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Prologue
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The key still worked.

That was the first wrong thing.

It slid in, caught for the briefest second—as if reconsidering—and then turned. Clean. Obedient. Seven years of salt air and neglect should have seized the lock, swollen the wood, turned the brass green and useless. Instead, the tumblers sighed open like they’d been oiled yesterday.

Like they’d been waiting. 

Elias stepped over the threshold, and the smell of her hit him so hard his knees almost buckled—jasmine and smoke and the particular warmth of her skin after sex, that faint, salty tang where sweat met the curve of her collarbone. For a moment, his body reacted faster than his thoughts: throat closing, eyes stinging, a wild, animal lurch in his chest as if he’d walked into a room where she was still undressing, her dress pooling at her feet like spilled ink. Impossible. He’d had the place sealed. Windows boarded. Power cut. Every bottle of her perfume was thrown into the sea the night he left, one by one, their glass shattering on the rocks below like tiny, spiteful gunshots, the jasmine bleeding into the waves as if even the ocean couldn’t wash it clean.

But there it was, wrapping around him like invisible arms, pulling him deeper into the foyer. 

For a second, he closed his eyes and the house obliged, sliding the past over the present like a transparency laid over a photograph, colours not quite aligned. For a dizzy heartbeat, he wasn’t sure which version was real. 

Delphine in the bath, her dark hair fanned out on the porcelain, bubbles popping lazily as she trailed a finger down his chest. Steam fogging the mirror. Her hand curling at the back of his neck. 

“Come in, Eli,” she’d whispered, her voice low and amused, jasmine clinging to his skin. The quiet eroticism of those moments—the way the house had seemed to hold its breath for them—now twisted into something mocking, like a joke he was arriving too late to understand. 

He shook it off, forcing his eyes open. The motion left a faint afterimage of her face burned on the dark behind his eyelids. 

The foyer was exactly as they’d designed it: black-and-white marble, crystal chandelier dripping like frozen tears, the grand staircase curving upward into darkness. Dust coated everything in a soft grey shroud, but the stillness felt wrong, posed. As if the house had arranged itself for his inspection and was now holding the pose, lungs full, waiting to see what he’d do. Expectant. As if it had been holding its breath. 

On the console table sat a single white rose in a crystal vase. Freshly cut.

Water beading on the petals like tiny deliberate secrets the flower had chosen not to keep. One large droplet clung to the tip like a tear that hadn’t decided which way to fall. 

He hadn’t brought it. 

His heart stuttered, misfired, then picked up too fast, a ragged rhythm that echoed somewhere deeper in the house, as if the walls themselves were listening and adjusting their pulse to match. He reached out, fingers brushing the cool stem. No wilt, no decay. The green was vivid, almost luminous against the dust-grey marble; the thorns were still sharp enough to draw blood if he pressed. It was as if someone had placed it there moments ago, stem freshly severed with a clean, diagonal cut. Anticipating his arrival. Or knowing he would never be able to stay away forever. 

The village? No. They’d stop talking when he walked into the Blackthorn Arms, conversations dropping off mid-sentence. Interference wasn’t their style. Watching was. They’d let the silence do the accusing: they didn’t need to speak it aloud. 

A squatter, then? The locks were intact. The boards over the downstairs windows still nailed. 

He crossed the foyer in three slow steps, boots sounding too loud against the marble, each echo coming back fractionally delayed, as though the house were replaying the sound to savour it. 

He glanced around, half-expecting to see a shadow peel itself off the wall and run. 

Nothing moved.

The dust lay undisturbed except where his own boots had disturbed it, two faint parallel tracks leading from the door, the only proof he had actually entered.

Upstairs, something moved.

A footstep. Soft. Bare.

Too light to be an intruder in boots, too deliberate to be the house settling.

Then her voice, unmistakable, drifted down the staircase like smoke caught in a draft.

“Eli? Is that you?” 

Every hair on his arms lifted, a primitive, animal response, as if his body believed what his brain refused to: she was upstairs, calling him the way she always had. His skin tightened, prickling from wrists to shoulders, the way it used to when she trailed cold fingers down his spine on summer nights just to watch him shiver.

He turned his head towards the stairs, movement slow, like pushing through water. 

Nothing there.

Just the curve of the bannister disappearing into shadow, the runner on the steps worn darker where two people had gone up and down far too many times in one obsessive year. 

He closed the door behind him. The latch caught with a neat, final click.

He turned the lock. Metal grinding into place sounded louder than it should have, as if the whole house were listening. 

Seven years ago, uniformed men had stood in this very spot and told him not to leave town. That they had more questions. That it would “look bad” if he ran. Cameras had watched him from the drive, lenses trained on the door, on his face, on the house over his shoulder. 

He’d left anyway.

This time, he’d chosen to come back.

He wasn’t leaving again.

Not until he understood why the house still loved her more than it loved him – why its walls remembered her laughter and barely tolerated his footsteps.
And why, after everything it had taken, he still did too.
The chandelier above him creaked faintly, as if swaying in an unfelt breeze. He remembered installing it with Tom from the pub, laughing over beers as they argued about the wiring. "This thing's heavier than your regrets, mate," Tom had joked, sweat beading on his forehead as they heaved it into place. Even then, the house had seemed to lean toward her. When they tested the bulbs she’d stood beneath the fixture, and the light had steadied instantly, warm and even, while the moment Elias stepped into the same pool, it flickered once—subtly, almost apologetically—before settling. He’d laughed it off as bad wiring. She’d smiled and said nothing, as though she already understood the preference.

His hand twitched toward the light switch by the door, a pointless reflex. He caught himself halfway. Of course, there’d be nothing. He’d had the power cut when he left, accounts closed, meters removed. No electricity, no shortcuts to explanation. Still, his thumb flicked the switch once, a superstitious check, as if the laws of physics might have changed in his absence. 

In the silence that followed, the chandelier felt less like decoration, more like a weight. 

The air grew thicker. Jasmine cloying now, almost suffocating, threaded with the colder smell of shut-up rooms: dust, old paint, and faint salt. 

He took a step toward the stairs.

His boots echoed too loudly on the marble.

The sound ricocheted up the walls and came back flatter, as if the house had recorded it and was playing it back a fraction out of sync. 

The third step—always a little off, never quite level, even after three attempts at repair—waited in the half-dark, its dip invisible from here. 

He paused, hand on the bannister, fingers resting in the hollow her palm had worn into the wood. The warmth of his own skin against the cool, familiar groove made his stomach twist. 

“What do you want from me?” he whispered to the empty air—though they both knew the better question was what he still wanted from it.

The house didn’t answer.

Not yet. 
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Chapter 1: The Smell
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The first thing the house gave back to me was the smell.

Not the sour rot I’d braced for, not the wet plaster or trapped salt that eats old wood from the inside out.

Jasmine. 

It came in a thin, improbable ribbon as I eased off the motorway and onto the narrower A-road, curling through the cracked vents as if the car itself had developed a memory. Too delicate for this weather, for this coastline, for the ruin on the cliff that used to be my home. Jasmine and something metallic beneath it, like a coin pressed hard against the tongue until it cut, that first thin taste of blood pretending to be metal. 

I cracked the window, testing the air as if it might have changed in the last few seconds. Outside was the usual coastal cocktail—diesel, manure, low-tide iodine backing up somewhere downwind. Underneath it all, stubborn as a bruise, the jasmine held. 

I told myself it was a phantom. That my brain, anticipating impact, was already reaching for the familiar bruises—the kind that bloom under the skin long after the blow, tender to the lightest touch. The way you brace for a punch by throwing yourself into it, leaning forward as if speed might blunt the edge. But as the miles ticked down, the scent intensified, burrowing into the worn fabric of the driver’s seat, threading through the cracks in the dashboard like roots seeking soil. It invoked flashes of Delphine’s skin against mine, nights when we’d collapse onto the sheets, her laughter mingling with the jasmine oil she’d dabbed on her wrists, her breath hot against my ear as she whispered promises the house had overheard and stored away for later mockery.

“Smell me,” she’d commanded, pressing close, her body warm and insistent, the quiet eroticism of her touch leaving me breathless. I’d buried my face in the hollow of her throat and thought, wildly, that if I could inhale deeply enough, I’d live forever off whatever current ran under her skin. 

Now, it felt like a taunt from the grave. 

I shifted my grip on the wheel, knuckles whitening, and made myself catalogue the rational things: the feel of the leather under my hands, shiny where a decade of fingers had worn it down; the faint rattle in the passenger door that the last mechanic had called “character”; the pulse beating, too high and fast, in my throat. Things that existed in the world, not in my head. 

I had told myself, all the way down the coast road from London, that I was ready. That this would be a transaction, nothing more. A long-overdue visit to a crime scene that no longer belonged to me. Sign here. Initial there. Cut the last thread. Hand over the keys to some man who thought “sea view” and “period features” outweighed “unsolved disappearance.” 

I’d put it off for seven years.

Seven years of paying council tax on an empty property. Seven years of letters from the council about “liability”, “unsafe structures” and “duty of care.” Seven years of Mia forwarding articles with subject lines like YOU CAN’T LIVE LIKE THIS FOREVER and CALL ME BACK. 

By the time the first sign for BLACKTHORN BAY flashed past on the left, the words had worn down to a dull chant.

Transaction. Closure. Done. 

I said them under my breath like a prayer. Or a spell. Or a lie I’d rehearsed so often I’d started to half-believe the sound of it, if not the meaning. The sort of affirmation the last therapist had suggested I record on my phone and play back whenever the nightmares came. 

“You need a counter-narrative,” she’d said, tilting her head. “Something to put in your own voice in place of theirs.” 

I’d deleted those recordings after three days. My own voice, soothing and reasonable, had sounded more accusatory than any detective. It still did. 

The satnav choked on the last roundabout and fell silent, as if it too had decided this was beyond its remit. The road narrowed, hedges pressing closer. The sign welcoming me to Blackthorn Bay had been repainted since I’d last seen it. New white letters on clean green, no ghost of the old graffiti that had once turned the BAY into BLAME with a couple of deft strokes. 

The town did not look closed.

The main street bent with the curve of the harbour, brick and weatherboard shops shouldering one another as if for warmth, their windows like watching eyes. OFF-LICENCE. FISHMONGER. The post office with its limp string of faded bunting. A café whose chalkboard had once promised “the best almond croissants in Devon” in Delphine’s looping, temporary handwriting. 

The sign was different now—new board, new script. The windows were the same bottle-glass panes that warped the reflections of passing cars, but the hand that had written TODAY’S SOUP: TOMATO & BASIL belonged to somebody who cared more about legibility than flourish. Practical, tidy letters, without the flirtatious whorls Delphine couldn’t resist. 

For a second, in the funhouse warp of the glass, I saw us as we’d been: her in a sundress and boots, hair twisted up with a pencil, chalk dust on her fingers; me behind her, paint under my nails, pretending not to care that passersby were watching the way she moved. She’d written BEST ALMOND CROISSANTS IN DEVON and then, under it, in smaller script: OR YOUR MONEY BACK (TERMS & CONDITIONS APPLY). She’d laughed at her own joke for a full minute, chalk tapping against the board like a conductor’s baton. 

Now the laughter was gone. So was the sundress. Only the windows remained, dull and clean and unromantic. 

I caught my own face, briefly, in the glass: thinner, hollower, more grey at the temples than my passport admitted. The beard I’d grown for anonymity had overshot “scruffy” into “possible vagrant.” The angle of my jaw made me look defensive even when all I was doing was gripping the wheel. 

A woman stepped out of the café, balancing a tray of dirty mugs. She glanced up automatically at the sound of the engine, the reflex of someone in a town where every car is familiar. 

Her eyes met mine. Froze. One of the mugs tilted, slopping coffee over her hand. She didn’t flinch at the burn; she was too busy looking at me like she’d seen a ghost and remembered she was supposed to be angry with it. 

I dropped my gaze, too slow.

I saw the moment recognition landed: pupils widening, jaw tightening, lips forming the shape of my name—or hers, which was worse. In the rear-view mirror, she set the tray down and stayed on the pavement, watching my car crawl past as if she expected it to reverse and run her down. 

Her name came back to me: Amy. Delphine’s friend from those early days, the one who’d helped with the café’s menu and shared late night wines on the cliff. Amy had been there the night before Delphine vanished, laughing over some shared secret, both of them high on cheap Prosecco and too much possibility. I remembered the squeak of their laughter through the open kitchen window as I sanded floorboards upstairs, the way it had thinned later to a murmur I couldn’t quite make out. 

Now, Amy’s stare burned like an accusation. Or a verdict.

I almost lifted a hand, some automatic, pointless gesture of greeting. The muscles in my arm locked halfway.

She didn’t wave back. 

Past the café, the street opened onto the harbour proper. Low tide left the boats marooned in grey mud, their hulls glittering with salt, ropes creaking against damp posts. Tarpaulins snapped, half-heartedly, in the wind. A gull screamed itself hoarse over some scrap in the shallows. 

A boy in a red hoodie perched on the railings, swinging his legs. Another leaned against a lamppost, smoking with the unconvincing nonchalance of someone who hoped very much to be seen.

They saw me.

The one in the hoodie nudged his friend. Both turned, eyes following the car with the blunt, unsanded frankness of teenagers. The smoker’s lips formed a word I knew without hearing.

Crowe.

The second boy’s mouth shaped another.

Halcyon. 

The names moved between them invisibly, the way they would have moved between their parents at dinner tables when they were younger. Crowe, as in the man who. Halcyon as in the house where. 

“Is that him?” the one in the hoodie said, loud enough now for the words to pierce the glass. 

“Course it is,” his friend replied. “My mum said he’d come back one day. Can’t sell the place if he doesn’t.” 

“Bet it’s haunted as fuck,” Hoodie said, grinning, teeth bright against chapped lips. 

My hands tightened on the wheel. Hearing the word out of a teenager’s mouth—casual, greedy—made the whole thing feel smaller and crueller, like a party trick instead of a life.

His friend glanced up toward the headland, toward the black line of cliff where the road vanished, and his smile faltered.

“It was before,” he said. “Before she—” 

He cut himself off, as if the rest of the sentence might summon something.

His hand tightened around the cigarette, burning it down faster.

I looked away first. 

But the word hung in the car with me anyway—haunted—like a sticker someone had slapped on my windscreen years ago and I’d never quite scraped off.

The buildings thinned as I left the harbour behind. Hardware shop. Hairdresser. The crumbling white shell of a guesthouse that had once been the only place you could get decent coffee before Delphine arrived. Its TO LET sign hung crooked, letters faded to the colour of old bones. 

We’d stayed there once, before the house was ours. The owner, a woman with mauve hair and arthritis in her fingers, had complained fondly about the damp and the tourists and then given us a thermos of tea to take up to the headland. “Go see if it’s really as haunted as they say,” she’d told Delphine. 

The pub – The Blackthorn Arms – came next, low and stubborn against the wind. The sign swung on its bracket, the painted halcyon bird more weathered than I remembered. Light glowed in the windows, that particular pub amber that says we are open and we are listening. On automatic pilot, my hands loosened on the wheel, as if expecting me to indicate and pull in. 

I didn’t.

But for a second, I saw it anyway: the snug, the familiar curve of the bar, Tom polishing a glass with a rag that had seen too much, the regulars turning their heads as I walked in seven years ago, eyes bright with curiosity and drink and fresh tragedy. Tom pushing a pint toward me without asking what I wanted. On the house, mate. Whispered conversations, glances over shoulders. Words like affair and push and cliff passing from mouth to ear on the low tide of gossip. 

Now, as my car rolled past, a handful of heads turned toward the window. One of them was Tom’s. He froze, cloth in hand, mouth halfway to a word I couldn’t hear. Our eyes met for a fraction of a second. Then someone at the bar said something, and he turned away, shoulders going up in that old defensive hunch. 

The road climbed. 

At the edge of Blackthorn Bay, the speed limit sign gave up, and the road narrowed to a single ribbon hugging the cliff. Gorse and its namesake blackthorn crowded in, branches clawing the passenger-side window like hands. In places, the hedge broke open to sudden, dizzying drops, glimpses of the sea far below, a sheet of hammered pewter under a low streaked sky, the wind driving stray veils of spray up the rock face. 

The satnav’s screen was a static blue wedge now, the arrow representing the car hovering over a beige limbo. BEYOND MAPPED AREA, it had told me once, in its flat American voice. I’d laughed then and told Delphine it was a sign. 

She’d agreed.

We’d been wrong about which one. 

I killed the radio. It's chatter about fuel prices and midweek jackpots cut off mid-sentence. What passed for silence in the car now was the grind of tyres on rough aggregate, the low roar of the sea through the glass and my own tight breath. 

Long enough for the town to turn a tragedy into a campfire story, I thought, easing the car around a blind bend. Long enough for the kids whose parents whispered about us over dinner to grow up and practise the story themselves on winter nights, in bedrooms that smelled of damp and algebra. Long enough for the details to grow teeth and claws. Long enough for my face to flatten into a single, convenient shape in their minds: monster, victim, fool. 

Long enough for me to almost believe their version instead of mine.

The version of the first documentary I had liked the best had used words like OBSESSED, ISOLATED and TROUBLED. Slow pans of the house under grey skies. Archival shots of Delphine laughing in galleries. My own voice, cut and spliced, saying things I had meant and things I hadn’t in an order that made for good television. 

“You don’t have to watch,” my therapist had said.

“I have to know what they’re saying,” I’d replied.

“You already know,” she’d said. “You were in the room.” 

The road climbed a little more. 

For a second, all I could see was sky and the empty reach of the sea, then the cliff dropped away, and Halcyon House rose into view on the headland ahead, stone and slate and blind windows against the pale horizon, as inevitable and implausible as ever. 

The first time we’d seen it, Delphine had made a sound low in her throat, half hunger, half recognition. “It looks like it’s been waiting,” she’d said. “Like a mouth that hasn’t closed yet.” 

My hand tightened on the wheel. The car began, without my explicit permission, to slow.

Transaction, I told myself again, because it was that or turn around.

Closure.

Done.

The words felt thinner here, blown hollow by the wind. 

There was a pull-in opposite the iron gates, a patch of scrubby gravel beaten flat by decades of delivery vans and police cars and, for one brief, glittering year, journalists’ satellite trucks. I turned into it and let the engine idle down to silence. 

Up close, the house looked less like a home and more like a carcass picked over by weather, slate scaled, stone pitted where salt had gnawed at the mortar, ivy stitching up its flanks like careless sutures. The windows were blank coins, argent in the diffuse light. From this angle, you couldn’t see the sea at all, only the drop. The house seemed to be leaning slightly forward, as if listening. 

My phone vibrated in the cup holder.

UNKNOWN NUMBER.

Of course. 

I answered anyway.

“Crowe.” 

“Mr Crowe, hello!” A woman’s voice, bright and breathless. “It’s Louise from Harcourt & Vale. Just checking you made it down to Blackthorn Bay in one piece?” 

I watched a gull wheel lazy loops over the headland, its wings catching the wind with bored efficiency. “I’m here.” 

“Oh, good.” Papers rustled on her end; I could picture her at a small desk somewhere, flicking through a file as if looking for the right script. The office would be bright and generic, the sort of place you never really remember leaving. “Well, I won’t keep you, I know you’ve got a lot to do, but I did want to remind you we have that very keen cash buyer who’d like to view on Monday. They absolutely love the cliff position. ‘Utterly unique prospect,’ he said.” 

Of course he did. Estate agents and vultures had always shared a vocabulary.

“Do they know,” I said, “what happened here?” 

A small, professional pause. I heard the tiny hitch in her breath, the quick recalibration. “We’re very transparent in our disclosures, yes.” 

“That’s not what I asked.”

“They understand the property has...history,” she said carefully. “And that there were some events associated with it in the past. But market conditions being what they are, and given the work needed, I do think this is a very fair offer. If we can get everything signed this weekend, we can have surveys done by Wednesday and—” 

“And I can be free,” I said. 

She laughed, soft and rehearsed. “Well, I don’t know that I’d put it quite like that in the brochure, but yes. No more maintenance, no more council tax on an empty property, no more unpleasant anniversaries.” 

Free.

The word landed awkwardly, like a guest who’d turned up to the wrong wake. 

I looked up at the house. The narrow strip of glass above the front door flashed once, catching a stray shaft of sun or something else. For an instant, it looked like an eye-opening - slowly, deliberately, as though it had been waiting for me to say the word aloud. 

“Mr Crowe?”

“I’ll be finished by Monday,” I said. My voice sounded remote, like a recording. “You’ll have your signature.” 

“Oh, wonderful. And if anything at all feels...overwhelming while you’re there, do remember you’re under no obligation to stay the full three days. A local solicitor can courier documents—” 

“I’ll manage,” I said. 

“Right. Well. Good luck, then.” 

The line clicked off. 

For a moment, my reflection stared back at me from the black rectangle of the screen: older, more carved-out, someone who had lost weight in all the wrong places. Then the screen went dark, and I dropped the phone back in the cup holder. 

The wind off the sea buffeted the car, rocking it gently. The jasmine smell was gone now, replaced by the flatter scents of exhaust and brine and my own cold sweat. 

Across the lane, the gate waited. 

Three days, Kerr’s voice reminded me. That’s what you told me at the station. We were only there three days before she disappeared. 

“You’re good at patterns,” he’d said later, when the interviews had turned into something closer to interrogation. “Ever thought about the story you keep telling yourself?” 

I got out of the car. 

The air outside was colder than it had any right to be for October. It knifed through my coat, carrying with it the distant, ever-present roar of the Atlantic working at the base of the cliff. The sound rose and fell like breathing, long, slow, indifferent. 

Gravel shifted under my boots as I crossed the lane. A gust of wind pushed against my back at the exact moment I stepped off the tarmac, harder than seemed strictly meteorological. For a second, it felt like a hand between my shoulder blades, ushering me forward. 

“Don’t be ridiculous,” I muttered to myself or to someone else. 

The gate was rusted the colour of dried blood. The old crest Delphine had made the stonemason restore – two halcyon birds facing each other over stylised waves – had cracked along one wing. Ivy had tangled itself through the scrollwork like veins, some leaves still improbably green, others a papery brown that whispered when the wind worried them. 

She’d loved that crest. “Names matter,” she’d said, fingers tracing the worn birds. “Stories matter. Why spend all that money on a place called Plot 7 when you could live in a house that remembers what it’s called?” 

We’d stood right here, that first autumn, laughing at ourselves. Two idiots who thought they could buy history and make it behave.

The hinges should have seized. Instead, when I pushed, the gate swung inward with a long, complaining groan, as if it had been rehearsing this moment in my absence. As if the sound itself had been kept oiled. 

The gravel drive curved up toward the house, a familiar S of crushed shell and stone. The flowerbeds on either side were a mess of brambles and skeletal shrubs. Once, they’d been full of camellias and roses, things with old-lady names Delphine had learned from Maeve at the village shop. For one mad summer, the place had looked like it belonged to people who intended to stay. 

I could see her as she’d been that year, barefoot on the drive, a trowel in one hand and a cigarette in the other, dirt on her knees. 

“We’ll plant a hedge of jasmine,” she’d said, blowing smoke toward the cliff edge. “So, the whole place smells like us.” 

“Like you,” I’d corrected, but she’d only smiled, feral and pleased. 

My boots crunched the path I’d walked a thousand times. The crunch sounded the same. Everything else didn’t. 

Halfway up, the smell of jasmine came back.

Not strong. Just a thin thread that caught at the back of my throat, sweet and wrong against the salt, as though the house had exhaled it directly into my lungs.

It wound itself around the memory of her skin under my hands, the way she’d arch against the bannister or the kitchen counter, turning the house into an accomplice. The ache that answered in my body now felt obscene, like wanting a ghost, and the ghost wanting back.

The front steps were slick with a film of moisture that hadn’t been there a minute ago. The stone sank a fraction under my weight. I wiped my soles on the mat out of habit. It read WELCOME in a font Delphine had thought ironic, and I had thought naïve. She’d insisted on it anyway, “If we make it look like we belong, eventually we will,” she’d said. 

The door key was still on the same ring. Heavy iron, shaped like a finger bone, cool and familiar where the brass of the car key had always felt foreign. It lay against the others with a certain gravity, older, more certain of itself. 

Seven years.

Seven years since I’d last turned it in this lock. Seven years since I’d driven away and sworn never to come back. Seven years of documentaries and think pieces and strangers’ eyes on my face. Seven years of other people’s certainty and my own careful, curated not-knowing. 

I told myself it was just a house.

I slid the key into the lock.

It went in like it had been waiting. 

The tumblers sighed, turned, and clicked. The sound was unreasonably intimate, like a small animal settling into a burrow. The wood around the keyhole was swollen and cracked, paint flaking, but the mechanism inside had been spared the indignities of time. 

I put my shoulder to the door and pushed.

It opened on the first try.

A breath of air rolled out to meet me. Cold. Damp. Underneath the stone and dust, unmistakable jasmine. 

I stepped over the threshold.

I had told myself this would be a transaction.

The house disagreed. 

The foyer was almost exactly as we’d left it: black-and-white marble tiles, a crystal chandelier dripping like frozen tears, the grand staircase curving upward into a pool of shadow. Dust lay on everything, softening edges, muting colour. Cobwebs hung in the corners like old thoughts. Beneath it all, the house looked...expectant. Like a stage set waiting for actors who were running late. 

On the console table by the wall sat a single white rose in a crystal bud vase.

Fresh. Dew beading on the petals. Water in the vase clear, a drop sliding down the glass to pool on the polished wood. 

I hadn’t brought it.

No one else should have had a key. 

For a moment, I stood in the doorway, one foot still half in, half out, caught between the temperature of the car and the temperature of the house. Sound sharpened around the rose: the distant sea, the faint creak of the beams in the wind, my own pulse thudding in my ears. 

Upstairs, a floorboard creaked.

Once. Deliberate. 

My hand twitched toward the light switch by the door. I knew, rationally, as a line item on an old bill, that there was no power to the house. The account had been closed, the meter removed, the wires left to hang lifeless in the walls. I’d paid extra to make sure of it. The solicitor had sent me a letter with words like DISCONNECTED, PERMANENT and IRREVERSIBLE stamped across the top. 

My fingers flicked the switch anyway.

There was a tick, a breath, and then the chandelier flickered to life.

Every bulb. Every crystal. 

Light spilt down, too bright after the grey outside, splintering itself across the tiles, catching in the facets of the vase, turning dust motes into a slow drift of gold. Shadows leapt back into the corners, startled. 

The smell of jasmine swelled.

I looked up.

At the top of the stairs, for a heartbeat, a figure stood.

White dress. Dark hair. One hand resting lightly on the bannister, head tipped as if listening. The exact angle I’d seen a hundred times in the half-dark when she’d called down, “Eli? Are you coming to bed, or are you planning to marry that paint roller?” 

“Eli?” she called down, in the voice I’d heard in dreams and voiceovers and police recreations. “Is that you?” 

My chest forgot how to work. Heat surged under my ribs, strange and painful, as if my heart had tried to lunge upward.

I blinked.

The bulbs popped. 

Not all at once; in a chain, like firecrackers, zipping around the chandelier’s circumference. Glass rained down, a few small shards pinging harmlessly off the tile. One skittered to rest near the toe of my boot. The smell of burning filament flared, sharp and metallic. In the space of a second, the foyer plunged back into darkness. 

I stood in the sudden black, breath ragged, ears full of the after-silence that follows a shout. The only light now was the weak spill from the open door behind me, smearing a pale rectangle over the floor. 

When my eyes adjusted, the landing was empty.

The staircase was just wood and shadow. The bannister, the runner, the worn spot on the third step where we’d always placed our feet: all exactly, mundanely themselves. 

The smell of jasmine thinned, embarrassed, retreating into the walls.

I swallowed. My throat clicked like a faulty switch. 

Slowly, as if expecting them to vanish, I turned back to the console table.

The white rose was no longer white. Its petals had darkened to a deep, arterial red, as if they’d been dipped, slowly, into a pot of ink—or blood, the kind that wells up slowly and inevitably from a cut you didn’t feel at first. Colour pooled at the tips like bruises, flowering under skin, spreading with the quiet inevitability of a story rewriting itself. The drop of water that had slid down the side of the vase now clung thickly at the base, darker, glossier, viscous as regret. For a heartbeat, I thought it was blood. I told myself it was a trick of the light. There was no light—only the house, watching, rewriting the ending it had always planned.

Behind me, something ticked. 

The kitchen clock on the far wall of the adjoining room had stopped years ago at 2:17 a.m. I knew that with the same certainty I knew my own birthday. I’d stood under it the night she disappeared and watched the red second hand stutter, then die. An officer had asked the time; I’d pointed at the clock like an idiot, as if time itself had agreed to witness. 

Now, faintly, I heard it resume.

Tick.

Tick.

Tick.

Soft and steady, the sound of time starting up again right where it had left off. 

I closed my hand around the bannister at the bottom of the stairs.

The wood was warm. Warmer than my fingers. As if someone had just run a hand along it ahead of me. 

Somewhere in the back of my mind, my therapist’s voice said, gently:

Grief does this. It makes meaning where there isn’t any. 

Somewhere else, Delphine’s voice laughed and said:

Or maybe meaning was always the point. 

I stood there, nailed to the spot by voices that belonged to people who weren’t here, and then, because standing still felt worse than moving, I took the first step upward. 

The stairs complained under my weight, old joints cracking, but they held. Each step took me further from the door, from the thin wedge of grey day and the option of leaving, and deeper into the hushed, heavy air of the house. 

On the landing above, in the dimness, the portrait waited. 

We had hung it there the summer we turned thirty. Eight feet of her in emerald silk, painted under north light by a woman from Prague who only worked in silence. We’d rented a studio in town for three weeks, and I’d sat on a hard chair while the painter narrowed her eyes at Delphine’s face, translating her into layers of oil and varnish. 

“She is too alive,” the woman had said once, flatly. “You must hold very still.” 

Delphine had laughed and done anything but. 

The portrait had watched every argument, every reconciliation, every late return. Every time I’d come home smelling of rain and guilt and found her sprawled on the stairs, waiting. 

Now, as I climbed, the smell of turpentine threaded through the jasmine – thin, chemical, unmistakable. A phantom of the studio: the rasp of canvas under the brush, the soft hiss of the painter’s breath, Delphine humming tunelessly to herself between poses. 

For a moment, as I lifted my eyes to the painted version of my wife, the studio lamps flared in memory behind her, the tick of the painter’s brush against the frame echoed at my back. 

Delphine, in the portrait, looked past me as she always had – half-smile, head tilted, eyes turned just off to the right, toward something only she could see. 

Except.

Except, when I reached the last step and stood on the landing, my heart beating too fast, her gaze met mine dead on. Not past. Not through. At. The change was so slight I could have blamed it on the angle, the light, seven years of not looking properly, or on the varnish finally cracking in the places where she had always been impatient to be seen. One pupil seemed fractionally larger now, as though the painter’s brush had hesitated at the last second and let a little more black bleed in, the way her real eyes used to widen whenever I tried to leave a room before she was ready.

But I knew what the painter had done. I’d watched every stroke. I’d stood beside the easel when she signed her name in the corner and wiped her brushes clean. The eyes she’d painted then had never looked directly at me. Delphine had liked it that way. “I don’t want to stare down every poor sod who comes up the stairs,” she’d said. “Let them think I’m keeping my secrets.” 

“Grief does this,” my therapist’s voice said again. 

“You’re late,” Delphine’s voice said, not from memory but from the quiet of the landing itself.

It brushed the back of my neck like cold breath. 

I turned.

No one stood there.

The mirror opposite the portrait, framed in the same ornate gilt we’d found at an antique market, showed only me, older and thinner, a stranger in his own house. My shoulders were hunched, as if from an impact I hadn’t yet felt. 

I let out a breath I hadn’t realised I was holding.

“Okay,” I said to the empty house. My voice sounded small, swallowed quickly by the walls. 

“You win. I’m here.” 

The house, for the moment, said nothing back.

But the clock in the kitchen kept on ticking at 2:17, and the rose on the table bled its colour slowly into the water, and in the portrait above the stairs, my wife’s painted eyes watched me with a new, fractional kind of attention. 

Whatever this was—transaction, closure, madness—it had already started.

And Halcyon, as ever, had no intention of playing a minor role.
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Chapter 2: The Town Remembers
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I lasted exactly twenty minutes.

Twenty minutes of walking the familiar circuit of the ground floor – hall, living room, dining room, kitchen – pretending I was just checking for leaks and mould and not for ghosts. 

The house had other ideas.

In the living room, one of the armchairs sat at a slight angle to the rug. The last time I’d seen it, it had been lined up perfectly with the fireplace, because Delphine had insisted “a line of sight to the flames is the point of a chair.” I had moved that chair a thousand times to irritate her; she had moved it back a thousand-and-one. 

I couldn’t remember leaving it like this.

The dent in the cushion looked recent. Not seven-years-of-recent dust. Recent like someone had sat there last week, elbows on knees, staring at the cold grate as if it owed them something. 

The rug in front of the hearth had a faint, dark scallop at one corner, like a glass ring that had half-evaporated and never been wiped. 

We hadn’t owned those glasses.

On the mantelpiece, one of the small objects we’d left, a cheap ceramic lighthouse Delphine had bought in a charity shop “for irony,” had been turned a precise ninety degrees. It faced the room now, not the window. Its painted windows looked like eyes. 

In the hall, my own boot prints marked the dust where I’d come in. Next to them, for three steps, ran a second set. Bare. Narrower. Toes turned slightly inward in the way Delphine’s had always done when she padded downstairs half asleep. 

They stopped just before the kitchen doorway and vanished. 

“Springs remember, dust drifts,” I muttered. “Brains make shapes.” 

In the dining room, one of the shutters stood half-latched. We’d fastened every one of them the night I left, Tom and I moving from window to window with boards and screws while the storm outside tried to tear the cliff off its hinges. Now, this one hung just ajar, letting in a blade of light that fell across the table in a perfect, accusing line. 

A cracked wine glass sat dead centre in that strip of light, upside down. Its stem had snapped halfway; the bowl listed at an odd angle, like a neck broken mid-turn. I hadn’t seen it when I’d walked through earlier. I hadn’t left it there seven years ago; the forensics team had been very thorough about photographing and then removing anything that might “confuse the narrative,” including the stupid IKEA tumblers we’d used the last night. 

In the kitchen, the clock over the back door – cheap plastic, red second hand, the one that had stopped at 2:17 a.m. the night she vanished – ticked quietly away, its small, insistent sound out of step with the hush of the house. 

I stood under it, listening. As soon as I looked up and focused on the second hand, it stuttered...then stopped.

2:17, again. 

I waited for it to resume.

It didn’t.

The fridge, which should have been dead, hummed once in sympathy and then fell silent. 

A faint drip echoed somewhere under the sink. When I opened the cupboard, the pipes were dry. The bucket we’d once kept there for leaks – labelled EMERGENCIES ONLY in Del’s handwriting – sat empty. 

Eventually, nerves jangling, I went back to the hall, picked up my car keys from the console beside the red rose, and opened the front door. 

The air outside hit me like surf. 

The sky had clouded over while I’d been inside. The light had gone flat and grey, the horizon smudged where sea and sky met. From up here, you could see the little curve of Blackthorn as it wrapped itself around the harbour: white and brick rectangles pressed together against the wind, church tower poking up like an accusation. 

I locked the door behind me out of habit and walked down the drive, gravel crunching under my boots. 

At the gate, I paused. 

Someone had tied a length of white ribbon around one of the iron bars. It had weathered to a dirty cream, edges frayed into feathered strands. A small, artificial camellia, plastic petals, bright and defiant, hung from it by a bit of florist’s wire. 

One petal had snapped half off and gone brittle, hanging on by a thread of thin plastic like damaged cartilage. 

Beneath the ribbon, tucked neatly into the scrollwork, lay a laminated photograph. The sort you made on a home printer when the official ones didn’t capture what you wanted. 

Delphine on the harbour wall, hair in a messy knot, head tipped back mid-laugh. Someone had written her name under it in thick black marker, as if there were any chance anyone in this town could forget. 

Beside her, in smaller letters:

ALWAYS IN OUR THOUGHTS. 

The lamination had bubbled in one corner where water had got in. Her mouth puckered around the damage, a laugh frozen midway into a grimace. 

I hadn’t seen it when I’d arrived.

Of course you didn’t, I thought. You were too busy hyperventilating over a rose.

I stepped past it and started down the hill. 

The walk into Blackthorn took fifteen minutes if you weren’t in a hurry and didn’t mind the wind trying to peel your face off. I kept my hands in my pockets and my eyes on the tarmac, letting the familiarity of the route carry me. 

Every bend in the road had a memory attached. 

Here, where the hedgerow dipped, you could see the very tip of the harbour; Delphine had once stopped dead at this spot and insisted on sketching the curve of the boats in biro on her wrist because “I’ll forget the angle if I wait until we get home.” When we got back, she’d transferred the lines to the wall of the downstairs loo, giddy with the idea of “harbour views where you least expect them.” 

There, where the verge widened, we’d pulled over to argue about whether the house “wanted” us. 

“She chose us,” she’d said, rain plastering her hair to her skull, eyes fever-bright. “Can’t you feel it?” 

“All I can feel is the damp,” I’d snapped, watching water trickle down the inside of the windscreen. “We chose it. With a mortgage and a signature, not a Ouija board.” 

The house, at that moment, had been indifferent to our semantics. It was still standing. We were the ones who’d proved temporary.

Farther down, a crooked oak leaned over the lane, its branches forming a kind of arch. The first winter, Del had hung fairy lights from it, creating a tunnel of soft gold we’d driven through on our way back from the pub, both of us drunk on whisky and the delusion that this place would fix us. 

The nails she’d used to anchor the cable were still in the bark, rusted now. The lights were long gone. 

Just beyond the oak, there was a layby barely big enough for one car. The morning after she vanished, it had held three: Kerr’s patrol car, the unmarked CID saloon, and a Forensics van that had looked embarrassed to be seen next to them. For days afterwards, tyre tracks had scored the mud there like claw marks. They’d long since been washed out, but my feet still knew the shape of the pause. 

By the time I reached the first cottage at the edge of the village, my ears were numb, and the jasmine had receded from my nostrils, replaced by the more prosaic scents of coal smoke and frying oil. 

The Siren’s Rest sat halfway down the main street, its sign swinging on rusty chains: a painted mermaid with hair like seaweed, eyes like trouble. The gold leaf on the letters had seen better days, but the door was open, and the hum of voices inside had the low, steady pitch of locals, not tourists. 

I hesitated with my hand on the handle.

Another threshold. 

It had been years since I’d stood here. Years since I’d watched Delphine push this door open with her hip, arms full of canvases, and declare to a bar of bemused fishermen that she’d decided this was “our local.” Years since Tom had pulled me a pint and said, “Careful, mate, she’s going to get bored of you before she gets bored of this place.” Years since I’d slipped out that same door after my last interview, too wired to go home, too ashamed to stay. 

I pushed the door. 

Warmth rolled over me, thick with beer and grease and the faint, yeasty undertone of stale bread. Yellow light from old sconces puddled on the floorboards. A few heads turned, curious, then snapped back in a double-take as recognition followed. 

Silence, like the sucking-in of a collective breath, lasted half a second.

Then the murmur resumed—quieter, slanted away from me, but enough to make it clear I was now the topic, not just another punter. 

Tom Moran stood behind the bar, polishing a glass with a rag that had long since given up any claim to cleanliness. He was broader in the middle than he’d been seven years ago, hairline a little farther back, but his eyes were the same pale blue, sharp and unsentimental. 

He saw me. The glass paused in his hand.

“Crowe,” he said. 

“Tom.”

“You’re not dead, then.”

“Not yet.” 

He snorted, put the glass down, and reached for a bottle on the back shelf. “What’ll you have?” 

“Whatever you haven’t watered,” I said.

“Ah.” He pulled down a bottle of Lagavulin I recognised too well and splashed a generous measure into a heavy tumbler. “We’ve kept your poison on hand. Just in case.” 

He slid the glass across the bar.

“On the house,” he added. “Call it back rent on all the years you’ve lived in our heads.” 

I picked up the tumbler, felt the reassuring weight of it in my palm. “I can pay.” 

“I know you can.” He leaned on the bar, forearms braced. “Humour me.” 

The first mouthful burned all the way down, peaty and medicinal, like kissing an ashtray full of regret. It tasted like every bad decision I’d ever made in this village. 

I let it sit on my tongue a second too long.

“Realtor says there’s a buyer,” Tom said. “Talk in the shop is they’re from London. Of course they are. ‘We just love the history,’ apparently.” 

“Apparently.” I swallowed. “History’s cheaper here.” 

“They going to knock it down, then?” he asked. “Or just paper over it?” 

“Louise says he wants ‘period charm,’” I said. “So, I imagine they’ll restore as much of the bloodstain as the council will allow.” 

A couple of men at the far end of the bar exchanged looks. One of them, a man with a face like weathered leather, said, “Should’ve knocked it down when they had the chance. Some bones you don’t build on twice.” 

“Come off it, Bill,” Tom said without looking at him. “Place is half the reason punters come in summer. You lot love a story when it’s about somebody else.” 

“I was here before you brought your city circus,” Bill muttered. “Be here after.” 

“Then maybe you can finally be the headline,” Tom said. 

A ripple of laughter, strained but real, moved through the room. 

I turned my glass slowly, watching the whisky coat the sides. 

“You should know,” Tom said, voice a shade softer now, “folks have been leaving flowers. At the gate.” 

“I saw,” I said.

“Every year.” He scratched at a beer ring on the bar. “Birthdays. Wedding date. Night she—” He stopped himself. “Some years more than others. Depends how loud the telly’s being about it.” 

“Seven’s a good number,” I said. “Neat. Biblical.” 

“Does it feel neat to you?” 

I thought of the rose changing colour under my nose. Of the chandelier sparking to life on a dead circuit. Of the way her painted eyes seemed to have shifted on canvas.

“Not especially,” I said.

A stool scraped to my right.

I hadn’t noticed the woman from the café sitting there; she’d been half-turned away, shoulders hunched, phone in hand. Now she stood, apron still on over her jeans, eyes flat and bright. 

“You shouldn’t have come back,” she said. 

“Amy,” Tom warned. 

She ignored him. “You shouldn’t have come back,” she repeated, louder. 

“Noted,” I said.

“You think this is about you?’ Her fingers tightened on her phone until her knuckles went white, the screen cracking faintly under the pressure, a spiderweb fracture mirroring the ones we’d all carried since that night. ‘You think you get to just stroll back into our lives for a long weekend, sign a bit of paper, and then fuck off to wherever you ran to, and we all just—’ She made a helpless gesture, hands slicing the air as if carving space for the words she couldn’t find. ‘What? Clap? Pretend the story ends with your signature, while we’re left sweeping up the shards?” 

“Amy,” Tom said again, more sharply. 

“She was my friend,” Amy snapped at him, then swung her gaze back to me. “Before she was your mystery. Before she was a headline. Before she was some sad-eyed woman on a Netflix thumbnail. She was a person, and you brought her here, and you built that house up around her like a stage set, and then you just—” 

“I didn’t just anything,” I said. The whisky made my tongue heavier, but not heavy enough to stop that. 

Her laugh came out high and brittle. “You think you’re the only one who lost her? My kids still won’t walk past that gate after dark; every time there’s a storm, half the village lies awake thinking this is it, this is the night she comes back or he finally jumps. We get to live with that. You get to go on telly and say you ‘loved her so much’ and ‘miss her every day’ and never once say what you did.” 

“Amy.” Tom reached across the bar and touched her arm. “Not here.” 

“Where else?” she demanded. “Where else, Tom? He’s not going to come to the school run and take questions, is he?” 

I set the glass down. The thunk sounded too loud in the suddenly strained air. 

“I never asked for those interviews,” I said. “I never asked for the documentaries, or the podcast, or the—” 

“But you did them,” she cut in. “You did every single one. You let them pick whichever version made you look best. Heartbroken widower. Wrongly accused. Noble sufferer. You never corrected them, did you?” 

A dozen answers crowded my mouth—about lawyers and edits and how little control you really have once you sign the release forms. None of them were the one that mattered: that sometimes I liked the versions where I was more victim than villain. That it was easier to live with that man than with the one Amy was describing.

I swallowed them all.

“What version would you prefer?” I asked. “Maybe I’ll rehearse it before I go back out there.” 

“Something that isn’t about you,” she said. 

Silence spread from us like ink in water. The punters at the tables pretended to drink; glasses hovered halfway to mouths, eyes on us over the rims. 

At one of the corner tables, Nora Godwin – who’d once pressed a slice of birthday cake into Del’s hands and said, “Eat this before the house does” – shook her head. 

“She’s not wrong,” she said, not quite quietly enough. “But she’s not right all the way, either.” 

“Since when did we do nuance in here?” Bill muttered into his pint. 

Tom gave them both a look and wiped the same clean patch on the bar again, as if he could polish the conversation away. 

Amy shook her head, angry tears brightening her eyes.

“One of those shows,” she said, voice cracking, “you know, the one with the slow piano and the drone shots—” She jabbed a finger toward the blank TV at the end of the bar. “You sat there, in some fancy rented kitchen, and you said, ‘If I could go back to that night, I’d do everything differently.’” 

“I remember,” I said. 

“Do you?” she snapped. “Because we all watched it. We all sat here and watched your careful lighting and your sad-boy beard and your nice, crisp shirt, and we believed you, for about a second. And then my youngest said, ‘Mummy, if he could go back, why doesn’t he?’ and I didn’t have a bloody answer.” 

My face burned. 

“I can’t,” I said. “Time doesn’t—” 

“Oh, I know,” she said. “Believe me, I know. Time only goes one way for the rest of us. For you, it just loops around that night.” 

“Amy,” Tom said, quieter now. “Love.” 

She dragged the back of her hand across her nose.

“Don’t come into my café,” she said. “Don’t talk to my kids. And don’t stand there and act like you’re the victim of the story you wrote.” 

She grabbed her coat from the back of the stool and pushed past me. The door banged against its frame and swung back the way it always did, the closer never quite catching. 

For a second, the word she’d left behind vibrated in the air.

Victim.

Tom blew out a breath between his teeth.

“Well,” he said. “That went about as well as it was going to.” 

“Same as ever,” I said. My voice sounded smaller than I’d like. “I walk into a room, and women leave.” 

He barked a laugh despite himself. “Del always did like your martyr complex.” 

The laugh faded from his face as quickly as it had appeared.

“She did like you, you know,” he said, quieter. “For all the rest of it.” 

I stared at the amber dregs in my glass.

“That’s the worst part,” I said. 

On the wall at the end of the bar, the pub’s little television mutely played the afternoon news. The sound was off, captions scrolling under the anchor’s overbright smile. As I lifted my head, a familiar image flicked onto the screen. 

Wedding photo.

Delphine in profile, laughing at someone just out of frame, her hair pinned up with a camellia, veil a ghost around her shoulders. My shoulder blurred at the edge of the shot, tie crooked. We both looked overexposed, like the light had been too much even then. 

The caption beneath read: SEVEN YEARS SINCE BLACKTHORN ARTIST VANISHED. 

B-roll: the iron gates of Halcyon, closed; a slow pan up the front of the house; villagers leaving flowers; my own haunted face from some long-ago interview, lips moving silently under the scrolling text. 

“‘BLACKTHORN MARKS SEVENTH ANNIVERSARY OF DELPHINE CROWE DISAPPEARANCE,’” Tom read aloud from the caption, his tone flat. “Tune in at six for speculation, innuendo, and one bloke from London who wrote a book about how grief is actually great content.” 

“That one was terrible,” he added, almost as an afterthought. “Got your eyes wrong. Put somebody else’s hands round the pint they said was mine.” 

“Off,” I said. 

He picked up the remote and stabbed at it. The screen went black. 

“They’ll never let it go,” he said. “Not while the house is still standing.” 

“I’m here to fix that,” I said. 

“You’re here to sell it,” he corrected. “That’s not the same thing.” 

He took my empty glass, rinsed it, and set it upside down on the rack.

“You know where we are if you need somewhere less haunted to drink,” he said. “Shuts at eleven. Doors open if you knock like you mean it.” 

“Thanks,” I said. 

I stepped away from the bar.

For a moment, I considered leaving it at that – pub, whisky, old accusations – but the pull of another door tugged at me. 

Across the street, Maeve’s shop still squatted where it always had: a narrow cavern of a place with a peeling sign that read: BLACKTHORN STORES in letters that had predated my birth and, possibly, hers. Through the window, I could see the familiar jumble of tins and spools of string and onions in a basket. The bell above the door was a note I could still hear in my sleep. 

I pushed the door.

The bell gave its tired jangle. 

Steam rose from a kettle behind the counter, lending the air a foggy warmth that smelled of tea, cat, and whatever bread she’d last sliced on the scarred wooden block. 

Maeve herself stood at the till, spectacles on the end of her nose, stabbing at the keys of an ancient calculator with the air of someone reconciling more than sums. 

She looked up.

For a fraction of a second, nothing in her expression changed.

Then her eyes softened in a way that made something inside my chest want to cave in. 

“Well,” she said. “If it isn’t the cliff man.” 

“Hi, Maeve,” I said. 

She took off her glasses and let them dangle from their chain.

“You’ve put on...absolutely no weight,” she observed. “And your hair’s gone sulky. London’s not feeding you properly.” 

“I brought the doom with me,” I said. “Maybe it scared off my appetite.” 

She snorted.

“Don’t flatter yourself,” she said. “Doom’s had a seat at my table since before you were in short trousers.” 

The black-and-white cat that had once been permanently installed on the bread shelf was gone. In its place, a lean ginger tom sat on the counter, tail flicking against the receipt book. He regarded me with lazy interest. 

“New cat,” I said.

“Old cat,” she corrected. “World keeps ending, cats keep arriving. It’s the deal.” 

She looked past me, out the shop window at the sliver of main street and, beyond, the shape of the headland.

“So,” she said. “You’ve come to sell our ghost.” 

“That’s the idea,” I said. 

“About time,” she said briskly. “Council’s been circling that place like crows for years. They’ll be very annoyed you beat them to it.” 

“You sound disappointed,” I said. 

She shrugged one shoulder.

“I’m a shopkeeper,” she said. “Haunted houses are good for business. People come for tragedy; they buy postcards and crisps. You burning it down would ruin a perfectly decent side trade in local misery.” 

“I haven’t burned anything,” I said. 

“Yet,” she said. 

Her gaze was too sharp to dodge.

I looked away, scanning the shelves for something to hide behind. 

The same strange assortment as ever: tinned tomatoes, snow shovels in July, a single pair of men’s socks hanging from a peg as if for decoration. On the end of the counter, by the till, a small cardboard box marked DONATIONS FOR THE FLOWERS AT HALCYON GATE. 

There were coins in it.

Notes. 

A folded piece of paper someone had weighted down with a fifty-pence piece. 

I reached for it before I could talk myself out of it.

Don’t, something in the back of my mind said.

I opened it anyway. 

The note was written in a careful, looping hand that looked like it had practised the letters many times before committing them. 

Dear Lady on the Cliff, it read. 

Please look after Mummy when she is sad. Please don’t take anyone else. My teacher says we should talk to our feelings, but I don’t want to talk to you. I just want you to be nice now. 

Love,
Ellie P3
Drawn under the words was a house: square, four windows, a door in the middle. On the roof, a stick-figure woman with long hair stood in a crooked triangle of lines that might have been a dress, might have been a nightgown. Next to her, another, smaller stick-figure with hair that stuck out in all directions. Arms reached toward each other or away; it was impossible to tell. 

The Lady on the Cliff. As if Delphine had been promoted to a local deity in my absence, patron saint of bad decisions and rough weather.

I swallowed. 

“Kids these days,” Maeve said, voice gruff. “Trauma literacy and glitter pens. We had ‘bite your lip and pour another.’” 

“You put this out?” I asked. 

“Joint idea,” she said. “Amy, some of the other mums, women from the church. They wanted somewhere to put...the bits. Notes. Coins. Prayers. Better in here than crammed into your gate. Council had Opinions.” She lifted her chin. “You want to put anything in, you can. Box doesn’t means-test.” 

“I don’t have cash,” I said. “Just...contracts.” 

“Same thing, in the end,” she said. “Paper that says what you get to keep.” 

On the wall behind her, an old newspaper clipping was pinned under a magnet shaped like a crab. The headline had long since yellowed, but I could still make out: LOCAL WOMAN MISSING AFTER STORM. Under it, another, newer: SEVEN YEARS ON: WHERE IS DELPHINE CROWE? 

Someone had scrawled underneath in biro:

ASK THE HOUSE. 

“That one’s from before you lot,” Maeve said, tapping the LOCAL WOMAN headline. “Lucy Harrow. Slipped, they said. Then there was Anne in the sixties – just ‘ran off,’ apparently. Funny, how many women ‘run off’ in this town by way of the same bit of rock.” 

She shrugged.

“We didn’t have Netflix back then. Just the church and the pub. The stories still got told.” 

“The kids call her the Lady on the Cliff,” she added. “We used to say White Lady, but they thought that was about race and wrote an essay. Times change. Ghosts rebrand.” 

I folded Ellie’s note back along its creases and set it under the coin again. 

“Do you hate me?” I asked, without meaning to. 

Maeve blinked, then snorted.

“You think very highly of yourself,” she said. “Like you’re the first man to hurt a girl in this town.” 

“That’s not a no,” I said. 

She considered.

“I don’t hate you,” she said. “I hate that I’m not surprised. There’s a difference.” 

“That I did it?” I asked. “Or that something happened at all?” 

“That the house got what it wanted,” she said. “One way or another. It always does. Just needed...ingredients.” She squinted at me. “You two brought a lot of those.” 

“We brought a mortgage and too much wine,” I said. 

“You brought a woman who couldn’t stand being bored and a man who couldn’t stand being wrong,” she corrected. “Perfect recipe.” 

“You knew about the house before we bought it,” I said. “You sold us the magazines with the features. You told Del the name of every previous owner. You never said ‘don’t.’” 

“I never said ‘do,’ either,” she said. “I put the headlines in front of you and watched which ones you picked up. You chose the ones that made it romantic.” She tilted her head. “We always do, at first.” 

“What would you have written?” I asked. 

She smiled, small and sharp.

“HAUNTED HOUSE CHEWS UP ANOTHER COUPLE,” she said. “WOMAN FALLS FOR VIEW, MAN FALLS APART. THAT’LL BE £3.50, LOVE.” 

I huffed a laugh that wasn’t entirely sane. 

“Do you believe it’s haunted?” I asked. “Honestly.” 

She busied herself with the kettle, pouring water into a teapot, giving herself time. 

“I believe,” she said finally, “that some places remember better than others. And that if you keep putting the same kind of pain into the same four walls, you shouldn’t be surprised when it starts leaking back out.” She set a mug in front of me. “And I believe you look like you could use sugar. Sit. Tea. Then go back up there and do what you came to do before you change your mind and fuck off again.” 

“I thought you said you didn’t hate me,” I said, wrapping my hands around the mug. 

“I don’t,” she said. “I’m just very tired of men who think leaving is the same as fixing.” 

Her words landed more accurately than I liked.

She poured tea. It was strong enough to stand a spoon in, sweet enough to rot teeth. 

“On the house,” she said. “Call it hazard pay.” 

“Everyone keeps feeding me for free,” I said. “Is there a rota?” 

“We figure the least we can do is make sure you don’t die on an empty stomach,” she said. “It’d be bad for tourism.” 

I drank.

By the time I left the shop, the wind had sharpened, needles of rain blowing sideways down the street. The jasmine stayed, stubborn, underneath the smell of wet tarmac and chip fat and someone’s woodstove. 

Halfway up the hill, a blue-and-white car sat on the verge, engine ticking, lights off.

Of course it did. 

I recognised the registration before I recognised the man leaning on the bonnet, arms folded, gaze angled up toward the house. 

Detective Inspector Kerr.

Once sergeant. Now more lines on his face, more wear in the shoulders, but the same expression: like the world had disappointed him early and continued to do so with admirable consistency. 

He turned his head as my boots crunched the gravel.

“Mr Crowe,” he said. 

“Inspector,” I said. 

He gave a small, humourless smile. “Promotions happen. Even in places like this.” 

“Congratulations,” I said. 

“Condolences, more like.” He nodded toward the looming outline of Halcyon. “Place looks worse. You look worse. Consistency’s something, I suppose.” 

“Nice to see your bedside manner
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