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Introduction


I do not believe in ghosts, but I have not quite conquered my fear of the dark, and there are still nights when I lie awake, disturbed by some noise I am too scared to investigate. I wouldn’t want to give the impression that I am a coward. I have faced down an actual flesh-and-blood burglar; put on my teaching voice and ran him out of my flat, down the stairs and across the square, but there are unseen dreads that I find less easy to conquer.


Recently I lay awake all night in a perfectly nice hotel room, terrified of what might happen if I fell asleep. Something was wrong with the proportions of the room, my rational mind said. The ceiling was too low, the walls too squat. But the hairs on the back of my arms and neck rose, as if the town was about to be struck by an electrical storm, and the deeper part of me was certain that were the room dusted with luminol, old blood stains would bloom back into sight, splashed across the magnolia paintwork, the biscuit-coloured carpet. Something had happened, instinct told me, which meant that it was better not to go to sleep. 


It was nonsense of course. I believe in the laws of physics. I believe in gravity and the power of reason. But only two nights ago I dreamt I was walking through an unlit house in the dark. The place was unknown to me and, in the way of dreams, I had no idea why I was there or what I was looking for. On I went, and the feeling of unpolished boards beneath my feet was so real that I checked the soles of my feet for splinters when I woke. At first all was fine, but then I experienced a sudden and real moment of terror. I knew there was something waiting in the darkness and that my hand was about to touch it.


The three stories in this short collection draw on my own fears. They feature strong, resourceful women who approach the dark. Fiona, a mature professional, is convinced someone is breaking into her house, but the only evidence for the break-in is a face at the window no one else can see. Maryanne travels from house to house, collecting census information from strangers. Ailsa is photographing the interior of an abandoned high-rise which is about to be demolished.


‘What is it but a step in the dark?’ that old Edinburgh rogue Deacon Brodie is reported to have said as he stepped off the gallows. But a step in the dark is a great thing. No one knows where it will lead us, or what will be waiting when we get there. I hope you enjoy these three tales. If they disturb your sleep, I will have done my job.


 


Louise Welsh, December 2013










The Face at the Window, the Wave of the Hand


Fiona glanced across Grosvenor Gardens at her apartment. ‘I always look up at the window of our lounge when I reach the gardens,’ she told the policeman later. ‘I’m not sure why. Habit I suppose.’ Though it was more than habit, it was the satisfaction at reaching home; the satisfaction of living in Edinburgh’s West End; the sight of their flat waiting for her on the other side of the gardens that separated Grosvenor Crescent from its not quite mirror image, Lansdowne Crescent.


 She had walked from Haymarket Station, a canvas bag advertising the Edinburgh Book Festival full of groceries, her messages, slung over her right shoulder, her briefcase containing her tablet and the spreadsheets she would work on that evening weighing down her left. This time next year, Fiona thought, I won’t be burdened with work. And she felt a quick rush of excitement that could have been mistaken for fear. 


There was a steak in Fiona’s bag which she intended to cook with mushrooms, red wine and shallots for Margaret and her to share. They would eat it with the cold boiled potatoes left over from the night before. Fiona wondered if Margaret had used all of the shallots and decided that if she had, they would just have to do without. It was only Wednesday, but she was Friday-night tired and there was a headache threatening at the back of her eyes. If Margaret wanted onions, she could get them herself. 


Fiona paused midway along Lansdowne Crescent and looked with satisfaction at the apple blossom on the trees. The branches nodded over the railings of Grosvenor Gardens, too long she supposed, but a shame to get them trimmed now, when they looked so pretty. One white and two pink, like a bride with her bridesmaids Fiona thought, not for the first time. The wind rose and petals gusted across the street, like confetti she thought, and unconsciously bent her fingers so she could feel the pressure of her wedding band.


That was when she looked up at the top-floor window of the converted town house where she and Margaret lived and saw the face at the window, the hand raised in greeting. The face was a quick white presence. The hand gave a cheery wave and then the intruder turned and vanished into the darkness of the room beyond. 


Later, when Margaret asked why she hadn’t waited for the police to arrive, Fiona said, ‘You know how slow Edinburgh police are.’ 


But the truth was that although she dialled nine, nine, nine, asked for Police please and gave the operator her name and address, the thought of waiting didn’t cross Fiona’s mind. She didn’t think at all, simply dashed the length of Lansdowne Crescent, cursing herself for leaving the keys to the central gardens at home, passed through the shadow cast by St Mary’s Cathedral and ran along Grosvenor Crescent until she reached their building. Fiona unlocked the main door and strode across the entrance hall, dumping her bags by the table where that day’s post waited. 


It was only chance that Paul-on-the-ground-floor was leaving his flat at that moment, tousle-haired and puffy-eyed, like a cartoon of a man suffering from yet another hangover. The two households had been on frosty terms since Paul’s friends had spilled into Grosvenor Gardens in the early hours of St Andrew’s Day and let off a volley of fireworks to shouts of On yersel Rabbie! As Margaret had remarked later to Murdo and Grant, occupants of the middle landing, ‘They were in such a state they didn’t know their Burns’ Night from their St Andrew’s Day.’  

OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
The Face at th
THREE STORIES





