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​Author's Note
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The 'Inspired By...' series is a collection of stories where the nugget of an idea came from an inspiration in real life. 

For Phantom Love, my inspiration is a church yard in a little village in the Kent countryside called Wittersham. When I was a girl, my father was the rector of Wittersham and the primary school I went to was right next to the church yard. There was only an open railing between us and what was a largely wild area. And, in the long grass, there were lots of rather dramatic tombs. One I remember vividly was made up of a large sarcophagus, broken in places and surrounded by brambles and rusty fence. There was one time when a bunch of us were daring each other to stick our hands in the dark holes made by the breaks in the stonework.

I was never brave enough, but that dare is where the start of this story came from, so I hope you enjoy Ellen and Ben's tale. 

~*~
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Ellen rested her book on her knee and did her best disdainful expression as she looked up at her cousin. Ben was leaning against the door to the sitting room, hands in his pockets and grin like the Cheshire Cat across his face. He’d been trying to impress her in his own childish way since she’d arrived two days ago. This one had a good start, but she was damned if the annoying country oik was going to know that yet.

“Oh yes, Benji?”

He winced at the nickname she had quickly found embarrassed him, his grin slipping, but he did not correct her, so she deigned to provide him with her own smile.

“Yeah,” he clearly took hope in her slight interest, sidling into the room, shoulders hunched up to his ears.

Ellen had to admit she was quite keen on ghost stories. Still, she slid the book of them that she had been reading down the side of the big leather chair that Aunt Diana usually used in the evening and cooled her gaze to expectancy. She liked keeping her bumpkin cousin on the leash, it was better than dying of boredom in this huge escaped-from-a-horror-movie house in the middle-of-nowhere village that her parents had dumped her in.

She’d only met her Aunt Diana and Uncle Hal once before, one Christmas when they’d come and stayed in the London house with Ben. They’d been fun then, even if they had looked all wrong in their bargain basement clothes in chic modern surroundings, but then she’d been eight and now she was nearly thirteen and facing the prospect of being stuck with them for months. She’d wanted to fly to San Francisco to see Grandma and Grandpa Lin with her parents, but instead she’d been packed off to the country. She was determined to make someone suffer for that.

Ben made a very good target, and like the obedient little puppy he had turned out to be, he hovered just on the edge of the carpet. Ellen sighed.

“Are you going to tell me what you mean, or leave me to work out your interpretive dance?”

Ben’s freckled, pale cheeks went bright red under his mousy brown curls that almost obscured his eyes. He did straighten his shoulders, though, and came fully into the room, flopping down into his father’s seat opposite hers. He hooked one leg over the arm, such a consciously ‘nonchalant’ move it was painful to watch, but Ellen was too bored to comment. She just waited.

“She haunts the second floor of this house.”

That was as interesting beginning; Ellen gave him marks for trying, because that whole floor was empty, awaiting renovations. As far as Ellen had gleaned from conversation, it had been since Diana and Hal had moved into the place. Why a primary school headmistress and a GP had decided to keep the decrepit old pile, even if it had belonged to some dotty great aunt was beyond Ellen. She knew what Mummy would have done, even if Great Auntie Gertrude, or whatever her name was, had requested her two favourite great nieces looked after the place: left to her own decisions, Mummy would have sold the place to developers and made sure Diana and Hal had some money for their future. She’d said so lots of times when she and Daddy were discussing her sister.

“She does, does she?” It never hurt to show a little incredulity, even if she was quietly intrigued.

“Yes, her name was Millicent Van Curren, and her father was the rector here when this was the new rectory rather than the old old one. Their family was originally Dutch and came over to England when William and Mary came to the throne in the 1600s. They lived here in the early 1800s, and, by all accounts, Reverend Van Curren was a fire and brimstone kind of preacher who believed in his Calvinist roots.”

“Do you even know what that means?” Ellen snorted.

“Do you?” Ben sent right back at her, ruffling.

Ellen didn’t, but she wasn’t about to admit that to Ben, so she flicked her long black hair back over her shoulder assertively and prompted, “So, why does Millicent haunt this place?”

If she was honest with herself, that idea sent shivers down her spine, because even though she’d grown up with the British obsession with hauntings in every corner, she’d learnt that ghosts could be angry and vengeful. from her father’s Asian American heritage stories,

“She was shot here by her lover, James Frith, when she refused to elope with him,” Ben revealed, clearly relishing the detail. “Millicent has been seeing James behind her father’s back. Because he was just a tenant farmer, he was way below her in rank. They met in the church choir and it is said that Millicent wasn’t a pretty girl, but she had the singing voice of an angel and it enchanted all who heard her, including James. He wooed her in secret.”

“Wooed! Where’d you find that word, Mills and Boon?” Ellen laughed.

“It’s how the story is told,” Ben objected, sitting forward and crossing his arms. “Do you want to hear it or not?”

Ellen did want to hear, and she didn’t want her puppy to go flouncing off, so she nodded and waited. Ben huffed, but he seemed to realise he wasn’t getting an apology, and he clearly wanted to finish his tale, so he carried on.

“They used to meet in the garden down by the big oak at the end,” he pointed over the back of his chair out of the window at the mostly wild garden beyond, “while the reverend was holding confirmation classes. James would bring her flowers, and she would sing him lullabies as they lay in the long grass around the tree.”

Ben took in a deep breath and Ellen could hear the story’s climax coming.

“They agreed to elope, but when the day came, it was dark and stormy, and Millicent could not leave the house unnoticed. James came to fetch her, sneaking in through the back door and making it all the way up to her bedroom on the first floor. But her father had found out about the assignation and had swept her out of harm’s way up onto the second floor, where he begged her not to leave him and her mother. His words worked, because when James found them, she told him she could not go with him. He became enraged and went to shoot her father, but Millicent put herself in the way and she was shot through the heart. Distraught, James ran out into the storm and shot himself with the same gun under the oak where they had spent so much time together.”

“Tragic.”  Ellen summed up her opinion of the lover’s idiocy in one word.

“Yeah, it was,” Ben interpreted her opinion differently and she wasn’t sure if his eyes were damp when he carried on, “And her dad never got over it either. Locked himself away in this place and turned to the bottle. He stopped going to church, his curate took over, but he sometimes came out at night and stomped down the street yelling sermons about the commandment ‘Thou shalt not kill’. The poor curate would round him up and get
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