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Th e brass handles and cherry-coloured wood of two 
coffi  ns had been the only splashes of colour in the 
graveyard. As they sank into the earth, Mallory Vayle’s 
world turned grey. Raindrops drummed on the umbrella 
above her head, the sound almost drowning out the 
young priest’s voice.

“Ashes to … erm … ashes, is it?” he squeaked. 
“Yes, ashes. Dust to … ahh … what was it now? Mustard? 
No, dust. Dust. Of course. Sorry.”

“Rubbish,” snorted a woman’s voice beside Mallory. 
“He’s useless.”

Mallory guessed it was the priest’s fi rst funeral. He kept 
forgett ing the words. She didn’t much care. To her, they 
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had less meaning than the wind blowing a dark lock of 
hair that had escaped her tight bun. She tucked it behind 
an ear. Ignoring the stutt ering priest, she said a last – 
silent – goodbye to the bodies of her mother and father. 
It could have been worse, she told herself. Watching her 
parents being buried wasn’t exactly putt ing the “fun” in 
“funeral”, but it could have been worse.

“Are you all right, Mallory?” said the woman’s voice at 
her side.

Mallory gave a small nod without looking round.
“Soon be over,” said a deeper voice on her other side.
“I’m fi ne,” she hissed between clenched teeth.
“Th at’s my brave girl.”
Yes, Mallory told herself. It could have been much, 

much worse. At least she had her parents to help her 
through this diffi  cult time. Even if the ghosts of Sally and 
Lionel Vayle did insist on chatt ering through their own 
funeral as if they were at an aft ernoon tea party.

“Nice to see so many people turned up,” said the wispy, 
see-through spectre of her father. He grinned around 
at the sea of black coats and umbrellas. “I mean, that’s a 
worry, isn’t it? What if no one comes to your funeral?”

“In this weather too,” nodded Mallory’s almost 



transparent mother. “Poor things look drenched. That’s 
one good thing about being dead, isn’t it? The rain just 
goes straight through.” 
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“I wish I’d died wearing slippers, though.” Lionel Vayle 
looked down at the ghostly shoes he’d been wearing 
when the carriage he and his wife had been travelling in 
had taken an unexpected detour off  Gibbett  Bridge and 
into the river below. “Th ese still pinch,” he continued. 
“Which is odd, if you think about it. I mean, what exactly 
are they pinching if my toes are in that box down there? 
And why do I even have them on? Why are we dressed at 
all? Did our clothes die too?” 

“I think we can all be very happy you still have clothes 
on, Lionel,” his wife replied. “Oh, look, there’s Sheila and 
Teddy Willett s at the back over there. We haven’t seen 
them in ages.” 

“I mean to say, do I have to wear this suit for the rest 
of my … umm … I suppose I can’t say ‘life’, can I?” 
mumbled her husband, digging a ghostly fi nger into his 
collar and tugging to loosen it. 

His wife was too busy hopping up and down to answer. 
“Yoo hoo. Yoo hoo. Sheila,” she shouted, waving.

“She can’t see you,” Mallory whispered. “No one can 
see you except me.”

“Oh, yes,” sighed Sally Vayle, dropping her hand. “Being 
dead is going to take some gett ing used to, I suppose.”
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Mallory sighed too, lift ing her eyes from the twin, 
coffi  n-shaped holes. Th e graveyard was packed with 
crooked gravestones, covered with ivy and scatt ered 
between trees that were grimly hanging on to their last 
leaves. Th e tombs had been hemmed in by a wall of stone. 
Over it, the windows of steep-roofed houses stared into 
the graveyard. 

Th e priest stutt ered on, robes lashing in the wind.
“He really is terrible,” said her mother. 
“Th e whole experience is disappointing,” Lionel Vayle 

agreed. “What you want at a funeral is drama. Wailing 
and gnashing of teeth. People sobbing into hankies and 
tearing at their clothes. Weeping mourners throwing 
themselves on to the coffi  ns. I’d give the whole thing 
three out of ten.”

“Da, are you giving your own funeral a review?” 
Mallory whispered.

Her father’s train of thought wasn’t going to be derailed. 
“What you want,” he continued, “is people crumpling to 
their knees under the weight of their grief and mysterious 
strangers turning up … like that one. Oh. Who’s she?”

Mallory’s gaze followed her father’s ghostly pointing 
fi nger to see a stranger walking through rows of 



6

gravestones. She 
stopped a litt le 

way apart from the 
crowd. A few people 

turned to look. Th e 
woman was odd: tall, 
and strangely dressed 

beneath a bent 
umbrella. She wore a
 black turban with a 

stuff ed crow att ached 
to the front. Most of 
her face was hidden 

behind a large pair of 
spectacles like none 
Mallory had ever 

seen before. Th e glass 
lenses were black. Th e 
rest of the stranger was 
also hidden beneath a 
black fur coat. “I’ve no 

idea,” Mallory said, 
answering her father’s 
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question from the corner of her mouth. 
“Ooh, this is more like it,” he chirped. “A mysterious 

stranger turning up just when you need one, eh? Dark, 
forgott en secrets coming back to haunt us even as our 
bodies are lowered into the earth. Classic funeral.”

Th e ghost of Sally Vayle peered at the woman. Her jaw 
fell open. “No,” she gasped. “No … it can’t be…”

Mallory’s father interrupted. “Th ey’ve started 
shovelling earth over us, Sally. Should we pay our last 
respects to ourselves?”

“Seems a bit pointless, Da,” Mallory whispered. Even 
so, she fell silent, bowing her head while mud splatt ered 
on to the lids of her parents’ coffi  ns and her world turned 
cold and grim. Her ghostly parents could no longer do 
important parenting things, like earning money and 
putt ing food on the table. Th e Browns down the street 
had taken care of her aft er the accident, but they had six 
children of their own and no space for another. She was 
headed into the city orphanage and the loveless care of 
its grim matron. 

Tears welled in her eyes.
Stop it, she scolded herself. Her parents were dead. 

Nothing she could do would change that. But at least she 
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still had her parents. She would always have her parents 
now. Th ey would never change, never grow old. 

And never, ever again would she feel their arms around 
her.

As the priest stammered through his last words, 
umbrellas started drift ing away from the crowd. Funeral 
over, Mallory looked up to see people walking towards 
her. First to grip her hand was a plump man with greasy 
hair beneath a bowler hat.

“I’m so sorry for your loss … erm … Molly, isn’t it?” he 
said. “If there’s anything we at the bank can do…”

“Eh?” said Mallory, snapping out of her thoughts.
“Mr Whuppley, my old boss,” her dad whispered in her 

ear. “Tell him he’s an ugly, short-tempered git, would you, 
Mall? Th e best thing – the very best thing – about being 
dead is not having to see his greasy face every day. Tell 
him everyone at the bank knows about his bum problem 
too. We’ve all seen him scratching.”

“Bum problem?” said Mallory without thinking. 
“Scratching?”

Mr Whuppley’s face turned white. “Wha … what? 
Who’s got a bum problem? I don’t have a bum problem,” 
he gurgled.
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“Sorry. I meant to say, that’s kind of you, Mr Whuppley,” 
Mallory said hurriedly while her dad had hysterics next 
to her.

“Shush, Lionel,” said Mallory’s mum absently. She was 
still staring at the woman in the turban. “Oh, cripes,” she 
mutt ered. “I think it is her.”

Taking no notice of her parents, Mallory shook hand 
aft er hand until the graveyard was empty.

Almost empty.
Mallory blinked. Not all the mourners had left . Th e 

woman in the turban and strange spectacles was walking 
towards her, a hand outstretched.

“Mallory,” said her mother. “Th is is—”
“You must be Mallory, darling girl,” interrupted 

the woman in a loud voice, clasping Mallory’s hand, then 
dropping it. Tossing aside her umbrella, she dragged 
Mallory into the depths of her coat instead. “What 
am I thinking?” she cried. “Shaking hands won’t do at 
all. I simply must have you in my arms this instant. It’s 
an instinct, isn’t it? Even the mother earwig clasps her 
young to her earwiggy bosom.” 

Her own umbrella knocked aside, Mallory screwed her 
face up as cold rain trickled down the back of her dress. 
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“Mmmf-mmmf,” she squawked from deep within the fur. 
“Enough,” bellowed the woman, pushing Mallory 

away and holding her at arm’s length. Fingers like talons 
gripped her shoulders. “Let me look at you. Let me see 
that face. Th at face so ruined by grief; so horribly, horribly 
wrecked by sorrow.” 

Deciding to let that pass, Mallory wiped rain from 
her eyes. Steadying her umbrella in a sudden gust of 
wind, she said, “Umm … who are you, exactly?”

“She is—” Sally Vayle began.
Th e strange woman interrupted again. “But you mustn’t 

weep, my sweet, sweet girl.” Releasing one of Mallory’s 
shoulders, she pulled dark glasses halfway down her 
nose. Violet eyes peered over the rims into Mallory’s, as 
she continued. “For what is death but the blowing out of 
a candle? A candle no longer needed because dawn has 
arrived?”

“Who’s Dawn?”
“Exactly, my darling. Exactly. Whose dawn indeed? 

How right you are.” Th e woman leaned closer. Th e stuff ed 
crow on her turban pecked Mallory’s forehead. “Tell me, 
child, do you have it?” she asked in a whisper.

“Do I have what?” Mallory asked, baffl  ed. “A sudden 



urge to run away, screaming?”
“Do you have the family gift ?” the woman hissed, 

gripping tighter. “Th e family curse. Th e talent to part the 
curtains of death itself and speak with those who have 
passed over.”

Mallory opened her mouth, but the woman was 
still jabbering. One hand reaching dramatically to her 
forehead, she cried, “No, wait. Don’t tell me. Even now 
my spirit guide, Mr Lozenge, whispers to me from the 
beyond. He tells me—”

It was Mallory’s turn to interrupt. One word stood out 
from the woman’s babble, and was honking at the front of 
her brain. “Family?” she said, blinking.

“As I was saying,” said the ghost of Sally Vayle, sounding 
annoyed. “She is—”

“Family,” repeated the woman. “Dear girl, I am your 
Aunt Lilith.”

“—your Aunt Hilda,” fi nished Mallory’s mother. “My 
sister. My long lost sister.”


