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Alice Fry hurried towards the megalith in the woods, as it started to rain. It was late – her little girl was tucked up in bed, and her husband had fallen asleep in front of the telly. 

The Oxstone, also known as the Devil’s Stone, was the site of many a local legend, but it was also the site of many a local dalliance, for all that it was within sight of Greenways, the big house on the outskirts of the village. 

Alice didn’t like the new people there. They had moved in a year ago and changed the house’s name to Larksong. The husband was much older than the wife, dour, and grumpy, and ugly. He had been in a serious accident, they said, which had smashed up his leg and made a mess of his face, and more than that besides. He kept himself to himself, while his wife fluttered around him and snapped at anyone who came too close. 

Alice picked her way through Oxstone Woods with a torch, not wanting to keep her lover waiting. It was hard enough to find time to be alone, but tonight wasn’t a good one. Drama was unfolding at Larksong, and Alice felt responsible. It was not like Alice to lose her head over a younger woman, but Cynthia was funny and sweet and curious about Alice’s life, and made her feel glamorous and special.

I’ve got to see her, Cynthia had said on the phone, after Alice had told her about her latest clients, the Scullys, and the uncanny resemblance she had spotted. I need to know what she’s playing at.

Alice had begged her not to come up, but Cynthia was supposed to call in to see Alice afterwards, and Alice had waited all day, but Cynthia had not arrived, nor had she answered her phone. Alice was trying not to worry, but she had a bad feeling about it that refused to go away.

She almost wished she had not met Cynthia Jones at the cabaret evening, and she wished she had not told Cynthia about the new couple at Larksong. 

Meet me at the Devil’s Stone, Cynthia’s text read, at eleven thirty that evening. I’ll explain everything. 

Alice wondered why Cynthia wanted to meet her there, where Alice had used to meet her first lover from the village, but perhaps she wanted to make their own memories in the same spot, and it was certainly out of the way enough that they would not be overheard. 

Cynthia was waiting for her in the dark, one hand on the stone, looking out across the darkened fields. 

Alice looked to her left, through the trees, and saw a light on in Larksong – Mrs Scully’s bedroom at the front of the house. 

Her torch picked out Cynthia’s coat and blonde hair. 

She lowered the beam as Cynthia turned, so as not to blind her, and approached. 

“Why meet here?” she asked. “I’ve been going out of my mind all day, why haven’t you been answering your phone? What happened?”

But it wasn’t Cynthia.

Alice only had time to register she was confronting a completely different person, before the figure hefted a spade, and swung it squarely at Alice’s head.
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Bella rode away from the manor on a stolen horse, using nothing but moonlight to see by. Behind her, the evil housekeeper was setting fire to the secret room in the tower, and its dark and brooding master was, at any moment, going to set after her, while his outwardly charming, inwardly wicked twin brother was trapped in the blaze. It was a dark and stormy night—

“Bell? Stop daydreaming, love, I need you to watch the shop for ten minutes, all right?” 

Bella jumped. Her dad patted her on the shoulder, dragging her back to reality with unwelcome, sudden sensation. 

“Da-ad, don’t.” She smacked his hand.

“All right, Grouch. What you reading?”

“Nothing.” Bella shoved her daydream inspiration, her gran’s battered old copy of Mistress of the Moors, under the seat of the back-room armchair. “Where are you going?”

Her dad was a big, taciturn man who had just turned sixty, grizzled beard and warm brown eyes that hardly ever clouded with anger. His fingernails were trimmed short, and always dirty, although he scrubbed them with a nailbrush twice a day to get the soil and plant scrapings out. He took her to see musicals, and ice skating on her birthday, and he knew all the words to her favourite songs. Bella thought she had the best dad in the world, which made her mother’s absence even more inexplicable.

This morning, his hands were clean and dry, but Bella still brushed her shoulder where he touched her, in case he had gotten anything on her top. 

“Shop for milk, then get some buns for tea. Might call in on Marcia, pick up a cake or something.”

Bella sprang up. “Get the carrot cake.”

“I only said ‘might’.” Her dad gave her a look. “What if she doesn’t have any?”

“See if she’s got the hazelnut and chocolate one, I guess.” Carrot cake was Bella’s favourite, but people said she was ‘an odd one’ for not preferring chocolate, so she said this as a compromise. 

Her dad was not fooled. “Not the cherry one?” 

Bella perked up. “Ooh, yeah, actually. Get the cherry one. But not instead of the carrot cake, only if she doesn’t have the carrot cake.” She frowned. “Should I write it down?”

Her dad chuckled. “I think I can remember.”

Bella wasn’t convinced that something this important could be left to her father’s fallible memory, although he had only forgotten her cake order once before, when he had a lot on his mind. Still, that set a precedent. 

“I’ll text you.”

He laughed. “Go on then. I’ll be ten minutes, go sit behind the counter. You know how to work the till. It’ll only be Mrs Harper in for her usual, if there’s anyone. If she comes by, I wrote down what she likes, so stick to the list and make a bunch up.”

Bella nodded. 

“Take the book in, if you want.” Her dad gave her a knowing look and Bella scowled. She thought she had been very sneaky about the Gothic Romance novels in the attic, but apparently her secret had been discovered. Still, she wanted to know how Mistress of the Moors ended. 

She brought the book out with her to the shop, perched herself on the stool behind the counter, and carried on with the story. She wished she lived somewhere more interesting than Oxstone, Surrey, somewhere misty and grey, with forbidding rocks and cliffs and the crash of the sea. 

More than anything else, she wanted something interesting to happen.

Oxstone was the kind of village where nothing ever happened, so anything that did happen was its own vital news. Most of the locals had been priced out long ago, and the community there now was largely a mix of second homeowners with cottages empty half the year, playing host to a few tourists looking for a quaint country getaway, and those who had lived there no more than thirty years. 

Many staples of the village, like the grocers, the butchers, and the post office, had closed, until the only life it had was the pub, run by Bella’s uncle Terry, Bella’s dad’s florists, a small local shop that was an outpost of the nearest large supermarket, and Marcia’s Tearooms.  

Even the recluse in the old ‘big house’ was a newcomer; he and his much younger wife had moved in six years ago, taking the pleasant Edwardian renovation on from the Harringtons, and kept themselves to themselves. 

Bella wished the village had a real manor or castle, at the very least. When the Harringtons had it, it was called Greenways. Since the Scullys came, it was now called Larksong. She wished they had called it something more forbidding, or at least painted it a dark colour, rather than the cheerful off-white with creamy yellow accents it currently was.

Her dad had only been gone a few minutes when the shop bell jingled, and someone came in. 

Bella huffed to herself and put the book under the counter on a little shelf, and straightened up to look professional. 

It wasn’t Mrs Harper. 

It was Bobby Scully from Larksong, who reminded her of the dark and brooding master of the manor in Mistress of the Moors and Mysteries of Hartley Hall and The Woman in the Tower. He taught her guitar sometimes, and he was so nice to her, so patient, and so good at playing, that Bella couldn’t help making him the hero of all of her fantasies.

She had started writing stories based on the Gothic novels she read, and posted some online, but very few people read them. The handful of those who did were all in love with the Mr Scully insert, though, and that validated Bella’s own feelings.

She hoped Mr Scully was coming to see her, but he put his wallet on the counter, and she could smell the whiskey on his breath. Mr Scully sometimes smelled of whiskey, even when he didn’t seem drunk. It was a big improvement on always smelling of whiskey, her dad said.

“Your dad in?” he asked, in his hoarse voice.

Bobby Scully looked about her father’s age, but her father claimed he was much younger, ‘just had a hard life’. He had surgical scars around his chin under his beard, his nose was wide and broken, the latest time from a fall on the way home from the pub a year or so ago. There were deep lines at the corners of his eyes and mouth, and one deep groove that scored through the centre of his forehead when he frowned, like someone had chiselled them in. 

Bella liked the way he smiled and the warmth in his eyes, which she’d decided to describe as ‘stormy’. They were, in fact, a very normal sort of blue, and usually glazed by the whiskey on his breath, but Bella didn’t let that get in the way of ill-advised romanticisation.

Bella shook her head. “He’ll be back soon, he just popped out.” 

“Maybe you can help, then.” He leaned heavily on the counter, the deep groove in his brow furrowing. “What do you send In Sympathy? You know. When someone – when someone’s died?”

Bella knotted her fingers together. “I’m sorry. Do you mean, to send to the family, or a wreath for the church, or...?”

“Funeral’s gone. Missed it.” He gave a guilty laugh, hollow and raspy. “No, I – I want to send something to... to an old friend.” He raised his eyebrows at her. “See, I do listen to you and your dad sometimes.”

Bella flushed with pride that he had listened to her. “The ones you talk about all the time?” she asked. 

“The very same.”

“You should get back in touch with them. I bet they want to know how you are.” Bella dropped her eyes to the counter, shyly. “It must be nice to have friends like that.”

“You ought to have a friend,” Mr Scully said softly. “A good one. Maybe two.”

Bella pulled a face. “I like being by myself.”

Mr Scully smiled as if she had said something that made him sad. He shook his head and blinked. “Well. Anyway. I want flowers for my friend. I don’t think she’ll want to hear from me at all. But I’d – I’d have been there like a shot if I’d known. I didn’t know, you see.” He grimaced, mouth twisting more on one side than the other. 

The surgical scars under his scruffy beard twisted, too. Bella wondered what happened to him, what sort of accident had destroyed his face as well as his leg, whether he had been the victim of a mad scientist or evil surgeon in a backstreet alley, and whether she could have burst in at the right time and saved him, if she was a heroine with special powers, or very ingenious and strong. 

“She liked roses. I’d like to send her some white roses, and callas, I think.”

Bella nodded. “We can do a bouquet. Do you want to collect them, or...?” 

He shook his head. “No. No, I can’t. I can’t do that. I need you to send them to her. I’ll pay your uncle to deliver.”

Bella took a deep breath, his earnestness a savage kick in the chest. “Who did she lose? I can put in a sympathy card, if you like?”

“Jules.” The glaze in his eyes wasn’t booze. Bella had never seen a man cry, except in films her dad didn’t like. “Her partner.”

“Oh.” The knot in her chest loosened. “Were you guys close?”

“Like family.” He blinked rapidly and turned away. “We lost touch, my fault. One of those things.”

Bella chewed her lip. “What was Jules like?”

“Funny. Generous. Hard-headed as fuck.” He remembered who he was talking to, and winced. “Sorry. Sorry for the language. As a bull. She had this... godawful taste in Christmas decorations. She came back from a car boot sale once with a Father Christmas ornament that looked like it could go ten rounds with Freddie Kreuger.” He snorted. “She loved Sarah very much. I never thought I’d outlive Jules. I thought she’d outlive us all.”

“I can do a bouquet.” Bella gave him a reassuring smile, confident in her own abilities, although she had only done one funeral wreath for practice, and it hadn’t come out very well. “Where does she live? Your friend?”

“Sarah?” He swallowed. “I – I don’t know.” He stopped, biting back what he was going to say. “Not for – must be... over ten years, now. Eleven? Twelve? No. Can’t be.” He drifted off, staring into a shelf of terracotta pots and trying to work it out, lips moving silently. “Over ten years,” he said finally, voice cracking. 

“How are we supposed to deliver them if you don’t have an address?” Bella asked. 

“Ah.” He pulled a fifty pounds in notes out of his wallet. “Well, that’s where I was hoping you could do me a little favour, Bella. I’m not really online. Haven’t bothered with all that for years. But I was wondering if you could... look her up for me, somehow? Her name is Sarah Wheelock. I don’t want to intrude, you know. I don’t want to – I don’t want her to, to feel like she, like she... ah.” He wrestled the sentence into a dead end. Bella waited. 

“She wouldn’t know me, now,” he said finally, with a heavy sigh. “Too much under the bridge. You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you? You’ve got your whole life ahead of you.” 

His smile, lopsided and sad, left her feeling inexplicably hollow. She was going to be fourteen soon – grown up, now. He only saw her as a kid. 

Mr Scully slapped the money on the counter and flipped his wallet closed. “I know where she used to be. They were in Derby. Julia Martins, that was her name. Jules and Sarah. Sarah kept her maiden name, Wheelock. There’s a public Facebook page for Jules, that’s – where I saw it. I don’t go on there usually. At all. Don’t have an account or anything, I was just... feeling a bit sentimental, I guess.” He snorted. “Life is too short, isn’t it? It’s cruel.” He shook his head. “Ignore me, pet. Just a soft, sentimental old man.”

“You’re not old,” Bella said. “Not old like my dad’s old.”

He laughed at that, a big belly laugh that boomed through the shop and had a harsh edge to it. “That’s very kind of you. Very sweet.” He turned to go, nothing really resolved.

“You’re not though. Dad said you’re not even fifty yet.” Bella raised her eyebrows. “He said you just had a hard life.”

Mr Scully laughed again. “Oh, God bless your dad. Tell him I’ll see him another time.”

“Mr Scully?” Bella leaned quickly over the counter. “Can I have another guitar lesson?”

He looked back, twisting slightly as he turned, and his weak leg buckled. He nearly stumbled against a display, causing a vase to rock. He was limping, Bella noticed, but he’d walked all the way from Larksong without his cane. At least, she couldn’t see it with him. He hadn’t left it propped up in the shop somewhere.

“Dad says your vanity will do you in,” Bella told him. “Where’s your cane?”

“Hm?” He rubbed his thigh and massaged his knee. 

“My guitar lesson?” Bella wished she hadn’t brought it up, now. If he was having a ‘few bad days’, he wouldn’t remember tomorrow. Maybe he wouldn’t remember the bouquet. 

“Oh. Mm. Mm. Yes. I’ll – I’ll talk to your dad and sort something out. When I’m feeling up to it. Not this week, hey Bell? But yes, yes. Keep practicing. You’re coming on really well. It’s just those chords, isn’t it? We’ll run through some of the fingering and – mm.” He ran a hand through his hair, shaggy and unwashed, grey streaking the brown. “Later. Tell him to text me.”

“Okay.” Bella slid the fifty into her pocket. “I’ll try and look up your friend.”

“Diamond.” He gave her a wave. “Oh. And this goes without saying, but... not a word to anyone. Especially Isobel, if you see her.”

You should divorce her, or throw her down the stairs, Bella thought, as she promised. She watched him limp out, the bell jingling at his departure, and got out her phone to play detective.

*** 

BELLA TRIED A NUMBER of things until it occurred to her to dig through the garage and see if her dad had some ancient copies of the Yellow Pages, since her dad never threw anything away, and cross-referenced Wheelock with Martins, until she found two people with the right names who had the same phone number and lived at the same address. 

Bella had a look on LinkedIn, logged in as her dad, and found Sarah Wheelock, with an email address and telephone number, working as an office manager for a company Bella had never heard of. 

After writing down Sarah’s home address, telephone number, email, and place of work, Bella told her dad she was going to her Saturday job at the stables, called in sick, and snuck around to Larksong over the fields. She wanted to tell Mr Scully herself, and it would be their little secret. 

Isobel Scully’s car was there, which meant no guitar lesson this weekend. Bella’s loathing for Isobel Scully was as deep as her feelings for Isobel’s husband.

Bella’s mother had left them five years ago, after being sacked as the Scullys’ cleaner. Everyone said she had run off with another man, but Bella didn’t believe that, and neither did her dad. She had no idea why her mum went out one night and never came back, but in the absence of facts, Mrs Scully was as good a scapegoat as any, and all her hate had to go somewhere. If Mrs Scully hadn’t sacked her mum, maybe she would have stayed. 

The window was open downstairs, and Bella snuck underneath it as strains of an argument floated out.

“—I don’t mind, I told you, I really don’t mind. I’m trying to say I’m pleased for you.” That was Mr Scully’s voice, raspy and low, but it carried.

Mrs Scully’s voice responded, waspish. “Oh, well, thank you very much. I’m very glad you’re pleased to accuse me of cheating on you.”

Bella crept closer, crouching under the sill. 

“Oh, come on. We’ve been over so long it’s not even cheating. I know that. I’m not upset about it. It’s just – when you are here, do we have to be at war?”

If they were splitting up, this was the best news Bella had heard all year. Her heart pounded. 

“Nobody’s at war, Bobby.” Mrs Scully was cold and quiet. “I don’t want this as soon as I get home.”

“No. No, I didn’t mean to make it sound... I really am just pleased you had a nice time.”

A light scoff.

“I am. I should have phrased it differently.”

“Yes. You should.”

“Sorry. All right. Let’s – let’s start again? Welcome home, Isobel. I hope you had a lovely time.”

Bella risked peeking over the top of the windowsill and saw him move in to kiss her on the cheek, lightly touching her arm.

Isobel made a sharp sound that made him pull back, and Bella duck her head down again.

“Don’t touch me.” She turned her head away and Bella barely heard the next thing she said, but it sounded like, “You make my skin crawl.”

“I just wanted to be... It was just meant to be friendly.”

“Grabbing my arm?” Isobel was rubbing the spot his fingers had lightly brushed her skin, and Bella narrowed her eyes. Had she missed that? He had barely touched her. 

Mr Scully seemed confused. “I didn’t – I didn’t mean to, I’m sorry...”

Isobel backed off, looking wounded and fragile. 

Oh, right, like anyone would fall for that, Bella thought savagely, but it seemed to be working.

Mr Scully tried a different tack, trying to make amends. Bella could have told him this was not going to work, but he did not heed her telepathic warning to drop it and walk away. 

“Look, Izzy... Maybe we could... spend some time together. I’ve been asked to help at the fête, in the village. You might enjoy it? We used to enjoy going out. Together. Or, or we could... watch a film tonight, or something. Oh, and I started writing a song I don’t hate.” He stopped. Bella held her breath, increasingly feeling like she shouldn’t be listening. It was awful, the slight pleading in his voice. “You don’t care, do you? Sorry.”

“God, you’re pathetic.” Mrs Scully’s voice trembled with disgust and thinly contained anger. “When I’m here, you never suggest anything. I go away for a few days, and you’re all over me like a rash the moment I walk through the door. Do you even know what films I like?”

“I do. There was – there were a few on your list, I may have seen—”

Mrs Scully’s voice suddenly grew soft, in a way Bella didn’t trust. “Do you know what I’d really like? Something I really miss?”

Bella peered over the edge of the sill again, in time to see Mrs Scully closing the gap between them, her knuckle gently grazing a scar on Mr Scully’s chin. 

Get off him, she thought. That’s not fair. 

Mr Scully swallowed. “What?”

“I really miss,” Mrs Scully said, her mouth nearer to his ear, “watching a film with someone capable of following the bloody plot.” 

She pulled away, pinching his chin, then took a step back, hands dropping to her sides in a defeated shrug. 

“And I miss coming home to someone who doesn’t smell like a distillery. But I’m glad you wrote a new song. Maybe you could work on it tonight. I’ll find something to do on my own, as usual.”

“I haven’t had a drink the whole time you’ve been away, and I was sober when I wrote it, if that counts for anything,” Mr Scully said, defensive and sad. 

“That’s a shame.” Mrs Scully gave him a sad smile in return. “You never did your best work sober, did you?”

You bitch, Bella thought, and clapped a hand to her mouth in case she had said it out loud.

He took a step back. “Izzy...”

“Are you going to say you’re sorry again?”

“I—”

“Because you’ve already said that. You’ve said that a few times, just in the last few minutes. And you said it last time. And the time before that. And the time before that. And every time before that, you’re always sorry. And here we are again.”

It was like a soap opera, and Bella couldn’t look away. 

“Well – I am. I am sorry, and I’m – I’m trying, I tried, look, last week was a bad patch, but I threw it all out...”

“So where did the new bottles come from, if you threw it all out?”

“I don’t know. I thought I had. I thought I’d... I don’t know. I don’t remember. I don’t remember buying them.” Mr Scully rubbed his forehead.

That’s weird, Bella thought, trying to recall what he walked out of the village shop with. She had never seen him buy booze in the village. That didn’t mean he never bought any. They must do food shopping somewhere else, too, so there was always that option. He rarely drove, so that could be one of the exceptions to his largely offline life, but she’d thought Mrs Scully was the one who did all that. 

Hadn’t he said that once during a guitar lesson when she’d offered him a snack? 

I’ve never tried these. Izzy does all the shopping.

She kept very still, but this bothered her.

Mr Scully raised his head, rubbing his temples. “I think I need help, Izzy.”

Bella watched the change come over Mrs Scully, like these were magic words. It was like a veil lifted on a statue at church, revealing something gleaming and pure beneath, shining and angelic. Bella wanted to slap the sanctity out of her big blue eyes.

“Oh, Bobby.” She embraced him.

He held her tight and close, face buried in her hair. There was a desperation in it, like he’d never held anyone before, or they’d been parted for a million years. Bella’s guts twisted jealously, heart clenching into a thumping fist.

“I need to go back to a clinic,” he said. 

“They won’t help you.” Mrs Scully pulled away a little and lifted her pretty face to his, moving her arms to around his neck. “They’ll take your money, and make sure you need to keep going back.”

“Well – it worked for the pills, I’ve been off everything else for years, I just need some—”

“I’ll help you. Am I not enough?”

“Izzy, you know it doesn’t work like that. Of course I need you, but I can’t just—”

She pulled away. “Suppose you do get help. Suppose someone recognises you, or a story you tell, and sells you out, what then?”

Mr Scully shook his head. “No, that... I’d be careful about what I said.”

He’s a criminal, Bella thought immediately, falling deeper in love with her construct of Bobby Scully. A murderer. A gangster. A spy. Maybe they’re in witness protection. That’s why they never have people over, why they’re always alone. Or – maybe SHE did something and told him it was HIS fault, and they’re on the run together, and he’s hiding this terrible secret but really it’s all her fault...

She already had a new idea for a story she was going to post online, in which the beautiful heiress would be the villain, and the lonely, trapped character would be the brooding man, and the servant girl would rescue him. They’d get married, obviously, at the end, so she would have to kill off the heiress somehow. Maybe a statue would fall on her head, or she would fall down the stairs, or out of a window.

The heiress would look exactly like Mrs Scully. 

“It’s not safe,” Mrs Scully was saying. “Why won’t you just trust me? I’m supposed to be your wife, aren’t I?”

“Because I don’t know where you are half the time, Izzy,” Mr Scully snapped. “You don’t answer my texts. When I need you, you don’t answer the phone. The whole point... the whole damn point... is accountability, and you’re not there when I just want to know basic shit like when you’re bringing back the goddamn car.”

Mrs Scully slammed her hand on something, the impact making Bella jump. 

“Don’t swear at me.”

“I’m not! I’m not swearing at you, I’m not – Fine, you don’t want me to get help, but you’re not doing anything to help me, and I clearly can’t do it on my own, so what the fuck do you want? All I’ve got is ‘sorry’, and you don’t want that, either. God knows I’m sick of saying it.” 

He shrugged her off him, and she backed off, arms crossed. 

“I can’t understand why you’d rather talk to strangers. Can’t you talk to me?”

“I keep trying to talk to you!” Mr Scully knocked something off the little table in front of the window with an exasperated hand, which seemed more a clumsy wave of frustration than a deliberate swipe, but Mrs Scully jumped and flinched like she thought he was going to hit her. 

Bella ducked down, hoping she hadn’t been seen. 

Mrs Scully scared her. She didn’t know why, and that scared her more. Outwardly, there wasn’t anything to be afraid of; Mrs Scully was beautiful, and had a way of appearing almost delicate, like a porcelain doll. But to Bella, she was the kind of porcelain doll who moved in the night when you weren’t looking, the kind of doll that unexplained things happened around, the kind that would do something terrible to you if you didn’t keep it happy. 

Perhaps that was it; underneath that pretty smile and those sad blue eyes, Mrs Scully was capable of terrible things, and Bella was mostly afraid that nobody saw it but her, and they’d tell her she was making it up.

Mr Scully was apologising. “Sorry. Sorry, I didn’t... I didn’t see it there, I didn’t mean to...”

“We can talk later,” Mrs Scully said, “When you’ve calmed down. You scare me when you’re like this.”

Bella wasn’t scared of him, and she didn’t understand this at all. 

He hasn’t done anything, you stupid woman, Bella thought angrily, fist balled at her side. He didn’t mean to, he didn’t see it there.

“No, I’m sorry. It was an accident, I didn’t mean to scare you. I am calm, I just... Izzy, please, come back, we’re going in circles...”

But she had walked out.

Bella had heard enough. She crept away, sickened. The only person she could really tell was her dad, but she didn’t want to have to explain how she’d overheard this conversation. Also, she had called Mrs Scully a bitch once, and been told off for it. What if he didn’t believe her?

She circled the house, being careful not to be seen from the windows. 

Strains of the continued argument came to her less clearly, so now it was just the sound of two people with raised voices moving around the house, and the words were indistinct unless she focused. 

Bella dug her hands in her pockets and tried to work out what to do.

She wouldn’t tell Mr Scully she had found Sarah Wheelock. 

She would forge the order herself, record it in her dad’s ledger, and invoice him – and get Uncle Terry to drive up to Derbyshire in the van and deliver it. It could all be done and dusted before Mr Scully could change his mind or chicken out, and Izzy wouldn’t know a thing about it. 

Bella grinned to herself. 

Her cousin Hannah said sometimes people needed help to see what they really needed. 

Mr Scully really needed to leave Isobel, but more than that, he really needed his old friends. 

If anyone could help him, Bella was sure, they would. 

She had heard so many stories about them that she felt she knew them all, picturing them around Hannah’s age. They wouldn’t be now, of course, but she struggled to age them up in her mind, and she had only seen old photographs of them. 

That was another thing – Mr Scully kept photos in a hidden album in the potting shed, where Mrs Scully wouldn’t find them. 

Bella crept around the house to the potting shed, keeping out of sight of the windows, and snuck inside to ...borrow... one of those treasured secrets. If she put a photo of them all in with the bouquet, maybe it would remind Sarah Wheelock of all the good times they had, and it would make her want to get in touch. 

She didn’t have Mr Scully’s number, or she would have put that in, too. 

If she gave the address, Sarah might meet Mrs Scully first, and Mrs Scully could ruin everything. It would be better to just put in the florist’s card and get her to come to the shop. Her dad would be supportive – he wanted Bobby to make friends. 

Bella found the album and pocketed a photograph of Bobby and his friends at a club, a messy night out when they were all around twenty years old. She hid the album carefully away, excited to make Sarah the biggest and most expensive funeral bouquet their shop had ever seen. 

As she tucked the album back into its biscuit tin and hid the tin under some compost bags, she bumped her foot against a crate. It clinked. 

I need help, Bobby Scully said, pleading with his wife. 

Bella was used to heavy lifting. She dragged the crate out from under its shelf, and managed to pick it up. 

It was full of bottles, some full, most not. 

They tumbled against each other as she tried to carry them outside to tip them all down the drain by the garage, shifting the balance of the crate and making it heavier on one side. 

She tipped most of them out, but worried that he would notice, and she’d get into trouble. 

Bella topped all the bottles up with water from the tap, and carried the crate back, intending to put it back where she had found it.

A stone flicked against the potting shed window with a sharp tap as she stumbled out of the door, trying not to drop anything or make too much noise.

Bella gave a guilty start, and nearly dropped the crate. 

Ducking low, Crash Hooper came sneaking through the garden, and waved at her. He was a skinny lad with gelled brown hair, a cheeky smile, and always wore black. His name was really Adrian, but nobody had called him that since Reception, where he would run around the playground yelling ‘CRASH!’ as he bumped into people. Now they were in Comp, he told people it was after the drummer of Velvet Guillotine, his new favourite band. 

Crash had discovered Velvet Guillotine, and their frontman, Bas Troy, last term, and since then they had become his whole personality.

“What’re you doing?” he asked. 

“What’re you doing?” Bella recovered. She didn’t like Crash very much. Like most boys in her class, he was loud and annoying. 

“Saw you sneaking around,” he said with a shrug. “Do you want to see something cool?”

“Are you stalking me?” Bella wrinkled her nose. “Creep.”

Crash glowered. “No. Just saw you. What’s that?”

“Just some stuff Mr Scully wants me to get rid of for him,” Bella lied. 

Crash’s face lit up. “Is it booze?”

“No. It’s just in old bottles.” Bella scowled. “Leave me alone.”

“I bet it’s booze.” Crash snatched a bottle out of the crate before she could stop him. “He won’t miss this, come on. Just leave it. I want to show you something.”

“Piss off.” Bella didn’t usually swear, but this situation called for it. “Put it back.”

Crash shook his head, backing off and waving the bottle at her. “Come and get it.”

Bella put the crate down and shoved it around the side of the potting shed with her foot, deciding to come back for it. 

Crash had already darted off, and Bella hared after him, just in time to hear Isobel Scully’s raised voice from an open window. 

“There are bloody kids in the garden again!” 

Bella scrambled out of the gate and chased after Crash, who was sprinting across the road and straight into Oxstone Woods. 

“Hurry up!” Crash yelled over his shoulder, laughing at her. 

Bella tripped and nearly fell, and he stopped just ahead, waiting. She righted herself on a tree, and glared at him. “This is stupid. Take it if you want.”

“No, come on, please.” Crash jogged back for her. “It’s not far, promise. It’s the Oxstone.”

“I’ve seen the Oxstone,” Bella said, getting her breath back. Her anxiety at Crash’s theft was now replaced with annoyance, although she still thought she might get into trouble for being in the potting shed in the first place. “What’s so special about it?”

“We’re going to raise the Oxstone Devil.” Crash grinned. 

Bella shook her head. “Give that bottle back, or I’ll tell my dad.”

Crash grinned at her, then threw it into the undergrowth. Bella heard it rustle and thud with some relief. At least it was one less for Mr Scully. 

Crash turned back to her. “If you want, I’ll knock for you.”

“Why would I want that?” Nobody knocked the door for Bella, to see if she would come out with them. Even when everyone lived on their phones, kids still knocked for each other in the village, even kids from the new estate. They blew up dolls and cans and bins in the fields, set fires, and did stupid shit like trying the raise the Oxstone Devil. 

Bella knew her dad would go spare if he found out she was doing stuff like that.

“Dunno. You can hang out with us.” Crash kicked the soil. “Just for a laugh.”

Bella folded her arms, thinking this over. She wasn’t sure this was going to be a laugh. Besides, her dad would never let her stay out past eight o’clock. On the other hand, this was the closest thing she had to being a heroine in a Gothic novel, which was how she knew for sure this was a terrible idea. 

She tried not to sound too curious. “How do you raise the Devil, then?”

Crash rubbed his hands together. “You have to play music, like the legend says.”

Bella liked this legend. Her mum had told her that story at bedtime, and made shadow puppets on the wall of her bedroom with her hands. 

The story she knew went like this: 

In the olden days, around the time of the Crusades, this patch of land was cleared of trees and turned into a field, but it wouldn’t yield crops. The farmer consulted a local anchorite, walled up in a cell at St Thomas’s, and she told him the land was cursed by an ancient stone where a great evil was once done in the days of the Saxons. 

The farmer used an ox to pull up the stone, but the ox fell down dead. The farmer then conjured the evil to rise and to speak, in the name of Christ and the Holy Trinity, and from the stone there rose a dark figure, a demon from the depths of Hell. 

The farmer challenged the demon to a music contest, and tricked the demon into the body of the dead ox, saying that the bones of the ox would make the best musical instrument, and the demon would surely win. 

When the demon was inside the beast, the farmer trapped it there with holy water from the church, and burned the ox against the stone, and thus exorcised the place, but the field lay fallow ever after that, until the trees regrew. 

It was said that every time someone played music near the stone, the ground vibrated like a small earthquake, and wisps of smoke came from the ground.

“Look,” Crash said. “Claw marks.” He pointed at the base of the stone. “Seriously. They’re the Devil’s.”

Bella rolled her eyes. “That’s just marks on the stone, they look ages old.”

Crash beckoned her over. “No, see? They’re like gouges. Like claws.”

“Devils and demons have hooves, not claws.” Bella reluctantly came closer, and lay down on the ground. There were marks on the stone, old ones, that moss and dirt had almost obscured. Crash dug out some moss with his fingernails and rubbed the stone. It looked like a scrape, long and thin, going down into the earth. 

“You see?”

He got up, dusting himself off. “Let’s see how deep they go.”

To Bella’s horror, he produced a trowel from the backpack slung on the ground near his bike. “You can’t dig here, it’s not allowed!”

“It’s not allowed,” he mimicked, laughing at her. 

Bella narrowed her eyes. “I’m going home.”

“If you tell your dad, or my mum, I’ll tell them you nicked Mr Scully’s booze and I caught you.” Crash twirled the trowel. “Let’s just have a look.”

“Why me?” Bella asked. “Just show Nate. Or Cass. Or Tilly.”

Crash was already stabbing in the ground with his trowel. “I like you,” he mumbled. “You never want to hang around with us.”

“Because you do stupid stuff like this,” Bella said, folding her arms. 

“Because you’re such a geek.” Crash shook his head. “Tell me you don’t think these are claw marks.”

Bella wasn’t sure what they were, but they were certainly not natural. The marks were too even. 

Crash kept digging, the hole getting deeper. 

A clod of earth flicked out, something white embedded in it. “Ew!” Bella jumped back. “Crash!”

Crash exclaimed loudly and leapt to his feet.

“What?” Bella cringed back in case it was a bug or a snake or a spider. No movement caught her eye, but there was something on the ground, disturbed by the digging.

She saw what he was staring at, and caught her breath. 

There, poking out of the ground, was a skeletal human hand, and one of its finger joints was at her feet in the clod of earth.
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“Sod it, Jules, I’m already bloody late,” Sarah complained, looking for her keys. “Where the hell are they?”

Jules didn’t answer.

Sarah eyeballed her late partner’s photograph on the wall, hanging above the table where her keys, conspicuously, were not. 

“God, you’re no help. I bet you know where they are. ‘Look in your pocket you daft cow’, I know, I know.” She put her hand in the pocket of her coat, and, to her annoyance, found her car keys there. 

“Think you’re clever, don’t you?” She touched her fingers to her lips and dabbed them against the lips of the photograph. “Right. I’ll see you in a minute.” 

Her voice barely wobbled, and she was proud of herself for holding it together when there was no one to see her cry anyway, and it really didn’t matter.

It was all so fucking normal, Sarah thought, the sixth anniversary hitting her harder than the fifth or the fourth for no apparent reason. All so fucking mundane. People got ill and died all the fucking time. You just never dreamed, when you were in the pub together and laughing until you were nearly sick at something that wasn’t funny to anyone but you, that one of you wouldn’t be there next week.

She had never dreamed it would be Jules who wasn’t there.

It was a blood clot; one of those unlucky things. 

That’s what everyone said. 

God, that’s so rare, isn’t it? How unfortunate. How unlucky.

Six years on, and Sarah was still hearing how unlucky it was. It never made it better.

The doorbell rang as she was about to open it, shrugging on her jacket.

She opened the door to a forest of calla lilies shrouded in silver glitter, white wisps of blossom and white roses peeking out at careful intervals.

“Oh!”

She was too surprised to register anything else, and stood there in shock, plans totally derailed. She clutched her car keys, reassuring and solid.

“Mrs Wheeldon?”

Sarah almost said no, positive nobody she knew would have sent her anything like that, but curiosity got the better of her. 

The Mrs was a slap in the face. Jules had always said she was Sarah’s wife, no matter what the law said. Sarah was the one who hadn’t cared about things like that.

“Uh – yes, who...?”

“Deepest sympathies,” the delivery man said, a stocky, balding man with an accent she couldn’t place, except that it was somewhere in the south. “Would you like me to bring it in?”

Sarah nearly didn’t let him in, but he was sweating and pink, his green jacket too warm for this weather, and the bouquet was too wide to get through the door without a fight. 

“Through there.” She backed up to the stairs and let him in, and he puffed his way through, the bouquet shedding silver in his wake. 

Sarah folded her arms. “Who are these from?”

“Don’t ask me, I run a pub, love. Just doing my brother a favour. A big one.” The man gave her a tight smile, depositing the bouquet on the table. “He doesn’t deliver this far.”

“Well, thank you,” Sarah said, although she wasn’t sure she was particularly grateful. The bouquet took up the entire width of her dining room table. A worm of suspicion gnawed inside her. It was just the sort of thing that—

No. No, it’s not. It’s not. 

But she knew. 

Even her dad, who was prone to doing daft things like ordering twenty pizzas instead of two when he didn’t have his glasses on, wouldn’t have ordered a bouquet this ridiculous. Her mum certainly wouldn’t have made a mistake like this. And that’s what it had to be. A mistake. 

“Sorry, where is this shop?” Sarah followed the driver to the door. 

“Down in Oxstone,” the man said, as if she should know where this was.

“Where is Oxstone? Is that near Derby or Nottingham or...?”

“Near Guildford. Surrey.” 

This was not what she had expected at all. “Oh. You are a long way up.” 

“Yeah. Well. Customer paid for it. Better get back.” He waved and puffed his way back to his van, a green and white one parked on the street, the logo obscured by the electricity pole and her neighbour’s recycling bin. She almost ran out to get the license plate, but didn’t think of it in time. The van pulled off and headed down her street and out of sight.

Sarah, reeling, closed the door and went to investigate the glittery triffid invasion. 

The flowers came with a sympathy card, rather generic, with no message except the printed one on the inside. On opening, out fell a photograph. 

Sarah picked it up and turned it over. Her own face, thinner, younger, and much drunker, grinned back at her from a group shot of the five musketeers and their latest additions.

Her heart skipped. 

It was over twenty years old, taken in a nightclub that no longer existed. They had just finished university. Sarah had not met her girlfriend Sammie yet, but she was seeing Jules, and it was serious enough for Jules to be hanging out with her friends.
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