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For Lyanna – I love you more than all the  

stars in the sky
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 ONE

I was born in the mortuary. Topsy-turvy, I know, but 

that’s the truth of it. My mother said the slab was 

cold and hard, but that she was in no fit state to 

quarrel at the time.

They named me Violet, for the flower – the twin to my 

mother’s name, Iris. I think they were hoping I would be a 

Shrinking Violet, modest and shy, but it was soon apparent 

that I was not.

My middle name is Victoria, after the queen. They  

said she was in mourning for her husband these days, 
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roaming the palace dressed only in black. I didn’t see 

anything unusual about that. Father had clothed us in 

dark and sombre colours for as long as I could remember. 

‘We’re always in mourning for someone,’ he’d say.

Being on the edge of life and death was a funny thing. 

Sometimes, out among the graves, I could sense the dead. 

It was just a feeling – an echo of emotion, a scattering of 

words. It was just a part of me, and I had grown used to 

it – grown used to keeping quiet about it too, because all 

I got were strange looks and shushes from grown-ups if I 

were to mention it.

Often the dead didn’t have much to say. But I was soon 

to encounter a dead person who had a lot more to say than 

usual.

The day of the miracle, I had recently turned thirteen 

years old, and I was out collecting apples in the cemetery. 

I took a bite of one and it was as crisp as the autumn air. 

My black greyhound, Bones, ran circles around my feet, 

sniffing the ground with his long nose.

Bones was a fairly recent addition to the family. I had 

found him wandering amongst the headstones. As soon 

as he’d spotted me, he wouldn’t leave me alone. He wore 

no collar and looked skinny – but then all greyhounds do.

I named him Bones, because growing up as the 

daughter of an undertaker and living, as we did, beside 
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a graveyard, it just seemed fitting. I fed him scraps  

and begged Mother to let me keep him. She said no. So I 

asked Father, who said maybe. Mother finally gave in and 

said I could have him, but all the same, she made Bones 

sleep outside.

For two weeks, he slept just beyond our back wall, 

curled at the foot of a stone cross. By the third week, 

Mother took pity on him and let him sleep in the back 

garden. It was only a few days more before he was in the 

house, and often on my bed.

Now he was my constant companion – at least when he 

wasn’t distracted by doggy things such as chasing squirrels 

and chewing shoes.

That day, when my skirts were full of the ripe fruit, I 

dashed back through the graves and into the parlour – the 

funeral parlour, that is – leaving Bones rolling in the grass. 

The breeze whipped my long dark hair across my eyes.

Father was sweeping up when I got in. ‘Honestly, 

Violet, can’t you use the back door to the house? What if 

there had been someone in here?’

‘Someone?’ I chuckled. ‘Your guests are usually a little 

too dead to notice, aren’t they, Father!’

He huffed at me and shook the broom out of the  

open door. I turned to see Bones trying to get a mouthful 

of broom before Father tugged it back. ‘And what 
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about the family members? They could be visiting the 

deceased.’

‘We don’t have any visitors. Not today. I know the 

arrangements. I do pay attention sometimes, you know.’

‘Really? You surprise me.’ He tousled my hair affection-

ately and then mopped his brow. ‘What are you going to do 

with all those apples?’ he asked, but he turned away and 

I could tell he was no longer paying attention. In the past 

he would have played with me, juggled the apples, told me 

some little story about how fruit was somehow a metaphor 

for life – but he always seemed rather distracted these days.

I looked around the room. My arms were aching with 

the weight of my skirts, and I suddenly realised I wouldn’t 

be able to hold on to them much longer, but neither did I 

want to spill the apples all over the floor.

Aha! There was a coffin on the dais, freshly varnished 

and upholstered but currently empty. Perfect. I lifted the 

front of my dress and tipped them all in.

It made quite a racket, as you can probably imagine. 

That got his attention.

‘VIOLET!’ he shouted, spinning round. ‘Good heavens, 

girl, whatever do you think you’re doing?’

I grinned at him. ‘I just needed somewhere to put 

them down for a moment. Don’t worry! I’ll have them out 

of here before you can spit.’
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‘I do not. Wish. To spit,’ he replied.

I realised it was time for a hasty exit. So, with Bones 

trailing behind me, I scooped up an armful of the red 

apples and headed through the door into the house.

Mother was in the kitchen, darning some of Thomas’s 

socks by the fire.

‘Apples!’ I called cheerily.

She looked up and smiled, her bright eyes lighting the 

room. ‘More apples? I’ll be making a pie or three, then. 

Add them to the basket in the larder.’

I did as she said. When I returned, she spoke again. 

‘You know, my dear old mother used to say that an 

orchard in a graveyard could only grow bones. How wrong 

she was!’ She pulled a finished sock from her darning 

mushroom and tossed it aside. ‘Though we do seem to be 

overburdened with apples.’ She looked down at the dog. 

‘I’m sure this one would prefer a beef bone.’

Bones pricked up his ears and sat wagging his tail, 

perhaps hoping Mother might actually have one somewhere 

about her person.

‘You could make a fine bone broth with one,’ I said.

My brother, Thomas, came in just then, his black 

trousers scuffed at the knees with dirt and grass stains. 

‘Yeeuch!’ he exclaimed, throwing his leather football to the 

floor. ‘Who wants nasty old bone broth?’
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Mother reached up and gave him a gentle clip on the 

ear– he was only six years old, and not yet as tall as me. He was 

at home for a few weeks after his school had been flooded. I 

still thought it unfair that he was seven years younger than 

me, but got to go to school when I didn’t. But then I was a 

girl and he was a boy and that was just how it was. 

‘You’ll eat what you’re given and be thankful, whether 

it’s broth or five apple pies. We have to make do these days. 

And look at the state of your trousers!’ Mother was forever 

having to fix and alter our clothes, whether it was for repairs 

or to try and keep up with the latest fashions.

Thomas dragged a chair out from under the table, 

scraping the legs on the floor. Then he sat down heavily on 

it and ruffled a hand through his dark hair. A few blades 

of grass fell out. Bones ran over and sniffed them while 

Mother rolled her eyes at the sight.

I was about to return for more apples (after all, Father 

would not be pleased if I left them where they were) when 

Thomas spoke again.

‘Mother,’ he said, ‘who’s to be buried in plot two 

hundred and thirty-nine?’

Bones looked up at him, his eyes like small galaxies.

Mother put down the darning mushroom and stared 

at the wall for a moment in thought. ‘Is that one of  

the new ones? It’s just been dug out?’
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‘Yes,’ he replied solemnly.

‘A young man, I think. He came in this morning. 

No relatives have come forward for him, poor thing. But 

your father will see to it that he gets a good burial. He 

always does. Even though it isn’t very good for business.’

I shivered a little, and took hold of a chair-back to 

steady myself. I remembered the young man she was 

talking about from earlier. He was fairly tall and pale, with 

blond hair (a little on the long side). He couldn’t have 

been much older than me – sixteen, perhaps? I’d sat with 

him for some time, just talking to him quietly – even the 

dead need company, though I never heard much back from 

them when they had recently passed. It was as though they 

hadn’t settled in yet.

‘Why do you ask, Thomas?’ I said.

He looked up at me. ‘I just wondered. There’s been a 

few in a row. What if it was murder?’ He made a horrified 

face. ‘Murder most foul?’

Mother narrowed her eyebrows at him, her favourite 

look of disapproval. ‘Murders? What nonsense. You’ve 

got a vivid imagination, my boy. Have you been reading 

those Penny Dreadfuls again? They are not suitable read - 

ing material for a boy of your age.’

Thomas stuck his tongue out, and I covered my mouth 

with one hand to suppress a giggle. 
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Mother tutted at him. ‘Your imagination is running 

away with you,’ she continued. ‘There have just been some 

nasty accidents, that’s all.’ She went back to her darning.

Bones padded round the table and sat by my feet. 

I stared into his soulful eyes and, not for the first time, 

wondered what he was thinking. He had a strange sense 

for these things, as did I. My skin was beginning to tingle, 

and I wondered if there was something to Thomas’s 

bizarre theory. There had been an unusual amount of men 

in their prime in the past couple of weeks – three or four, 

I thought. And now this boy. I wondered what could have 

happened to him. Surely it couldn’t be murder – Father 

would have noticed.

‘Violet!’ Father was calling me from the funeral 

parlour. Oops. He was certainly angry now. When I was 

sure that Mother wasn’t looking, I pulled a grotesque face 

at Thomas and then headed back down the corridor.

‘Violet,’ he repeated when I entered the room, followed 

by Bones. ‘Something’s missing.’

‘What?’ I asked. I noticed that he had removed most 

of the apples already, and began to wonder if the coffin 

would be the one for the blond boy.

‘One of the files.’

He gestured for me to follow him into the shop at the 

front of the house (not really a shop in the strictest sense 
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of the word, of course – but death was our business, and 

money was exchanged here). The shop was filled with 

gloomy oak furniture – chairs, a desk, bookshelves and 

row after row of huge filing cabinets that contained all the 

information about those who were now resident in the 

cemetery. It was all so dark that I wondered how other 

people could stand to be in there for any length of time, 

especially when they had just lost a loved one. Father said 

it was respectful.

Thankfully, that day the autumn sun was bright and 

spilled in through the gaps in the heavy curtains. A carriage 

rattled past outside and a few flecks of dirt splattered on 

to the glass.

‘It was here,’ said Father. I blinked, my eyes adjusting 

to the light, and turned to where he was standing. He 

pointed into one of the drawers in the cabinet.

I walked over and took a look at a row of files. Bones 

sniffed them curiously. ‘I don’t see anything.’

‘Precisely! It’s missing!’ He wriggled two of the files 

this way and that with his fingertips. ‘There should be 

a file here, the one for the boy who came in early this 

morning.’

I looked at the names written on the top of the paper 

in my father’s neat hand. All of them read the same: John 

Doe. ‘The blond boy?’
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‘Yes. Did you take it, perhaps?’ He gave me a stern 

look, and I began to feel a little uneasy. I certainly hadn’t 

taken it, but under his gaze I felt guilty, as though I had 

done something. Did he suspect me because he’d seen me 

talking to the boy as he’d lain there?

I squirmed. ‘No, Father. I haven’t seen the file at all.’

He wrinkled his brow. ‘Well, do you have any idea who 

might have done?’

I thought about it. ‘Thomas, perhaps? He was asking 

about the boy just now. He seems to have some theory 

about murder, but Mother said he’s just been reading too 

much nonsense.’

There was a moment of silence as Father stared at the 

wall, and then pushed his spectacles higher up his nose. 

‘Thomas,’ he repeated. ‘Of course, I should ask Thomas 

as well.’ He walked back out of the shop again, in the 

direction of the house.

I went over to the window and brushed a few cobwebs 

away. We kept rows of flowers there, tastefully arranged 

in vases to show what manner of establishment we were.  

The sign above the door read 

E dgar D. Veil and Sons Ltd, Undertakers. 

The Edgar that it referred to was my grandfather, now 
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five years dead, and my father Edgar Junior was his only 

remaining son. I’d told Father that he ought to change it 

to Edgar Veil and Son and Daughter Ltd, but he had only 

laughed and ruffled my hair.

I had been serious, though. Why shouldn’t I be re c-

ognised as part of the family business just because I was a 

girl? I did a lot more work than Thomas did.

Well, except for when I was picking apples instead.

The glass in the shop window was rippled with age, but 

you could still see through it. Now, as I glanced up, I could see 

a woman on the outside, looking in at the porcelain flowers.

A mourner, I thought. A widow in black. She must be here 

to arrange a funeral.

Yet there was something strange about her. I couldn’t 

see her eyes behind the waterfall of black lace and pale hair 

that cascaded past her shoulders, yet I felt for sure they 

were now staring straight at me.

Bones began to growl softly, a low rumbling in his throat.

‘Shh, boy,’ I said. ‘Don’t scare the customers.’

I thought I ought to go out and greet her, but then  

the woman quickly turned her head and darted across 

the street, hitching up her skirts as she went.

I frowned. Why had she looked so furtive? But before 

I could think anything more of it, I heard raised voices 

coming from the house.
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‘I did not take your silly file!’

‘Thomas! Don’t you dare talk that way to your father!’

My family could be rather a nightmare at times. Was 

it any wonder that I often preferred the company of the 

dead? At least they seldom argued.

With a sigh, I headed back to the kitchen.

* * *

That evening, after supper, Father lit the gas lamp and 

we all sat round the fire in the parlour. I tried to read 

my book, Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, but I couldn’t 

concentrate and my eyes kept slipping away from it. It was 

dark outside, and I could hear the rain falling over the 

crackle of the fire. Bones was sleeping on the rug, pawing 

at imaginary rats in his dreams.

Thomas wasn’t talking to Father after their squabble 

earlier. He sat in the corner of the room, painting wooden 

soldiers with a grim expression on his face. Occasionally I 

heard him mutter something to himself under his breath 

about not being a thief.

I began to think again about the missing file as I 

stared into the flames. Maybe Father had just misplaced 

it, but was there a chance that someone had taken it? Who 

would want to steal records on a boy that nobody knew? 
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If they’d known who he was, and that he was dead, they 

would have come to claim him, wouldn’t they? Unless 

Thomas was right, and someone had murdered the blond 

boy. I felt a tingle of a shiver run down my spine.

We’d had murder victims in before, of course. Not 

many, but enough. Yet the blond boy, who now lay in his 

apple-free coffin, seemed different somehow.

Tap.

‘What was that?’ asked Thomas.

I’d heard it too. I looked to the window. Only darkness.

Bones’s ears pricked up, and suddenly he was on his 

feet, staring in the direction of the sound.

‘Perhaps it was the tree outside,’ said Father, tapping 

the bowl of his pipe out into the ashtray. ‘I’ve been meaning 

to ask the groundskeeper to cut it back. The branches are 

getting too near the house.’

‘It didn’t come from upstairs,’ Thomas insisted. ‘It 

came from out there.’ He pointed to the front window.

‘Probably only the rain, my dear,’ said Mother. ‘Come 

along now, Thomas, it’s past your bedtime.’ She stood up 

and shepherded my little brother out of the room, despite 

his protests.

Father simply shrugged and went back to reading his 

newspaper.



But I hadn’t looked away from the window. Because I 

had seen something that the others had not.

A flash of white eyes in the darkness, and a shadow dis-

appearing into the night.
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 TWO

I couldn’t sleep that night, though goodness knows  

I tried. My down quilt felt hot and heavy, and  

no matter which way I turned I couldn’t get com-

fortable. I knew, though, that wasn’t the real reason I 

couldn’t sleep. It was because of the face I’d seen at the 

window.

The grandfather clock downstairs was chiming an 

hour past my bedtime, but my eyes hadn’t closed. I 

couldn’t stop thinking about what I’d seen. Someone had 

been out there, looking in on us. What if they had been 



a grave robber or a vandal? I wouldn’t forgive myself if 

something happened.

Why I hadn’t told my father about what I’d seen, I  

don’t know. Perhaps I thought he wouldn’t listen, given 

how preoccupied he seemed at the moment. But I hadn’t 

said a word, and now if anything did happen, I’d be 

responsible.

And it was after that thought that I heard a noise 

downstairs.

Bones, who had been sleeping on my bed (which, 

needless to say, he was not supposed to do), woke up and 

began growling softly. He hopped down, padded over to 

the door and started to paw at the floorboards.

I had to go and look.

It was a ridiculous idea, and I tried to talk myself out 

of it. What could I possibly do if I confronted a dangerous 

villain? Nothing but call for help, and by then it could be 

too late. If they ran, I could chase them, I supposed, but it 

was night-time and the autumn sky was black as ink.

I wasn’t scared of being in a graveyard – how could 

I be, when I had been raised here? In the daylight, when 

the sun was shining and the poppies and daisies would 

gently blow in the breeze, it was beautiful. At night, things 

where different. The moon wouldn’t be enough light to 

see by, and a candle would be extinguished by the rain. I 
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was fairly certain I had nothing to fear from the dead, but 

the living were another matter altogether.

More noises came to my ears: shuffling and banging.

Bones’s tail went upright like an exclamation mark. 

His eyes met mine, and I nodded at him. I felt my courage 

building, knowing that he was by my side. He could 

probably give anyone he didn’t like the look of a good 

bite.

I found myself throwing off the covers and climbing 

out of bed. I pulled open the door as quietly as I could and 

tiptoed down the landing. I could hear Mother snoring 

gently and the ever-present rain on the rooftops.

I slipped silently down the stairs, Bones padding ahead 

of me – his footsteps remarkably quiet for a large dog. He 

went straight for the funeral parlour, and started barking. 

In trepidation, I followed. I felt something was wrong 

immediately, but it took a few moments for me to realise 

what it was.

I peered around the dark room, at outlines in the 

gloom of shelves and coffins and urns. I stepped further 

inside, and I could see the edge of the coffin on the dais, 

the sharp angles of the cheap wood, and my eyes swept 

past it to the tiled floor.

And then I looked again.

The coffin was empty.
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Only hours ago, the blond boy had been lying in it. It 

was the same coffin, that much was certain. It still smelled 

faintly of apples.

Thoughts raced through my head.

It’s a grave robber. Or a murderer has come back to steal the 

body. Or . . . I gulped, thinking of Frankenstein’s creation 

in the novel as it shuddered to life.

Bones wobbled around the room, sniffing everything. I 

tried to contain my panic, told myself I should just go back 

to bed. But in a flash, Bones was racing out of the door, 

heading for the back of the house.

I didn’t know why, but I felt I had to follow. It took all 

my strength to put one foot in front of the other, but I did 

it. I felt a cold breeze on my skin, and heard the sound of 

falling rain grow louder.

Now Bones batted at the back door, whining. It was 

open a crack. Someone had come inside.

Or gone out.

After a deep breath, I pulled the door back a little and 

peered through. I could see nothing but rain. A lantern, I 

thought. That was what I needed. Father often kept one by 

the back door.

I snuck into the tiny cloakroom by the porch and 

pulled out a black overcoat that was a little too big for 
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me, buttoning it on over my nightgown. Soft leather 

boots that were now old and battered went on over my 

feet – they felt odd without any stockings.

The glass lantern was on a hook next to the door, almost 

too high for me to reach, but I managed it on tiptoes. There 

was a white candle stub inside, so I found a box of matches 

and lit it. Then I took a deep breath. It was time for a very 

unwise decision.

I stepped outside.

The rain fell around me in waves, immediately sticking 

strands of my hair to my forehead. Gooseflesh rose on my 

legs in seconds as the wind bit into them. The light from 

the lantern illuminated only a mere few feet in front of 

my eyes. Bones quivered in the cold, before striding ahead 

into the dark.

There were fresh footprints in the mud, leading away 

from the house. Human footprints. Footprints that were 

just a little larger than mine.

Definitely an unwise decision.

As I went through our back gate, the footprints 

disappeared as the grass of the cemetery took over.

I began to walk through the graves. I knew them well. 

I passed John Beckington and steadied myself on the 

headstone. I passed Annie Arkwright and Mr and Mrs Jones 
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and Jeremiah Heap. I stopped for breath by the O’Neill 

family crypt and leaned against the cold wall. The vast tomb 

gave a little shelter, at least.

If I listened hard enough, I could hear their whispers.

Keep going.

You’re close.

They sensed something that I could not. So far I 

had seen nothing but the faint grey shadows of the 

ghosts, which shifted and changed like wisps of fog. I 

had heard no movement in the grass or trees, no sounds 

of footsteps or heavy breathing. But it was so dark and 

so loud out there that I began to wonder if I wasn’t 

being totally foolish. Perhaps I had just imagined the 

footprints, the way they looked. Perhaps they had 

belonged to Thomas from earlier in the day, and I just 

hadn’t noticed them before.

The only way I would know if someone was there was if 

they jumped out at me, and that wasn’t an idea I relished. 

Bones was still moving forward, as if he had caught a scent.

I shivered. I was sure to catch a chill in this weather. 

‘Who’s there?’ I whispered, blinking through the rain at the 

iron clouds and the few stars that dappled the empty space 

between. I wondered if I might hear a ghostly answer, but 

whatever I sensed from the dead, it was never an answer to 

my burning questions.
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It was time to move on – I needed to keep going. I 

could see Bones running on ahead, investigating the graves 

as he passed. I decided I would loop back on myself once I 

got to the far hedgerow (I longed for my bed already), but 

I soon realised I was getting nearer to the spot where the 

blond boy was to be buried.

Bones stopped at the graveside, where the freshly dug 

hole gaped like the mouth of Hell. Then I really could hear 

something. A moaning sound that seemed as though it 

were coming from the grave.

I was near paralysed with fear. Bones hung close to my 

leg, and I felt his skin rumbling as he growled.

Slowly, I dangled the lantern and peered in.

The grave was empty. Nothing but a muddy hole, 

rapidly filling with rainwater.

The sound reached my ears this time. It was definitely 

someone moaning. I bit my lip so hard that I could taste 

blood.

‘H-hello?’ I called into the night. ‘Is someone there?’ I 

blinked in the rain, in the flickering glow of the candlelight.

Something moved behind one of the gravestones. A 

shadow, shuffling, ungainly.

Watch out, one of the ghostly voices whispered on the 

breeze.

I gasped, and Bones barked into the wind. The shadow 



moved nearer, pushing through the grass. I stayed frozen, 

held out the lantern like a shield. I wasn’t sure if I wanted 

to see what was approaching, but I had no choice.

A figure lurched into the light, and I caught a strangled 

breath in my throat.

There, standing before me, was the blond boy. The boy 

who was supposed to be dead.

I screamed.


