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It didn’t start until some weeks after Doug was cold in the ground in the cemetery on top of Fan Hill. The grass was just beginning to grow again, covering up the seam between the disturbed ground and the rest of the graveyard’s lawn, when Mel looked out of his kitchen window, saw him standing there, and thought he was losing it.

He took himself to bed, and convinced himself it was just grief, just mourning, just the natural insanity of a widower’s mind.

But Doug was there the next night, and the next one after that.

He wasn’t doing anything. He wasn’t moving around, wasn’t waving, he was just standing there, his hands at his sides, his gaze on the house, on Mel. Just — there.

He was greyer than before and around his edges there was a sort of filmy nothingness, a lack of definition where he almost faded into the shadow of the woods behind him, the unnatural darkness of them threatening to swallow him whole.

The widower knew not to step into those woods at night. They were a place where nothing living still belonged.

When he walked down, his husband smiled at him. They were separated by the line of the yard’s edge, where a little picket edge had been dug into the ground by Mel’s grandparents, maybe his great grandparents, years ago, and it felt as though that six-inch fence was as insurmountable as one of six feet.

“You’re dead,” said the widower thickly, because someone had told him once you had to be blunt with ghosts, that they were sometimes too stupid to understand anything else. “You shouldn’t be here.”

“I want to come home,” said Doug softly. His kind eyes lacked the light they once had, and now they seemed dull and dark. “May I cross over?”

“No,” Mel told him, and walked inside. 

* * *
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Doug was there each night after that.

Mel tried his best to ignore it, whatever torture it was intended to be, because he knew enough about ghosts to know that they didn’t linger at the foot of your garden and stare at you from the midst of cursed forestry, but as month after month ticked on, it was hard. It was hard, to keep seeing him — it was even harder not to look, and to know that he was there, waiting.

There was never any sign of the ghost as he walked in the daylight, when he picked hazelnuts or blackberries under the shade of the trees as the autumn slowly slipped through his thorn-pricked fingers, but that wasn’t a surprise. The woods were always perfectly clear at night, so long as you didn’t go too deep, to where the old boundaries still were.

He’d heard things beyond the treeline before, when night came along and the woods got darker than was really possible — more so when he was a child, but once or twice as an adult. 

This, though, this sort of stuff, a physical figure right in front of you, this was beyond the pale.

Mel distantly thought he should report it to one of the magical forestry commissions or woodland trusts, but this forest wasn’t exactly the same as the average happy glade in Llallwg, and he doubted even an expert would have much more idea what to do about it, if anything, than he had.

As a child he’d been told very strictly to never go near the woods at night, to be far out from them at least an hour before sunset came along, and to never listen to any voices he heard from them, to obey any instructions, no matter how polite they were. Sometimes, during the day time, strange people would walk through the woods on their way from further north — humans or fae or sometimes, the People, and maybe some of them could be a bit spooky or off-putting, but that was different.

Even they didn’t walk the woods at night, and if the People were too frightened to walk somewhere, you’d have to be really fucking stupid to think you shouldn’t be frightened yourself.

When Mel was a kid, Ben Hitchins and his sister had gone missing, and after that, they’d all been told even more strictly than before. They’d found Myrtle’s body a few months after they disappeared, or pieces of it anyway, but he knew it wasn’t always... violent.

His grandmother had taken him to the edge of the wood one night and they’d stood on the very threshold of the path boundary, where the shadow of the nearest trees almost touched their feet. They’d stood so close that he’d been able to hear it — perhaps hear wasn’t the right word, because it wasn’t a sound, not exactly.

If it had been a sound, perhaps he might have been able to bear it.

Instead, it was a cold, ringing silence, like the silence after a door closed or after a bell stopped pealing. It was a silence that echoed, that permeated every part of him and rang cold in his rib cage, in his skull, in his soul.

There was no sound from the rustling leaves, no sound from the town behind them, no sound of his grandmother’s and no sound from his own body, not even breaths, either.

When the screaming started, a cacophony of primal howls, he’d screamed too, but his grandmother held him still and wouldn’t let him run. The shadows in front of them swam and moved, wispy claws and grasping hands reaching out toward them but not able to reach that far.

He was sobbing his eyes out when she finally led him back up the length of the garden and into the house, and he hadn’t been able to believe at the time it wasn’t yet eight — it had been winter, and the darkness had set in early.

“You never go in those woods,” she’d told him. “You don’t end up like those Hitchins twins.”

“No, Gramma,” he’d choked out through his tears, and she’d apologised and kissed him and held him so, so tightly —

Doug, or the thing that wasn’t Doug, didn’t do anything like that, didn’t reach out and grab for him, claw at his clothes, howl an unnatural howl no human throat could manage. He just stood there, patient, waiting.

If anything, it was more terrifying than the alternative.

* * *
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Life, it seemed, went on after your husband died.

It didn’t seem as though it should. The house he’d lived in all his life, the one that Doug had come to join him in, felt empty in a way it never had before now. The bedroom felt half-full and the kitchen felt half-empty.

It had felt hollow for a while after his grandmother had died, and it was just Mel and Douglas together, but they’d been ready for it, and they’d said goodbye, and it had been... Oh, of course he’d missed her, still missed her, would always miss her.

But somehow, this was different.

The house felt like... dead space. Empty space. Space.

Sometimes he felt like the ghost walking around in it, like he was the one dead, and it was a relief to go to work, but coming home again always hurt. Every time he felt as though he was pouring some of the world back into himself, he would come home and feel it hollow him out again with the force of its emptiness, but where would he go, if not here?

How could he go anywhere that wasn’t here, when he’d been here all his life?

Mel didn’t mention it to anybody. No one liked to talk about the woods, and it had been a good few years now since someone from town had gone missing. They’d found a backpacker six or seven years back, but no one had known who they were, and they’d not been able to identity the body, or at least, the clothes, and the bits of body left in them.

There were signs, of course, but who read signs?

He walked down to the end of the yard after the sun had set, and Doug smiled at him.

He wasn’t wearing the clothes he’d died in, nor the ones he’d been buried in. He was wearing an old shirt, one with stars on — it had been Doug’s mother’s before it was his own, and Gramma had tailored it to fit him better. They’d lost it in Ibiza, so long ago, they’d lost it, and he almost wanted to cry looking at the bright yellow contrasting the dark blue of the blouse, because he would have forgotten it completely, if Doug wasn’t wearing it now.

“Hello,” said Doug. The voice sounded right. Mel thought it sounded right, but he wasn’t sure — how long did it take before you couldn’t tell anymore, before you forgot what the love of your life’s voice sounded like?

“What’s my name?” asked Mel.

“Melrose,” said Doug. “Stupid name. You tried to keep it secret, until I took your license so I could see.” He laughed, and the sound of it cut Mel open, because it didn’t sound right at all. The voice was right, but not the laugh.

The ghost saw his face, and even as Mel stared at him, he adjusted it until suddenly it was perfect, exactly the laugh Doug had always laughed, and Mel wanted to be sick.

“No,” he croaked out, and went inside. He closed the curtains so that he couldn’t see anymore. 

* * *
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He’d told Doug, he remembered, about his grandmother and the woods — they’d had that conversation in Ibiza too, far away from Little Harken, and even then they’d spoken in hushed voices in the middle of the day with the sun streaming in through the windows, curled into one another.

“I used to be friends with the Hitchins,” Doug had said.

“Really?” Mel had asked, and Doug, his gaze far away, had nodded his head.

“It’s a deadland, you know. The woods. It just... it leaks over, and it isn’t meant to do that.”

“I don’t really know what
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