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Praise for The Bell Witches

‘A must-read for all fans of witches, werewolves and everything in between!’

Ali Hazelwood, internationally bestselling author of Bride

‘Kelk has crafted an irresistible fantasy world of captivating magic and sweet romance, set against the swaying Spanish moss of Savannah. Brought to life through friendship, family and first love, The Bell Witches is a breathtaking modern addition to the Southern Gothic tradition. I adored it’

Julie Soto, USA Today bestselling author of Rose in Chains

‘Dripping with Savannah’s unique charm and gothic vibes, The Bell Witches is a twisty, magical read that had me compulsively turning pages late into the night’

Kate Goldbeck, author of You, Again

‘Lush and atmospheric, The Bell Witches had me hooked from the get go. A witchy fun read, filled with all my favourites – family drama, romance, and magic! Loved it!’

Susan Lee, author of Seoulmates

‘I will read anything Lindsey Kelk writes, and I loved The Bell Witches! It’s the perfect mix of angst, mystique, and romance, and all set in the type of place you wish you lived in during Halloween. The perfect fantasy to just dive and escape into’

Lia Louis, internationally bestselling author of Eight Perfect Hours

‘A story of romance, magic, witches and werewolves. Essentially if you loved Buffy or The Vampire Diaries, you need to add it to your TBR’

Cosmopolitan

‘[T]here are twists and turns galore as our heroine uncovers the secrets of the Bell witches amid the stifling heat and humidity of small-town Savannah’

Woman & Home

‘A brilliant gothic fantasy’

Bella Magazine

‘The perfect spooky-season read’

Closer Magazine

‘An engaging and atmospheric novel that delves into the supernatural with a contemporary twist … The novel combines elements of mystery and fantasy with humour and great character development’

Glamour

‘This is a cosy, mystical fantasy with elements of the paranormal and witchcraft, making it a perfect addition to the autumnal reading list’

Press Association Syndicated Review



  
Dedication

For Willow, Bonnie, Nancy and Samantha, please accept my offering.

And for you, wilcuma …
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There is always a before and an after, that’s what she told me.

Before my father died, before I came to Savannah, before we all learned the truth about who I really was. 

Before was easy. After was more complicated.

Before Bell House.

Before Wyn.

Before my grandmother.

After the wolf.

Before I fell in love. After I took a life.

There is always a before and an after.
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Chapter One

The first thing that hit me was the heat.

My dad always used to say there was nothing like a southern summer. He’d sit on the couch, sipping on a glass of lemonade so sweet just looking at it made my teeth ache, talking about days when the air got so thick you could taste it and the only thing that could chase it away was a good old-fashioned thunderstorm. But no matter how many times he’d warned me, nothing could have prepared me for the real thing.

I shuffled out of the backseat of the car and stepped onto the sidewalk, the heavy humidity pressing down on me, and peeled my already damp hair away from my forehead. Here I was at last: Savannah, Georgia, the town where my dad was born and raised. And now he was dead and buried in a completely different country, three thousand miles away.

‘Emily?’

A sweet, sing-song voice called my name from the other side of the car.

‘You OK?’

Ashley, the pretty young woman with a long brown braid I’d met yesterday, examined me with a furrowed brow. I nodded my head even though I was not OK at all. How could I be?

‘Here we are, home sweet home,’ she said, hitching her purse up onto her shoulder as the driver took my single suitcase from the trunk. ‘What do you think?’

Staring up at the building behind her, I felt my mouth fall open.

‘This is home?’ I said, unable to process the concept. ‘You live here?’

‘I do,’ she replied. ‘Don’t get excited, it’s just a house.’

But calling this place ‘just a house’ was like calling a Formula One Ferrari ‘just a car’. Sure, it had four wheels and an engine but it was not the same thing at all. The elegant white building in front of me was a work of art. It sat apart from its neighbours, as though too grand to be associated with such riffraff, and it was taller than the other buildings, the gentle grey roof reaching higher into the sky and lined with decorative but dangerous-looking spikes. As if a pigeon would dare to land on such grandeur. Each large sparkling window shone in the early evening light, all of them too high up from the street to offer anything other than the most tantalizing tease of what might be inside.

‘I think “house” is underselling it,’ I told her, pulling the straps of my backpack tight against my shoulders. ‘Are you sure this isn’t a hotel? Or a museum?’

She chuckled at that.

‘Definitely ain’t a hotel but it sure does feel like a museum sometimes. There’s a lot of history inside those four walls.’

An iron gate swung open on well-oiled hinges, welcoming me into a garden full of fragrant flowers and blossoming trees as I followed slowly up a set of stone steps to a pair of imposing double doors. Dark wood gleaming against the powdery white walls. Between my jetlag and the humid evening air, my vision was soft around the edges. I felt like I was in a dream.

‘Welcome to Bell House,’ Ashley declared, holding the front door open and ushering me inside. ‘Let’s go meet your grandmother.’

If at all possible, the inside of the house was even more grand than the outside. I hovered by the door, one foot inside and one foot outside, as my tired eyes took in the glossy floors of the foyer, the imposing curved staircase and each immaculate piece of antique furniture. The walls glowed a soft sage green and when I looked more closely, I saw the silk wallcoverings had been painted with twisting vines that crept up and down, from floor to ceiling. Sleeping Beauty’s castle through an Instagram filter.

‘It’s amazing,’ I breathed as I stepped fully inside, hands still welded to my backpack, afraid to touch a thing. ‘But I can’t imagine anyone actually living here.’

Ashley replied with a half smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. ‘And I can’t imagine living anyplace else.’

‘Why would you ever want to?’ asked another voice. ‘When we have our own little slice of heaven right here.’

One day earlier, when I opened the front door of our cottage in Wales, and laid eyes on Ashley for the first time, I knew right away that we were related. The dimple my dad hid underneath his beard was on display in her left cheek, her mouth quirked up at one side before she committed to a full grin the same way he did, and most noticeable of all, she and I shared the exact same shade of emerald green eyes. We didn’t need all the paperwork she presented to Anwen, the family friend I’d been staying with since Dad’s accident. What were stamps and seals and protocols when the family resemblance was as clear as day? And it wasn’t just the physical likeness. While Ashley sat in our living room, explaining how she was my aunt, my dad’s estranged younger sister I knew nothing about, and that I had a still-living grandmother waiting for me across the ocean, there was a pull in my bones I couldn’t explain. Something in me whispered that she was telling the truth. It was the kind of confirmation you could never get from a piece of paper.

And now, as a tall, elegant older woman descended the staircase, the same promise pulsed through my veins. She was my blood, or I was hers. We were the same. Only this time instead of the altered reflection of my dad I’d seen in Ashley, I saw myself smiling back at me. Our hair was different, hers was red where mine was brown, but aside from that, it was as though someone had taken all my awkward facial features – my wide-set eyes and too broad mouth – and reassembled them beautifully, balancing it all out with elegance and grace. Looking at her was like staring into the world’s kindest funhouse mirror. Could this really be my grandmother?

‘I’m Emily,’ I said, fumbling for the right words and finding only the facts. ‘Paul’s daughter.’

Her arms were around me before I could finish my sentence and unbidden tears filled my eyes at once. She smelled like flowers and herbs and the summer sun, and underneath all that, there was something warm, more familiar. She smelled like my dad.

Eventually she released me, cupping my face in her hands, and I could see she was crying too.

‘Any fool could see it,’ she whispered, her own emerald-green eyes rimmed red. ‘Oh my goodness, my granddaughter. I can’t tell you how happy I am to have you home.’

Ashley yawned loudly, breaking the silence as I stared back, mesmerized by this beautiful woman and already missing the warmth of her hug. Dad wasn’t much of a hugger, more a solid pat on the shoulder kind of a guy. I had never felt so confused in my life.

‘Catherine James Bell, may I present Miss Emily Caroline James,’ my aunt said in a ceremonious voice. ‘Miss Emily Caroline James, this is Catherine James Bell. My mother and your grandmother.’

‘You look too young to be a grandmother,’ I blurted out quickly, too tired to mind my manners. 

Her skin was porcelain pale and translucent, without a single visible blemish or line, and she wore her long red hair pulled back in a soft French pleat with not one grey strand in sight. There was no way she was old enough to have a sixteen-year-old granddaughter.

Catherine laughed loudly as she wrapped her arm around my shoulders, shepherding me into the parlour.

‘Oh, I like you already,’ she said, leaning her head against mine. ‘Ashley, darling, how was the flight?’

‘Awful, thanks for asking.’

My aunt peeled off her cardigan and cast it over the high back of a blue and white chair before rolling up her shirtsleeves. ‘How do we feel about tea?’

‘Sounds divine, and perhaps a little snack?’ Catherine looked down at me kindly, one questioning eyebrow raised. ‘Unless you’d like something more substantial? I myself cannot stand to eat a heavy meal when the weather is so ugly but you’re still a growing girl. We can’t have you going hungry.’

‘A snack sounds good,’ I mumbled, still struggling to find my voice. ‘Thank you again … Grandmother?’

The word lingered on the tip of my tongue as I tried it on. Nope, didn’t quite fit yet.

‘Why don’t you call me Catherine for now,’ she suggested as Ashley disappeared, leaving the two of us alone in the parlour. ‘And no more thank yous, that’s an order. There’s no need to thank family for being family.’

I bit my dry, chapped lower lip as she guided me to sit on a powder blue loveseat before dropping neatly onto the couch opposite. Catherine was so perfectly put together, I couldn’t help but feel like a schlub in my plane-rumpled travel outfit but if she was judging me as harshly as I was judging myself, it didn’t show. All I saw on her face was joy, her eyes lit up with delight and staring at me like I was the eighth wonder of the world.

‘We’ll do a tour of the house when you’ve had a chance to rest.’ She leaned forward and beamed at my hot, pink face. ‘Oh, Emily, you really are your father’s daughter, aren’t you? And I would recognize those eyes anywhere.’

‘The same as yours,’ I replied. ‘And Ashley’s.’

Catherine nodded and leaned back against the couch while I shifted around in my seat. Exhausted as I was, I couldn’t seem to sit still.

‘Scientists might call it a dominant gene,’ she said with a wink. ‘But as my grandmother would have said, there’s simply no denying a Bell.’

Only I wasn’t a Bell. Or at least I hadn’t known I was until Ashley showed up twenty-four hours earlier. Yesterday, I was Emily Caroline James, sixteen-year-old daughter of Paul and Angelica James, the father who died when his car smashed into a tree during a springtime storm two months ago, and the mother I lost when I was just a baby. Yesterday, I was at home in Wales, an orphan. Now I was in Savannah, gazing into the face of a dead woman.
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Chapter Two

‘It’s hard to know where to begin, isn’t it?’ Catherine said, reading my mind, or at least the look on my face. ‘You must have a lot of questions.’

‘A few.’

The silken wallpaper in the parlour was painted, just like the walls in the foyer, but in here, the artist had chosen a gentle blue over sage green with white clouds overhead and willowy trees surrounding us on all four walls. Their branches were full of songbirds and curled carefully around the arched sash windows at the front of the house. I almost expected to look down and see the forest floor beneath my feet instead of polished floorboards, it was so realistic. Above the ornate marble fireplace at the heart of the room was a huge mirror that threatened me with my own tired and sweaty reflection, and two heavy-looking gold candlesticks sat on either end of the mantle. As someone who grew up playing a lot of board games, they made me uneasy. Miss James in the parlour with the candlestick. I’d never been any good at that game.

‘When they came to tell me what had happened to your father, my heart was torn in two.’

I looked back at Catherine to see a single tear sliding over her high cheekbone. ‘It felt like I would die too. There has never been a pain like it.’

Wedging my hands tightly under my thighs, I tried not to fidget. She looked devastated, truly heartbroken, but if she loved my dad so much, why had he raised me to believe both of his parents were dead?

‘You wouldn’t believe the hoops they had me jump through to bring you home,’ she went on, wiping the tear away only for another to take its place. ‘The whole system is a disgrace. Forms on top of forms on top of forms, all of them keeping us apart for far too long. I should have been by your side the moment the accident occurred. I should have been there to bury my son.’

‘It’s not your fault.’ 

I thought of all the paperwork I’d seen passed around over the last few weeks, my name, dad’s name, doctors, dates, addresses. Who knew death required so much admin? I paused before speaking again, a question she had to know was coming lingering on the tip of my tongue.

‘Catherine,’ I began, still not sure which words to reach for. ‘May I ask you something?’

‘Anything,’ she replied right away.

I rolled my lips against each other, stalling. It wasn’t going to be an easy thing to say and I imagined an even more difficult thing to hear. There was no other way to phrase it but the facts.

‘My dad told me you were dead.’ I croaked out the words and she winced as though I had struck her. ‘Why would he do that?’

Before Catherine could reply, Ashley sailed back into the room, carrying an enormous silver tray.

‘OK, who’s hungry?’ she asked cheerfully, carefully setting it down on a marble coffee table and unloading the contents; plates groaning with cookies, small sandwiches, fresh fruit and a gleaming pitcher of iced tea. When she said tea, I automatically thought she meant hot tea. It was another reminder that I was really in the south. 

‘If y’all can manage without me, I’d like to go take a bath,’ she said with an exaggerated shiver. ‘Wash all that nasty airplane off me.’

She looked to Catherine, who gave an approving nod, and I could almost see the relief roll off her shoulders. She was more anxious to leave than she wanted us to know. Holding the silver tray against her chest like a shield, Ashley slipped out of the room and closed the door behind her with a quiet click.

‘When the weather is hot like this, tea is simply all I can tolerate,’ Catherine said as she poured two glasses from the pitcher before pushing a silver sugar bowl towards me. I shook my head and watched on as she dumped several heaped teaspoons into her glass, just the way Dad used to take it. ‘I must confess, I may not know all that much about climate change and such but I do know the summer is creeping in earlier and earlier. Ninety degrees in May? I don’t think so.’

‘It sure is hot out there.’ I reached for a cookie as my stomach growled menacingly under my shirt. Was she going to answer my question? I didn’t know if I had the courage to ask it again. ‘It was raining when we left Wales.’

‘Look at us, talking about the weather like a couple of real Brits,’ she clucked happily. ‘Tell me, how did you like living over there?’

Apparently, she was not.

‘It was nice. Quiet. We were kind of out in the middle of nowhere. Dad’s friend, Anwen, rented us a cottage on her farm so most of our neighbours were sheep.’

‘So are mine.’ Catherine gave me a quick, small smile before taking a thoughtful sip of her tea. ‘I understand you travelled around a lot for your father’s research?’

‘We did, around Europe mostly. We lived in New Zealand for a while when I was very young but I don’t really remember it all that well.’

I reached for another cookie and my stomach growled happily. They were beyond delicious.

‘My son, the historian,’ she said proudly. ‘I should have guessed he’d end up in academia. Paul was always asking questions, always ready to learn. What about you, Emily, are you smart like your daddy? Do you do well in school?’

‘Because we travelled so much, I mostly did homeschool but I already took my exams and passed them all,’ I replied, an unexpected but vehement need to impress her appearing out of nowhere. ‘I took them early.’

‘But of course you did!’ She pressed her hands to her heart and gasped. ‘My granddaughter, as smart as she is beautiful.’

I froze, no idea how to respond. No one had ever called me beautiful before.

Catherine reached across the space between us to hold my warm, clammy hand in her cool dry one.

‘Emily,’ she said. ‘I want the two of us to start off on the right foot, no secrets.’

‘No secrets,’ I repeated, my mouth suddenly dry. ‘I’d like that.’

‘Let’s start with what you already know.’ She clutched my hand in hers and moved closer to me. ‘What did your daddy tell you about your family?’

I looked down and touched the toes of my shoes together as I realized this wasn’t going to be simple for either of us. Who would feel good about your son pretending you were dead? Sometimes, when I asked about our family, he would ruffle my hair and say I was all the family he needed. More often than not, he avoided the subject altogether. If I pushed too hard, his eyes would glaze over and he’d tell me it was too painful to talk about. Eventually, I stopped asking, resigned to the fact I would never have grandparents or aunts, uncles and cousins like all my friends. It would always be just the two of us.

Until it was just me.

‘He said we didn’t have any living relatives,’ I said, unable to look her in the eye. ‘He said he grew up here in Savannah, met my mom in college then moved to New Zealand after she died.’ I hesitated and cleared my throat. ‘He told me all my grandparents passed away before I was born.’

‘All except one,’ Catherine said softly. ‘He never mentioned Ashley?’

I shook my head. ‘I didn’t know he’d ever had a sister until yesterday.’

The loving expression on her face faltered and the edges of her smile flickered into something so sad. My dad never lied. He was honest to the point of bluntness, never once lying about what had happened to my missing goldfish and always kindly correcting me when I was wrong. How could he have lied about something so huge for so long? And more to the point, the question I’d been asking myself ever since Ashley showed up on my doorstep – why would he lie in the first place?

Catherine let go of my hand and began twisting a large aquamarine ring around and around on the third finger of her left hand, neatly groomed eyebrows creasing together as she processed the information.

‘I cannot begin to imagine how you must be feeling right now,’ she said, her forefinger still resting on the ring. ‘But please don’t be mad at your daddy. Everything that happened was my fault. He may have lied to you but he believed he had good reason and back then, once Paul’s mind was made up, there was no changing it.’

I tucked my hair behind my ears, a puff of agreement escaping my lips. ‘He could be pretty stubborn.’

‘Stubborn and impulsive, and that’s a difficult mix. I should know, he got it from me,’ she replied with a knowing smile. ‘The short version of the story is, we had an argument over our differing beliefs, neither of us were prepared to compromise at the time and so he left. I believed he would return home but I was wrong and I have never, ever forgiven myself for losing him over something so foolish. Now he’s truly gone forever.’

A sob caught in her throat and before I knew it, I was sitting beside her on the sofa, holding her hand and consoling her as though I’d known her all my life.

‘Families fall apart over the most stupid of things,’ she said, her voice trembling and fierce at the same time. ‘Maybe I can’t make things right with your daddy but I can damn well take care of his little girl. I won’t make the same mistakes twice, Emily. If you’ll let me try, I would like to be a true grandmother to you. We could be a real family.’

A real family. The one thing I’d never had. The one thing I’d always wanted. I gazed into Catherine’s eyes and saw all the things I’d dreamt of gazing back. Whatever happened between her and my dad happened a long time ago and it seemed to me that she’d suffered enough. She deserved a second chance. We both did.

‘I’d like that,’ I told her, falling into another warm hug as exhaustion hit me like a tidal wave.

‘Look at me, talking your ear off when you should be resting.’ Catherine brushed my hair away from my face, her eyes full of love. ‘Emily James, you look worn slap out. We need to get you upstairs to bed.’

‘Really, I’m fine,’ I protested but when she stood, I struggled to do the same. Five minutes ago, I was so full of energy, I could barely sit still but suddenly, my legs were useless lumps of lead.

With a protective arm around my shoulders, she led me out the parlour and up the grand curving staircase, each step like climbing a mountain. When we finally reached the summit, she turned the brass knob on a white-painted door and bustled me through it.

‘Right now, you’re going to rest,’ she ordered. ‘And first thing tomorrow, you are going to tell me everything there is to know about you.’

‘That won’t take long.’ I chased my words with a loud yawn. ‘We can probably cover it over a cup of tea.’

‘I don’t believe that for one second. You look like a girl with a thousand stories to tell and I can’t wait to listen to each and every one of them.’

Everything Catherine said sounded like singing. Each word held hands with the last as it slipped out in her sweet, soft southern drawl. I could have listened to her talk forever.

‘This will be your room,’ she said with tenderness. ‘I hope you like it.’

My tired eyes popped open as I took in my new surroundings. The cottage in Wales might have been small and dark but it was still an improvement on most of the university housing we’d lived in over the years. This was something else entirely. There was a four-poster bed in the middle of the room, smothered in blankets and quilts that were surely too heavy for the balmy summer evening, and piled high with so many pillows, I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to fit in the bed alongside them. The floorboards were covered in antique rugs and across from where I stood was a real, actual, working fireplace, and the best part of all, four towering bookcases, stretching from the floor to the ceiling. Every shelf was crammed so full with books you couldn’t have slid as much as a single piece of paper between them. I scanned the spines, all of them broken and well-loved, and felt the happiness on my face melt away. 

‘This was my dad’s room,’ I said, and Catherine nodded. Dad always had a book within arm’s reach and never left home without at least two, one for fun and one for work. It was a habit I was happy to have inherited.

‘After they were married, your parents took the larger suite upstairs but this is where your daddy grew up. My boy just loved to sit in the window seat and read, gazing out onto the square and dreaming his big dreams. Always had his nose in a book.’ She trailed one finger down the broken spines of a bunch of paperbacks, stopping on a beat-up copy of a Stephen King classic before recovering herself. ‘There’s a new mattress, of course, and all the pillows and linens are new, but everything else is an antique. Some of these pieces have been in our family for more than two hundred years.’

‘It’s incredible.’ I imagined all of the people who might have sat at the desk beside the window, composing their thoughts before me. All of my ancestors.

‘Emily?’

‘Yes?’ I turned back to look at my grandmother as she pulled out the Stephen King book and held it to her chest. There was a look on her face I couldn’t quite read, somewhere between happy, sad and afraid, or maybe all three at once.

‘Was Paul happy?’ she asked, her expression settling on something like hope.

‘I think so,’ I replied honestly. ‘He laughed a lot and he loved his work. The last few months, he was kind of quiet but that’s how he got when he was working on a new project, super focused, you know? The only time he seemed sad was when he talked about my mom.’

Catherine slipped the book back in with the others, closing her eyes and breathing in deeply before she reset herself with a short, sharp clap that made me jump.

‘Even in this beastly weather, a cup of hot tea always helps me to relax before bed,’ she said brightly, her mood completely changed. ‘Let me go boil up some water while you settle in.’

‘That sounds nice, thank you.’ I offered her a grateful smile as I spotted my pyjamas folded neatly on the bed. Someone had already opened and emptied my suitcase. Only the backpack was untouched, still zipped up and bulging with all my essential items, tucked away down the side of the desk.

‘I’ll be right back,’ she promised as she retreated towards the hallway. ‘Holler if you need me.’

My dad used to say the exact same thing.

The door closed behind her and I ran my hand along the silky blue walls, tracing out one of the dozens of hand-painted birds as I drifted across the room, ending up at the window seat. I climbed up and leaned in, my face so close to the glass, I could see the evidence of my every exhalation in front of me. It was almost a relief to know I was still breathing. None of this felt real. 

On the other side of the glass was my very own wrought-iron balcony and I wondered if it was safe to stand on. It looked sturdy enough but I wouldn’t be taking any chances tonight. Instead, I raised the sash window and poked my head out to breathe in the steamy Savannah evening. Bell House sat on the edge of a square, a little green park, packed with trees and people, a beautiful fountain at its heart. There was bird song and laughter on the air and the happy noises smoothed the edges of my sharper thoughts. Sliding my fingers inside the collar of my T-shirt, I felt for my most precious possession. My mother’s gold locket. I never took it off. Wherever I went, the locket came with me, the one remaining constant in my life. I closed my hand around the cool metal, shut my eyes and took what I hoped would be a steadying breath. It didn’t help. I still felt like I was living in a fantasy.

When I opened my eyes again, he was the first thing I saw.

Right on the edge of the square, leaning against the trunk of a very tall tree, I saw a boy, hands deep in his pockets, a complicated frown on his face. His hair was wavy like mine but shorter and wilder, a deep dark ash, while his skin was tanned, golden sunshine to my spilt milk. My unruly, jetlagged mind began to wander, imagining what colour his eyes might be, how soft was his skin, how firm were his lips. Then I saw it. Without warning, the room whooshed away from me, as though I’d been yanked backwards, and everything went black. I reached out for something to hold onto as the real world was replaced by a flash of his lips on mine, my hands in his hair, my back against the oak tree and our bodies pressed so close together I could feel the warmth of his skin burning through his clothes. It was quick; just half a heartbeat passed before my eyes snapped open and I was back in my room, but the vision felt so real I had to reach for the window frame to steady myself. Just the thought of touching this stranger was enough to set sparks dancing up and down my skin. Still bracing myself, I swallowed hard and glanced back down into the square. His eyes looked directly into mine, the corners of his mouth lifted into a crooked smile that filled his handsome face and my entire body went up in flames. I pulled away from the window, embarrassed, as though he had somehow seen the same thing I had.

‘What was that?’ I asked myself, pushing away the image of the two of us entwined underneath the oak tree. In sixteen years and eleven months, I had kissed exactly one person, my friend Gianni, and since he immediately burst into tears and ran away right after it happened, I wasn’t sure it counted. All my romantic experience came from my Kindle which meant that, theoretically, I would absolutely know what to do if I ever met a hot orc but had no idea what to do with an actual, real-life human boy. Tensing every muscle in my body, I held my breath and turned back to the window.

He was gone.

While waiting for my heart to skitter into its usual rhythm, I turned back to the vast room, studying every inch, from the shiny floorboards to the decorative patterns that ran around the edge of the ceiling. Everything about the room was extravagant; opulent fabrics, exquisite furniture, it positively reeked of money, and my dad, who never had much of anything, had walked away from it all.

Dragging my backpack over to the bed, I heaved us both onto the mattress and walked my fingertips up the embroidered bedspread, spiralling patterns picked out in gold thread: more leaves, more vines. When I lay down, the bed rose up to hold me, wrapping me in a comforting, secure softness. Bliss. Even the most sensitive princess in the world would have struggled to feel a brick under this mattress, let alone a pea. Sitting up, I opened my backpack and took out the silver photo frame inside, unfolding the three connected apertures and placing it carefully on my bedside table. One side of the frame held a photo of my mom, tall and blonde and beautiful, with an open, laughing smile and enormous blue eyes. On the other side of the frame, I saw my dad, her opposite, dark hair, dark eyes, playful smirk. All our other pictures and mementos were lost years ago in one of our moves, making this all the more important. I used to stare at it for hours, wishing I had blonde hair like hers, wondering where my green eyes came from. Now I knew.

In the centre frame was a close-up picture of the two of them wearing matching black and gold sweaters, standing in front of a tree. My dad’s arms were wrapped tightly around my mom and both of them were grinning like they’d solved world peace, won the lottery and scored face-value Taylor Swift tickets all on the same day. Had he come back to this room after that photo was taken? He must have.

Even before the accident that made me an orphan, I’d always felt like an outsider. Life with my dad was exciting and I had loved it, travelling, experiencing different cultures, meeting different people, but there was a downside to living a life so unmoored. I was the perennial new kid, always awkward, never quite fitting in. I had a dozen friends in a dozen countries but no one who really knew me. And no matter how wonderful a parent my dad might have been, it wasn’t the same as having a real family. After he died, it was even more apparent. Not quite seventeen and all alone, no one I belonged to and nowhere to go.

I shuffled my backpack under the bed and rolled over on my side to stare at the photos of my parents. Maybe things would be different now. If Catherine meant what she said, I might have a home instead of a bed and a backpack. We could help each other heal, we could be a family.

I might finally have found a place where I belonged.




[image: Start of image description, A black and white drawing of a flowering adder’s tongue plant with a moth resting on the leaf, end of image description]
   
Chapter Three

‘Savannah is a city of squares. There were twenty-four originally, twenty-two remain today.’ Catherine opened the gate onto the sidewalk early the next morning, the sun already high and blinding in the sky. ‘Bell House sits on the east side of Lafayette Square. It was built in 1833 by your ancestors, Emma Bell and her husband, Spencer Paul Gordon, both descended from two of the very first families to settle here in 1733.’

I held a hand over my eyes to get a better look at the building, squinting against the brightness. Did I even own sunglasses? I needed them. Bell House was even more impressive in the morning light, shining and stately, all her windows sparkling and spotlessly clean. I felt like a stray dog Catherine had just picked up from the pound by comparison.

‘Today, it is one of the oldest homes in the city to remain a private residence,’ my grandmother went on proudly. ‘Most others were destroyed one way or another. The rest were turned into restaurants, hotels or museums.’

‘Our family has lived in the same house for two hundred years?’ I was stunned. ‘I’ve never lived anywhere longer than twelve months.’

Catherine gave me an affectionate nudge as she drew me away from her home.

‘That’s about to change. Bell House is part of your legacy, she’ll belong to you one day.’

That morning, I had woken up fully refreshed after the best night’s sleep since Dad’s accident. No nightmares, no panic attacks, no staring at the ceiling wondering what would happen to me now he was gone. Just twelve hours of sweet oblivion. Catherine was right, hot tea before bed really did the trick, it knocked me right out and I didn’t stir from the moment I closed my eyes until Ashley knocked on my door to check I was still alive. If she hadn’t, I might have still been in that deep, dreamless sleep. I’d hoped we would spend the morning together just the two of us, but as soon as Ashley reported I was awake, Catherine had me up, dressed and out the door for a tour of the neighbourhood. My millions of questions would have to wait. But it didn’t matter. As long as I was with her, I was happy. We had the rest of our lives to get to know each other.

‘Your locket is so pretty,’ she remarked, holding up a hand in greeting to a man walking his dog on the other side of the street. Everyone seemed to know her and she seemed to know everyone. ‘It is so familiar but I can’t quite place it.’

I reached for the necklace, the little gold orb resting against my black T-shirt. ‘It belonged to my mom. I love it but the lock is broken, it doesn’t open.’

Catherine brightened with recognition.

‘That’s how I know it. What a lovely heirloom for you to remember her by. Angelica really was the most charming woman, she had impeccable style for someone so young. Your mother had gumption.’

‘I’d love to know more about her,’ I said, latching on to her every word and storing them safely away. ‘Dad hardly ever talked about her.’

We walked slowly, the quiet between us filled with the everyday sounds of people passing through the square. The town really was beautiful: everywhere you looked there was an explosion of red, pink and purple flowers, elegant townhouses and what seemed like a forest full of trees, picked up and planted in the middle of town. It was easy to imagine you were walking through a fairytale. My father never had anything good to say about his hometown, always complaining it was too hot, too small, too close-minded. If I didn’t know for a fact I was actually in Savannah, I never would have guessed it from the things he’d told me. I could hardly believe he was talking about the same place.

‘When my husband passed, it was very hard on me,’ Catherine said eventually, speaking slowly as we crossed a one-way street, leaving Lafayette Square behind. ‘He was all I could think of but at the same time, I could not bear to speak his name. Losing your mother was even more difficult for Paul, so young and all alone with a new baby.’

‘Then why leave?’ I said. ‘How could an argument be so bad he packed up and never came back?’

An excited troop of Girl Guides crossed our path, two by two, holding hands and swinging their arms back and forth between them as they went. Catherine glanced down at her delicate gold watch and frowned.

‘I wish there was time to explain right now but I’m already late,’ she replied, her face etched with regret. ‘I don’t know about you but I cannot abide lateness. My dear friend, Virginia Powell, hasn’t been well and I promised I would call in on her this morning.’

‘Yes, totally, I’m so sorry.’ Guilt sank in my stomach like a stone. Of course she had other things going on, Catherine’s entire world hadn’t stopped because I’d appeared on the doorstep. ‘I hope she’s OK?’

‘Oh, she will be. Virginia always was a fragile little thing, her ailments come and go. I sent over an old family remedy yesterday so I’m hopeful she’s feeling fully restored today.’ Her smile returned and she brightened at the thought. ‘You know, her family has been here just as long as ours, Ginny and I have known each other all our lives. The Powells and the Bells are Savannah royalty.’

It was a concept I couldn’t even begin to comprehend. Imagine having a friend in your life for decades. Even my longest friendships never lasted more than a couple of years. Dad was firmly against social media and it was hard to convince anyone to keep up an old-fashioned pen-pal relationship, moving around the way we did, people seemed to fade out of my life as quickly as they arrived. Catherine slipped her arm through mine as we strolled on and, just like that, all the good mornings meant for her were also extended to me. I felt a flush of pride and pulled my shoulders back, standing a little taller by her side.

‘Now tell me, how do you like Lafayette Square?’ she asked, drawing me in closer. ‘I know I’m biased but I do believe we live on the most beautiful square in the city. Many people are partial to Monterey but what can really compare with a cathedral? And I much prefer our fountain to the Pulaski monument.’ 

‘Pulaski?’ I repeated, not familiar with the name.

‘Casimir Pulaski? He was a hero in the revolutionary war.’ 

I shook my head and she gave a gentle tut.

‘A blindspot in your education that we can surely correct,’ she replied. ‘But nothing to worry about. There are so many monuments around town, it will take some time to learn all of them, and they’re almost always those absurd phallic things, as if we didn’t know.’

We turned a corner onto another gorgeous square, tall houses, tall trees, lots and lots of people. It was like looping through a movie set, the same but different.

‘That’s another problem with Monterey Square,’ Catherine commented as a group of camera-wielding tourists sprinted in front of us. I watched them race up to a large red-brick house and start snapping away. ‘I do not care for all the ghouls who come to ogle at Jim’s house.’

‘What’s so special about Jim’s house?’ 

It was big and grand, pretty enough, but very square and not nearly as elegant or impressive as Bell House.

‘The Mercer-Williams house is infamous in Savannah,’ she replied, the gleeful promise of gossip in her voice. ‘It was quite the scandal. Jim Williams, the owner, shot a boy named Danny Hansford in the study. Killed him. Jim claimed self-defence but most of us believed it was a crime of passion. That’s just my opinion of course, the courts had another.’

There were so many people, all straining to get the best selfie outside the murder house, it made my stomach turn. I’d never been a fan of the creepy or macabre. Horror stories were not my thing.

‘Did you know him?’ I asked, watching someone compare a black and white photo on their phone with the house in front of them.

‘Jim? Oh yes.’ Catherine nodded readily. ‘We were old friends. He threw the best parties in the county. Until they took him away, that is.’

Her tone was so breezy, I wasn’t sure I’d heard her right.

‘There was a very big court case, someone wrote a book about it naturally. They even made a movie. Filmed it right there in the house if you can believe it, so tasteless.’ She sighed and shook her head. ‘Jim was acquitted in the end as rich men so often are. But it didn’t do him any good, he died of a heart attack just a few months later.’

‘I guess karma doesn’t care if you’re rich or not,’ I said, feeling a little queasy. ‘It gets you in the end.’

My grandmother smirked in agreement. ‘Justice is always served one way or another.’

She pointed towards the downstairs windows on the left side of the house. ‘People say if you pass by Mercer House at the stroke of midnight on the first of May, you’ll see Danny’s ghost enter the house, looking for Jim.’

‘Sounds like something they made up to bring in the tourists,’ I said as I held my locket tightly in my fist. ‘There’s no such thing as ghosts.’

‘You’re in the wrong town if you believe that,’ Catherine replied, laughing at my ashen face. ‘Savannah is one of the most haunted cities in the world. But you needn’t worry, Emily. As long as you’re with me, you’ve nothing to fear from the dead or the living.’

‘And if I’m not with you?’

We stopped right in the middle of the street and all the oncoming traffic slowed to a standstill as my grandmother placed her hands on either side of my face, oblivious to the chaos around us.

‘Wherever you are and whomever you are with, always remember this,’ she said, green eyes boring into my own. ‘You are a Bell. Nothing and no one can hurt you now.’

And even though I knew she meant to be reassuring, I couldn’t help but think her words sounded like a threat.
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Chapter Four

Virginia Powell’s home on Madison Square wasn’t nearly as big as Bell House but it was still impressive and fancy enough to stun me into silence. A housekeeper answered when we rang the bell, ushering us inside right away. She directed Catherine straight upstairs and sent me to the parlour where I perched on the edge of a hard, high-backed loveseat, keeping my hands to myself. Whoever had designed this room was not concerned with making people feel at home. The walls were painted a stark white, ready to show up any and all fingerprints, and every carefully displayed object in the room just about screamed ‘do not touch’. It was all so breakable. The stray dog feeling wandered back into my head and I half wished Catherine had left me tied to the railings outside.

‘And what do we have here?’

Standing in the doorway was a girl. She looked like she was about my age with a puff of corkscrew curls that surrounded her like a halo and wide laughing eyes that filled her heart-shaped face. The neon pink of her outfit set off her clear brown skin and I couldn’t tell if I was more intimidated or obsessed. Without knowing a single thing about this girl, I was one hundred per cent certain she was one hundred per cent cooler than me. 

‘As I live and breathe,’ she declared, crossing the room with an easy grace I couldn’t even dream of. She definitely lived here. ‘If it ain’t the legendary missing Bell baby.’

‘Also known as Emily,’ I said, jumping up to my feet. I stuck out my hand, feeling more awkward than ever. ‘Most people call me Em. Nice to meet you.’

‘Lydia Powell.’ She took my hand and shook it firmly, dipping into a low curtsey. Was I supposed to reciprocate? I had no idea. ‘Pleased to finally meet you too, it’s only taken sixteen years. You know you’re the talk of the town, right? How does it feel to be a local celebrity?’

When she let go of my hand, I wrapped my arms around myself to make myself as small as possible.

‘Not great?’

Lydia hacked out a laugh and grinned.

‘I’m sorry, it must be strange for you,’ she said, fluffing out her curls. ‘I can’t remember a time when I didn’t know all about Miss Catherine’s long-lost son and his little baby girl. Weird to think of you all grown up, you’re always a baby in the stories.’

‘It’s weird to think anyone would be telling stories about me at all,’ I told her, looking away out the window as my face flamed.

Over the top of her neon-pink bike shorts and matching crop top, she wore an oversized white men’s shirt that had been embroidered with delicate flowers in blue, silver and gold. Her chunky white sneakers gleamed, box fresh, and both her wrists jangled with stacks of bracelets and bangles. Everything about her looked intentional. Her clothes were put together, her hair had been styled. My clothes were just clothes and my hair was just there, no thought had gone into any of it. It was all I could do not to fall on the floor and beg her to teach me her ways.

‘You sure do look like your grandmother,’ she said with a low, appraising whistle. ‘All except for the hair anyways. Looks like a Bell, talks like a Brit, what a killer combo. You’re going to slay out here, Em.’

‘Slaying is not on the agenda,’ I assured her, sneaking a sideways glance in the mirror mounted on the wall beside the door and silently squirrelling away the comparison with Catherine. Did she really see the resemblance? ‘To be honest, I’ll be happy if I can get through the next few weeks without melting. Is it always this hot here?’

Flopping on the couch, Lydia patted the seat cushion, inviting me to do the same. ‘It will get hotter,’ she said as I took the other end of the couch, all tight and tense compared to her loose limbs. ‘But don’t worry too much about the heat, it’s the pop-up thunderstorms you have to watch out for.’

‘Summer in Savannah is not the same as summer in Wales.’ My face was grim as I pulled the already damp fabric of my black T-shirt away from my skin. ‘I’m going to need some new clothes. Almost everything I own was designed to keep me warm.’

‘I’ll take you shopping,’ she offered before I’d even had a chance to ask. ‘I just know your grandmother will take you to Neiman’s and dress you up like a little debutante doll. In fact, if you even hear her think the word debutante, I want you to run. Call me and I will hide you. I’ve been dodging the conversation for a year and a half now, I’m an expert.’

I found a smile as she kicked her legs up over the back of the couch, waving her arms around in the air as she talked. Lydia was impossible not to like.

‘They still do that kind of thing here?’ I asked. ‘Debutantes?’

‘Oh yeah. And it’s every bit as ridiculous as you’re imagining.’

I tried to picture it, the two of us in fancy white gowns and matching gloves, waltzing around some ballroom with faceless dates in black tuxedos, but just the thought of it made my skin prickle and I looked down to see a red rash flushing on my forearms. Could be hives, could be heatstroke, who could say for sure? All I knew was, I wasn’t the debutante ball kind. 

‘You are joking, right?’ I swallowed hard as imaginary me tripped over her own feet at the imaginary ball much to imaginary Catherine’s disappointment. ‘There’s no way I could be a debutante. I haven’t done any of the training and I can’t dance. I can barely walk in a straight line without falling over.’

‘Sorry to be the bearer of bad news but it’s tradition, honey, and this town is all about tradition. Especially your family,’ Lydia replied ominously. ‘Do you really think the missing Bell baby is going to sail back into town and not be presented to society? It’s the only coming out party our grandmothers are interested in. Trust me.’

‘If we could stop calling me the missing Bell baby, that would be amazing,’ I said, all the blood draining out of my face.

‘Lyds, why does our guest look like she’s about to bolt out the door and never come back? She’s been here less than five minutes and you’ve scared her already?’

I looked up to see we were no longer alone. A tall, gorgeous boy in a basketball jersey and baggy shorts leaned against the doorframe, grinning, and all the blood that had drained away from my face raced back up at once. His curls were cut close on the sides and looser on top, and the broader planes of his face made more room for his wide eyes and full lips, but there was no way to miss the fact he and Lydia were siblings. Aside from being absurdly good-looking, they both had the same irresistible glint in their eye that promised all kinds of good trouble.

‘Em, this is my twin brother, Jackson.’ Lydia waved a hand between the two of us and Jackson flashed a grin that made my stomach flutter. ‘Don’t look directly at him. He’s like the sun, one glance and he’ll blind you, you’ll be ruined forever.’

‘Lydia, that’s a terrible thing to say about your own brother. Even if it is true,’ Jackson said, full of mock outrage before he turned the full force of his charm on me. ‘Miss Emily, please forgive my sister, she’s the most dreadful host. What can I get y’all to drink?’

‘That’s me, the worst host in the whole of Georgia,’ Lydia declared before hopping up to her feet, hands on her hips. ‘You sit, I’ll get the drinks. What’ll it be? Tea? Lemonade? Arnold Palmer?’

Jackson took his sister’s place on the sofa and I felt a warm flush all over that had nothing to do with the weather. I was as bad at dealing with hot guys as I was hot temperatures, maybe even worse. 

‘That’s tea and lemonade together,’ he murmured in my ear. ‘It’s delicious.’

‘I know that,’ I replied quickly, inching away as he moved closer. ‘I’ve had an Arnold Palmer before, my dad used to make them all the time.’

Definitely worse with hot guys.

‘Arnold Palmers it is.’ Lydia pointed at her brother with narrowed eyes. ‘Jackson, if you could not hit on her for the three minutes I’m gone, that would be amazing.’

He gave her a sharp salute then stretched his arms along the back of the sofa, lowering the force of his flirtation by a few degrees as he turned towards me.

‘So, you’re the long-lost granddaughter?’

‘Apparently,’ I confirmed, fussing with the dry ends of my ponytail. A few degrees were not enough. ‘Although I only found out myself a couple of days ago.’

His forehead creased with sympathy. ‘I heard about what happened to your dad. I’m sorry.’

I silently nodded my thanks.

‘He really didn’t tell you anything about your family?’ Jackson asked. ‘Nothing at all?’

‘Nope.’ I shook my head, my mouth a tight unhappy line. ‘Not a thing.’

‘And you have no idea why?’

‘I wish I did,’ I replied, the backs of my eyes prickling with tears as my nose started to burn.

‘It must be a lot to take in,’ he said, his hand resting lightly on my shoulder. ‘You know, if you ever need someone to talk to—’

Lydia came crashing back through the door, three very full glasses in her hands, each of them spilling as she cantered across the parlour.

‘Arnold Palmer, Arnold Palmer.’ She held them out for us to take, one for me, one for Jackson, the last one for her. ‘I put some rosemary in there to gussy it up a little. Let me know if you need it sweeter, I can add a little more sugar.’

‘I’m sure it’s perfect,’ I said, squinting at the woody branch sticking out the glass as I took my first sip. It was the sweetest thing a human being had ever consumed. I could feel my teeth rotting in my head as my blood sugar levels sky-rocketed. Could a human develop diabetes in one day? We were about to find out.

‘So great,’ I said, struggling to swallow it down. ‘Thank you.’

Lydia settled on the floor in front of the couch, stirring her drink with the sprig of rosemary and clashing brilliantly with the antique wool rug. ‘What’d I miss?’

‘Nothing,’ I answered with a quick glance at Jackson. ‘I was just asking if the two of you have lived in Savannah your whole lives.’

‘Certainly have,’ he said with a kind smile and I relaxed a little, knowing he wasn’t going to press the subject of my oblivious upbringing. ‘Savannahians born and raised but our mom got remarried last year and our stepdad—’

‘Jeremy,’ Lydia interrupted, drawing out every syllable of the name and heaping on disapproval.

‘Jeremy,’ Jackson repeated with the same obvious disdain, ‘got a job in Charleston. We stayed back to finish the school year and I guess now we’re staying on for the summer while Mom and—’

‘Jeremy.’

Another gag from Lydia.

‘While Mom and Jeremy look for a house.’

‘They’re living in an apartment right now,’ Lydia explained. ‘No room for us. I kinda think Jeremy likes it better that way.’

‘I’d rather stay here anyway,’ her brother added. ‘Who wants to live in Charleston?’

They shared a look that suggested that living in Charleston was almost as terrible a concept as Jeremy himself, and moving there would be second only to relocating to the seventh circle of hell.

‘Your parents are divorced?’ I guessed, rattling my ice cubes against the glass to help dilute the world’s sweetest drink.

‘Not quite. Our bio-dad took off before we were born, we never knew him,’ Lydia replied with an ease I did not see reflected in her brother’s face. ‘No one cares now but it was a big disgrace to our grandmother. A Powell daughter hooking up with some travelling artist who disappeared in the night, never to be seen again? Ol’ Virginia took to her bed for weeks.’ She scowled at her brother when he flashed her a warning look. ‘What? Don’t look at me like that.’

‘TMI?’ he replied. ‘Emily didn’t ask for our entire family history.’

‘Whatever, Jackson,’ she dismissed before chugging her drink. ‘She would’ve found out eventually.’

‘Our grandmother says we’re the same age,’ he said, turning back to me and ignoring his sister so easily I had to assume he’d had a lot of practice. ‘You’re sixteen too?’

‘Yep,’ I confirmed, beyond relieved that he’d asked a question before I had to come up with a response to all of that. I got the feeling Lydia didn’t believe in leaving out any details, ever. ‘I’ll be seventeen in June.’ 

‘We turn seventeen in August,’ she said happily. ‘Going into junior year in the fall and it better be here. I can’t stand the thought of having to start over in—’ She paused to shudder. ‘Charleston.’

‘With Jeremy,’ I added.

Lydia rolled onto her back and pointed at me while glaring meaningfully at her brother.

‘She gets it. She. Gets. It.’

‘What about you?’ Jackson asked. 

‘No idea,’ I replied with uncertainty. ‘I already took my exams but I honestly don’t know what I’ll do now. College next year, I guess.’

‘And she’s a genius,’ Lydia declared as I took a deep drink from my glass, trying to knock back as much as possible at once. I felt the granulated sugar grinding against my teeth then something else, something more solid, catching in the back of my throat. 

‘I’ve never been more jealous of a living soul,’ she added with a dramatic sigh. ‘Hey, are you OK?’

I coughed, one hand still holding the glass, the other flat against my chest.

‘Something’s stuck in my throat,’ I choked out as it became harder to breathe.

‘Em?’ Lydia sounded panicked as I dropped my glass, a woody stick rolling back and forth inside as the liquid seeped into the rug. I dropped to my knees, spluttering for air. It was the rosemary. I was choking on a sprig of rosemary.

My eyes watered then closed as the room went black and again I felt that sudden feeling of being pulled backwards. The next thing I knew everything was quiet. I blinked to find I was still in Virginia Powell’s parlour but Lydia and Jackson were gone. In their place I saw my dad, a much, much younger version of him, sitting beside a much, much younger version of Catherine. And right in front of me, just a few inches from my face, was my mother. Blonde, blue-eyed and smiling, just like in the photograph. Except she was really here, breathing, moving, alive. I reached out to touch her but my hand was tiny – small, pudgy fingers that couldn’t quite close the short distance.

‘She’s always trying to grab my locket.’ I heard my mother laugh. ‘My little magpie.’

‘Emily!’

The scene disappeared. I was back in the present, a small sprig of rosemary in front of me on the floor, Jackson kneeling beside me and thumping my back between my shoulder blades. My throat and eyes burned as I sat back on my heels, staring around the room, completely disorientated.

‘You’re OK,’ Lydia exclaimed, slumping down to the floor and crossing herself. ‘Thank the Lord. I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to almost unalive you.’

‘Do you need some water?’ Jackson asked, all his attention on me, his arms around my shoulders, holding me steady
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