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Dedication

To my brilliant Flo

This one’s yours!
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Epigraph
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‘You can have your secret as long as I have your heart.’

Oscar Wilde, The Canterville Ghost
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THE NIGHT THAT CHANGED EVERYTHING

‘I love you.’

The words she’d longed for. The boy she’d dreamed of saying them.

And here they were: in the perfect place, on the most perfect night.

Moonlight danced across the lake, edging the outline of the pines and distant mountains that framed it with a magical silver glow. A cool breeze drifted towards shore. It passed across the dark sand of the tiny bay, hidden from view, reaching an old blanket that rose and fell in soft undulations, as two bodies beneath it, deliciously warm where skin met skin, lay entwined.

Violet Simmonds rested her cheek against the still-hammering heart of her first love and gazed at the night sky above them.

An ocean of stars dazzled there. Brighter than they had ever appeared in her home town. Diamond pin-pricks of pure white light, peppering the velvet dark.

‘How many do you think there are?’ she asked the boy beneath her.

‘A thousand,’ Thomas Croft mumbled into her hair, his breath hot against her head.

‘More than a thousand,’ she smiled.

‘A thousand stars, Vi, each one just for us,’ he insisted, his fingers brushing her skin. ‘I love you a thousand stars.’

‘I love you ten thousand back.’ She lifted her head and turned to face him, the stars swinging from view as the boy she loved filled her vision.

She must have fallen asleep soon after, the pink-blue dawn a surprise when she opened her eyes.

Fully dressed, Thomas was crouched a little way from their makeshift bed, beside a small camping stove, a dented kettle upon it beginning to steam.

‘What time is it?’ Violet asked, her voice sleepy and satisfied.

He turned, his smile the first gift of the morning. ‘Just after six. But we should get going. I’m filling us a flask each for the journey.’

They’d agreed to return separately, Violet catching the first bus home and Thomas following on the next. It followed the convenient lies they’d told their parents: Violet was sleeping over at a friend’s house, so would leave early in the morning, while Thomas was camping alone and would likely make the most of the time he had. Nobody would know they’d spent the night together at Sweetheart Lake. It was their secret, a sudden, beautiful escalation of their ten-month relationship they would keep as a shared treasure.

At the bus stop beside the small car park by Sweetheart Lake, they parted, their kisses deep and promising so much more, until the driver tapped his watch. Giggling, Violet reluctantly climbed on board.

The last thing she saw from the window seat was Thomas Croft running alongside the departing bus, blowing her kisses.

It would be the last time she saw him for a year.

She would never know what changed in the few hours between their joyful parting and the world-shaking realisation that Thomas had gone. Confused, hurt and alone, Violet had tried every avenue she could think of to find him – friends, family, acquaintances, even teachers at the sixth form they’d just graduated from – but nobody knew where Thomas was.

For weeks, she grew ever more frantic, her slowly splintering heart shattering under the weight of confusion and hurt.

And then, he came back.

But Thomas ignored all her calls, never acknowledging her attempts to find him. And when she finally saw him in person, he blanked her entirely.

It was as if her first love had vanished, replaced with a dead-eyed ghost who no longer cared that she existed. With no explanation, Violet could only blame herself. What had she done to deserve this?

The pain was too great. The injustice too sharp.

It was too much to bear.

Ice began to form where love had once lived, thick fortress walls rising high to contain her pain.

In her eighteenth year of life, Violet Simmonds swore an oath to save herself.

It was the last time she would let anyone break her heart.

***
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A host of tissue-paper ghosts danced from silver strings as they rose, dreamlike, towards the ceiling of the coffee shop. Grinning cardboard pumpkins observed their arrival, already pinned in place, while shadowy black lace witches flew gleefully between them. It was almost enough to make you believe in magic…

What a sight.

Add to this the coffee shop manager – the beautiful man whose smile could melt you like chocolate, with his perfect muss of dark hair and a tattoo of a black cat prowling elegantly around his gorgeous forearm – perched halfway up a step ladder, lifting the spirits in more ways than one… 

Violet Simmonds sighed. Oh to be one of those delicate paper ghosts cradled softly in his beautifully warm hands…

‘Vi…’

She imagined standing beside the ladder, their fingers deliciously brushing as she passed the handcrafted spooks to him from the wicker basket on the floor. The shock of their touch, his sudden intake of breath, the electricity that fizzed between them…

‘Vi? Vi. Earth to Madame Starbloom!’

The mention of Violet’s alter ego drew her back into the room, where the amused smile of her best friend awaited her. She gave a sheepish grin in reply.

‘Sorry, Suki. I was miles away.’

‘Mm-hmm. I don’t know why you don’t just ask him out.’

‘Shh! He’ll hear you!’

Suki Dai folded her arms. ‘Maybe he should. And he has a name, Vi. One I think you should maybe use the next time you order coffee?’

Of course he had a name. Ben Sinclair. The name that danced through Violet’s thoughts freely, yet was somehow impossible to summon to her lips whenever she ordered coffee. Ben was one of the many delights that kept her returning to Spinnaker’s. And, as the coffee shop was the only place she really saw him, it made regular visits absolutely necessary. 

In truth, Violet had lusted after Ben from frustratingly close quarters for almost two years, thrilled by the sight of him, yet forever overwhelmed when it came to any kind of conversation.

Why was that?

‘I… I couldn’t.’

‘You’re crazy. I’ve seen the way he looks at you. Like all of his birthdays just arrived together. If you asked him out, I reckon he’d jump at the chance.’

Violet braced herself for the familiar shot of panic this subject always caused. ‘I can barely talk to the man. How do you think I’m ever going to ask him out?’

‘You could write it down. On a napkin. With your number.’ Suki was clearly enjoying watching Violet squirm.

‘That’s never happening. What if he binned it? I couldn’t set foot in here again. And I couldn’t survive without Spinnaker’s.’

The thought chilled her blood. To be robbed not only of daily Ben sightings, but also of her favourite coffee shop, would be a nightmare. Besides, Thistleton only had one other place to buy coffee: the cold, unwelcoming and astonishingly ill-named Kozy Kuppa, where the chairs were unforgivingly hard, the coffee was weak and the baristas snarled at you, whatever you ordered. If keeping Spinnaker’s in her life meant never declaring her love to Ben Sinclair, so be it. The alternative was simply unthinkable.

Her best friend sent her a look she’d seen too many times to count. ‘Don’t be so dramatic! Like he’d bin your number.’

‘Can we drop this, please? I want to prepare for the interview and you’re… flustering me.’

Suki raised her hands in surrender. ‘Okay, fine. But you’re overthinking this, Vi. You’re not a lovesick teenager, for heaven’s sake! You’re a highly successful woman, setting the world alight with your gift.’

Violet loved Suki with all her heart, not least for her best friend’s unfailing faith in her. And while her personal success hadn’t yet aligned with Suki’s predictions, she felt well on the way to achieving her dreams. 

As Violet Simmonds, she was yet to find her confidence. But as Madame Viola Starbloom, she had the world at her feet. Her growing online world, at least. With luck and a fair wind, she hoped the physical world would follow suit. And as for the metaphysical world? Well, as far as everyone else was concerned, Madame Viola Starbloom had it all at her command.

Becoming a popular internet psychic might not have been a career path her teachers at school would have promoted, but it fit Violet like a glove. An unexpected, serendipitous glove that left her acolytes happy and her bank balance healthy. And if today’s interview went well, who knew where Madame Starbloom’s skills might take her next?

She felt it in the air, ethereal as the tissue paper ghosts dancing above her head. Possibility. Potential.

All she had to do was hold her nerve.

The journalists from Spirit A-Z podcast were due to arrive at any moment. It was imperative that she make a good impression. With her own planned Halloween livestream two weeks away, and already summoning interest, she needed the leading podcast’s significant pulling power to bring in the crowds. And for that, she needed to focus.

Beautiful Ben Sinclair would just have to wait.

Violet had chosen Spinnaker’s for a number of reasons (not just the presence of the gorgeous Mr Sinclair). The coffee shop at the heart of Thistleton was a warm, glowing beacon that drew people in from across the community. It had a wonderfully relaxed vibe, with the scent of excellent coffee and dreamy cakes offering the perfect antidote to the busy world beyond its hand-painted windows. The washed-pine tables bore tiny jars of fresh flowers, joined by sparkling tealights when the days shortened towards autumn and winter. Cosy patchwork cushions on every chair changed with the seasons: leaf green for spring, sunflower yellow for summer, iced blue and pink for winter and warming pumpkin orange for autumn. Sprigs of dried herbs suspended overhead infused the air with lavender, bay and sage, while twinkling white fairy lights threaded between them all year round.

Spinnaker’s seemed to embody the welcome Violet had always felt in the small town. You might enter alone, but you would always encounter friends. The coffee shop hummed with conversation and you were never more than five minutes away from a chat with someone (handsome coffee shop managers notwithstanding). It was where she and Suki had dreamed big for Violet’s fledgling business and where they now met potential clients. 

And today, as Madame Viola Starbloom prepared for the biggest night of her psychic life, Spinnaker’s was where Violet found her confidence.

The podcast journalists arrived twenty minutes later, a little flustered from a troublesome journey ending in a sudden downpour that soaked them during the dash from their car to the coffee shop. Although resembling a pair of well-dressed, slightly drowned rats, they were unmistakable. 

Astrid Winterson and Zeke Mulhare were famous in modern psychic circles, widely acknowledged for making all things spiritual and supernatural accessible to a new generation of enthusiasts. What had begun as a popular TikTok profile soon became a chart-topping podcast and million-follower YouTube channel, with a burgeoning wellness business to boot, all in the space of five years. They were a phenomenon in every sense of the word – and trailblazers that Violet and Suki longed to follow in the star-sequinned footsteps of. If Madame Starbloom could achieve even a fraction of Spirit A-Z’s success, Violet could die happy.

Suki headed to the counter to order drinks from Beautiful Ben – much to Violet’s relief that she didn’t have to face her regular battle to string a sentence together in his presence. Far more at home in her Madame Viola Starbloom role, Violet greeted her guests. The slightly soggy state of Astrid and Zeke helped steady her nerves, her heroes far more down to earth than she’d imagined.

‘Thank you so much for coming,’ she said, willing warmth and sparkle into her words. ‘I’m thrilled to be your next guest.’

‘We’re thrilled to have you,’ the young woman replied, wringing the end of her soaked ponytail to release a small stream of rainwater. ‘Even if we did have the journey from hell to get here.’

‘Let’s hope this place is a slice of heaven for you, then.’ Violet Simmonds cringed secretly at the joke, but Madame Starbloom delivered it with aplomb.

‘Great place,’ Zeke smiled. ‘Excellent vibe.’

The coffee shop thus blessed, Violet allowed herself to relax. As they made small talk, she took the opportunity to observe Astrid and Zeke. Tiny details were noted, squirrelled away like secret treasure. This was where Violet excelled, a skill operating beneath the radar of everyone else. Listening, learning and observing.

And there was much to see today.

Astrid’s wistful glances at Otis, an impossibly fluffy Pomeranian belonging to regular customer Heidi, whose husband owned Sage & Potts’ estate agency in the town. Zeke’s subtle smile whenever his co-host was talking. The beach photo wallpaper on Astrid’s phone screen and the small Cornish flag tattoo on the underside of Zeke’s wrist as he made notes. All might be useful, or not: what mattered was that Violet collected them.

A lifetime of watching others from the sidelines was now paying dividends.

Suki returned with drinks and a knowing wink at Violet when Beautiful Ben followed her, carrying a basket of warm cinnamon buns.

‘On the house,’ he smiled, his startlingly blue eyes smiling straight into Violet’s soul.

‘Thanks very much,’ she intended to reply. But the sudden eye contact and her racing heart caused the words to bump and jostle together to form a strange incantation sounding more like, ‘Nghthnksvummush.’

In a panic, she wrenched her gaze away from the handsome coffee shop manager to check on her guests. But Astrid and Zeke were already busy setting up microphones.

Phew.

Violet caught Suki’s incredulous frown as the handsome object of her affections left the table. Stuffing away her embarrassment, she slipped quickly back into Madame Starbloom’s confident persona.

‘Please, help yourselves and enjoy. I’m ready whenever you are…’

The interview ran like a dream: the hosts attentive, their questions both positive and encouraging. Violet quickly forgot her nerves as Madame Starbloom breezed through every one. Beside her, Suki beamed, her pride in her best friend impossible to conceal. 

Violet was glad Suki was here. Having a best friend who had stuck by her side since the day they met at sixth form college meant the world. She doubted she would be doing this today – far out of her usual comfort zone but all the more thrilling for it – without Suki’s unshakable faith in her.

An hour flew by, Astrid and Zeke wrapping up the interview with the best endorsement Violet could have wished for.

‘Madame Viola is a shining star in the spiritual firmament, and we at Spirit A-Z adore her. Trust us, you need to join her on the hallowed eve of October 31st for a Halloween Live that promises to lift the veil in ways you’ve never seen before. Madame Viola Starbloom, thank you.’

‘My pleasure. I hope you’ll both be watching?’

Zeke beamed. ‘We wouldn’t miss it!’

Astrid ended the recording and the podcast hosts relaxed back into their seats with mirrored smiles.

‘Amazing,’ Astrid breathed. ‘Our subscribers are going to adore you.’ She glanced at Zeke, then clasped her many-ringed fingers together. ‘Before we go, I don’t suppose… forgive me, I promised Zeke I wouldn’t do this, but… Could I ask you for a reading?’

‘Madame Starbloom doesn’t do personal readings,’ Suki began, but Violet stopped her.

‘I can make an exception for Astrid.’

She was thinking on her feet now, the unexpected opportunity sparkling before her. It was a risk and not what she and Suki had planned, but if she got this right and Astrid went away happy, it could only bode well for Madame Starbloom.

Astrid reached across the table as Suki quickly moved the flower vase and tealight aside. Waiting a beat, Violet gently cradled her fingers around Astrid’s outstretched palm.

She closed her eyes and let out a gentle sigh.

‘I see… ripples… water… a lake, maybe? No – wait – the sea…’

The slightest flinch.

‘The gentle lap of waves on soft, soft sand. And the breeze, laced with salt and… freedom.’

A nerve twitch.

Resisting the urge to glance up at the young woman, Violet pressed on. ‘Your heart’s desire is a beach, with a line of happy paw prints in the sand… it’s the kind of beach a small dog would love…’

A gasp now, barely a breath, but audible proof Violet was spot on.

‘Not just for a visit, but… a home…’ Now Violet raised her head, a rush of satisfaction at the sight of Astrid’s glistening eyes and wondering smile. ‘I see this all, for you. A home. A base. A canine companion. The ocean. And sharing everything with a soulmate.’

Astrid’s smile ebbed away.

In her peripheral vision, Zeke was studying her. Violet daren’t look at him, but now she played her ace. ‘Astrid, do you seek the future for your heart?’

‘Yes.’ The answer was small, guarded, but filled with longing.

Slowly, Violet rested her index finger on Astrid’s wrist, the soft pad of the podcast host’s pulse quickening beneath the skin. ‘You are loved already. Deeply. But your soulmate fears revealing his heart. The universe sees and has sent you a sign. Look for where white crosses black, near the place where a pulse beats. Find that and you will find love.’

Zeke’s left hand instinctively touched his tattoo – and as Violet released Astrid’s hand, she caught the journalist’s wide-eyed glance at her co-host…

***

‘I don’t know how you do it, Vi,’ Suki breathed, as they watched the young couple locked in a passionate kiss out beyond Spinnaker’s windows. ‘That was inspired!’

‘I just pass on the message,’ Violet replied, secretly crossing everything that Astrid and Zeke’s newfound passion would last beyond the podcast’s release.

If it did – and word spread – everything could change…
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‘…and that’s when I realised my One True Calling.’

Alone in her home, Violet grinned. The Spirit A-Z podcast episode was better than she could have imagined. Once she’d overcome her initial cringe at hearing her own voice, of course. Madame Viola Starbloom sounded confident, approachable, assured. Everything Violet wished she could be.

‘So you didn’t know from an early age? Many of our guests tell us they felt called from birth.’

‘Alas, no. I was a late developer. I think my ability needed time to take root, you know? I needed to grow with my gift. Maybe if I’d always known my calling I would have taken it for granted. As it was, the realisation of it saved my life…’

An insistent bump against her knee made Violet look down. Two green eyes in a bundle of moonlight grey fluff mooned up at her, a plaintive miaow revealing a tiny pink tongue. 

‘Nice of you to join me,’ Violet said, scooping her cat up into her arms and tickling his chin. ‘You almost missed my star turn.’

Gekkou, her beloved cat, gave a disinterested prroww and raised a soft paw to pat her cheek.

‘You don’t care at all, do you?’ she admonished him, with a smile. ‘Tough crowd.’

Gekkou’s nonchalance was a gift, however she might mock him for it. Theirs was the simplest relationship she’d known in her life. Feed him, cuddle him when he demanded it, and all was well in the world. No second-guessing his motives, no hiding the truth.

‘Saved your life?’ Astrid’s voice floated from the speakers. ‘How?’

‘I was a lonely kid, always on the outside of everything. I didn’t have the things that other kids at school had, and my home life was… complicated. School’s tough if you don’t fit in.’

Violet winced. Had she really said that during the interview? She couldn’t remember. She hadn’t meant to let it slip. Too real. Too close to the truth.

‘But then my gift arrived when I was seventeen and, well, everything changed…’

Nice save, Madame Starbloom.

Gekkou miaowed again, his warm body reverberating with his familiar purr.

‘Right. Food. Sorry, G.’

She lowered Gekkou to the floor, paused the podcast and headed into the kitchen, her thoughts far from her cosy cottage at the eastern edge of Thistleton. As she prepared Gekkou’s food, her cat winding delighted circles around her feet, Violet remembered the moment that had changed her life.

One tiny detail noticed. One story spun. And a friend made, who told all her friends about the ‘psychic girl’ in her sixth-form drama class…

She left Gekkou enjoying his dinner and returned to the living room. Sinking into her favourite armchair, she resumed the podcast.

‘People noticed,’ her voice continued. ‘They told their friends, who told everyone else. And the more I used my gift, the more my confidence grew. I found my wings, my people, my meaning…’

Violet picked at a loose thread on the cushion she hugged to her chest. All of that was true. Mostly. She’d found new friends as she found her voice. Her confidence definitely grew. And she discovered a way to fit in, to reach people and to be part of things.

‘You found a gift that the world needed,’ Astrid replied. ‘A true seer, sent to bring comfort, wisdom and insight!’

Well.

Not exactly.

Violet pulled the cushion a little higher, as if the brightly patterned furnishing could shield her from the truth.

Not a seer. True or otherwise.

A storyteller, yes. An observer of others, for sure. But a seer? A psychic? A bridge between the living and the world beyond?

No.

Not at all.

‘You’re too kind,’ Madame Viola Starbloom replied on the podcast. ‘I just share what I can and lift the veil for those who need it.’

Violet’s alter ego sounded genuine.

An expert in all things supernatural.

Not the completely invented fake that she really was.

If Violet heard Madame Viola Starbloom as a listener of Spirit A-Z, she would think her genuine. Anyone hearing her words would believe her, just as her loyal Starbloomers did now. Even Suki, her fiercest champion and closest friend, believed. A fact Violet tried her best not to dwell on.

It had paid her bills for years. Everything in her home, every item of clothing she owned, even the car she drove and the equipment in the filming studio set up in her spare bedroom, had all been bought by Madame Viola Starbloom’s stories and well-timed words.

‘It’s my life,’ she heard herself add. ‘Everything I have I owe to my gift.’

No kidding, Violet thought.

She hadn’t set out with an intention to deceive anyone. She’d just wanted to belong. To make people smile. And what seventeen-year-old Violet Simmonds had discovered when her classmate had let slip that she didn’t think she’d ever find love, was that a few well-chosen words at the right moment could be magic. 

‘You shouldn’t worry. Love will find you. When your heart is ready, it’ll happen.’

It was a wish spoken aloud, nothing more than a brave attempt to connect.

The fact that Ilana Smith was asked out by the boy of her dreams the very next day was merely serendipity. But Ilana believed shy Violet Simmonds had a gift – and she told all of her friends. Within days, Violet found herself at the beating heart of sixth-form life. Every story she told attracted an audience. From the mundane to the most fantastical, people listened. And believed.

Her stories had even drawn her first love to her.

Behind the cushion, Violet closed her eyes. Pain as fresh now as it was back then pierced her heart.

No. I’m not thinking about him today, she admonished herself. He’s in the past, where he belongs.

She wrenched her thoughts away from the ghost of her teenage years. What mattered now was who she had become. What she had achieved. Friends and personal success first, followed by a fledgling YouTube post that heralded Madame Starbloom’s emergence into the virtual world. It had become a flourishing weekly channel, featuring a growing range of self-help online workshops – and would soon include the upcoming Halloween Live, where she would perform real-time readings and share messages from the ‘Great Beyond’ for her adoring audience.

After that, who knew?

Suki had grand plans to expand their outreach, including in-person events, which Violet’s beloved Starbloomers had been begging Madame S to do for months. The Halloween Live would be Violet’s first step towards meeting her fans in real time rather than recorded readings, a test to see if her act could work on stage.

‘We loved talking to Madame Starbloom,’ Zeke’s voice drifted from the podcast. ‘Is she genuine? Yes. We can say that for certain because…’

‘… because she told us a truth we’d missed for years,’ Astrid finished. It was impossible not to hear the smile in her voice. ‘And we can exclusively reveal…’

‘We’re together!’ Zeke exclaimed. ‘Madame Viola saw it and called it. And, dear listeners, we couldn’t be happier. We’re in love!’

The sound of a kiss and a breathy giggle danced into Violet’s home.

‘And we’re buying a house by the sea! And getting a puppy! It’s a total dream. And we owe it all to Madame Starbloom! Trust us, you need to watch her live event on October 31st. It could change your life!’

‘Yes!’ Violet punched the air, the cushion falling to the floor.

Forget everything else: this was where the good stuff began.

Astrid and Zeke’s revelation meant the Halloween Live was guaranteed an avid audience. All Violet had to do now was make it happen.
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‘Imagine the potential, V!’ a delighted Suki beamed over the cinnamon-dusted cream of her Maple-Spiced latte in Spinnaker’s. ‘New viewers discovering your gift, eager customers for the merch shop. Madame Viola Starbloom mugs and throws and tarot decks flying out all over the world!’

Seeing Suki’s unbridled joy made everything worthwhile. It always did. And both of them had good reason to be excited: since her episode of Spirit A-Z had been broadcast, the internet had gone wild for Astrid and Zeke’s news. Their followers had doubled practically overnight, the resulting swell flooding all the way to Madame Starbloom’s channel. Almost eight thousand new Starbloomers in twenty-four hours! And, as Astrid and Zeke rode the wave with a tide of personal reels, stories and related videos, the number of Violet’s followers rose and rose.

Suki jabbed a rainbow-painted nail at her laptop screen. ‘Have you seen the stats? We’re up across the board. Our Witchstagram figures have tripled. Tripled! And your subscriber numbers are booming, too. How did you know Astrid and Zeke were lusting after each other?’ Dismissing her own question, she grinned. ‘What am I saying? Of course you knew.’

Violet buried her reply in the sugar-sweet cream of her Apple Brûlée latte.

Suki loves what I do. Is it really a bad lie if it makes her happy? she admonished herself. Just think of the numbers and smile…

‘I love it. Love it! Doing that podcast was a master-stroke. I’m going to put the feelers out, see if I can book you as a guest on more things. We’ve already had a few enquiries.’

‘For podcasts?’

Suki spread her hands wide. ‘For everything! Magazine interviews, blog articles, personal appearances. Being Astrid and Zeke’s cupid might just be the break we’ve been hoping for.’

Cupid. It was a new boast to add to Madame Viola Starbloom’s CV, certainly. But if Violet was a love-arrow-wielding immortal, it had been a lucky shot at best. She’d followed her instinct at the time, but it could so easily have backfired. Like all of her predictions and readings, the margin of error was scarily narrow.

‘Don’t even think of getting me to wear wings and carry a bow,’ she joked to her friend. ‘I’ve seen Cupid’s outfit and nobody is ready to see me in that.’

‘You’d make a cute Cupid,’ Suki replied with a smile. ‘I can see it now: Madame Viola Starbloom: The Internet Seer Setting Hearts A-Quiver!’

‘Nice.’

‘Thank you.’

The friends took congratulatory sips of their drinks and shared cream-edged grins.

‘I love this, Vi. I’m so proud of you.’

‘I’m proud of us. I couldn’t have done any of it without you.’

Suki shrugged the compliment off, as she always did. ‘I just provide tech support. You bring the magic.’

Suki’s usual reply to Violet’s thanks wildly understated her role. She was so much more than just tech support. She was a partner in everything Madame Starbloom did. A one-woman marketing and social media powerhouse, Suki managed the online shop, edited all of Madame Starbloom’s videos, handled all media enquiries and compiled the monthly newsletter. Being able to pay Suki a living wage was one of Violet’s proudest achievements, the money from the business now sufficient to repay her best friend for the hours she worked. Reaching that milestone had meant Suki could let some of her other freelance work go, focusing solely on the Madame Starbloom brand.

If the Halloween Live brought in even more business, giving Suki a raise would be Violet’s first priority. Her best friend more than deserved it.

A clatter behind them caused Violet to look over her shoulder. Beautiful Ben lifted a handful of dropped teaspoons from the coffee shop counter with an apologetic smile, the most delicious shade of pink traversing his cheekbones.

Oh, to do something to make him blush like that…

Violet’s thoughts drifted to all manner of possibilities.

‘You know, you could always work your magic on a certain gorgeous coffee shop manager,’ Suki suggested. ‘Fire a few Cupid arrows of your own straight into that chest…’

‘Suki!’

‘Well, why not? You spend all your time giving your gift to others. You should give yourself a little, too.’

Violet turned back, the flush of her own cheeks betraying her. ‘My magic wouldn’t work on him.’

‘Says who? He was looking straight at you…’

‘Well, I don’t see you working your magic on anyone,’ she retorted, knowing full well that Suki would see through her argument. It was three months since Suki’s last relationship had ended amicably, and she seemed blissfully happy as a single person.

‘Nice try,’ Suki replied, quick as a wish. ‘Good job I’m not looking right now. Whereas you have been pining for Mr Hunky Sinclair for far too long…’

Desperate to drag her friend away from the subject, Violet tapped the pages of her notebook that lay open next to her coffee cup. There was nothing Suki loved more than a plan. She wouldn’t be able to resist the siren call of a to-do list. ‘We should go through the checklist for Halloween.’

‘You should give Ben your number.’ Suki raised an eyebrow, relenting anyway. ‘But okay. Do you have everything you need for the studio?’

Relieved to be on safer ground, Violet smiled. ‘I think so. I’ve bought new fairy lights and a gorgeous black velvet cloth for the set.’ She glanced at the happy tissue paper ghosts floating from the ceiling. ‘I was thinking of having some silver stars, too.’

‘I love it! Just make sure they’re not too shiny. We don’t want them dazzling the camera.’

‘Good point.’ Violet made a note. ‘How about the technical stuff? Is it sorted?’

‘Pretty much. I’ve done all the graphics for you to select at the start and end of the broadcast. I’ll set everything up on the morning of the 31st, so all you have to do is hit the button to go live. I’ll monitor comments remotely and message you any I think you’ve missed.’

‘Great, thanks.’ Violet observed her friend. ‘Do you think we can do this?’

Suki reached across the table to rest her hand on Violet’s. ‘I know we can. I believe in you.’

***

I believe in you.

Suki’s declaration flitted around Violet’s mind as she made her way through Thistleton, later that morning. Everything Suki was, encapsulated in those four powerful words.

I believe in you.

Words Violet had waited half a lifetime to hear, spoken with such conviction and unquestioning loyalty. Words that came so easily to her best friend, yet had evaded so many others in Violet’s life.

Her mother never said them. Neither her occasionally present father. Both of whom eventually left their lonely daughter behind at the age of nineteen, when a lottery win funded their dream house in Spain. By then, it was a relief to have them out of her life. But the peace Violet discovered in their absence couldn’t compensate for the years she’d endured in her childhood home, denied their love and care.

Teachers at school berated her endlessly. For daydreaming, for the state of her uniform, for her constant lateness – never once considering there could be a reason for it all, or that their assumptions were wrong. When she was able to focus, she’d worked hard and always completed her homework on time. When she was actually in class, she’d never caused any trouble. And, despite all their dire predictions, she excelled in her exams, scoring a place at university for the English literature course of her dreams. But none of that mattered: as far as her teachers were all concerned, Violet was already boxed, rubber-stamped and labelled.

Never mind that most mornings she had been solely responsible for getting herself up, washed, fed and off to school, from a far younger age than any of her classmates. Pay no attention to the broken iron, smashed up in a row between her mum and dad, that neither had bothered to repair – its legacy told in every crease and line of her school shirts and skirts. What Violet’s teachers perceived as distraction was, in fact, utter exhaustion from sitting up into the small hours alone, awaiting her mother’s return from whatever alcohol-fuelled activity she’d abandoned her daughter for.

Daydreams were Violet’s salvation, her survival method, whisking her far away from the empty reality of her day-to-day life. In them, she could be anyone she wanted to be, surrounded by people who loved her, believed in her, and actually noticed her existence. And when she discovered her gift of the gab in her final year of sixth form, some of those desires finally began to seem possible.

They believed in her.

Not all of them, but some – and as school years passed to university years, she found more. Her dorm room became a crystal-bedecked haven, where she would read futures and offer insight for her fellow students. It was where Madame Viola Starbloom first appeared, the name created for an appearance as a fortune-teller at the university’s charity Halloween Fair.

Suki believed in Violet from their very first meeting, halfway through sixth form. Newly arrived in Thistleton from a town thirty miles away, Suki Dai had bonded with Violet during a particularly boring study session, after Suki produced a packet of custard creams smuggled in her pocket from the school canteen. That selfless – and not strictly legal – act of kindness had made them friends for life.

From then on, Suki’s faith in Violet was never in question. It had been her suggestion to resurrect Violet’s fortune-telling university alter ego and set up a YouTube channel – and now look where they were.

Violet paused outside Notes & Dreams stationery shop at the top of Hazel Hill, gazing out at the view across the town that sparkled in bright October sunshine. Thistleton was magical on days like today, the honey-coloured stone of its old buildings glowing gold in the autumn light. Wisps of mist still hung like elegant spectres over the fields that stretched out from the edge of the town, as though ancient spirits were guarding its borders. Violet found the thought comforting, even if the only spirits she really believed in were those she made up to please her beloved Starbloomers.

It must be nice to believe someone’s watching over you, she thought, as she gazed at the mist-ghosts one final time before ducking into the shop. Guardian spirits were a lovely idea, a source of comfort for many, but not for her. She’d been alone from the moment she was born, her own guardian angel when nobody else bothered to be. She had Suki now, and that counted for a lot, but benevolent spirits from the ‘Other Side’ weren’t on the cards. They never were for her. She simply didn’t believe they existed.

It was a secret she kept from everybody, but Violet was certain of it. She didn’t need to believe in anything other than right here, right now.

Master of her own destiny, creative spinner of other people’s.

I believe in you.

She couldn’t undo the lies she’d told her best friend over the years to earn those words – or the large pang of guilt she experienced whenever Suki said them – but she could make sure Madame Viola Starbloom summoned a dazzling host of imaginary spirits to her side for the Halloween Live. Success was the best atonement she could offer.

Gathering sheets of silver paper, rolls of invisible string and ribbons in a suitably mystical shade of purple from the cute wicker baskets arranged around the shop, Violet set her intentions. She would make the Halloween broadcast as magical, mystical and believable as possible. A night of wonder, of comfort and hope. For all her Starbloomers. But, especially, for Suki.
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As Halloween approached, work intensified. The checklist in Violet’s notebook became her sole focus, the hand-drawn boxes against each item steadily gaining tick-marks, while new points of action magically appeared on the page. For a while, she feared it might never be completed, until the onward march of tick-marks defeated the rise of the new jobs.

And then, the day arrived.

The studio was decorated, Gekkou offering his own unique style of help by stealing iridescent strips of purple tissue paper from the backdrop and chasing errant stars that fell from the black velvet cloth. Electric candle lanterns arrived from one sponsor, their flickering flames startlingly realistic without posing a threat to the set, while six elegant silver pumpkins were delivered from an artisan potter as a gift for a recent favourable reading Violet had given him.

The end result was stunning. Violet and Suki stood back to admire their work.

Possibility sparkled from every angle. Potential glittered in the air. There was something magical in the knowledge that, far away from the small spare bedroom studio, thousands of people were preparing to experience a Halloween event like no other.

Violet sensed their anticipation, an unseen force willing the best from her. If she stopped to think about it for too long, the prospect could overwhelm her. But this was her night – hers and Suki’s – the culmination of hour upon hour of planning, dreaming and sheer hard graft.

‘It’s going to be amazing,’ Suki breathed, nudging her elbow. ‘Because you’re amazing.’

It was all Violet needed to hear.

The remaining hours until broadcast passed in a blur, Violet’s thoughts firmly set on the task ahead. Suki left for her own home, where she would monitor the livestream remotely. It was the way they’d always done it, for good reason. As far as Suki was concerned, this was a quirk of Violet’s, that she preferred to be alone in the spare room studio during livestream events – save for Gekkou – in order to be fully open to the leading of her spirit guides. The presence of another soul as she worked would interfere with the energy fields, causing spiritual static that could muddy the messages coming from the Great Beyond.

It sounded plausible, sensible even. But, like so much of Violet’s alter ego, it was a lie.

The truth was, Violet couldn’t afford for Suki to see the cogs and workings of her act. The secret scripts she had written, the sticky-note prompts stuck around her screen, to keep everything flowing. Lying to her best friend was far easier when Suki wasn’t in the room. It worked because of Suki’s belief in what Violet did – and because she was the loveliest, most trusting friend anyone could ask for. But it was a lonely way to lie.

All she could do to combat the guilt that accompanied her work was think of how Madame Starbloom’s words would bring hope to those who needed it. And support for Suki, who deserved to see the fruits of her labours rewarded. When it benefitted so many, was what Violet did for a living really so bad?

The answer to that question did little to stave off her nerves.

She ticked the final tasks off her list, her notebook closed in quiet, ceremonial celebration. Satisfied she had done all that was needed, she left the studio to grab a bite to eat and prepare herself.

An hour later, showered, dressed, and with her hair and make-up complete, Violet returned to the studio, Gekkou winding soft as silk around her heels.

It was almost time.

Willing her racing heart to slow, she checked the waiting room numbers on her channel. Four thousand people already, the count rising as the minutes ticked by. Suki was right: this Halloween livestream looked set to be her biggest online event yet.

‘You’re the hot Halloween ticket,’ she’d assured Violet, as she’d prepared the livestream settings on the studio computer, a few hours before. ‘Our web traffic has been insane since yesterday and we’ve already gained a thousand new subscribers for the event. Stop worrying.’

‘How can I worry when I have you making all of it happen?’

Spread across her desk as usual were the scripts, schedule and panic prompts Violet had carefully prepared away from Suki’s gaze. It was the unseen work, the place where Madame Viola Starbloom was painstakingly constructed. Everything planned, rehearsed and on point: no risk of dead air during the live event. Nothing left to chance.

She wore her new, Halloween-themed dress from one of the livestream sponsors, Starlight & Stitches, designed especially for her. Fitted moonlight-silver silk with swathes of rose-coloured lace, that fit like a dream and felt like a cool sigh across her skin. It was the kind of dress she’d once dreamed of being able to afford; now here she was, wearing it as a gift! A sign of how far she’d come, of what she’d achieved.

Everything was in place.

All preparations now complete.

Her stage set.

So why didn’t she feel excited?

In search of inspiration, she surveyed her filming space. The spare room studio was aglow: strings of warm white fairy lights dotted like twinkling stars across the black velvet-draped set, intertwined with iridescent tissue paper strips that looked like moonlit purple waves, sprinkled with matte silver stars and guarded by the shining silver pumpkins, beneath soft washes of lilac and moss green light from the spotlights positioned off-camera. She had worked hard to create the perfect environment for a night of blessed messages from The Beyond. Mystical, magical and alluring, making viewers believe miracles might occur.

It was beautiful. Her best backdrop yet. Madame Starbloom’s fans would adore it.

With everything prepared, she should feel relaxed and ready. Nervous, perhaps, but a frisson of stage fright was always beneficial to a great performance.

This, however, was something else.

Something more than pre-show jitters.

She felt it on her skin, sharp prickles like nettle-rash travelling up her arms and across her shoulders. An odd tension troubled her brow, as if she wore an invisible hat too tight for her head. Her mouth was dry, and no amount of blackberry tea or honey-water seemed able to soothe it.

She glanced at her phone, her stomach knotting at the sight of what was on the screen.

Something she’d kept from Suki as they’d worked together earlier.

Something she’d tried her best to forget.

But, like an unwelcome guest, it refused to leave the room.

A rogue comment from her early morning Witchstagram post. It bit at her like a particularly persistent mosquito. Eight words that threatened to steal her joy on the biggest night of the year, typed in furious, rage-driven capitals:

DON’T WASTE YOUR TIME. SHE’S A CON ARTIST.

The comment now had almost a thousand replies, each one leaping gallantly to her defence. Her beloved Starbloomers, all rushing to tell @bosslad72693 to take his many numbered, avatar-less face and sling his hook. They were on her side, as they always were. And it was far from the first dissenting voice she’d encountered. So why was it still buzzing around her head?

‘I’m just nervous,’ she told her reflection in the computer screen as she applied more mascara.

A gentle thud sounded to her right, followed by a warm, fluffy grey head butting against her hand. Gekkou nudged the mascara wand aside, his need for fuss apparently greater than Violet’s need for lustrous eyelashes.

She should scold him for the intrusion, but the comfort of his presence was welcome tonight.

‘You’re right,’ she said, her words almost lost amid his purrs. ‘It’s just one idiot. My Starbloomers have my back.’

Five minutes to go.

On cue, her phone rang, the cheery photo of Suki glowing on the screen.

Reaching around Gekkou’s legs to retrieve it, Violet answered the call.

‘Five minutes,’ Suki rushed, a thrill dancing in her voice that Violet longed to feel. ‘Are you ready?’

Violet smiled. ‘As I’ll ever be.’

‘Okay, break a leg – or spooky wishes – or happy spirits? I don’t know what’s best to say!’

‘Any of those are fine. Thanks, lovely. I couldn’t do this without you.’

‘Oh gosh, my pleasure! Can’t wait to see you do your stuff. Have fun and transfer the file of the recording to me as soon as it’s ready, okay? I’ll edit through the night if I need to. I’m already in my new spooky ghost PJs!’

‘Nice! Send me a pic of them.’

‘Will do! You’ll have highlight reels and subscriber snippets by the morning.’

Where would she be without Suki’s technical wizardry? Violet thanked her lucky stars for her best friend’s brilliance, finally allowing herself to relax. Nothing could go wrong with Suki’s support and Violet’s secret pre-show prep.

‘Thanks, hun. You’re wonderful.’ She meant every word.

‘And you’re on in two minutes! Hang up and get ready to go!’

It was time.

Violet coaxed a still-purring Gekkou to his purple velvet pillow on the end of the desk, then took a moment to settle in her chair. Keeping an eye on the clock above her screen, she took a long, deep breath, repositioning her microphone and running through the ritual of last-minute checks she always performed prior to going live.

I am not Violet Simmonds, she told herself. Tonight, I am Madame Viola Starbloom, Seer of Spirits, Traveller Beyond the Veil, Bringer of Comfort, Messenger of the Dead…

Each phrase brought her into character, pushing Violet Simmonds out to the wings as the magnificent, celebrated psychic strode majestically onto the stage.

Her character in place, Violet hit the GO LIVE button and fixed her eyes on the camera.

‘Welcome, my faithful Starbloomers, to this most magical of nights! The Veil is thin as our worlds pass close. Loved ones gather at the border between life and the Great Beyond and I am here to stand in the gap for you as a bridge…’

She glanced at the comments scrolling furiously up the screen, showers of hearts rising with them. The viewer count was now well past twelve thousand.

‘Thank you to those who have already submitted requests. I have them here, safe. And if this is your first time with us, welcome. Tell me who you seek in the comments and I’ll do my best to connect as many as I can.’

The comment section began to fly, each message a declaration of love and belief.

‘Caitlyn in Kinver,’ she announced, selecting a name from the comments at random, gratified by the flood of screen-hearts her words inspired. ‘Someone from The Beyond wishes to speak to you…’

Violet closed her eyes, raising one perfectly manicured hand to her brow. It was a routine she’d repeated many times, the moves as natural now as breathing. A slight frown, followed by a slow nod, a visible intake of breath and a gentle, wistful sigh.

She took a beat, imagining her viewers following her every move. Then she opened her eyes.

‘Your grandma knows the year you’ve had. She sees the struggle. She wants me to tell you brighter days are ahead. Just wait, darling. And trust.’ She directed a gentle smile into the camera, relieved to get the first message out of the way.

On his desk-cushion, Gekkou’s ear twitched. He lifted his head, sniffed the air and stared at a point just beyond the studio lights, where there was nothing but shadows.

Strange cat.

Daring to glance at the viewer count, Violet saw the number sneaking past twenty-five thousand. Suppressing a squeal, she pressed on.

‘Dominic in Jersey, hello. The decision you’re debating has one answer that feels right. Even now, you’re realising it. The universe sees you and your guides are already at work…’

Comments raced up the screen, so fast that she could hardly catch them. Consulting her prepared notes, she threw out a few pre-written responses. It never hurt to pepper the broadcast with imagined requests, and the thousands of viewers wouldn’t spot them.

‘Ellie in London, there is a shadow from your past about to—’

A crystal hanging from one of the lighting tripods began to spin on its silver thread. The sudden glint of light in Violet’s peripheral vision caught her momentarily off-guard and she had to scramble to cover her hesitation.

‘—about to darken your door. But you mustn’t be afraid…’

Was there a draught in the room? Violet couldn’t feel one. She kept a wary eye on the crystal until it settled, her Madame Starbloom chatter firmly in place. As she turned back to the screen, a new message appeared.

The love I lost is haunting me. I can’t escape.

I need to know if she remembers our night of a thousand stars.

Violet stared at it, a deep chill setting into her bones.

Around the message, the hearts and comments of the faithful continued. But the haunting words did not move.

‘I…’

Our night of a thousand stars.

A phrase from her past, a lifetime ago. Words she’d done her best to bury.

What were the chances of anyone else on earth choosing that exact phrase? Of knowing what it meant to her?

‘I…’ she stumbled again, aware of the dead air being witnessed by tens of thousands of viewers. ‘Forgive me, Starbloomers, the Ancients are busy tonight…’ She raised her hand to her brow, feigning an incoming message, her mind dizzy with memories and questions.

Lying on a soft blanket by a moonlit lake, the shock of cool night air meeting newly naked skin, the heat of lips and fingers tracing contours and hidden valleys, the ink-black sky above them exploding with a thousand stars…

Beside her, Gekkou let out a long, low growl. Shocked, Violet turned her head, only to find her cat sitting bolt upright, staring at the corner of the studio.

Her heart was racing now, the twist of age-old memory and tangle of emotion overwhelming. She tried to speak, but words deserted her, as concerned comments began to appear.

Has anyone else’s screen frozen?

I think I lost sound…

Talk to us, Madame S! This is scary…

A new line joined the immovable message:

I need answers. Without her, I am lost.

Violet struggled to breathe, gripped by rising panic.

She couldn’t do this. Not here, not now. It was too much to ask…

With a desperate stab of her mouse, she killed the livestream.

The spare room studio fell silent.

She sank back into her chair, breath shuddering from her body.

Those words, that phrase… It had thrown her. Sent her mind spinning back to a time she thought she’d left far behind.

She’d lost almost thirty thousand viewers – the worst fail of her Starbloom career. It was bad. Could her dramatic exit be spun to her advantage? Pretend she’d been overwhelmed by the sheer force of spirit activity? Or that psychic static between the living and eternal worlds had killed the connection?

She couldn’t think of that now. Every nerve was on edge, her mind a bewildering jumble of panic, memory and long-buried hurt. If anything could be rescued from the wreckage of the abandoned livestream, it was an issue for tomorrow.

Tonight, she needed to hide. Swap her perfect Halloween dress for the comfort of her pyjamas and crawl into bed. Close her eyes and will everything away.

Gekkou hadn’t moved, a fluffy, pale grey statue with his sentry-like stance. Violet reached out to touch his fur, but hesitated when his growl sounded again.

And then the sharp tone of her phone suddenly split the air.

Suki would be worrying. Of course she would.

With a rush of love for her friend, Violet answered the call.

‘Suki, I’m so sorry, I don’t know what happened.’

‘Neither do I.’

The voice was deep, irritated – and most definitely not Suki.

And it didn’t come from her phone.

A long hiss from Gekkou startled Violet as she spun around.

In the shadow between the spotlights, a pair of disembodied amber eyes glowed.

Violet jumped from her chair, grabbing the microphone as a completely unconvincing weapon.

‘Who are you?’ she demanded. ‘And what are you doing in my home?’

The eyes blinked and began to move closer. As they drifted through the shadow, a shape slowly formed around them. An outline, not a body. Edged with an unearthly, blue-white glow…

Violet’s scream was snatched from her open mouth before it could sound.

And then, more features began to appear, dreamlike and transient.

The figure of a man; tall and broad-shouldered, a tangle of bright curls around his face and two well-defined arms crossed over the outline of his chest.

‘Who are you?’ Violet repeated, her voice now a terrified whisper.

The amber eyes gave a long blink as a mouth emerged from the glittering opaque space beneath them. As starlight sketched the outline of lips, they parted…

‘Violet Simmonds? What the hell?’

A voice from a lifetime ago. Unmistakable. But impossible.

Thomas Croft.

Her high-school sweetheart.

What remained of him, at least.

But how?

If Thomas was a spirit – something Violet didn’t, couldn’t possibly believe in – why was he here?

When did he die?

And what did he want from her now?
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This wasn’t real.

It couldn’t be.

It was a hallucination, a panic response to the unexpected message. A strange migraine caused by the memory. Something not happening to her…

‘Get out!’ Violet screamed, a hiss sounding from Gekkou in support.

The ghost of Thomas Croft didn’t move.

‘I said, leave!’

The amber stare bore into her.

Why wasn’t he leaving?

Her terror danced with rapidly building rage.

‘I don’t know what kind of sick joke this is, or how you got into my home, but I want you out. Now.’

The smoke-glass shoulders rose and fell.

Did he just… shrug at her?

No. This was not real and it was not happening. Summoning every scrap of courage, Violet stood her ground, as a random piece of advice she’d recently given one Starbloomer miraculously returned to her mind.

The woman had contacted her to seek help, a few weeks ago. A troublesome spirit of a family member wouldn’t leave her home and she needed a spell or incantation to send them peacefully on their way.

What Violet had suggested to her was complete bunkum, of course. But it was all she had now.

Assuming the stance of Madame Starbloom, she raised both hands at the ghost, eyeballing what was visible of it.

‘Yoooooou are not welcome heeeeere,’ she boomed, moving her fingers in what she hoped looked like mystical symbols. ‘Be gone from this place!’

Nothing.

The shining outline of the ghost’s head cocked to one side.

‘I have dominion over yooooou!’

The outline of his arms uncrossed from his chest, his barely-there hands moving to rest on his hips.

Was he taunting her?

It was too much. Violet abandoned her attempt and screamed at the ghost instead. ‘Get out!’

Elongated rasps of unearthly breath reverberated around the studio, a sound that carried ages on its exhale.

‘Hhhhhow exactly do you expect me to do that?’

‘I don’t care! I want you gone!’

‘Wwwwwhat gives you the right to order me around?’

A shiver traversed Violet’s shoulders. The spectre had Thomas Croft’s voice, but the strange breath that surrounded his words chilled her. Which shouldn’t be possible because this wasn’t possible.

‘What gives me the right? You’ve broken into my home, wrecked the biggest livestream of my career and ruined everything!’

Just like before… a tiny internal voice added.

Angrily, she kicked it to the darkest recesses of her mind. Forget the past: how dare Thomas Croft show up now? Looking like, well, that?

‘Nnnn-no I haven’t!’ Sparkles of light began to shimmer along his arms.

‘How do you work that out? You’re here, now, in my studio!’

His head turned left, then right, as if he’d only just worked out where he was. Flashes like an electrical storm registered across his chest.

‘Wwwwwell, I didn’t want to be! What have you done?’

‘Me? This is about you!’

Particles of light appeared within the glowing outline of his body, pulsing and spreading and melding together. As the ghost rounded on Violet, clothes became visible on the apparition, their form unfolding before her eyes.

‘Wwwwwhat is this place? What’s with the tech? And why are you dressed like Frankenstein’s Bride?’

Okay, that was it. Bad enough that he rock up and terrify the life out of her, but insult the most beautiful dress she owned, the very symbol of her success? That was a step too far.

‘This is a six-hundred-quid dress, thank you very much, given to me by the sponsors of my livestream. Bespoke couture made especially for my Halloween Live. Which you just crashed with your—’ she waved her hands at his rapidly appearing body, ‘—weird, spooky ghosty thing.’

He was almost completely visible now, his skin luminous where it met his clothes, his scowl incandescently real.

‘Bollocks! This is all total bollocks!’ Gone was the spectral breath, the sparks of light and the otherworldly presence. He looked older, more dishevelled than he had been at eighteen – and a little more opaque in this form – but absolutely, one hundred percent real. ‘It isn’t Halloween. It’s the 26th of September.’

Violet stared back. ‘No, it’s October 31st.’

‘In your strange, crazy world, maybe.’

‘Why would I be doing a Halloween livestream, dressed like this, in September?’

‘You tell me. Weirdo.’

Violet’s head throbbed. ‘It’s Halloween. Hence the outfit. And the set.’

‘And the cat?’

Gekkou hissed in reply.

‘Leave Gekkou out of this.’

‘Gekkou? What kind of a bonkers name is that?’

‘It’s Japanese for moonlight, actually. And he’s the love of my life.’

Like you said you’d be, added the voice from the shadows of her mind.

Violet shivered and stood her ground.

‘It isn’t Halloween!’ Thomas insisted. ‘And where the bloody hell is my car?’

‘How should I know?’

‘Because you’ve done something with it! You must have!’

‘What? This is insane. You broke into my home…’

‘No, I didn’t!’ Thomas glared at her. ‘I was in my car, on September 26th, not Halloween. And then… and then… you brought me here!’

In his car. On 26th September. Four weeks ago.

Violet went cold.

Thomas Croft was dead. His final memory, four weeks earlier. In a car.

How had Violet not heard of his death? They’d been estranged for years, but surely someone in Thistleton must have known? Unless he’d pushed everyone else away, just like…

Angrily, she banished the thought.

Where had Thomas been during those four weeks since his last conscious memory? Had he remained in limbo ever since, unaware of what had happened to him and what – she swallowed hard – he was now?

No. She didn’t believe in any of that stuff. She never had.

But what if she’d summoned him tonight? Against every instinct and everything she knew to be real. Was it possible?

Thomas Croft was dead. And he didn’t know it.

How on earth was Violet going to break the news to him?

‘Thomas…’

‘I don’t see you for years – for practically a lifetime – and then, suddenly, out of the blue, you drag me here?’

‘Thom…’

‘No, Vi, enough! Tell me what you did with my car.’

He wasn’t going to get it, was he? Not without her help.

‘Thom, listen to me. It is Halloween. October 31st, not September 26th. Look.’

She picked up her phone from the desk and turned the screen to face the ghost. There the date was writ large, impossible for him to miss.

Shock immediately registered in the amber eyes.

‘What? That’s impossible…’

‘It’s the truth. And… there’s more.’

‘What more?’

Oh boy. Whatever else she’d imagined for Halloween night, death-splaining to a ghost hadn’t been on Violet’s schedule.

She took a breath, the news she had to deliver heavy on her shoulders. ‘There’s no easy way to say this. I don’t know how you got here, but if you are here, then… I’m so sorry. You’re a ghost.’

Thomas’s eyes narrowed, the air suddenly close and stifling between them.

Violet waited, her anger now an ache for Thomas Croft, Deceased.

‘I’m… dead?’

She could hardly believe what her answer must be. If he was dead – and, therefore, a ghost – and she confirmed it, everything she thought she knew was wrong. The career she’d built, believing the spiritual realm to be nothing more than a comforting thought utilised to bring peace (and make money). Madame Starbloom and the fortunes, the predictions, the readings. Her whole life.

‘Yes. You’re dead.’

Another moment of silence stretched out between them. Then, the ghost threw back his head and laughed.

‘Me, dead? Is that the best you can come up with?’ He began to pace the room, his hands on his mostly visible hips. ‘I’ve heard some crap in my time, but that’s the worst. You drag me here, steal my car, presumably, and now you tell me I’m a bloody ghost? You’re insane!’

Violet stared back, her mouth suddenly dry.

‘Ha!’ Triumphant, the ghost pointed an opaque finger at her. ‘And you know I’m right because you can’t even reply!’

‘You’re a ghost…’ she managed, the words scratching her throat.

‘Why do you keep saying that?’

Violet let her gaze travel down his chest towards his belt. ‘Because you’re standing in my desk.’

Thomas gave a bark of a laugh, then followed the direction of Violet’s gaze, his lips parting in horror as he looked down.

‘I’m… in… your desk…’ he breathed.

‘Yes.’

The top half of Thomas Croft jumped back, his torso skimming the surface of Violet’s desk as if skating across it. Her livestream notes passed in and out of his body, pencils and Post-its and her keyboard following suit, as her horrified visitor looked on.

‘I’m a bloody ghost…’

‘Yes.’

‘I’m dead… And a bloody ghost!’

He was spinning in circles now, each rotation taking him back to the centre of the desk. If Violet didn’t help him, he could be stuck there forever.

‘Stop turning. Thomas, I said stop! Okay, maybe just move back a little now…? No, not that way. You’ve got to come out of the desk, not go further in.’

Thomas wasn’t listening, his eyes fixed on the point where his body disappeared into Violet’s desk, as he continued to struggle. ‘Why can’t I feel it? How is this happening?’ He raised a hand. ‘And don’t say because you’re a ghost again.’

‘Fine. You’re totally normal.’ If he wasn’t going to help himself, what was the point?

He tilted his chin, savouring the victory. ‘Thank you.’

‘That’s why my cat just walked straight through your body.’

‘Ugh! Fish! Why can I taste fish?’ Horrified, Thomas batted at his tongue with his hands, as Gekkou calmly sat beside his ghostly frame, licking a proud paw.

‘He loves fish.’ Violet shot Gekkou a look, resolutely ignored by her cat. Clearly, in the battle between being a fierce protector of his owner and a mischievous trickster for the heck of it, Gekkou had chosen the latter.

So much for loyalty.

‘Gross! I can’t feel my body but I can taste your cat’s dinner. Is this hell? This must be hell.’

‘Stop panicking. Walk towards me and you’ll be out of the desk.’

Thomas raised his head, his unearthly amber eyes fixed on Violet. Shadowed brows lowered, spectral tension flexed in his jaw, and washes of moss green and lilac from the studio spotlights passed through his features as he slowly advanced.

Violet resisted the urge to escape as the ghost approached. Emotion swelled within her, the rush of past hurt threatening to overwhelm her completely. She had done everything in her power to push Thomas Croft from her mind, the memory of her first love returning to kick her whenever life dragged her down. The promises he’d broken by his silence, the ultimate betrayal of his leaving.

After that night.

Our night of a thousand stars.

After all of his promises. All the dreams they’d woven together.

Thomas Croft had slammed her heart into the dirt and walked away.

Why should she help him now?

Emerging whole from the desk and nearing Violet, Thomas bowed his head. Flecks of light danced in his sandy brown hair, visible now he was closer, a reminder of what he had once been. He possessed no breath, but Violet sensed the movement of air as he arrived.

She tensed. A younger, more naïve version of her wanted to reach out, to feel his skin beneath her touch again – but that was impossible. Lost to time and now lost to life, all of the possibility he’d once represented for her was gone forever.

‘Thank you.’

Violet folded her arms, a shield across her beautiful Halloween dress that suddenly felt too thin, too delicate beside the ghost. ‘Now you’re out, you can go.’

The amber eyes met hers. Uncomfortably close. ‘No – you have to help me.’

‘I just did.’

‘You brought me here! You can’t abandon me!’

‘I didn’t bring you here. You just appeared.’

‘Well, I’m a ghost, apparently! What am I supposed to do?’

‘Float away. Haunt someone else who knew you instead of me. Just go!’

Thomas threw his hands in the air, wrenched his gaze from Violet, and with a growl like a granite boulder scraping over stone, launched himself at the studio wall. A shower of blinking stars exploded as he crashed through, a furious outline of a man hanging in the air for a moment before it vanished.

Violet was alone once more, breath coming fast, hot tears breaking free.

Just then, her phone began to ring.

Suki calling.

What could she say? She stared at the screen, debating her options.

Nothing made sense. All her plans for tonight lay in tatters around her feet. What did this mean for Madame Starbloom and the tens of thousands of fans denied the spectacle they’d flocked to see? How the hell would she explain this to them? And to Suki?

She answered the call, willing words to appear where none existed.

‘Vi, what happened? Are you okay?’

‘I… I’m so sorry, Suki. The spirits… messages… ghosts… I freaked out.’

‘Do you want me to come over?’ And there it was, no yelling, no recrimination, just her best friend instantly there for her. The loveliness of it hurt more than anything.

‘No,’ Violet rushed, still reeling. ‘Sorry. I think I just need to rest.’

‘Of course. Of course. Don’t worry about anything, alright? It’s a mess for sure, but I’ll figure something out. We both will. Just… take care, okay? Sleep now, sweetheart. I’ll check on you tomorrow.’

Ending the call, Violet dropped her phone to the desk and covered her face with her hands.

It was a total disaster. And none of it made any sense.

She didn’t believe in spirits. But a spirit had just gatecrashed the biggest night of her career. There was no way she could deny what had happened, but neither could she explain it. What if this change was permanent? How could she continue to offer readings and wisdom from an imagined other-world if she ran the risk of summoning real spirits from now on?

Gekkou raised a paw towards her, a questioning purr rumbling in his body.

‘I don’t know,’ she replied, suddenly cold and bone-tired. ‘I just don’t know.’

It was too much. She needed to crawl into bed and stay there until she could be certain the nightmare was over.

Slowly, she made her way around the studio, turning off her computer and the spotlights, leaving the tumble of notes and prompts on her desk where they lay. The shock of seeing them passing through Thomas Croft’s ghostly body was too raw to let her touch them now.

A sharp prickle suddenly traversed the skin of her left wrist, as if invisible thorns were encircling it. Wincing, she lifted her hand…

just as Thomas Croft crashed back through the studio wall, skidding across the floor to land in a heap at her feet.

His right arm jerked back as if tethered to an immovable object.

In horror, Violet saw what that object was.

Or who it was…

A gossamer-thin thread of silvered white light was looped around Thomas Croft’s wrist, pulled taut as it travelled upwards to Violet’s own.

‘No!’ she breathed, her fingers tugging at the thread, which only grew tighter. ‘I don’t want you here! I want you to leave!’

‘I tried,’ Thomas growled. ‘This – thing – won’t let me.’ He grabbed at the thread, then yelped as his hand passed straight through his own wrist.

‘You can’t be here!’ Violet yelled. How could she sleep, tied to a ghost? Or eat, or travel, or shower? She baulked at the thought. ‘This isn’t happening. You’ve got to go!’

‘I don’t have a choice!’ The ghost glared up at her. And, for the first time since his arrival, Violet saw real fear in his glowing amber eyes. ‘You summoned me. Now you have to get me home.’
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Violet awoke with a start.

Morning sunlight flooded her bedroom, warming her aching body. Everything was as it had always been, a perfect snapshot of her life. Nothing altered, nothing out of place.

For a moment she remained there, motionless, her heart rate slowly returning to normal, her mind scanning the room for any other sound.

It was silent.

Still.

No sign of life, beyond her own.

Her head throbbed, the skin beneath her eyes tight and sore as if she’d spent hours in tears. The memory of last night suddenly rushed back. Had it all been a dream? Her heart contracted. Why had she even thought of Thomas Croft, after years of keeping him firmly out of her mind?

Panic surging, she raised her wrist to inspect it. Where the glowing tether had ensnared it last night, now there was only her own skin. No marks, no sign that anything had been around it. But the memory refused to retreat, the horror at being tied to the ghost a bruised recollection at odds with what her eyes showed her this morning.

Had she imagined that, too?

She listened again. A blackbird in the tree outside her window was singing. Beyond the sound she could just make out the gentle burr of traffic on the road. Life, as normal, carrying on in the world. Comforting, mundane, real.

Not a ghost or an unquiet spirit to trouble the day.

No sign of Thomas Croft.

Relief flooded her soul. She closed her eyes and let the softness of her bed soothe her. It had been a nightmare. Vivid and terrifying, but nothing more.

Had she crawled to bed as soon as she’d ended the livestream? Dreamed the rest? The reality of her cancelled live event remained – and the reckoning she would have to face from Suki and the Starbloomers. But these were things she could fix, summoning her trusted gift for talking herself out of trouble to smooth her way out of this.

Summoning… The word sent ice into her blood.

You summoned me. Now you have to get me home…

It wasn’t possible. Because she didn’t believe in it. She’d pretended to summon spirits many times, but like Madame Starbloom’s flowery gestures, elaborate costumes, suitably spiritual-sounding words and messages from the Other Side, it was all just part of her act.

Why had the dream felt so real? Thomas Croft, unexpectedly dead and inexplicably there.

Should she check online for any reports of his untimely end? No. That was ridiculous. It was a vivid dream, nothing more. Caused by stress, most likely.

That seemed the most logical explanation. She’d worked on nothing else for weeks, her usual sleep routine disrupted by the million-and-one necessary tasks to make the Halloween livestream possible. Perhaps this was her body’s way of urging her to slow down. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d taken time off, let alone given herself a holiday. Maybe that needed to change.

But first, she needed to talk to Suki. Properly explain, more than whatever she may have gabbled to her last night – if that conversation even happened. Until the line between reality and her dream was established, maybe she should assume Suki was still in the dark.

Discovering her phone battery was out of charge, Violet revised her plan. She’d plug it in, take a shower and make breakfast, by which time she’d be able to make a call.

Her body hurt and her mind was a mess, but she could get up, get washed and eat. Small, easily achievable tasks that didn’t fill her with fear, and the future of her career didn’t rest upon.

She pulled the covers back, surprised to discover she was still wearing her dress from last night. Had she been so exhausted that she’d just collapsed into bed? The silk was creased where she’d slept on it, its perfect lines now crumpled and disrupted.

Strange.

She couldn’t remember going to bed. Only the final words of a furious ghost as he lay at her feet:

You summoned me. Now you have to get me home.

If she had summoned him – an act she neither believed in nor could imagine herself doing – how had it happened? She’d performed no fake rituals, consulted no cards nor sought guidance from any supposedly ancient spirits. Those things were planned for later in the livestream as midnight approached, together with the impeccably plausible answers she’d composed from the Great Beyond. But the ghost had appeared when she’d only just begun to offer messages. He hadn’t even had a cue in her carefully prepared script.

Impossible. It had to be a figment of her imagination. There was no way she was being haunted by Thomas bloody Croft.

She laughed at her own daftness. Of course she hadn’t summoned anyone. She’d had an admittedly scary nightmare and now she needed to calm down. A hot shower and strong coffee would help.

Gekkou’s loud miaow sounded from the living room beyond her bedroom door.

Back to reality, she chuckled to herself. She might not be able to trust her recollection of last night yet, but Gekkou’s ever-grumbling stomach was an undeniable fact.

‘Okay, I’m coming,’ she called, swinging her legs out of bed and shuffling across the bedroom floor.

‘Ugh! Fish!’

The voice stopped her dead.

Gripping the doorframe, she dared to peek out into the living room.

Thomas Croft was standing in the middle of her favourite rug, shaking a mostly visible fist at Gekkou.

No.

Impossible.

This couldn’t be happening.

She shut the door, flattening her back against it, her heart thudding hard. Maybe he hadn’t seen her? Panicked, she looked across her bedroom to the window where gentle sunlight pooled in as if a newly summoned spectre hadn’t invaded the house. If she dressed quickly, could she climb out of there to make her escape?

But her phone, her bag and her house keys were all in the living room.

Where he was…

‘Violet.’

The voice was sharp – and close.

Too close…

Violet sprang back from the door in horror as Thomas Croft’s head appeared through the wood.

‘Would you call off your bloody mog? It’s taunting me.’

‘Get out!’ she screamed, backing away.

The ghost turned his head as if only just realising where it was. ‘Oh, this? Yeah, that’s been happening all night.’

‘You can’t be here!’

‘Well, if you’d open the door, perhaps we could have a civil conversation about it.’

‘No,’ Violet returned, her voice cracking. ‘I told you to go.’

The ghost stared back, his scowl firmly in place. ‘And I told you I couldn’t.’

It was no use. She would have to go in there.

‘Just… go back in the living room, then.’

‘Alright. But you’d better be coming in here, too.’

‘I am.’

He observed her for a moment longer before his head disappeared.

Shaking, Violet accepted her fate. She had to go into the living room, confront the ghost and demand he leave the house, or she could be stuck in here for who knew how long.

She approached the bedroom door and opened it slowly.

In the morning light Thomas appeared more solid than before, just the slightest hint of transparency where sun rays met his frame. He was dressed in the same clothes as last night, a midnight blue shirt with a white T-shirt underneath, dark blue jeans and scuffed black leather boots. A length of plaited leather looped his left wrist and a tiger’s eye and onyx bead necklace encircled his neck.

If he hadn’t been an impossible visitor, Violet could almost imagine him as he’d been the last time she had seen him. At a Christmas party, a year after he’d disappeared from her life with no explanation, no warning…

She felt sick.

She didn’t want to remember that meeting. Or the years of pain she’d endured in the aftermath, haunted by answers she couldn’t find.

‘You can’t be here,’ she stated, chin high despite the storm of emotion the sight of Thomas caused. ‘This isn’t happening.’

‘Well, I am and it is. And if you hadn’t flounced off to bed last night we could have discussed it like adults.’

Flounced off? Had she? Violet stared back, frustrated. Why couldn’t she remember it?

‘There’s nothing to discuss. You… you aren’t real.’

‘What?’

Now that she thought of it, everything made sense. This was simply an ongoing anxiety episode. She was exhausted, her mind conjuring an image that couldn’t possibly exist. The ghost of Thomas Croft was nothing more than a particularly belligerent figment of her imagination. It wasn’t the first time he’d reappeared in her mind when she was stressed or feeling vulnerable. True, it had always been in dreams before, not inexplicable ghosts in her living room, but this had to be the explanation.

‘You’re an illusion. My mind playing tricks.’

Thomas glared back. ‘I’m as real as you are.’

‘I’m not listening because you aren’t here.’ Without waiting for a reply, Violet turned her back on the ghost and Gekkou, who was eyeing them both with a scowl. She needed to get dressed and leave. Head to Spinnaker’s for coffee, food, Suki and a huge dose of sanity. The sooner the better.

Returning to her bedroom, she slammed the door, ignoring her cat’s loud protests at being left hungry. She changed out of the Halloween dress into jeans and her softest jumper, struck by a sudden need for comfort. When she’d applied a little make-up to combat the decidedly pale and haunted version of herself she saw in her mirror, she took a deep breath and opened the door.

Gekkou moaned at her feet, making her jump.

‘You should feed your cat. And could you choose something other than fish?’

Violet’s heart sank. The figment of her imagination was sitting, cross-legged, on the sofa. Or was he floating, just above the cushions?

‘You aren’t here,’ she told him, heading into the kitchen with Gekkou at her heels.

The ghost said nothing as she filled her cat’s food dish. As Gekkou settled to eat, Violet picked up her bag and keys, keeping her back to the troublesome mirage as she left her home.

As she walked, she made a list. A way forward.

Coffee.

Breakfast.

A glimpse of Beautiful Ben to soothe her aching mind.

And then, talk to Suki.

Baby steps, but each one carrying her away from whatever happened last night.

The morning was sunny, a gorgeously bright, chilly day to usher in November. Violet felt calmer as she walked through Thistleton. Neighbours offered her friendly good mornings and beautiful day greetings, their familiar smiles an anchor for her. There was nothing to fear when the sun shone. Thistleton was as calm and welcoming as it had always been, its honey-glow buildings and lovingly tended gardens impossibly wonderful to see.

Violet cast occasional glances to her left and right as she walked, gratified to see nobody accompanying her.

Thomas Croft wasn’t beside her, floating or otherwise.

Of course he wasn’t. Troublesome spirits didn’t appear in the daytime, of that she was pretty certain. At least, in everything she’d read. Spectral ghouls seemed to prefer dark and spooky nights.

That’s what she decided to believe, anyway.

Reaching a pedestrian crossing, she checked her left wrist as she waited for the traffic to stop. No sign of the strange, glowing thread.

Good.

Spinnaker’s came into view, its orange and white striped awning a blessed beacon of hope ahead of her. Nearing its pumpkin-bedecked frontage, Violet’s breath caught. Beautiful Ben was outside, placing the café board on the pavement.

Now that was the kind of surprise she needed this morning.

She hung back, blushing fiercely, but the gorgeous coffee shop manager looked up as if sensing her presence. He smiled and raised his hand.

This was it: her invitation to talk to him. All she had to do was cross the street, say hello and let fate decide the rest. Just like Suki had been urging her to do for months.

At that moment, the traffic stopped and the pedestrian crossing light changed to green. A sign to go for it – if she believed in signs.

Violet fixed a carefree smile in place and gave a wave as she crossed the road.

‘You could cook an egg on your face.’

The skin around her raised wrist prickled, a gossamer-thin thread of white light encircling it.

No! This wasn’t happening!

‘Get lost,’ she hissed behind her smile.

‘Can’t, apparently,’ Thomas Croft replied, matching her step for step as she neared Spinnaker’s. ‘Who’s the bloke?’

‘None of your business. Go away.’

‘Don’t mind me. I’ll just say hello to your friend…’ He raised his right hand to wave, but Violet jerked the tether to drag it back to his side. ‘Ow!’

Beautiful Ben was waiting, that gorgeous smile of his aimed directly at her. What could she do?

‘Okay, if you have to come with me, don’t talk.’

‘And miss the chance to chat to Mr Handsome? Not likely!’

Violet side-eyed the ghost, who appeared to be becoming more solid as the hours passed. Why couldn’t he just fade into the bright November sunlight so she could ignore him?

‘I mean it, Thom,’ she hissed, keeping her smile front and centre, and praying that Beautiful Ben wouldn’t see her arguing with herself as she approached him. ‘Say nothing and do nothing. This is my life, not yours.’

‘Technically, you brought me into it…’ he began, quickly raising his hands in surrender. ‘Okay, fine. I won’t rain on your parade.’

‘Thank you.’

‘If you agree to help me.’

Why hadn’t she seen that coming? The ghost’s smug smile said it all. A point scored, at her expense.

Bristling, Violet strode ahead, ignoring the tug of tension on her left wrist as the tether dragged Thomas behind her. She set her focus instead on Beautiful Ben, who was even more breathtaking when bathed in sunshine. And waiting for her.

What was she going to say to him? And why had her mouth suddenly filled with invisible cotton wool?

‘Morning,’ he said, his smile making the sunlight even brighter.

‘It is,’ she managed, instantly kicking herself.

A tiny line appeared between Ben’s brows to accompany his smile.

Great. Now he thinks I’m crazy.

‘Coming in for coffee?’ he asked.

‘Mm-hmm,’ she replied, wanting the cobbles beneath her feet to part and swallow her whole.

‘Great.’ Ben beamed again as he led the way, holding open the door for her. ‘Your friend’s already here.’

Violet’s heart plummeted to her shoes. Suki. Here already? She would have been worrying about Violet all night, so it made sense. But Violet had hoped to have time to think over coffee and breakfast before she saw her best friend. With no clear handle yet on what happened, what hope did she have of explaining it to Suki?

This wasn’t how Violet had planned it. Why was nothing panning out this morning?

‘What the hell was that? “Morning,” “It is”… Way to do small talk!’

Her heart sank further, passing between the cherrywood floorboards of Spinnaker’s as she walked inside. She’d pictured this morning without having to deal with a belligerent spirit, too.

It appeared she would be denied on both counts.

She didn’t look at the ghost, but his vociferous amusement at her failure to talk to Ben nipped at her heels.

The coffee shop was moderately busy for the time of day, around half of its tables and comfy armchairs occupied. Violet scanned the room for Suki, spotting her at the table in the far corner that nestled beside two tall bookcases filled with old clothbound volumes of classic novels.

Her favourite table. Of course.

Suki had her back to the door and hadn’t noticed Violet walking in. If she was quick, Violet could order at the counter and arrive at Suki’s table with a peace offering of coffee and the biggest slice of cake from Spinnaker’s cake cabinet. Or maybe two…

If Suki didn’t turn around.

‘What are you looking at?’ Thomas was beside her, his eyes drinking in the sight of the coffee shop.

‘My best friend is over there. I’ve got to explain to her what happened last night.’

‘What about last night?’ he asked, quickly adding, ‘Oh. Me.’

‘Yes, you.’

‘So, introduce me and I’ll explain.’

‘You’re a ghost!’

Thomas held up a finger. ‘Ah, I’ve been thinking about that. I think you’re wrong about me. I don’t reckon I’m dead after all.’

Momentarily forgetting the daunting task that awaited her, Violet stared at him. ‘What?’

‘Okay, hear me out. The last thing I remember is driving in my car, right? So what if I had an accident but didn’t die? What if my body is, right now, lying in a hospital bed with beeping boxes and wires and tubes, and all of this is just a very strange and oddly entertaining lucid dream?’

‘You’re a ghost.’

‘Yeah, you keep saying that, but what if this is some morphine-induced hallucination that I’m experiencing? And when I complete whatever task the dream has decided I have to do, I’ll return to my poor, broken body, like a miracle?’

‘Thomas, I don’t have time for this. I need to order…’

‘Fine. But I think I’m right.’ Thomas floated defiantly beside Violet as she approached the counter.

Beautiful Ben was standing beside the coffee machine, showing a serious-faced teenager how to steam milk. Violet didn’t recognise her, but she recalled Suki mentioning the coffee shop was hiring new staff a few weeks ago.

The girl was striking to look at. Beneath her Spinnaker’s staff apron, she wore a black dress edged with lace, plum-coloured tights and black Doc Marten boots. Her black dyed hair with electric blue tips had been pulled into two short pigtails, while her porcelain-pale face contrasted starkly with her dark-lined eyes and purple lips.

Side by side, the handsome coffee shop manager and the rookie made for an odd couple. If Beautiful Ben was sparkling day, the new barista was mysterious night.

Violet waited, not wanting to call for service, for fear of Suki hearing her voice. Thomas stood nearby, peering longingly at the manifold delights of the cake selection. Did it help him to believe he was in a lucid dream? It was a crazy theory, but Violet couldn’t imagine coming to terms with being suddenly deceased. Mind you, until twenty-four hours ago, she couldn’t have imagined ghosts existing.

Her head hurt.

Just as she was considering risking a cough to summon the attention of Beautiful Ben, he turned. His smile was as bright and welcoming as it had been outside, and Violet’s heart ached for him.

‘Hey, sorry to keep you waiting.’

‘No problem,’ Violet returned, relieved at least to have spoken two coherent words to him.

‘Actually, McKenna, you can take this lovely lady’s order. It’ll be good practice.’

As Violet reeled from Ben calling her lovely, the teenager gave a solemn nod and approached the till. ‘Good morning. I’m McKenna. McKenna Bright.’ She shook her head. ‘Not that you needed my surname, but you have it now. Sorry, first day nerves.’

Disarmed by the new barista’s sudden overshare, Violet smiled back. ‘Well, I’m Violet Simmonds. Good to meet you.’

‘Likewise.’ The teen gave a nod of thanks. ‘So, back to business. What can I get for you?’

‘An Autumn Sugar Macchiato with an extra shot, please. And could I have a maple-pecan croissant and two slices of Death by Chocolate cake?’

‘No probs. I mean, of course.’ The most fleeting of smiles briefly grazed the new barista’s purple lips as she wrote down the order and rang up the items on the till.

Violet glanced across to Suki’s table to check that the sound hadn’t alerted her best friend. Suki’s back remained towards the counter. Relieved, Violet located her purse and prepared to pay.

‘And for you?’

‘Sorry, that’s everything, thanks.’ Amused by the new barista’s nervous mistake, Violet raised her head.

McKenna Bright was staring straight at Thomas Croft.

The ghost was too preoccupied by the piles of homemade cakes to notice.

‘No, that’s everything,’ Violet repeated firmly, offering her card. ‘Thanks.’

The teen waited a heart-stopping second longer before shrugging and returning her attention to preparing the order. But her kohl-lined eyes kept straying to the ghost next to Violet as she worked.

It wasn’t possible she could see Thomas. Was it?

Nobody else had noticed Thomas as they’d crossed the road. Ben hadn’t acknowledged anyone on the pavement outside Spinnaker’s except her. The customers who’d glanced in her direction as she’d stood at the counter hadn’t acknowledged the spirit beside her either.

Thomas was definitely a ghost. So how could McKenna have seen him?

The answer was simple: she couldn’t have.

Cake and coffee served, Violet thanked the new barista and carried the tray across the coffee shop. Her heartbeat thundered in her ears as she neared Suki’s table, drowning out the laid-back soundtrack and the usual hum of conversation. Even as she neared her friend, she wasn’t certain how to express her apology. All she could do was pray that the right words would arrive when she spoke.

‘Hey Suki.’

She barely had time to rest the tray on the table before Suki was on her feet, gathering Violet into a huge hug.

‘Oh, Vi, you’re okay! Oh, thank goodness! I’ve been so worried! After we spoke I texted you but I heard nothing…’

‘I know, I’m sorry,’ Violet rushed, hot tears stinging her eyes. ‘I should have called you back…’

‘Don’t apologise! I’m just so glad you’re safe!’ She released Violet and gave a flushed smile. ‘I even drove round to yours late last night, but all the lights were off.’

‘I’m sorry.’ Not knowing what else to say, Violet patted the tray. ‘Peace offering?’

Her best friend’s smile was the most precious gift. Violet had imagined tears, anger, a rift that might take weeks or months to heal. She deserved all of them and more. After the hours Suki had worked to make the Halloween livestream happen, she should have been Violet’s first priority last night.

‘You didn’t need to… No, actually, you did. Two pieces of Death by Chocolate?’

‘All yours.’

‘Thanks. Sit! Tell me everything.’

‘Is that Suki Dai? Bloody hell, she’s blossomed! Give that lady my number, pronto!’

Thomas was hovering over the vacant chair at their table, looking at Suki like she was every cake in Spinnaker’s glass cabinet. Tensing, Violet ignored him.

Suki didn’t react to his voice at all and seemed unaware of the ghost inches from her. That was a relief. A small consolation this morning in the light of everything else.

It didn’t solve the problem of dragging a six-foot, belligerent ghost who was in denial about his death around with her, but at least Violet didn’t have to worry about Suki seeing him.

She willed her pulse to slow.

Thomas wasn’t her priority now. Suki was. What mattered was having her best friend’s support and finding a way out of the mess of last night. Pesky, wayward spirits could wait.

‘I don’t know what happened,’ she began, which was the truth at its most basic. ‘The livestream was going brilliantly, people were responding, comments were flooding in… and then it just… crashed.’

‘The connection?’

Not just the connection, Violet thought. The plan, the script, my life…

‘Not the technical one.’ She braced herself for the lie. One more necessary fib to add to the mountain she’d already piled upon Suki over the years. ‘The metaphysical one.’

Suki’s eyes widened. ‘I thought that might have happened. One minute you were bossing it, then the next you seemed to lose your flow.’

‘It was horrible. Like the wheels came off.’

‘Oh, Vi! That must have been so scary for you.’

You have no idea…

Violet gave a long, slow nod, hoping it conveyed the aftermath of shock. She hadn’t expected Suki to be as understanding as this and she needed to protect it for as long as possible.

Between them, Thomas was watching. He’d fallen strangely quiet, his stare passing from Violet to Suki and back. Violet shuddered. A silent, staring ghost was far more scary to be in the presence of than a sarcastic, chatty one.

What was he thinking?

‘I killed the livestream because I panicked. But I shouldn’t have done that, not with so many people tuned in. I feel awful about it, Suki. After all the hours you put in to make it happen…’

‘We’re all human,’ Suki replied, unaware of how close she was to an entity that confounded her theory. ‘It was such a big night, too. So much expectation and pressure. Maybe nerves got the better of you. It happens.’

‘It shouldn’t happen to me, though. I was prepared, I had a plan. We’d built something that should have run like a dream… I should have pressed on, trusted myself.’

Suki’s hand rested on hers, the warmth of the gesture both a comfort and a reminder of how much Violet risked by concealing the truth. ‘Plenty of people believe in you. What happened last night was a blip.’

One hurdle navigated. Now the next loomed large ahead. ‘Question is, how do we put it right?’

‘We have to be honest. Tell the truth.’

Violet felt the blood desert her head. ‘The truth?’

‘It’s the only way to keep everyone on side.’

Did Suki know? Had she known all along? ‘But if I do that, we’re done…’

‘No, we aren’t. Tell people the Ancients were too strong to commune with last night. You did your best, but the sheer power of spirit activity was overwhelming.’

Realising what Suki meant, Violet let herself breathe again. For a horrible moment, she’d thought the game was up.

‘The sheer power of spirit activity?’ Thomas repeated, his voice low. ‘Is she talking about me?’

‘I think we could word it better,’ Violet hurried, keen to keep her focus on Suki. ‘Say there were too many messages coming through, too quickly. I simply got lost in the flood.’

‘Okay…’ Suki considered this, staring straight through Thomas to the rows of books behind him. ‘We should post a statement straight away, then a video message, if you’re up to it?’

‘Right. Saying what?’

‘Just apologise and explain. It may lose us some followers, but that’s a risk we’ll take. You’re Madame Viola Starbloom, star psychic! People love you, Vi, they’ll understand. Be honest, lay it out, move on. And tell them the next live event will be better.’

Violet’s mouth became a desert. ‘The next event?’

‘Yes. We need to act quickly so we don’t lose momentum. You’ll have piqued people’s interest now.’

‘For failing?’

‘No. For being human, picking yourself up and carrying on.’

‘I’m not sure…’

‘It’s the only way.’ Suki’s unusually sharp tone cut across Violet’s protest. ‘I thought it over for hours last night, after you went off-air. This makes what you do even braver, don’t you see? If you found communing with the afterlife easy all the time, people might take it for granted. This way, by admitting that it can be a battle of wills when you talk to the Other Side, you’re revealing the risks you take for your Starbloomers. People will root for you. And a live event, in person, will be the best place for it to happen.’

‘S-sorry, did you say in person?’

‘Yes! It’s the perfect solution.’

Numb, Violet listened while Suki laid out her plan. A live event in a small venue, recorded to share afterwards with her wider Starbloomer family around the world. A hot-ticket, must-see event for her most faithful followers. It recast Violet as an underdog, doing battle with supernatural forces that threatened to overwhelm her as she fought for the messages her Starbloomers needed.

It didn’t feel like a solution.

It felt like a bigger stage for her to fail on.

But she hadn’t seen her best friend so animated about anything for weeks. And she owed Suki – for years of lying about her ability, for all the hope Suki had invested in her, and for the future tales she would have to spin to keep the illusion alive.

‘Sounds great,’ said a deep voice beside her.

Violet risked a glance at Thomas.

How could she do a live event with him in tow?

‘It’ll be okay,’ she said, quickly smiling at Suki to deflect attention from the not-so-unoccupied chair at their table.

‘I know it will. You were born to do this, Vi. One little stumble isn’t enough to stop you.’

One little stumble might not be.

But what about the life-sized, monumental mistake now tied to her by a glowing white thread?
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Thomas held his tongue long enough for Suki to finish her cake, hug Violet and leave Spinnaker’s. But as soon as the coffee shop door closed behind her, the silver bell over the door chiming its ominous warning, he let fly.

‘A live event, eh? After what happened last night? With a room full of witnesses…’

‘Thomas, leave it.’

‘Your face when she suggested it! You looked scared to death. What happens if you drag someone else into the room, hmm? Or a whole host of people? Unleash that spectacle on your paying guests…’

‘That wouldn’t happen.’

‘Like it didn’t happen last night? You’re a… a… lucid dream magnet! How many other people are you likely to summon?’

‘I didn’t mean to summon you!’ Aware of a woman at the next table staring at her over her knitting, Violet lowered her voice to a whisper. ‘I don’t know how you got here last night, okay?’

‘But you’re the great Madame Viola Starbloom! Communer of spirits, deliverer of messages from the Other Side! Sexy Suki said so.’

‘Can you not refer to my best friend like that, please?’

‘Why?

‘Because it’s weird.’

He raised an eyebrow. ‘Weirder than you talking to the lucid dream figure of me at an empty table?’

‘You’re not helping.’

‘Oh, I’m just getting started. And you’ve forgotten one tiny little detail in your damage limitation plan, Madame Starbloom. Me. I need to find my body and get out of this fever dream before you attempt your great comeback. Because I am not standing on a stage next to you.’

He raised his wrist pointedly, the glowing light-tether pulling tight between them.

The thought of sharing a stage with a ghost only she could see filled Violet with horror. ‘I don’t know how to get you back,’ she admitted. ‘And I don’t think you’re in a lucid dream, Thom. I think you’re a ghost.’

‘How do you know? You said this has never happened before. So how do you know a lucid-dream-summoning is impossible?’

‘Enough!’ Violet dropped her head in her hands, wishing she could will Thomas back to wherever he had come from. But how could she do that when she’d never believed summoning was possible in the first place?

Suki had mentioned a potential booking in three weeks’ time. That gave her three weeks to work out how to get Thomas Croft to wherever he should be – and out of her life for good.

Thomas was observing her sulkily over a coiled loop of the glowing light tether now resting on the table. ‘You have a strange attitude for someone who’s built a career doing this stuff.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Nothing. It’s just that I’d expect a celebrated psychic like you to relish the cosmic challenge.’

‘Yeah, well… I don’t.’

‘Is it me? Because I’m getting the sense that this is a me thing.’

‘What, that my whole life is suddenly upside down because I’m being haunted by a ghost who doesn’t think he can possibly be dead? No idea where you got that from.’

Thomas gave a snort. ‘I see you haven’t lost your talent for sarcasm.’

Violet bristled. ‘I see you’re still a total knob.’

The ghost and the psychic turned their backs on one another.

Why him? Violet pleaded with whatever higher power might be listening. If the universe had to muscle in on my act, why choose Thomas bloody Croft to do it?

This was getting them nowhere. With no clue of how she was supposed to help Thomas – and any chance of rescuing her career resting on the ghost not being there – Violet was stuck.

‘Excuse me, dear?’

She was snapped out of her thoughts by the arrival of an older woman at her table. Violet had seen her before in Spinnaker’s, and they’d even shared occasional bits of small talk. To her shame, she couldn’t recall the lady’s name, so she offered a bright smile instead. ‘Hi.’

‘Is everything okay? Only the girls and I were knitting in the corner and we saw you, um… talking to yourself?’

Oh great.

Violet followed the woman’s pointing finger to a table across the coffee shop, where two ladies were waving shyly over a mound of brightly coloured knitting. Weakly, she waved back.

Thomas was watching now with wide-eyed amusement, his Cheshire-cat smile an annoying presence in Violet’s peripheral vision.

‘I don’t mean to pry, love, but if you need a listening ear, you’d be very welcome to join us. Bit of a natter over knitting does wonders, I find.’

‘You’re so sweet, thanks,’ Violet replied, scrabbling for a plausible excuse. ‘I just chat things out sometimes when I’m stressed. Most of the time I don’t even realise I’m doing it.’

The woman nodded sagely. ‘Ah, I see. Did that myself a fair few times when my husband was alive. Only sane conversation I got some days.’

Violet hoped her laugh didn’t sound as strained as it felt.

‘Well, look, I’m Margie and they’re Martha and Dot. If you ever need a chat or company, you know where we are.’ Margie’s smile was so kind and comforting that Violet had to fight the urge to cry.

‘Thanks Margie. I’m Violet, by the way.’

‘Lovely name. Well, I’ll leave you to it.’ Margie smiled and patted Violet’s shoulder. ‘Whatever it is, there’ll be a solution, I’m sure. Probably a lot closer than you think.’

Stunned, Violet watched Margie return to her knitting buddies. As she followed the lady’s progress, her eyes strayed to the counter, where the new barista was carefully building a tower of brownies in the glass cake cabinet.

Closer than you think…

‘Caught talking to yourself,’ Thomas said, his amusement no less than before. ‘Embarrassing.’

‘For you, maybe, Mr I’m-In-A-Lucid-Dream,’ she retorted, her thoughts racing. ‘I need all the help I can get.’

‘You said it.’

Ignoring him, Violet watched the new barista for a while. McKenna Bright had looked straight at Thomas when they were at the counter. She was certain of it now. McKenna had seen him, as clearly as she’d seen Violet, Margie, Martha and Dot, or anyone else in Spinnaker’s. The young barista might well be a little uncertain on her first day, but she didn’t strike Violet as the anxious type. Not to the point where she would ask a customer what they wanted when she’d already taken their order. She must have seen Thomas beside Violet at the counter. It was the only explanation.

‘Stay there,’ she told the ghost, rising from her seat.

‘Why? Where are you going?’

‘Just… stay there, okay?’

She didn’t wait for his reply. Praying their tether would allow her to travel alone across the coffee shop floor to the counter, Violet set her sight on her target.

McKenna had restocked the cake cabinet and was writing a new card in silver ink on black paper with the name of the latest treats. She looked up when Violet arrived at the counter.

‘Hey.’

‘The cakes look good,’ Violet offered, not wanting to launch straight in.

‘Um, yeah. I mean, they’re cakes.’

‘Good point.’ What am I doing? This is insane…

The silver ring in the barista’s left eyebrow danced as she observed Violet. ‘Another coffee?’

‘No, actually. A question?’

‘Um, okay…’

There was no avoiding it now. Her face burning, wishing herself anywhere but here, Violet went for broke. ‘This might sound weird, but can you see anyone at the table I’ve been sitting at?’

The pause that followed was so long it was practically a whole historical period. Violet fought the urge to blurt out an excuse and dash away from Spinnaker’s. If she was mistaken, if what had happened earlier had been McKenna’s first-day nerves after all, how would she explain it away?

‘The bloke in the blue shirt? Yeah, I see him.’

Relief threatened to engulf Violet entirely. ‘You see him.’

‘Yeah.’

‘Oh that’s… that’s amazing! You have no idea how good it is. Because I’m stuck and he’s stuck and… I don’t know what to do…’ The words tumbled from her, relief and fear and all the confusion of the past twenty-four hours converging in a barely comprehensible torrent.

As she gabbled, Violet’s hand went to her tethered wrist – and McKenna’s eyes followed. Instantly, the new barista’s expression changed.

‘Oh right. Sure, I understand.’

She understood. McKenna understood. Violet felt giddy with the revelation. If McKenna could see a ghost, did she know how to make one move on?

‘Can you help me? Us?’ Violet rushed. ‘Because I don’t know who else to ask.’

McKenna Bright gave her broadest smile of the morning. ‘Then you’ve come to the right place.’
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They had arranged to meet after McKenna’s shift at an address across town. It seemed vaguely familiar to Violet, but she couldn’t work out why.

It had been an agonising three hours since the new barista had slipped her a note on a Spinnaker’s napkin as they were leaving, just as Beautiful Ben came back from his break. But now they had arrived, she wasn’t certain McKenna’s scribbled address was correct.

Why were they meeting at Thistleton’s legendary record store? Especially as a faded CLOSED sign was hanging on its door?

‘Jimmi Spinz!’ Thomas exclaimed, his incessant questions that had filled the three-hour wait and their walk across Thistleton to get here suddenly gone as he gazed in the single window of the record store. ‘I haven’t been here in years. Used to spend every Saturday going through the vinyls, man. Magic place.’

‘It’s closed,’ Violet said. ‘There are no lights on. Maybe McKenna made a mistake.’

‘This is the address she gave you. It has to be right.’ Thomas shook his head with a smile. ‘Can’t believe I didn’t make the connection. This place is legendary, Vi! Like, proper pilgrimage level of fame.’

Violet’s heart sank. She’d been here too, back in the day. Thomas knew that – or had he forgotten? The way they’d followed one another around the boxes of records, trying not to look like they were looking. Long before they became a couple, when longing for each other was part of the adventure. It was the place you went to hang out, the attraction more often the other record store browsers than the music itself.

But why would McKenna have chosen to meet here? It didn’t make sense.

‘I should have asked for her number,’ she said, as the ghost continued to fawn over the hallowed shop. ‘I didn’t think…’

‘Relax. Jimmi Spinz is the best.’

‘But it’s closed.’

The ghost gave a happy smile. ‘Even closed, it’s magnificent.’

‘Hey, sorry I’m late!’

Violet turned to see McKenna hurrying towards them, the faintest hint of pink visible behind her pale foundation.

‘I promised my Pops I’d bring him cake from my first day. He’s pretty picky about it.’ She grinned at Violet, then turned to Thomas. ‘Hi. I’m McKenna.’

‘You can see me?’ Thomas gawped.

‘Yes, I see you.’

‘This is Thomas,’ Violet said, when the stunned spirit didn’t offer his name. ‘He’s new at this.’

‘Sorry, it’s just a surprise,’ Thomas apologised. ‘So far the only ones I’ve found who can see me are Violet and her stinky cat.’

Immediately, Violet jumped to her cat’s defence. ‘Gekkou’s not stinky.’

‘His breath is. I can still taste the fish.’

McKenna watched this exchange with amusement. When it was done, she pulled a set of keys from her pocket. ‘Okay, ready?’

Forgetting his disgust at the memory of Gekkou’s breakfast, Thomas gazed at the keys in awe. ‘Are those the keys to Jimmi Spinz?’

‘Mm-hmm.’ McKenna unlocked the front door and opened it. ‘Are you coming in?’

‘The keys to the kingdom…’ the ghost whispered reverently, as he and Violet followed McKenna inside.

The record store was just as Violet remembered. Wooden boxes packed with albums crowded every inch of the interior. Handwritten labels marked the alphabetic order and notable treasures contained within, names both alien and familiar to Violet, in every musical genre. Wicker baskets filled with old cassettes and vinyl singles were stacked on the sales counter, which appeared to be made from the front section of a classic Mini, complete with headlights and shiny silver bumper. A rainbow of button badges were pinned to a length of black velvet hanging on the back wall, alongside framed signed photos of rock musicians and a poster featuring a quote from Jimi Hendrix.

The scent of dust, old vinyl and a lingering ghost of patchouli-scented joss sticks transported Violet back to weekends from her teenage years. A visit to Jimmi Spinz was a Saturday afternoon must, the small record store a hub for so much more than music. Crowds of teens packed into the modest space, not-so-secretly perusing each other as they browsed the record boxes.

Bittersweet memories rose from the boxes to greet Violet. Thomas Croft may have forgotten they’d been here together, but she remembered as if it were yesterday. The delicious thrill when their eyes met across the crowded aisle, the careful dance when their paths crossed, an occasional brush of a body or hand when they were close. All had taken place within these chipboard-lined walls as teenage Violet and Thomas moved slowly towards each other…

He was back here now, but not here.

So many years gone, yet no time passed at all.

Did Thomas have even an inkling of what this place had meant to Violet? If he did, there was no sign. He was too busy flying around the store, loudly regaling an amused McKenna with tales of his misspent youth.

‘All my pocket money was spent here. I even got a paper round at sixteen to fund my vinyl obsession. This place – it was everything. We had this dare, me and my mates, to sneak past Jimmi into the stock room and get ourselves locked in overnight. Almost did it, too, but the old man caught us when my best mate Pete sneezed…’

‘Why are we here?’ Violet cut across him. She didn’t want to interrupt his happy reminiscences, but they needed answers and she had no idea how much time they had to find them. ‘And how do you have the keys?’

‘It’s my grandpa’s place,’ McKenna answered.

‘Wait, you’re Jimmi’s grandkid?’ Thomas practically bowed as if greeting royalty. ‘Oh man, this just gets better. So this place is the family business?’

‘You could say that.’

‘Awesome! How’s he doing these days?’

‘He’s good. Not happy about being retired, mind you, hence the cake demands. But still rocking out with his band and checking in on this place whenever the mood takes him.’

‘Cool…’

‘Why did you bring us here?’ Violet insisted, aware that Thomas and McKenna were straying further from the task at hand. ‘Was it for the music?’

‘No. Although feel free to browse. Pops would be glad of any sale.’

‘Then I don’t understand…’

‘We’re not here for the records,’ McKenna said, crossing the store to a tall bookcase painted black. Its shelves were stuffed with band biographies and tour programmes, a tangle of backstage passes looped over one end. ‘We’re here for the Waiting Room.’

‘The what?’ Violet began, her words vanishing when McKenna pulled an Elvis Presley biography from the middle shelf and the entire bookcase swung open. Not a bookcase, it turned out, but a bookcase door concealing a hidden space. Violet had seen them in films but never in real life, and the childlike thrill it gave her to see it in action dismissed any questions she might have asked.

Why have a secret room in a record store?

Beyond the bookcase door, a set of steps led down into the shadows. What lay at their end? A stockroom? A cellar?

‘The Waiting Room,’ McKenna announced. ‘Come on in.’

Violet and Thomas followed McKenna into the gloom, descending steps that curled around a central pillar, almost as if they had entered the turret of an ancient castle. A string of lights burst into life just as the shadow threatened to engulf them, tiny blue-white beacons illuminating their path.

As they neared the bottom of the steps, Violet became aware of a distant hum. The sounds morphed and expanded until she could identify a muffled beat, then music wrapping around it, together with something else – a burr of noise that didn’t fall in line with the tune.

Conversation.

Just like in Spinnaker’s.

‘Are there people down here?’ she asked.

McKenna reached a purple painted door at the end of a small, gloomy corridor and looked back at her companions. ‘Of course there are. That’s why you’re here.’ She raised a many-ringed hand and gave three sharp raps on the door.

In the centre, a panel slid back. A pair of eyes appeared in the gap.

‘Yeah?’ asked a gruff voice.

‘Visitors,’ McKenna said.

‘Password?’

The young woman fixed the disembodied eyes with a weary, kohl-lined stare. ‘Seriously, Elvis?’

‘It’s protocol.’

‘It’s my grandpa’s place. Let us in.’

‘Password.’

McKenna rolled her eyes. ‘Fine. Move On Up.’

The panel shut abruptly, its snap echoing down the corridor and up the winding stairs.

For a moment, there was only silence.

McKenna and Thomas stared at the door.

Violet realised she was holding her breath.

Then the corridor was filled with the sound of bolts being slid back and chains rattling. With a long, slow groan, the door opened…
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The room was wider than the record store under which it hid. Lit by a jumble of lamps of every shape and size around its peripheries, and the warm glow of candle lanterns on each one of the tables that filled the space. Gentle jazz music crooned from hidden speakers and the scent of fruit, wine and smoky coffee fragranced the air.

But it wasn’t the unexpected room that drew Violet’s attention.

It was the people gathered around each table.

And the beings seated beside them…

McKenna strode in, eliciting smiles and welcomes from the guests in the room. At the door, Violet and Thomas hesitated.

‘What’s going on?’ Thomas whispered, close to Violet’s ear.

‘I don’t know.’

‘Hey, everyone. So, we have new friends joining us.’ McKenna turned and beckoned them in. ‘This is Violet and her Thomas.’

Her Thomas? Violet baulked at the title. ‘Actually, we’re not…’

‘They’re new at all this, so be kind, yeah?’ McKenna reached a table in the middle of the room and pulled out two chairs. ‘Grab a seat here, dudes.’

Tentatively, Violet walked into the Waiting Room, greeted by warm smiles and hellos from the seated guests. Thomas followed, open-mouthed in surprise, as welcomes were directed at him.

‘They can see me,’ he gasped, settling next to Violet at the table.

‘Of course they can,’ McKenna replied. ‘Wow, you’re really new at this, aren’t you?’

‘New at what?’ Violet was as confused as the ghost beside her.

‘Look around you: everyone here has a spirit companion. We call them Departeds. Or nearly-Departeds, if we’re splitting hairs.’

As Violet surveyed the room, she saw it. Every living person seated at the tables, and standing by the bar at the far end of the space, had a glowing light tether around their left wrist, the other end leading to another person whose body was almost fully visible, as Thomas was.

The light tethers glowed in all shades of the rainbow, a green one here, a red one over there. Purples and pinks, blues and whites like the tether that tied Violet and Thomas. It was both comforting and perplexing to see.

‘So they can see Thom because they’re in the same position?’ she asked.

‘You’ve got it.’ McKenna smiled. ‘Hey, I know how crazy this is. Try growing up with it in your family.’

‘How long has the Waiting Room been here?’

‘As long as Jimmi Spinz. Maybe even longer. Grandpa was always a steward of the place; my folks, too, when they were with us.’ A glimpse of sadness passed across her pale features. ‘So it’s my thing now, although Grandpa’s still in charge.’

Violet didn’t know how to respond to that. ‘I’m sorry to hear about your parents, McKenna…’

‘Nah, it’s okay. It was a long time ago. So,’ she said, brightening again, ‘this is your place for as long as you’re tied. Any time you want to come and hang out, consider yourself welcome. I’ll give you a key for another entrance when the record store’s closed. There’s good music, food and drink always available, and great company – if you don’t mind Elvis’s crap jokes…’

‘Oi!’ protested a huge bear of a bloke by the door, dressed in a 1987 Hellfinger rock tour T-shirt, jeans, scuffed black boots and a studded leather collar around his non-existent neck. He folded two enormous, heavily tattooed arms across his chest in a huff.

A ripple of laughter travelled the room.

‘Elvis was a roadie in the eighties and nineties, when my grandpa was playing in bands,’ McKenna explained, lowering her voice a little. ‘His gig tales will bore you to death – no offence, Thom – but he’s a decent bloke. His jokes are dire, though.’

‘We get used to them,’ a lady at the next table said. A pale pink light tether looped her wrist as she waved hello. Beside her, a young woman hovered half an inch above a chair, her long blonde hair almost luminous in the low light. ‘I’m Lydia and this is my daughter, Effie.’

‘Hey.’ The ghost beside her gave a brief smile before returning her gaze to the game of solitaire on the table between them.

‘Hi,’ Violet replied. ‘How long have you been…?’

‘Tied? Coming up to twelve months now. But it’s different for everyone.’

Twelve months? Violet felt a surge of panic. What if she was stuck with Thomas for a year – or more? How could she return to her normal life if she had to deal with him every day?

‘Gerald Thorpe,’ a voice boomed, its owner arriving seconds later from a neighbouring table. ‘Good to see you both.’

‘Hello.’ Violet accepted his handshake, then offered a smile to the smartly dressed woman attached to his wrist with a bright blue light tether.

‘Jane,’ the ghost smiled. ‘If you have any questions, Thomas, ask away. We’re all in the same boat.’

‘Um, thanks…’

‘There’s some lads over in the corner that like a spot of snooker. You might want to join them.’

‘Snooker? But I can’t…’ Thomas moved his hand through the candle lantern on the table.

Jane chuckled. ‘Problem we all have at first. Don’t worry, you’ll work it out.’

Stunned, Thomas watched her leave with her living companion. ‘What the hell is happening?’

Violet gave a helpless shrug. ‘I wish I knew.’

‘I hate snooker. And I don’t want to talk to people. I want to find my body and get back to being me.’

‘Yeah, man, that’s what everyone says.’

Violet and Thomas turned to see a tall, angular man floating up to their table. He wore a heavy leather jacket, a bright yellow T-shirt and blue jeans, and his shoulder-length black hair looked to be slicked back from his forehead with too much gel. He settled at a chair and observed Thomas with a wry smile. ‘I’m Gethin, but everyone calls me The G. So, the old lucid dream thing, yeah?’

Immediately, Thomas brightened. ‘Yes! Oh, mate, thank you! I’ve been trying to explain it to her, but she thinks I’m nuts.’

‘That’s ’cos you are,’ The G replied.

‘Sorry?’

‘See, what you’ve got to remember, mate, is that all of us think that when we get here. One minute you’re doing your thing like a regular chap, the next you’re somewhere else, tied to someone you’d probably never choose – no offence, love,’ the ghost raised an apologetic hand to Violet.

‘None taken?’ she replied, not certain it was true. Being insulted by a ghost she’d just met wasn’t something she had a ready response for.

‘Cool babe. So the thing is, Thom – can I call you Thom?’

‘You just did.’

‘Tidy. The thing is, Thom, you’re dead. Not lucid dreaming. Not in a coma somewhere. Dead. D-E-D. One hundred percent.’

Thomas looked stung. ‘But what if I’m not?’

The G hefted a huge sigh. ‘It’ll take you a while to accept it. I get that. I was still insisting I was going to wake up any minute for two years.’

‘Two years?’ Violet felt sick. One year was terrifying enough of a prospect to be stuck like this, but two?

‘Yeah, babe,’ the ghost nodded. ‘Took me a while. Never been that quick on the uptake, me. But I got there in the end. Like, you know, I’ll get there eventually.’

‘I can’t be dead!’ Thomas wailed. ‘I’ve got stuff to do!’

‘Not anymore.’

‘But my body… my car…’ Thomas was flailing now, his eyes wide with horror.

‘Probably one and the same, if that’s your last memory,’ The G said, bluntly. ‘Look, mate, the best thing to do is just accept it. It doesn’t matter what happened, not really. You can’t change it, so why waste time trying? Believe me, you’ve got bigger problems than what ended your life.’

‘What could be bigger than that?’

‘How you move on from here. Fact is, Tommo, you wouldn’t be here if you weren’t deceased. But you are, so you’ve got to work out the next leg of your journey.’

‘G – G – give me some hope, please?’

The G’s frown softened a little. ‘Chill, Thom. It’ll be okay. All you have to do is figure out why you didn’t pass on straight away. And this lovely young lady,’ he offered Violet a decidedly oily grin, ‘is the key to everything.’

‘How?’ Violet asked.

‘Livings are chosen to chaperone Departeds while they’re here,’ The G explained. ‘But it’s no random assignment. See these?’ He pointed at the crimson light tether around his wrist. ‘They’re heart-ties. When you died, Tommy, your spirit had unfinished business and this lady here is part of it.’

‘Unfinished heart business?’ Thomas repeated, as Violet stared at the table.

‘Not lovey-dovey stuff, not always,’ The G explained. ‘I mean, take me. I’m tied to that chap over there.’

A few tables away, a short, balding man dressed in a striped sweater over a white shirt, orange tie and brown trousers, waved back. A crimson light tether tied his wrist to The G.

‘My high school geography teacher,’ The G sniffed. ‘Mr Wallis was a bit of a dick but he was kind to me. Listened when nobody else would. Never stopped believing in me, the sad old git. So here I am, stuck with him until I figure out what I need to do to move on. Not that I’m that fussed, to be honest with you. We get on, we have a laugh, a few thunderous barnies every now and again, but he’s good company and I kinda like having him around.’

‘You do get used to it,’ offered a plum-voiced lady at a nearby table. ‘Can be quite amusing. A bit like having a pet, really, only cheaper, cleaner and lot more chatty.’

The ghost of a doe-eyed elderly man chuckled beside her. ‘Woof woof!’

As they burst into giggles, Violet turned back to McKenna and The G.

‘I’m going to wake up in a minute, aren’t I?’

‘You wish, babe…’

McKenna ignored the sniggering ghost and offered Violet a consoling smile. ‘It’s a shock, I get it. I’ve seen so many people arrive here for the first time, not knowing what’s happening, scared, thinking they’re losing the plot. But everyone works it out. And the Departeds move on, eventually. They have to. It’s how it works.’

‘So how long do we have to stay like this? How can you tell?’

‘It’s down to the tethers. The colour of them.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Okay, look around: there are all different kinds of tethers and the difference is marked by their colour. So for some, it’s weeks, for others longer. The colour indicates the amount of time each Living has been given to help their Departed move on.’

‘Like a timer?’ Thomas asked.

‘Yeah, kind of. So The G here has a crimson tether. As far as we can tell, that’s the longest time. The last crimson-tethered couple my grandpa remembers were tied for five years, so that’s what we think The G and Mr Wallis will get.’

‘It’s why there’s no rush for us,’ The G agreed. ‘Three years in and counting.’

‘But some light tethers are for much shorter periods of time,’ McKenna continued. ‘Pale green ones are usually a few days. Light blues can be around a month.’

‘And white?’ Thomas was leaning across the table now, the light tether around his wrist raised.

McKenna observed them both. ‘A week.’

Violet felt a huge weight leave her. She’d feared the worst after The G’s mention of years and her panicked mind had been racing with terrible worse-case scenarios. A week was doable. A week still felt like a long time to have to deal with Thomas, but she could manage it.

If Suki was determined to do the live, in-person event, it would take more than a week to organise and sell tickets for. So, if Violet had a week to help Thomas move on to wherever fate had planned, that would leave plenty of time to arrange a show and finally move on with her own life.

‘We can do a week,’ she said, looking at Thomas, who nodded back.

‘A week’s good, I guess,’ he replied. ‘So, what do we have to do to make it happen?’

McKenna fixed them with a look. ‘Sort out your differences. Find the sticking point between you that’s kept your souls tied together. Uncover the reason Violet called you forth and heal where it hurts.’

Thomas and Violet exchanged glances.

It sounded easy, but what could still remain between them that had caused this to happen? Violet didn’t want to consider it. As far as she was concerned, Thomas walked out of her life the moment he chose to ghost her. He broke her heart, but that was years ago. She’d left him in the past. Hadn’t she?

‘What if we don’t have differences?’ she asked, aware of how defensive it sounded.

The G chuckled. ‘You do. Otherwise he wouldn’t be here.’

‘Are you saying this is my fault?’

‘Hey babe, chill,’ The G soothed. ‘This ain’t about blame. If you’re tied, you both have stuff that needs clearing. Two knots, two people, one whole load of tension.’

‘What happens if we can’t? Find the differences and sort them, I mean?’ Thomas asked, clearly keen to move the conversation away from any implied finger-pointing. ‘Hypothetically speaking. Do we just keep it up until I go?’

McKenna and The G fell silent. The look they shared set Violet’s nerves on edge. Thomas had asked a perfectly reasonable question, so why did they look so sheepish about answering?

‘No. Sorry.’ McKenna laid her hands on the table, her deep purple nails catching the flickering light of the candle lantern. ‘The process is more than just helping someone move to the Other Side. You’re both involved: a Living and a Departed. So if one fails to meet the deadline, you both do.’

Violet felt the room undulate a little, gripping the table to keep herself steady. ‘Fail? What does that mean?’

‘If you can’t help Thomas get to the Other Side by the exact time he arrived, seven days later, you’ll be tied to him forever.’

‘What?’

‘No, I can’t do that!’ Thomas protested. ‘Her cat hates me! I’ll be tasting fish for the rest of Gekkou’s life!’

‘Not just in this life. You’ll be tied forever.’

‘But I’m dead. And Violet is still alive.’

McKenna’s fingers worked the braided leather bracelets on her wrist. ‘If you can’t pass on, Thomas, your fate becomes Violet’s. Not when she naturally dies, but as soon as your deadline ends. Seven days from when you arrived.’

‘And then what?’

‘You’ll be lost souls, tied together, destined to walk the earth for all eternity.’

‘And never finding a home,’ The G finished, when McKenna looked away.

As if sensing the seismic blast of the bombshell, the whole Waiting Room fell silent. Every eye, both Living and Departed, studied Violet and Thomas. Their expressions became still, breath and once-breath held.

‘Has that happened before?’ Thomas whispered.

‘Too often.’

‘And do you still see the ones that failed?’

‘No. They become invisible to everyone except each other. Some people might hear them, or sense them, but no contact can ever be made.’

No contact. No trace of who they had been. And no way back…

All Violet could hear was the ragged sound of her breathing.

‘I’m sorry.’ McKenna’s voice was as soft as a sigh. ‘So sorry, Violet.’

Thomas said nothing for a while, his mouth agape.

The G’s hand lifted to the copper dragon pendant around his neck, his nervous fingers passing through the leather thong on which it was hung.

‘No… That can’t be right…’ Violet fought back tears as the dreadful truth sank in. It wasn’t just Thomas’s afterlife that was at stake: now her whole life hung in the balance. It was impossibly unfair. She hadn’t asked for Thomas to appear, or thought about him at all. Why should she forfeit her life for his sake? Who had made her his keeper?

And what if she never found the reason why she’d supposedly summoned him? What if they were stuck on Earth, together but not together, for eternity?

Would she ever be free of Thomas Croft?
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Thomas was quiet on the slow walk home. The glowing light tether dragged between them, longer now, it seemed, than it had been in the Waiting Room.

The streetlights of Thistleton blazed through a chill fog that had settled over the town while they had been inside. It blurred the edges of the buildings, giving them a strange, unfamiliar form as they loomed up from rain-soaked pavements. Everything felt alien, uncertain, the most familiar landmarks made ominous in the murky gloom.

Violet’s thoughts were as shrouded as the streets. The answers she’d hoped to find were more perplexing than the issue of Thomas – and now her very existence rested on untangling the mystery of his arrival. How had this happened to her? And why?

And what about the ghost she’d been tethered to?

He’d seemed to accept his current state in the Waiting Room, but now Violet wasn’t so sure. His mournful gaze at everything they passed and refusal to speak revealed a spirit in turmoil. And who could blame him? Discovering his life was over – having no answers of why or how – must be the worst limbo to find himself in.

‘Thomas,’ she began, picking each word with care – because how on earth did anyone broach this subject with a Departed? ‘Do you want to know how you…?’

‘No.’

‘I mean, I could try to find out. Look online, see if there were any reports…’

‘No.’

‘What about your family? Friends? Would you like me to send them a message? They might find comfort in it, coming from me…’

‘You’re the reason I’m in this mess,’ the ghost snapped. ‘Would you tell them that? I don’t think so.’

‘Hey, don’t take it out on me! I’m just trying to help you come to terms with your…’

Abruptly, Thomas stopped moving and rounded on her. ‘I said, NO.’

His glare was thunderous, the shock of it enough to send Violet’s hands up into the air in startled surrender.

‘Okay, okay! I’m sorry.’

He stared at her for a heartbeat, then turned back to the road, floating ahead like a bruised storm cloud.

Stung, Violet trailed in his wake, the light tether itching her wrist.

Stupid ghost, she muttered, wishing she hadn’t bothered. Thomas might have much to deal with, but so did she. For a start, her own life being forfeit if she failed to get the morbidly grumpy ghost to his rightful afterlife. How was that fair?

They travelled on in prickly silence.

The sight of Violet’s home – and a rather annoyed grey fluffy face in the window – was a welcome relief. The pots of lavender and sage by the door and familiar cat-shaped glass lantern hanging over the porch looked lovelier than they had ever done. She had this, at least. But for how long, if she failed the task?

Thomas lingered sulkily, halfway up the path, a small coil of light tether limp by his side.

Bustling past the ghost, Violet reached the porch and opened the front door, met instantly by Gekkou’s disgruntled yowls.

At least some things in her life hadn’t changed.

She felt a twinge of envy for her cat’s sole purpose in life. Find food, eat food, sleep the food off and repeat.

Not help a ghost move to the afterlife or lose your own life.

A ghost who, apparently, blamed her for everything. And was now refusing to even speak to her.

A week. That’s all they had.

How the hell was she supposed to get Thomas to his afterlife in a matter of days?

‘You’ll find the way,’ McKenna had assured them earlier, as they’d headed back up the winding stairs to the darkened record store. She hadn’t looked as certain as she sounded.

‘But I don’t know why he’s here,’ Violet had argued.

‘Then go back to the start.’

Violet considered this now as the ghost floated sullenly behind her. Where had they begun?

Thomas Croft had always been around. He’d been in the same year as Violet at Thistleton Primary School but in a different class, so their paths rarely crossed. She recalled fragments of his presence, at Christmas celebrations, during summers spent playing in the town park, and at Thistleton’s many community fairs. But all lay scattered at her feet now, like torn scraps of memory. Nothing concrete. Nothing joined up.

Had they encountered one another before high school? Earlier than her memories allowed? It was possible, but how could she ever push through the fog of years to find out?

Her mind whirring, Violet moved through the hall and into the living room, switching on lights as she went. The act calmed her, as if the lights were her weapon against the dark dilemma they both faced.

Gekkou was at her heels, bumping his head impatiently against her leg as she tried to navigate round him.

‘Wait a minute, okay?’ she asked, her voice sounding as weary as her body felt. She glanced at Thomas to see him curled up an inch above the seat of her favourite armchair, his amber eyes fixed on a point a million miles from the room. The front door remained wide open – of course he wouldn’t have closed it behind him. Why had she assumed he would?

Violet walked past him to shut the door, her thoughts a scattered, whirling mess.

When she returned, she stopped beside the ghost. ‘We need to go back to the beginning.’

Thomas didn’t reply.

Pressing on, Violet began to pace the floor. Stuff the ghost if he decided to remain silent. Thomas might not want answers, but Violet needed them. If she didn’t talk this out now and force her wayward thoughts into some kind of order, a solution would never emerge. ‘McKenna’s right: we need to approach this methodically if we’re going to work out what brought you back. So what’s your earliest memory of us – of me?’

Her accidental mention of us stung like a needle jab.

‘I don’t know,’ the ghost muttered.

‘Well, think.’

He shifted position above the chair, shoulders hunched, stare defiant. ‘School, maybe?’

‘Which school?’

The ghost said nothing.

‘Thom, come on, help me! Which school? When?’

‘This is pointless, Violet.’

‘No, no it’s not. It can’t be. We have six days – or five and a bit, maybe? We can work this out if we try.’

Thomas gave a long, totally unhelpful shrug. ‘There’s no time.’

‘There is. And if you don’t help me find what’s keeping you here there’ll be endless time…’ Her voice broke, the emotion she’d tried so hard to hold back threatening to take over. ‘I don’t want an eternity with no home. And neither do you. We deserve better, Thom.’

It was suddenly, starkly, frighteningly real. The home she stood in, the cat still waiting for his dinner at the kitchen door, Suki, her life – everything she loved, all that she knew, now at stake. In less than a week, it could be gone.

She was not about to let that happen.

‘What’s your earliest memory of me?’ she asked, willing him to reply.

‘I don’t know. Primary school, maybe?’

‘When in primary school? We were in different classes, so when did you first become aware of me?’

‘It wouldn’t have been in class, or assemblies…’ Thomas shut his eyes tight. ‘I don’t know, Violet. You were always just there.’

‘Where?’

‘Around.’

‘We need to be specific. You must remember something?’

I need to know if she remembers our night of a thousand stars…

No, Violet scolded herself, not that.

That wasn’t the beginning of anything. It was a precursor to the death of them. At this point she wasn’t sure that the message that rocked her on the night of the Halloween Live had come from Thomas. And even if it had, he clearly didn’t remember it now. Or it didn’t matter to him. Either way, she wasn’t revisiting that until it was absolutely necessary.

Go back to the start, McKenna had said.

Thomas and Violet had circled one another for a long time before that night. Before they’d ever become a couple. So, when had it all begun?

‘It could have been any time.’

‘Come on, Thomas!’

‘I’m dead, remember?’ Thomas scowled, rising from the chair with indignance. ‘And I’m sorry, but I wasn’t lucky enough to get the whole life flashing before my eyes thing before I apparently met my demise.’

‘So think.’

‘I can’t!’

He wasn’t going to co-operate, was he?

‘Forget it,’ she shot back, as she stormed towards the kitchen. ‘I’m going to feed my cat and then I’m going to feed myself. I’d ask you if you wanted anything, but I won’t because apparently you’re dead and incapable of doing anything but feeling sorry for yourself.’

‘Oh, throw that at me, why don’t you?’

‘Why not? You’re dead, Thomas. Selfish and stubborn and dead. And if you don’t get over yourself and help me deal with this mess, we’re both doomed!’

Alone in the kitchen, out of sight of the ghost, Violet fought her tears. Gekkou’s gentle headbutt against her legs as she prepared his food did little to soothe her. How could Thomas be so self-absorbed when every second counted? When both their eternities were at stake?

Once again, injustice rose within her. Why was this her problem? Why couldn’t Thomas have haunted someone else – someone he actually remembered? McKenna said Violet’s heart had summoned Thomas, but how was that possible when she hadn’t thought about him for years?

She wasn’t hungry, but preparing food gave her vital space away from her unwanted companion. As she worked, she was aware of a sudden tension on the light tether at her wrist. Thomas had left the living room. Had he left the house?

If so, how far had the tether allowed him to go?

The glowing white thread that tied them seemed a law unto itself.

At times, it kept Violet within a few metres of Thomas; at others it seemed to disappear entirely, like it had this morning when she’d first awoken. It didn’t keep Thomas in her bedroom – or, worse, her bathroom – when she was in them, which was a blessing at least. It had slackened when they’d been in the Waiting Room, when Thomas had wandered away from the table to talk to some of the assembled ghosts around the snooker table while their human counterparts played a game.

It might have allowed Thomas to leave now.

He just couldn’t leave indefinitely.

But a temporary reprieve was welcome tonight. Violet needed space and stillness, a chance to view the everyday life she’d enjoyed before Halloween.

She made a small bowl of pasta and forced herself to eat it, despite the stubborn knot of emotion in her throat. If she was going to think this through and find a starting point for them to explore, she needed energy.

When she emerged from the kitchen, she found the living room empty, as she had expected. It couldn’t remain so for long. Pretty soon, the ghost would return and the last thing Violet wanted was another battle tonight. She took herself to bed, smiling wearily when Gekkou sneaked in as she was closing the door.

She slept but didn’t dream; a fathomless sleep that her body succumbed to within minutes of laying her head on the pillows. Somewhere far above her she was aware of Gekkou’s contented purr, a steady, comforting rhythm that lulled her further into slumber. No other thoughts or sounds intruded on her rest and Violet let herself float in the nothingness.

When she opened her eyes, the room was still dark. No moonlight from the window, no sounds from beyond her door. The clock beside her bed read 3.33 a.m., its red numbers dancing in her watery vision. As she pulled the covers over her head, she felt a pressure around her left wrist. A gentle pull, soft against her skin.

The light tether was glowing, a warm white light leading from her bed to the gap beneath the door.

As she watched, it pulled again.

Gekkou stirred. A low growl sounded from the depths of his fur.

‘It’s okay,’ Violet whispered, reluctantly climbing out of bed. ‘Stay there.’

With a snort, her cat tucked his head back under his paws.

When she opened her bedroom door, she followed the soft glow of the light tether across the carpet to her armchair, where two amber eyes shrouded in a frame of shadow resided.

‘Ghost stories,’ Thomas said.

‘What?’

‘Ghost stories. The first thing I remember about you.’

Violet folded her arms, her mind muddied by sleep. ‘When was that?’

‘Year 3. Easter holidays. At the treehouse.’

Instantly, the memory bloomed, as if spotlights had illuminated it on a stage. A sunny day in April, a grand adventure with her friends, and the thrill of climbing up a rope ladder into a wooden building perched within the branches of an old oak tree. And while ghost stories didn’t feature in the picture, the memory of the treehouse was enough.

Her smile was instant.

‘Then that’s where we’ll start.’
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The house at Number 54, Bracken Way, hadn’t been lived in for many years. In the stark morning light it looked dejected at the end of a dead-end street, its cracked windows blank and its roof seemingly more holes and sprouting vegetation than shingle and tile.

‘How long did you live here?’ Violet asked, as she and Thomas stood before it.

‘Until I was twelve,’ he replied. He was calmer this morning, his answers quieter and more considered. He hadn’t said sorry, not in so many words. But Violet sensed his being here now was as close to an apology as she’d get. ‘Dad inherited it from some random relative. It was a bit of a wreck from the start. Plumbing that leaked, broken floorboards upstairs, dry rot in the lounge – there was always some job that needed doing.’

Looking at its sorry state today, Violet could only imagine. She had a vague sense of visiting the house, many years ago, but it was difficult to remember its frontage as it had been then. Large sheets of chipboard were nailed across the entrance and jutted out around what was once the front garden and drive. A weatherbeaten For Sale sign hung apologetically on one of the boards, its screws bleeding lines of rust and green down its flaking surface.

Clearly, nobody wanted to live here now.

But this is where Thomas had first noticed Violet. Not at the front of the house, but in the garden behind.

‘The garden’s boarded up,’ Violet said. ‘I wonder if we can find a way to peek over the fence at the side, to see if the treehouse is still there?’

Thomas floated to the point where the boarding met the fence. ‘We can do better than that. Come over here.’

Violet stepped gingerly through the overgrown grass that edged the pavement to join Thomas by the fence.

‘Looks like nobody ever fixed this one,’ he beamed, waving his hand at a single vertical fence board. ‘Give it a kick at the bottom.’

‘But these are new,’ Violet protested, looking from the mud-caked fence panel to her lovely cherry red leather boots with dismay. She’d worn them as her own personal courage-booster, marking the first day of her quest to help Thomas move on.

They mattered to her. And they meant something deeper than their luscious red patent. She’d bought the boots as a nerve-steadying present to herself a week before the Halloween Live and she’d been so excited when they arrived. That felt like a lifetime ago. And if she failed to get Thomas home…

‘Then they’ll be great at kicking,’ the ghost replied.

‘Maybe I can just push it?’

‘Nope. Won’t work. It needs a good kick, or it won’t budge.’ He fixed her with a weary look. ‘Trust me, okay? Kick it, hard as you can, just… there.’ 

Willing an apology to her shiny right boot, Violet aimed the heel at the base of the fence board and kicked it hard. To her surprise, the board swung up and out, narrowly missing her as she sprang back.

She glared at Thomas, who was beside himself with laughter. ‘You could have told me it did that.’

‘And miss the fun? Not likely.’ He nodded at the fence board that had pivoted at its centre and was suspended parallel to the ground, creating a gap above and below it. ‘Go on, then. Squeeze through.’

Violet said nothing as she ducked beneath the board and edged her body through the narrow gap, but the words she conjured up in her mind would have turned the crisp morning air decidedly blue. 

Emerging into the tangled wilderness of the former garden, she shot a look at Thomas as the ghost floated effortlessly through the fence.

‘What?’ he grinned. ‘Maybe this being dead thing has its perks.’

‘Unbelievable.’ Violet brushed wood dust off her coat and looked over the shoulder-height barrier of the garden’s brambles, brush and wild grasses to a tall, gnarled oak tree at its centre. 

It was still there.

Old and cracked, its paint long flaked away, but still intact and, surprisingly, looking structurally sound. Even with the wild state of the surrounding garden and the broken, abandoned house it belonged to, the treehouse was just as Violet remembered it. The rope ladder, green with age, still hung from its side.

‘Hello, old friend.’ Thomas was gazing wistfully up at the treehouse when Violet turned back to him.

‘I can’t believe it’s still here.’

‘I can. My gramps built it. Everything he made lasted. He’d be so happy it survived.’

‘He built it for you?’ Violet asked.

‘He did.’ Thomas nodded, passing through the knotted undergrowth as if it wasn’t there. ‘I built it with him the summer before I turned six. Well, not built it, you know, just held screws and hammers and passed him planks of wood when he asked for them. But I felt like a king being trusted like that.’

‘I’ll bet.’ Violet pulled her coat sleeves over her hands and began to push her way through the thorns and sharp branches to follow him. ‘And this was where you invited everyone in the summer holidays that followed.’

‘It was. The best den in Thistleton. Quite a few kids just invited themselves. Dad always had extra squash ready for whoever rocked up.’

Reaching the trunk of the oak tree, Violet paused to regain her breath. ‘You reckon it’s still safe?’

Thomas considered the small, dark square of an opening in the base of the treehouse, where the rope ladder was suspended. ‘Only one way to find out.’

Seeing his suggestive smile, Violet shook her head. ‘Oh no. Sorry. No way.’

‘But the answer might be up there,’ he protested.

‘So float up there and check.’

‘Aw, come on, Vi. This quest is yours as much as mine.’

‘And it’ll be over before we’ve started if I fall from that ladder and break my neck.’

‘I’d forgotten how dramatic you can be,’ he grumbled.

‘Me? What about you, flouncing off last night?’

‘I was upset.’

The man was as impossible in death as he had ever been in life. But he wasn’t going to budge on this, was he? Time wasn’t on their side and answers might lie up there, in the treehouse where Thomas was certain their story had begun.

With an exasperated groan, Violet took hold of the rope ladder, giving it a sharp tug to see if it withstood the pressure. Remarkably, it didn’t shift.

Here goes nothing, she thought, as she started to climb.

The rope was slippery beneath her palms, slick with green algae. She gritted her teeth against the unpleasant sensation and fixed her gaze on the treehouse entrance. The ladder creaked and swung, startling a pigeon who flapped away in a flurry of feathers and indignance, narrowly missing Violet’s head. 

‘Argh!’

‘It’s just a pigeon,’ the ghost called up.

‘Not helpful.’

‘Funny though.’

Wishing herself anywhere but here with a pesky ghost, slime-covered hands and a rickety old rope ladder, Violet climbed faster.

The dusty floor of the treehouse welcomed her hands as she reached it with relief, offering a silent prayer of thanks to whoever – or whatever – may be watching over her. She pulled her legs up and half-rolled her body inside, scrambling to her feet when she was far enough from the entrance hatch. 

Light streamed in through gaps in the aged wooden planks that formed the treehouse’s walls. Above, a rusted brass lantern hung from the apex of a pitched roof. The scent of damp and dust clung to everything. As Violet looked around, she could see folds of old blankets and cushions, faded and frayed by time. On one wall a single sheet of curled-edge, age-browned paper bore the ghosts of once-bright crayon drawings around two words:

THOM’S DEN

‘It’s all still here,’ Thomas said, appearing on one of the stacks of mouldy blankets. He sounded younger, a little boy in man’s clothing, the thrill of discovery dancing through his voice. ‘My blanket seats and the cushions… I thought I was kind of a rock star with these.’

Violet had a vague recollection of the soft furnishings that graced the interior of the treehouse, and of thinking how cool it must be to have your own cushions. As a young girl, she’d begged her parents to make her blanket dens and cushion castles like she’d seen her friends build, but every request was denied. Sofas were for sitting on, cushions had their place and blankets belonged on beds. Imagination wasn’t something to be encouraged in young children.

Maybe that was why her visit to this magnificent treehouse, with its seemingly sumptuous furnishings, had lodged in her mind.

She didn’t remember Thomas from that visit, though.

The thought had troubled her as they’d walked across town to Bracken Way. McKenna said yesterday that Violet had somehow summoned Thomas, that her heart had called him to her. If that was true, shouldn’t it be one of her memories of him where they would find answers?

‘You said you remember me here,’ she said, pushing her own misgivings aside.

‘I did.’ The ghost settled above the dark folds of a once-red blanket. ‘It came to me last night, when I went for… a walk.’ The choice of word was pointed. 

‘What do you remember?’

‘Your ghost stories.’ Seeing Violet’s confusion, he continued. ‘That Easter holiday, pretty much everyone I knew hung out here. My folks were used to it and they encouraged it, I think. I was an only child, they were both older when they’d had me. They worried about me not meeting enough people and missing out on the stuff siblings got to enjoy. Anyway, it was great, but I was nearly eight and I got bored easily. And it was almost the end of the Easter break, so tensions were high. Petty arguments, jealousies, they all started rearing their ugly heads. One day, I’d had enough. I hid in the treehouse while everyone got on with whatever they were doing. And then you turned up.’

The way he spoke about that day was so vivid, so full of life and colour, that Violet wished she could remember it. Thomas looked the happiest he’d been since his Halloween arrival. Excitement radiated through him, his smile bright with memory, and Violet was struck by an urge to keep him in this happy state for as long as she could.

‘How did I get there?’

‘Elly Prowse brought you.’

Now that was a blast from the past. ‘Oh wow, Elly! I haven’t thought about her in years.’

‘The Right Honourable Elly Prowse now,’ Thomas smirked. ‘Or at least she was at the time I… well, you know.’

‘Elly became an MP?’

‘Yep. Down south somewhere. I remember a mate saying he’d seen her on some politics debate programme, all slicked hair and sharp suit.’

Violet remembered the scruffy, delightfully free-spirited girl who had lived a street away from her, and tried to picture her in a parliamentary debate. Years before Suki Dai arrived in her life, Elly Prowse had been one of the few kids who bothered calling on Violet during the holidays. She remembered being taken all over the place by Elly and her friends and what a ray of hope that had given her.

‘I can’t imagine Elly with that kind of a job.’

‘She was always good at getting people on side,’ Thomas said. ‘Which is why she brought you, I guess.’

‘She was good to me.’

The ghost smiled back. ‘So, she arrived and just burst in here as she always did, with a group of friends in tow. I just remember a very quiet girl with her that day, who I hadn’t seen before. You sat on a green cushion that our next door neighbour gave me…’ He looked around the dusty space. ‘That one, under the window, I think.’

If it had once been green, the cushion in question was now a dark shade of muddy grey, its colour long since surrendered to the elements.

‘You loved the tassels on it,’ Thomas went on. ‘I don’t know if you’d ever seen tassels before, but you were fascinated by them. Anyway, everyone was talking, Elly wasn’t getting the hint that maybe I just wanted to hide there while the garden was taken over by everyone else, and then she suggested we tell spooky stories. It wasn’t dark or anywhere near it, but maybe the sun had just started to set? I don’t remember.’

‘And that’s when I told a ghost story?’

‘Yeah. Elly told one, some of the other kids had a stab, but nothing really scared us. So the treehouse fell silent and we all looked at you, and then…’ He laughed. ‘Then little, quiet, wouldn’t-say-boo-to-a-goose you piped up with the scariest, most bloodthirsty story I had ever heard.’

Violet laughed, then. While she couldn’t remember ever telling a ghost story here, she could imagine herself spinning a tale that captured an audience. Strange that she’d thought her storytelling had begun at high school. Had she always shared the stories she’d imagined? 

‘Exactly how bloodthirsty was it?’ she asked.

‘The works! An ancient tree spirit that had possessed the roots of the treehouse and poisoned the sap, so that it began to spawn demon killer zombies who were slowly creeping their way up inside the tree, ready to burst out of the branches to get us. And a devil curse hidden in the bark. And the rope ladder that whispered the exact time and date of your death if you put your ear to it… You freaked everyone out. It was so cool.’

Recounting the story animated Thomas in a way Violet hadn’t seen before. He practically lit up as he shared every detail. She hadn’t expected that.

‘You remember it all?’

‘Are you kidding? Coolest thing ever.’

‘I wish I could remember it.’

‘You don’t?’

‘I remember the treehouse. But I don’t recall telling the story.’

His face fell. ‘So we won’t find the answer here.’

‘No. Sorry.’ Violet wished it could be different, that the solution to their quest was hidden in the old treehouse, tucked beneath its ancient blankets and cushions. ‘But we said we’d start at the beginning, and we’ve done that. Now, where do we go from here?’

The ghost raised his eyes to the cobweb-covered roof. ‘Search me. I was so sure this would be it.’

For a while, neither spoke, the creaks and groans of the old treehouse and its gnarled oak host filling the space where words should be. 

Then, the cheery tone of Violet’s phone sounded.

She had never been so glad to receive a text from Suki.

Hey Vi, I have news!

Meet me at Spinnaker’s in an hour?

S xx

‘Okay, I have to go,’ she told Thomas, heading for the rope ladder. 

‘Where?’

‘To see Suki. At Spinnaker’s.’

Thomas was instantly beside her, his mood considerably lighter.

‘Then we’d better not keep the lovely lady waiting.’
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Suki welcomed Violet like a long lost friend, her hug tighter and longer than usual.

‘I called at your house this morning, but you weren’t in.’

‘Yeah, sorry, I had some things to do.’ Violet glanced over to the counter, where Thomas was deep in covert conversation with McKenna. At least he had someone else to talk to. Maybe McKenna would have some ideas of where they could look next. Right now, Violet was willing to try anything.

But should she tell Suki about Thomas?

The question had played on her mind since learning her fate at the Waiting Room yesterday. Suki should know. But she couldn’t see Thomas, and that was a problem. Would she believe that Thomas was even there? Also, he’d taken a particular shine to Suki, which Violet was finding strange to navigate. How could she ignore his shameless flirting with her best friend if Suki was made aware of his presence?

There was so much to unpack about her own feelings for her former boyfriend, things she wasn’t yet ready to address. They hung like ominous spectres at the edge of her thoughts, a constant reminder that she would have to face them, sooner or later. Was she ready to drag Suki into the mess? 

‘Right. Of course. I was just worried, that’s all.’

‘You don’t have to be.’

‘I know, but I am. Are you okay, Vi?’

‘I’m fine.’ It was a lie and the instant kick it gave her conscience made her relent. ‘I’m getting there. It’s a lot to deal with.’

‘I know it is. And I don’t want to rush you, honestly, but this isn’t just about us. I know you’ll have seen our socials and the confusion still raging there. We can’t let that go on. I think we need an official statement about what happened on Halloween night. Just to calm everyone down. I mean, look…’ 

She handed her tablet to Violet, who slowly scrolled down endless lines of comments. Violet hadn’t dared to look until now; Suki’s faith that she would have done yet another kick to navigate. 

Her heart sank.

Her wonderful Starbloomers, the reason any of this had happened. Why hadn’t she stopped to consider them?

Something’s happened to her, I just know it.

Why hasn’t Madame S posted?

We need answers.

I reckon she’s in hiding. I know I would be. Letting us all down like that.

Can anyone check on her? She’s never gone a day without posting. What if she needs help and nobody knows?

‘I’m sorry, Suki.’

‘It isn’t me you need to apologise to. They’re worried, Vi. I would be, in their shoes. The last thing they saw was you looking terrified, then the stream going dark. Screenshots of it are doing the rounds online and speculation is rife. Some people are genuinely freaked out about it, but others are calling it a publicity stunt.’

‘No…’

Suki’s expression softened and she eased the tablet from Violet’s hands. ‘We can salvage this, but we need to do it soon.’

‘How?’

‘A video statement. I don’t think just posting a written message will cut it. They need to see you, looking okay. It’s the only way we’ll stop the speculation and get things back on track.’

‘What are we doing?’ Thomas had arrived at the table and was gazing happily at Suki. How long had he been there?

‘We need to film a video message,’ Violet said, hoping Suki accepted this as confirmation and not her talking to an invisible person ogling her best friend.

‘Yes. Today.’

‘Does she want to know more about me? The hunk I’ve become since high school?’ Thomas offered, leaning suggestively towards Suki. ‘Because I’d give her a video message any day of the week…’

‘Would you just…’

Suki frowned. ‘Just what?’

‘Nothing, sorry,’ Violet rushed, wishing she could kick the pesky ghost who was hovering scarily close to Suki. ‘I was thinking aloud.’

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’

‘I’m fine. Fine. Fancy a coffee? I’ll get us a coffee.’

Before Suki could reply, Violet left the table and hurried over to the counter, giving a sharp tug on the light-tether which brought Thomas scuttling after her.

‘Oi, I was having fun,’ he protested, falling into reluctant step with Violet.

‘You were causing trouble,’ she shot back. ‘Suki can’t see you.’

‘More’s the pity…’

‘She can’t see you and I haven’t told her about you yet.’

‘So tell her.’

‘What if she doesn’t believe me? Or thinks I’m losing my mind?’

‘But you’re a celebrated psychic, right? She must have seen weirder stuff than you talking about a ghost hanging around.’

‘It’s different,’ Violet argued, not knowing how to explain. Because if she told her friend the truth about the quest – and admitted how terrified she was – Suki would be confused. Violet had faked so many supposed encounters with spirits before that this one would seem at odds with the rest. And she couldn’t be honest about the rest – not yet. Not when she needed Suki to help her out of the mess Thomas’s arrival had caused.

‘I don’t see how it’s different, but okay.’ Thomas grinned at McKenna, who gave a subtle wave that Beautiful Ben wouldn’t spot. ‘She doesn’t want to share me, Mac. Can you believe it?’

‘I didn’t say that,’ Violet countered, seeking solidarity from the young barista. ‘I just think that maybe there’s a reason some people can’t see you.’

‘Who wouldn’t want to see me? Tell her, Mac…’

McKenna held up a tea towel. ‘I’m neutral in this, thanks.’

Violet mouthed a heartfelt thank you, ignoring the huff from her ghost charge. ‘Suki can’t see you. And while that remains the case, I’m not going to introduce you.’

‘Can I make myself visible?’ Thomas asked McKenna.

The young barista made a show of wiping the counter as she replied, aware of Beautiful Ben working around her. ‘It’s complicated. You can’t just appear at will. The G reckons moonlight works, but not for long. You could try that.’

Thomas clicked his fingers with delight. ‘Yes! We’ll get sexy Suki out under a full moon and show her what she’s missing.’

‘Shh!’ Violet hushed. ‘And stop lusting over my best friend, please. It’s weird.’

More than weird, actually.

Violet wouldn’t say it out loud, but the return of her former first love had stirred up conflicting emotions within her. She didn’t want Thomas to love her, not anymore. But it hurt to see that he obviously didn’t care for her now. 

She checked herself.

Why was she thinking that?

Thomas Croft had broken her heart half a lifetime ago. Now, he held the keys not only to her future on earth, but also her eternal future. To give him any more power over her was unthinkable. 

‘I’ll bring your order over to you,’ McKenna offered.

‘Thanks,’ Violet said. ‘And sorry for…’ She nodded at Thomas, who was eagerly floating back to the table to sit beside Suki.

‘No need. I get tricky spirits in here all the time. Like that lot over there.’

Violet followed the line of McKenna’s gaze to see three giggling women of a certain age at a table near the door, blowing kisses at Beautiful Ben. The glowing red light tethers around their wrists fell in generous loops to pool around their feet, their human counterparts nowhere to be seen.

‘Do they know you can see them?’

‘Not yet. But I guess if they rock up at the Waiting Room any time soon they’ll know the game is up. Talking of…’ McKenna pulled something from her apron pocket and pressed it into Violet’s palm. ‘Side door key, for you two. I meant to give it to you yesterday, sorry. Any time you need to get away or be among friends, use that and it’ll take you straight down to the Waiting Room.’

‘Thank you.’ Violet’s attention remained on the three ghosts at the table. ‘Where are their Livings?’

‘Could be miles away. The closer a Departed gets to their moving-on date, the longer the tether becomes. Their Livings are probably glad of the reprieve, to be honest.’ She moved to the coffee machine.

‘How come?’

‘Dreadful flirts,’ McKenna replied, filling a coffee arm with freshly ground espresso. ‘You think Thom’s a menace? He’s not a patch on those three. Proper pervy old ladies who should know better.’

On cue, Beautiful Ben passed the table in question carrying a tray. Delighted, the three Departeds began making kissing noises and very unladylike remarks about Ben’s bottom. Violet couldn’t disagree with their loud appraisals of him (although the terminology was something she wouldn’t be caught dead using), but she could only imagine the embarrassment the ghosts’ behaviour might cause for their Livings if they were here.

Suki was scrolling comments on her tablet when Violet returned, blissfully unaware of the admittedly good-looking ghost making doe-eyes at her.

‘Coffee’s on its way,’ she said, risking a look at Thomas as she resumed her seat.

‘Great, thanks. Caffeine will be my saviour today.’

‘I could be that and more for you, babe…’ Thomas began, his hand flying up when Violet gave the light tether a sudden jerk. ‘Would you stop doing that?’

‘Can’t,’ she shot back.

Suki looked up. ‘Can’t what?’

‘Can’t… we film the video message at my place? I’ll feel more confident on home turf.’ Violet just about managed to cover her tracks, her heart thudding fast. 

‘Great idea,’ Suki replied. ‘It’s too loud in here anyway.’

As coffee arrived and Suki began to plan the words her best friend would deliver on screen, Violet considered her options.

She would have to lie to her Starbloomers, that much was clear. But then, all she had ever done was lie to them. From a good place, she reminded herself, but a lie was still a lie. After the video was made, would there be an opportunity for her to share the truth with Suki? Not about Viola Starbloom, but about Thomas being here?

Of all the people in her world that she might tell, Suki was most likely to be the one to understand. Already a devotee of everything spiritual and unexplained, Suki accepted so many things she didn’t need physical evidence for. And while she may not have encountered a real ghost before, she had known Thomas when he was living. Would his being a Departed now make any real difference? Suki was the most compassionate person Violet knew, always ready to assist anyone. Thomas was a wandering spirit in need of a home, a remnant of a life seeking its rightful place. Surely Suki would understand that and want to help?

But what about the rest of it, inextricably linked to the ghost’s arrival?

Violet had lied to Suki from the beginning, with the fake horoscopes and tarot pulls, the supposed messages from the Great Beyond and the palm readings that had elevated her online. Suki believed all that – and worse, she believed in Violet. With so little time remaining of the quest to move Thomas on, could Violet afford to lose her best friend’s support? 

Maybe, she promised herself, when this is all over and Thomas is where he’s meant to be, I’ll tell her everything.

Yes, she would.

Probably.

For now, what mattered was crafting a script her beloved Starbloomers would buy. 

And keeping a certain lustful ghost of a Recently Departed out of Suki’s way…
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‘My beloved Starbloomers, this video is my message to you about what happened on Halloween night. I know many of you were worried and I’ve been inundated with messages checking in on me. First of all, I’m okay. Embarrassed, but okay…’

‘I wouldn’t say embarrassed,’ Suki said, peering around her camera.

Violet frowned. ‘Really? I thought it might help.’

‘It sounds like an admission of guilt.’

‘Does it?’

‘Yes.’

‘Oh.’

It felt strange to be back in her spare bedroom studio, not least because of the bored-looking ghost peering over Suki’s shoulder. Violet hadn’t ventured back here since his arrival on Halloween night, too sickened by her response and the shock of it all to return. 

As Suki continued to suggest alternative script lines for the video message, Violet kept a wary eye on her ghost-charge. She had tried to dissuade him from being in the room when they arrived back from Spinnaker’s, taking advantage of the few minutes Suki was distracted setting up the camera.

‘You’ll be bored to death,’ she’d said, instantly regretting her choice of words. ‘Sorry.’

‘Yeah, too late for that.’ His grin hadn’t made her feel any better. ‘Besides, I want to see the great Madame Starbloom at work. I wasn’t paying attention last time.’

Now, she wished she’d insisted he stay in the living room, or tested the length of the light tether by venturing further outside. Having him in the small studio, observing her at such close quarters, was unnerving.

‘Okay, why don’t I say I wish things had been different, but there were forces beyond my control?’

‘Yes, good.’ Suki made notes on her laptop. ‘They’ll understand forces because of your gift and we can work in something about technical difficulties, too. Nobody’s going to question that.’

They will, Violet thought. They always do.

She’d seen the comments for herself now and was aware of the significant proportion Suki was shielding her from. Dissenting voices, accusations of her being a fraud, and people insisting she’d staged the whole thing to spook her viewers or had failed to connect with the spirit world as she’d claimed. The backlash was gathering momentum and becoming louder by the day. If Violet survived this PR disaster, she had a hope of moving forward. If not, Madame Viola Starbloom was sunk.

‘Let’s try again,’ Suki suggested, preparing the camera for another take. ‘Don’t overthink it, don’t accept blame. Just be yourself.’

But who am I? Violet wondered, as she adjusted her clip-mic.

Until the night of the Halloween livestream she could have answered that question. Now, she couldn’t say. Violet Simmonds: failed YouTube livestreamer, pretend psychic and now the unwitting minder of the grumpiest ghost of her ex while he worked his way over to the Other Side… 

The unwelcome feelings stirred up by their visit to the old treehouse hadn’t helped. Violet didn’t want to be reminded of her childhood, or have her long-held assumptions challenged. She couldn’t recall the ghost stories she’d told there, but Thomas could. He’d noticed her – long before she thought he had – in so much detail that he could still describe his reaction to their first meeting. Violet had always assumed Thomas Croft noticed nothing until their last year of sixth form at high school. What did it mean, then, that he could trace their story to a moment years before?

It had helped her heart to think he didn’t care. That the time they’d spent together had meant nothing to him, discarded the moment he decided he wanted something else. What did this revelation mean for her now? 

‘Ready?’ Suki asked.

‘Yes.’ Violet steadied herself and selected a suitable smile for the camera. She couldn’t worry about Thomas now. She had neglected Madame Viola and her Starbloomers for too long. They had to be her focus. Film the video so that Suki could get it out into the world, undo some of the damage and give herself the best chance to move on.

She fixed her gaze on the camera.

‘Hello, my beloved Starbloomers. I wanted to send you this message because I know you’ve been worried about me. I’m okay. But I owe you an explanation about what happened on Halloween night.’ Seeing a thumbs-up sign from Suki, she allowed herself to relax a little. ‘It was a busy night, as you can imagine. Your lovely messages were coming in fast and it took me a while to settle. But I didn’t bank on technical difficulties rearing their heads. I started to have connection issues and that meant I wasn’t present for the Ancients when they tried to speak…’

‘Maybe don’t mention connection issues?’ Suki suggested, breaking her flow.

‘But I thought you said to talk about technical difficulties?’

‘The computer, the camera, the mic, not the connection,’ Suki argued. ‘It can’t be the connection. People were watching. They know we were online the whole time. The connection didn’t drop for them.’

‘Oh. Good point, sorry.’

‘It’s fine. Let’s go again.’

‘What’s this?’

Beyond the camera, Thomas was pointing at a jumble of papers on one end of Violet’s desk. With horror, she recognised the discarded script from the Halloween Live.

‘It’s nothing. Just notes,’ she rushed, as she struggled to free herself of the mic cable that had inexplicably tangled itself up in her sweater.

Suki looked up from her laptop. ‘You made notes for the video? Okay, let me see them.’

‘No… well, yes… I just need to fetch them…’

‘Wait, no Vi, you don’t need them just yet. You’re doing so well,’ Suki protested.

Abandoning the battle with the microphone cable, Violet tore off her sweater and dashed across the room.

But it was too late. Thomas had inclined his head and was reading the script. The prepared messages, the lists of imaginary commenters, all of it.

‘Ellie in London, there is a shadow from your past about to darken your door. But you mustn’t be afraid…’

‘I’ll just get them…’ Violet insisted.

‘Honestly, Vi, leave them for now.’

‘No…’

‘The shadow has no power over you. You closed the door before and it remains closed…’ Thomas read, his expression hardening. ‘Stand your ground, my darling…’

Violet reached the desk and made a grab for the script. As she did so, her hand passed through Thomas’s body, the ghost squealing in shock as intense cold numbed Violet’s skin.

‘Argh!’

‘Sorry!’

Horrified, she withdrew her hand, the papers glowing for a second as they emerged.

‘That… hurt me…’ Thomas gasped.

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘You don’t have to apologise,’ Suki sighed. ‘We just need to get on.’

Thomas moved between Violet and Suki, his body distorting her view of her best friend. ‘You didn’t receive messages. You planned them. All of them.’

‘I just wanted to be prepared,’ Violet countered. ‘To say the right thing.’

‘Just be yourself,’ Suki said, unaware of the storm breaking in the spare bedroom studio. ‘Trust your gift, Vi. I know this thing has knocked you, but your Starbloomers know you’re the real deal…’

‘The real deal?’ Thomas repeated, his eyes aflame. ‘Does she think you’re genuine?’

‘I want them to believe me.’

‘Of course you do, hun,’ Suki soothed, wearily. ‘And they do.’

‘You’re lying to her.’ Incandescent as the truth dawned on him, Thomas rounded on Violet. ‘You lie to everyone! Tell them what they want to hear. But you don’t believe any of it, do you?’

Tears prickled Violet’s eyes. ‘It’s not like that…’

‘Honey, chill. Stop panicking. We’ll sort this.’

‘I’m not… I didn’t mean…’

‘You’re a fake! A fraud! And – my life – you’re my only hope of redemption. If you don’t believe in any of this stuff, how the hell are you going to get me home?’

It was too much. Covering her ears with her hands, Violet shut her eyes, hot tears coursing down her face. ‘I can’t do this!’

Instantly, Suki was at her side, her gentle hands trying to coax Violet’s own away from her ears. ‘Vi, what’s happening? Are the Ancients talking to you?’

‘She believes you, doesn’t she?’ Thomas spat. ‘Poor, trusting Suki.’

‘It isn’t like that!’

‘Okay, it doesn’t matter. We can leave it for a while, if you like? Just try to breathe, hun.’ 

‘How long, Violet? How long have you lied to her?’

‘I can’t do this now. I’m sorry…’ Violet managed, the hurt and anger and shame of the past crashing in on her like storm-tossed waves.

Suki’s arm held her up. ‘Let’s get out of here. Come on, lovely. We’ll go to the living room and I’ll stick the kettle on.’

Violet let herself be led out of the studio, leaning against Suki for support. But her help only deepened Violet’s disgust with herself. Thomas was right: she’d lied to Suki for too long. If her best friend found out Violet was a fraud, she’d walk away for good.

There was no way Violet would let that happen.

She couldn’t tell Suki the truth. And she couldn’t answer any of Thomas’s accusations until her best friend had gone.

‘I’m okay,’ she said, stabbing at her tear-stained face with her hands. 

‘You’re not.’ Suki crouched beside her. ‘I pushed you too hard. I’m sorry.’

‘Give me five minutes and we’ll go again, okay?’

It took all of Violet’s strength of mind to return to the studio and film the message, but she did it for her best friend. It was the least she could do, considering the rest. Finally, Suki left – and Violet was alone.

Well, not alone.

Gekkou wrapped himself around her legs, miaowing insistently. Violet scooped him up and let his softness calm her. If she lost everyone else, Gekkou would remain. There was comfort in that. She forced breath into her lungs as he purred in her arms, pulling strength from his presence for what lay ahead.

Or rather, who.

Leaving her cat to enjoy a sunny spot on the living room rug, Violet gathered her remaining courage and went back to the studio.

At first, she couldn’t see Thomas. The studio was still, its low light a stark contrast to the afternoon sun spilling into the other rooms. The light tether around her wrist felt slack, its unearthly white glow steady as she moved into the room. Had Thomas left? If he had, he couldn’t have gone far.

‘Thomas?’ she called, not sure whether she wanted a reply or not.

It would be easier if he weren’t here. But it would only delay the inevitable. However angry he was, and however much Violet wished the responsibility wasn’t hers, they were tied. Both of their futures rested on finding Thomas a way home. 

And time was running out.

‘Thomas?’

‘Yes, liar?’

An area of deep shadow shifted beyond the desk, a body unfolding to face her.

‘I want to explain.’

The ghost folded his arms, his amber stare fixing Violet to the spot. ‘If you think you can.’

‘I never meant to mislead anyone.’

‘And yet, here we are.’

Violet sighed. ‘I only ever wanted to make people happy. So I told stories.’

‘You told them what they wanted to hear.’

‘Yes! Because it made them feel better. Brighter. Like the universe gave a damn about them.’

‘But you lied to them.’

‘No… Well, yes, but not like you mean. Sometimes the dream of something better, something lovelier than where you find yourself, helps you find it for real. I’ve never told anyone to do something that would harm them. It comes from a good place…’

‘But it’s a lie.’ Thomas moved from his dark corner, passing through the desk to reach her. ‘And the worst thing is, you didn’t believe a word of what you told them.’

‘I believe in the possibility of it.’

‘Oh don’t give me that!’ He was right beside her now. ‘You spin lies for people, about things you don’t believe, and you console yourself with a lie that you make a difference. Does it make you feel better as you take their money? Because you’re not just doing this out of the goodness of your heart, are you?’

‘I don’t do it for the money!’ Even as she protested, Violet was aware of the hypocrisy of her argument. Without Madame Starbloom there would be no studio, no sponsorship, no steady monthly income. 

‘Would you listen to yourself? Look around you, Violet: everything is here because of the lies you tout online. How many followers do you have?’

‘That’s not the point…’

‘How many?’

Violet hung her head. ‘Nearly thirty thousand on socials.’

‘Thirty thousand trusting souls hanging on your every lying word.’

Put like that, it sounded awful.

‘I didn’t believe it,’ she admitted, changing tack. ‘Until Halloween night.’

‘That’s convenient…’

‘No, Thom, listen. You proved me wrong. You changed everything. It shook me – but I can’t deny you’re here. And I don’t understand it. I wish I did. The fact is, you need me. And maybe I need you.’

Said aloud, it stole her breath.

She didn’t want to need Thomas Croft. He’d broken her heart and smashed her belief in love. Ghosting her in real life – ironic, given that he was ghosting her for real now. His actions had broken her. But he was here again and that couldn’t be a coincidence. Perhaps the universe had heard her after all – and Thomas was the key to everything.

‘You need me to save your own life.’

‘Yes. And I wish I didn’t. But you need me to help you move on.’

He had no reply for that.

‘I’m sorry,’ she offered, saying it now while the ghost was still. ‘I never expected anything to come of all this, whether you believe me or not. All I ever wanted to do was make other people happy. Because if they were happy, they’d notice me. And I wouldn’t be alone.’

Stories had rescued Violet Simmonds, opening doors she’d thought forever closed to her. Growing up with parents who rarely saw her – and when they did it was as an annoyance – Violet craved attention. Discovering her words had power was a revelation.

‘Excuses,’ Thomas began, but Violet ignored him. If she didn’t say this all now, she never would.

‘You had people around you, Thom, all the time. Your family, your friends. The first time I remember seeing you was in the middle of this big, loving crowd.’

‘Where?’

‘At high school. The first day of Year 7. I walked down the corridor from the assembly hall and there you were, the centre of everyone’s attention. They hung on your every word, crowding around you to get the best view. And their smiles…’ Her heart ached at the memory as it returned. ‘You were surrounded by them on every side. I didn’t know what that felt like, but I envied it.’

‘So I had friends.’

‘You say it like everyone did. But I didn’t. Not until I started telling stories. I felt like the day could end and the school be locked up and nobody would notice I was still there. And at home, it was the same. All I wanted was to be seen. Like you were.’

Thomas observed her cautiously. ‘I don’t see how this is relevant.’

‘I don’t expect you to understand. I’m just trying to explain.’

‘So, explain.’

Violet sank into her desk chair, its support welcomed by her shaking body. 

‘The reason I started telling stories was to be noticed. To be liked. I didn’t plan it then, or anything that’s happened since. I found myself with an unexpected chance to change my life and I liked it. So, I told stories people wanted to hear. And then a friend at uni got me interested in astrology – not that I believed it, but I was fascinated by the way people relied on it to give them peace and hope. Horoscopes weren’t that different from the stories I was telling, only the attribution. Suddenly, it wasn’t me wishing the best possibilities for people, it was the universe confirming what they most longed to hear.’

‘And people fell for it.’ 

‘People liked how it made them feel. So they kept asking for more. And I…’ She faltered, the hidden shame of so many years finally revealed. ‘I liked being needed.’

‘And the money.’

‘It wasn’t about money.’

‘Yeah, right.’

‘It wasn’t – at the start. But I needed to pay bills and I was putting the work in, even if the source wasn’t what everyone assumed.’ She sighed, the release surprising. ‘So here I am.’

Thomas was quiet for a while, only the occasional blink of his eyes in the shadow of his body evidence he was still in the room. Violet didn’t attempt to fill the gaping silence, too weary from her confession to risk another round.

Finally, he spoke.

‘Do you believe you can help me?’

Violet met his stare. ‘I have to. Otherwise we’re both lost.’

The ghost nodded. ‘Then we need to go back to school.’

‘What do you mean?’

He moved beneath a spotlight, the light permeating his body. ‘The treehouse was where I first noticed you. High school is where you first noticed me. If you’re the key to me moving on, we need to focus on your memories. So, how can we get into the school?’

Suddenly, the way forward cleared.

Violet felt her spirits lift as she faced Thomas.

‘I know someone who can help. Come on!’






14

St Gilbert’s High had seen many winters, standing tall on the crest of Hazel Hill at the heart of Thistleton. During its time it had been a grammar school, a teacher-training college and a high school, which it remained to this day. But its recently renovated smart exterior was a world away from the tired yet sturdy building it had been when a young Violet Simmonds and Thomas Croft joined its cohort of Year 7s.

Thomas blew out a long whistle. ‘Who bankrolled that?’

‘A business consortium. St Gilbert’s raised half of it, then the Gilmore Company matched the funding.’

‘It looks like an office complex, not a school.’

‘I know.’ Violet checked her watch. ‘We’d better go in.’

‘On a Saturday? What are you going to do, pick the locks?’

‘Better than that,’ Violet replied, dialling a number on her phone. ‘Hey Joe, I’ve just arrived at the front gate.’

‘Great,’ a familiar voice trilled on the line. ‘Come round to the side gate and I’ll let you in.’

‘Joe?’ Thomas asked, as he trailed after Violet. ‘Which Joe?’

Violet smiled, her first in what felt like days. ‘Joe Elderman.’

The effect on the ghost was immediate. ‘The Ledge? He’s here? How?’

‘He’s caretaker of this place.’ Violet waved at their old friend who had appeared from a side building and was walking towards them.

‘Joey E! No way!’ Thomas took in the sight of the caretaker as Joe Elderman approached the gate with a huge set of keys. ‘I loved him! Tell him I loved him.’

‘Shh!’ Violet whispered. ‘He can’t know you’re here, okay?’

‘Okay, I get it.’ The ghost held up both hands. ‘I’m not here.’

‘Vi, hi!’ Joe beamed, gathering Violet into an enormous hug. ‘It’s been too long! How have you been?’

‘Good, thanks,’ she replied, returning the hug. ‘Sorry for the random call.’

‘Are you kidding? I always have time for you.’

They strolled across the playground, Violet marvelling at how small it looked compared to when she’d first arrived at St Gilbert’s. Back then the school campus had appeared vast, a labyrinthine jumble of corridors, yards and buildings she thought she’d never be able to navigate. 

‘So, this is your kingdom now.’

Joe laughed. ‘I know, right? Who would’ve guessed that would happen? But you haven’t seen the best of it yet – look over there.’

At the far end of the playground, where concrete met the lush green of the sports field, a familiar old building came into view. Built of alternate red and white bricks, it boasted a slate-tiled roof, and its door, two windows and wooden fascia were painted a deep turquoise blue. 

‘Stokey’s Surf Shack!’ Thomas exclaimed, at the exact time the name escaped Violet’s lips. Behind Joe’s back, they shared a smile.

‘The very same,’ Joe replied, opening the padlock on the front door. ‘Except The Ledge is in residence now.’

‘He got the keys to Nirvana,’ Thomas noted, genuinely impressed. 

Nobody knew for certain when the caretaker’s lodge had acquired its legendary moniker, or who, during the summer break, had sneaked into St Gilbert’s and daubed the name on its side, but the then custodian of the modest brick outbuilding had surprised everyone by leaving it in place, the artist never brought to justice. Mr Eric Stokes was not known for either his sense of humour or any hint of sentimentality, so the name of his work headquarters remained a delightful anomaly during Thomas and Violet’s school years and beyond. 

‘I had it repainted,’ Joe explained, leading Violet around to the side of the building where the famous name had been.

Sure enough, emblazoned over the entire width of the wall, was a new name:

THE LEDGE SHACK

Where the old sign had been hastily daubed in streaky white paint, the bricks beneath it stained with drips and smears, its successor was a graffiti art masterpiece, complete with highlights of gold cresting each letter.

‘That’s incredible!’ Violet laughed.

‘I got a bunch of Year 11s to design it. Turns out their art teacher is a dab hand with spray paint.’

‘The Ledge! Total ledge!’ Thomas chattered to himself, as he followed Violet and Joe into the building. ‘Loved the guy, I really did.’

The inside of the caretaker’s lodge had been transformed, too. Gone was the strange assortment of wooden chairs and deckchairs that Old Man Stokey had gathered together, leading to much speculation about him sneaking into sheds on the neighbouring allotments at night to pilfer his furniture. Instead, two comfortable armchairs sat beside a polished woodburner, next to a neatly organised desk and a tall bookcase filled with sci-fi and fantasy books. 

‘This place looks great.’

‘Cheers, Vi. Take a seat and I’ll stick the kettle on.’

After the tension between Violet and Thomas back at home, being in this bright, welcoming room was a tonic to her soul. She chatted with Joe as he made tea in two Thistleton Town FC mugs, aware of Thomas moving around the room, taking it all in. What was he thinking, seeing his old high school buddy in the building they’d tried so many ways to gain entry to as kids?

‘Still supporting the Thistles, I see,’ Violet said, accepting a steaming mug.

‘You know me, a Thistle for life.’ Joe grinned, sitting in the chair beside her. ‘It’s so good to see you, Vi. I don’t want to think how long it’s been since we had a proper catch-up.’

‘Too many years,’ Violet agreed, feeling a pang of regret. She saw Joe and his young family often around town, but their hellos were always hurried and in passing, life calling them away. 

Joe smiled. ‘You’re here now, though. So, how’s life?’

‘Good. Weird sometimes.’

‘Tell me about it. Can you believe we’re all grown up and sensible? It doesn’t seem a minute since we were tearing up this place.’

‘And you’re a dad now.’

‘Guilty as charged.’ He chuckled, his gaze travelling to a framed picture on the desk. ‘Three kids, would you believe it? Four, two and eleven months.’

‘Wow. They look gorgeous, Joe. And how’s Lizzie?’

‘She’s great. Still too good for me, of course.’ He nodded at the woman in the photo, who didn’t appear to have aged in the intervening years since they’d got together in Year 11. ‘She’s just passed her final accountancy exam.’

‘Lizzie Martin the accountant!’ Thomas laughed. ‘Never thought I’d see the day.’

‘That’s so cool,’ Violet countered, sending Thomas a look. ‘Give her my congratulations, would you?’

‘Sure.’ Joe took a sip of tea and settled back in his chair. ‘But I’m guessing you didn’t just come for a chinwag.’

‘No. Although it’s great to catch up. I wanted to ask you about someone we were at school with.’

‘Oh?’

‘Thomas Croft.’

Joe stared back. ‘The Thomas Croft?’

‘The very same.’

‘Wow, okay. Blast from the past.’

Violet saw Thomas wince. ‘I’ve been going back over some old stuff and I was trying to remember Thomas as he was – you know, at this place.’

‘Well, you guys were together, so you can answer that better than me.’

‘I mean before we dated. I shelved a lot of memories about him after we split up. And, I don’t know, maybe it’s age making me nostalgic, but I really want to remember how things were before all that.’

Joe nodded. ‘I hear you. Thomas Croft, eh? Bit of a legend.’

‘When did you first meet him?’

‘Back at the start of Year 7, like you, I guess. But the first time I heard him was what did it for me.’

‘Heard him? How?’

‘I was with some mates from primary school, huddled by the lockers. First day, nerves as big as our blazers, totally bewildered but pretending we weren’t. We were watching the crazy flow of bodies as all the older years bustled past, like hedgehogs watching a motorway, you know? Trying to work out how to cross, but terrified of trying. One wrong step and splat…’

‘Ugh, thanks for that.’

Joe Elderman always had a laugh like a munchkin and it had survived into adulthood. The sound was pure delight, the tinkling tone of joy highly amusing when it came from a bulky former rugby player. ‘What? It’s a good description.’

‘It’s gross,’ Violet laughed.

‘My very best work, thank you! Anyway, there we are, brightly polished newbies, and suddenly this sound fills the corridor. It comes from the east side of school and it’s loud and shrill. And everyone stops in their tracks. Like, everyone, even the towering Year 11s and the snooty sixth-formers. We all stop to watch. And that’s when Thomas Croft makes his grand entrance. On a stolen scooter. Coat wrapped around his shoulders like a superhero cape. And Mr Powell the geography teacher stumbling after him, booming, “Come here, boooooooooy!”…’ He shook his head. ‘A legend born, right there.’

Over in the corner, the ghost took a bow. ‘One of my finest appearances.’

‘So that made you want to be his friend?’ Violet asked.

‘It made everybody want to be his friend. Getting one over on Pockface Powell and scoring a detention on his first day? Who wouldn’t want to be friends with that guy? Anyway, I had footy practice after school, so when I was done I waited at the gate for him when he came out of detention.’

‘I remember that. What a dude.’ Thomas was looking at Joe with pride.

‘And that’s when you started hanging out?’

‘From that very day. And man, the trouble we got into over the years! Chatting back to teachers, sneaking itching powder into our Head of Year’s coat and watching him crazy-dance in the playground during lunchbreak, locking bathroom cubicles and climbing out then telling everyone the stalls were haunted by ghosts… Classic behaviour. It makes my job now even funnier, when you think about it.’

Violet could only imagine the mischief the two young boys had caused. But something confused her. ‘It’s funny, I don’t remember you two hanging out when Thom and I got together in the upper sixth.’

Instantly, Joe’s mirth faded. ‘No. You wouldn’t.’

‘I didn’t get in the way, did I?’ Violet asked, the horrible thought occurring to her. 

‘No, it wasn’t you.’ He stared at the corner where Thomas was leaning, and for a heart-stopping moment Violet thought Joe might be able to see him. But his gaze drifted slowly back to his half-drunk mug of tea. ‘I don’t know what it was, actually. We started the first year of sixth form, thick as thieves, and then he just… checked out.’

Violet felt her heart contract. Checked out. It could only mean one thing, the thing that had broken her own heart, a year later. Still, she had to ask. Thomas needed to know.

‘How do you mean?’

The ghost had moved forward from the wall and was watching Joe intently. Gone was his smile, his mouth a firm line of tension.

Joe shrugged. ‘He stopped talking to me. Stopped seeking me out at school and at the weekends. It was like I didn’t exist. Like I was a ghost. He’d look right through me and if I tried to initiate a conversation, he would just walk away.’

‘No, mate. That’s wrong. We were tight! We hung out all the time…’

Violet ignored the ghost’s protest. ‘He ghosted you.’

‘Yeah.’ Joe nodded. ‘I’m not gonna lie, it crushed me, Vi. Thom was the best mate I’d ever had. I just couldn’t understand it.’

Violet knew only too well what that felt like. The hurt of watching Thomas walk past like she wasn’t there, of any attempt to speak to him thwarted. The moments when his eyes looked straight through her, as if she was glass. ‘That’s awful.’

‘Yeah, it was rough. For years, I thought it was me. That I’d said or done something to make Thom walk away. But now? I think it was him. He just decided to be someone else. Someone who didn’t need Joe Elderman hanging around. He cut me out, with no explanation. And – boom – I was history.’

‘I’m so sorry, Joe.’

‘You don’t need to apologise, Vi. I mean, you know what it was like. The way he checked out on you after you’d been together all summer… It was wicked.’

Violet kept her eyes on Joe. She didn’t want to see the effect his words had on Thomas. It was too real, too close to home.

‘And how do you feel about it all now?’

‘It was a long time ago, but that kind of thing when you’re a kid never leaves you, does it?’ Joe picked at a loose thread on the arm of his chair. ‘I moved on, like we all did. You know I joined the army for a few years? Loved every minute, made my old man proud. But making friends has always been a challenge for me. I think Thom cutting me out changed how I saw friendships. Like I never thought anyone would stick around, and even when they did I pushed them away. Hurt or be hurt, right?’

‘I know what you mean.’

Of course she knew. In every relationship since Thomas, Violet had unwittingly done the same. Waited for it to fail. Expected to be ghosted. And pushed away anyone who dared to buck the trend. 

Now she looked at Thomas.

The ghost was staring at them both, shock etched into his expression. Had he ever stopped to consider the consequences of his actions, or was this a bolt from the blue?

Remembering the reason behind their visit to St Gilbert’s, she turned back to Joe.

‘Can I ask you a personal question?’

The caretaker’s smile was sad, its diminished light burning defiantly. ‘Always for you, Vi.’

‘If he were here now, in this room, what would you want to say to him?’

‘To Thomas? Man, that’s a question.’ He rubbed his brow. ‘I guess I’d tell him he was a dick for ghosting me, but that he’s the one who missed out. I reckon we’d still be tight now if he hadn’t walked away. I think about it sometimes, to be honest. I loved the bloke. Genuinely. He’d have been best man at my wedding, godfather to my kids, the whole shebang. If he’d realised the friend he had in me, things would have been so good.’

A gasp sounded from the corner of the room. Thomas was hunched in on himself, his wide stare fixed on his former friend.

Keeping an eye on the ghost, Violet asked, ‘Have you forgiven him?’

Joe grimaced. ‘Forgive is a big word, Vi. I’ve forgotten it, mostly. And I’ve started looking for the warning signs when I’m in danger of stuffing up friendships. I wish none of it had been necessary. But that’s just life.’

‘Onwards and upwards, yeah?’

Joe smiled. ‘Exactly. And for you too. Thom might have given up on us, but we know better. We don’t need his validation to be who we want to be. And look at us both now, eh? Legends in our own lunchtimes!’

***

Thomas didn’t speak as Joe escorted Violet to the gate. His eyes were fixed on a point beyond the road leading home. As Violet hugged Joe goodbye and promised to visit him and the family soon, the ghost floated ahead.

Violet didn’t catch up with him until they were halfway down Hazel Hill.

‘Are you okay?’

Thomas said nothing. Furrows in his brow caught the afternoon sunlight, a grimness setting his jaw.

‘Let’s go home,’ Violet suggested, not expecting a reply.

Thomas closed his eyes and floated a step ahead.

Violet didn’t intervene, or try to lighten his mood. The conversation with Joe hadn’t been easy for any of them, but Violet had the strongest sense that it was necessary for Thomas to witness.

Even if she couldn’t yet explain to him how his ghosting of her had decimated her self-esteem and her ability to love, Thomas now had Joe Elderman’s testimony ringing in his ears. 

Until Violet could add her own, that had to be enough…
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Gekkou watched from his cat bed as Violet worked around Thomas for the next hour. The ghost had taken residence in Violet’s favourite armchair, a brooding, almost-there being, whose silence spoke more eloquently than anything he had said today.

Violet resisted the urge to press him on what he’d heard in the caretaker’s lodge. She’d learned from years of spinning stories for others that the most powerful part was the silence between the words. The moments of reflection, of pause. 

She hadn’t expected Joe’s recollections of Thomas to be as raw as they were, or to resonate so closely with her own experience. But his perception and openness had revealed a way forward. Joe had clearly found release from the effect of the ghosting, even if the memory still haunted him. 

Might it be possible for Violet to find the same?

And what if the words Thomas had heard this afternoon held the key to his moving on?

After an hour of stubborn silence, Violet decided to break the stalemate. They had to talk at some point and time was not on their side.

‘You okay there?’ she asked.

Thomas didn’t reply.

‘Maybe it would help to talk about it?’

‘What’s there to talk about? I’m a monster.’

‘You’re not.’

‘The Ledge thinks I am.’

‘Maybe you were to him.’

Thomas held her gaze for a moment. ‘Thanks for not telling him.’

‘Not telling him what?’

‘That I died. That I’m dead – or almost-departed.’

Violet accepted this wordlessly. She’d considered mentioning it, not least because Joe might have heard how Thomas had met his untimely end. But what good would it have done to confirm to Joe that any hope he still entertained of a reconciliation was now lost?

‘Can I ask why you didn’t say anything?’

‘Imagine if he hadn’t heard you’d passed away and I was the one to break the news. That would have devastated him, and I couldn’t have asked him anything else once I’d dropped the bombshell. Also, you told me you don’t want to know how you died. So if Joe did know, I couldn’t have stopped him talking about it. I was trying to honour both of you.’

‘I didn’t think of that. Thanks.’

‘It’s okay.’ Violet took a breath. ‘The thing is, I reckon Joe’s way of dealing with everything is good. He’s working out how to avoid pushing people away.’ Her voice cracked, the observation closer to home than she’d intended. ‘If I told him you’d died, it might have shifted his focus back to everything he’d lost…’

‘I guess,’ the ghost replied, hunching himself further in the armchair. ‘Anyway, I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Okay.’

Violet waited, trusting her gut that now the subject had been broached, more would follow. She’d learned this from Suki over the years, her friend regularly stating she didn’t want to discuss situations that made her feel vulnerable, only for the floodgates to open minutes later. It was a waiting game and Violet was ready to play it. 

She busied herself with tidying the living room, working quietly around Thomas as he stewed in the chair. The ghost was still, but his hands worked overtime, fingers tumbling over themselves in a barrel roll of preoccupation. 

Violet’s heart went out to him, despite how much she sympathised with Joe Elderman’s story. It couldn’t be easy to hear that your actions had caused so much pain to a friend. Not knowing Thom was in the room, Joe hadn’t held back, meaning the unvarnished, unedited truth was starkly presented. That had to hurt, especially if you didn’t realise you’d done anything wrong.

Why had Thomas turned his back on Joe? It made no sense when they’d been so close. But it also begged a deeper question: why did Thomas walk away when things were good? If there had been problems, or he’d been unhappy, Violet could have seen a reason he would want to protect himself. But checking out when he was at his happiest, at his most fulfilled? It made no sense at all. 

In all the years since Thomas had abruptly ended their relationship by walking away, the question Violet could never answer was why. Did he even know himself? She didn’t dare ask. But today’s revelation was a reckoning. Perhaps Thomas now had the opportunity to consider the question. 

‘My school memories, gone,’ he said, at last. ‘I mean, totally wiped out. I thought The Ledge would remember the good stuff, but what he said… Best man at his wedding, godfather to his kids…’

‘I know.’

‘I didn’t know he felt that way. I thought we just grew apart, like kids do. If he cared so much about it, why didn’t he say?’

‘Would you have listened?’

‘Yes, of course!’ The deep furrows in his brow told a different tale.

‘But you weren’t there.’

‘I was! We had classes together. Mutual friends…’ He caught Violet’s gaze and looked away. ‘He had a million chances to tell me.’

‘But did he really?’ 

‘Or someone else could’ve said something. Pulled me up on it, called me out. How was I supposed to know how he felt if…?’

‘If you weren’t talking to him?’ Violet suggested, the challenge as gentle as she could make it. ‘If you didn’t acknowledge his existence?’

Or mine, a voice in her mind added.

‘Someone could have said something.’

‘What if they did and you couldn’t hear it?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

Violet sat on the floor, cross-legged, gazing up at the troubled ghost. ‘You checked out, Thom. Slammed the door. It’s what you do – what you did. You ghosted Joe, and you felt justified in that decision. You didn’t think it was wrong, so why would you listen if anyone said it was? To you, he’d stopped existing.’ 

‘No!’ Thomas retaliated. ‘It was never like that! Why would I remember so many great times with Joe if I’d decided he didn’t exist?’

‘Because you ignored the rest.’

It hurt to challenge him, but this might be Violet’s only opportunity to say it. 

Thomas looked away. ‘Everything I thought I remembered about school is wrong.’

‘Not all of it.’

‘Right, yeah. Only the bits that meant anything to me.’

This was getting them nowhere. And watching Thomas so deep in despair stirred Violet’s compassion, despite her own conflicted emotions. 

There was something she had that might bring him back to a better place. It was a risk to share it, but Violet knew it was worth trying.

‘Stay there,’ she ordered him, jumping to her feet and hurrying to her bedroom.

What she sought now lived in the farthest, darkest corner of her wardrobe. It had followed her over the years, from childhood home to university houseshare and now this place, gathering dust but refusing to be discarded. Despite the many reasons she shouldn’t want to keep it, it remained. 

Now was the time to bring it out. To finally share it with him. 

Violet pulled the box from its hiding place, pausing for a moment to brush a sheen of dust from its lid. The motes sparkled in the late afternoon sun as they floated away. She straightened the pale blue ribbon tied around it, her heart aching as it always did. Then she hugged the box to her, for just a breath. 

It was reassuringly heavy in her hands, scented with age and memory. Violet had never imagined it would be seen by the man so intrinsically linked to its contents, and yet here she was, about to share it.

‘Thank you,’ she whispered to its faded silver lid. For the time it had spent as just hers, for the significance that insisted it should be kept, and for the precious things it had carried since her eighteenth year.

Thomas hadn’t moved when she returned to the living room, the ghost obediently almost-seated in the armchair where Violet had told him to stay. 

‘Come and look at this,’ she invited, placing the box on the floor in the middle of the room.

‘What is it?’

Violet looked at him as he settled beside her on the carpet. ‘Good memories.’

Slowly, she loosened the ribbon that held the lid in place, noting how the satin had faded where the bow had been tied. Patches of the original colour now blended into the paler sections, and the edges of the ribbon had begun to fray. It had its own beauty, forged over time. There was comfort in it, Violet thought. That passing years could bring their own colour and texture to add beauty to something.

If she succeeded in helping Thomas to move on, she wouldn’t be scared of what time might do to her. Because it would be testament to what she’d achieved, to the extra years on earth she’d earned instead of the alternative…

Let this work, she willed, lifting the lid.

The first thing she took out of the box was a photograph. It never failed to make her smile, even though it was taken at the very start of the summer that broke her heart.

‘Is that—?’ Thomas began, moving a little closer, ‘Bloody hell, it’s the crew!’

Gazing up from the photo was a group of teens, sprawled across grass in a chaotic mix of smiles, pulled faces and raised beer bottles. The start of the summer holidays, their final exams finished and the rest of their lives sparkling ahead of them. Not a care in the world. And at their centre, a young and handsome Thomas Croft, dressed in jeans, a bright yellow band T-shirt and round-rimmed sunglasses, raising his fingers in a peace sign.

‘You loved that T-shirt,’ Violet ventured.

‘That tee was legendary. DuskStar! My favourite band. Die for You, remember that?’ 

He started to hum, the sound vibrating through his frame. Warm and familiar, a song sung in his voice that Violet had never expected to hear again. It was both the loveliest sound and the most painful memory. 

She braced against a sudden rush of pain.

He had sung that song everywhere. Played it – badly – on his battered old guitar that was permanently by his side. Hummed it, as he was now, close to Violet’s ear.

It played on the radio the night they first kissed, in the listening station in Jimmi Spinz as they pressed close together to share a set of headphones, in his room and her room where they wiled away the summer days in each other’s arms. And that night, by the shores of Sweetheart Lake, where he’d told her he loved her and she’d given him everything.

Pushing the thought aside, Violet sifted through the memory box contents to find a small, slightly rusted pin badge.

‘This was yours,’ she said, turning it over in her palm. The same yellow as his T-shirt in the photograph. The same band logo, edged in black, with orange and white letters around a shooting star. 

He’d pinned it to her denim jacket on their fourth date. A promise, he said, that his heart was with her even when he couldn’t be. It was a reference to a line from Die for You, the song he was obsessed by:

Even when you’re alone

Feel my heart next to yours

The only place I want to stay…

‘My DuskStar badge! I loved it. My mate nicked it for me from the merch table at a gig we went to.’

‘Which mate?’

‘Stan – remember him? Lanky git, bit mouthy, star of the football team.’

The memory returned like a sunburst. ‘Stan Carey, wow. I’d forgotten about him. I heard his name all through school because Amy Radner in my form had the biggest crush on him.’

‘Fit Amy? No way!’ He offered a rueful smile when Violet shot him a look. ‘Hey, we were a bunch of teenage idiots with raging hormones and overactive imaginations. Creativity wasn’t our strong point.’

‘She was pretty,’ Violet conceded.

‘She had great boobs.’ He held up his hands. ‘Again, sorry.’ 

Had Thomas discussed Violet with his mates before they’d got together, she wondered? She’d been so preoccupied with her own insecurities back then that she wouldn’t even have noticed if boys in her school had yelled dodgy nicknames at her. 

As Madame Starbloom, she regularly received flattering messages from male admirers. Most of them sweet, some of them an instant block. She had become accustomed to strangers on the internet debating her beauty, her attractiveness and the features they admired most (and least) about her. But the thought of anyone admiring her from afar when she was a teenager seemed preposterous.

And yet, Thomas had noticed her.

Had fallen for her.

Had loved her – or so he’d said.

She lifted out a programme for their lower sixth musical production, in which she had played a lead role and Thomas had been a stagehand. As she did so, a handful of photographs tumbled out. Three rehearsal pictures, filled with faces she’d once seen every day at St Gilbert’s High. 

And one photo that didn’t belong.

Her heart crashing, Violet quickly stuffed the rogue photograph in the back pocket of her jeans. Thomas was still transfixed by the DuskStar badge, lost in memories of the band he’d loved.

‘Everyone rated Stu Heatherwick, the lead singer, but the bassist was my hero. Jack Domingo, bloody icon! I thought he was the coolest geezer ever. I bought a leather jacket from a car boot sale that I reckoned made me look like him. It didn’t, of course, but I wore that thing for a year until it fell apart.’

‘I remember.’

Thomas glanced at Violet. ‘I wrapped it around your shoulders a few times.’

So he did remember.

‘Thom…’

‘You looked great in it.’

She remembered too well. The scent of his aftershave, the creak of the leather, the soft folds of its orange velvet lining warm against her skin. The feeling of being cared for and cherished by the strangely old-fashioned, gentlemanly act of him giving her his jacket. Like she mattered. Like she was loved.

‘It was a long time ago.’

‘You’re still beautiful.’

Violet forced her gaze back to the rehearsal photos. ‘I don’t think…’

‘Did I make you feel like Joe felt?’

The question was a shock to the system, sudden and devastating. Had he finally made the connection?

She should tell him now. Lay it all out as Joe had unwittingly done. But when Violet dared to look at Thomas, she saw what she’d missed before: fear. Gone was the swagger, the clever retorts. In their place, the questioning vulnerability of a little, lost soul. 

If she told him the truth, it would undo all the careful work she’d done by sharing the box of high school memories. If he withdrew, they might never find the key to him moving on.

And the memory of that jacket gently placed around her shoulders was beguiling, despite her own better judgement. Surrounded by warm, happy tokens from their shared past, she suddenly didn’t want to lose this moment.

‘I loved it when you gave me your jacket,’ she said, simply, discarding the invitation to tell him how his betrayal had shattered her world.

Editing out the difficult stuff. It was what she did best, wasn’t it? Spinning tales from only the brightest, most positive threads and hiding the rest. Like the photograph hidden in her pocket now. A beautiful sunset over a lake surrounded by tall, majestic pines, taken from their place – a hidden, sandy bay, where one magical night they had made love and gazed up at a thousand stars above them. The day before Thomas Croft cut her out of his life, as he’d done with his best friend, Joe Elderman, a year earlier.

‘I loved being with you. You made me feel like the only guy on the planet.’

He was closer, all of a sudden. The glow of his body a hair’s breadth away from hers. His presence felt warm, despite there being no warmth from him. It drew Violet in, making her yearn for something long lost. 

If she could just reach out, she could imagine her fingers touching his skin, even though it was impossible and could never be possible again.

When Thomas spoke, it was a soft whisper that caressed her skin, like the chill of a late-autumn breeze. So close she could almost feel breath that couldn’t be there.

‘I wish I could hold you…’

For a moment, she leaned into it, the tug of her heart impossible to resist. 

If only…

But then, reality pulled her back. What was she doing?

‘No,’ she managed, moving away.

‘I can’t help what I want, Violet.’

‘We need to get you home. Or over to the Other Side – or whatever place is waiting for you. This—’ she pointed to him and back to herself, ‘—isn’t supposed to happen. It can’t happen. You know it can’t.’

The ghost stared back. ‘I just meant…’

‘Maybe this was a mistake,’ Violet said, snatching up the scattered memories and stuffing them into the box. The light tether dug into her wrist, as if trying to keep her still.

‘No, Vi…’

‘I just wanted to show you good memories after what happened with Joe.’ She pulled against the glowing restraint, wincing as it bruised her skin.

‘I know you did,’ Thomas rushed. ‘It was wonderful. It is wonderful. Violet, stop, please?’

She paused, the last handful of objects held in front of her body like a shield.

‘I didn’t mean to spoil it,’ the ghost began. ‘I know that’s what I do, okay? And maybe part of still being here and not there is working out how to put that right. So let me start with this, please?’

Weariness began to pull at Violet’s body and mind. Navigating the journey fate had somehow ordained for them to take together was exhausting; the sense of injustice that she was even here at all underlining every action. They still had no firm answers, no glimpse of what might send Thomas to where he needed to be. The constant threat of passing hours remained. And her own life now hung in the balance. There was no time for anything that might derail their mission.

‘We should work out where we go next.’

‘Agreed. But can we just reminisce for a little longer? Nothing about us, I promise.’

He looked so lost, so vulnerable, as he pleaded with her. Might the memories unlock something that would lead them in the right direction? They didn’t have much time. But maybe five more minutes wouldn’t hurt.

‘Fine,’ she conceded. ‘But you need to sit further away.’

The smallest hint of a grin appeared as Thomas slid a few inches across the carpet, away from the box of memories. ‘Better?’

Despite the shock of their almost-connection, Violet smiled. ‘Better.’
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Violet didn’t sleep that night. Frustrated, she lay in bed while her mind turned over the events of the day, replaying every line of their exchange as if searching for a reason it had happened.

She didn’t want Thomas back – at least, she thought she didn’t. But that moment by the memory box had been startlingly real. Could she have willed it into being?

Of course, it was ridiculous to even think like that. But the question itched at her. Had Thomas Croft walked back into her life as a living, breathing person, she would never have let him get close. Did his being a ghost bridge the invisible divide? Did it give her permission to feel longing for him because nothing could come of it?

One thing was certain: she would have to be on her guard now. She couldn’t let Thomas get that close again.

As she tossed and turned in bed, she was aware of a gentle undulation of the light tether where it travelled under her bedroom door. Was Thomas moving about, unable to sleep, too? Did ghosts even sleep? She realised she hadn’t asked him what being a ghost felt like. He’d not long accepted he was one, so maybe he was still working it out. But could the moment they’d almost shared earlier be playing on his mind like it was hers?

***

Morning came at last. And with it, a text from Suki.

Breakfast at Spinnaker’s? x

Thistleton was shrouded in a thick fog, the outline of its buildings ghostly as they loomed into view. Thomas seemed back to his usual self this morning, chattering on about DuskStar as he and Violet made their way towards the beckoning glow of Spinnaker’s, which appeared like a blessed beacon ahead of them.

Another welcome sight was the gorgeous smile of Beautiful Ben, greeting Violet from the counter as she approached.

‘Him again,’ Thomas grumbled beside her.

‘Shh!’

‘Guys like that are too swaggery for their own good,’ the ghost continued, lowering his voice even though only Violet could hear it. ‘Look at him: all muscles and moxie.’

Ben’s muscles didn’t need an invitation to look at. Violet took them in, imagining how his taut body might feel against hers…

‘That’s the dopiest smile I’ve ever seen.’

‘Shut up.’

‘He’s looking straight at you.’

 ‘I know,’ she hissed back.

‘Morning,’ Ben said, the sound of his voice as delightful as the sight of him.

‘Mmmhey,’ Violet mumbled, instantly blushing at the nonsense she’d just offered him as a reply.

‘The usual?’

‘Please.’

He smiled again – the sheer gorgeousness of it almost stealing the ground from beneath Violet’s feet – then turned to the coffee machine.

‘What,’ Thomas asked, mischief dancing in every syllable, ‘was that?’

‘My coffee order,’ she whispered back.

‘Mmmhey? Your coffee order is Mmmhey? What’s that, a special, off-menu latte? A mocha-choca-espresso-ccino?’

Violet glared at Thomas, but he wasn’t about to take the hint.

Willing her blazing cheeks to cool, Violet scanned the coffee shop. It had been transformed, almost magically, from a quirky Halloween hangout to a frosted winter wonderland. The handiwork of Ben, she was certain. 

Winter-white and ice-blue candles huddled in hurricane lamps in the centre of every table. Looped garlands of shimmering snowflakes trimmed the counter and edged both windows, while gold pinecones had been strung over the doorway. Where tissue paper ghosts once flew, sparkling silver stars now danced, clusters of varying sizes suspended from vertical strings pinned to the ceiling. Every customer who walked into Spinnaker’s set the stars spinning as the icy November air followed them in through the front door. 

Our night of a thousand stars.

Instinctively, Violet’s hand went to her jeans pocket. The photo of Sweetheart Lake from her memory box was still there. It felt safer in her pocket than it had been in the box. She couldn’t risk Thomas seeing it. Not now they had reached a steady truce after what he’d said yesterday.

‘Tell me, do they do Mmmheys for anyone in this fine establishment, or is it just at the discretion of certain hunky baristas?’ Thomas was still having far too much fun at her expense, his irrepressible giggle a sound Violet had forgotten. 

She rolled her eyes, but couldn’t deny that this version of Thomas Croft was far more entertaining than the one she’d witnessed after visiting Joe. Even if every time Beautiful Ben moved, she found herself terrified he might spot the ghost beside her, relentlessly mocking him.

‘Oh look, there’s McKenna,’ she whispered, waving at the young barista when she emerged from the kitchen. ‘You can have a chat.’

‘Ah, good point. There’s something I want to ask her.’ And just like that, he was gone, his interest in Ben discarded as he floated over to speak with McKenna.

Relieved, Violet turned her attention to Ben, who had returned with her order.

‘Like the new décor?’ he asked, nodding at the silver paper constellation above their heads.

‘Gorgeous,’ she managed, wanting to say so much more. But what was the point when it would likely come out as a variation of Mmmhey? Instead, she blessed him with a smile and hurried to claim a table.

At least he’d smiled back.

She settled at the table, removing her coat and scarf, one eye trained on the front door. Last night, she’d made a brave decision: one she’d done everything to avoid until now. She was going to tell Suki that Thomas was here. It wasn’t fair to keep it from her. Besides, there were only so many days Violet could feign headaches and claim the after-effects of a panic attack to explain away her reluctance to talk to her fans. If Suki knew Thomas had returned, she would understand. Her belief in the supernatural was absolute: if anyone would accept the situation – and the mission Violet now had to get Thomas home – Suki would. 

It was a risk. If Suki asked about the rest, it would all have to come out. Her nerves building, Violet hoped against hope that Suki wouldn’t press her for more.

Twenty minutes later, the happy chime of the bell above Spinnaker’s door announced Suki’s hurried arrival. She was dressed in an enormous padded jacket that swamped her, a long tartan scarf wrapped in generous loops around her neck and chin, and a hand-knitted bobble hat in alternate pink, purple and blue stripes pulled low over her eyes. In her arms she carried a thick and preposterously balanced bundle of magazines, cards and papers. 

Plans for the rehabilitation of Madame Viola Starbloom’s reputation.

Violet ignored the knot of nerves within and raised her hand to wave at her best friend.

Suki bustled in, apologising to the closely packed customers she bumped into as she made her way towards the bookcase corner table Violet had triumphantly claimed. It was a comical sight and beyond welcome this morning after the events of yesterday.

‘Mmm, mm-mh, mm-mmh!’ Suki exclaimed, her words lost behind the warm wool of her scarf. Giggling, she wrestled herself free, unwinding it and dropping the garment like a long curl of discarded snakeskin on a spare chair. ‘Sorry! I said you got the table!’

‘Only the best for you,’ Violet replied, helping her friend to shed her layers. 

‘Free at last!’ Suki collapsed gratefully on a chair. ‘Sorry I was late. I got chatting to a lovely couple in the street who were looking for a record store. Did you know Jimmi Spinz is still going? After all these years!’

‘I heard.’ Violet glanced over to the counter, where Thomas was deep in conversation with McKenna. She had promised to take him back to the Waiting Room later today. Thomas had a new theory, he said, and he wanted to run it past his fellow Departeds. If it brought the answers they needed, Violet would take him anywhere. 

‘Blast from the past, eh? Talking of which, I saw Joe Elderman in the grocers’ this morning. He said you’d been to see him.’

Violet’s hand tensed around her coffee cup. ‘Did he say why?’

‘Reminiscing about the past, he said.’ She shook her head. ‘I still can’t believe he got the caretaker’s job. I remember him cheeking Old Man Stokey the entire year of upper sixth.’

‘Me too. Reckon kids give him the runaround now like he used to with Stokey?’

‘Probably. He was unstoppable, especially after he’d ditched Thomas Croft.’

‘I don’t think he did…’

Suki gave a grim smile of solidarity. ‘Best thing for him, right? None of us needed that idiot around.’

Violet’s stomach twisted. Days ago she would have agreed with Suki, the mention of the person who broke her heart a reason to voice her disgust. But now, with Thomas feet away, knowing what she knew?

Uneasy, she forced a laugh. ‘Funny old world, eh?’

‘It is. What got you thinking about your school days?’

‘I don’t know,’ Violet scrambled for a reply. ‘Just what happened the other night, I guess. It made me question everything. Sometimes it helps to look back.’ 

Now was the time to mention Thomas, her conscience urged. A natural open door, earlier than Violet had expected, beckoning her in. 

She willed strength into her bones. ‘Actually, there’s something I—’

‘That’s good. You should use that when we next go live.’

Her momentum halted, Violet stared back. ‘At the event?’

‘Before that.’ Seeing Violet’s shock, Suki held up her hand. ‘Nothing major, before you say no. Just a little Witchstagram live. Couple of readings, say hi to the Starbloomers. Ten mins tops.’

‘I… I don’t know.’

‘You need to get back in the saddle, Vi. The apology vid’s had a great response, mostly positive comments, lots of love for you. We need to capitalise on that, as soon as we can.’

‘Can’t I just film a vlog? Ask for questions or requests for messages in the lead-up to it, then film it in the studio and post it later?’

‘Live is better.’ Suki had grabbed a menu and was busy scanning the breakfast options. ‘You went out on a live, so we come back on one. Trust me, everyone will be so glad to see you.’

Violet buried the reply she wanted to give in the comforting warmth of her coffee, any thoughts of telling Suki about Thomas now abandoned. She’d lost her nerve, the prospect of another live event throwing her into panic.

‘You know, I’m thinking of going for the works this morning. I’m so hungry I could eat half a farmyard. What about you?’

‘Just toast, thanks,’ Violet replied, her appetite vanished into thin air.

Her best friend shot her a look. ‘You have to eat.’

‘I am. Toast is fine.’

‘Oh come on, Vi. Cinnamon toast at least?’

It was clear that Suki wouldn’t brook any argument this morning. ‘Okay.’

‘With some lovely fresh berries?’

Violet sighed. ‘Fine.’

‘And maybe a scoop or two of Frosted Macadamia ice cream? It’s new in this week for the winter menu.’ She was pushing her luck and she knew it, but Suki’s grin was too cheeky to refuse.

‘Okay, okay. Thanks, Mum.’

‘Who’s a good girl!’ Suki beamed and patted Violet on the head like a puppy. ‘Back in a tick.’

Reeling, Violet watched Suki skip across Spinnaker’s to the counter, where two women in brightly patterned anoraks were deep in conversation with Beautiful Ben. Further along, leaning against the coffee machine, Thomas was similarly engaged with McKenna, who was managing to make her replies to him look like she was singing along with the Christmassy playlist now playing from the coffee shop speakers.

What were they discussing?

Would Thomas tell McKenna what he’d said to Violet yesterday? Violet watched uncomfortably as they talked. Neither looked over at her – was that a good sign? Or a deliberate act to avoid suspicion from the object of their discussion?

She forced her gaze from the ghost and the barista to the dancing silver stars over her table. They shimmered and glittered in the warm light of the coffee shop, free to move and spin, unhindered by anything. It calmed her, the insistent thud of her pulse gradually slowing as her eyes followed the movement of the handmade stars, her breath lengthening to a gentle ebb and flow.

It was going to be okay.

Today, they would work out where to look next and move forward with their mission. The answer could lie anywhere and Violet was certain they would find it. All she had to do was hold her nerve, keep her eyes and ears open and encourage Thomas to do the same. No more sidetracks and tangents; no more straying from the sole purpose of their quest. 

Clearly, Thomas was already making progress with McKenna. She was the closest to an expert they had, and now the initial surprise had passed about what really lay beneath the old record store, they could ask her the questions that mattered. The other Departeds, too. Their own deadlines might not have materialised yet, but they would have seen other Livings succeed and fellow Departeds pass over. If anyone knew how to find the answers Violet and Thomas were seeking, McKenna and the visitors in the Waiting Room would.

‘Excuse me?’

A voice beside her made Violet snap out of her thoughts.

One of the jolly anorak ladies was standing beside the table, hands clasped at her heart, bright eyes wide.

‘Hi?’

‘You are her, aren’t you?’ She lowered her voice a little. ‘Madame Starbloom?’

Stunned, Violet struggled to reply. ‘I – er – actually I’m…’

‘Your friend said it was all right to come over,’ the lady rushed, fetching a chair from a nearby table and sitting beside Violet before she could say no. ‘Only Barbara and I are colossal fans.’

Violet had been recognised in public many times before, but today the sudden intrusion set her on edge. ‘Oh. I—’

‘I’m Emma,’ the lady said, offering her hand. ‘But everyone calls me Emz, with a ‘zed’, not an ‘s’. And Barbara, at the counter with your friend, is just Babs. Emz and Babs, biggest Starbloomers around!’

‘Good to meet you, Emz. The thing is, I don’t—’

‘Say yes.’

Thomas was suddenly beside the table, his smile encouraging.

‘I don’t give in-person readings,’ Violet replied, as much to Thomas as to Emz, who was gazing adoringly at her. It had always been her stock reply when Starbloomers had stopped her in the street. A smile, a hello, maybe a selfie or two, but no readings.

‘Start now,’ Thomas urged. ‘I’ll help.’

What was he doing? Only a day ago, he had called her a liar and a fraud. And how was he proposing to help her when nobody else at the table could see him?

‘Your lovely friend said you were starting to do them now. Just a few, for top fans. I mean, after the Halloween thing…’

‘Oof,’ Thomas winced. ‘Straight for the jugular, Emz. I like it!’

‘Great, you two have met!’ Suki was now with them, the other anorak lady in tow. She placed a snowman-shaped wooden order number beside the hurricane lamp at the centre of the table and clapped her hands. ‘Babs, this is Madame Viola Starbloom, as promised.’

‘I love what you do,’ Babs gushed. ‘Emz and I watch you. All. The. Time. We even go back and watch your old videos when you haven’t posted for a while.’

Emz-with-a-zed nodded happily beside her friend.

‘Do it,’ Thomas urged. ‘I can help.’

‘How?’ Violet demanded, quickly adding, ‘How lovely to meet you both.’

‘They want a message from the Other Side right?’ Thomas grinned. ‘Say hello to Mister Other Side right here! Well, Mister Almost the Other Side…’

‘Just a quick palm reading,’ Suki suggested, nodding at Violet like an infant school teacher encouraging a nervous child in a class assembly. ‘I know these lovely ladies won’t want to keep you long.’

‘Oh no,’ Emz and Babs chorused, their twin stares fixed on Violet.

‘Just say what I tell you,’ Thomas offered. ‘I promise it’ll work.’

‘I don’t know…’

‘Vi, trust me.’ Gone was his cheekiness, replaced by something calmer, deeper. ‘I was wrong before. You do this from a good place, I get it. So let me help.’

Was this his attempt to make amends for yesterday? Had the shock of Joe Elderman’s confession made Thomas realise how much he needed friends?

Violet grabbed her coffee cup and took a gulp as an excuse to keep her eyes on the ghost.

‘Do you trust me?’ he asked.

A memory of their sudden closeness yesterday edged between Violet and her waiting Starbloomers. That moment – fleeting as it was – where she almost believed she could touch him. Where the warmth of his words and the echo of a long forgotten longing almost called her back…

‘Yes,’ she said, her gaze locked with his. Because whatever else she felt about him, she needed him now.

A squeal from Emz and Babs summoned her attention back to their side of the table. 

Gathering herself together, Violet addressed her fans. ‘So who’s first?’

Emz stood and offered her chair to Babs, who sat quickly and proffered her palm. ‘Anything you can tell me will be wonderful, Madame S!’

Violet smiled and gently took her hand. She had done this many times before over the years, the routine so familiar that it arrived as easy as breathing. She eased into it, her pulse slowing with each movement. First, she closed her eyes, lifting her chin as if summoning the Ancients to her side. As she did so, the light tether twitched at her wrist. Thomas was close now. She sensed him beside her.

A chill traversed her shoulders.

Slowly, she placed her hand just over Barbara’s palm, long enough to warm the air between them. Opening her eyes, she traced a line with her finger from left to right.

‘You have a long life line,’ she began – because it was often the first question anyone asked. A pretty safe opener. Who wouldn’t want to know a long life was written on their skin?

Babs gave a nervous laugh. ‘Glad to hear it!’

Beside her, Emz and Suki exchanged smiles.

‘She’s excited about a journey,’ Thomas prompted.

‘I see… a journey in your future.’

A gasp from her fan confirmed Thomas was right.

‘She’s just booked a cruise with her friend.’

How did he know that for certain? And wasn’t a cruise too specific? Violet generally avoided particulars when she was performing palm readings. It was too risky. Get one wrong and your quarry began to doubt your abilities.

‘I sense water,’ she began, hedging her bets.

Behind Babs, Emz was nodding enthusiastically.

Okay… ‘A vast expanse of blue… An ocean?’

‘Yes! Oh my goodness!’ Babs exclaimed, clapping her free hand across her open mouth and mumbling, ‘Sorry,’ behind it. 

‘She’s excited about meeting the captain for dinner,’ Thomas said, clearly loving his role as spirit guide. ‘She’s debating whether to buy a new dress.’

How could he know any of this? And what if he was getting carried away?

‘Trust me, Vi. Mention Captain Wonderful and the frock – ooh, great band name!’

Pausing to add the right amount of drama, Violet considered the way forward. Thomas had been right about the rest – could she trust this?

The ladies were gazing at her as if she were spotlit by celestial light, unaware of the ghost beside them, delighting in the whole charade.

Going for broke, Violet fixed her focus on Babs. ‘I see a handsome man… someone in authority… a smart uniform…’

‘She’s partial to a chap in uniform,’ Emz tittered, unable to contain her excitement.

‘A captain of a ship.’

The squeal from Babs was the reward she hoped for.

Thomas punched the air. ‘Called it!’

‘He’s waiting to meet you,’ Violet said, throwing caution to the wind. ‘Make sure you’re properly attired when you arrive for dinner.’

‘A new dress?’ Babs asked, breathlessly.

‘A new dress. One worthy of a captain’s company.’

Emz clapped her hands. ‘Oh my life, Babs!’

Tears filled her friend’s eyes. ‘Thank you, Madame Starbloom! You’re amazing! Can I give you a hug?’

Before Violet could reply, she found herself pressed tightly against the bright anorak of her grateful fan. Helpless, she shrugged at Suki who seemed thrilled by it all. 

‘Ready for round two?’ Thomas mimed rolling up his sleeves, his triumphant smile impossible not to enjoy. ‘Because I was born ready. Or should that be deceased ready?’

Violet waited while the women swapped seats, making a show of preparing herself to receive again.

‘Okay,’ Emz said, jutting her palm across the table. ‘Hit me with it!’

Violet repeated her routine, closing her eyes, inspecting a line from left to right, taking a long, shuddering breath. Emz lapped this up, the sheer theatre of it adding to her awe and wonder.

This was fun, Violet realised, even if it was strange to have an accomplice after so many years of solo performance. Thomas shone with the mischief of the ruse, the pressure of their mission to help him move on temporarily forgotten. It was good to be united in something, especially after the tension and challenge of yesterday. 

‘I call upon my spirit guides to assist me,’ Violet intoned, deciding to add a little extra drama to this reading. Emz had been the one to request it, after all, and her enthusiastic support for her best friend’s reading had proved valuable in confirming Violet was on the right track.

‘Right here, m’lady,’ Thomas replied in a booming, butler-style voice.

‘What does the future hold for this lovely lady?’

‘Okay, this one’s a bit different, so bear with me.’

‘Mm-hmm,’ Violet said, feigning a message coming in from the Great Beyond.

‘She’s excited about the cruise, but she’s worried about leaving her dog behind. It’s getting on and they’ve never spent any time apart since it was a puppy.’

Settling herself, Violet tapped Emz’s palm. ‘The ocean calls to you, too,’ she began, seeing the woman’s eyes twinkle. ‘Wide and blue, a sea of possibility and many adventures to be had.’

‘Nice,’ Thomas commented appreciatively.

‘That’s right!’ Babs was dancing beside Suki, delighted for her friend.

‘I sense excitement,’ Violet pressed on, aware of Thomas nodding encouragement beside her, ‘but its light is tempered by concern.’

The immediate dimming of the woman’s smile confirmed the path Violet was following.

‘There is one for whom your heart longs. A friend. A companion of many years.’

‘Go on,’ Emz urged. ‘This is incredible.’

‘I sense a name,’ Violet said, feeling bolder. She shot a sly glance at Thomas.

The ghost’s stare grew wide. ‘Um…’

What was he doing? Violet pressed her free hand to her brow. ‘It’s coming through the mist…’

‘Not from me it isn’t.’

What was he playing at? Didn’t Thomas say she could trust him?

‘A name…’ she repeated, hoping the ghost would catch the edge to her words.

Beside her, Thomas appeared to be panicking. ‘I didn’t get a name… Um… Fluffy? Pooch? Mr Barkinson Barkface?’

Flailing now, Violet changed tack. ‘Not a human companion. A canine one.’

Emz’s eyes filled with tears. ‘My Bonnie! Oh, Madame S, I love her so much! And she’s so small and used to having me around.’

‘Emz, let Madame S work,’ Babs laughed.

Aware of the bullet she’d just dodged, Violet regrouped. ‘You mustn’t be afraid, Emz. Bonnie will be safe and well. Your absence will only make her more delighted upon your return.’ She begged all things holy that the dog would follow her prediction. There were some things even she couldn’t fake.

‘You think? It’s just that I’ve been so worried.’

Violet blessed her with a beatific smile. ‘I know, my darling. Your Bonnie may lie over the ocean, but the universe will bring you back to her…’ Wincing a little at her unwitting reference to a song she’d sung in primary school, she held her nerve.

Had it worked?

A horrible pause followed, the woman whose palm Violet cradled simply staring back wordlessly. Had she overstepped the mark? Revealed the palm reading for the con it was?

Suki and Babs watched Emz with concern. Spinnaker’s seemed to fall silent, its customers witnessing the unfolding scene.

‘I can’t believe it,’ Emz began slowly, her expression clouded.

Crap…

This was why Violet rarely did live palm readings these days. One too many brushes with disaster had made her wary. Too many variables to consider, too many chances to crash and burn. If Emz and Babs were super-fans as they claimed, how would they take a reading that failed to hit the mark? So soon after the Halloween debacle, could Violet withstand the fallout?

‘That’s exactly what I needed to hear!’

Another hug followed, Violet willing her thundering heart rate to slow as relief followed the shock of the pause. Then the ladies were thanking her, apologising for intruding on her time, and bustling out of Spinnaker’s in a flurry of joy and tears.

Shell-shocked, Violet watched them leave.

‘We did it! Woo-hoo!’ Thomas celebrated beside her. His scheme had worked, but his mention of we rather than me was telling. They’d done it together: the first thing they’d shared as a team since they’d learned of their fate. Was it Violet’s imagination, but did the ghost sound particularly relieved? 

‘You see?’ Suki exclaimed, flopping down onto the seat opposite Violet. ‘I knew you’d ace that! You’ve always said you can’t do in-person palm readings anymore, but look at how awesome you were!’

‘Why did you tell them I could do a reading?’ Violet demanded, the realisation of how risky the move had been only just sinking in.

‘Because you needed to be reminded of how brilliant you are,’ Suki stated. ‘I know the Halloween Live knocked you, but you still have your gift. One off-night won’t change the awesome talent you have. And this proves it.’

‘You could have given me some warning, Suki.’

‘And give you chance to panic? Not likely! Trust me, Vi, it was the only way. We could totally include a palm reading segment in the live show. What do you think?’

Violet couldn’t imagine anything more terrifying.

‘You’ll ace it,’ Thomas said, closer to her now than before. ‘I believe in you.’

‘It won’t be us then,’ Violet shot back, realising she’d said it aloud. Thomas was welcome to revel in what he’d helped to create, but the stark truth was that by the time Violet took the stage at her in-person event, Thomas would be on the Other Side.

Hopefully…

‘I’ll be there,’ Suki reassured her. ‘You know I will.’

‘I know. Sorry.’

‘Don’t apologise. I know I pushed a bit too hard.’

‘A bit?’

‘You needed to see what was possible. To believe in yourself again,’ Suki replied. ‘And one thing’s for sure,’ she continued, oblivious to the battle raging in her friend, ‘you needn’t have worried that the Ancients had deserted you. They were here when you called them, doing their fabulous supernatural thing. Right beside you.’

While Violet reeled from the experience, Suki took a congratulatory sip of her coffee, unaware of the ghost blowing her a kiss across the table.
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‘Okay, how did you do it?’ Violet asked, when she and Thomas were walking away from Spinnaker’s. 

‘Madame Viola Starbloom!’ Thomas feigned offence, clamping a hand to his chest. ‘Are you saying you don’t trust your beloved spirit guides? Whatever would your faithful followers think?’

‘I trust my guides, thank you,’ Violet returned. ‘It’s just the one who’s a bit dodgy I’m questioning.’

‘Just the one? Have you seen the motley crew in the Waiting Room? Shysters and loons, the lot of them!’

‘Be serious, Thom. How did you do that?’

The ghost gave a sheepish grin. ‘I overheard them chatting at the counter when I was with McKenna. Turns out you can learn a lot of stuff by earwigging other people’s conversations.’

Suddenly it all made sense – the too-accurate details, the uncannily on-the-nose predictions. No magic tricks, no smoke and mirrors. Just facts, overheard and passed on.

It was so simple and yet the last thing Violet had guessed. She had been hoodwinked like her Starbloomers were by her performance. ‘Unbelievable.’

‘Which you turned into very believable. Did you see their faces? Like heaven itself was speaking to them! Face it, Madame Starbloom, we make an excellent team.’

Violet stopped walking and turned to him. ‘Wait a minute, what happened to you lie to everyone and you’re a fake and a fraud? Yesterday you hated everything that I stood for.’

‘I did.’

‘So what changed? Why did you help me?’

Mirth vanished from his expression as Thomas gazed out over Thistleton, the town slowly emerging from its dirty white shroud of fog. ‘Can we go to Wildacre Park?’

‘Now?’

‘Yes.’

‘But you haven’t answered my question.’

Thomas met her stare. ‘I know, and I will. Just… not here. Please? I haven’t been to Wildacre for an age and I want to see it before I… in case I…’

Violet saw the struggle in his stare and conceded. ‘Okay. But we should hurry. The light won’t be on our side for long.’

She led the way, taking a shortcut that skirted Thistleton’s main streets. It was a route she hadn’t taken in some time, her own trips out to Wildacre Park few and far between in recent years. As a teen she had visited whenever the weather permitted, often sneaking there instead of going home, where only problems and tension lived.

It had been where she’d gone to think during university, to read or walk or just be. After Thomas had shut her out of his life it became a lifeline, replacing Sweetheart Lake as the place where she made sense of the world. Too many shattered promises lined the paths and bays of Sweetheart Lake in the wake of Thomas’s betrayal. At Wildacre Park, no such splintered ghosts awaited her.

Did Thomas know she’d visited there? Or had he found his own solitude and peace among its gentle paths and wide open heathland?

The ghost’s sudden about-turn of opinion on Violet’s profession confused her. He had been so disgusted with her, so offended on behalf of the people who’d put their faith in Madame Starbloom, that it had seemed impossible he would ever change his mind.

How had that altered in such a short space of time?

Was what he’d heard from Joe responsible? Guilt at abandoning The Ledge, and grief over what he’d missed?

Or had McKenna Bright said something to him at the counter in Spinnaker’s? They’d certainly been deep in conversation, conducted beneath the radar of Beautiful Ben. Could McKenna have suggested he cut Violet some slack? 

Or was there another reason for his U-turn?

Violet was aware of Thomas’s eyes on her as they walked. His frequent glances in her peripheral vision were both a surprise and a puzzle. 

‘When was the last time you visited Wildacre?’ she asked, needing to make conversation. 

‘A few months ago, I think.’ He gave a rueful smile. ‘Time’s become a bit elastic for me lately. You?’

‘Not for a while. A couple of years, maybe?’

‘I loved it as a kid,’ he said, gazing ahead. ‘Dad used to take me there for picnics in the summer, and in the autumn we’d go to collect acorns, conkers and fallen leaves. He’d courted Mum there in their teens, you know?’

‘That’s sweet.’

His brow furrowed. ‘Do you think I’ll meet him on the Other Side?’

His question floored Violet. She knew his father had abandoned the family the summer before Thomas started at St Gilbert’s, and many years later had heard he’d passed away. She’d even considered trying to find Thomas to offer her condolences for the loss of a father who’d only ever really existed in his happier memories. But Thomas had moved away by then, and she couldn’t bring herself to ask anyone where he lived.

And what could she say to his question now? A week ago she didn’t believe in an afterlife at all. Now her very survival depended upon her accepting that it was real.

‘I’m so sorry about your dad.’

Thomas waved the sentiment away. ‘It was a long time ago.’

‘All the same…’

‘I appreciate it.’

They had reached the entrance to Wildacre Park, a hard-standing path that led between sandy banks into a thicket of trees. The last burst of autumn colour clung to the park, vivid reds, golds and yellows beckoning them closer. It was beautiful, the colours luminous despite the stubborn cloud stealing the sunlight. 

‘Where do you want to go?’ Violet asked.

‘There’s a bench by an old beech tree, on the other side of the heath,’ Thomas replied. ‘It was Dad’s favourite place.’

They made their way through the bank of woodland, skirting sand-rich paths and scrubby grass pockmarked by rabbit holes and worn low in places by generations of feet. The park had been common land at Thistleton’s borders since the Middle Ages, once a place where villagers grazed cattle and sheep. A steep sandstone ridge ran along one side, where people had once lived in cave houses carved deep into the red rock. Violet considered the many souls that had lived, worked and died here. Had Departeds walked these paths for centuries, too?

They crossed a wide plain of heath that lay between the woods and the sandstone ridge, following a gently inclining path to its summit. At the very top, a green wrought-iron bench claimed prime location. It had seen better days, its back twisted by age and time so that it appeared to be awkwardly reclining, but the seat looked to have been replaced recently and seemed sturdy enough.

Behind the bench, the old beech tree stood proud. A vertical line snaked from its roots up the length of its trunk into the burnished yellow canopy of its still remaining leaves. 

The Lovers’ Tree.

Now she was here, Violet remembered it. A story her geography teacher had told her class on a field trip, half a lifetime ago. Two saplings that had either been deliberately planted close together or had self-seeded in close proximity. As they had grown, the space between them had become less and less, until they met. Time had bound them together, growing as one with only the line between them to show that they had ever been separate saplings.

With their coming together, a tale had grown – that the tree saplings were a pair of ill-fated lovers, chased to Wildacre by their furious families when it was discovered they had married in secret. The folk tale insisted that they had called upon the spirits of Wildacre Wood to save them as they ran across the heath. Taking pity on the doomed lovers, the wood spirits had transformed them into a single beech tree, growing tall and strong at the top of a hill, forever entwined together.

It was a story that had made the teenage Violet Simmonds and her classmates roll their eyes in exasperation. But seeing it here, today, the romance of the story called to her.

‘Love this tree,’ Thomas said, gazing up at its bright leaves. ‘Dad used to say the join line in the trunk was a secret doorway to another world. I loved the idea of it opening up and letting me in.’ He shook his head. ‘Now I’m not so sure I’d want to go.’

Faced with the prospect of his own demise, Violet didn’t blame him.

But he still hadn’t answered her question from before their journey here.

She sat on the old green bench and looked at the ghost. In the low autumn light he was almost entirely visible, only the hint of tree bark lines showing through his chest an indication that he wasn’t fully alive.

‘Why did you help me? With the readings?’

Thomas let his gaze travel from the beech tree to the bench, until he was looking straight at Violet. ‘I was unfair to you before. About the fake psychic thing. About everything.’

Violet fought the urge to look away.

Was he talking about what he did after their night at Sweetheart Lake?

‘You didn’t ask for me to return. Or for any of this. But you helped me, and you’re willing to risk the rest of your life for me. That’s incredible.’

‘I didn’t have much choice,’ Violet argued, lifting her left hand. The light tether around her wrist glowed gently. 

‘I know. And I’m sorry. But I think I understand.’

‘You do?’

If he understood the reason for his return, and why he and Violet were now tied together, did that mean he’d found the key to their quest?

‘McKenna told me I should appreciate what you’re willing to do for me. She called me an ungrateful git for not seeing it. She was right. I want to support who you are now, Vi. All of it.’

‘So you saw an opportunity with those two ladies?’ Violet asked.

‘Exactly. They expected you to hear from the Great Beyond, or the Other Side, or whatever people choose to call it. I knew you telling them what I’d overheard would blow their minds. And it did.’

Violet couldn’t dispute that. But the turnaround in Thomas’s attitude to her Madame Starbloom act still seemed at odds with what he’d said.

‘You called me a liar.’

He hung his head. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘I don’t mean to lie to people. I just—’

‘tell them what they want to hear. I get it. You make them feel good about life and the decisions they have to make. You give them hope. That’s a gift. And look at Suki: she was so proud of you.’

‘You said I was wrong to mislead her. So why did you help me to uphold the illusion?’

‘Because I can see what it means to her. You care for her, like you care for the people who watch your videos.’ He moved from the tree to the bench, hovering in a seated position just above the newly refurbished wooden seat. Considering how he’d spent much of his first few hours as a Departed getting stuck in the middle of furniture and being walked through by a certain cheeky moonlight-grey cat, this was quite a development.

‘Why does it matter to you?’ Violet asked. ‘Helping me like you did?’

‘Because it matters to you. And you’re my only hope of a future.’

Stunned, Violet avoided his gaze, the wide expanse of heath falling away from their vantage point far safer to look at than the ghost beside her.

For years, she had longed to be close to Thomas like she was now. Despite the fury she’d felt at first. When that subsided, replaced by a gnawing ache that refused to leave, she longed for their lost connection. Even though the injustice of his silence and refusal to even acknowledge her existence still stung. She would have given anything to sit down with him and hear his reasons for doing what he did. Now she had answers, of a kind, from a version of Thomas that nobody else knew existed. And she had no idea how she was supposed to feel about it.

‘Thanks for what you did. For appreciating why I do it.’ 

‘You’re welcome.’

Feeling vulnerable, Violet pressed on. ‘But this isn’t getting us any closer to discovering why you’re here.’

Wildacre was a lovely place to be, the act of being still amid such a stunning landscape a balm to her soul. But they were wasting precious time in its beautiful surrounds.

‘You’re right.’

When Violet looked back, the ghost had left the bench and was ready to leave. ‘So, where to next?’

A slow smile broke like a wave across the ghost’s face.

‘The Waiting Room.’
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‘We have to stop meeting like this.’

McKenna Bright winked at Thomas as she welcomed them into the Waiting Room. Violet had used the key she’d been given after their first visit to open a door in an unassuming narrow alleyway that ran alongside Jimmi Spinz. At the end of the long, dark corridor it led to, three knocks on a huge oak door had admitted them to the east side of the Waiting Room, where McKenna and Elvis were waiting.

‘You came back then,’ Elvis observed gruffly.

‘They couldn’t resist your magnetic personality, El,’ McKenna grinned.

‘Ha bloody ha,’ the stocky, no-necked doorman retorted. ‘Good job your grandpa’s an old friend of mine. Wouldn’t put up with your mocking otherwise.’

‘Aw, you know I love you really. Come on, you two, let’s get you a drink.’

‘Shenanigans,’ Elvis muttered to Violet as she passed him. ‘Always the shenanigans with that one.’

The Waiting Room was busy today, with more tables occupied by tied Living and Departed pairs. Bursts of good-natured laughter peppered the muted hum of easy conversation, while the gentle glow of light tethers edged the room with an otherworldly magic. 

McKenna led the way to the oak and brass bar, where a smartly attired barman was serving cocktails in every shade of the rainbow. To Violet’s surprise, he served them three glasses of pastel hued cocktails, each glass garnished with a halo of sugar crystals and a twist of orange. The glass nearest Thomas seemed to sparkle in the warm, low light.

‘But Thomas can’t hold a glass,’ she said, glancing at the ghost beside her to see if he’d taken offence.

‘I meant to show you this last time,’ McKenna said. ‘You can pick this glass up, Thom.’

‘How?’

‘Reach for it, as close as you can.’

‘Like this?’ Thomas positioned his hand within millimetres of the glass.

‘That’s right. Now, summon it to your hand.’

‘Sorry, what?’

‘Summon it. To your hand,’ McKenna repeated, with an encouraging smile.

The ghost frowned. ‘You say it like it’s easy.’

‘It will be, believe me. Tell the glass to meet your hand.’

‘This is crazy.’

‘Just do it.’

With a helpless shrug, Thomas squared himself with the bar. ‘Here, glass.’

‘More commanding.’

‘I’ve never commanded anything…’ he protested.

McKenna rolled her eyes. ‘You’re a Departed now, dude. The usual rules don’t apply. Give it a go.’

Still not convinced, Thomas focused on the glass. ‘Glass – to my hand.’

In one swift motion, the cocktail glass slid into his outstretched palm. 

Thomas gasped, a nervous laugh following his surprise. ‘I… I can feel it!’

‘Of course you can. Now, lift it up and take a sip.’

‘This is nuts,’ the ghost exclaimed in awe, as his semi-opaque hand raised the glass from the bar to meet his lips.

Violet looked on in amazement as Thomas drank, his eyes growing wide over the rim of the glass. A well of sparkles appeared at his throat and shimmered down to settle at his core, before vanishing entirely.

‘How is that possible?’ Violet couldn’t contain her surprise.

‘Extra-existential glass and a spirit in the most literal sense,’ said a low, gravelled voice beside her. ‘You teachin’ our guests bad habits, McKenna?’

‘He’s on a Week-Only tether, Pops,’ McKenna replied, with a cheeky smile. ‘Give the guy a break.’

Violet turned to her right.

An older man stood there, arrived, it seemed, out of thin air. His thick grey hair was combed back into a long braid that hung down his spine, a choker of silver-studded black leather at his throat. He wore a dark grey T-shirt, its rainbow design and white lettering now ghosts of what they once had been, and stonewashed denim jeans that clung to his legs like a second skin. Battered leather combat boots kicked up against the bar, tied with bright orange laces.

‘Fair play. How’s that for you, young man?’

Thomas was wondering at the glass in his hand. ‘Like heaven.’

The older man gave a throaty chuckle. ‘Hear that, Rio? Best write that endorsement down.’

The barman grinned. ‘On it, boss.’

Boss? Violet stared back at the older man. Did that mean he was…?

‘Jimmi Bright,’ he said, offering a fist for Violet to bump. ‘Seein’ as my granddaughter’s forgotten her manners.’

‘I was getting to that,’ McKenna retorted. ‘Violet, Thomas, this is my grandpa. The legend known as…’

‘Jimmi Spinz!’ Thomas interrupted. ‘You’re the O-G!’

‘Old Git?’ Jimmi replied. ‘Probably. I’ve been called worse in my time.’

‘No way, you’re the main man!’ Thomas continued, missing the joke entirely, his admiration in full flow. ‘The Greatest of All Time! Your record store saved my life, so many times.’

‘Much appreciated, son.’

‘And now you might just save his afterlife,’ McKenna added, pleased with the pun.

Violet had hoped they might find someone in the Waiting Room who could advise them on where to find what they were looking for. But she hadn’t considered that person might be the legendary owner of Jimmi Spinz. ‘I hope you can help us, Mr Bright.’

‘Tough gig, is it?’

‘We keep drawing blanks. And we’re running out of time.’

Jimmi offered Thomas a sympathetic look. ‘You’re a Week-Only, huh? Rough trot, mate.’

‘Cheers, man,’ Thomas replied, a little of his sparkle dulling. ‘We’re making the best of it. So, you’re the gaffer of the Waiting Room?’

‘For my sins – so to speak.’

‘How long have you done this?’ 

‘Comin’ up to sixty years. Babe in arms I was when I got the gig, obviously.’

‘So you know everything about it?’

‘As much as anyone can. Who can fathom the deep and limitless mysteries of infinity, when all’s said and done?’ He nodded sagely. ‘Why? You got somethin’ on your mind, son?’

‘Has a Departed ever won a second chance? At life, I mean?’

Jimmi glanced at his granddaughter. ‘No. Sorry to be the bearer of bad tidin’s and all, but the rules have always been pretty clear on that. You’re tied because somethin’ needs sortin’ before you cross over. Get that done and you both move on – the Livin’ with their earthly life, and you with your afterlife.’

‘Oh, right.’ Crestfallen, Thomas looked down at the glass he still held.

‘Bit of a bummer, I grant you,’ Jimmi sniffed. ‘McKenna, love, we’re almost out of crisps. There’ll be a riot if we run out – you know what these greedy barks are like. Grab us a box of cheese ’n’ onion, would you?’

‘Yeah, sure,’ McKenna replied, adding, ‘Pick his brains about anything, Thom. Grandpa’s the Yoda of this place.’

‘Less wrinkles, not so green, but I reckon I look better than him in jeans,’ Jimmi chuckled, watching his granddaughter go. His pride in McKenna was plain to see. ‘That’s my girl.’

‘She’s been a great help,’ Violet offered for both of them, keeping careful watch on Thomas. Why had he asked the question? And why was he so visibly deflated by Jimmi’s reply?

She’d thought he’d accepted his fate, his attitude to their search for answers remarkably positive. But had that been an act for her benefit? Did he still harbour doubts? And had she pushed him too hard?

Jimmi accepted a pint of lager from the barman. ‘Oi, Rio, close your ears.’

The barman held up his hands. ‘I hear nothing, guv.’

The host of the Waiting Room leaned across the counter to clamp a many-ringed hand on the barman’s shoulder. ‘Good lad.’ 

Checking none of the guests in the Waiting Room were watching, he beckoned Thomas and Violet closer. 

‘If anyone asks, this conversation never happened, right?’

Violet and Thomas shared a look. ‘Right.’

Jimmi gave a slow nod. ‘You asked about second chances. For Departeds.’

‘Yes.’

‘Technically, there was one.’

‘Who?’ Thomas asked, excitement animating his body. ‘How did it happen?’

‘Don’t ask me how, I can’t tell you that. But it did happen. Once. Years back, when I was tourin’ Japan with a band. We had this costume lady – Rosalie, her name was. Lovely girl. Little slip of a thing, she was, but she kept all of us towerin’ idiots in line with a word. And what she couldn’t do with sequins and a one-minute costume change wasn’t worth knowin’. Now, she had a sweetheart, back at home. Artie. Well, while we were on tour, half a world away, he stopped callin’ Rosalie.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘Just like that. Well, we all thought the same thing: he’d got itchy, gone off with someone else. But Rosalie wouldn’t hear of it. Then, out of the blue, Artie turns up. In Rosalie’s digs. Not as his usual self, but as a Departed.’

‘She must have been devastated,’ Violet said.

‘Devastated doesn’t even start to cover it, angel. Confused, angry, scared, disbelievin’ – you name it, that poor girl went through it. But I recognised it straight away.’

‘How did you know?’

‘Because I got the keys to the kingdom from my Uncle Charlie. I’d seen stuff for years, when I hung out with him, stuff my parents never knew about. I met Departeds with him, heard their stories, recognised their plight. It got so I could spot ‘em a mile off, even as young kid. And there was the tether, of course. Dead giveaway – no offence, Thom.’

Violet tried to imagine what that would have been like. Jimmi had the life experience her Starbloomers assumed she’d had. Old, familiar guilt raised its head as she listened to Jimmi, the lies she’d spun over many years crowding around her like silent accusers.

Oblivious to the battle Violet fought, Thomas was hanging on Jimmi’s every word. ‘Did Artie remember dying? Because I don’t.’

‘He swore he didn’t. Was in a bit of denial about it for a while, as I recall. The old, “my body is in a hospital, fightin’ for life somewhere” thing.’

Violet saw Thomas wince. Fortunately for his self-esteem, Jimmi was already launching into the next part of the story. 

‘Anyway, we talked, him and me, late into the night on the tour bus while everyone else was sleepin’. And he realised his deadline was about askin’ himself if he and Rosalie should ever have got together. They’d fought before she left for the tour, you see. Said words they never should have, the sort you can’t take back. And then, he was dead and it was too late.’

Thomas was taking this all in. ‘The deadline was a question?’

‘For them.’ Jimmi shrugged. ‘Course, that doesn’t mean it is for you. Every deadline is different. It’s why you get a Livin’ to help you.’

‘But Artie got a second chance.’

Jimmi nodded. ‘I was there to see it. Midnight in a back street in Osaka. Rosalie and Artie standin’ in the moonlight, face to face. The tether was all around them, longer than it had ever been, and Rosalie suddenly says, I can feel you! It was like Artie became real the moment the moonlight touched him. Then the tether snapped, fell to the floor, and Artie went with it. Straight down, like a sack of spuds. Face on the road, life gone from him.’

He paused and downed the last of his lager.

‘Proper shook us up, I tell you. I thought the worst – well, you would, wouldn’t you? Poor Rosalie was in hysterics, I didn’t know what to do. And Artie was just lyin’ there. But just before he’d gone down, he’d cried out, Yes! Seems that was his answer. And it saved him.’

‘Because he loved her,’ Thomas stated, his words an awed whisper.

‘Exactly. So, just as I’m tryin’ to work out how to get Rosalie away, Artie stirs. Sits up, pats himself down, and he’s back.’

‘A second chance.’

‘Exactly.’

‘I knew it!’

‘Hang on, now. Listen to me, son, that was one time in sixty years of doin’ this. One time. I can’t tell you what Artie and Rosalie did to make the difference. Maybe it was the moonlight. Maybe someone was smilin’ on them. But it wasn’t the way it’s gone for every other Livin’ and Departed pair I’ve seen. So my answer to your question is yes, it happened. And no, I don’t reckon I’ll see it again.’

‘No!’

A sudden, piercing scream split the air, causing every head to turn and Livings and Departeds to jump to their feet.

Jimmi swore under his breath and pushed his way through the shocked Waiting Room crowd to the centre of the room.

‘Clear the way! Comin’ through…’

Violet and Thomas followed, craning their necks over the gathered bodies.

A break in the crowd revealed the source of the scream.

Standing by an overturned table, tears streaming down her face, was a woman Violet guessed to be in her late sixties. In her hands was a broken light tether, no longer tied around her wrist. As Violet and Thomas watched in horror, the tether began to dissolve, a shower of bright white ashes falling to the floor.

‘He’s gone!’ the woman wailed, clutching in vain at the fast-disappearing length of light. When she dropped to her knees, Violet recognised her.

The woman who’d compared having a Departed in tow to owning a pet, the good natured man who’d responded with a ‘woof, woof!’ no longer present in the Waiting Room.

McKenna was by the woman’s side in a heartbeat, coaxing her gently to a chair, while Jimmi discreetly kicked at the last remaining sparks of the light tether.

‘Alright, folks, we pay our respects to a Finally Departed soul,’ he called.

As one, the crowd gathered around the sobbing woman. Livings and Departeds alike raised their hands towards her, the Waiting Room filling with light and warmth. Violet felt a wave of emotion engulf her, followed by a small, quiet calm, more powerful than the loudest scream.

It was as if the dimmed lights that surrounded the room had momentarily bloomed, details suddenly visible that Violet hadn’t seen before. Patterns on the clothing of the gathered souls, sparkles where the light tethers converged across the floor. 

And then it was over.

The soft jazz soundtrack resumed. The lights dimmed again. People returned to their tables. Behind the bar, Rio poured drinks. You could be forgiven for thinking you’d imagined it all.

Beside Violet, Thomas was smiling.

‘Once,’ she heard him whisper. ‘It happened once.’
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That night, all Violet could think of was what had happened in the Waiting Room. Doug Waterson, the Departed, had finally graduated his mission, while Doris, his wife of thirty-nine years, was granted the rest of her life on earth. 

It wasn’t how Violet had envisioned the successful conclusion of a quest.

It shook everything she’d let herself assume about what lay ahead.

Until now, she had been focused on winning the right to retain her earthly life as Thomas began his eternal one. But what she’d witnessed in the Waiting Room rocked her. Doris had been inconsolable for an hour, faced with the stark reality of losing her husband all over again.

‘Thirty-nine years married and thirteen months back together,’ she’d explained, through her tears. When she’d first lost Doug it had felt like her life ended. But when he re-materialised unexpectedly in the potting shed at the bottom of their garden, Doris embraced the situation. They’d been Thirteen-Monthers, as Jimmi called them, granted enough time to say and do everything they had promised one another before Doug’s first passing. 

‘I knew it wasn’t forever,’ she admitted. ‘But we got comfortable as a Departed and a Living. The time flew past and we were happy, so I think I hoped the universe would reconsider and let him stay with me. As a ghost, as a returned soul – it didn’t matter. Now I’ve lost him again. And I don’t want the life I’ve been given without him.’

How would Violet have fared with a longer mission time?

A week had felt unfair until yesterday evening. It still felt scarily short for them to discover what needed to be dealt with in order for Thomas to move on. But seeing the distress of the lovely lady mourning her husband for the second time, Violet was glad her quest was short. 

All the same, the task ahead of her and Thomas seemed impossible.

Two days left.

If Doug and Doris had needed thirteen months to complete the things they needed to do, how could she and Thomas find the key to him crossing over in only forty-eight hours?

At six a.m., Violet found Thomas in the living room, talking to her cat. He knelt across the carpet from the sofa, where Gekkou was eyeing him suspiciously.

‘Cat – to me.’

Gekkou flicked an ear in pure disgust and did nothing of the sort.

‘Gekkou – to me.’

‘I don’t think that trick works on cats,’ Violet offered, as kindly as she could. ‘Just extra-existential cocktails.’

‘He’s going to love me. Just you wait.’

‘We have two days. And far more important things to be working on.’

‘Ah, but what if this is it? Cats have always hated me,’ Thomas returned, with a grin. ‘Maybe the reason I haven’t passed over yet is because I need to charm one to turn the tide.’ He narrowed his eyes at Gekkou. ‘One cat, mate. That’s all it takes. Imagine being the first moggie to love me.’

With a disdainful huff, Gekkou turned his back on the ghost.

‘Denied!’ Thomas threw his hands up in frustration. ‘You see what I’m up against?’

Laughing, Violet headed into the kitchen. Tiredness was setting into her bones and only strong coffee would combat the effect. Hours of overthinking had taken their toll, setting her nerves on edge. 

If they were going to find an answer in the short time remaining, they had to focus fully on the search. 

What were they missing?

For Artie and Rosalie, it had been a question.

For Doug and Doris, it had been time to find an even keel.

What would be the key for Thomas and Violet?

The ghost had been different since they’d returned from the Waiting Room. Lighter in spirits. Settled. More at home in his temporary skin. Where Violet had been troubled by what she’d seen, Thomas seemed freed by it.

What had changed for Thomas Croft?

‘We should go to Spinnaker’s,’ he announced, floating into the kitchen. Strange how quickly Violet had grown accustomed to a ghost moving around her home.

We got comfortable as a Departed and a Living…

Doris Waterson’s admission from last night returned.

Is that what had happened with Violet and Thomas?

‘And you should invite Suki.’ He held up a hand. ‘And before you accuse me of being inappropriate about your best friend, let me say that I think Suki might be able to help us.’

‘I can’t tell her about you,’ Violet said. To tell Suki about Thomas would bring everything else flooding out in its wake, and she wasn’t ready to deal with that. Not when time was so terrifyingly scarce. ‘I thought I could, but after the readings for those Starbloomers I realised there’s just too much at stake.’

The ghost shook his head. ‘I’m not suggesting you do. But think about it, Vi: she knows you, better than I ever did. For far longer, too. Perhaps she’ll notice something we’ve missed.’

Violet ignored the sting that his unwitting confession caused. ‘How do I just bring you up in conversation? Won’t she think it’s weird?’

‘No weirder than anything else you do as Madame S.’

‘Charming.’

Thomas groaned. ‘You know what I mean. You read palms and chat with the Ancients whenever they fancy a natter. Hardly normal behaviour.’

Violet had to concede that point.

‘It’s easy. Say I’ve randomly been on your mind. Or you dreamt about me. Or tell her you were looking through old school memories the other day and you found that photo of me and the crew.’

It was a risk. Wouldn’t Suki want to know why Violet was talking about Thomas after years of never mentioning his name? Especially as she knew Violet had visited Joe Elderman to reminisce about the past?

But with only two days until the deadline, what other option was there?

‘Okay,’ she relented, fetching her coat from the hook in the hall. ‘Let’s go. I’ll call her on the way.’

Suki had left several encouraging text messages while Violet and Thomas had been in the Waiting Room, so meeting her now would put her friend’s mind at ease while also helping the quest Suki knew nothing about.

‘Let’s do it.’ Thomas rose to his feet, eyeballing Gekkou as he passed the sofa. ‘And this isn’t over, cat. Don’t think I won’t try again when we get back.’

Gekkou tucked his head under a paw and released a long, rumbling fart in the ghost’s direction.

***

‘You’ll never guess what’s happened!’ Suki was waiting for Violet outside Spinnaker’s, her laptop hugged to her chest.

‘What?’

‘A breakthrough! It’s so exciting, Vi!’

‘You have to love her,’ Thomas remarked, regarding Suki approvingly.

‘Emz and Babs came through for us,’ Suki announced, grabbing Violet’s arm. ‘Let’s get a table and I can show you!’

Even by Suki’s usual effervescent standard, her mood today was extraordinary. What could have happened in a matter of hours to warrant such a response? Violet let herself be led into the coffee shop and whisked to a table by the window. She briefly caught a glimpse of Beautiful Ben observing their swift progress with surprise, before being hurried to a seat.

Thomas followed a few feet behind, amused by the spectacle. Violet noticed he didn’t immediately join them at the table, as he had every other time they’d visited Spinnaker’s. Was he deliberately making space for Violet to talk to Suki?

Regardless of his intention, Violet wondered if she would even get a chance to follow their plan. When Suki Dai was on a mission, not even an earthquake could interrupt her. Violet would have to wait it out, hoping that her best friend would eventually run out of steam. Until then, there was only one topic on the table.

‘It’s amazing! Incredible! You’re not going to believe this!’

‘Suki, take a breath!’

Giggling, Suki followed Violet’s lead, taking three deep breaths, each one a little longer than the last. It elicited smiles from the customers at neighbouring tables, and a certain ghost, who had settled on a vacant seat beside the counter.

‘Thanks,’ she said, blushing a little. ‘Okay, get ready for this… After you did those palm readings for Emz and Babs, I honestly didn’t expect anything to happen, other than it boosting your confidence after the Halloween thing. But they went straight to their socials and posted a story, gushing about how gracious you were and how your readings were spookily accurate. And it’s just gone nuts.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Hundreds of reposts and comments, original Starbloomers chiming in with their own experiences of when you used to do the readings online, new fans longing to have you read their futures. And then, about seven p.m. last night, we started receiving these…’

She opened her laptop and showed Violet the website’s inbox. Message after message appeared, more arriving as Suki scrolled down the list. She clicked one and a photograph of an outstretched palm filled the screen.

‘What on earth…?’

‘They’re sending photos of their palms for you to read. Like they did years ago. But it isn’t just ten or twenty at a time, Vi. It’s thousands. I don’t know who told them to do it or where the idea originated, but it’s spread like wildfire.’

Lost for words, Violet stared at the screen.

‘Don’t you see?’ Suki prompted. ‘This is what we needed!’

‘How?’

‘People trust you. They need you. It doesn’t matter what did or didn’t happen at Halloween: they still believe! And it isn’t just our lovely Starbloomers, although they’re leading the charge, of course. It’s new fans. People who want to believe, who need to know good things are waiting for them. They’re seeking hope, Vi. And someone they can trust.’

At the table near the counter, Thomas spread his hands wide like a magician completing a trick.

‘I… I don’t know what to say.’

‘I’ve already posted on our socials, thanking everyone for getting in touch. I’ve hinted at how many replies we’ve been inundated with, so people know they need to be patient. But we can use this to boost ticket sales in the run-up to the live show. And these numbers will have other venues clamouring to host us for more! Isn’t it awesome?’

‘It’s… surprising…’ Gathering herself together, Violet offered Suki the brightest smile she could manage. ‘No, it’s brilliant, Suki. And it’s all down to you.’

‘Me? You were the one with the crazily accurate readings.’

‘Which I would never have done if you hadn’t pushed me,’ Violet countered. ‘You believed I could do it and I did.’

We did, she corrected, silently.

When she dared to look over at Thomas, he was taking a bow.

Face it, Madame Starbloom, we make an excellent team…

Thomas had made it happen. Because he believed in her.

I want to support who you are now, Vi. All of it.

The memory of his words beneath The Lovers’ Tree in Wildacre Park sent goosebumps racing across Violet’s skin. He knew she was a fraud, but he also saw her heart. He’d seen her – more than he ever had when he was alive. Had it taken becoming a Departed for him to appreciate who she really was?

And could that be the key to him moving on?

She glanced down at her left wrist, but the light tether hadn’t changed. It looped across the floor to meet Thomas as it had before. And yet, something felt different.

Violet wished she could work out why.

‘So, here’s what I’m thinking,’ Suki said, switching into strategy mode. ‘We choose one remote palm reading a day and film it. We’ll make it a daily feature on your socials. That means we’ll have regular stuff to post, while mentioning the in-person show to encourage ticket sales.’ Looking up from her laptop, she observed Violet. ‘Can your gift do that? I just assumed…’

‘It’ll be fine,’ Violet assured her.

‘Okay, great. If you could do them in batches for me, I’ll feed them out over the coming days. Use the camera set-up we did for promo videos in your studio. I’ll edit and post them. Sound good?’

‘Sounds amazing. Thanks, Suki, you’re the best.’

Suki dismissed the compliment but glowed regardless. ‘This is all you, hun. I’m just doing the admin.’

‘You’re doing so much more than that.’

‘Well, we’re a team, Vi. Always have been. Talking of which, it’s my turn to buy coffee. Fancy a cake, too?’

‘Sure, why not?’ Violet replied. She watched as Suki skipped over to the counter, where Beautiful Ben was looking particularly gorgeous. Today, he wore a surf-style beaded necklace of ocean blues and whites. As he chatted with Suki, the beads danced at his throat.

Violet imagined them, cool to the touch but warm where they rested against his skin…

Lucky, lucky beads…

‘Seen something you fancy?’

Thomas was beside her like a ghost ninja, his sudden arrival shocking Violet.

‘Stop doing that!’

‘I’m a ghost, Vi, jump-scares are what we do. So, anything delicious behind the counter catch your eye?’

‘I don’t know what you mean,’ Violet returned, her traitorous cheeks bright as rosy beacons.

‘I was talking about the new cakes in the cabinet.’ The ghost’s eyes narrowed mischievously, clearly enjoying himself at her expense. ‘Was there another tasty thing I missed?’

‘No.’

‘You sure about that? Only you seem a little flustered…’

‘Stop it!’

He chuckled, then relented. ‘How’s it going with Suki?’

‘I haven’t had chance to ask her yet. But people are apparently clamouring for my scarily accurate palm readings.’ She pointed to the palm photos on Suki’s laptop screen. ‘See?’

‘Online palm readings? Can you do that?’ A broad smile bloomed on his face. ‘Oh, that’s right, you can do anything because it isn’t real.’

‘I think you mean we. This is your fault, Mr Voice-From-Beyond.’

‘Ah.’ Thomas grimaced. ‘Sorry about that. But hey, perhaps we can have a bash at a few of these when we get back to yours? I reckon between us we could concoct some proper humdingers.’

Violet didn’t doubt it. ‘Maybe. But I can’t get used to relying on you for insight. In two days, you’ll be—’

‘See, I’ve been thinking about that,’ Thomas began, leaning closer, ‘and the thing is, I don’t think I’ll—’

‘Suki’s coming back!’ Violet hissed. ‘Quick, move!’

The ghost groaned and floated from the table just as Suki returned.

Violet pinned her most convincing smile in place and hoped her best friend would buy it. She needed to steer their conversation round to Thomas.

‘Ben’s looking rather lovely today,’ Suki said, passing Violet a large mug of Sugar Plum Cappuccino, a perfect frosted chocolate heart nestling in its milk froth cap. ‘And I checked: he’s single.’

‘What?’ Violet stared at her friend. ‘How did you check?’

‘I just asked. It’s really easy, Vi. You should try it.’

‘You make it sound easy.’

‘It is easy!’ Suki groaned. ‘You do know he keeps looking over at you? If you asked him out, he’d definitely say yes.’

‘I have other things to think about,’ Violet protested, knowing it was both a deflection and the stark truth. But Suki didn’t know the half of what demanded Violet’s attention.

As if catching a hint of what her best friend was dealing with, Suki lowered her cup to its saucer. ‘What’s on your mind?’

Here it was: her opportunity to put the plan she’d made with Thomas into action. And yet, even as she began, Violet felt vulnerable. She hadn’t expected to feel so conflicted over Thomas and now the thought of losing him in two days bore heavily on her shoulders.

‘You remember Thomas Croft?’

Suki’s eyebrows rose.

‘From high school?’ Violet prompted. ‘We dated in our final year of sixth form.’

‘You have to ask?’

Frowning, Violet observed her friend. ‘What do you mean?’

Suki gave a groan, leaning back in her seat. ‘Of course I remember him. It’s kind of hard to forget.’

What did that mean? A little thrown, Violet pressed on. ‘He’s been on my mind lately. I can’t explain why.’

‘You were asking Joe Elderman about Thomas, weren’t you?’ Suki asked, her knowing question making Violet’s toes bunch up in her sneakers. ‘The other day, when you went to see him. Reminiscing about the past.’

Had she suspected before, when she’d mentioned she’d talked to Joe? Had Suki been waiting for Violet to confess?

The possibility made Violet feel even worse. ‘Yes.’

Suki nodded. ‘I should have guessed.’

‘You knew I was thinking about Thom?’

‘Of course I did! You always are.’

‘I’m not following…’

‘No, you wouldn’t. The thing is, Vi, you talk about Thomas Croft all the time.’

Shocked, Violet defended herself. ‘I do not.’

‘Not in so many words, maybe, but he’s always there.’

Back at his table by the counter, Thomas was watching them, one hand cupping his chin. Suki couldn’t see him, could she? What if she’d been aware of his presence all this time and was only now revealing it?

‘No, he isn’t. Only recently.’

Suki shook her head. ‘All the time,’ she repeated, gentler now. ‘Face it, honey, Thomas has always been the ghost on your shoulder.’

Suki’s description was so unwittingly accurate for Violet’s current predicament that it brought an involuntary smile to her lips. That was all that Thomas had been since he’d arrived. On her shoulder, in her ear, in her space. While he’d stayed out of her bedroom when she slept at night, he’d still been in her house, a perennial presence Violet had quickly grown accustomed to.

And yet, the phenomenon of his being here at all was something she was keeping from her dearest friend.

Instant guilt accompanied the thought.

‘I’m sorry,’ she began.

‘Don’t apologise. I get it. The guy was the first person you ever gave your heart to, but then he smashed it to pieces. The first person you slept with, giving him literally all of you, because you thought he’d cherish you. When you were eighteen and your whole world was at the point of changing. Exams done, school over, the rest of your life beckoning. You thought Thomas Croft would be by your side – but then he wasn’t.’

‘I’ve never thought of it like that.’ Instinctively, Violet looked over to the table by the counter, but Thomas wasn’t there. Relief that he hadn’t heard Suki’s words mingled with hurt that, once again, he hadn’t been there for her as he’d promised he would.

Scanning the coffee shop, Violet spotted him on the other side, chatting with the three Departeds she had seen making suggestive comments about Ben on her previous visit. They were clustered around him, giggling like silly girls at whatever he was saying.

It figured.

But at least he couldn’t hear the conversation with Suki now.

‘What do you remember about the time I was with him?’ she asked.

Suki took a moment to consider the question. ‘Mainly the fallout after he ghosted you, to be honest. I pretty much kept my head down to catch up with exam stuff. We were friends then, but nowhere near as close as we became at uni.’

‘It’s all such a blur for me now,’ Violet admitted. ‘I wasn’t really aware of what everyone else saw from the outside.’

‘I understand. I think what I noticed most was how he changed you.’

‘In what way?’

‘His influence, over the years.’ Suki picked up a teaspoon, twisting it absent-mindedly as she spoke. ‘Thom cut you out of his world at eighteen, but he’s been interfering with your heart ever since.’

What did that mean?

‘How?’ Violet asked, confounded. ‘I only saw him once after he’d stopped talking to me…’

‘I don’t mean in person.’ Suki tapped her temple. ‘I mean in here. Every time you’ve dared to let another man into your life.’

‘That’s not fair! I’ve dated…’

‘Sure, but you’ve run away from anyone who could break the curse. Every time.’

That wasn’t true. It couldn’t be… ‘Like when?’

‘Silas, Matt, Freddie…’

Each ex-boyfriend Suki mentioned was a punch to Violet. Each one, a promising start but, ultimately, a possibility unfulfilled. She hadn’t actively thought of Thomas during any of those relationships, or compared any of the young men to him.

Or had she?

Not every break-up had been instigated by her. She’d been disappointed by several of them.

‘I didn’t set out to fail,’ she argued. ‘And the decisions weren’t always mine.’

‘They weren’t all brilliant, I know,’ Suki conceded. ‘But it’s as if you found a reason to dismiss them, before any of them got a chance to hurt you. And that’s Thomas Croft, the ghost on your shoulder, haunting every new relationship.’

‘Because I loved him.’

Suki’s expression was pure compassion. ‘Yes, you did. Maybe you still do.’

Had she pushed people away? Part of her already knew the answer, the other part vehemently disagreed. Didn’t everyone become cautious after a broken heart?

‘Self-preservation isn’t a crime.’

‘Of course not. You want to be safe. But you miss so much when you let the past curb who you could be.’ She looked over to the counter, where Beautiful Ben was restocking the cold drink fridge. ‘Or who you could be with.’

This again? Really? ‘Maybe I’m just not ready to talk to Ben.’

‘Which is why you spend hours in here every week, longing for just one look from him.’

‘There’s nothing wrong with looking,’ Violet returned, every defence crowding in around her.

‘There is when it’s stopping you touching…’

‘Suki!’

‘I tell you, if you gave Ben a chance you wouldn’t have to wonder what being kissed by him would feel like.’

‘I don’t wonder…’ Violet began, but what was the point? It was all she’d thought about for months, before Thomas Croft had reappeared.

Before Thomas.

Was he haunting her, like Suki said?

And worse – was she letting him?

Violet had been so blindsided by the ghost’s arrival – and intrigued by the marked change in him in recent days – that she hadn’t given Ben much thought at all. Some of that was understandable – discovering her life beyond the seven-day deadline hung entirely on Thomas finding what he needed, for one thing. While the thought of a future with Beautiful Ben was one she’d happily invest time in, her eternal future didn’t depend upon it.

But what if her preoccupation with Thomas went beyond the demands of the mission to move him on?

‘I don’t want to upset you, Vi,’ Suki admitted, gently. ‘But you asked.’

‘You think he haunts me?’

‘Honestly? Yes. He’s been hanging around every conversation we’ve ever had about men. I knew Thom a little at school, but since then I feel like he’s been the invisible third person at our table.’

A sudden tug on the light tether around Violet’s wrist confirmed Thomas was fulfilling Suki’s words for real. She willed him away, not wanting to look around to discover how close he really was.

‘What do I do about it?’ she asked, her voice lowered below the level of chatter in Spinnaker’s. She didn’t want the ghost to hear this.

Suki’s gaze met hers, as kind and generous as always. ‘I think you need to deal with your feelings for Thom, once and for all. Because until you face the truth, Vi, he’ll always have your heart.’
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‘Did I come back too soon?’

‘No.’

‘I think maybe I did.’

Violet focused on the road ahead as they neared her home. Thomas had bombarded her with questions since they left Spinnaker’s and it was wearing her down. Her mind was already a jostling crowd of thoughts after what Suki had said. She didn’t need the ghost’s interrogations joining the throng.

Stop asking me, Thomas…

‘I’m fine.’

‘Said no woman who was really fine, ever,’ the ghost replied, clearly not taking the hint. ‘Especially when they say it like, “I’m fine”. There’s a whole world behind that emphasis and it isn’t one that’s peachy with everything.’

‘Thomas, shut up.’

‘Or that.’

Annoyed, Violet picked up her pace, kicking away from him. The ghost simply floated faster, sticking by her side.

‘Talk to me.’

‘I am.’

‘Not the way I want.’

Violet stopped walking, the ghost travelling several paces ahead before he could turn back to reach her. ‘What do you want from me, Thomas?’

‘I want to know what Suki told you. Which was the reason we went to see her, if you’ve forgotten. Did she tell you anything we can use for the mission?’

Were they even on the same mission now? The ghost’s questions in the Waiting Room about second chances and his suggestion that he and Violet could be a double-act reading palms bothered her. Did moving on still matter to him?

Suki said Violet had carried the ghost of Thomas with her for years. And now, as an actual ghost, he seemed happy to remain in her life. A belligerent, too-chatty, impossible presence she couldn’t escape…

‘Let’s just get home,’ she snapped. ‘I don’t want to talk here.’

Stunned, the ghost moved aside.

Violet chided herself as they travelled the rest of the way in stony silence. Why had she let him see her battle? Suki’s words had set a maelstrom in motion, causing her to question every decision she had made since Thomas had broken her heart.

Had she pushed people away? Definitely.

Had she prematurely ended relationships for fear of getting hurt? Probably.

Was it because of Thomas? She didn’t want to think it might be.

Worse than all of it, was what Suki had suggested as the reason why.

Did Violet still love him?

If she did, it was doomed from the start. Thomas had cut her out of his life, with no explanation and no opportunity to fight his decision. How cruel to have shattered her heart and then maintained his grip on the broken shards!

When she reached the cool calm of her home, it hit her: what if this was the key to their quest? The G had called the light tethers heart-ties on their first visit to the Waiting Room. ‘Your heart has unfinished business with this lady,’ he’d told Thomas. But what if the unfinished business came from Violet’s heart?

Was Thomas back on earth because Violet still loved him?

‘Talk to me.’

Thomas had followed her into the kitchen. His quiet words cut through the noise of the boiling kettle Violet had switched on as a barrier.

Slowly, she turned to face him.

The ghost seemed dimmer now, despite the brave November sun filling the space.

‘Suki said she only knew you a little at school. But she feels like she got to know you well because of what happened when we ended.’

‘I heard.’ He raised a hand. ‘Yeah, I know I said I’d give you space. But, seeing as we’re being honest about this, I want to know what changed.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The last time I saw you, at that party. A year after we broke up. You were like a brick wall towards me.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘I wanted to talk to you, Vi. Enough time had passed for the hurt to be healed. I wanted to explain…’

Enough time had passed? Did he think what he’d done the previous summer could be healed in twelve months?

‘Explain what, Thomas? You ended us, not me. You cut me out of your life and you never said why.’

‘Which is what I wanted to do at the party…’

‘It was too late!’ she yelled, seeing Thomas recoil in shock. ‘You abandoned me, Thomas. The day after I gave you everything…’ A sob stole her words. Furious at her tears, she turned from him.

‘I didn’t know…’ Thomas reached for her but Violet moved away.

‘Clearly what happened meant nothing to you.’

‘How can you say that?’

‘What else was I supposed to think? We’d shared a perfect night together, talking about this big, thrilling future that lay ahead of us, all our the plans for travelling together, exploring the world. And you’d told me over and over that you loved me. That I was the most important person in your life, and all your dreams now rested on us. But then, next day, you cut me off. Didn’t return my calls. Nobody knew where you were.’

‘All of it was true, Violet. I meant every word.’

‘Then why did you run away?’

‘I didn’t mean to… I didn’t plan it…’

‘You don’t have an answer, do you? So here’s one: you lied to me!’

‘Violet, no…’

‘You got what you wanted and then you abandoned me. You never loved me like you said. You never cared about us. It was just a lie – and I fell for it.’

‘No! How can you think that?’ He was floundering now, following her around the kitchen, wild-eyed and disbelieving. ‘I never lied to you.’

‘You ghosted me! You cut me out of your life, after promising us a future you said you wanted. How was that not lying?’

‘I can’t explain why.’

She should stop now, take it back. But the fractures were already visible, splitting and cracking the equilibrium they’d so carefully constructed. ‘Then you had no good reason, did you? You cut me out of your life and… and I wish you’d stayed in the past!’

Too far.

Too raw.

The light tether prickled around Violet’s wrist, like a hundred glass needles piercing her skin.

Thomas stared at his own wrist as if the pain had travelled down the length of the tether to him.

‘Then why did your heart call me back?’ he rasped.

‘It didn’t.’

‘So why am I here, Vi? It wasn’t because I was thinking of you.’

And there it was. The truth. Violet reeled from the revelation. Thomas didn’t care for her then and he hadn’t given her a passing thought since.

She faced him with all the dignity she could muster. ‘Then I guess you never loved me.’

There they stood, two wounded opponents bruised by battle.

The kitchen fell silent.

But then the ghost raised his head.

‘But you loved me.’

‘No, I didn’t.’ It was a lie. An outright untruth brandished as a useless shield.

As if he sensed this, Thomas pressed on. ‘You loved me. For years. I heard you say it to Suki this morning. However mad at me you are, that’s the truth, isn’t it?’

The question punched air from Violet’s lungs. When she spoke, pain gilded every syllable. ‘I… I don’t know.’

In her heart, she knew what had to happen next. There was one more place to revisit. The place she had avoided returning to – and the suggestion she’d repeatedly forced from her mind since Thomas had arrived.

A place of hurt that had once been love, of shattered dreams where hope had once burned. Somewhere she’d known this journey would take her in the end, willing or not.

She had avoided it since they began their mission to return to places where their lives had converged. But it was inevitable: they had visited the treehouse from the beginning of their story, the school from the middle, and now they must return to the location of the end.

One day left.

No more stalling.

It scared her, but it was time to face every wounding, soul-shattering aspect of the truth. In the place where everything had changed.

‘We need to go to Sweetheart Lake,’ Thomas said, stealing the words before they left Violet’s lips. ‘Today.’

‘It’s an hour away. We won’t have the light for long.’

‘It doesn’t matter. We need to stay until dark.’

Until the stars come out, Violet finished in her mind. Of course.
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The drive to Sweetheart Lake took Violet and Thomas out of Thistleton and through a succession of small villages and hamlets that lined the curving road out towards the mountains. Neither spoke on the journey, both lost in their own thoughts.

What did Thomas really know about his sudden disappearance, the day after their night together? Violet knew he was holding something back, but what could be worse than how it had appeared?

The memory was etched on her soul, scratched into her heart. They’d woken up together on the lake shore, then made their own way home as they’d agreed. Thomas had promised to call Violet later that day. But the call never came. And then, Thomas vanished. Even his family wasn’t able to contact him for five days. When he returned, his mum and her new husband closed ranks around Thomas, remaining tight-lipped for the next year until they moved away from Thistleton for good.

If she’d been given an explanation, Violet could have moved on. Made sense of it. Even if his reasons weren’t easy to hear. For months, she blamed herself – something she must have said or done that had shattered the spell. Bewildered and broken, her aching heart had turned on herself before she would ever blame Thomas.

It was a mistake she wouldn’t repeat.

She’d learned over the years to dismiss anything that wasn’t her fault. It protected her heart but made her cautious, always expecting the seemingly inevitable drop. Where there didn’t appear to be an explanation, she found her own. She called time, she walked away, not waiting for a partner to make the call.

Would that have been different if Thomas had given her a reason for ending them?

She considered this as the villages gave way to wide fields, shining in the afternoon sunshine against the moody purple blush of the mountains beyond.

They weren’t the idealistic teenagers who had travelled to Sweetheart Lake a lifetime ago. Both of them had changed – Thomas beyond all human limits. But the closer they drove to the place where they’d last been together, the more Violet was convinced that the answers they sought would be there.

At least the return journey wasn’t in midsummer. There was comfort in that. Despite the knots in her stomach and the aching silence in the car, Violet couldn’t help but be moved by the last flush of autumn colours in the trees lining the road. Out across the valley, too, the final gasp of fall gave its brightest farewell. As the road rose steeply, the caramel brown of bracken lining the mountainside joined the palette.

It was stunning.

At a sharp bend in the road, a sign for Sweetheart Lake came into view. It, like the two people heading towards it, had changed over time. Gone was the old, cracked, wooden sign Violet remembered; in its place a shiny metal one that caught the light as Violet and Thomas drove past.

What else had changed here?

And what change would this place witness by nightfall tonight?

Reaching a small, gravel car park surrounded by purple beech trees, Violet parked her car and killed the engine. Silence rushed into the car.

Violet didn’t look at Thomas, focusing instead on the view through the windscreen. A green bank, studded with fallen leaves. A rocky path curving away through the close-growing tree trunks. The hint of light beyond, where the lakeshore lay.

‘I don’t want to fight.’

The sudden sound of Thomas’s voice startled Violet. After the stubborn silence during the drive to Sweetheart Lake, she had assumed most of their visit would follow suit.

‘Neither do I.’ She felt a shiver of nerves as she said it. ‘This won’t be easy.’

‘I know. Let’s just walk for a while? Enjoy the place.’

It was putting off the inevitable, but after the tension of the journey here, the simplicity of a walk felt like a gift. ‘Okay.’

They left the car and took the narrow path through the trees, emerging in the first of a number of sandy bays at the lake’s edge. As the last line of branches parted, the lake came into view.

It was beautiful. Glasslike and smooth, a mirror of the shades of the surrounding forest, blending and bleeding into one another, like watercolour washes across damp paper. The almost winter-blue of the early November sky framed the view above and beyond in the water, while beams of sunlight danced across the lake.

Sweetheart Lake carried a gentle magic only magnified by its colours today. It would be difficult to imagine it as a place of pain, if Violet didn’t know its history. So much tender beauty, peaceful and bright, with the soft lap of waves underscoring the view.

She pictured it in midsummer, with dragonflies dipping across the water, birdsong high above and the distant hum of busy bees. A cool breeze over the lake from the mountains, dappled sunlight peppering the forest floor between the trees.

The last time she and Thomas had stood here, the gentle shadow beneath the summer trees had prickled goosebumps over their arms. Violet remembered wishing she could stay in this stunning place, drinking in the view, the deliciously warm body of her boyfriend to lean against. They had watched butterflies and tiny birds, caught the rustle of deer in the undergrowth and heard the distant tapping of woodpeckers deep in the forest.

The butterflies were long gone today; the sun, while welcome, lacked the sweet warmth of its summer counterpart. But the beauty of the view remained.

She had waited too long to come back to Sweetheart Lake. Now she felt the ache of so many years return, that insistent heart-pull that had drawn her back here, time after time, before Thomas arrived in her life.

It would still be her favourite place if he hadn’t become synonymous with it. The sense of loss this realisation carried with it almost overwhelmed her.

Beside her, Thomas was gazing at the view. Sunlight illuminated his features, the sad smile he wore, and the tension in his jaw. Returning here as a Departed would never have been his plan. But this time, Violet felt like a ghost beside him, haunting the lake’s shore. A living, breathing soul that once delighted in this place now mourning what might have been.

If she and Thomas failed in their mission, her next visit might be as a Departed, too. Or a Deserted. The name had been whispered between two of the ghosts in the Waiting Room when they’d thought Violet was out of earshot, but that was clearly the term for Livings and Departeds who failed their task.

Deserted.

Even in a place as stunning as this, the prospect tore at her heart.

‘I’d forgotten how beautiful it is here,’ Thomas said, his voice far away.

Violet couldn’t deny that. ‘When did you last visit?’

‘Two, three years ago?’ He thought for a moment. ‘Maybe even longer. You?’

She saw him wince as soon as he asked the question.

‘I mean…’

‘I haven’t.’ The truth would hurt, but he’d asked. ‘Not since we were last here.’

Thomas turned back. ‘But this was your favourite place. It’s why we chose to stay the night here.’

His words cut deep. Suddenly seeking comfort, Violet stuffed her hands in her pockets and scuffed the ground with her boots. ‘Like I said, things change.’

The ghost’s eyes were still as he stood on the shore. Ripples of the lake undulated through him, light shimmers sparkling at his heart. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It is what it is.’

‘It shouldn’t be.’

‘What do you want to do here, anyway?’ Violet asked quickly, her need to find safer ground greater than hearing what Thomas might want to say. ‘Should we go for a walk around the lake, or find somewhere to sit?’

‘Can we start again?’

The words dissolved on Violet’s tongue. Numb, she stared at him.

‘We need the answer and it’s here, I can feel it. But we won’t find it by fighting.’

‘The only reason I’m here is to find the answer.’

‘So talk to me.’

The loops of the light tether glowed white where they rested in the sand between them. There seemed to be more loops today, the tension around Violet’s wrist that had been present for five days noticeably slacker.

The closer a Departed gets to their moving on date, the longer the tether becomes…

McKenna had told her that, hadn’t she? Violet knew it was inevitable, and unlike some of the Living and Departed pairs who didn’t know exactly how long they had together, she knew the day and the hour of the deadline. Time or fate or the universe was preparing them for a departure, one way or another.

And time was running out. If they couldn’t find the answer at Sweetheart Lake to send Thomas on his way, Violet would have the whole of eternity to regret not talking about this. A worse life-sentence than the one she felt she’d already been dealt.

It was time to be honest, whatever it cost.

‘You might not like what you hear,’ she warned.

‘I’ll take it if it means we find what we need.’

They observed one another over the light tether divide. Birdsong and lapping waves sounded between them. The beauty of the lake urged them to continue. And Violet felt a quiet stillness soothe her soul.

‘Okay,’ she said at last, the word carried out of her on a breath of weary surrender. ‘Where do we begin?’
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Violet had told Thomas about Sweetheart Lake from the beginning, months before they officially got together.

It had been a place she’d discovered on a geography trip from school. Miss Gregory, one of her favourite teachers, had waxed lyrical about it since the start of Year 10, promising to take them there in the rickety old school minibus if the class passed their half-term assessments. Violet remembered the almost magical transformation that occurred in Miss Gregory whenever she talked about the lake – the usually reserved teacher suddenly glowing, her whole being illuminated with light and passion and life.

It must be a wonderful place, Violet had thought, to have that kind of an effect on someone. The places talked about by the adults she knew were always linked to drudgery, disappointment and dullness. Places that demanded work, or problems, or inconvenience. Just another reason to shake their fists at life.

Sweetheart Lake sounded like a dream from its name alone. Like locations mentioned in the American teen romance books the girls in Violet’s class passed between them, dog-eared and loved in equal measure. Unfamiliar worlds that your heart longed for, exciting and new. She imagined the lake as a setting for endless summer vacations or snowy hang-outs, where sweethearts found one another and all their dreams came true.

But even her sunniest imaginings about the lake couldn’t match the joy of seeing it for the first time.

From the moment Miss Gregory had led her students along the winding path from the car park to the lake, Violet had been overwhelmed by its magic. It had felt like walking into a living painting, a stunning landscape that wrapped around her senses, reached inside her and held her heart.

There was a phrase she’d learned in the pages of the teen romances and loved immediately: arrested by her beauty. Standing on the shore of the lake, gazing across it to the forests and mountains on its far side, Violet had finally understood what that meant.

It was a world away from the problems at home. A place where she could imagine being anyone and anything she wanted. A world away from her world.

‘You know, I fell in love with this place before I ever saw it,’ Thomas said now, as they slowly followed the path that edged the lake. ‘That was because of you.’

Like Miss Gregory before me, Violet thought.

Talking was helping, at least. They skirted the inevitable as their feet skirted the shoreline of the lake. Careful steps, a testing of the ground.

‘You told me about it the first time we really chatted.’

‘In the Saints’ Room,’ Violet remembered.

A grand name for an unused classroom repurposed by some of the teachers as a break-out space for the lower and upper sixth students. It might as well have been a palace for what it had represented for teens beset by exam worries, revision stress and the looming reality of the end of their school days.

In breaks and study periods, they would pile into the Saints’ Room, gathering in loud, chatty groups around the old staff room chairs and low coffee tables the teachers had arranged inside. Posters of bands and film stars lined the walls – another perk the room offered – and a dented kettle sat atop a scuffed mini-fridge in one corner with a selection of mugs brought in from home. It had felt like the most grown-up thing to be trusted with, a glimpse of independence that hinted at their future.

Someone’s grandmother had rallied the Thistleton W.I. into action, stitching bean bags and floor cushions in patches of brightly patterned fabrics for the students to enjoy. It was while sitting on a cluster of these that Violet had finally plucked up the courage to talk to the handsome boy she’d gazed at across the Saints’ Room for weeks.

He’d been playing guitar, of course. A song Violet knew. She had sung along to herself, catching his eye when she realised he’d heard her. And his smile had been so warm and inviting that Violet had dared to ask if she could sit with him.

‘I can’t remember how the lake came up with us,’ Thomas said.

‘You asked where I liked going when I wasn’t at school.’ She smiled now, recalling her reply. ‘I think I was so in love with the place it didn’t matter I’d only ever seen it when Miss Gregory took us there on field trips.’

‘You wanted to impress me,’ the ghost teased.

‘Maybe.’

Thomas followed the dipping flight of a sparrow as it crossed the path ahead. ‘Well, I wanted to impress you.’

‘Why?’

‘I’d watched you for weeks in class. You were my favourite view in English Lit when Mr Sullivan was droning on.’

Surprised, Violet turned to him. ‘Really?’

‘Cross my heart,’ he replied, marking the shape across his chest. ‘I liked the way you chewed your pencil while you were concentrating.’

‘I didn’t do that. Did I?’

‘Oh yeah. It was mesmerising.’

His smile was pure mischief. It was impossible not to love it. Just like it had been back then. How had she forgotten that? Piled beneath layers of hurt and resentment, the memory had been lost to time. But now, she remembered.

She had wanted to be closer to that smile, like a moth to a flame.

Irresistible. Exciting. A thousand unspoken possibilities in its curve…

‘I can’t believe you remember that.’

‘I remember a lot.’ His eyes met hers. He blinked slowly and looked away. ‘Anyway, I wanted to see this place that unlocked your words.’

‘Is that why you joined Geography Club?’ Violet asked, dusty pieces of an ancient puzzle connecting.

‘Of course! Why else would I?’

‘Because you liked Miss Gregory? Or because we got Friday afternoons off from study sessions to do it?’

‘Both valid reasons. But I joined to spend time with you. And to spend time at the lake.’ Seeing her surprise, Thomas shrugged. ‘What? How else was I going to get out here? No car of my own, not brave enough to borrow my mum’s car or ask her for a lift – or ask you to come with me.’

How had Violet not worked this out before? The revelation made her laugh, despite everything else dancing around the shore of their conversation. ‘So sneaky!’

‘Not sneaky,’ he returned, that grin now firmly in residence. ‘Inventive.’

‘Oh, is that what you call it?’

‘It is.’ He gave a little bow, clearly still pleased with his teenage ingenuity after all these years. ‘It did the trick, didn’t it? Got me here. Got me close to you.’

Violet fell silent as the memory resurfaced. But she didn’t fight it like she had every other time it bubbled up.

As a memory in itself, it was lovely.

What if, after so many years, she could reclaim the wonder of what had gone before?

Warmed by the possibility, Violet let herself remember.

The first time Thomas had held her hand was on one of the geography club’s journeys to the lake, hidden in the gap between the seats, out of view of their classmates. The sudden warmth of his fingers as they laced through hers had taken her breath away.

And then, a week later, their first kiss.

‘I forgot my rucksack on purpose, too,’ Thomas ventured, as if reading her mind.

Violet had long suspected the ruse, but hearing it confirmed was a bittersweet delight. ‘So the bracken clump we found it in…?’

‘I hid it there before we all got back on the minibus.’

‘Thomas Croft, you absolute tart!’

He grinned back, remorseless. ‘Was worth the search for it, though.’

The search…

Such a commonsense word for the ruse Thom Croft had planned.

And Violet, suspecting none of it, had willingly complied.

She had volunteered to go with him to look for it by the shore, as Miss Gregory waited with the rest of the group by the minibus, checking her watch. Had their teacher suspected what Thomas was up to? At the time, Violet and her classmates assumed that all teachers were born as ready-made grown-ups. But now, she wondered. Miss Gregory was eighteen once and would be well aware of the the tricks that her students believed they were first to try.

Violet remembered the quickened beat of her heart as she’d helped Thomas search the undergrowth edging the lakeshore. Their shy smiles when their hands brushed together in the bracken. The feeling of being suddenly, thrillingly alone after so many weeks of longing for each other.

Hastened by a shout from Miss Gregory, they had finally located the rucksack. Thomas had found it – which made sense now Violet knew the truth. But he hadn’t removed it from its resting place. Instead, he’d sought her help.

Funny how obvious it all was now.

The scene she’d returned to in her mind countless times over the years played out again, as Thomas floated beside her. But this time, it was as if she watched with a different soundtrack, subtle light and air changes revealing new details she’d somehow missed.

‘I can’t quite reach…’ Thomas had said, making a show of his fingers slipping against arching bracken branches, contact not quite made. ‘Help me.’

Together, they had freed the rucksack from its undergrowth prison, the bag raised in triumph between them as a rush of joy rose with it.

And then the move – subtle and sweet. So natural. So right…

With one gentle pull of the rucksack strap, Violet found herself moving towards him, his smile drawing closer as the distance fell away. His lips soft and warm, their first kiss a tender meeting that promised more.

Safety.

Welcome.

Their world forever changed.

‘Found you,’ he had murmured, when they finally drew back, flushed and elated, the moment over in a heartbeat when another shout from Miss Gregory summoned them back to the group.

Found you.

Thomas could never have known how precious those two words were to Violet. After years of longing to feel needed and to be seen, the words Thomas chose in the first few seconds of their togetherness made Violet feel she’d arrived in a way she’d always hoped possible.

That it happened in the first place she had felt truly herself was perfect.

‘Now there’s the smile I remember,’ Thomas said.

‘I didn’t smile.’

‘Oh yes, you did. You have to admit, it was a good first kiss.’

‘Proud of it, are you?’

‘Of course. Smooth little git, I was.’

The jibe at his own expense soothed some of the sting his words caused. But it also made Violet wonder: had their first kiss meant as much to him as it did to her?

‘Remember the cheer that went up when we got back to the minibus?’ he pressed on, his gaze straying to the lake. ‘Like we were rock stars!’

Violet had to smile at the memory. Any hope they may have entertained about keeping their fledgling relationship under wraps was discarded in that moment. Secretly, she’d loved it. ‘I’d never had a round of applause for kissing someone before.’

She’d never been applauded for anything before, she added silently.

From the kiss came a rush of confidence that had taken her storytelling to another level, clusters of eager classmates gathering around her in the Saints’ Room, wanting their fortunes told.

Was that where it had started, her love of an audience?

‘You deserved all the applause.’ Thomas was a little way ahead of her, hovering beside the trunk of a towering pine tree. Before Violet could reply, he pointed to a narrower, sandier path beneath his feet. ‘Remember this one?’

It was a sturdier, more managed version of what it had once been, but Violet instantly recognised it.

‘The desire path.’

‘The very same. Looks like somebody’s given it a bit of TLC since we were last here.’ He inclined his head a little. ‘Shall we?’

As she considered his invitation, the tender ghosts of many years before skipped ahead of them; young Violet and young Thomas, hand in hand, their laughter echoing through the trees.

‘It’s a desire path,’ she’d told Thomas when they’d first discovered it, a few weeks after their first kiss. The words had sounded risqué when she’d shared them and she’d loved that.

The first time they chose the desire path, there was no geography club or Miss Gregory to get in their way. They had bravely taken a bus out to Sweetheart Lake on a Saturday, loving the independence of being able to explore under their own steam.

‘Desire. I like the sound of that…’ His kisses had almost stalled their adventure until, laughing, Violet had broken free.

‘Behave, Crofty,’ she’d ordered, unable to maintain a straight face. ‘I’m teaching you something here.’

‘I like the sound of that, too…’

‘No, listen! It’s called a desire path because it’s one that’s been made by people straying from the main footpath. Going where their hearts desired. Not being told what to do.’

‘So, if we go along it, we’re technically rebels?’

‘Better than that. We are rebels.’

‘Then we should follow our desires, Vi…’

The earth was darker now than it had been then, careful lines of rocks and pebbles flanking the path on either side. The bracken and brambles had been cut back, widening it further. No minefield of sharply barbed branches to push through as they had in the beginning.

‘When does a desire path stop being one?’ Thomas asked, taking in its changed appearance. ‘I mean, this looks pretty established now. Is it just another path to the lakeside?’

Violet stiffened.

It would never be just another lake-bound path.

Time and care might change it beyond all recognition, but its formation was what really mattered. It was here because someone decided to take a different path.

Like us, her inner voice suggested.

Violet pushed it aside as if it was overgrown foliage blocking her way.

Today, taking the desire path was necessary. Because of what lay at its end.

The path rose a little, climbing up through swathes of blackened undergrowth and rusted ferns that in the summer would glow the most vibrant of greens. It reached its highest point beside a large grey boulder with a concave scar on one side. Like a giant’s half-eaten apple, her memory reminded her. A story she had spun around it as a bright-eyed teen, cementing its place as a way-marker if the path was hard to navigate.

‘Hungry giant’s still a bit messy with his food, I see,’ Thomas called from the brow of the hill.

‘Someone should have taught him better manners,’ Violet replied, a spark of fun breaking through the wall of emotion building around her.

Reaching the apple stone, she looked down the path’s steep decline to the small bay at the end.

Their bay.

A perfect arc of dark red sand edging a pebbled shoreline. The water so clear, even under an almost-winter sky, that submerged rocks and the lakebed itself could be seen far out into its centre.

Violet’s boots skidded a little as she picked her way down to the bay. It was steeper than she remembered, the earth beneath her feet damp. When she reached the sand of the shore, Thomas was admiring a new bench surrounded by brown bracken. It had been formed from a pine log, vertically halved, resting on two thicker rounds at either end, to create a rustic-looking seat.

When Violet and Thomas had first found this place, they’d had to use the carrier bags they’d brought a picnic in as makeshift seats. She could almost hear the constant rustle of the plastic against the sand, peppered by bursts of giggles at their not-so-luxurious seating arrangements. The next time they came, Thomas brought a ragged old travel rug. It was torn in places, cobwebbed and musty-scented, but compared with the carrier bags had felt sumptuous. It soon became their regular travelling companion, even gaining a grand name in its honour. Rugfeld Ruggington the Third of Sweetheart Lake.

Through spring showers, Easter sunshine and early summer breezes, Rugfeld had provided comfort for them.

And one night – the last night of them – it had cradled their bodies as they had lain together on the sand…

‘Sit with me?’ Thomas asked, assuming a seated position on one end of the bench. ‘We might as well make the most of it, seeing as someone thought to build it for us.’

For us…

‘They didn’t make it for us,’ she countered, sitting anyway. It was a relief not to have to stand awkwardly on the cold, damp sand, as she’d thought she might. Or remember what had once happened there…

‘You don’t know that.’

Looking at the two bark-edged planks forming the backrest of the bench, a small, weathered brass plaque caught Violet’s eye.

In loving memory of Noah Cullen (1956 – 2026)

My lovely Irish lad.

Forever alive in my heart.

What adventures we had, love!

Jeannie x

‘Yes I do. This is Noah and Jeannie’s bench. Look.’

‘Hey, you two,’ Thomas addressed the bench, his smile barely reaching his eyes. ‘No shenanigans while we’re here, okay?’

A breeze shivered across the water towards them. Violet tucked her hands inside the cuffs of her jumper. ‘I bet their adventures were epic.’

‘Do you think he passed straight over?’

The question was softly spoken, a breathless sigh meeting the air.

What could Violet say to that? ‘I don’t know.’

‘I hope he did.’ The ghost stared out across the dancing autumn reflections of the lake. ‘I hope he was with Jeannie, their family gathered close around his bed, his hand safely resting in hers. One minute with them, the next in the light. Or the next place. Or… What do you think the Other Side looks like?’

‘Thom…’

‘No, help me out, yeah? I keep thinking about what I’ll see. If I see anything at all. Or feel. Or… or maybe it’s just a sense of being somewhere else? I don’t think I’ll be wafting around in a nightie, or gaining my wings or anything…’

His joke bore the heavy weight of sadness. Could you mourn your own life?

‘If we find what you need, I’m sure it will be wonderful.’

How had she ended up here, the place she’d sworn she’d never return to, comforting the ghost of the one who’d smashed her heart? What did Violet know about any of what he was asking? Until he crashed back into her life she hadn’t believed in anything. Just the need to comfort others when they were struggling, or seeking hope.

This was far beyond the reach of her stories.

Deeper than the heart of the lake they gazed out upon.

Utterly helpless and lost in thought, Violet and the ghost fell silent as the sun began to set over the distant mountains.
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They watched the slow sinking of the early November sun, the steady build of a glow across the mountaintops as it fell, mirrored in the water below. Sweetheart Lake bloomed with colour, golds and pinks streaking across a startling, pale blue sky.

The moment the last hint of sun dipped beneath the mountain ridge, a deep chill set in across the lake.

Violet wrapped her coat around herself.

‘Is it cold?’ Thomas asked. His voice cracked, as if it hadn’t been used for a while.

‘It’s November.’

‘Fair point.’

She took a risk and looked at him. ‘Can you feel the cold?’

‘Not really. It’s hard to explain. I have an understanding of cold, of warmth, but it’s like a foggy memory. Like when you remember the taste of something you haven’t eaten for years. It’s like that with all my senses.’

‘But you tasted the drink you had in the Waiting Room,’ she reminded him.

‘I did. I get these fleeting moments of almost-sensing. Like if I focused a little harder I would be able to catch a real feeling, or scent, or taste. I can imagine it, just out of reach.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s all weird.’

Violet nodded. ‘I wish I had answers for you. About… you know.’

‘Mm.’

‘Truth is, I don’t know what to believe now.’

‘Well, thanks for nothing, Madame Viola Starbloom.’ He held up a hand. ‘I’m joking.’

‘I don’t know what to believe about her, either.’ Violet was aware of the amber eyes watching her closely. ‘She was always a safety net for me. Confident when I found it challenging, the font of knowledge when I hadn’t a clue.’

‘And now?’

Violet watched her breath leave her, a small cloud rising in the cold early evening air. ‘I don’t know. She’s fallen from grace with the Halloween livestream, had a reprieve with the palm reading thing… It’s like being on a rollercoaster in the dark. I can’t see the twists and turns coming, and it scares me.’

‘Maybe you don’t need her anymore.’

‘She pays my bills, Thom.’

‘No, your stories pay your bills. She’s just been signing the cheques.’

‘Nice analogy.’

‘You’re welcome.’ The return of his sparkle was as welcome as a warm blanket on a cold night. ‘Shame I can’t stick around to see what’s next. I reckon we could’ve had a blast with all those palm photos.’

Remembering his utter glee in Spinnaker’s when Violet had given palm readings to Emz and Babs, she could only imagine the mischief he might wreak on her unsuspecting Starbloomers.

‘Now that would be a spectacle,’ she returned, trading smiles with Thomas.

‘Would you like it if I did?’ he asked, suddenly serious. ‘Stick around, I mean.’

‘It isn’t possible…’

‘But if it was,’ he insisted. ‘Humour me, Vi. After everything that’s happened since I turned up here, would you sign up for more?’

In a matter of hours, the question would be academic. Thomas would move on, or they would be bound together for all eternity. In either eventuality, Violet had no say. And they were no closer to finding the key piece of the puzzle, although she had the strongest sense that Sweetheart Lake was where it would be.

Still, the question remained: would she miss this when it was over?

The answer surprised her.

‘I think I would. Not for an aimless eternity, though,’ she added, in case Thomas was harbouring any ideas about deliberately failing the mission to keep her beside him.

‘No. We’d kill each other.’ He pulled a face. ‘So to speak…’

His comment disarmed her for a moment. The combination of the encroaching cold, the ridiculousness of their situation and panic of an impending deadline conspired together, causing Violet to burst out laughing.

The release was a gift, her laughter reverberating around the small bay, bobbing out across the gentle lapping waves of the lake like a skimmed stone. Amused, the ghost joined in, until they were both helpless with mirth.

In that moment, Violet remembered how it had been, before Thomas had walked away. Being on the constant cusp of laughter amid the passion and longing, a joke never more than a few breaths from wherever they were. She had buried it along with everything else, stuffed into a jumbled mess and the lid jammed on tight, never to be opened again.

But she’d lifted the lid since Thomas returned.

Dared to look inside.

And now the thought of his leaving again scared her more than revisiting the past.

Maybe that was where the answer lay. If she made peace with what had happened, her heart would release Thomas to his eternal adventure. Suddenly, she wanted that for him.

‘I’m glad we’ve had this time,’ she said, feeling a slackening of the light tether that joined them. Another tiny letting go.

Thomas looked down at the lengthening strands of light resting at their feet. ‘McKenna said the tethers let you loose when it’s almost time.’

‘I know.’

‘What do we do now?’

Violet looked up to the fast-fading light of the sky. ‘I think we wait for the stars to come out.’

‘Are you ready for that?’

‘I don’t know.’

His gaze searched her face when she turned back to him. ‘Vi – that night, it meant the world to me. No, hear me out, okay? I know you think I don’t remember, and after what happened the next day I don’t blame you. But I thought about you, over the years. I came back to the lake more often in my head than I ever did in person.’

‘So did I.’

He’s the ghost on your shoulder… Suki had no idea how close to the truth she’d been.

As if sensing a change in the air, the ghost slid closer to Violet.

The light was almost gone now, a deep indigo meeting one remaining strip of light blue behind the mountain line. Above the lake, a single star began to shimmer.

Violet hadn’t been certain the stars would appear this evening, but how could they have hidden away when this was where Thomas’s fate would be decided?

She was certain of it now.

To let him leave, she had to confront the past. Holding nothing back. Letting the pain take centre stage.

‘Just before you appeared on Halloween night, your message flashed up on my computer screen,’ she began, willing the right words to appear.

‘What message?’

‘That you were trapped. And being haunted by the love you lost.’

‘I didn’t send you a message. How could I? I didn’t even realise I was dead.’

‘It’s what made me kill the livestream,’ Violet insisted, hoping it might jog his memory. ‘Because you mentioned the stars.’

‘I didn’t send a message,’ he repeated. ‘What did it say?’

‘It said, The love I lost is haunting me. I can’t escape. I need to know if she remembers our night of a thousand stars…’ Recounting the message aloud was painful.

‘Oh…’

‘Nobody else could have known what that phrase meant. It threw me.’

‘Because you assumed I didn’t remember?’

‘Because I couldn’t understand how a guy who I hadn’t seen since I was a teenager would be contacting me.’

Thomas hung his head.

‘You called it that. You chose those words.’

‘I did. But how could I have sent you a message from wherever I was?’

‘I don’t know.’

Behind the mountains, across the darkening lake, a sliver of a new moon began to rise. Stars had begun to appear, their reflections twinkling in the ink-dark waters.

‘We came here to stargaze,’ Thomas said, his words wistful. ‘I wanted to be with you, lying here, watching the stars appear.’

Thomas had told his family he was camping by the lake. Violet had left a note for her mother saying a friend had invited her for a sleepover, but as far as she knew her mum hadn’t bothered to read it.

They had told each other they would just watch the stars. But the magic of the midnight lake and the thrill of being together with nobody else around had quickly led to something more. Their tender touches, the shock of night air meeting newly undressed skin, a sudden, overwhelming need to be as close as it was possible to be… The stars had been their witness as two people in love made the ultimate declaration.

A thousand stars, Thomas had murmured into Violet’s hair as she’d rested her head on his chest, his heartbeat strong beneath her ear and their bodies curled around one another beneath warm blankets. I love you a thousand stars.

Seeing the countless tiny points of light above them had magnified his words. To be loved like that was beyond anything Violet had imagined. There could be no doubting what he said when the proof sparkled across the sky.

More stars were visible now, familiar constellations firing into life.

We’ll find the answer here, Violet told herself. It was time to say what she’d long avoided. To lay bare the truth: unvarnished, unedited, no edges smoothed, no details held back.

‘You broke my heart…’ she began.

But before she could say more, the moon emerged from the shadow of the mountains. A brave shaft of pure white light pooled in the lake, a trail lengthening across the water towards them.

Violet gazed, transfixed, as the moonlight crept closer to shore. Branches of the pine forest that edged the lake caught its glow as it moved, large rocks in the water bathed in pools of light.

And then, it broke free of the lake, passing over shingle and sand, inching towards Violet and Thomas.

Instinctively, Thomas stretched out his hand. An invitation. A welcome.

And as the light bathed his fingers, they became real.

‘Look…’ he breathed, in awe.

Opaque spirit was transforming into living flesh, the ghost becoming a man once more.

‘I can feel it, Vi! I can feel everything…’

His hand moved to hers – and warm skin met her fingers. His touch sent shivers coursing over her as he drew her closer. Violet felt the heat from his body, warmth she craved, closeness she ached for. Everything she had planned to say vanished into the night as Thomas Croft gathered her into his arms.

‘I love you,’ he whispered, real breath caressing her face. ‘I never stopped.’

Violet fought the urge to resist, swept up in the wonder of sudden closeness.

‘I should never have walked away. You’re the only one I wanted…’

His fingers stroked Violet’s face. His lips were a breath from hers. Impossibly real, so close that she could bridge the narrow gap with a single word.

‘And now I get it: I lost you, but you called me back.’

‘I didn’t…’

To be kissed by him once more… To be loved…

‘We’re the exception to the rule. Given a second chance. I lost you once, Violet. I won’t lose you again…’

The warmth from his body was delicious. Violet could vanish into it and be happy. Maybe this was the plan all along…

‘We’re Rosalie and Artie,’ he breathed, his gaze dipping to her lips, a precursor to a kiss. ‘Life isn’t over for us yet. Kiss me.’

Violet felt the final fragments of her resistance fall away. She closed her eyes and surrendered, leaning into him, meeting his kiss… but her lips found only cold night air.
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Stunned, Violet opened her eyes.

She was alone on the bench.

The stars still blazed overhead but a single cloud had snatched the moon from the sky.

Instinctively, she raised her left wrist.

The light tether was still there.

Confused, she traced its looping length across the shadowed sand, a light trail remaining where the moonlight had been.

At the edge of the lapping waves, the tether lifted. Its glow had dimmed, but the light it still possessed now highlighted a familiar outline.

Hunched by the lakeshore, the ghost stared out at the stars.

‘Thom?’

‘Why didn’t you kiss me?’

‘I tried. The moonlight…’

‘Left before you could.’

Helplessly, she stared at the ghost he was again. ‘What could I do?’

‘You could have kissed me.’ Slowly he turned to face her. ‘This is why I’m here, Vi. I understand it now.’

What was he saying? Bewildered, frustrated with herself and totally out of her depth, Violet countered him. ‘To move on. To put the past right…’

‘No. To get a second chance.’

‘At what?’

‘At us.’

He moved closer, but the memory of the living, breathing man he had almost returned to hurt too much. Violet raised her hand.

‘No. Stay there.’

‘You were in my arms, Violet. You felt it, like I did. It was a test.’

‘A test? Of what?’

‘Of whether you loved me. And you do. I know you still do.’

‘We’re running out of time. And this isn’t the answer.’

‘What else could it be?’ He was inches from her raised palm, his eyes intent on her. ‘I made a mistake, running away like I did. But I… I know what I should have done now. All the time I was away from you, all those years of getting it wrong, I should have realised. But your heart knew. And it called me back.’

‘I have to let you go.’

‘No! You have to let me come home. To you.’

‘You shattered my heart!’ Her shout echoed in the still night air, a desperate cry repeated over and over, as if the wild spirits of the lake and forest were lending their voices to her cause. ‘You took everything I gave you here – my love, my body, my future – and you threw it away like it was worthless.’

She didn’t fight the tears that broke free. Thomas needed to see them, to recognise the damage he’d inflicted on her soul. How could he think it meant so little that it could be forgotten?

‘I loved you, Vi. I still do…’

‘No, Thom, you don’t. You lived your life for years without me. It didn’t occur to you to find me. You’re only here now because you can’t move on until…’

Until I let you leave.

The revelation hit her full on.

Losing him would save her life. Banishing his ghost from her shoulder, the colour of his betrayal from her eyes. Without him and the constant memory of what he did, she had a hope of seeing something other than an always-repeated history. A hope of a life beyond him.

‘I’m here because I love you,’ he argued. ‘Maybe I’ve always known it. I didn’t realise the treasure I’d discarded until you summoned me. Don’t look away, Vi! Don’t shut me out. I need you.’

‘You need to move on. That’s what this is all about. I have to let you go.’

‘What if we’re meant to be together? And this time we’ve spent revisiting the past is just laying foundations of what we can have again?’

‘No, Thom. That’s not possible…’

‘What if your love is the only thing that can save me?’

It was too much. Did he really think he’d been sent back to earth to have another chance with her? ‘I can’t give you that.’

‘But the universe can.’

‘I told you, I don’t believe.’

It was a slammed door, a last-ditch effort to escape his words. But avoidance was no longer an option. Violet had operated her life not believing in anything other than her own ability. Because to believe in something beyond her own existence was to believe that someone or something had sanctioned every injustice and pain she’d endured in life.

But what if the universe was waiting for her to notice it had been there all along?

‘You saw what happened. Why did the moonlight change me if it wasn’t to reunite us? I was meant to come back into your life.’

‘No. Not like that.’

‘You wanted to kiss me.’

‘I—’

‘Tell me you didn’t.’

How could she? Had the moonlight remained, she would be lost in his embrace now, surrendering everything to him again.

It was too much to bear.

‘You think you were meant to come back into my life? You’ve had my life, Thom. Every minute since you left. Every decision I’ve ever made, every word I’ve spoken to myself. You went away but you didn’t let me go.’

‘Because I was always meant to come back…’

‘No! Because you ruined everything!’

It was as if the words she’d planned to say before the moonlight had intervened lay scattered in the sand where she’d discarded them. Heart bruised, she snatched them back, restoring the script, reclaiming her ground.

‘I didn’t ever want to feel the pain of that again. So you haunted every chance I had of finding love. You stole my belief in myself, in what was possible for me. Because I never knew why you disappeared. I built walls nobody would get over, so no-one could hurt me again.’

Truth flooded from her as the ghost of her first love could only look on.

‘I slam doors before they can. I push them away, or I just run. I’ve thrown away so many chances to be happy because my heart can’t take that pain again. Because of you. Every chance. Every open door. Hell, I can’t even talk to Ben…’

The mention of the man she longed to be close to broke the final floodgates. Overcome, she buried her face in her hands, sobs wracking her body.

‘Ben? The guy from Spinnakers? What does he have to do with anything?’

Everything, she wanted to say. Forcing air into her lungs, she launched the whole truth at Thomas, gasping against the tide of emotion.

‘I can’t even string a sentence together to talk to him because I’m just so… terrified that I’ll be handing him permission to crush my heart and I can’t… I couldn’t bear for him to be right and then hurt me…’

‘For him to be right?’ Instantly, the ghost fell silent.

This was pointless. They had come to Sweetheart Lake seeking answers, but all they’d found was pain. What they were looking for wasn’t here. Violet knew that now. They had wasted time they couldn’t afford.

Defeat fell like a dead weight across her shoulders.

Wiping her eyes, she faced the ghost. ‘We should go.’

Thomas was still, hollowed out. The fight gone from him.

‘The deadline is tomorrow night,’ she insisted. ‘We need to solve this…’

Or we’ll be forced to relive this pain for eternity, she finished in her mind.

Moments before, when Thomas had held her, an eternity with him seemed a possibility, not a punishment. But she could never take back what she’d finally confessed. An eternity spent endlessly roaming the earth with those words forever dividing them was no existence at all.

‘I’m sorry,’ Thomas whispered, utterly defeated.

Did she believe him? There was no time to work it out.

Without a word, Violet turned and led the way back to the car.






25

The light tether had grown longer now, its tension barely registering as Violet and Thomas moved soundlessly around one another in her darkened home. Twisted lengths lay scattered in haphazard piles across the carpet, an obstacle neither wanted to cross. Its glow, too, was diminishing. McKenna hadn’t mentioned that would happen. Seeing its slowly fading light was like watching it die.

What happened when time ran out?

If whatever bound them together wasn’t resolved?

They should be talking about it, as they had every day of the mission, thrashing out possibilities, testing every theory as time slipped away into the cold night. But the air hung like a cloud of suspended knives between them.

Pain, wherever they tried to turn.

It hurt Violet to even breathe.

Instead, she watched the clock above the fireplace marking every lost minute.

She was exhausted, wrung out and wishing she could wake up from the purgatory that imprisoned them. Fear of what lay ahead rubbed up against the fresh bruises of their fight.

Pain, everywhere.

Violet believed she had to let Thomas leave. But she’d said it at the lake and he was still here. Thomas believed he’d returned to get a second chance at life. But the change in him hadn’t granted his wish, snatched away before it could become real.

If both of those answers were wrong, what else could be keeping Thomas here?

Sweetheart Lake had felt like the obvious place to find answers. But the moonlight had betrayed them both.

Violet couldn’t explain the sudden return to flesh the moonlight had made happen. Or why they should be granted a glimpse of human touch if it wasn’t permanent. A cruel trick at their expense.

If the universe was behind it, Violet didn’t want to believe.

Why drag up the past, both beautiful and ugly, only to slam more doors?

Gekkou sat amid a tangle of light tether lengths, his imperious gaze travelling between them. If he had an opinion, it wasn’t obvious. Maybe he was just puzzled that his overnight sleep had been interrupted by two stoically silent beings. Or wondering which of the two – the Living or the Departed – was most likely to feed him snacks.

In Gekkou’s world, snacks were the only point worth considering.

If only life were that simple, Violet thought.

She let her gaze stray to the clock.

Three twenty-nine a.m. The final day already here and the only thing they’d discovered was the length of silence they could maintain.

Was this what their last day was destined to be? Stalemate silence until the task was failed and they were bound forever?

And what about the life she would forfeit? It may be far from perfect, but it was hers. And Suki – her best friend in the world – how could she leave her behind without a fight? Just disappear with no explanation, no acknowledgement of everything Suki had done for her or meant to her? How would that make Violet any better than the man who had abandoned her at eighteen?

This can’t be how it ends.

What was the point of her life if she gave up here? How could she drift into a loveless, meaningless forever without a fight?

Thomas didn’t deserve the sacrifice. All he’d ever done was think of himself – even now, in stony silence, he was expecting her to do things his way without a thought for what it would cost.

Why should Violet surrender herself a second time? Let Thomas Croft steal her afterlife as well as her life?

My life is worth fighting for.

It began as a whisper, edging out of the shadows of Violet’s mind. But as it moved, its volume grew: a low murmur, a brave statement, a passionate cry, an indignant shout, a furious scream.

This wasn’t how it ended. Not without a fight.

‘Talk to me,’ she said.

‘What is there to say?’

‘I don’t know, Thomas. But we won’t find it in silence.’

The ghost raised his head. ‘I ruined your life.’

‘I let the memory of you hold me back.’

Across the no man’s land of the living room carpet, bundled with the light tether and guarded by a confused cat, Violet and Thomas exchanged looks.

‘Then that should be enough.’ He looked up to the ceiling. ‘I’m sorry!’ he yelled. ‘Let Violet live!’

He waited.

‘Nothing. You try.’

‘I let Thomas go,’ Violet called, discarding her self-consciousness. With so little time left, anything was worth a try. ‘Take him home!’

The ceiling remained silent, unmoved by her plea.

Disgusted, Gekkou picked his way delicately over the piles of light tether and headed for Violet’s room. Better to curl up on his human’s bed where he shouldn’t be than to stay in this room where the ceiling was suddenly an enemy to be yelled at.

‘I don’t understand it,’ Thomas groaned. ‘We’ve done everything necessary, haven’t we? Visited our story from the beginning, looked at everything that shaped us, returned to the lake. What’s missing?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘We need to go back to the Waiting Room. They’ll help us.’

‘We’re supposed to be the ones who find the answer. If they tell us, we’ll have failed. Besides, it’s four in the morning. Nobody will be there.’

‘McKenna said it was available to us day or night.’

‘For Departeds, maybe. But she’s unlikely to be there now. Especially if she has a shift at Spinnaker’s later today. The girl has to sleep sometime.’

‘As do you.’

‘I don’t have time,’ Violet argued.

‘The deadline is 9 p.m. tonight. If you stay awake until then you’ll be dead on your feet.’ A ghost of a smile flashed. ‘Pun unintended.’

The glimpse of fun was a gift after the emotion and upheaval of the last twelve hours. But how could Violet sleep, knowing that precious hours were passing?

‘I couldn’t. Besides, Gekkou’s taken my bed.’

‘Then stay in here with me,’ Thomas suggested. He moved to the sofa and rested on one side. ‘I’ll keep thinking while you sleep. Come on, Vi, you need to rest.’

Now he said it, exhaustion began to creep over her. She skirted the piles of light tether to cross the room and sat beside him. The closeness comforted her. She moved two cushions to the nearest arm of the sofa and rested her head on them, curling her weary body into a ball.

‘I probably won’t sleep…’ she mumbled, closing her eyes.

‘Shh,’ Thomas soothed.

There was so much more that Violet wanted to say, so many ideas just out of reach. But she could feel herself being pulled deep down, far below the surface of consciousness, as the gentle sound of the ghost’s voice rose high above her head. Would he uncover the answer if she trusted it to him? Or would she awake with Thomas even deeper in the dark?

What if this was the last time she would sleep on earth?

Too many questions, her mind protested.

‘Rest now,’ Thomas urged, his voice a universe away.

‘Don’t let me sleep too long…’ she managed, surrendering at last to the calm darkness.
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Thomas Croft watched Violet Simmonds sleep.

Curled up amid the cushions, her body gently rising and falling in time with the soft undulation of her breath. At peace now, after too many hours of battle.

The sight was a balm to his soul.

He remembered another night, shrouded in time and memory, where Violet had slept beside him. Her body warm against his skin, his own sleep forgotten as he drank in the sight of her. That night he’d lain awake until the birds began to sing, not wanting to miss a second. Scared that sleep would rob him of the greatest joy he’d known.

For the smallest moment, he had felt it again last night.

If only he’d kissed her as soon as moonlight transformed his form into flesh. They had been so close. The memory of her in his arms would haunt him now, the brush of her breath across his lips. So close. Why did he wait?

Could a kiss have changed everything?

Now that his reclaimed heartbeat had retreated back into memory, his senses were gone with it. All that was left was longing.

‘Moonlight makes a difference,’ Jimmi had suggested.

And last night it had – but only for a moment.

What did that mean?

Thomas had clung to the words of the record shop owner ever since he’d heard them. Moonlight and a single example of a second chance. An eleventh-hour reprieve. Why tell him about it if not to give him hope?

Jimmi’s hushed mention of Artie and Rosalie wasn’t a coincidence, he was convinced. It had been carefully delivered, making certain that Thomas heard it. It was meant to be. The fate-blessed couple’s story had ignited stubborn hope within the ghost that he and Violet might be the second couple to be granted such a miracle.

He had promised he’d keep looking for the solution to their shared mission while Violet slept. Part of him still stubbornly believed they had a future on earth beyond the deadline. He didn’t remember thinking of her when he was alive – his earthly life now a dim, distant memory that eluded his attempts to study it. But he must have thought of her, mustn’t he? It was the only explanation that fit. If Violet hadn’t summoned his spirit back from the brink, why else was he here?

Time felt endless and had done since he’d become a Departed. Yet now it clashed against the fixed reality of the deadline.

Today.

The week had passed in a breath he no longer had.

One way or another, they would know their fate at nine o’clock this evening. It wasn’t anywhere near enough time.

Violet stirred beside him. She was beautiful. How had he ever left her?

Her hand fell back against the sofa cushion between them, her fingers curving gently over her palm. Fingers that had touched him hours before…

Reach for it, as close as you can…

McKenna’s instructions for the glass on the Waiting Room bar swam in his mind.

Could it be possible?

Gazing at Violet, he moved his hand until his fingers rested an inch above hers.

Now, summon it to your hand…

‘Hand – to me,’ he whispered.

More commanding…

‘Violet’s hand – rise and meet mine.’

Her thumb twitched.

‘Rise to me.’

Her palm edged up from the sofa. Achingly slow; hesitant, as if it was battling the decision to lift.

‘Rise to me, Violet,’ Thomas repeated, the movement making him bold.

If her hand meets mine, I’m right.

‘Rise to me.’

Would he be able to hold her hand when it reached him, as he’d held the glass? Thomas longed for the sudden sensation the moonlight had blessed him with at Sweetheart Lake. Like a jolt of pure energy, but soft as velvet across his newly returned skin…

Her hand was still moving upwards, her fingers unfurling like the new fronds of bracken that had surrounded their lakeside bed so many years ago. Willingness, intent, desire. If he’d had breath to hold, Thomas would be doing so now.

Violet said she’d carried him with her in every decision, thought and relationship. A life sentence she should never have had to serve. But what if the flip-side of the pain was love? Enduring love that could be fanned back into flame if fate intervened?

It was a struggle to keep his hand steady as Violet’s travelled towards it. So close now, almost real…

‘Be mine,’ he commanded, speaking every hope over it.

If I hold her hand, she’ll be mine forever…

Abruptly, Violet’s hand dropped from the air. Landing on the sofa, her fingers drew tight into a fist. Not one slammed door, but five.

The last vestige of his hope tumbled with it.

The mistake was his, not hers. This wasn’t the answer he’d promised her he’d search for.

Violet slept on, her features softened by rest, her hair spilling over the cushions.

Thomas could only stare at her.

She had endured so much because of him. Pain piled on pain, helping him despite everything. She could be with him for eternity if they failed their mission, but what kind of a victory would that be? Thomas would forever know that he’d doomed her to walk endlessly by his side, that he’d willingly allowed the rest of her earthly life to be cut short for his sake.

However much he wished it was different, he had no right to do that.

He rose from the sofa, his eyes fixed on the beautiful sleeping woman he had loved, but never in the way she deserved.

Five a.m.

Sixteen hours until their fates were sealed.

He had time.

He let his gaze travel from Violet to the pile of light tether in the centre of the room. It was twice as long now, a warning sign of the approach of the deadline. How far would it stretch?

Unbeknown to Violet, Thomas had tested the light tether every night. It gave him something to help pass the long hours of darkness. With his need of sleep no longer a consideration, he could use the night to make sense of his new reality. Only when he was certain Violet was sleeping, would his experiment begin.

Every night, he’d reached a little further away from her than before. A few houses away at first, then to the end of the street, making into the next road and, the night before they travelled to Sweetheart Lake, as far as the start of the incline of Hazel Hill.

The tether was now the longest it had been. And who knew how much further it would extend before they were out of time?

Leaving Violet curled up asleep, Thomas gathered the armfuls of dimming light tether from the living room floor and slowly passed through the wall to the dark garden outside.

He carefully coiled the extended lengths of the tether beside the porch of the house, a plan forming.

It was time to see how far he could go.

Frost sparkled in the air as he passed the end of the garden path and headed up the road. His ghostly frame moved between streetlight and shadow, the cracked paving stones and neat garden walls of the neighbouring houses magnified and undulating as they passed through him. The white lights of the side street brought back the memory of moonlight. But when he raised his head to look up at the still-dark sky, a thick bank of cloud stood stubborn guard.

It was for the best, he reasoned. Even if it didn’t feel so.

The light tether at his wrist barely registered the movement as he left Violet’s street and started to climb Hazel Hill towards the heart of Thistleton. If the theory growing and developing in his mind was correct, wherever the tether found the limit of its tension today would be where he’d find the answer.

Past the residential parts of town, Thomas moved on.

Skirting the playing fields, where he and Joe Elderman had hung out for years, before Thomas heard a false rumour he should never have listened to and cut all ties with his best friend.

Rising past a darkened newsagents’ shop, where he’d dated the owner’s daughter, Maryam, twelve months after he’d left Violet. They’d spent a happy year travelling together, Maryam admitting to him she wasn’t yet ready for university. But all too soon the time came for her to follow her dream of becoming a lawyer – and Thomas realised how far from him she would move to pursue her goal. A snap decision to take a job three towns away from Thistleton provided the escape he needed, his decision to fall silent far easier than admitting the truth.

He climbed Hazel Hill, the first lights of the morning blinking on in upstairs windows of the houses which clung to its side. Past The Crown pub, where he’d left a girl waiting for a second date they would never have. He couldn’t recall her name.

Reaching the summit of the hill, he followed the main street, the light tether showing no signs of growing tighter. Past shops and restaurants, almost identical in size and layout to those of Briarswood, the town he’d made his home, thirty miles away from here. Each business he passed sparked a memory of an encounter here, a handful of dates there. Each one approached with the tentative hope of success, each one abandoned when fear overcame his best intentions.

He paused beside a locked jewellers’ shop, the wintry display in its single window reminding him of an expensive solitaire diamond ring and Christmas proposal he’d made to Johanna, the woman he’d believed would finally break the spell. The one who was supposed to make everything right again. But when Johanna had expressed doubts, months before their wedding, Thomas had walked out. He could have asked her why she felt that way, worked to reassure her that he was ready for such a commitment. But her doubt was his reason to run. No explanation, no discussion, and half of his belongings abandoned, along with his fiancée, at the home they shared.

Because it was easier to be the one to call it. To walk away. To shrug it off like an ill-fitting coat and discard it where it fell.

Because retracing his steps hurt too much.

Admitting his mistakes was out of the question.

Had he hurt people? He’d never allowed himself to wonder. Until Violet summoned him back. The first ghosting he’d performed: now a ghost for real.

Abruptly, the light tether snagged tight.

Thomas looked up.

The windows of Spinnaker’s sparkled where fairy lights around the window met dancing silver paper stars inside.

The light tether pulled at his wrist as he took a step towards the coffee shop. Even closed, with its main lights off, Spinnaker’s was magical. Thomas could understand why Violet loved it so much. He wished he could have seen it as a Living. It was the kind of place that welcomed you in, not just for coffee and food, but also for company, community and life.

A sudden movement within sent Thomas scrambling away from the glass. Even though nobody could see him, a ghost looking in. He flattened himself against the point where the wall and window met, inclining his head to get a better view. The light tether yanked his arm back at an unnatural angle, the ethereal cord cutting into his wrist.

The shock of the sensation threw him for a moment.

He hadn’t expected to feel anything again after the moonlight abandoned him.

A single light flickered into life, deep within the coffee shop. It summoned his attention. As he fought against the pain at his wrist, Thomas saw a shadow pass across the light. It moved in a straight line, parallel to the window.

The counter. Of course.

Another light appeared, illuminating the archway halfway along the coffee shop, setting the strings of silver paper stars pinned to its arc spinning.

And Thomas saw who walked beneath it.

Ben.

The barista whose very presence seemed to steal Violet’s voice.

A single name, as far as Thomas knew; enough to mark him out.

‘I can’t even talk to Ben…’

Violet’s words danced around Thomas as he watched the man in question preparing Spinnaker’s for a new day. The clock above the counter revealed the time to be a little after six. Thomas had a dim recollection of McKenna mentioning that her boss made all the baked goods in the kitchen at Spinnaker’s every morning.

The apron Ben wore was dusted with flour, a batch of newly baked pastries on the metal tray he carried, neat lines of delicious perfection, prepared fresh for the customers that would grace the café in a few hours’ time.

Beautiful Ben, he’d heard Suki call him, always met by Violet’s blushes. The undeniably good-looking manager of Spinnaker’s, holding solo court behind the counter, the epicentre of his coffee-and-sugar-scented kingdom.

‘I’m just so… terrified that I’ll be handing him permission to crush my heart…’

Why did it matter to her? If Ben had any sense he would leap at the chance to be with Violet.

He drew closer to the window, wincing when the light tether resisted again. Why had it stopped him here?

‘You haunted every chance I had of finding love. You stole my belief in myself, in what was possible for me. Because I never knew why you disappeared…’

A new light snapped on, then another, tiny spotlights peppering the ceiling of Spinnaker’s.

Ben passed by the window, mere inches from the ghost, seeing nothing beyond the glass.

‘Because I never knew why…’

Thomas closed his eyes.

The answer.

He’d been called back not to have a second chance with Violet, or to be restored to life, or even for her to forgive him.

He was here to explain why.

He might have removed himself from Violet’s life, but the act still imprisoned her. As it had with Joe Elderman, with Maryam, with the unnamed girl at The Crown and a succession of nameless encounters – and with Johanna.

Because they never knew why.

Thomas knew now. It was as clear as the lights blazing in Spinnaker’s.

He had run when life demanded answers for his actions. Because it was easier to pretend they didn’t exist than to face the truth.

Because it was easier to become a ghost than be a human.

Now he was a ghost, longing to be human. And if he didn’t tell Violet the truth, she would become a ghost, too.

In that moment, he knew what to do.

Leaving Ben and the slowly waking coffee shop behind him, Thomas headed for Violet’s home.

Around his wrist, unnoticed by the ghost, a single thread snapped, pulling free from the light tether…
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‘Violet… Violet, wake up.’

A gentle voice close to her ear, familiar and warm.

From the comfortable nothingness of deep sleep, Violet felt herself rising.

‘Wake up.’

Light appeared in a horizon line ahead of her. When it grew brighter she realised it was her own eyelids slowly opening.

The ghost’s face swam into view. As his features settled, Thomas smiled.

A sad smile.

And Violet remembered.

Deadline day.

Possibly her own last day as a Living.

‘What time is it?’ she asked, worried she may have slept too long.

‘Don’t worry, it’s still early. Not even seven yet.’

Violet pushed her aching body upright, rubbing the sleep from her eyes. ‘Thanks. For letting me rest.’

Thomas nodded. There was a stillness about him Violet hadn’t noticed before. The way his eyes looked out from under lowered brows, the set of his jaw. ‘You should get ready. We don’t have much time.’

Violet didn’t ask what for. She already felt the weight of the impending deadline, the heaviness of a mission still unfulfilled. Fourteen hours until their fate was sealed.

She showered and changed, made tea and returned to the living room, where the ghost was quietly waiting.

‘How are you feeling?’ she asked, unsure if she wanted to hear his reply.

‘Sit with me?’

They moved to the sofa, where last night Thomas had helped her to sleep. In the stark morning light, it appeared smaller.

‘What’s going on?’

Thomas lifted his amber gaze to her. ‘I found the answer.’

Violet’s blood chilled. She couldn’t explain why: perhaps the presence of an answer slammed doors on every other consideration, narrowing their world to a single, unavoidable way forward. ‘Where?’

‘It doesn’t matter. This time, I know I’m right.’

Did that comfort her as much as he hoped? Last night he’d insisted they were destined to be together, but he’d been mistaken. What if this answer was just another dead-end?

‘Okay.’

‘I wish I could hold your hand…’

‘Thom…’

‘No, sorry. It would make this easier, that’s all.’ He shifted a little.

Why was he so on edge? The ghost’s demeanour felt scarily portentous. Violet willed herself not to panic.

‘The answer is me. Not that I’m the one you should be with, or that I’m here because fate is handing me a second chance to love you. But I’m the reason I came back.’

‘I don’t understand…’

‘No, I know. Sorry, I’m making a mess of this.’

‘Just say it.’

‘I’m the reason I’m here. Not because your heart summoned me. Everything you’ve endured is because of me.’ He held up a hand when Violet tried to reply. ‘No, let me say this, before I lose my nerve. You said it yourself: I’ve been in your head for every decision you’ve made. You push potential lovers away because of me.’

‘I didn’t mean…’

‘No, you told me the truth, Vi. In a way that nobody else has ever done.’ He sighed, sadness painting his expression, shades of dull colour visible in the semi-transparent hollows of his cheeks and the shadow of his brow. ‘The truth is, I never gave anyone the chance. You said I’ve haunted you in your life? Well, what I did to you has haunted me.’

How was she supposed to respond to that? Was he asking her to feel sorry for him?

‘It’s haunted me because I repeated history with every person I met. Going all in from the start, but disappearing the moment it became too much. I haven’t just been a ghost since I became a Departed, Vi. I spent a lifetime as a ghost before I died.’ His voice cracked and he looked away.

On the armchair across the room, Gekkou observed the ghost with interest, the tip of his tail flicking.

‘While you were sleeping, I went out. And I realised how many people I’ve ghosted. You, Joe, girls I dated, a woman I almost married. Every time, Vi. And it started with you. I left after the most amazing night of my life and you never knew why.’

Emotion balled in Violet’s throat, her every nerve on edge.

I never knew why…

She had repeated that phrase over and over. To herself, to Suki, to Gekkou, in the moments where her own ability to destroy good things happening in her life became overwhelming.

‘So tell me.’

Whatever it was, she wanted to hear it. Even if the ghost’s reason was something Violet didn’t want to face. If this was her last day on earth, she needed to know it all. An eternity spent without answers would be a nightmare from which she could never wake.

‘The day after our night of a thousand stars, I told a friend what had happened.’

‘Which friend?’

‘Mark Scriven. You didn’t know him. He lived across the street from me and went to a different school.’

‘Why did you tell him?’ That Thomas had told someone unconnected to them so soon after their intimate night felt like a betrayal in itself.

‘I met him at the bus stop when I returned from the lake. I had the rug and my rucksack with me and he asked where I’d been,’ Thomas replied. ‘I was flying. I wanted to shout it to the world. So I blurted it all out to him, right there. I know how stupid that was. But when you’re eighteen and in love, your brain isn’t exactly wise. And anyway, he could see it on me – big dopey grin, feet practically floating off the ground. I told him I loved you and we were going to be together forever.’

That was how Violet had felt. But she’d seen nobody except her mother, sleeping off a heavy night out on the sofa. Where Thomas had broadcast his feelings to apparently the first person he’d encountered, Violet had treasured every tiny detail alone.

‘What happened?’ she asked, already suspecting his answer.

‘He laughed at me. Said I’d ruined my life. You’ve got to marry her now and have kids and give up everything you want to do.’

‘And you listened to him?’

‘I shouldn’t have. But he said it like it was unavoidable. Like everything was lost already and we couldn’t be us anymore. He was a year older than me, so I thought he knew what he was talking about. It terrified me.’

Everything they had shared, all the trust Violet had placed in him – was that worth throwing away because he was scared? Because some idiot told him he was chaining himself to her?

‘Why didn’t you talk to me?’ she asked, her question an echo of the teenage indignance she’d never been able to shake when she thought of Thomas.

‘I didn’t want to admit I’d told Mark,’ the ghost confessed. ‘And I listened to him, Vi. I figured he might be right about you expecting marriage and kids.’

Violet stared back. ‘But you knew me. Better than anyone else. Why would you think that?’

‘I wish I knew. I just panicked. So I didn’t talk to you. I didn’t dare risk hearing you say you expected marriage and kids. Because then I’d be trapped and I’d never escape. So, I caught a bus and went to stay with a mate in Hazelmere, kipping on his sofa. And the longer I went without talking to you, the easier it became.’

‘So you just cut me out of your life.’

Finally, she had an answer. But with it came a deep sadness. How much had Thomas thrown away for such a trivial reason?

‘I thought it was my fault,’ Violet began, years of hurt and self-loathing surging behind her words. ‘I blamed myself, like it was some judgement on who I was. On the failings I’d hated for years. Every bad thought I’d entertained, every insecurity I’d felt. It was like you’d finally seen through me and run. I couldn’t understand why else you would disappear. We’d talked about everything before that night, but after it I couldn’t reach you.’

‘It was never you, Violet.’

‘But what else could it have been? See it from my point of view, Thom. As far as I could see, I was the only part of the puzzle that could have caused it. You said you loved me…’

‘I did! More than anything in my life.’

‘Then why did you throw me away?’

The ghost rose from the sofa, moving back and forth across the floor, hands wringing. ‘Because of this!’

‘What? Having to admit your mistake?’

‘Yes! I couldn’t face it. I was an idiot and I didn’t want to admit I’d stuffed up. Because if I didn’t say it out loud, it didn’t have to be true.’

‘Truth hurts, Thomas. We can’t escape it.’ Wounded, Violet hugged her knees to her chest. ‘That’s the point of life – we make mistakes, we learn, we move on.’

‘And I’m stuck here because I never did that.’ He stopped moving and looked at her. ‘That’s what I realised earlier, Vi. I imposed my own inability to move on from mistakes onto you. I should never have done that. I’m sorry. The failure was all mine.’

He stopped and looked up, as if expecting a sudden rapture having confessed the truth. ‘It isn’t enough, though, is it?’ With a nod of resignation, he approached Violet. ‘It isn’t enough to just release you.’

‘What does that mean?’

Were they doomed? Had the answer Thomas thought he’d discovered not been the right one after all?

It was almost eight a.m. Thirteen hours left until their time ran out.

Thomas knelt beside her. She couldn’t unsee the fear in his eyes.

‘You said what I did haunted every decision you made?’

‘Yes.’

‘What if that was every decision? Not just about relationships?’

He’s the ghost on your shoulder…

Suki said she’d seen Thomas Croft more in the years after he’d left Violet. Best friends always saw the truth: what if she was right? Had Violet’s fear of betrayal and hurt influenced her actions in everything?

‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Your friendships, your life choices, your worldview,’ Thomas prompted, suddenly animated by the possibility. ‘Your career.’

‘I told you, my career came about because of my stories,’ she returned.

‘And why did you choose to tell stories in the first place?’

‘To make people happy.’

‘No. They may have made people happy, but that wasn’t why you told them.’

‘Thom, what are you saying? That you inspired the stories?’

‘No, but my actions made you run to them. Think about it, Vi: you can be anyone when you’re telling stories. You tell people what they want to hear because it makes them happy, right?’

‘I told you that.’

‘Yes, but also because if they’re happy, they aren’t looking too closely at you!’

It knocked the air from Violet’s lungs.

Gently, the ghost pressed on. ‘I ghosted people I loved because I didn’t want to face their questions. You ghost people face to face by throwing them stories.’

She could argue, call him a liar, accuse him of deflecting his own guilt by highlighting hers. But in that moment, the ghost’s words hit home.

Madame Viola Starbloom had been her ticket to a career she could never have imagined. She had opened up possibilities and won hearts across the world. But she had been a mask. A carefully crafted front that allowed Violet to hide in plain sight. Her Starbloomers loved her, but they didn’t love Violet. How could they, when they’d never had the chance to get to know her?

‘How does any of this help you to move on?’

‘Because you need to show everyone who you are.’

Fear gripped Violet at his suggestion. ‘Nobody cares who I am…’

‘Because you’ve never let anyone see Violet Simmonds! And you should, Vi. Because she’s beautiful. And creative. And her heart is so strong. It’s had to be to deal with everything you’ve faced.’

He glowed with every word he spoke. Violet couldn’t marry the version of herself Thomas described with the person she knew she was. But she wanted to believe him.

Besides, she had no time to argue for another course of action. They had tried everything else. This was the best answer they had.

‘How do I do this?’ she asked.

Thomas smiled. ‘Call Suki. We need her help.’
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‘A livestream?’

‘Yes.’

‘Another one?’

Violet nodded. So did the ghost, unnoticed by her best friend.

Suki frowned. ‘Tonight?’

‘We can set it up, can’t we? I mean, you can. Because you’re brilliant and I would be, quite literally, lost without you.’

‘You’re gabbling.’ Thomas whispered beside her.

‘I know,’ Violet shot back at the ghost, turning to Suki and adding, ‘I know it’s a big ask. But it’s important.’

‘Why tonight? If we could leave it a few days, build up some buzz on the socials…’

‘No! It has to be tonight.’

Suki leaned against her front door. She’d answered it dressed in pyjamas and dressing gown, her pockets overflowing with tissues, her nose red, and dull purple smudges visible beneath her eyes. ‘Okay, why do you want to do this?’

‘Because there’s something I need to say.’

Suki waited, but when Violet didn’t elaborate, she asked. ‘What is it?’

‘I can’t tell you yet.’

‘Really? You want me to set up a livestream, promote it across all our social platforms and build buzz in twelve hours, without knowing why we’re even doing it or what on earth you’re going to say? How the hell can I prepare for that, Vi?’

‘Bit awkward,’ Thomas commented. ‘I don’t think she’s too chuffed.’

Ignoring him, Violet changed tack.

‘Trust me, Suki. It’ll all make sense when you hear it.’

‘Surprises, ugh,’ Suki sniffed, digging in her sleeve for a tissue to blow her nose. 

‘She looks rough,’ Thomas observed, unhelpfully. ‘You should probably make her some hot honey and lemon.’

‘We can help,’ Violet offered.

‘We? Who’s we?’

‘Me,’ she corrected herself, wishing the ghost wasn’t witnessing this. ‘Sorry. I didn’t get much sleep last night.’

‘You and me both,’ Suki muttered, walking into her house. ‘I suppose you’d better come in, then.’

Violet and the ghost exchanged glances as they followed Suki. This wasn’t the easy task she’d anticipated. Nerves had got the better of her, the stakes so high that she could hardly contain them. She had to calm down. Success depended upon Suki being on board and everything going to plan.

‘Breathe,’ Thomas soothed beside her.

‘You say it like it’s easy,’ Violet retorted, before realising her mistake. ‘I mean…’

‘I seem to remember it was,’ the ghost shrugged, mischief in his smile. ‘We’ve got this, Vi.’

Violet wished she could be as confident of that as Thomas appeared to be.

Suki had dragged herself to her sofa and was now sitting, cross-legged, amid a tumble of cushions and tissues, her laptop already open. ‘What time do you want to do this?’

‘Eight p.m.’

‘Nine might be better.’

‘No!’ Violet and Thomas chorused.

‘Why does it matter so much?’

‘I want it to be as close to the Halloween Live as possible,’ Violet replied, willing her friend to buy the excuse. ‘Format, timings, everything. To put everything right.’

Suki looked up from her screen. ‘You said sorry, Vi. In the video you posted. You don’t have to rewrite the past.’

Yes, I do, Violet thought. ‘Just humour me, okay? It’s a confidence thing.’

‘Nice save,’ Thomas remarked.

‘Thanks.’

Suki let out a long, resigned sigh. ‘You don’t need to thank me. I’m just feeling sorry for myself.’

‘When did your cold start?’

‘I woke up with it this morning. No idea where it’s come from.’

‘You need some warm honey and lemon,’ Violet suggested, watching Thomas float into the kitchen. ‘I’ll pop the kettle on.’

‘That would be amazing, thanks. Stick some ginger in it, too, would you? I need all the help I can get.’

‘Maybe whisky would be better?’ Thomas called.

‘Shh!’ Violet rushed, hurrying into the kitchen. ‘She’ll hear you.’

‘I’m literally invisible to her, Vi. How is she going to hear me?’

‘Well, I’ll hear you,’ Violet retorted. ‘Now float over there so I can reach the kettle.’

It was a relief to have a job to do, a focus for her racing mind. Everything felt like a risk, as if the smallest thing might send the whole plan crashing to the ground.

But she could boil a kettle. And cut some lemon slices. And find honey and ginger in Suki’s scarily organised kitchen cupboards. The act was calming in its own way. Not knowing what else might be so easy today, Violet intended to make the most of it.

She worked around Thomas, who seemed intent on getting in her way wherever she turned. It was infuriating and hilarious at once. 

‘Would you just…?’

‘Sorry.’

‘Thom. I need to open that cupboard.’

‘Don’t mind me.’

They met in the middle of the kitchen, Violet narrowly avoiding a collision – or passing straight through Thomas – by twirling out of his way.

‘Why Madame Starbloom, you dance divinely,’ he quipped, with an overblown bow.

‘Loon.’

He laughed, but as he edged away, a thought struck Violet: was Thomas nervous, too?

Whatever happened at the deadline tonight, both their lives would change irrevocably. Together but lost for eternity, or granted eternity either side of an unbreachable divide. Time was passing scarily fast, pulling them both to the mission’s inevitable end.

Violet still wasn’t certain their plan would succeed.

Once they had decided to ask Suki to arrange another livestream, it had felt like their best shot. But putting it into action was a tall order, with Suki none the wiser about the importance of it all – and now apparently battling the mother of all head colds.

‘Maybe you should tell her,’ Thomas suggested.

‘I can’t risk it.’

‘She would understand. She loves you.’

‘I know, but she might not when she knows the truth.’ She reached for the lemons, only to find a ghost blocking the fruit bowl. ‘Excuse me.’

Dutifully, the ghost moved. ‘Sorry.’

‘Thank you.’ Lemon in hand, Violet returned to the kettle.

‘I’m just saying…’

‘Can we drop this? If I’m going to confess I’m a fake and trash my career, I’d rather just do it once.’

‘Maybe she would surprise you.’

Knife in hand, Violet stared him down. ‘And maybe she might tell me to get lost and then you’ll be stuck with me for an eternity telling you that you were wrong.’

Thomas considered this. ‘Good point, well made.’

‘Everything okay in there?’ Suki’s voice drifted in from the living room.

‘Fine,’ Violet called back, praying her reply sounded plausible. Lowering her voice, she faced the ghost. ‘What if we’re wrong about this?’

He slumped against the kitchen worktop. ‘It’s all we have. We just have to give it our best shot and hope it works.’

‘Right. That doesn’t sound particularly encouraging.’

‘I believe in us, Vi. I don’t think anything we’ve done is in vain.’

Violet wished she could feel comforted by his words.

***

The livestream was announced thirty minutes later, greeted by a flurry of excited replies. How many Starbloomers would respond in that way was uncertain, but it was a start. Encouraged, Suki set to work scheduling the event itself, along with a series of promotional posts throughout the day to boost their chances of attracting viewers.

There was little chance of their audience being as vast as it had been for the Halloween livestream, but that didn’t matter. A video would be available after the event for anyone to see.

If Violet was still on earth, she could watch it, too.

If she succeeded…

The possibility of failure skulked at the edges of every thought as Violet and Suki worked. The presence of a ghost, watching nervously from the sidelines, added to the pressure.

Would it be enough?

Violet and Thomas had discussed it all at length before they’d arrived at Suki’s house, rehearsing the script over and over. There could be no margin for error, no possibility of fate, or the universe, or whatever power had the final decision, missing what they were trying to do.

A livestream, as close in broadcast time and format to the Halloween event. Only this time, Violet would cast off her Madame Viola Starbloom persona, live online. She would confess to hiding behind the invented psychic and her supposed gifts, finally revealing the truth.

It meant detonating a bomb beneath everything she had worked to build. But what had that been, really, apart from an elegantly crafted lie? Madame Starbloom represented everything that had covered the void left by Thomas, smoothing over the feeling that Violet wasn’t enough by herself. That her words wouldn’t be welcome unless she let someone else say them for her. 

People would feel betrayed. She would probably have to find work elsewhere, preferably in a job where nobody knew who she’d claimed to be. Violet couldn’t avoid consequences for such a sustained and far-reaching untruth. There was no way Madame Viola Starbloom could survive this.

But Thomas believed differently.

‘I’ve seen what you do, Vi,’ he’d told her earlier. ‘How you put other people’s needs ahead of every other consideration. The stories you tell aren’t meant to mislead them, or give them false hope. They’re meant to encourage and inspire. But you shouldn’t hide behind Viola Starbloom. She doesn’t exist. You do.’

Even now, as she worked beside her best friend, Violet didn’t know exactly what she’d say once she’d made her online confession. Would the script she’d written with Thomas be enough?

More than anything else, she worried about what Suki would say. It wasn’t just Violet’s Madame Starbloom years that she was confessing to, after all. Every conversation she and Suki had shared, since they were teens, had featured a story. A reframing of truth. A velvet-cloaked lie. Everything Suki Dai believed about Violet had been built over years, reinforced and elaborated upon by endless conversations. The roots of her deception went deep, to the very foundations of their friendship. 

Could Suki forgive an injustice so large and so prolonged?

If she were in her best friend’s place, Violet wasn’t sure she could get over the betrayal.

‘Are we asking for questions before the livestream?’ Suki asked, writing a checklist in between sips of honey and lemon tea and pauses to blow her nose.

‘Um…’ Violet looked over to Thomas, who gave a thumbs-up. ‘Yes, I think so. Maybe it will make people want to watch.’

Those questions wouldn’t be answered – did that make the act of requesting them another lie to add to the rest? Violet felt uneasy about the inclusion, but they’d agreed this livestream had to mirror the previous event in every respect.

‘Great, I’ll add a Q-and-A box.’ Suki switched screens on her laptop to the Madame Starbloom email account. ‘Erm, some people are sending us palm photos for the livestream.’

‘Are they?’

‘Yep.’ She turned the screen so Violet could see the long list of unopened emails with attachments. ‘They haven’t stopped sending them since Emz and Babs went viral, to be honest, only now they’re adding Surprise Livestream in their subject lines.’

Violet observed her best friend, guilt flooding her heart. By rights, Suki should be in bed resting, not scrambling to bring together a livestream in a matter of hours that should have taken the best part of a week to organise. She had never fully appreciated how much Suki did for her until now. Mainly because her best friend made everything look effortless. And when she discovered all that work had perpetuated a lie…

‘I’m sorry, Suki.’

‘What for?’

‘Dealing with all this for me. The emails, the social media stuff, this last-minute livestream. And when you’re poorly, too…’

‘Hey, enough of that.’ Suki stopped typing and placed a hand on Violet’s cheek. ‘You’re worth it, Vi.’

‘Oof, that’s gotta hurt,’ Thomas grimaced from the corner of the room, falling silent when he caught Violet’s glare.

‘Right, everything’s in place,’ Suki announced, unaware of the exchange happening inches from her. ‘Do you need me to set up the studio cameras?’

‘No, I can do that. You need to sleep.’

‘Yeah, I might grab a couple of hours,’ Suki agreed, stifling a yawn. ‘I’ll come to yours about seven p.m.?’

‘Great.’

‘Okay.’ Her eyes were already closing, her blinks becoming noticeably longer. ‘I’ll leave my phone on. Any problems give me a call, yeah?’

‘Sleep,’ Violet insisted, easing the laptop from Suki’s hands as her best friend lay down on the sofa. ‘Do you want me to help you to bed?’

‘Nuhh, I’m good… Set my alarm for six, wouldya?’ Suki replied, her words slurring as she closed her eyes.

By the time Violet did what Suki had asked, her best friend was snoring amid the jumble of cushions. Smiling, Violet unfurled a blanket from the stash Suki kept in a wicker basket by the fireplace and gently placed it over her sleeping friend.

‘She’s a wonder,’ Thomas said, beside her.

Violet bit her lip. The enormity of what lay ahead scared her. What was at stake, what could be destroyed, what could be lost. 

‘I wish it could be different,’ she whispered.

‘Me too.’ The ghost met her gaze. ‘But we can’t change it.’

Violet sighed. ‘So, what should we do now?’

‘Prepare the studio,’ Thomas replied. ‘And then summon the troops.’
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The town was oddly quiet as Violet and Thomas crossed it, an hour later. A little after 2 p.m., the usual bustle was absent. It was strange. The strong breeze that had blown for most of the morning was gone, as if it had been snatched from the streets. Muted light from the overcast sky drew all colour from everything it touched. Even the scent of baking bread from the large bakery at the centre of town, that Thistleton was synonymous with, was absent.

It was as if the town was holding its breath, waiting for something to happen.

Violet shuddered.

It felt like a portent, a grave premonition of what lay ahead.

‘Was it something we said?’ Thomas asked, nodding at the strangely empty streets. He’d joked more since their plan had been set in motion. Perhaps he’d decided to make the best of things, knowing their course was set. For better or worse, they had to go through with it. 

The return of his humour was both a gift and a stark reminder of what they faced.

‘Don’t look at me,’ Violet returned, her smile refusing to hide. ‘You’re the one who skipped town and broke everyone’s hearts.’

‘Harsh!’ the ghost exclaimed, feigning a wound to his chest. ‘You cut me deep, Simmonds.’

They crossed the street and turned a corner, a familiar shopfront coming into view. Violet reached into her bag to fetch their key to the side door, but Thomas stopped her.

‘Actually, do you mind if we go in the regular way?’ His wistful gaze travelled to the record store window, with its rainbow-hued display of suspended LP covers. ‘I just want to see the old place, one last time.’

How could Violet deny him that?

The bell over the door announced their arrival to Jimmi Spinz, the boxes of vinyl records as welcoming a sight as ever. Thomas happily floated in, head bowed over the rows as he took in every title on offer.

Violet closed the door and waited, not wanting to hurry him. It was good to have one moment in this possibly-last-day that felt completely normal. Just two friends, browsing the dusty vinyls, as a laid-back blues song soothed the air around them.

We’ll always have this moment, the singer promised. Ain’t nobody takin’ that…

‘And here they are!’ A gravelly voice proclaimed, followed by the clatter of a beaded curtain being parted. Jimmi Bright held out his tattoo-bedecked arms as he entered. ‘Good to see you, kids.’

‘Captain Bright, sir,’ Thomas beamed, saluting the record shop owner. ‘Good to be back. We were on our way down, but we…’

‘Needed to see Vinyl Valhalla one last time, eh?’ Jimmi finished. ‘I get it, son. Magical place, this. Ain’t nothin’ ever gonna soothe your soul like a record store.’

‘Truth, man,’ Thomas agreed.

Jimmi looked over to Violet. ‘And how are you, kid?’

‘Getting there,’ Violet replied, surprised by how much emotion sounded in her voice.

‘I understand. Tough gig ahead. But I’ve got a good feelin’ about the pair of yous.’

Violet hoped that was a promising sign.

‘Oh, forgive my manners,’ Jimmi said, grinning at Thomas. ‘You, sir, have earned a special privilege.’

‘I have?’

‘Indeed. Now, I don’t do this for just anybody, mind, but I’m handin’ you control of the most important thing in this place.’ With a flourish of his hand, he produced a narrow, grey rectangular box from the pocket of his fringed leather waistcoat, and held it out to Thomas.

A remote control.

‘Deadline perk,’ he announced. ‘Outgoin’ Departeds get control of the sound system.’

The ghost’s eyes grew wide. ‘You’re kidding?’

‘Deadly serious – no offence,’ Jimmi grinned. ‘Now, as you did with the glass, remember? Summon it to your hand. And command it, mate. This baby don’t fly unless she’s desired.’

Delighted, Thomas squared himself and raised his hand.

‘Remote control, to my hand.’

‘Her name’s Delilah,’ Jimmi confided. ‘Personal reasons.’

The ghost blinked. ‘Okay… um… Delilah, to my hand!’

Immediately, the remote flew across the record shop, landing in the ghost’s outstretched palm.

‘So cool…’ Thomas squeaked.

‘Indeed. Now, tell it the track you want and hit that big red button.’

‘I can press it? Is that possible?’

‘Now she’s in your hand, she’s like any object held by a Livin’.’ Jimmi’s face broke into a huge smile. ‘Knock yourself out, son.’

‘DuskStar, “Die for You”!’ Thomas yelled, not waiting a moment to make his choice.

Jimmi visibly winced. ‘Really?’

‘The only song I need,’ Thomas proclaimed, with unfettered pride.

The record shop owner rolled his eyes. ‘No accountin’ for taste. Well, enjoy. I’m goin’ downstairs to give my ears a break. Come down when you’re done.’

The song played as he left, filling the store with its own unique charms. Thomas swayed and danced to his favourite track, eyes closed, lost in the music and all that it meant to him.

It was beautiful to see.

Violet watched him, laughing at the sheer joy happening in the hallowed space of Jimmi Spinz. The closest thing to heaven on earth for her Departed friend.

If their plan failed later tonight and their fates were sealed together, Violet promised herself she would remember this. Not the betrayal, not the years of hurt and shame, the walls she had built or the people she’d pushed away. She’d trade it all for this moment.

This joy.

This questionable song choice.

And Thomas – as real now as she’d ever seen him. Fist raised to the ceiling, feet stamping out the beat. Head thrown back, loud voice singing every word in dubiously tuned exuberance. 

In this moment, she saw what he could always have been. If he’d been honest with himself and hadn’t run.

Did Thomas see it, too? Or was the lure of his favourite song all that mattered?

For the first time since he’d burst back into her life, Violet felt at peace. She leaned against the door of Jimmi Spinz, taking it in. Many unknowns still lay ahead, but she finally had the answer that had eluded her since Thomas Croft disappeared from her life. The reason why. He’d run because he was scared, not because Violet wasn’t enough. His mistake. His loss. It didn’t define her – and never would, whatever happened tonight. 

Her spirit felt lighter than ever before. As if a weight she’d dragged behind herself for years had been suddenly cut loose. Maybe the answer had come too late to save the rest of her earthly life, if their plan failed. But if that were the case, she’d go to her destination-less eternity knowing she’d been enough.

Her life had been enough.

Because what had lain beneath the pain of Thomas Croft’s betrayal was years of feeling like she didn’t matter. To her parents, who viewed her as an inconvenience. To her teachers who dismissed her. To herself – blaming all of the bad things in her life on something she must be missing. Assuming guilt when it was never hers to take.

She was enough. Just as she was. And she always had been.

The knowledge of that was a gift.

All too soon, the song ended, the old blues track replacing it on the shop’s sound system.

‘Just one song,’ Thomas shrugged.

Violet smiled. ‘But what a song.’

‘I know, right? Best. Song. Ever!’

In the warm, welcoming interior of Jimmi Spinz, the Living and Departed traded grins. 

Wherever the road took them from here, they were good. The past laid to rest, the truth revealed. 

It was the best either of them could wish for.

‘They’ll be waiting for us downstairs,’ Violet said, reluctant to break the moment.

‘Yeah,’ Thomas agreed, taking one last, longing look at the record store. ‘Better not keep the Gaffer waiting.’
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The Waiting Room was as it always had been. But a host of new faces greeted Violet and Thomas from the low-lit tables as Elvis gruffly welcomed them in. 

How many Departeds had moved on – or otherwise – since their last visit?

Violet shook the thought away.

Light tethers of all colours covered the floor between the seated guests, illuminating the space. Their own tether, noticeably longer again today, seemed dull by comparison. Fraying a little in places. Twisted in others. The contrast was startling.

‘The wanderers return!’ a familiar voice called, as The G waved from the snooker table at the far end of the room. He made his way towards them as his Living raised a hand in greeting from a nearby bar stool. ‘How goes it, beloveds?’

‘End of the week,’ Thomas replied, bumping shoulders with the Departed.

‘Yeah, I reckoned as much.’ The G gave Violet a sympathetic look. ‘But you’re both glowing, if it helps.’

‘We are?’ asked Thomas, surprised. 

‘Totally luminous, mate. Seen it a million times. Sorted out your shite, yeah?’

‘Maybe.’

‘For definite, dude. That glow doesn’t lie. Now, Tommy-Boy, can I interest you in a sound thrashing at snooker? Before you hightail it out of town?’

‘Bring it on!’ Thomas turned to Violet. ‘We have time, right?’

‘One game.’

‘Done!’ He pointed to The G. ‘Get ready to eat your cue, dude.’

‘Fighting talk for a DuskStar fan,’ The G retorted, sending Violet a wink over his shoulder.

As Violet watched them go, a hand gently rested at her back.

‘Good lad, that one,’ Jimmi said.

‘Mmm.’

The record shop owner’s eyes narrowed. ‘Lot of water under the bridge?’

‘You could say that.’

Jimmi nodded. ‘It ain’t easy. But you both made it to the end of the week. That’s further than some ever get.’

Violet turned to him. ‘They don’t meet the deadline?’

‘Oh, they meet it. Everyone does. Just not together.’ Seeing her confusion, Jimmi offered her his arm. ‘Come over to the bar, love. I’ve a drink with your name on it.’

Confused, Violet linked arms with him and let herself be escorted to the bar, where Rio was already busy mixing cocktails. The barman gave her a nod as she sat next to Jimmi, then slid a sugar-frosted glass towards her. He removed the top of the silver cocktail shaker and poured its contents into the glass – a gleaming purple spirit, dotted with flecks of silver that danced and shimmered beneath a layer of cream, finished with a cluster of crystalised violet petals.

‘Quite literally with your name on it,’ Jimmi chuckled. ‘Violet Simmonds, meet the Violet Dream. A drink in your honour, made by our very own Rio.’

‘Oh wow,’ she breathed, stunned by the gesture. ‘Thank you. I don’t know what to say.’

‘No need to say anythin’. Just enjoy.’

The cocktail was smooth and sweet, with a shimmer of floral notes followed by a wonderfully warm sensation.

‘Hidden depths,’ Jimmi nodded. ‘Colours that deserve to be seen for what they truly are. Quite proud of that one.’

‘It’s wonderful, thank you.’

‘Inspired by you. Crafted by Rio. Enjoyed in the best place. What more could you want?’

Is that what Jimmi saw in her? Violet didn’t expect to be viewed as anything other than the Living assigned to a Departed. But Jimmi’s description of the cocktail matched that of the person Violet now longed to be. The real Violet, not Viola Starbloom. Enough as she was, not for who she claimed to be.

Thomas and The G were clearly enjoying their game, loud shouts and bursts of laughter amusing the groups of Livings and Departeds at nearby tables.

‘Nice to see your chap havin’ fun,’ Jimmi said.

‘He’s not my… Yes, it is,’ Violet replied. Today, it didn’t matter what she and Thomas had or hadn’t been to one another. They had reached this point together. 

The thought reminded her of the strange comment Jimmi had made. ‘What did you mean when you said not everyone gets to the deadline together?’

‘Ah, that.’ Jimmi took a seat beside her, his silver rings clicking as he picked up a beer mat and began passing it across his fingers. ‘I probably shouldn’t have mentioned it, but seein’ as you and young Tommy-Boy are up today I reckon it won’t hurt you to know. Thing is, this is a tough gig. Nobody asks for it. And when they realise there’s no backin’ out? Well, some of them would rather pretend it ain’t happenin’.’

‘So they instantly fail?’

‘Oh, they have the time allotted to them. However long that is. But unless their Departed works it out alone – which don’t often happen – they wind up bound forever.’

Violet shivered, imagining the Livings dragged from their own lives because they failed a mission they’d never sought. ‘That’s awful.’

Jimmi shrugged. ‘It is what it is, girl. Life ain’t always what we’d choose. That’s why we make the most of the stuff we’ve got, right? Because what other option is there? Stick our heads in the sand and pretend D-Day ain’t comin’? No thank you. I’d rather do what I can and meet it head-on.’

‘How many people fail, Jimmi?’ Violet hadn’t wanted to ask the question, but she suddenly needed to know. Better to face her fate with eyes open.

‘More than I’d like.’ The beer mat dropped to the bar. ‘I take it personal, you know, bein’ the custodian of this place. But what can you do? Ain’t my decision, at the end of the day.’

Violet took a swig of cocktail, its giddy warmth a remedy for the sudden chill that had set into her bones.

Jimmi’s face crinkled into a smile. ‘Takes the edge off, eh?’

She nodded.

‘Look, don’t sweat the stuff that don’t apply, kid. You and Thomas have done the graft. And you’re still speakin’, which is a miracle in itself. You know what your answer is?’

‘I think so.’

‘What’s the plan, Fran?’

‘A livestream. Like the one Thomas arrived in. There’s something I need to say.’

‘Comin’ clean, are you?’

Surprised, Violet stared at Jimmi. ‘Yes. How did you—?’

‘I might look like a dinosaur, but I keep up with stuff. Nice to see you ownin’ up, Madame Starbloom.’

‘I—’

‘Big fan,’ he confided with a grin. ‘Bigger fan of the real thing, mind.’

What could Violet say to that? Had Jimmi known she was a fraud all along? ‘I’m scared, Jimmi.’

‘I get it. But you’re darin’ to be yourself, kid. Brave, that is. It’s a risk, ain’t it? Every time you step on a stage, you’ve got to be prepared for the crowd to hate you.’ 

Violet winced. ‘Not the encouragement I was hoping for.’

‘Ha, no, I’m guessin’ not,’ the record shop owner chuckled. ‘Their prerogative, though, right? Point is, you’ve gotta be true to yourself. Take your chap, for example.’ He nodded over to the corner where Thomas was loudly celebrating a good shot. ‘Of all the tracks he could choose to play out his final hours on earth, he chose DuskStar. Bedwettin’ Nineties’ pop-rock, for pity’s sake!’

‘It’s a choice,’ Violet laughed, the example soothing her own worries.

‘It’s a crime against music,’ Jimmi retorted. ‘But it’s his choice. What this old rocker is tryin’ to say, is go for it, kid. Take the stage as yourself and leave all the other gubbins in the wings. Let the crowd do their thing, and you do yours.’

‘Thank you,’ Violet said, hugging a very surprised Jimmi, just as a victory shout went up from the snooker table.

‘Pleasure,’ Jimmi mumbled, breaking the hug, a little flushed. ‘Now, you two need to get goin’.’

One look at her watch confirmed it. They had an hour until Suki was due to arrive to prepare for the livestream. 

Three hours until the deadline.

‘Thanks for this,’ Violet said, as Thomas left the snooker table and moved towards the bar.

‘Least we can do,’ Jimmi smiled. ‘Good result, son?’

‘The best,’ Thomas beamed. ‘Aced it.’

‘Excellent to hear. Now, time for your send-off.’

‘Our what?’

But Jimmi was already walking to the centre of the Waiting Room, clapping his hands.

‘All right, people. Bit of hush, please!’ He waited until he had the full attention of the Livings and Departeds. ‘Much appreciated. Now, two of our own are Deadlinin’ tonight.’

A murmur traversed the room. Muted. Knowing. Every soul, both earthly and almost-eternal, understood.

‘Let’s send ‘em off with our love and power, folks,’ Jimmi stated. ‘Violet, Thomas, join me here, if you will.’

As Violet followed Thomas, the Livings and Departeds stood, joining hands to form a circle around them. Sad smiles surrounded them on all sides, the shared knowledge both powerful and heartbreakingly real.

‘You are not alone,’ Jimmi said, pausing for the assembled crowd to repeat his words. ‘You are loved.’

You are loved.

‘The work is done, the time is at hand. And you are enough.’

You are enough.

‘Wherever fate leads, follow. Whatever the passage demands, accede. Our love goes with you. So go, travellers. Go on with love.’

Go on with love.

The circle of Livings and Departeds drew closer around them, warmth spreading in like rays of sunshine breaking free from clouds. Love – stronger than life or death itself – flooded the space.

Tears broke free as Violet bowed her head.

Here, they were understood, championed, supported. When they left the Waiting Room for the final time, she and Thomas would return to a world that didn’t know the test that lay ahead.

‘Go well, friends,’ Jimmi said, blessing them with a broad smile. ‘Stay true to who you are. Be your own excellent selves. And whatever happens, whatever the crowd, go and bloody rock that stage.’
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The journey home was quiet and unhurried, both Violet and the ghost lost in thought. Darkness had fallen and the lights of Thistleton now illuminated the streets. Families were home, returned from work and school. Cars parked on drives, lights blazing in every window. Life, splendid and mundane, playing out behind glass and brick.

Above the town, stars had begun to appear in the inky sky above. Not a cloud to be seen. There was no sign of the moon yet, but Violet caught Thomas searching the heavens for it, a wistful sadness painting his features.

As they skirted Hazel Hill, the welcoming glow of a favourite place spilled across the street towards them.

Violet’s heart contracted.

Spinnaker’s.

Was this the last time she would see it?

Where Jimmi Spinz was Thomas’s spiritual home, Violet suspected Spinnaker’s was hers. 

‘Want to go in?’ Thomas was watching her.

‘We don’t have time.’

‘Yeah, we do.’

‘They’ll be closed.’

‘Sign says OPEN.’

‘Thom…’

‘It’s your favourite place, Vi. Are you telling me you aren’t wishing you were in there?’ His expression grew still. ‘Come on. It could be the last time.’

‘We need to get back. And I can’t just go in…’ As she spoke, a handsome coffee shop manager appeared from behind the counter, wiping empty tables and pausing to chat with the few remaining customers.

‘Because of him.’

‘No.’

Yes. Because I might not be here tomorrow. And I couldn’t bear to know that I left him behind…

‘Ben. Benny-boy. Barista Bloke. Beautiful Ben…’

‘Stop mocking.’

The ghost groaned. ‘I’m not. Look, you said you wanted to talk to him. That you couldn’t because of me. But we worked through that, Vi, didn’t we? So go. Talk to him. Test the theory.’

Why was Thomas suddenly invested in this? Only a day ago, he’d declared undying love to her and asked Violet to be his for life.

‘I thought you hated him.’

‘Oh, I do.’ Mischief sparkled around him. ‘All those muscles, a tat that doesn’t look like it fell out of a cracker and the perfect blue eyes? Sickening. But I know what you always deserved, Vi. And it wasn’t wasting your heart on some tosser who ran away the moment you were his.’

Violet studied his face. He meant this, didn’t he?

How far they had come in a few short days…

‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t thank me. Get your bum in there and say hello. You have five minutes.’

If these were her last few hours on Earth, saying hello wouldn’t be a risk. If she missed this chance now, she might have an endless eternity to regret it.

Taking a breath, she began to cross the road… just as the final customers left Spinnaker’s. And Ben turned the door sign from OPEN to CLOSED.

Halfway across the road, Violet froze.

‘Bang on the door!’ Thomas called behind her.

And then, Ben looked out of the window. He raised his hand and smiled. Then, he tapped his watch and sent her an apologetic shrug.

Heart breaking, Violet mimed an ‘it’s okay’ gesture, watching helplessly as Ben waved again and walked back into the coffee shop, behind the counter, and out of sight.

‘Tough call,’ Thomas said, beside her.

In the middle of the road, the ghost and Violet shared a look. 

It was time to leave.

‘Sorry, Vi,’ Thomas said, as they began the slow descent of the hill towards Violet’s home.

‘It’s okay,’ she replied, telling herself as much as Thomas. It had to be okay. At least she had a smile to take with her. Of all the things she might have placed a last-minute order for from Spinnaker’s, it was the best item on the menu.

They arrived back with ten minutes to spare, Violet hurrying into the studio to rearrange the backdrop and remove some of the Halloween props still in situ. She left the silver stars, though. A nod to where it had all begun.

Gekkou skirted Thomas as he watched Violet working. In recent days, he had taken to staring hard at Thomas whenever they were near each other, apparently resisting the lure of his favourite game of walking through the ghost. Had her cat softened towards Thomas?

Mid-clean of her desk, she stopped dead.

Gekkou.

She hadn’t even thought of what might happen to her cat if she lost her earthly life tonight. How could she have forgotten him?

She let out a yelp and scooped a very surprised ball of moonlight grey fluff into her arms, hugging him close to her.

‘What is it?’ Thomas asked, racing to her side.

‘I forgot about Gekkou!’

‘Kind of hard to do in here when he’s in your face all the time,’ Thomas joked, his mirth vanishing when he saw Violet’s distress. ‘Hey – hey – is this about tonight?’

‘If we fail…’

‘We won’t.’

‘If I have to leave tonight, where will he go? Who will take care of him? He’s my world, Thomas, I can’t abandon him.’

Gekkou butted his head against her chin, a heartfelt (if painful) act of comfort, the buzz of his pneumatic purr vibrating through her arms.

‘You aren’t going anywhere. Look at me, Vi. We’ve done everything we can. When you show the world who you really are, our story will come full-circle.’

How could he be so certain? ‘Do you really believe that?’

Thomas raised his eyes to the studio spotlights. ‘I have to.’

A knock at the front door sent Gekkou scrabbling out of Violet’s embrace, landing with delicate paws on the studio floor and sauntering out with his tail held high.

‘Suki,’ Violet breathed.

‘Let her in, then,’ Thomas said. ‘And stop panicking.’

The latter was easier said than done.

Following her cat through the living room to the hall, Violet steeled herself. What would change when Suki knew the truth? Would it kill the friendship that meant the world to her?

And what if her livestream confession wasn’t the answer? Would Suki’s last memory of her be of betrayal as Violet was dragged away to a hopeless eternity?

Why hadn’t she considered this before?

Fear gripped her body, stalling her inches from the door.

She’d been so preoccupied with finding answers to send Thomas on his way that she hadn’t stopped to consider the people in her own life she’d leave behind.

The best friend she owed everything to.

Suki’s friendship had saved her, countless times. Her endless encouragement, unwavering belief in what Violet was capable of and readiness to walk with her through everything had shaped all of Violet’s years since Thomas left. Where Violet’s parents had drifted away, Suki had remained.

Another knock broke the spell.

It was too late to consider any of this. The only way she could express to Suki what she meant to her, was by telling her the truth.

‘I brought everything I could think of.’ Suki grinned on the doorstep, laden with bags and wrapped in about four layers of clothes. She bustled into the hallway, met by Gekkou’s delighted miaows. ‘Merch for a giveaway to sweeten the news, flash cards to write your statement on, three boxes of tissues… For me, not you. Although, if it goes badly, you may well need to…’

‘Thanks,’ Violet cut in, relieving Suki of some of her bags, not wanting to think of things going wrong. ‘How are you feeling?’

‘Rough as a badger’s backside,’ her friend replied. ‘But I’ll be okay.’

‘We’re all set up…’

‘We?’

‘Gekkou and me,’ Violet corrected herself, realising her mistake.

‘Ah, our VP of Productions. Venerable Purrmeister, that is.’

‘Good one. We should get him a cat bed with that printed on.’ Why did her laughter sound so forced? Willing her pulse to slow, Violet changed tack, a plan forming. ‘Actually, talking of His Purriness, can I ask you something?’

‘Sure, go ahead,’ Suki mumbled, pulling a knotted lump of fairy lights from one of her bags with a loud tut. ‘How do these things get so tangled? I wind them up carefully every time I put them away and now look at them…’

‘Suki?’

‘I swear there is a fairy light goblin wherever we store Christmas decorations, just waiting to tie pesky little knots…’

‘About Gekkou…’

‘Maybe you should ask The Ancients about the goblins – now that would be a great livestream,’ Suki chattered on, her fingers working the knots in the troublesome light cords. ‘We could do a crossover with an old world folklore podcast. The numbers would be huge!’

‘Suki, stop, please?’

Mid-untangle, Suki looked up. ‘What is it?’

‘Gekkou.’

‘Is he ill? Is something wrong?’

‘No. Nothing like that. It’s just… If anything were to happen to me, would you look after him?’

Suki stared at her friend. ‘What would happen to you?’

‘I don’t know. Anything. Hypothetically…’

‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m good. It just occurred to me today. I’m on my own and Gekkou is my world. If anything happened – anything at all – would you take him in?’

‘In a heartbeat.’ Seeing Violet’s relief, Suki seemed to relax. ‘You had me scared there for a moment! But of course, you know I’d look after him. I’d do anything for you.’

Overwhelmed, Violet gathered Suki and the still tangled ball of fairy lights into a huge hug. ‘Thank you.’

‘You’re welcome, you loon. Hey, don’t be scared, it’s okay. I’m here.’ When Violet finally let go, Suki grinned at her. ‘Just as long as you weren’t planning on skipping out on me. You are, quite literally, my world, Madame Starbloom.’

Peering over Violet’s computer screen, Thomas sent her a sympathetic grimace. 

While Suki worked on checking the technical elements necessary to run the livestream, Violet reset the spotlights, wrote a running order and continued to decorate the studio set with the now untangled fairy lights. The actions calmed her a little, a checklist providing focus for her racing mind.

She would take calm over chaos wherever she could tonight.

Thomas remained at the periphery of it all, quietly watching them work. Was he nervous, too? What did the prospect of success look like to him, Violet wondered? How did you stand on the cusp of eternity and prepare yourself for a passing over from which there was no return? Or did his thoughts drift to the flipside, of failure of the mission and what that meant for a limitless eternity?

Part of her wanted to ask him, aware of the minutes ticking by until the deadline verdict – positive or otherwise. Now the time for discussion was over, so many unanswered questions reared their heads. They seemed to have done nothing but talk since Thomas arrived, but it somehow didn’t scratch the surface of everything Violet longed to discuss.

She sent him smiles whenever Suki wasn’t looking, Thomas returning them with a melancholy Violet felt deep in her soul.

They had come so far, but now it felt like no time at all.

When the studio was set, Violet and Suki took a break. They settled in the living room on the sofa, mugs of steaming tea in hand, a brief, ten-minute breathing space before the craziness of the livestream began in earnest.

‘Are you all sorted with what you want to say?’ Suki asked.

‘I think so.’

‘Would it help to go over it? I’m not trying to pry, I just want to make sure you’re as confident and calm about it as you can be.’

So you don’t freak out like last time, the unspoken insinuation danced around the room. 

‘I’m good.’

‘I know you are.’ She sighed. ‘It would just be so much easier if I knew what you were planning to say. I could tailor our last minute social messaging, update our hashtags…’

‘Tell her.’

Thomas was watching from the armchair, Gekkou curled up at his feet.

Ignoring him, Violet kept her eyes on her friend. ‘It’s important to me to do it this way.’

‘Yeah, I totally get that.’ Suki hugged a cushion to herself. ‘Can I be honest, Vi?’

‘Of course,’ Violet replied, her stomach knotting.

‘The thing is, I feel like you’re keeping me at arm’s length. Like there’s a whole other narrative going on that I’m not allowed to know.’

Thomas raised an eyebrow. Violet ignored him.

‘It isn’t like that…’

‘But it feels like it is. I love you, Vi, you know I do. I trust you with all my heart. But everything about this feels off. It having to be tonight, with no notice, no plan, no idea of what we’re even saying…’ She broke off, bringing her hand to rub against her brow. ‘Sorry. I’m just tired and ill.’

‘Tell her…’

‘I can’t…’ Violet regrouped, reaching for her best friend’s hand. ‘I can’t tell you why. It will all make sense when we broadcast, I promise. This is just something I need to do. Please, trust me on this.’

Every word was an injustice served, piling lie upon lie.

Suki’s gaze dropped to her mug, her expression taut. ‘Fine. But next time, can we do this together? We’re a team, Vi.’

The words hit Violet hard. They were a team – they always had been. And yet at the most important moment of her life, she was expecting Suki to watch it all from a distance.

Something had to change.

Violet couldn’t risk telling Suki before the confession – but her best friend’s hurt at being kept in the dark struck a chord.

‘I think you should stay,’ she rushed, aware of the ghost watching her. ‘Watch the livestream from here.’

‘But you said it had to be identical to Halloween.’

‘I did. But you’ve worked a miracle to make this happen. And you’re not well. You can’t go racing back home when you can hardly see straight.’

‘But your process?’ Suki was staring at her, a deep frown creasing her brow. ‘I’ve never been in the studio with you for a livestream. You need to be alone to focus. What if the Ancients object?’

Violet risked a glance in the ghost’s direction. Thomas was smiling back.

‘I think they’ll make an exception, just this once.’

It was a small change that made a world of difference. Violet couldn’t do this alone. She owed it to Suki to get it right – to look her in the eye when she made her confession. And while their friendship might not survive even if Violet met the deadline, at least she would have finally told her best friend the truth.

And if Suki was here to hear it – and to witness Violet’s departure if the mission failed – perhaps it would be some consolation.

‘Okay,’ Suki replied. ‘I’ll be here for you, Vi.’
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Seven-thirty.

Half an hour until she went live.

Alone in her bedroom, Violet stared at the rack of Madame Starbloom outfits she’d accrued over the years. Sumptuous velvets, iridescent satins and silks, brightly beaded kaftans, jewelled scarves. A whole world that wasn’t hers in one half of her wardrobe.

So many years invested in a front.

But what would Madame Viola Starbloom wear to detonate her own existence? Would she go out in pearls, paste diamonds or heavy gold chain? Choose to swathe herself in comforting velvet, or front out her own destruction in structured corsetry?

Suki was in the living room, taking a ten-minute nap. She’d looked dead on her feet earlier. Would she even make it through the livestream? 

Everything felt wrong, rushed, chaotic. Why had it taken Violet and Thomas so long to land upon this course of action? They had wasted days working through their own issues. Necessary, but slow. Now, Violet wished she had made more of their first twenty-four hours, when shock and denial blindsided them to the task they’d been assigned.

If she could go back…

If Thomas had been honest from the start…

If she’d blamed him from the moment he disappeared…

What-ifs. Too many and impossible to answer, but every one useless now. If there had ever been time to entertain them, it had passed.

‘Just choose a frock and get on with it,’ she growled at her reflection.

‘Whatever you wear will look great.’

Shocked, she spun back from the mirror.

Thomas was hovering an inch above her unmade bed, surrounded by garments she’d already tried on and discarded.

‘Get out!’

‘You need to get ready.’

‘Not with you in here! We agreed…’

‘We didn’t. I kept out of your room out of respect,’ he returned, his impossible cheekiness not helping matters. ‘But what does it matter now? If we win tonight you’ll never have to see me again, and if we lose you’ll have to see me every day, wearing the same clothes, forever and ever.’

Violet stared him down, until the ghost raised both hands in surrender. 

‘Fine. Deny me one last bit of fun…’ He floated from the bed, coming to a halt beside her. ‘Want my opinion? You don’t need any of these.’

‘Why?’

‘Appear as yourself, Vi. Not the Starbloom woman. You don’t need to hide behind her anymore.’

Violet stared back at her reflection. In her jeans and T-shirt she looked ordinary, unremarkable. Would her Starbloomers even recognise her? ‘I’m scared.’

‘I know. But you’re amazing, Violet Simmonds. I believe in you. I wish I’d realised it years ago, but I know now. You’re enough, all on your own. Wear what makes you feel like you.’

With that, he left.

Alone, Violet stared back at Madame Starbloom’s clothing. A legacy of a safety net she no longer needed. A period of her life she would decisively, definitively close the book on in less than half an hour. Taking hold of the wardrobe door, she slowly closed it, the glitter, gems and excess that she’d shielded herself in for years surrendering to darkness.

Ten minutes later, she emerged from her room.

Suki was waiting for her, looking a little less deathly.

‘Oh wow, Vi, you look… different.’

‘Good-different?’ Violet asked, nerves rising.

Suki took in Violet’s simple black top, denim skirt and sparkly silver sneakers, a heart-shaped glass pendant on a black velvet ribbon tied around her neck. ‘Good-different. How are you feeling?’

‘Nervous,’ Violet admitted. Terrified, actually. Her gaze strayed to the armchair, where Thomas gave her an appreciative smile.

Suki stood. ‘We should get going. Five minutes to broadcast.’

Willing every ounce of strength into her body, Violet followed her best friend into the spare bedroom studio.

A week ago, she had gone in there alone, disguised as the celebrated psychic, the world seemingly at her feet. She’d given no thought to the lies she was about to tell, the pretend readings she’d already prepared, the false hope she would inspire in her faithful Starbloomers. She’d convinced herself everything she did was to make people feel better, so every twisted truth and shortcut was justified. Thomas Croft had been a million miles from her thoughts – or so she had believed. But every item of clothing, every carefully crafted word, was a brick in the fortress she’d built around her herself from the summer he’d broken her heart.

Tonight, she entered the studio as herself, with her best friend alongside her. Words prepared only so that she would say exactly what she needed to. No walls, no masks, nowhere to hide. Wearing clothes she had chosen from her own wardrobe, comforting against her skin. With no plan beyond her bombshell live confession. With a world of fear waiting in the wings about what might lie ahead. But armed with a single, overriding impulse: to be free of everything that had imprisoned her.

And this time, Thomas Croft held her gaze from the other side of the camera, as she pulled her statement from her pocket and settled into her chair.

‘It’s time,’ Suki announced. ‘Ready?’

As I’ll ever be.

On Suki’s cue, Violet hit the LIVE button to launch the livestream…

And nothing happened.

Staring at her computer screen, Violet tried again.

‘Vi?’

‘One moment…’

Nothing.

No connection. No progress bar steadily completing.

‘Are we connected?’ Suki was scrambling for her tablet. ‘I have full Wi-Fi showing here…’

Violet refreshed the broadcast page, checking the settings again before she hit the button.

This time, the page flickered and a symbol appeared mid-screen.

The absolute worst sight for a livestream.

‘Spinny-wheel,’ Violet gasped in horror.

‘What?’ Suki left her seat and ducked behind the desk to look at Violet’s screen. ‘No, no, no! This can’t be happening!’

‘Well, it is and it’s not budging.’

Suki leaned across Violet and started frantically tapping keys on the keyboards. ‘I checked it twenty minutes ago and it was all fine. Did you hit something?’

‘No.’

‘Catch a button as you went live?’

‘No. I know how to do this, Suki.’

‘Sorry. Sorry. I know you do. It just doesn’t make any sense.’

‘Refresh the page.’ Thomas was beside the screen now.

‘I have… refreshed the page,’ Violet shot back.

‘I didn’t say you hadn’t,’ Suki returned, grabbing her tablet and bringing up a troubleshooting guide. ‘Check the connection, Vi.’

Violet rolled her chair to the opposite side of the desk, where the router was. The cable was secure at the back, the router’s lights performing their regular dance. ‘All good here.’

‘Then why isn’t it connecting?’

‘I don’t know.’ In desperation, Violet turned to Thomas, but he was as panicked as her. ‘Can we reboot?’

‘We have people waiting,’ Suki replied. ‘If we reload, we might lose them. We can’t afford that.’

Precious minutes slipped away, Suki and Violet checking and double-checking every piece of equipment, connection and software. But nothing stood out. No loose wires or overloading plug-ins.

‘We have to make this work,’ Violet growled. Had they come this far, dealt with so much and put so many things to rest, only to fall at the final hurdle?

Ten minutes late.

And still the rainbow-coloured spinning wheel of doom continued its stubborn residency in the middle of the computer screen. 

Concerned comments were now flooding their social media channels. Starbloomers worried they had been locked out of the livestream, casual viewers frustrated by the delay.

Anyone online yet? I can’t connect…

No joy here. What’s going on?

Have I been frozen out?

If this is another stunt, I swear I’m done.

Hang in there, Starbloomers! We know Madame S won’t let us down.

What, like last time?

To all the haters in the comments, wind your necks in. Madame S didn’t have to do this livestream. If she wants to talk to us, we should wait to hear it. Where’s your faith?

Maybe the streamer is down? Checking other channels now…

‘Post something on the socials,’ Suki ordered, her voice cracking with stress.

Violet grabbed the tablet and quickly typed a message, posting it to all their channels simultaneously.

Lovely Starbloomers, we’re experiencing some technical issues.

My wonderful tech superstar Suki is on the case and we’re doing

everything possible to get back online. Bear with us! xx

‘Has it gone?’

‘It’s gone.’ Violet looked up at the livestream waiting room control panel. To her dismay, the wait counter was dropping. ‘People are leaving.’

‘No! They can’t go!’ Suki wailed, frantically refreshing the broadcast page. ‘If we lose them from the waiting area they won’t come back!’

‘I don’t know what else to do!’

‘I know, I know. Sorry.’

‘It’s okay.’ Violet offered a weak smile. ‘All part of the adventure, eh?’

‘Oh yeah. Living the dream.’ Suki’s wry grin softened her reply.

‘If we fail,’ Thomas began, pausing when Violet glared over at him. ‘No, hear me out, Vi. If we fail, you’ll have done everything you could. This isn’t on you. Or me. It’s just fate.’

‘Fate can get in the bin,’ Violet growled.

‘Too right,’ came Suki’s voice from under the desk, where she was checking plugs and leads.

Twenty minutes late.

If she’d been kept waiting this long for a livestream to start, she would have switched off by now. Because what could be so wonderful to watch that you’d endure such a delay?

‘If we’re bound…’ Thomas continued, ignoring Violet, ‘it isn’t the worst that can happen. I mean, it’s bad. But at least we won’t be alone.’ Was he trying to convince himself of this?

‘We aren’t going to fail,’ she whispered.

I’m not ready to forfeit my life…

‘But if we do, I want you to know that I’ll take care of you. Of us. I’ll do whatever fate allows me to keep you safe.’

It was a kind, touching statement, but it did nothing to stem the rising panic gripping Violet’s being. This couldn’t be how it all ended. Could it?

***

Beside Violet, oblivious to the ongoing crisis, Gekkou yawned and stretched out a paw. Pushing his body upright from his sparkly velvet cushion, he shook his fur, flicked his tail and sauntered unhurriedly across the desk, as panic and chaos continued around him.

He paid no attention to Suki beneath the desk, or Violet hissing at the see-through man, the steady pad of his paws smooth and elegant as he stepped over wires and skirted technology. 

When he reached the router on the edge of the desk, Gekkou paused to lick a paw, his magnificent moonlight grey tail swishing around him. Then, with a single, decisive movement, he headbutted the router box.

‘It’s connecting!’ Violet screamed, Suki scrambling out from under the desk and staring at the screen in disbelief.

‘Okay, let’s go!’

Humans, thought Gekkou, sashaying back to his velvet cushion. Such drama queens…
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Almost thirty minutes after she’d planned to go live, Violet faced the camera as the broadcast began.

Comments flooded the screen, showers of hearts jutting up against grumpy rebukes for the excessive delay.

‘Beloved Starbloomers,’ she began, in the way she’d launched every livestream before. Better to start with something familiar to win the attention of her audience.

Her audience. Would they still be hers after her confession?

Beyond the camera, Thomas watched her, his fingers steepled against his lips. Even though he knew what Violet had planned to say, she could still sense his anxiety about its delivery. 

Her notes felt lead-heavy in her hands, her fingers already aching from gripping the cards too tightly. Every word had to be perfect. No meaning missed, no margin for misunderstanding. Everyone witnessing her confession – Suki included – must be in no doubt about what Violet said.

‘Thank you for bearing with me regarding our connection issues. I have to say thanks to Suki Dai for being a hero sorting everything out and, believe it or not, to Gekkou—’ she paused, to ruffle her cat’s fur, ‘who nudged us in the right direction.’

Suki’s smile encouraged Violet from the sidelines.

Good start, Violet thought. But the niceties were done and the confession loomed large ahead.

Comments were scrolling fast now, support being typed by her faithful Starbloomers. Violet allowed herself a moment to take it in, to pull strength from her fans’ unquestioning belief, before everything changed. The last time she would address them, or read their thoughts; the last time they would be part of her life.

Love Gekkou!

Your new outfit rocks!

You’re worth the wait xx

Your real fans will always wait for you!

We love you!

‘Your comments are lovely, thank you,’ she smiled into the camera, meaning every word. ‘You all mean so much to me. Thank you for supporting me. For believing in me.’ 

She glanced at Suki, who nodded her acceptance.

‘That’s why what I have to tell you is so hard.’

The prompt cards cut into her palm, a necessary pain to anchor her, to remind her of what was at stake if she faltered: her humanity, her earthly existence.

She didn’t dare look at Suki, fixing her focus firmly on the camera lens.

‘Madame Viola Starbloom is wonderful. She’s insightful, connected, wise when she needs to be. Willing to stand in the gap between this world and the life beyond it to bring solutions, possibilities and comfort to anyone who asks. She’s answered your questions and calmed your fears for years, offered guidance and challenge to make your lives the best they can be. And, believe me, she has adored every moment…’

Thomas Croft held her in his gaze. She felt the strength he willed her, this shadow from her past who had finally made amends for the harm he’d caused. He deserved an afterlife, denied the rest of his life by whatever had ended it. He deserved this choice, of how to spend his eternity. Only Violet could ensure that happened. She couldn’t fail now.

‘But she isn’t me.’

The comments petered out, hearts disappearing from the screen.

‘I hid behind her because… because I didn’t believe I was enough. I’m not Madame Viola Starbloom. She doesn’t exist. I’m Violet Simmonds. I live with my cat in the small town where I was born. I love good coffee, my friends and my life. I’m good at telling stories. But I’ve been living a lie online.’

‘What are you doing?’ Suki hissed.

Violet pressed on. ‘I’m not a psychic. Or a tarot reader. I can’t converse with the Great Beyond or seek wisdom from spirit guides.’ A sob cut through her words as the truth broke free. ‘I’m just a storyteller. All of this started because I told someone what they wanted to hear. I made up a story to make them smile. And it felt good, you know? To be wanted. To make a difference. But then, when people started asking for palm readings and psychic messages, I found my stories worked there, too.’

‘You lied…’ Two words from Suki she’d never wanted to hear. 

Heart breaking, Violet dropped her notes to the floor. If this was happening, it needed to be her words, her way. Spoken spontaneously, straight from the heart. Nothing preplanned. Nothing that could be dismissed as damage limitation. This might be the last time her voice was heard: she had to make it count.

‘I never meant to hurt you. Or mislead you. I just wanted to make a difference. And I was too scared to be myself because… Well, I mean, look at me. I didn’t think anyone would listen if I was just an ordinary person. So I became Madame Viola Starbloom.’

‘Keep going,’ Thomas urged, looking at the clock.

Violet didn’t want to know how little time she had left.

‘I know you’ll have questions,’ she said, already seeing the shock and disbelief of her viewers blazing up the screen. ‘And I’ll answer them all, I promise. But I need to say this first.’

Liar!

I knew it! She’s a fraud.

I’m shaking…

Say it isn’t true!

‘Madame Starbloom was everything I didn’t think I could be. Confident, skilled, wise. Nothing bothered her. No challenge was too much. I longed to be like that, but Violet Simmonds learned a long time ago that she had no worth. So she hid – I hid – behind the skirts of my creation. Because people listened to her and trusted her.’

‘Why didn’t you tell me, Vi?’ 

Violet heard the hurt in her best friend’s voice, felt it as a knife to her chest.

‘It started out as a game. I never intended it to go this far… But Viola Starbloom was a lie. She’s never read a fortune, or a palm, or a tarot card pull. She’s never had a message from the Other Side—’ She locked eyes with Thomas, ‘and if she did, she didn’t believe it.’

Suki was silent now. Was she even listening?

‘I know you’ll be angry. You have every right to be. All I can say is that I’m sorry. After the Halloween livestream I – well, let’s just say I had a lot of time to think. I’ve been too frightened to look back at my life, for fear of what I’d find. But I can’t live a lie any longer. As of today, this is the last you will hear from Madame Viola Starbloom. Her social media accounts and this channel will remain online for a week to offer answers and will then be taken down. The merch store is closed and the planned live show will not go ahead. I can’t, in all good conscience, continue to ask for your money or time.’

‘You have got to be kidding me!’ Suki exclaimed, throwing down her tablet in disgust.

It was the worst possible outcome, but another issue took precedence.

Violet forced herself to continue, fires burning all around her, from the comments damning her on the screen to her best friend’s real-time realisation that she’d worked to support a con artist.

‘I tell stories. I need to find out how to work that for good. I’ve made so many mistakes and I want to learn from them. If I’m granted the chance… Because I don’t know what happens when I end this livestream. When I leave this studio. Whatever it is, I will do it as Violet Simmonds, with all my faults and mistakes and failings…’

‘Two minutes!’ Thomas rushed.

‘I listened to my own fear. I hid behind what I thought people wanted me to be.’ Tears were running down her cheeks now. She didn’t brush them away. Every word had to count, every last breath dedicated to confirming her truth.

The ghost gazed back at her. ‘You’re enough, Violet Simmonds. You always were. I should have seen it and I should have stayed with you. I’m sorry I didn’t.’

‘I wish you had,’ she replied, not caring now that she was no longer speaking to the camera. ‘I wish you could have loved me for who I am.’

‘I do now. Not that it matters. Whatever happens, I will always love you, Vi.’

Behind the ghost, the minute hand marked the hour.

Nine p.m.

With a loud snap, the light tether fell from Violet’s wrist.
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‘No! I’m not ready!’

Terrified, Violet looked at Thomas. The ghost had his wrist raised beyond the screen, the light tether gone.

‘It’s time…’ he stated blankly, his eyes wide with fear. His voice seemed surrounded by intakes of breath, echoing around the small studio, a return to the dreamlike, strange repetition that had accompanied it when he’d appeared here a week ago.

Violet made to speak, but the green light of the camera dragged her attention back. She had to continue the livestream – to finish what had been left undone at Halloween. Even if the deadline had passed and they were out of time. Even if it was too late.

‘I should never have lied to you. I should have believed I was enough…’

A single pinprick of light appeared at Thomas’s wrist.

‘But I didn’t. I believed a lie and so I hid behind a lie. I hid from you, in plain sight…’

The light began to spread, from his wrist to his fingers and down his forearm.

‘I’m sorry. Your belief in me meant the world…’

Her mouse cursor hovered over the END STREAM button, the urge to smash it overwhelming. Eyes fixed on Thomas, she forced herself to continue…

Don’t leave yet… she willed him.

Her own wrist remained without light, without feeling. What did that mean?

‘If you fail, you’ll be tied together…’ McKenna had said, on their first visit to the Waiting Room. So where was Violet’s tie? They’d missed the deadline, her confession stretching beyond 9 p.m. 

‘I can see people have left and I don’t blame them,’ Violet said, glancing between the view counter on the screen and the ghost beyond it. ‘I’m going to keep broadcasting for as long as I can so that it’s there on playback for anyone who cares to see it…’

Thomas was glowing now, brighter than the light that had tethered them together. He opened his mouth to speak, but light appeared where words should be.

No! Don’t leave!

‘I loved you,’ she rushed, her voice breaking, her focus only on him. ‘I just wanted more time…’

Thomas shook his head, his movements becoming dreamlike as his body melted from view. Constellations of starlight appeared at his heart, spreading across his chest. Gone were the outlines of his clothes, the colour of his shirt and hair. His features ebbed from view, a midnight, star-studded tide, washing him away.

Violet’s own skin remained unchanged, the breath still flowing in her lungs catching as her still-beating heart pounded in defiance. 

How could she still be alive when Thomas was passing over before her eyes?

She had imagined the deadline for a week, veering between terror and hope, more or less resigned to the idea of failure. How would being bound to Thomas for eternity play out? She had imagined a cord like the light tether they’d been joined with, linking between them as their bodies became spirit, of the sensation of breath and heartbeat softly ending; of surrendering to the truth. 

It had scared her, but since this morning she had come to appreciate the possibility of remaining with Thomas. They had been closer in the last twelve hours than she had ever thought possible – and the surprise of it had calmed her.

But he was fading fast, alone.

LET… ME… GO…

It was no longer his voice. Just the sense of a thought, sounding in Violet’s mind.

I can’t, Thomas.

I… LOVE… YOU…

Don’t leave me yet!

IT’S… T I M E.

The last word was carried on a breath, extending far beyond the studio walls.

Heart breaking, Violet wrenched her attention back to the livestream. ‘That’s all I wanted to say,’ she said, emotion thick in her voice. ‘I have to be true to myself. And you deserve the truth. So, there it is. Don’t live behind a lie. Who you are is all that matters. Thank you for listening. Goodbye.’

With one click, the livestream ended.

And the final points of light converged in the barely visible remnant of Thomas Croft. With a flash, it imploded, a shower of stardust momentarily marking his outline, before the sparkling pieces tumbled to the floor.

With a cry, Violet leapt from her chair, skirting the desk to the place where the ghost had been. But nothing remained of him. 

As sorrow broke over her body, a door slammed.

Suki was gone.

Alone, Violet sank to her knees, placing her hands where the final elements of Thomas had fallen, willing to feel anything that remained of him.

They had succeeded, after all.

The deadline had been met – how, she didn’t know. But the spirit of her first love had been granted an eternity at peace.

It was done. The past put to rights. The truth revealed. Madame Starbloom killed on air, the last place for Violet to hide destroyed. Against the odds, she and Thomas had found the answer, satisfying fate’s demands.

So why didn’t it feel like a victory?
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A soft thud sounded beside Violet, followed by the insistent push of a moonlight grey head at the crook of her arm. Gekkou nudged his way onto her lap, his magnificent tail curling around her knees. The vibration of his purring buzzed through her body as she wrapped her arms around him. With a satisfied yowl, Gekkou snuggled close.

The studio was still, with only the clicks of the computer powering down and the sound of Gekkou’s purrs to fill it. The room seemed suddenly redundant, the location of so many of Madame Starbloom’s broadcasts now simply not needed. Maybe she would make it into something else. A craft room, perhaps, or a reading nook. Maybe she would have to look for a smaller place to live, without the income from the celebrated psychic to rely on.

So many choices to consider.

What would she do with her life, now that the natural extent of it had been secured? Find a job, for certain. But what could she do? 

Too many questions for tonight.

Thomas had gone.

And Suki…

Violet gasped.

Suki!

Leaving Gekkou staring after her, she jumped up and ran to her front door. 

The path was empty, the road beyond her garden deserted.

Sagging against the doorframe, Violet weighed up her options. She could run after Suki and hope she caught her friend before she reached home. But perhaps Suki wasn’t ready to listen and needed space. If Violet left it until tomorrow, or the next day, or even until Suki got in touch, so much resentment and confusion might build. Violet owed Suki an apology far beyond anything she had broadcast online.

But she was exhausted. Reeling from the abrupt end of the mission, shattered after losing Thomas for a final time. 

Until this moment, she hadn’t thought of what she’d do after everything came to an end. Of what living beyond the deadline would be like. She was overwhelmed and hurting, the world she’d regained the right to stay in suddenly cold, forbidding and vast.

What was Thomas doing now? What did he see? Or had he been assimilated into an existence far beyond the human experience?

A memory of him in Jimmi Spinz returned. Dancing wildly to DuskStar, punching the air and singing badly at the top of his voice. Uninhibited, joyous, as alive as if he’d been breathing.

That was how she would imagine him now.

Celebrating. Free.

A glimpse of movement registered across the street. Looking up, Violet saw Suki dragging herself up the hill, laden with bags. 

‘Suki!’ she called out, but when her friend didn’t respond, Violet sprinted across the street to reach her.

‘Suki, wait…’

Suki didn’t stop walking, her stare set doggedly on the road ahead.

‘Talk to me,’ Violet pleaded, knowing she had no right to expect a reply.

‘Like you talked to me?’

‘I had to do it that way.’

‘For what, maximum damage?’

Stunned, Violet pressed on. ‘No.’

‘Well, then, explain it to me, Vi, because I can’t think why destroying everything we’ve built together, live online, was something you had to do.’

She should tell Suki about Thomas right now, but her friend had just witnessed Violet denying any knowledge of the supernatural. How would Suki believe she had entertained a spirit for real? ‘It got out of hand…’

Suki stopped walking and rounded on her. ‘No, Violet, it grew into a flourishing business. Because of you and me and the work we invested in this. Years, Vi! Why go ahead with it if you knew it was a lie?’

‘Because it made people happy!’

‘You expect me to believe that now?’ she groaned. ‘I was so naïve. I just accepted all the crap you fed me, like a loser.’

‘No…’

‘You must have found it so amusing, watching your best friend buying your lies. And working so hard to support them… Hours, Vi, I’ve worked so many hours for you, never asking for anything in return. Oh, except the truth. But I always assumed that was a given. More fool me.’

She set off again, kicking her heels into the pavement.

‘I didn’t think anyone would believe me if I was myself,’ Violet protested, only now hearing how inauthentic it sounded. ‘I didn’t think I was enough.’

‘Did you bother to ask anyone? Like me? Did you give me a chance?’

Suki’s words cut deeply. Violet had never seen her so angry and had no frame of reference for how to approach it. She couldn’t blame her; neither could she see a way of repairing the damage caused.

‘All I can do is say sorry,’ she offered.

‘Sorry doesn’t cut it,’ Suki shot back. ‘What happens to me now? I work for the psychic you just murdered online. I have no other work, Vi. I gave it all up to run your business. Did you even think of that when you were planting a bomb under us?’

Stunned, Violet could only stare back.

What could she say? She hadn’t for a moment considered the financial impact on her best friend. Yet another way she’d failed Suki Dai. 

‘We can work something out,’ she offered, hating the weakness of her reply. ‘I have some money put aside. I can pay your salary for a while… or find you new clients…’

‘Stop it. Just stop.’

‘I mean it. If you’ll let me explain…’

‘You’ve done enough of that.’ She raised her eyes to the starless night sky. ‘Look Vi – I can’t do this. Not tonight.’

‘Of course. Take all the time you—’

But Suki was already powering away from her.

‘—need,’ Violet finished, staring into the night.

It was what she’d expected, but a thousand times worse.

With a heavy heart, she turned and headed home.

***

Violet didn’t remember falling asleep, but when Gekkou’s insistent cries roused her, daylight filled the room. She found herself on the sofa, her muscles sore and stiff from the unnatural position in which she’d slept.

Beyond her cat’s chatter, the rooms felt empty.

No sarcastic comments, no vociferous complaints. No sudden appearance by the armchair, or frustratingly in-the-way dances in the kitchen.

No loops of steadily lengthening light tether piled in the living room. No tug of tension at her wrist.

Violet knew Thomas had gone, but the memory of him haunted every space, every action, every thought. 

When he’d disappeared from her life the first time, the day after their night together at Sweetheart Lake, she’d thought she’d seen him everywhere. Half-registered glimpses in the street, overheard snatches of conversation in cafés and shops, a rush of anticipation followed by the thud of realisation that he was gone.

This time was worse.

Because she had a reason why. And was powerless to change it.

Thomas had accepted the truth, made right the past and moved on to where he should always have been. Violet had wanted it for him and couldn’t wish any different. But his absence ached wherever she turned.

By mid-morning, it was too much.

Grabbing her bag and coat, she left a now snoring Gekkou amid the pillows on her bed and headed out into the town. She needed to talk to someone who had known Thomas in his returned form. Somebody who wouldn’t think she was a con artist or delusional for believing he was there.

She reached Jimmi Spinz ten minutes later, her walk to the record store powered by hurt and resolve. The shop was closed, as she’d expected, so she made for the side of the building and the door that would take her straight to the Waiting Room.

But when she reached into her bag, the key wasn’t there.

Annoyed, she crouched down, pulling items out and piling them on the concrete path beside the building. Finally, she located the keyring she had placed the gifted key on for safekeeping – but the ring was empty.

‘No!’ she exclaimed, searching the lining of her bag in case there was a tear the key might have fallen through. ‘Come on! I need you to get in there!’

Nothing.

Where could it have gone? Violet had kept it in her bag all week and hadn’t been asked to surrender it last night during her final visit with Thomas. Had someone taken it while she was talking to Jimmi? She couldn’t imagine anyone being a pickpocket in the Waiting Room. But what other explanation could there be?

With one final, frustrated look at the side door, Violet picked up her belongings and left.

Thistleton was bathed in sunlight today, the whisper of warmth where it fell. November chill met Violet as she passed into shadow, the sun’s glow greeting her when she emerged. It was as if the day was trying to coax her into a game of hide-and-seek, dancing around her as she walked.

But her mood wouldn’t allow her to play.

Until she was without it, she hadn’t realised how much she’d come to rely on the presence of someone else. Even a ghost. Thomas had been beside her every hour for the last week, his ever-present chatter a sound she missed now it was gone. 

Being Madame Starbloom had won her an army of admirers, but they were removed from her. The encounter with Emz and Babs a few days ago had been the closest she had come to spending time with her Starbloomers. Even then, it was work, not a real acquaintance. And if she met any former fans today, her chances of encountering friendly faces were slim. Who could blame them?

In the beginning, the stories she told were designed to win friends. But the more success she’d enjoyed, the further away everyone had become.

Except Suki. And now she didn’t even have her.

The truth was stark, unavoidable: Violet was lonely. And had been for the longest time.

Perhaps she needed a job where she could work with people. Or where she had a chance of meeting new friends. Maybe finding herself alone now was the wake-up call she needed to get out there, to stop hiding behind work, or excuses, or fear.

She had reached Bramble Rec, a small park not far from St Gilbert’s School. Not wanting to go home yet, she opted to follow the path through the curved cast iron gates at its entrance. 

As parks went, it wasn’t remarkable: little more than a wide stretch of grass surrounded by trees, with an oval-shaped duck-pond at its heart. The footpath snaked around its peripheries, past a small playground and circling the pool. Benches had been placed around it, some of which were occupied. People walked their dogs, a group of mums gathered for a chat beside the playground while their children dashed around it, and a bright, Lycra-clad gaggle of ladies jogged circuits around the paths.

Violet hadn’t ventured here for a while, but it felt a welcoming place to be. She found a vacant bench in the sunshine, not far from the pond, and closed her eyes.

The sounds of the park comforted her. Beyond them, a peppering of birdsong. She should take more time to listen, she decided. To just be, without a plan or pressing job to dash away to.

‘Lovely mornin’ for it,’ said a gravelly voice beside her.

Squinting against the sun, Violet recognised a familiar face. ‘Hi, Jimmi.’

‘Mind if I sit?’

‘Please.’

The record store owner lowered himself onto the bench with a groan. ‘My knees ain’t what they used to be,’ he confided. ‘Reckon my days in the mosh pit are over.’

‘There’s always crowd-surfing,’ Violet suggested, enjoying the joke.

‘With my back? I wish!’

They fell silent as a toddler on a tricycle raced past, hotly pursued by a frazzled-looking dad. 

‘Now that, I don’t miss,’ Jimmi chuckled. ‘McKenna’s dad was a demon on three wheels. I swore he’d be racin’ cars for a livin’ one day.’

Remembering what McKenna had told her about her parents, Violet’s heart contracted. ‘I’m sorry for your loss.’

Surprised, Jimmi looked at her. ‘Appreciated. Feels like a lifetime ago.’

‘Doesn’t mean you miss them any less.’

‘Same if you’ve just lost them all over again, after losin’ them before,’ he said, the observation delivered gently. 

‘Mm.’

‘How you doin’, girlie?’

‘It’s weird.’

Jimmi let out a bark of a laugh. ‘That’s a word for it.’

‘I came over to the Waiting Room, about ten minutes ago, actually,’ Violet said. ‘But I seem to have lost my key.’

‘It ain’t lost, kid.’

‘It isn’t?’

‘Nope. It’s been returned.’

He was mistaken, surely? ‘But it was in my bag yesterday. And you didn’t ask for it back…’

‘Violet, love, listen.’ Jimmi held up his index finger for quiet, and repeated: ‘It’s been returned.’

‘How?’

The record store owner observed her. ‘Really? You’ve just seen what you’ve seen and you have to ask how a key found its way home to us?’

Put that way, Violet couldn’t argue.

‘Well, if I could just have it back? I really want to see everyone and tell them how Thomas passed. I know they’ll be wondering and…’

Jimmi sucked in air through his teeth, the sound a mechanic makes before explaining how expensive repairs will be. ‘Problem is, kid, you can’t.’

‘Can’t have a key?’

‘Can’t come back.’

‘But you said we could use the Waiting Room whenever we wanted to. An escape from the pressure of real life, a meeting place where we could be ourselves…?’

‘Correction: I said you both could use it. Meanin’ while you were tied. Now that Thomas is where he should be, you no longer require our services. Hence the send-off and the special cocktail from the bar. They were our gifts for your onward journey.’

Had she lost this, too? Violet bit her lip to keep her tears at bay. ‘But I’m still here.’

‘Yes, you are. You should be proud, kid. You helped Thomas cross over and you won the rest of your life.’

‘But I can’t talk to anyone about it,’ she began, changing tack when Jimmi pointed at his chest, feigning insult, ‘except you, of course. Sorry.’

‘Nice to be noticed.’

‘What I mean is, it was only when we visited you that we met other Livings and Departeds. People who understand what happened to Thom and me. If I can’t see them there, where will I find anyone who knows what I’m dealing with?’

Jimmi rested a hand on her shoulder. ‘You’re at sea. I get it. Happens to every Livin’ left on earth.’

‘Will I still see Departeds?’ Violet asked. ‘Like McKenna does?’

‘Not Departeds, now you’re untethered.’

How was this helpful? ‘Then what am I supposed to do, Jimmi? Just forget it all happened?’

‘Trust me, you’ll never forget.’ The record store owner relaxed back, lifting his chin to the sun.

‘But I was part of something with Thomas. A community. It meant everything to me…’ She swallowed hard and looked down, not wanting Jimmi to see her tears.

‘Hey, hey, hang on,’ Jimmi said. ‘I said you couldn’t see Departeds now you ain’t tethered to one. I never said anythin’ about Livin’s.’

‘We’re all Livings.’

‘Not in the sense I mean. Open your eyes, girl. They’re all around you.’

Violet raised her head, looking at the Thistleton locals sharing the park today. ‘Where?’

‘Okay, baby steps required. So, that lady over there…’

He indicated a woman walking briskly around the lower path that edged the bottom end of the pond. She was chatting away to herself as she walked.

‘She’s on her phone,’ Violet said.

‘I don’t see no phone.’

‘On a headset, then. Look, she has one earbud in.’

Jimmi raised a bushy eyebrow. ‘Don’t mean it’s connected.’

‘You’re saying this to make me feel better.’

‘I am not. See, you see a lady talkin’ to herself or chattin’ on an invisible phone. But I see the Departed joggin’ along beside her. Yellow tether. Think they were in the Waitin’ Room last week. Five-monthers, brother and sister.’

Violet squinted against the bright sunshine to get a better view. When she focused past the glare, she could see the woman casting occasional glances to her right.

‘He’s on her right side?’

‘See? When you know what to look for, it’s easy. Take that chap sittin’ near the pond. Newspaper by his side.’

Violet located the man in question. ‘He just looks like he’s talking to the ducks.’

‘Does he?’

Knowing this was a game, Violet played along. ‘Okay, what do you see?’

‘A slightly older dude, dressed like he’s off to the races. Pink silk tie, matchin’ pocket square, blue pinstriped suit, pale grey shirt. Gorgeous pair of winkle-pickers if you like that sort of thing.’ He nudged Violet’s elbow. ‘Look again.’

This time, Violet saw the slight incline of the seated gentleman’s head towards the vacant side of the bench. ‘Is he resting his head on his Departed’s shoulder?’

‘See? You’re gettin’ the hang of it now! Love of Newspaper Bloke’s life, he was. Red tether, so no idea when their deadline will be.’ He sniffed. ‘Point is, there’s so much more goin’ on around you than you realise. Takes a bit of time and practice to notice it, that’s all.’

Violet sat back against the sun-warmed wood of the bench, hearing the birds sing. She wasn’t lifted by Jimmi’s revelation, but a quiet sense of calm settled where hurt and confusion had been. A gentle comforting, and the promise of more.

She watched the ducks competing for scraps, the walkers, the runners and the children playing. And found a moment to breathe.

Because she could breathe this morning. She wasn’t roaming aimlessly for a limitless life sentence, lamenting what her earthly life could have been. Her perspective shifted, from what she lacked to what she had, the impact of it seismic.

Maybe, like the unseen Departeds on their own journeys as she and Thomas had been, there was more waiting for her than she could see yet. A new job and new friends, potential beyond anything she’d dared to imagine. Life, carrying on regardless. Never predictable, forever shifting. But hers, to do with however she chose.

‘So, I watched the gig. Last night,’ Jimmi said, after a while.

‘Oh, did you?’

‘Mm-hmm. Hell of a way to obliterate your career.’

‘Cheers.’

‘Nah, I mean it as a compliment, girl. Reach the heights then blow the whole thing sky-high. Pyrotechnics, smashed guitars, everythin’ you can chuck at it. It ain’t pretty but bloody Nora, it’s unforgettable.’

‘But Suki…’

Jimmi’s expression grew soft. ‘Ah, Tech Queen.’

Had she not just detonated their friendship, Violet would have raced to share that name with Suki. ‘She won’t talk to me.’

‘Understandable, you gotta admit.’

‘It is, of course. But she’s been my best friend through everything. Always there. Always encouraging. It doesn’t seem right to have my life back and not have her in it. I miss her.’

Jimmi nodded, as he stood. ‘Then you need to do whatever it takes to win her back.’

‘I lied to her. For years. And now she has no job because of me. I let her down, so badly.’

‘You did. So you undo the damage. Take the hit. Friends that stick around that long don’t give up on you unless you let them.’ He offered his hand to help Violet up from the bench, then drew her into a huge bear hug. ‘You ain’t bad, Violet Simmonds. So show her who you really are.’

As she watched Jimmi Bright saunter away, Violet made a decision.

She was going to see Suki.
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It was one thing to decide to win a best friend back, but quite another to make it happen.

As she crossed Thistleton on her way to Suki’s house, Violet’s mind was a tangle of half-formed sentences, uncertain beginnings and scrappy lines. Unlike the statement she had written for last night’s livestream, whatever she said to Suki on the doorstep couldn’t be polished and word-perfect. It had to come from a messy, still-reeling heart, granted the chance to keep on beating.

Would Suki listen?

It was a risk she would have to take.

Years ago, in the earliest days of their fledgling friendship, an off-the-cuff remark almost ended them. The cause had been so petty that Violet couldn’t even remember what it was. For a week, they had avoided one another, each convinced that the damage done was irrevocable. But then they’d met in the sixth-form lunch line and started chatting – and the disagreement was forgotten. No tearful reunions, no lasting grudges. Just friendship that smoothed over a bump while they were busy talking.

This was so much more than a bump.

But was Jimmi right?

Whatever happened, Violet was determined to try. One day without Suki Dai in her sphere was too much. She needed a friend for wherever her life would take her next, and nobody fit the bill like Suki. If she was granted a chance to make amends, she vowed to be the best friend she could from today onwards. It was what Suki had always deserved.

The road where Suki lived was remarkable in the town for two reasons. Firstly, that every building on the left-hand side bore the same number, their only defining characteristic the alphabetic letter assigned to each one. Seven houses, all Number 1. They had been built on a narrow strip of land that had once been a market garden, the farmhouse being assigned Number 1 when the land was incorporated into a single line of houses opposite, then seven new builds at right angles to it. Suki lived at 1F Bloom Meadow Gardens, almost at the end of the cul-de-sac.

The second remarkable reason was what lay at the back of the modest, modern brick-built dwellings. While the road view suggested the houses were identical to their over-the-road counterparts, the view from the back was quite different: the land dropping steeply away beyond the end of the gardens to acres of beautiful woodland. The farmhouse and its curious strip of land skirted a natural sandstone ridge, similar to the one around which Wildacre Park was situated.

It was a little bit of unexpected magic that seemed to fit Suki perfectly. It made complete sense that she should live in a surprising house with hidden depths. She had inherited the house from her equally fascinating parents and had made it her own, but the back garden had remained pretty much as her mum had left it, fifteen years ago.

As Violet entered Bloom Meadow Gardens, she felt a flutter of nerves. Shadow ghosts of her and Suki, at various stages of their lives, seemed to dance alongside her, too many memories of her visits here to count. Study sessions, summer holiday hangouts, dates, heartbreaks, unwise hangovers, exam celebrations… and stories. So many stories.

A chill breeze passed over her as the bulk of the farmhouse momentarily stole the sunlight.

Stories had bonded them together. And not all of them had been centred on a lie. Daydreams, crushes and burning ambitions were woven into the tales Violet told Suki. Stories to induce giggles or sighs. Spooky stories at Halloween, bundled up in the back garden around a fire. Stories reimagining the lives of her friends and neighbours when the street came round for summer barbecues.

She hadn’t always lied. And while last night, Violet had decided the damage to their friendship was irrevocable, today she dared to cradle a tiny spark of hope.

Number 1F was as tidy as ever, a neat flower border edging a single strip of grass that ran beside the doorway, and the door number polished to a perfect shine. The only concession to Suki’s sense of humour stood proud guard beside the doorstep: Gnorbert the Gnome – the G silent in both – a bearded wonder of a garden ornament wearing a yellow hat, rainbow tie-dyed T-shirt and sparkly painted board shorts. It was impossible not to smile at the sight of the gnome Suki had fallen in love with on holiday ten years ago, smuggling him home in her suitcase. Gnorbert represented all the hidden qualities of Suki in one, bright-cheeked, funky package – her wicked sense of humour, her innate joy and her deep love of all things cute and kitsch.

Heart pounding, Violet rang the bell and waited.

‘Put a good word in for me, Gnorbert,’ she whispered to the gnome.

When no answer came at the door, Violet tried again.

Still nothing.

She moved across the driveway to the kitchen window, cupping her hands against the glass to peer inside.

Nothing out of order, she noted. Just Suki’s usual tidiness, with a long checklist of tasks for the week pinned to her fridge.

‘Looking for Suki, love?’ a voice called behind her.

Across the narrow road, a woman was waving, kneeling beside the border of her front lawn. She wore a flowered apron and orange T-shirt, with jeans tucked into her green wellies and a multicoloured headscarf tying back a tumble of long, steel grey curls.

‘Mrs Ivey, hi! How are you?’

‘Oh, nothing to grumble over. Suki isn’t in, sweets.’

Violet’s heart sank. ‘Any idea where she’s gone?’

The neighbour rose and hurried across, brushing soil from her hands as she went. ‘Saw her leave this morning. Early on. Carrying a huge bag, she was.’

Did that mean…? ‘What kind of bag?’

‘Looked like one of those big holdalls people take on holiday. I reckon she’s taken off for a few days.’

‘Oh.’

Had Suki left because of last night? Violet couldn’t bear to think of her friend, furious over Violet’s deception, packing a bag while still battling a cold, preferring to be anywhere but Thistleton.

‘You should send her a message,’ Mrs Ivey said. ‘Or I can pass something on if I see her?

The glee with which she made the suggestion revealed much about Suki’s neighbour. It was well acknowledged in Bloom Meadow Gardens – and many of the streets beyond – that Olivia Ivey was the biggest gossip around.

‘I’ll call her. Thanks, Mrs Ivey.’

‘You’re welcome, Violet,’ the neighbour replied, a telltale tension in her smile. ‘But if you can’t get hold of her, my offer’s always open.’

At least it seemed that news of the livestream and Violet’s confession hadn’t reached this part of town yet. That was a blessing she could count. It wouldn’t be long before it did, of course, but she would deal with that problem when it arrived.

All the same, Suki’s sudden disappearance worried her.

She was the most organised, methodical planner Violet knew. What kind of emotional catastrophe would it have taken for her to abandon her careful plans – and best luggage – to run away from Thistleton and Violet?

Defeated, Violet left Bloom Meadow Gardens.

She could try calling Suki, or sending a message, but what was the point? A phone call could be cancelled before Suki answered it. A message felt too superficial, too inadequate, to convey everything Violet wanted to say.

She needed to talk to Suki face to face.

There was nothing else she could do. Violet would just have to wait until Suki returned, hoping that her friend would return. The state Suki had been in when she’d stormed out last night was unlike anything Violet had seen before. Who knew what Suki was capable of when pushed that far?

Everything in her body ached, the drag of frustration, hurt and anger with herself taking their toll. She would feed Gekkou, make a drink and take it to bed. She may have been granted a whole life to continue living, but right now she needed to hide for a while.

Finding her front door key in her handbag, she made a slow progress up the garden path… stumbling to a halt when she saw what was on her doorstep.

Or, rather, who.

Sitting on an enormous holdall she could probably have climbed inside of, was Suki Dai.

‘I thought you’d gone,’ she rushed, at the same time Violet uttered identical words.

‘What? Why?’ Violet managed.

‘Because I couldn’t hear Gekkou by the door where he usually is. And there was no sign of you.’

‘I left Gekkou asleep on my bed, where he absolutely shouldn’t be,’ Violet replied, her mind wheeling. ‘I probably closed the bedroom door when I left.’

‘I should have guessed.’ Suki shook her head. ‘Why did you think I’d gone?’

‘Because I went to your house and there was no answer. And then there was… that,’ Violet said, pointing at the holdall. ‘All your clothes shoved in a bag that isn’t your favourite suitcase you always take with you wherever you travel.’

‘My washing machine broke down this morning. I’m taking a load of washing to the launderette on Honeyman Street. I just thought I’d visit you on the way.’ 

The revelation was so logical – so typically Suki – that Violet burst out laughing. Suki followed suit, the release and relief the most beautiful thing after hours of imagining the worst.

When they managed to pause long enough for breath, a frown furrowed Suki’s brow. ‘Hang on, how did you know about my bag?’ She sighed. ‘Ah, Liv Ivey was doing her garden, wasn’t she?’

‘She reckoned you’d left in a hurry and taken everything with you.’

‘Oh I bet she loved telling you that.’ Suki laughed.

‘I’m just surprised that she didn’t assume you’d murdered someone and stuffed them in that bag to dispose of the body.’

‘I considered it,’ Suki replied, her seriousness slipping as soon as she’d said it.

‘In that case the body deserved it,’ Violet ventured, the tentative ground between them still uncertain. ‘Because the body was an idiot.’

The friends observed one another.

‘Maybe the deceased was scared,’ Suki replied, inadvertently summoning the ghost of Thomas Croft to Violet’s mind.

He probably was, she thought. But not anymore.

‘I’m so sorry, Suki. I should never have lied to you.’

‘I don’t know that I’ll ever understand why you did.’

‘I don’t blame you…’ Violet’s reply halted the moment Suki raised her hand.

‘But you told me the truth last night. Me and about four thousand Starbloomers,’ she conceded, ‘who are still mad at you, by the way.’

Violet guessed as much, although she hadn’t dared to venture online. That part of her life was now firmly in the past.

‘They have every right to be. I meant what I said last night, Suki: close our socials once everyone has seen the recording of the livestream. Madame Viola Starbloom is officially dead.’

‘She may be. But you aren’t.’

Violet stared back. ‘I don’t want to do it anymore. People won’t trust me…’

‘Maybe not in the beginning. But if you’re honest about where you’re at and how you plan to repair the damage, who knows?’

‘What are you suggesting?’

‘Write about what happened. Where the stories began, why they began, and the mistakes you made. Be honest – about Thomas Croft, about how you blamed yourself and hid behind the tales you created. How it became the Starbloom myth. We can post it weekly or monthly, maybe record you reading some snippets…’

‘Who’s going to want to read that?’

‘People who feel they’ve messed up and can’t undo the damage. People bound by the past.’ Suki gave a wry smile. ‘People still furious with you who want to watch you suffer…’

‘I don’t think so,’ Violet replied. ‘I’m not sure I can write about something I’m only just learning.’

‘What better place to hear the story from? If you had all your shizzle together it wouldn’t be interesting. Nobody wants preaching to. But share what you discover as you work through it and it might just help someone.’

It felt too soon to be considering anything public, but Violet needed to know if Suki still wanted to be part of her life. No other consideration could happen until she knew.

‘That stuff doesn’t matter right now,’ she said, scared to ask what she must. ‘But you do. I’m sorry, Suki. For everything. Can you forgive me?’

Her best friend eyed her for a moment. ‘Depends.’

Violet’s heart sank. ‘On what?’

‘On whether you agree to share your journey online.’

‘Suki…’

‘Because it’s a brilliant idea and you’ll need someone to help,’ Suki continued. ‘Someone who needs a job. And who loves you very much, no matter what. Because I was thinking, we could…’

But she didn’t get to elaborate.

Violet was hugging her best friend before Suki could say any more.
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Sparkling silver stars danced and spun from the ceiling of Spinnaker’s, sending shimmers of light across every table in the frosted winter wonderland below.

Each one a gift: a sight Violet once feared she’d never see again.

It was late afternoon, a week before the start of December, and Thistleton was well and truly entering into the festive spirit. Groups of friends gathered around cream-topped Christmas coffees and hot chocolates, wintry sprinkles and striped candy canes decorating each mug. Cheeky mince pies dusted with icing sugar snow were sneaked onto plates beside generous slices of frosted cake. And beneath every table, clusters of brightly coloured shopping bags rested beside weary feet, as customers enjoyed a break from the packed town streets. 

On the table nearest the bookcases, Violet paused from her typing to read back what she’d written. Candlelight danced across her screen from the hurricane lamp in the middle of her table, filled with glowing, winter-white and pale blue votives. 

It wasn’t right yet, but it was a start.

She let her gaze travel up, past the looped garland of glittered snowflakes framing the window and the gold pinecones strung over the entrance, to the constellation of suspended stars. Their joyful dance was beautiful, urged on by the rush of cold air that blew in whenever the door opened. No matter how strong the almost-December wind, or the blows it dealt them, the stars rallied.

Dancing it out.

Forever sparkling.

Violet’s thoughts returned to the memory of Thomas, as they often did now. Dancing around the record shop to his favourite song. Buffeted by the storm of his sudden arrival, blown about by the ugly truths he’d had to face, but still dancing like nothing could dim his light.

Our night of a thousand stars…

The first time she had seen the delicate paper constellations in Spinnaker’s, the sight of the stars had crushed her heart. But now, she only remembered a beautiful night with a boy she’d loved. She would no longer be held back by the choices that boy had made. He had returned and made amends, just as Violet had. Their futures, while separated by the ultimate divide, could only be bright now.

All the same, she missed him. He had made himself impossible to forget – for the right reasons this time.

Which was exactly the sort of thing Thomas Croft would do to remain in her thoughts.

Soothing, crooning Christmas songs accompanied the sparkle of fairy lights, the twinkle of glitter-strewn snowflakes and the dance of paper stars. It was the perfect writing soundtrack. Even if nobody ever read her words, she was proud of herself for writing them. 

Suki still had grand plans for Violet’s online rehabilitation, but at least she was content to wait until her best friend was ready to share her true story. She’d found work thanks to Jessie O’Connor, a former Starbloomer, who had hired Suki as a social media manager for her wellness company. By all accounts, Jessie was keeping Suki far busier than Madame Starbloom ever had.

And Suki was also enjoying an unexpected visitor of her own – a rather good-looking architect called Arran, who she’d met in a surprising place.

‘His washing machine conked out the same day as mine,’ she’d gleefully informed Violet. ‘Who knew you could find potential love waiting for a spin cycle in Fresh ’n’ Clean Launderette?’ 

Seeing her happy, thriving and decidedly loved-up delighted Violet.

Possibility, it seemed, was blessing them both.

It was getting late and Gekkou would be wondering where his dinner was. Besides, Violet’s coffee cup was empty, and if she ordered another she feared she’d have to swim home. At least she’d been able to place her order with the lovely coffee shop manager without mumbling, panicking or making up completely new words. Baby steps, as Jimmi Bright would say.

She had caught Ben watching her across the coffee shop three times today, once more than yesterday. Secretly, it was what she looked forward to most. Suki was still nagging her to strike up a conversation with him, but what could she say?

He smiled again now, as he wiped down a table nearest the counter.

She smiled back, blushing instantly.

Talk to him…

The memory of Thomas’s voice warmed her. On the last night of their mission, in the street beside him, when she’d almost reached Spinnaker’s before Ben had closed the door.

Ben. Benny-boy. Barista Bloke. Beautiful Ben…

‘Shush,’ she whispered to the ghost of Thom’s voice in her mind. It made her smile to think of his relentless campaign to push her into Ben’s arms on deadline day. For someone who’d claimed to despise the gorgeous coffee shop manager’s muscles and looks, he’d been remarkably insistent that Violet should pursue Ben.

It was sleeting now, after a marshmallow-white sky had threatened it all day. 

Lovely.

Reluctant to leave the warmth of the coffee shop, she packed away her laptop and pulled on her coat.

The metallic tinkle of something falling to the floor caught her attention.

What had she dropped?

Looking down, she saw a small, rusting circle of tin resting beside her boot. It was as light as a feather when she picked it up. She turned it over – and the design stole her breath.

DuskStar.

The logo she would recognise in a heartbeat: the band name, edged in black, with orange and white letters around a shooting star.

It looked identical to the badge in her memory box, now safely returned to its home at the back of her wardrobe, its hiding place a little roomier now that the rack of Madame Starbloom outfits had been cleared out.

Where had it fallen from?

‘Good writing today?’ Ben was at the next table, the startling blue of his gaze intent on Violet.

‘Um, yeah. Thanks,’ she replied.

Three words, Simmonds. Or two-and-a-half. You’re getting better.

Thomas would be highly amused.

‘It looked like you were having fun.’

‘I was… Anyway, I should be…’ Not knowing what else to say, Violet nodded towards the window where gusts of snow and ice were peppering the glass. She smiled a hasty smile and shouldered her bag.

‘Oh yeah, sure.’

Talk to him.

Violet skirted the empty chairs around the table and made for the door.

Just as a familiar song stole the coffee shop speakers from the Christmas playlist.

DuskStar – Die For You.

What?

Violet glanced at the remaining customers, but none of them appeared to have noticed the song change.

Talk to him – the remembered voice insisted.

‘Great song.’ Ben smiled as he passed her.

A sudden jolt against her shoulder pushed her forwards. A physical blow, sending her stumbling towards the coffee shop manager.

Like something had shoved her.

Or someone…

As she steadied herself, the badge fell from her hand, landing at Ben’s feet.

Talk to him, Vi. Test the theory.

She couldn’t explain it, but the memory of Thomas Croft’s voice sounded loud and clear in her mind, as the melody of his favourite song on earth surrounded her.

‘What are the chances?’ Ben asked, picking up the badge and holding it out to her. ‘Is this yours?’

‘It is,’ Violet replied, heart hammering as she collected it from his deliciously warm palm. ‘A friend gave it to me.’

Just as she lifted the badge, Ben’s fingers curled to gently caress her hand. The contact was startling, a bolt of electricity that fizzed on her skin.

She raised her eyes to him in surprise. ‘Thanks.’

‘Welcome.’ Ben reddened a little, drawing his hand back to park it in the pocket of his apron. ‘You know they’re still together?’

‘DuskStar? No way! I thought they’d split up years ago.’

‘So did I. But they’re alive and well. They’re playing a gig tomorrow night, actually, down at The WitchHazel. It’s been sold out for weeks, but a mate of mine is doing their sound and he scored me a couple of tickets.’ 

His self-conscious laugh was quite possibly the loveliest sound Violet had heard. 

‘I don’t suppose you’d… Would you want to go with me?’

Silver stars danced over their heads, as Ben’s invitation sparkled in the air. And suddenly, all Violet could see was possibility.

And the bluest pair of eyes in Thistleton.

‘Yes,’ she said, the breath that carried her reply making the nearest star spin. ‘I’d love to.’

In the warm, festive light of Spinnaker’s, Ben seemed to glow. 

‘The thing is, Violet, I’ve been hoping for a chance to ask you out,’ he confessed, casting a shy glance at the few remaining customers. ‘McKenna’s been on my case about it since she found out I liked you. I just – couldn’t find the right words.’

You and me both, thought Violet. ‘You’re doing pretty well so far.’

‘Glad to hear it. So, meet me here at six?’ Ben’s smile was broad and welcoming and all for her. ‘We can walk over together.’

‘Sounds wonderful.’

‘Till tomorrow, then.’ Without hesitation, Ben leaned towards her, his lips soft against her cheek in a gentle kiss.

It felt like heaven – and the promise of so much more.

Violet walked home as if her feet travelled on pockets of air, the drifts of what had now become snow barely registering as they fell around her. Had she really just agreed to a date with Beautiful Ben Sinclair? 

She closed her eyes, picturing a delighted ghost, dancing with wild abandon around Jimmi Spinz record store on his last night on earth, to a band he loved more than any other.

‘Thank you—’ she whispered, willing her words to rise past the tumbling snowflakes, through the clouds and beyond, travelling across the Great Divide, to wherever a certain Dusk-Star-obsessed spirit might be, ‘for the theory. And the nudge.’

Suki was going to be amazed. She’d call her best friend to share the news later. But not just yet.

For now, Violet wanted to revel in the bright possibility of what lay ahead with Ben…

It would mean pretending she adored DuskStar, of course.

And sticking to the story.

And – if the date went as well as she hoped – she’d have to continue spinning that tale for many years to come.

But maybe one more Violet Simmonds-created story could be forgiven…?
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