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      My phone rang, the ringtone a repetition of the mournful hymn: ‘In Sin I Wander’d Sore and Sad.’ I swung around, irritated. Mum had changed my ringtone again when I wasn’t looking. For somebody who barely knew how to turn on a computer, she could sure do tech when she was motivated.

      Her voice blared down the phone. “Laurel, I have Irish ancestors! Ian showed me how to work the ancestor website.”

      “Hello, Mum. Well, that’s good news. I’m glad I have Irish ancestors.”

      Mum huffed. “You don’t have Irish ancestors, Laurel. I do.”

      I wasn’t about to explain it to her. I pulled a face, both at her comment and at the mention of Ian, Mum’s particularly irksome and much younger church friend. I was about to hang up, when she added, “Come here right now. Remember I rented a room to that nice man, Dylan Jackson? He just called to say he’d be a day early. Come over and help me get his room ready.”

      “Okay.” I hung up. The so-called nice man, Dylan Jackson, was well known around town. He had an eye for the ladies and liked to party hard. He now lived in Sydney, but people in this town still spoke about him, so great was his infamy. In fact, his brother had refused to allow him to stay with him, which is why Dylan was renting a room from Mum for the duration of his visit.

      I jumped at the loud thunderclap. I pushed the pile of papers across my desk and walked to look out the window at the two sheep grazing happily in the paddock opposite my office. The grass was dry and parched. I hoped the thunderstorm would bring some decent rain.

      I grabbed an umbrella and had only taken a single step out of the front door of the funeral home when I heard the screech of tyres on gravel. The sound was coming from Mum’s house. I turned in that direction, but before I had gone five paces, Ian’s car sped past me. Even from the distance, I could see Ian’s face was deathly white and his jaw was hanging open.

      I shook my head and headed for Mum’s house which, unfortunately for me, adjoined my property. When I moved back to Witch Woods, I had lived in my old bedroom but was soon able to finish the apartment above the funeral home and move in there. Still, it wasn’t far enough away from my mother.

      I put up the umbrella to ward off the faint raindrops and jumped when another thunderclap reverberated close by. When I reached the house, Mum was nowhere to be seen, but her front door was wide open. I thought it strange that Ian hadn’t even bothered to shut it. I walked into the living room and saw Ian’s phone on the floor.

      As I crossed over to pick it up, I could hear Mum’s voice. I looked at the phone and nearly dropped it in shock.

      “Mum, your phone is on Facetime!” I said in disbelief.

      She did not respond to that but simply asked, “Where’s Ian?”

      “He’s driven away. What happened?” Even as I spoke the words, it dawned on me.

      Mum was still talking. “Ian and I were quoting our favourite scriptures about sinners to one another, as we like to do, when I needed a bathroom break.”

      “Mum, your phone’s on Facetime!” I said again in horror before having the presence of mind to flip it off.

      “Stop repeating yourself, Laurel!” she said. “That’s got nothing to do with it. I asked you where Ian is.”

      “That has everything to do with it,” I told her. “While you and Ian were quoting scriptures to each other on your phones, you accidentally flipped your phone to Facetime and Ian could see everything.” I shut my eyes tightly and then added, “Everything.”

      I heard my mother’s sharp intake of breath. She hung up. I didn’t want to wait around to be the object of her wrath so dropped Ian’s phone back on the coffee table and hurried to the door. I almost felt sorry for Ian, as much as I disliked him. When the ghost of a punk rocker had recently possessed Mum, she—or rather, the ghost—had flashed a murderer in an attempt to distract him, and Ian had come through the door at the wrong time.

      That, coupled with what Ian had just seen, was probably enough to keep him in a terrible state for a long time.

      I was only half way back to the funeral home when I heard Mum’s screeching tones. “Laurel! Laurel!”

      I sighed and turned. I figured I might as well go back and get the earful I was expecting. Before I reached her, I heard a car behind me. Surely Ian wouldn’t come back so soon for his phone? He was probably halfway to Sydney by now.

      The car pulled up, and a man got out. I summed him up quickly: looked as though he was out of the eighties: thick gold chain around his neck, white shirt open to the waist, denim jacket, too-tight jeans, a bushy, Magnum-style moustache.

      He sauntered over to me and seized my hand just as Mum arrived upon the scene. “You must be Laurel,” he said, smiling widely and looking me up and down. “What a shame we never met.” I snatched my hand from him. He turned to Mum. “And you must be Laurel’s sister? Where’s Thelma?”

      She smiled from ear to ear. “Actually, I’m Thelma.”

      The man gasped. “Impossible! You must have been married very young.” He turned to me. “I’m Dylan Jackson. Your mother has told me all about you over the phone. Maybe we could have dinner?” He winked.

      Another crack of thunder prevented my reply.

      The man clutched at his stomach. “I haven’t been feeling well all day.” He leant back against his car.

      My mother hurried over to him. “I will pray for you.” Before I could stop her, she grabbed the man by his shoulders. “Out, foul spirit of sickness!” she screamed at the top of her lungs.

      He jumped away from her in terror. A gust of wind lifted my umbrella out of my hands. I turned to run after it and presently retrieved it from Mum’s garden bed. When I looked back at the car park, Mum was still gripping the man’s arm. “Out, foul demon of sickness!” she screeched again.

      The man clutched his stomach and bent over.

      “The demon is leaving him and his sickness is going,” Mum called to me in a triumphant tone. “If he doesn’t watch Masterchef or listen to anything but gospel music, he should remain demon-free.”

      I stood there, not knowing what to do. I figured I should try to do something, but when she was on a roll, there was no stopping her. “Mum…” I began a tentative tone, when a flash of lightning boomed overhead at precisely the same time as a deafening crack of thunder. It must have struck something near me. The umbrella blew over my face as the smell of burning hit me.

      I pulled the umbrella off my head, but Mum and Dylan Jackson were no longer standing where they had been seconds earlier.

      That’s when I saw them both lying on the ground, and they both looked dead.
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      “Mum!” I hurried over to her and shook her arm. She did indeed look dead. The man moved a little and groaned.

      I pulled my phone from my pocket and called 000. “My mother’s dead! And a man was struck by lightning too. He needs help!” I yelled into the phone. I gave them the address and then hung up before calling Basil. Before he had a chance to speak, I yelled, “Basil! Mum’s dead!”

      I hung up on him too. I was about to start CPR when Ernie materialised in front of me. He came straight to the point. “I have some bad news for you, Laurel. I don’t know quite how to tell you this, but I think the sooner you know, the better.”

      I pointed to my mother. “I already know, Ernie!”

      Ernie floated over to me. “No, I’m sorry, Laurel. You don’t understand.”

      I fought back a wave of hysteria. “Yes, I do! My mother’s dead!”

      “No, that’s not it,” Ernie said with a groan. “And CPR won’t work. I saw it all happen. I was standing there when they got struck by lightning. I’ve heard about this before, but I’ve never seen it for myself, not until now. Ghosts talk, you know.”

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “Laurel, your mother hasn’t gone.”

      The realisation suddenly struck me. Of course! Mum was now a ghost! I clutched my cheeks with both hands, and I realised my mouth was forming a perfect O. “She’s a ghost!” I said in terror. “She’s going to haunt me! Forever!”

      Ernie shook his head solemnly. “It’s worse than that.”

      I looked at Ernie in shock. “How could anything be worse than that?”

      Ernie floated above me. “I really don’t know how to tell you this.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Just come straight out and tell me, Ernie. And please don’t float.”

      “Okay, when your mother was struck by lightning, that man died at the same time.”

      Was the whole world going mad? I held up both hands to the sky. “No, he’s alive.”

      “He’s only alive because your mother’s spirit possessed him.”

      At this point, I wondered if I was dreaming. Yes, that was it. I was having a nightmare, one of those dreams that seems real. You’re sure you’re not dreaming, that is, until you wake up. I shut my eyes tightly and willed myself awake. When I opened my eyes, to my dismay, it hadn’t worked.

      Ernie was still hovering in front of me. “I’ve heard of this before,” he continued. “If two people die at the very same instant, sometimes the spirit of one will go into the other and that act keeps the possessed person alive and well.”

      “So my mother’s possessed this man?”

      Ernie nodded. “She sure has!”

      I was aghast. “What? Forever?”

      Ernie held both hands in front of him. “No, no, no. Her spirit will leave him at some point and then go back into her own body, and she’ll be fine—that is, unless she’s been buried. That, um, wouldn’t be good, if you get my meaning.”

      Basil arrived, his car spraying gravel wildly when he braked. He jumped out of the car and ran over to me. “Laurel, what happened?”

      “You don’t have time for lengthy explanations, Laurel,” Ernie advised me. “If the paramedics take your mother away, she’ll be dead.”

      Basil scratched his head. “She’s not already dead?” He bent over and peered at my mother.

      I grabbed his arm. “Basil! Mum and this man were struck by lightning at the same time and Ernie tells me that mum’s spirit has gone into this man and that’s keeping him alive.” I stopped speaking to draw a breath.

      “So your mother is dead?” Basil asked.

      “Yes, um, no. Her spirit will eventually go back into her body and she’ll be fine—well, back to what’s normal for her, that is—but not, of course, if she’s already been buried. We have to hide her body until we can get her spirit back out of that man.”

      “Good explanation.” Ernie nodded his approval. “I couldn’t have explained it better myself. Look, I hear the sirens. Don’t stand about! Hide your mother’s body. If the paramedics see her, they’ll take her away to the morgue.”

      I sized up the distance to Mum’s front door. “Hurry, Basil, put her in your car.”

      I thought Basil would ask questions, but he picked my mother up and struggled to his car with her. I hurried after him, holding her feet, although I don’t think I was much help. We threw her in the back seat unceremoniously and slammed the door just as the ambulance arrived.

      A woman paramedic jumped out of the ambulance. “Where are the victims?”

      I pointed to the man’s car. “He’s there.”

      “Weren’t there two victims?”

      “No, just the one.”

      A man paramedic joined her. “Didn’t you all in that your mother was dead?”

      I shook my head. “Oh no, I said dead to me. I wanted to give the man mouth to mouth, but my mother said I’d catch germs. We had a terrible argument. My mother’s a very difficult person.”

      The paramedics exchanged glances before hurrying over to the man.

      “That’s Dylan Jackson!” Basil said with surprise. “He used to live around here.”

      “I’ve heard all about him, although I’d never met him,” I said.

      While the paramedics bent over Dylan, I drew Basil away. “Take your car and park it at the funeral home. Can you take care of matters there and I’ll be along soon?”

      Basil nodded and hurried to his car. I breathed a huge sigh of relief and then walked over to watch the paramedics. I tried to recall my words. I was fairly certain I had said, “My mother is dead.”

      I hoped I had talked my way out of it. I watched at a distance until one of the paramedics approached me. “He’s refusing to come with us,” she told me. “He says he wants to be in his own house.”

      I wasn’t too sure just how possessed the man was. “He lives in Sydney,” I said tentatively.

      She looked surprised. “He says he lives here.”

      “Oh yes, he’s boarding here. That must be what he meant,” I said, smiling and nodding as I spoke. I had used the most reassuring tone I could muster. I certainly didn’t want them to take Dylan Jackson away and question him too closely in case my mother spoke through him.

      “Please keep an eye on him and call a doctor if anything seems amiss,” she said.

      The ambulance was barely out the front gate when Basil sprinted around the corner. “Where’s mum?” I whispered.

      “She’s still in the car.”

      “You didn’t put her on ice?” I asked him.

      He shrugged. “I didn’t know what to do with her.”

      “I’ll have to ask Ernie.”

      Ernie at once solidified in front of us. “Yes, you will need to keep her frozen in the morgue at the funeral home until her spirit goes back into her. Her body is dead for all intents and purposes, so you have to keep it safe until her spirit returns to her. Am I making sense?”

      “No,” Basil and I said in unison.

      Ernie muttered some rude words and then added, “It’s quite easy to understand. If your mother’s body dies before she repossesses it, then she’ll be really dead. Is that clear?”

      I nodded. “Perfectly clear. But what are we going to do with him? He hasn’t actually turned into Mum, has he?”

      “I certainly hope not,” Ernie said.

      I walked over to Dylan Jackson. His eyes were darting wildly from side to side. “Are you all right? I really think you should have gone to hospital to get checked out,” I said to him.

      “Nonsense, my dear girl. I need to go to my room.”

      Basil hurried to my side. “Hi, Dylan. Long time no see.” He shook the man’s hand. “Would you feel better staying in a hotel closer to medical help? After all, you were just struck by lightning.” Without waiting for a response, he fetched Dylan’s suitcases out of the boot.

      Dylan shook his head and stomped his foot. “No, I have booked in and you must not break the promise to me. ‘Let your yea be yea; and your nay, nay; lest ye fall into condemnation.’ James chapter five, verse twelve.” He clutched his stomach again.

      “Are you all right?” I asked him.

      “Stop repeating yourself.” He buttoned up his shirt in double quick time. “The good Lord will look after me. Please show me to my accommodations.”

      Basil appeared by my side. “Can I have a word with you?” He guided me over to the bougainvilleas, and whispered, “I don’t like that man staying here. He’s a notorious womaniser. He has the most dreadful reputation. He’ll probably have all his friends around for a drunken party.”

      “I doubt he’ll be like that any more,” I told him, “not with Mum possessing him.” I fought the urge to laugh hysterically.

      Basil nodded. “Just be careful. I’m sure Ernie’s exaggerating, and your mother won’t have any effect on him.”

      Dylan followed me into the house. He pointed to the huge, gilt-framed painting with the embroidered words, The wages of sin is death. “What a beautiful house. How tasteful! How edifying!”

      “Um, thanks,” I said.

      Basil nodded to him. “I’ll show you to your room.”

      I sat down on the sofa and put my head in my hands. It was all so surreal.

      “But I didn’t even know a spirit could possess anyone until that punk rocker possessed Mum,” I said to Ernie. “Don’t tell me this is another case of possession! How could it happen twice?”

      Ernie nodded slowly and then said, “Repossession.”

      I looked up to see Basil coming down the steps two at a time. “Laurel, you were right. Something’s wrong with Dylan. He’s suddenly found religion. He asked me to find him a King James Version Bible. He said it was the only one God wrote.”

      Ernie and I exchanged glances.

      I fought a wave of hysteria. “But what are we going to do?” I wailed. “Mum possessed this guy. This means we have to hide Mum’s body until her spirit goes back into it.”

      I was about to say more, but Ernie interrupted me. “As soon as the man’s spirit recovers from the shock of dying, his own spirit will return to him. He’ll be okay, and your mother’s spirit will return to her body. All’s well that ends well.”

      “But how long will that take?” I asked him. “A day, a week, a month? A year?”

      Ernie shrugged. “No idea. How long’s a piece of string? It will take as long as it will take, and that’s all I know.” He pouted. “Don’t shoot the messenger.”

      “We’ll possibly have to hide Mum for a long time,” I lamented. “What will Ian do?”

      Basil sat next to me and patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry, Laurel. We’ll tell Ian that your mother has gone on a religious retreat to, um, maybe the Simpson Desert. He won’t follow her there.”

      That made me feel a little better. “That’s a good idea. The church people will wonder why she didn’t say goodbye, but we can say she decided suddenly.” I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I think it will all be okay. We can do this. Oh, I’ll have to give Janet time off. That means I won’t be able to hold any funerals until Mum’s back in her body.”

      “But you can’t do that,” Basil protested. “You still need to run the business.”

      I thought for a moment. “I’ll worry about that later. For now, there are no funerals booked. Okay, so the plan is to keep Mum on ice, and manage Dylan. Hopefully, he’s not too possessed.”

      Basil agreed. “Ernie, is there anything we can do to get Thelma’s spirit back into her own body sooner?”

      Ernie was silent for a moment before speaking. “You would need to make Dylan happy and relaxed. You know, play the sort of music he likes, feed him well, that sort of thing. Once his spirit is happy and rested, your mother’s spirit will leave him.”

      Basil stood up. “We had better get your mother inside the funeral home now. It’s a good thing Ian is the only person who ever visits her. Nobody will ever notice she’s missing.”

      We were about to leave when the landline rang. I walked back to answer it.

      “Mrs Bay?” said the disembodied voice.

      “No, this is her daughter, Laurel. Can I take a message?”

      “This is Detective Roy Prescott. I need to speak with Mrs Bay.”

      “She’s not here,” I said. “Is something wrong?”

      The line crackled, and then the detective said, “There’s been a murder at the Birds of Pray Church Community Garden, and your mother will be able to help us with our enquiries. We need to speak with her as soon as possible.”

      “I’ll leave her a message. Detective Prescott, it’s not safe to speak on a landline in a thunderstorm.” With that, I hung up.

      “What was that about?” Basil asked.

      “We have to hide Mum before the police find her! I’ll tell you about it on the way.” I sprinted out through the door, followed by Basil, and Ernie who floated behind us.
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