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Some houses hold secrets. Others demand justice.

Mercy Willow has grown used to the ghosts that come with her job as a Cornish estate agent. Most spirits just want to be heard. Most can be helped.

But the house on Sidle Street is different.

From the moment she steps through the door, Mercy senses a powerful presence. One ghost makes itself known in the upstairs rooms – but it’s the second, hidden presence that chills her to the bone. Locals speak of a child’s cries echoing through the night, and as Mercy digs deeper into the house’s grim history, she uncovers something far darker than she expected.

A long-buried crime. A restless soul. And a hunger for revenge that refuses to die.

The Spirit on Sidle Street is the second book in the chilling Mercy Willow series, about a woman with the unsettling ability to communicate with the dead. Readers are advised to begin the series from the start.
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​Prologue
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30 years ago...

“Sweetheart? What are you doing out here?”

As soon as I hear Daddy's voice, I freeze. I thought he was still talking to someone on the phone, and that he wouldn't be paying any attention to me; I think maybe I didn't notice how long I'd been out here, because now I can hear his footsteps coming out from the back door and into the garden. I immediately feel flustered, and annoyed at myself for letting my guard down. All I can do is push the blood and fur under a nearby bush and hope that Daddy didn't see too much. Not like last time.

“Are you okay?” he asks as he comes up behind me.

I take a deep breath, and then I turn and look up at him. He looks puzzled, but not angry – not yet – so I think I still have a chance to turn this around. I force a big smile.

“I'm fine, Daddy,” I say, trying to make myself sound as carefree and innocent as possible. I'm sure he's suspicious, but I still have a chance. “I was just... having fun by myself for a while.”

“There's nothing wrong with that,” he replies, putting his hands on his hips. “In fact, I might even go so far as to say that it's healthy.”

I wait for him to continue, but he says nothing so I simply keep the smile plastered on my face. I feel kind of silly like this, but I don't really know what else to do. What I really want is for him to just turn around and go back into the house, so I can finish cleaning up my mess.

“You've been out here for a while, huh?” he continues.

“It's okay, I don't mind. I was just playing.”

He pauses, and then he looks around.

“You don't have any toys with you,” he points out.

“I don't always need toys,” I tell him, while making a mental note to always have a few props with me from now on. “I was using my imagination.”

“You've certainly got a lot of that,” he chuckles. He still seems a little cautious, as if he senses that something's wrong, but after a moment he simply shrugs. “Okay, well I've got some more phone calls to make, so I'll be inside. I guess there's no rest for the wicked. Can I leave you out here on your own?”

I nod.

He turns to walk away, and then he stops as he glances at my hands.

Looking down, I'm immediately irritated by the sight of blood on my left thumb. How did I leave that there?

“It's just strawberry jam,” I lie, but when I turn to him again I see that he looks a little concerned. I try to think of what I can do to put him off the scent, and a few seconds later I reach up and put my thumb in my mouth.

I suck hard, and when I pull my thumb out it's clean again. I was able to taste the blood, just a little, but I don't mind; I've tasted blood before.

“See?” I say with a grin.

“No more snacks in the middle of the day,” he says, rolling his eyes and turning to walk back into the house. “I swear, you move so quietly sometimes. I didn't even hear you come into the kitchen.”

I open my mouth to reply.

“Skittles?” a voice calls out from the other side of the fence. “Skittles, where are you? Here, pussy!”

Dad stops in the doorway, and I'm left cursing my bad luck. Why did Mr. Lucas have to come out into his garden at that exact moment and start calling for his stupid cat? I swear, our neighbours on both sides know exactly when to cause trouble, and sometimes I actually wonder whether they do things to deliberately make Daddy mad at me. I swear, I have the worst luck in all the world.

“Skittles?” Mr. Lucas continues, as if he just wants to make things worse and worse. “Skittles, boy, what are you up to? It's not like you to miss breakfast.”

“What's under there?” Daddy asks, stepping back toward me and peering at the bush.

“Nothing!” I say quickly. Too quickly, I immediately realize.

“Let me see.”

“There's nothing there, Daddy!” I hiss, getting to my feet and stepping in his way, trying to block him. “Can we go and do something inside? It's getting cold out here and -”

“I want to see first.”

He moves me aside, and then he crouches down and peers under the bush. As soon as that happens, I know exactly what he's going to see, and I know he's going to assume the worst. It no longer matters what I say or do; he's going to assume that I did something really bad, and there's no way he'll even listen to me when I try to explain.

“Skittles?” Mr. Lucas says, just a few feet away on the other side of the fence. “I've got your scrambled eggs all ready, just the way you like it!”

Daddy pulls the bushes back, revealing the cat's bloodied corpse.

“I didn't do it!” I blurt out, clenching both fists at once. “I found him like that, I think he'd been killed by another cat or by a fox! I didn't do anything to hurt him, he was like that when I got here! Daddy, you have to believe me!”

He hesitates, before turning and looking up at me, and in that instant I can already see from the look in his eyes that he doesn't believe me at all. He thinks the absolute worst, and no explanation in the world will ever convince him otherwise. Why do people always think that I've done something bad? Just because I've done a few bad things in the past, that doesn't mean I'm always to blame. And I genuinely found Skittles like this, I just came out here and he was already dead and...

Wasn't he?

I feel a faint headache on the right side of my brain as I furrow my brow. Sometimes my head gets a little foggy, and that's when I don't quite know what I've just done.

“Have either of you seen Skittles?” Mr. Lucas asks, and I turn to see him peering over the top of the fence. “That cat never misses his breakfast. I've got some lovely smoked salmon for him as well.”

I look at him, and then I turn to Daddy.

“Go inside,” he says to me firmly.

“But -”

“Go inside!” he snaps, and this time he seems angry. “I need to talk to Mr. Lucas! Go inside and wait for me there!”

“I -”

“Go!” he shouts.

Grabbing my arm, he shoves me toward the house. I'm already starting to cry as I run, and by the time I reach the back door I know that he's telling Mr. Lucas about Skittles. I stop at the door and turn to look back, but now my head is pounding so hard that my vision's starting to blur, and the whole world seems to be pulsing to the beat of my heart. I grip the door's side and clench my teeth; I want to run back and scream that I didn't hurt Skittles, but at the back of my mind I'm not sure I quite remember everything that happened this morning.

“It's not fair,” I sob, as fresh tears run down my face. “Why do we always get the blame for everything?”
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Chapter One
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Today...

Today is a beautiful day for a house viewing.

As I drive through the centre of the village, I can't help thinking that Candleward is just about the most beautiful place anyone could ever hope to live. There are lots of small, independent shops, and everyone just seems to be going about their business so happily. The sun's beating down, and my first proper summer here in the depths of the Cornish Riviera is already set up to be a scorcher. In fact, this place is so stunning and so perfect in every way, it's almost like something from a picture postcard.

And... then there are the ghosts.

Glancing at the village store, I see two people talking in the doorway; I also see a pale face staring out at me from one of the upstairs windows. I drive carefully around the corner, and I see four people waiting at the bus stop by the war memorial; three of the people look like normal village inhabitants, but the fourth is a woman with a deathly countenance. I try to focus on the road ahead, but as I drive past the playground I spot some children having fun on the swings; nearby, two other children – dressed in old-fashioned clothes – are watching them forlornly. In Candleward, there are easily as many ghosts as there are living people. More, I'm sure.

As I turn onto the next street, I spot Old Nigel. I don't know that his name's actually Nigel, of course, but that's what I call him. He's a ghost who just walks along this street all day and all night. I'm not even sure whether anyone else has ever spotted him, but I see him whenever I come along here. And he always looks at me, making eye contact right as I drive past.

“Good morning, Nigel,” I say as I drive past, even though I know I shouldn't be talking to these ghosts. “Have another great day.”

Ever since I almost died a few months ago at Hurst House, I've been able to see ghosts all around the village. When I say that I almost died, I'm fudging the facts a little there; I'm pretty sure that technically I definitely died, if only for a minute or two, and that seems to have left me with some kind of 'insight' into the world of the hereafter. I'm alive, but I can see the dead as clearly as I see the living, and sometimes when they look back at me I realize that the dead seem to be very much aware of my ability. And as an estate agent – as a very busy estate agent – this 'seeing the dead' thing can be both a blessing and a curse.

A curse, because I get insights into all the sorrow and sadness in each property. And a blessing because...

Wait, why is it a blessing again?

I steer onto another street, heading toward the cliff-side estate, and this time I really have to force myself to just watch the road. There are houses on either side, and I know that if I look at those houses, I'll see the faces of plenty of ghosts staring out at me. If the past few months have taught me anything, it's that most ghosts should just be ignored. The vast majority aren't out for revenge, or desperate to be recognized, or searching for some long-lost relative. They're just... I don't know, they're just hanging about. I guess they want something, but whatever that something might be, they don't seem too pushy. I'm not even sure that they want to be disturbed, and in return I certainly would rather let them get on with whatever they're getting on with.

I've got enough on my plate, dealing with live people. I don't need to add the dead to that list as well.

***
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“Welcome to my humble abode,” Cathy Morgan says as she steps aside and gestures for me to enter the hallway of 9 Sidle Street. “Now, I don't want to seem like I'm bragging, but I'm sure you'll agree that I have the most stunning house on all of Sidle Street.”

“It's absolutely beautiful,” I tell her as I look around, and I'm not lying.

The hallway is huge, with a large, curved staircase winding down from an upper floor that I'm sure is just as opulent. A big chandelier hangs above us, and several doorways lead off into the various other rooms on the downstairs level. Cathy Morgan has obviously fluffed the place up for my visit, hoping to add a little to my valuation, but the house itself is most certainly quite wonderful. And with each passing second, my estate agent brain is already racking up the little features that I need to emphasize when I put the place on the market.

Original fireplace.

Marble floor.

Sweeping staircase.

Large windows.

A bright interior.

The perfect place to raise a family.

“Of course, you haven't even seen the best part!” Cathy says, putting a hand on my arm and starting to steer me through to the front room. “This is what gets us the real gasps.”

I follow her easily, preferring to let her guide me around, at least initially. She seems very keen, almost over-eager, which in itself is strange since this is the kind of house that'll almost sell itself. Sure, the price tag is going to be hefty, but I've come to learn that plenty of people harbour a desire to move down to the rugged Cornish coast, and Londoners in particular are often more than happy to swap a cramped two or three bedroom place in the suburbs for somewhere down in this part of the country.

And then, as I follow Cathy across the front room toward the large windows at the far end, I see exactly what she means.

“Isn't this the most wonderful view you've ever seen?”

As I stop at the windows, I have to admit that she's right. The windows themselves run from the floor to the ceiling, and all the way along this side of the room, affording a magnificent view of the sea. There's a small garden, but beyond that there's a fence and then a huge drop from the edge of the cliff all the way down to the sandy beach below, where waves are happily lapping at the shore. The shining sun glitters on the sea's surface, and a couple of surfers are making their way across the beach already, contributing to an almost idyllic view. To cap that off, the sea stretches off toward the horizon, and a few seagulls are arcing and wheeling above, letting the wind carry them here and there.

A few seconds later, I realize that I don't think I've replied to Cathy for almost a minute. I turn to her, and I can see that she's chuffed to bits by my reaction.

“I know,” she says, nodding sagely. “There's nothing quite like it anywhere else.”

“It's amazing,” I tell her, although I'm pretty sure that she already knows that. “All the houses along Sidle Street are beautiful, but I'm not sure that the rest have such a great view.”

“They don't,” she replies quickly. “Sandra Ward three doors down thinks that her view is as good as mine, but it's not. She also thinks she lost ten kilograms since she started using those ridiculous roller skis, but... Well, let's just say that she's completely deluded.”

“It sounds like you know your neighbours well,” I suggest, using my well-honed estate agent's ability to put a positive spin on pretty much any feature. “That's good. Sidle Street seems to have a really strong community vibe. Like a... great local spirit.”

“The spirit of Sidle Street is all about caring for one another,” she says, before leaning a little closer. “That,” she adds, lowering her voice, “and competing to have the best-looking house. Which isn't too difficult for me, since this place just has good bones. That's important for a house, don't you think? You can dress a place up as much as you want, you can try to put lipstick on a pig, but at the end of the day you need a house to have good bones. And this place has the best bones anyone could ever want.”

“It's unique,” I tell her. “Are you sure you want to sell?”

“The house belonged to my husband, at least until the divorce,” she replies. “Unfortunately Gary turned out to have a wandering eye. So now the house is mine, but there are a few too many bad memories here, and I'm ready to get out of Cornwall and go live somewhere with just a little more life. We were going to have kids here, until he turned out to be as sterile as a rock, but the good news is that I'm still just about young enough to make a go of things with a new guy. Provided I can find him, of course. And provided the doctors can do their thing with pipettes and needles and eggs and all that stuff.”

She pauses, and for the first time I think I sense a hint of sadness about her.

“I just want to sell up and move on,” she continues, forcing a smile even though she seems to be on the verge of tears, “and that's where you come in. I've known Horace Cockcroft for years, and he personally recommended your services. And like I said, this place has good bones. Strong, solid bones that'll last. Forget about the décor, that's just frippery. What matters is the bone, because it's the bones that we're selling here. Don't you think?”

“I'm sure it has great bones,” I reply, hoping to make her feel a little more confident. “And those bones are -”

Before I can finish, I hear a faint creaking sound coming from above. I look up at the ceiling, and I'm already pretty sure that someone's in one of the upstairs rooms.

“Oh, the house just does that sometimes,” Cathy says dismissively. “It's a big empty place that's pretty much a century old. You're bound to get the odd groan now and again, right?”

“Absolutely,” I say, still watching the ceiling for a moment before finally turning to her again. “Would you mind if I take a quick look around by myself?”
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Chapter Two
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“Hello?” I whisper, as I creep across the plushly-carpeted landing and stop to look into the master bedroom. “Anyone here?”

I wait, and I don't hear a response, but I'm pretty sure that I'm not wrong about this. I've developed a kind of sixth sense when it comes to picking up on the presence – or not – of ghostly figures. I can't explain how that works, exactly, except to say that somehow I can tell when there's an invisible entity waiting to make an appearance.

“It's okay,” I continue, keeping my voice low so that there's no chance of Cathy overhearing me from downstairs. The last thing I want to do is make her think that I'm crazy. “I know you're here. I just want to meet you, that's all.”

Again I wait, but the silence is deafening. I have to admit, I'm starting to wonder whether maybe – just maybe – I've made a mistake, but at the same time the signs are unmistakable. I don't quite know how to start explaining how it feels when there's a ghost around; I just get this sense of a presence, of something that's somehow still part of the very fabric of the building. Some of the houses around here are a good few hundred years old, and that's more than enough time for a ghostly entity to really make itself at home. I guess the best way to describe it would be this: there's the kind of silence you hear when no-one's about, and then there's another kind of silence you hear when someone's trying to stay quiet.

Spotting some cracks on one of the walls, I wander over. I run a fingertip against the largest crack, and I make a mental note to get Cathy to paint over this spot. Still, a few cracks shouldn't be a problem, and hopefully they're merely cosmetic.

“I'm going to be selling the house,” I say as I step over toward the middle of the room. “There'll be people looking around, and I think it'll go quite quickly, so I thought it'd only be polite to... keep you in the loop.”

I wait.

“After all,” I add, “I guess you live here too.”

As those words leave my lips, I find myself wondering whether that's quite the best way to explain this situation. Then again, I've been trying to find the perfect way to talk to ghosts for a while now, and I haven't really come up with anything. Ever since the 'incident' at Hurst House, all the ghosts in all the houses I've actually visited have kept well away from me. I know they're around, but I guess most of the time they just don't feel very chatty.

“If -”

“Ms. Willow?” Cathy calls out suddenly from downstairs. “I'm going out into the garden. You can find me there when you're ready!”

“Thank you!” I reply. “I won't be long!”

I listen to the sound of her heading outside, and then I go to the window. Sure enough, a moment later I spot her striding out across the lawn, and I'm once again struck by the awe-inspiring beauty of the view from this house. Someone's going to be buying themselves an absolutely stunning new home, although they'll need to have a good seven figures in the bank if they want to afford the place. In fact, if -

“There you are!”

Startled, I turn and watch as a woman storms into the room. She's wearing a rather old-fashioned black dress, with a very noticeable pearl necklace finishing off a look that overall screams at least early twentieth century. I might be kidding myself, but I think I've become quite adept at judging these ghosts and figuring out roughly when they died.

“You're late,” she continues, hurrying to the bed and straightening the quilt. “That's something I absolutely cannot abide, so you'd better be punctual from now on or we won't get along at all.”

She casts a dubious eye at me, complete with an arched eyebrow.

“And what in the name of all that's holy,” she adds, “are you wearing?”

“Hi,” I reply, somewhat taken aback by her forwardness. “My name -”

“I don't need to know your name, my dear,” she replies with a roll of the eyes. “If you're the new help, then you're really going to have to get better at inferring my needs. It's so tiring when one has to keep explaining these things and spelling everything out. You do have some common sense about you, don't you?”

“I hope so,” I stammer. “Listen, as I was saying, I -”

“I don't want to be your friend,” she says firmly.

I hesitate.

“I know that's fashionable these days,” she sighs. “We're supposed to see the hired help as people, just like ourselves. We're supposed to become familiar with them. Well, that won't wash here in my home. I'm the mistress and you're the servant, and I want to maintain a strict dividing line.” She smiles, but it's a very false smile that's clearly just for show. “Some people seem to think that now the war's over, we're in for a new age of relaxed manners. I think quite the opposite is true, however. I think we need to remember how things used to be before all that dreadful fighting broke out.”

“The war?” I say cautiously, trying to work out exactly which war she might mean. “The... second one?”

“What?”

“Never mind,” I continue, telling myself that I'll figure that out later. “I'm sorry, I didn't quite catch your name.”

“What do you mean?”

“Your name,” I say again. “I'm sorry, but -”

“You've come here to work for me, and you don't even know my name?” she asks incredulously. “Are you a complete fool, girl? What's wrong with you?”

“I'm so sorry.”

“I'm Mrs. Jacobs,” she continues. “Caroline Jacobs, but you will call me Mrs. Jacobs at all times. I don't even know why I told you my first name.” She sighs again, and I've got a feeling that she's the kind of woman who sighs a lot. “The late Mrs. Matthew Jacobs, I suppose,” she mutters. “Matthew was my husband, in case it's beyond your wit to comprehend that fact. He died in the war, poor thing. He hadn't really had much of a chance to get involved, and then apparently he stepped on something he shouldn't have and...”

She pauses, with a trace of genuine sadness in her eyes.

“There wasn't much to bury,” she says softly. “I hear parts of him were found all over the place. The blast must have been huge.”

“I'm sorry to hear that,” I tell her, while making a mental note to find out a little more about this Matthew Jacobs guy. “I suppose you must find it rather strange that I'm up here in your bedroom, but I was hoping to -”

“You haven't heard anything odd, have you?” she asks, interrupting me.

“I'm sorry?”

“There's no need to lie to me,” she continues. “I know what you people are like, you're all the same, but I really don't need you to start rattling on about this sort of thing. If you're going to be living and working in my house, we might as well get the most obvious matter out of the way first. No, my home is not haunted. I can't even begin to tell you how many maids I've had to let go, simply because they wouldn't stop prattling on about spooks and things that go bump in the night. You're not easily frightened, are you?”

“I wouldn't say so,” I reply. “Not particularly. Not... these days.”

“That's all very well and good,” she mutters, and she's starting to seem increasingly frustrated. “This is an old house, on a cliff with the wind blasting against it all day. There are bound to be some odd noises, some little creaks and groans and whistles, but that doesn't mean some poor undead soul is haunting the place. I must tell you right now, I find any talk of ghosts to be in exceedingly poor taste, and I simply won't have it. If you so much as utter the 'g' word, or anything related, I shall terminate your employment with me on the spot. Is that understood?”

“Well...”

As I try to work out exactly how to respond to her rather forceful instructions, I can't help but notice the irony of the situation. After all, I'm standing here being lectured by a ghost about the fact that ghosts don't exist, and I get the distinct impression that she wouldn't take kindly to any attempt to point out the problem with this set-up. Of all the ghosts I've encountered during my time here in the Candleward area, Mrs. Caroline Jacobs is by far the most... pushy.

“I'm glad that's settled,” she says, before turning and hurrying through to the next room. “Now, will you please get some drinks ready? I have friends coming over this afternoon and I must make a good impression.” She disappears around the corner. “I don't want you embarrassing me, is that understood?”

I open my mouth to reply, but a moment later I realize that there's now no sign of her at all. I head to the doorway and look through into the dressing room, but the woman has completely vanished, and there's certainly nowhere else she could have gone. I don't quite know why ghosts appear and disappear like this, but Mrs. Jacobs is certainly not here right now, and I have to admit that I'm a little relieved.

“Okay, then,” I say finally, figuring that I simply need to get on with my job and hope that I don't cross paths with her too often. “I guess I'll... be off.”
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