had an abortion. It was the right thing to do – I’m not ready for a child of my own – but I still think about them every day. What if they could’ve cured cancer? What if they could’ve become prime minister? What if, what if, what if? You know?’

‘I understand,’ said Mum. ‘Looks like the ghost did, too. Abortion was legal back then, although it had very different rules.’

‘Abortion was legal in Victorian times?’ said Josh. He rested one of his legs against the wall. Here’s hoping his shoes were clean and it wouldn’t leave a muddy footprint…

‘Up until eighteen weeks. After that it was considered murder,’ said Mum in her usual matter-of-fact way.

He widened his eyes. ‘Wow. I had no idea Victorians were that progressive.’

‘Depends on the topic,’ I said. They didn’t exactly have a great track record for women’s rights. Mum being a ghost-hunting, DIY-doing, single parent would’ve made her even more ostracised in Victorian times than in the twenty-first century.

Josh flashed me his trademark smile. Butterflies filled my stomach. I still couldn’t believe Josh was my boyfriend. After everything we’d been through and how long we’d known each other, we were finally together.

It still didn’t feel real.

‘What happens now?’ said Melanie.

‘You should go home and rest,’ said Mum. ‘You’ve been through an ordeal. We can take you to the nurse and say you collapsed, if you like.’

‘Won’t they find it weird you were on campus?’ said Josh.

Mum checked her watch. ‘I’ll just say I was coming to meet you both for lunch, when we saw Melanie collapse.’

‘Damn, you’re good at this,’ said Josh.

Mum grinned. ‘I should be after forty bloody years.’



*





The nurse didn’t question our story and practically shoved us out the door when Mum offered to drive Melanie home. Josh and I insisted on going with them, since it was the first time Mum had met Melanie and we wanted to make sure she really would be fine. She’d been through a hell of a lot, and she was bound to have questions. Heck, I had questions. I’d never exorcised someone who could remember being possessed before. The last two exorcisms Mum and I had done had been young girls possessed by much older spirits. Well, one had been a spirit. The other one was something I was trying to forget.

‘I really do appreciate your help,’ said Melanie. ‘If there’s anything I can do to return the favour, let me know.’

‘How about you get your friend Tessa to back off Edie?’ said Mum. Ugh. Seriously? Talk about embarrassing.

Of course Mum would bring Tessa into things. Tessa was my nemesis. And Melanie’s best friend. She made my life hell. She’d cut my head open and damaged my coccyx in the space of about a week. And not even been remotely sorry for it. To call her a bitch was an understatement.

It didn’t help that she had a thing for Josh. If anything, that had made her jealousy worse. But she had confronted me a little less since the head teacher had called her into his office. Frankly, she got off lightly if you asked me, but I told Mum to drop it. Tessa had ran out of his office crying on the day he’d spoken to her. Seeing her do that in a corridor full of people was pretty satisfying, not going to lie. She hadn’t come into school for a couple of days after that.

To make matters even more cringeworthy for her, the head teacher had made her apologise to me in front of Melanie; her other crony, Laura; my mum; her parents; and Josh. It had taken a lot of strength for me to not look smug that day.

But my mood had been dampened by the fact that I knew she didn’t mean it. She was doing it to save face; to win favour. If she didn’t show remorse, she’d get kicked out of college. Bye-bye dreams of becoming a lawyer.

If the performance Tessa had put on when she supposedly apologised was anything to go by, she’d be a great actor if her dreams of being a lawyer fell through. It was a shame Mum and I didn’t buy her apology, since, as I’d told Tessa before she’d pushed me over the second time, bitch can’t be cured.

Melanie nodded. ‘I’ll try. To be honest, Laura and I don’t like that she does it anyway. But when we try to argue back, she takes it out on us.’

‘She sounds like a lovely person,’ said Mum.

‘Eight months and we’re done with college, and I can move to Bristol for uni, never to see her again,’ said Melanie.

Eight months couldn’t come soon enough.





2

Niamh


After dropping Edie and Josh back at college, I stopped off at Maggie’s to pick up some food, then went to Mrs Brightman’s. She was a client of mine who’d turned into a friend. I sometimes left our dog with her during the day so that they both had company. Tilly seemed to enjoy chilling on the sofa watching TV with her, and she also seemed to understand that she couldn’t jump up at the almost-blind and sometimes wobbly octogenarian.

‘Brought you some of Maggie’s leftover casserole,’ I said, walking into Mrs Brightman’s house. 

I nodded in greeting to her husband, who haunted her. He smiled back. ‘Thank you. She hasn’t been eating much.’

The last couple of weeks, it had looked like she was wasting away, which was why I’d asked Maggie to make a casserole for her. Nobody would thank you for my cooking, but I knew she wouldn’t be able to say no to Maggie’s cooking. How could you when it was homemade casserole, put together by a professional chef?

If I’d told her Maggie had made it especially for her, I knew she’d get annoyed at me, so we frozen a couple of portions for Maggie’s family to make it look like it’d been eaten, then I took the dish over to Mrs Brightman’s. She had a cupboard full of plastic tubs.

‘Bless you both,’ said Mrs Brightman as I walked inside. Tilly jumped up at me in greeting. I bent down to fuss her, holding the casserole in my other hand. Mrs Brightman tried to take it off me, but I wouldn’t let her. Her wrists weren’t as strong as she made out, and I didn’t want her to get hurt.

We went into the kitchen, where Mrs Brightman reached into a cupboard for her plastic tubs. There were so many I thought they might fall out, but it was a surprisingly organised cupboard.

‘How is Maggie?’

Maggie was still freaked out by her daughter having been possessed by a demon. But I couldn’t tell Mrs Brightman that. ‘Good, thanks.’ I put the casserole dish on the cookertop, and found a serving spoon out from a drawer.

Tilly watched us, hoping to grab herself anything that we dropped. Nice try, westie.

‘Isn’t Edie courting her son?’

It was words like ‘courting’ which reminded me of the totally different generations we’d grown up in. I suppressed a laugh.

‘Yeah, for about a month now.’

She smiled. ‘Young love. So adorable.’ A whimsical look crossed her face, as if she were reliving a memory from long ago. I left her to it, starting to separate the casserole into the tubs she’d laid out.

‘We met when we were about their age,’ Mr Brightman informed me.

I smiled at him. I couldn’t speak to him while she was there, but, since her eyesight wasn’t so good, I could communicate with him using expressions and gestures instead. He didn’t seem to mind I only spoke to him when she wasn’t around. Then again, what would he do otherwise? He’d have nobody to speak to and a freaked out wife. And she’d probably cut Edie and I out because she’d think we were complete weirdos. No thanks.

Mr Brightman watched us dish up the food, a wistful look on his face.

‘What does it smell like?’ I asked Mrs Brightman. She’d once been a school cook, so she was great at identifying what Maggie put in her food.

Mrs Brightman lifted up one of the plastic tubs of food and sniffed it. ‘Coriander. Thyme. Parsley. Onions. White ones, I think.’ She paused.

Mr Brightman grinned, leaning in as his wife spoke.

‘Beef, and red wine. I can’t tell what kind, though. I don’t know red wine well enough.’

‘Wow. It’s amazing how you can do that,’ I said.

‘Thank you,’ said Mr Brightman.

I smiled at him. It was hard for him, not being able to taste or smell anything. Senses we took for granted when we were alive. I hoped that his wife’s description would help him imagine what it tasted like, even if he couldn’t actually taste it.

Mrs Brightman and I continued dishing up the food in a comfortable silence.

‘Good afternoon?’ she asked as we finished.

‘Busy,’ I replied. We put the casserole into the fridge, then went into the living room to sit in more comfortable chairs.

‘Always so busy. You need to leave time for yourself too, you know.’ She sat in her armchair. Tilly jumped up, curling up on to her friend’s lap.

‘I do. I get home and I watch TV.’

Mrs Brightman rolled her eyes. ‘That’s not what I mean.’

‘What do you mean?’ I said. Where was the conversation going?

And where had Mr Brightman gone? Usually he stuck around if Edie or I were there. That wasn’t a good sign.

‘There’s a gentleman from my church you’d be a great match with.’

My eyes widened. No. Oh no. I was still recovering from my last relationship, and now my dead husband had discovered how to visit me whenever he liked. Dating so wasn’t on my radar. It was so far down my radar I hadn’t even considered it.

Was that why Mr Brightman had gone AWOL? Was he hiding from my wrath? Chicken.

‘Um, thanks. I’ll keep that in mind,’ I said.

‘I can set you up with him, if you’d like.’ There was a glint of excitement in her eye, as if she got a kick out of playing Cilla Black.

‘Thanks, but I’m not interested in dating right now. I’ve got too much going on with Edie and her exams, and starting my new job. You know how it is.’

‘That makes it the perfect time to meet someone new! Everything is already up in the air!’

Which is exactly what I didn’t like. I liked being able to control things, thank you very much. I had so little opportunity to control anything in my life, the last thing I wanted was someone else playing matchmaker.

‘Not for me it isn’t. I really just need some time to myself. Especially after such an ugly divorce.’ Which was only a half-excuse. It was true. I still wasn’t over how my ex-husband had made me feel when he’d filed for divorce. ‘I’d better go. Tilly needs feeding.’ I grabbed the dog from her lap and scurried out without even putting Tilly’s lead on her. She didn’t need feeding for another couple of hours, but I couldn’t think of a better excuse to get out of there so fast.
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I was on edge after Mrs Brightman’s ambush. The last thing I wanted was to be set up with some random guy who’d balk the minute he found out I could see ghosts. It was bad enough that’s what my ex-husband had done. We’d been together seven years. I didn’t have it in me to let anyone else in.

I didn’t have the energy for dating, either. I was too old for that nonsense.

She wouldn’t actually set me up, would she? I loved the woman, but she needed to pull her head into the twenty-first century.

On my way home, I stopped off at the library to return a book. Fine. And as an excuse to see Ben. I didn’t like him in that way. It was just nice to have a grown-up friend who understood when I had conversations with what looked like fresh air to most people. Honest.

When I got there, he was already talking to someone. The long, thick black hair and tanned skin looked familiar. The figure turned around. It was Jaya, the historian who’d helped us with the history of the local mines after last month’s earthquake. Why did I feel a pang of jealousy, and not just because her hair was so much nicer than mine?

‘Hey,’ I said, pretending I was fine. ‘Good to see you again, Jaya.’

‘Thanks. You too. How’ve you been?’

‘Same old, you know. You?’

‘I was just telling Ben – I found the pay roll for First Pit. It’s got all the names of everyone who worked at the mines on it, and it looks like the names of everyone working the day of the collapse, too.’

‘Huh,’ I said. ‘That’s cool.’ I met Ben’s gaze again and smiled. It was hard not to get excited about it. It was what we needed to track down every ghost that had been released when the building site in town had disturbed the ghosts from First Pit. We could then make sure they were either crossed over, or otherwise not causing trouble for the living.

‘Oh! Almost forgot.’ I dug into my messenger bag and handed Ben a book. It was a novel I’d borrowed last week. I hated leaving books lying around if I’d finished reading them.

Ben removed his glasses and wiped the lenses on the edge of his shirt. ‘Was it any good?’

I shrugged. ‘Pretty average. Not sure I’d recommend it.’

‘That’s a shame. I guess they can’t all be page-turners,’ said Jaya.

‘Yeah,’ I agreed.

There was an awkward pause as the three of us hovered around the desk. I felt like I’d crashed a private conversation. What had they been talking about?

‘So see you tomorrow night in town?’ Jaya said to Ben. My stomach fell. They were going on a date. Why did it bother me so much?

‘Yeah,’ said Ben, smiling.
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I busied myself making dinner, opting for a cottage pie as I could take my stress out on chopping potatoes and carrots.

Edie did her homework upstairs while I cooked, preferring to stay out of the kitchen and away from my bad mood. I didn’t really blame her. I was chopping those potatoes pretty aggressively.

I’d just put the cottage pie into the oven when someone knocked at the door. We weren’t expecting anyone, but sometimes Maggie or Josh turned up unannounced. I washed my hands, then went to answer it. Ben was standing on the front porch, holding a canvas bag.

What did he want? I’d assumed he’d spend all night at home flirting with Jaya via text, ready for their date tomorrow night.

A part of me was annoyed at him, but then common sense kicked in and reminded me it was his life, we weren’t in a relationship, and he could do whatever he liked. I may have been older than him, but I wasn’t his mother. Or babysitter. Or partner. Or…anything that allowed me any kind of judgment. Especially since we’d only known each other a month or so.

‘Evening,’ he said, a broad grin on his face.

‘Evening.’ I stepped aside to let him in. The contents of the canvas bag clattered inside as we walked into the kitchen. An excited westie followed us, jumping up at Ben’s legs and almost knocking him over.

‘Tilly! Off!’ I said. She stopped jumping up, sitting at his feet and lowering her head.

Ben put the bag on the breakfast bar as I flicked on the kettle.

‘Take a look,’ he said, bending down to fuss Tilly.

Our ghost cat, Spectre, remained nonchalant, floating above the kitchen table and looking bored. Sometimes he played with Tilly, but mostly he just hovered above objects, judging us.

I opened the parcel and inside were three things wrapped in bubble wrap.

‘The pirate one’s mine,’ he added. Now I was really confused.

I opened the first one to reveal a garden gnome dressed in snorkelling gear. The second was a pirate, wielding a sword, and the third was a mooning gnome. Classy.

‘Um, thanks?’ I said, totally confused. I made us both a cup of tea as he continued to cuddle an excited Tilly.

‘They’re gargoyles.’

I snorted. ‘I’ve seen gargoyles. Those are not gargoyles.’

‘My options were limited,’ he said as he pulled out a chair, Tilly now in his arms. He wasn’t letting go of her, and she didn’t want him to. It was cute. ‘But I thought any extra protection right now would be good. These were all I could find.’

Edie walked in, staring at her phone. She looked up when she noticed someone sitting at the breakfast bar. ‘Hey Ben.’

‘Hey Edie.’

‘Can I get a tea, please?’ Edie asked me.

She’d no doubt heard the kettle boil and realised if she timed it right, she wouldn’t have to make her own drink.

I got another mug from the cupboard and started making her a drink, too.

‘What’s with the gnomes?’ Edie asked, picking up the mooning gnome and examining him.

‘They’re gargoyles,’ I told her.

Edie lowered an eyebrow. ‘Gargoyles? Don’t they go on churches?’

‘They can go anywhere, and, in theory, can be anything,’ said Ben. ‘They’re designed to protect the people inside from evil. I couldn’t source any actual gargoyles, so I got someone to make them using the next best thing.’

‘Garden gnomes are the next best thing?’ I said.

‘They’re inconspicuous and cute. How are they not?’ He picked up the pirate and examined it, wiping off a bit of dust from its shoulder. He seemed attached already.

‘One for you, one for us, and one for the Morgans?’ said Edie.

Ben nodded. ‘The pirate one’s mine.’

‘I want this one,’ said Edie, hugging the mooning gnome. Sigh. Of course she wanted the rude one. ‘Could you really see Harry allowing this one near his house?’

‘I can’t see him allowing anything this twee near his house,’ I said.

‘Good job it’s Maggie’s too, isn’t it?’ said Edie with a smirk. She was smart, that one.

I smiled at her. ‘We might have to hide it in the hedge.’

‘Will that still work?’ Edie asked Ben.

He shrugged. ‘If it’s close enough to an entrance it should. But I don’t know if they’ll work regardless. A friend made the spell up. It’s a combination of a warding spell and an amulet enchantment.’

Edie turned the gnome upside down. ‘That explains the runes on his feet.’

‘Yeah. Like I said, he improvised.’

‘Is there any way of testing them?’ asked Edie.

I put our teas on the breakfast bar. Ben picked up the Westie Mum mug and sipped his. Edie put the gnome down and gulped hers from an Aristocats mug.

‘Not that I know of. Unless you know anyone who means you harm.’

‘Does Tessa count?’

I laughed.

‘Sadly it will only work against magical evil. As far as I know, anyway. But you never know,’ said Ben. He put his tea back on the table, but kept his hand on the mug.

‘Shame,’ said Edie. ‘I’ll call him Moonie.’

‘We’re not naming the gnome,’ I said.

‘Gargoyle,’ Ben corrected.

‘We’re not naming the gargoyle,’ I said.

‘I already did,’ said Edie with a smirk. She picked up her tea and walked off.



*





‘I’m sure Mrs B didn’t mean anything by it,’ said Maggie as Tilly and I walked into her house the next day.

‘You mean she didn’t want to interfere?’ I said as I removed my coat and muddy boots. The end of autumn was upon us, and winter was on its way. The crunchy leaves had turned to mulch, and it never stopped raining. Just stepping outside and walking five minutes down the road was enough to make you feel like you’d gone for a shower in your clothes.

‘Well, I’m sure she meant that,’ said Maggie, picking up Tilly and hugging her. Tilly responded by licking the end of her nose. ‘But she didn’t mean to offend you. She’s from a different generation. She just sees a lonely woman.’

I glared at my best friend.

‘Not that I think you are. Or anyone who knows you.’

‘Except her, apparently.’

‘Yes.’

We went into the kitchen, where Maggie put Tilly on a chair, then flicked the kettle on. Honestly I couldn’t remember the last time I’d visited her and we hadn’t immediately started making a hot drink when I walked through the door. Heat was so rare, even in the summer, we practically had tea on a drip.

Tilly walked in circles on the chair a few times, then lay down.

‘Bugger, I forgot to bring the gargoyle for you.’

Maggie froze, her hand halfway to the mug cupboard. She turned to face me, her eyebrow lowered. ‘Pardon?’

‘Ben got someone to make gargoyles out of gnomes. To protect us. He’s got a pirate, we’ve got a mooning one, and you have a snorkelling one.’

Maggie snorted. ‘Now there’s something I never thought I’d hear.’

‘Tell me about it,’ I said. ‘He’s not even sure if they’ll work. But he wanted to give us all some extra protection.’

‘Tell him thanks anyway. Any protection we can get will offer me some peace of mind. I can pick it up tomorrow after the cinema if you want.’

‘Yeah, that’s a good idea,’ I said. Before all the ghost activity and Abigail’s possession, Maggie’s family and mine had been doing weekly cinema trips, since our return to Hucknall at the start of the year. We were finally resuming them now that all the craziness had calmed down. ‘What will you tell Harry about it?’

‘To get a sense of humour, because the gnome stays.’

‘It has to go out the front somewhere,’ I added.

‘Why?’

The kettle boiled, and Maggie continued making our cups of tea. She also got a metal tin of homemade biscuits from the cupboard and placed them in front of me. ‘Gingerbread.’

‘Thanks.’ My favourite. I opened the tin and started munching on one. After swallowing, I continued: ‘So that people have to walk past it to get into the house. In theory, it will stop anyone from causing harm to anyone inside.’

‘Why in theory?’

‘Like I said: they haven’t been tested.’

‘Let’s hope they won’t be,’ said Maggie.

‘I’ll eat biscuits to that,’ I said, raising a gingerbread. Not that I needed much encouragement to eat them.

Maggie picked one up and tapped it with mine.

‘What time did Edie get here?’ I asked, changing the subject. She’d spent so much time with Josh since they’d started going out I barely saw her anymore. I didn’t mind, though. She was happy. And it gave her a distraction from all things ghost.

While I’d come to accept she would always have ghosts – and ghost hunting – in her life, that didn’t mean I had to like it. Or that I couldn’t be grateful for anything that delayed her embracing her inner ghost hunter.

‘Beats me. I was still in bed.’ Maggie yawned as she put the two cups of tea on the table. ‘Worked late last night. Friday nights are such a bitch.’

‘Least you’re off today, right?’ I said.

Maggie nodded and yawned again. I couldn’t help but copy her. Stupid yawns. ‘Off work, but never off-duty as a mother. Too much to do around the house. Although it’s Harry’s turn to take Abigail to dance and swimming lessons, so at least I’m not rushing and waiting around.’

‘How does a five-year-old have more hobbies than us?’ I asked.

Maggie shrugged. She picked up her tea and gestured to the living room. ‘Comfy seat?’

My joints protested as I got up out of the wooden chair, but I knew they’d be grateful for a more cushioned seat on the sofa.

Footsteps echoed through the floorboards. Edie and Josh were moving about upstairs.

‘Should we go check on them?’ I asked, twiddling my thumbs as Maggie and I sat on my sofa.

Maggie laughed at me. ‘Relax, would you? They’re good kids.’

‘But what if—’

‘What if, what? They had sex?’ she scoffed. ‘Please. You know how long I was sleeping around before my mum even figured out I wasn’t a virgin.’

‘How is that helpful!’

‘Because Edie’s a better kid than I was. More responsible, too. So’s Josh and you know it. You can trust them. You have to, or they’ll hate you.’

I sighed, leaning back on the sofa. Tilly jumped on to my lap and fidgeted on it, trying to find the perfect position to lie on me. It was like getting the leg massage I’d never wanted, while she tried to get comfy. Eventually finding it, she spun one last time, then lay along my lap, facing the TV. She loved watching it.

‘Why is parenting so hard and how are you so good at it?’

Maggie patted my leg. ‘Just trying not to repeat the mistakes my parents made.’

‘Why didn’t I think of that?’ I asked.

‘It’s not like you didn’t have a plan,’ said Maggie.

‘Marrying your high school sweetheart and setting up a ghost hunting business is hardly a plan. More like my genetics meant I felt like I didn’t have a choice.’

Maggie narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Is that why you’re so protective of Edie?’

‘Ever since she saw your dad’s ghost, and Javi warned me…I panic when I think about her. It’s like she’s tied to train tracks, and I can see the train hurtling towards her, but my legs won’t move so I can’t run over to help.’

Maggie sighed. ‘I mean, you could just be paranoid.’

‘I got two warnings from the Other Side. They don’t throw out warnings for laughs. Even Javi wouldn’t joke about that.’

Maggie pursed her lips. ‘Yeah, I guess you’re right. Well, whatever it is, we’ll figure it out. Together. After all, what are friends for?’

What would I do without Maggie? She kept me sane among all the craziness in my life. It was nice having a friend who couldn’t see ghosts; it added a sense of normalcy to my life, especially with her being happily married with two kids. You couldn’t get much more normal than that.

‘How are things with Ben, anyway?’ Maggie asked, giving my knee a playful shove. It shifted Tilly, causing her to turn and glare at Maggie. She rubbed the little dog behind the ears. Tilly quickly settled back to where she was lying on my legs, paying more attention to the TV than we were. I swear she got the most use out of it.

‘What do you mean? There are no “things” with Ben.’

‘Come on, Niamh. I’m not blind. The sparks fly between the two of you like someone’s stuck their wet hand in a plug socket.’

‘Sounds dangerous.’

She glared at me, but what else was I supposed to say? There wasn’t anything to talk about. We were friends and he’d been helping me with ghost-related things. It was handy having a grown-up friend who could see ghosts and had a degree in parapsychology. Outside of my deceased husband, I’d never known someone my own age who could see them before. Almost my own age. He was five years younger. But anyway.

‘There’s really nothing going on?’ she said, sounding disappointed.

‘No, there’s really
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