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Four hundred years ago, in the Cotswold village of
Willow, a young woman was hanged for a series of terrible child
murders. Now, in the present day, she reaches out from beyond death
to a writer with a terrible secret in order to prove her innocence,
and finally reveal the identity of the true murderer – with
terrifying consequences.
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 Chapter One.

 


1.

 


Before, the world wasn’t yellow. Back then, in the years
before Judith and Hattie and Claire and the cottage in Willow,
before the Shadow Man, before May, the world had many colours –
bright, shouting colours that hurt the eye and the soul. Rainbow
colours. After the rainbow, the world turned grey and the noises
dialled down to mush. It was in Willow that I discovered the
yellow. Except I wasn’t really in Willow when I found the yellow.

But now, three
years later? Now they’re different.

 


2.

 


I pulled up
outside the cottage with the early June punitive heat pulsing
around me despite the Lexus’ air conditioning. Air conditioning, I
think I read, is supposed to be bad for the environment. But it’s a
long way from London to the Cotswolds and the in-car thermometer
read sixty-eight, and in those days I didn’t care about global
warming or polar bears. I just didn’t want to be hot. That much I
cared about.

There was
another car parked up in the gravel driveway, a well cared for Ford
Focus. As I stepped out, so did the Focus’ owner. He wasn’t taking
to the heat well either. Big guy, tall and wide, maybe six foot two
or three, at least sixteen stone. His face was the colour of a
lobster I’d once eaten in Paris. Glimmering sweat dribbled from his
six-pound haircut. He wheezed as he hauled himself towards me.

“Mr. Vaughn?”
he asked, extending his hand. I shook it. It was like touching damp
liver. “I’m Arnold Baker. From the letting agency. Here to show you
around.”

“Good to meet you,” I said. That’s what I said to
people in those days. Didn’t matter who they were. Nicole Kidman,
the guy in the newsagent’s, Daniel Craig or a fat sweaty man from a
letting agency, they all got the same in the days of the
grey. Good to meet you.

Our hands
uncoupled. He reached into his shiny pocket and pulled out a ring
of keys that rivalled those seen in prison movies. “Some day, isn’t
it? Going to get hotter still, they reckon. You found the place
okay?”

“SatNav,” I
said. I was smiling.

Arnold Baker
smiled back. He selected the key with Tucker’s Cottage neatly
handwritten on the tab. “How about we step inside? Good and cool in
there.”

“How about we
do that,” I said, still smiling. That smile never ached, never
hurt. Nothing hurt in the grey. Sometimes I miss that.

The key and the
lock docked, the key spun under that podgy hand. Arnold Baker
stepped back and ushered me forward. I stepped into the dark.

 


3.

 


She screams at
me to stop, to stop, to please Stephen just stop, except she’s not
screaming, she’s crying, except she’s not crying, she’s pleading,
she’s begging, and her long red hair hangs in greasy clumps around
her huge blue eyes which swim in salt water. She screams and she
pleads and she cries and she begs, but I don’t stop, because back
then the world is full of shouting colours and noise, back then the
rooms aren’t yellow, they’re not even grey yet. So I keep on. I
keep on and on.

 

Good for me,
eh?

 


4.

 


Arnold Baker
led me through the cottage, announcing every room before we arrived
at it. “Living room,” he said, and it was. The stone had been
whitewashed, professionally too, and the beams that held the
ceiling in place were, I think, oak. Wood was never my strong
point. When you grow up in Crouch End, one tree looks pretty much
like another. There was a three-seater couch, a winged armchair, a
wooden coffee table, some bookshelves which the agency had
furnished from what looked like a library’s closing-down sale (none
of mine, and I neither knew then nor now what to make of that), a
working fireplace as well as central heating and a very small, very
old, portable television, almost apologetically perched on a mantel
shelf. No Sky TV, no Freeview, no problem.

“Nice,” I said.
It was.

Arnold Baker
led me down a narrow corridor towards the back garden. A staircase
on our right hand side led to the top floor. But that was for
later. “The kitchen,” he said, his flabby left hand gesturing at
sparkling new appliances. “Recently refurbished,” he explained
proudly, but the term he really wanted was ‘recently built’. Smeg
fridge freezer, Zanussi washer drier, double sink, Sony microwave
and Homark oven. Unlike the living room, the kitchen was proud to
shriek its arrival into the twenty-first century. A huge window
allowed natural light into the place. A dark wood dining table
hugged the far wall. Two chairs. They obviously didn’t think this
was a family place. Maybe that’s why they matched it to me.

“Lovely,” I
said; no lie. I wandered over to the stable-type kitchen door. A
leaded window inset into the top half gave me a look into the
garden. Manicured grass led to a spartan but well arraigned rockery
and a flagged narrow path from that led to some flower beds (all in
bloom) and a privet hedge. “Do I have to maintain that?” Like I
said, Crouch End. I’d heard of gardens but never quite got round to
one. Even when I moved upmarket to Islington I’d avoided
gardens.

“No, our Mr.
Tuttle comes in once a fortnight to see to the garden. It’s in the
price.”

“Cool,” I said.
I could sense Arnold was impatient to show me the upstairs – or as
impatient as a professional pleaser like this could allow himself
to be – but I hung back. I could see a lone roof beyond the hedge.
“That my neighbour?”

Thankfully he
decided not to squeeze up next to me at the door. He looked through
the big square window instead. “No,” he said, then corrected
himself. “Well, I suppose yes. It’s The Coach.”

I was smiling
as I turned to him. I don’t think I stopped smiling in the grey.
“The Coach?”

“Coach Station,
I mean. The pub. Only one in Willow. Now,” he went on, trying to
sneak a glance at his watch. “Shall we look upstairs?”

 


5.

 


The staircase was unbelievably narrow. I honestly didn’t
think Arnold would make it up to the first landing. Even in the
grey my imagination worked, and I swore I could see sparks as his
polyester hips rubbed against the walls. The staircase was also
unbelievably steep. Each step worked my thighs; God knows what they
did to his. Give the big man his due, though, he made it. Still,
two thoughts chased each other round my head; do I know CPR? and got to watch this if I get
pissed.
After that, IF I get pissed?

That was the
world of the grey for you.

He took me through the bathroom (like the kitchen,
a Buck Rogers paradise) the guest room, (tiny, single bed, almost
forlorn) before leading me to the ‘master bedroom’.

“Very
pleasant,” I said, smiling. We were back in the seventeenth
century, bar the digital clock radio by the bed and the central
heating radiator. Leaded windows, heavy beams across the roof,
unplastered stone, impossibly huge dark wood wardrobes. The bed was
big enough for a modest orgy, the mattress about a metre thick, the
headboard iron railings. And all for just me.

I turned to
catch Arnold trying his trick of glancing at his watch without
moving his arm or raising his shirt cuff. “Where do I sign?” I
asked.

 


6.

 


I ended up signing three things. The first two were
identical, fished from Arnold’s briefcase. Contracts: his copy, my
copy. Three-month lease, options to renew for two further
three-month periods, said options open on both sides. I signed
there, there, initialled there, there and there, dated and handed
over. I wrote a cheque for three months in advance and the security
deposit. Then Arnold produced something else from his case. A
battered and well-thumbed paperback of Saturday’s Off. He’s either read it to pieces or just
picked it up from Oxfam, I thought, but I signed anyway.

I looked at his face as he read the
inscription, To Arnold, Thanks for the cottage, Stephen
Vaughn. It was the face they all had when they read what I’d
scrawled. Shy, proud, pleased. Get you a tenner on eBay, Arnie. If you’re
lucky.

“Thank you very
much,” he said. “First signed book I ever owned.”

“Pleasure,” I
said, smiling.

“Hope you like
it here.” He gathered his things, clicked the latches shut. “You
going to be writing while you’re here?”

“I just might,”
I said.

 


7.

 


I moved in
three days later, a Monday, first week in June. I’d spent the
weekend packing up the flat in Seven Sisters. Even though I’d been
there for three years, there wasn’t much to do; clothes in a bag,
bit of a spring clean, cancel the milk and the papers, re-direct
the post. It had never been home.

Early that day
I trucked what little I had into my Lexus, piled them in and locked
the flat door behind me. I backed the car into the Seven Sisters
Road and drove off.

I’ve never been
back since.

 


8.

 


I’ve always
been able to see and remember. From my youngest days, I could do
these things. I saw what went on and I remembered it. Years later I
learned how to write it down. That’s all you need. I’ve given talks
at signings from time to time, done question and answer sessions,
and I’ve tried to make everything seem mysterious and magical –
elves that live in keyboards and hats full of ideas bought in the
backstreets of China after midnight, that sort of thing – but it’s
all about seeing and remembering. Then typing.

The first time
I really remember being jolted by what I saw, the first time I
encountered something that just begged to be put down on paper, was
when I was fifteen years old, and I was walking to Highbury, head
full of Karen Simms and the delightful question of whether she’d
let me put my hand down her blouse or not. As I turned down Ferme
Park Road I noticed a scrawny woman sitting on a front doorstep.
Her lank brown hair hung across her face as she stared at the
ground. It was late summer 1980, and her cap sleeved T-shirt
revealed stick arms that would shatter in a high wind. Her jeans
were ripped, her imitation Nikes mud splattered. There was a
carrier bag on her left. I could see some clothes in it, jammed
down violently.

She was crying.
No, that wasn’t strong enough. She was sobbing, great wracking
tears that tore at her gut and throat. She was impervious to being
in public; she was a woman who hurt too much to care.

I kept walking; I turned my eyes to the ground. She was
hurt enough; she didn’t need to see me looking. That would only
make it worse. Part of me wanted to help, to do something, to call
out (maybe something as wise as Hey, you all right?), but even though I was only
fifteen I knew better. I kept quiet. There was nothing I could do.
Even then I knew that when you no longer care who sees you rip
yourself apart crying then there’s no help to be had. Even before
the loud colours and then the grey I knew that.

So I kept quiet
and kept walking, and twenty minutes later I was at Karen’s and her
parents were out, and she let me put my hand down her blouse, and I
remembered that, oh yeah, I remembered that just fine, but it was
the scrawny tattered woman who cried her insides apart that haunted
me.

Twelve years later that image opened my first published
book, Saturday’s Off. Didn’t sell great, but it sold a bit. It sold
enough for me to wonder if the scrawny tattered woman had picked up
a copy, if she’d read it, if she recognised herself.

But I don’t
know. I’ll probably never know.

 


9.

 


She’s bunched
behind the television, crouched in a corner that’s too small for
her. She’s not fat, not Mary, but she is tall. A tall, willowy
redhead. That’s what first attracted me to her. Slim, elegant,
poised. She walks like a model, talks like a deb, bucks like a
horse in bed.

But though
still slim, she is no longer elegant and poised, not with greasy
sweat-slimed hair and snot running from her nostrils and swimmy
tears in her huge blue eyes, not poised with her legs, her long
legs, tucked under her chin and her arms wrapped around them. In
fact, she looks like a spider in my head, a spider trying to make
itself small in order to rear up and attack. And her voice is no
longer that of a deb from a good and fine and expensive public
school and a right lah-di-dah university, it’s the voice of a
Billingsgate fishwife, a grim roar in the night. She’s telling me
to stop, she’s pleading, she’s begging, but I can’t, I can’t, I’ve
got to shut that voice up, her awful, dreadful, quacking voice.

 


10.

 


Four hours
after leaving London for the last time, I arrived in Willow. Really
arrived. I wish I could say that some momentous crash of music
stirred on my life’s soundtrack, or I felt a stir across the hairs
on my neck, or there was a rumble of thunder. But there wasn’t. God
knows there should have been.

The village
itself dozed in the early afternoon heat, the grass that surrounded
the stream that ran down the centre of what they called ‘Main
Street’ was bleached and yellow. Ducks wandered around, quacking to
themselves as I slowed to five miles an hour and drove around them.
The overhanging trees – willows, presumably, hence the village’s
name – tried to find a breeze to stir their branches. A couple of
people – neither in the first flush of youth – turned their heads
to check on the passage of my car. A place like this didn’t see
strangers often, it seemed.

I pulled into
the driveway, killed the engine, unloaded the boot and then loaded
the cottage. I plugged in the laptop, hit the keys, wrote for three
hours, then poured some whisky.

That was my
first day.

 


11.

 


I slept well
that night – I nearly always did in those days – but I do remember
the dream. It was one of those where you’re above yourself, looking
down. I was in the cottage bedroom, swallowed up in the thin
covers, tucked up, foetal. At the foot of the bed was a woman. I
couldn’t see her face because I was above her, but her hair was a
dirty dishwater blonde. She wore a plain brown dress, some form of
natural fibre, and a leather belt around her waist. She stood
there, looking at me while I slept.

She wasn’t
there when I woke up though.

That was May.
That was the first time I saw her.

 


12.

 


It was after
nine the following morning, my breakfast eaten, my shower taken.
The laptop was open and the document likewise, but before work
could begin I had one thing to do. I picked up my Motorola, tested
the signal (three bars, everyone’s happy) and scrolled through
‘CONTACTS’ until I found ‘GRASPING CUNT’. I hit the green button
with my thumb and called my agent.

“Gerry Abram’s
phone,” said his PA, Prudence. A pretty middle-aged woman. Mary had
been of the suspicion that Gerry and Prue had a more than
professional relationship. I hadn’t cared.

“Hi, Prue, it’s
Stephen Vaughn. Is Gerry in?”

“Always for
you,” she said, and that’s how it is. Shift a couple of books and
your agent always has time. “How you doing?”

“Fine as
paint,” I said.

“Good to hear
it. Just putting you through.”

Dead silence,
then: “Steve! What you think of this heat?”

“I think it’s
hot,” I said. Witty in the time of the grey.

“It’s your
pithy phrase-turning that sells so well. How’s the book going?”

“Fine as
paint,” I said again.

“Glad to hear
it. Anything I can give to Equis yet?”

“Five thousand
or so. I’ll post them to you.”

Silence. Just a
pause, a beat, but Gerry wasn’t a man for gaps. “Post?” There was
disbelieving horror in his voice, as if he’d just watch me defecate
on his desk.

“No internet
here,” I said. “I’ll print ’em off, send them later. If I can find
a post office.”

“No internet
where? I mean, yeah, Tottenham – arsehole of the world, we all know
that – but surely they’ve got –”

I cut him off.
Even in the grey I could grow impatient sometimes. “But I’m not in
Tottenham, remember? I’m off in the country. Cotswolds.” There was
more silence. “Willow,” I prompted. Nothing. “It was your
suggestion.”

“Was it?” he
said after another pause. “When?”

“Last month.” This wasn’t funny, but Gerry was a
man whose sense of humour I’d never taken to. He was fond of a
practical joke or two. He had Carry On andBenny Hill boxed sets. “You told me to try getting out of
London for a while. See if that freshened me up a bit. It was just
after you told me I might be growing stale. Getting typed. With
me?” This would be the bit where he bellowed laughter and
shouted Gotcha! in my ear. I’d pretend to be the dupe. That was the
game.

Instead I
heard, “Okay. If you say so. Don’t recall it, but it’s sound
advice, so it must’ve been me. Yeah, get it posted as soon as. And
pay a bit extra, get it recorded. Damn inbred hicks down there
probably couldn’t organise a piss-up in a brewery, never mind a
postal service. Got me?”

“Got you,” I
said, puzzled. He’d fouled the punchline. First time in over a
decade. Then I realised that time takes its toll on us all. Time is
a continent on unstable tectonic plates. It shifts when you don’t
realise it.

“Okay, good,”
said the voice in my ear. “That all?”

“Yeah.”

“Take it easy
then. I’ll hand you over to Prue, give her the address and she can
send you out your next cheque.”

We said our
goodbyes, he handed me back, I told Prue where I was, we exchanged
our goodbyes, and that was that.

 


13.

 


I wrote till
twelve, but by then there was no air, even with the windows and the
front door open, and I gave up. I hooked up my printer, ran off the
first twenty pages, set them neatly on the kitchen table, then went
off to find the post office.

I was a little
concerned by the phone conversation with Gerry, but not overly.
After all, I could remember it, every word, I could remember how
the seat felt underneath me, I could remember the late afternoon
sun had filtered through the blinds, I could still taste the coffee
on my tongue, I could smell the faint aroma of the cigarette on his
breath. Those memories meant that the conversation had happened,
those memories meant that Gerry had been mistaken, or had
forgotten. And I wasn’t his only client. He must’ve had hundreds
(if not thousands) of similar meetings throughout his career.

I was Stephen
Vaughn, a writer. A man who made his living out of looking and
remembering. So I knew it had been his idea for me to get out of
London, to leave everything behind me, to start again.

I knew that as
well as I knew my bank account number, my birthday, my brother’s
address.

But I was
wrong.

 


14.

 


I didn’t find
the post office – later I discovered Willow was too small to boast
such a thing, but I found the pub. Hardly surprising, as it was
virtually on my doorstep. The sun was killing and The Coach Station
looked inviting; stone built, ivy coated. I checked my watch.
12:35. A little early, but the sun was over the yardarm, so I
stepped inside.

Out of the grey
and into the yellow.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Two.

 


1.

 


Like my cottage, the pub’s interior was cool
and shady and quiet. No piped music, no juke box, no huge screen TV
showing horse racing or football. Hardly anything in truth, with
the exception of a bar, tables and chairs, and an ancient small man
in the corner improbably dressed despite the heat in an eternal
tweed jacket and no shape beige trousers, nursing half a pint of
mild.

Oh, and three bar staff.

I fumbled in the back
pocket of my jeans for my wallet as I approached them, thinking
that this was some case of employment overkill on the part of the
pub’s owners. Place must really fill up later, I thought.

Since they had little to occupy them, they
were huddled in what appeared to be a fairly earnest conversation.
Two of them seemed to be pleading with the third. One of the
pleaders was tall, blonde, maybe mid-twenties and wearing a white
and blue off the shoulder hooped top. It made her look like a
pirate. She was very pretty. The other pleader was roughly the same
age, maybe five foot tall, long black hair, curvy without being
plump, dressed in a football top. I wasn’t too familiar with the
crest, but it looked like Birmingham City. She was very pretty
also.

The third woman, the one in
the middle of the triad, was in her late
thirties. She’ll be the landlady. Five foot three or four, honey
blonde hair, dark brown eyes surrounded by clusters of crows’ feet,
thickening a little at the hip. She wore a white cotton top, tight
but not tarty, that strained a little at the chest.

Like the day I arrived in Willow, no comets
circled the sky and no two-headed calves were born, it was just
people in a place, but all the same…that was when things
changed.

 


2.

 


I waited for them to finish. I had all the
time in the world. Besides, you just never knew what the world
would throw at you. A speech pattern, a facial tic, a fragment of
conversation – anything that might end up in a book somewhere. It’s
all about looking and remembering.

“Oh,
come on,” said Blonde Pirate. Her shoulders really were very well
sculpted.

“Please,” said Curvy City. She would
probably run to fat in later years, but then she was magnificent.
Both of them were. Many, many men would run themselves aground over
these two.

“No,” said Landlady,
smiling. It wasn’t a comfortable smile, though; it was shy, a
little embarrassed. She looked as if smiling was a habit she was
rediscovering after a long layoff. But it turned her eyes into more
than just eyes, and I revised the wordembarrassed to flattered. “No. Not a chance. No.”

“Ah, you’re
just rotten,” said Blonde Pirate,
sounding like a child denied a toffee.

“I’m working Friday,” said Landlady, but
there was only very little irritation there. These three were
friends. Maybe Landlady was mother to one of them. Unlikely, she
really didn’t look old enough, but there was that ease between them
all.

“Take the night off, get
cover. He’ll let you, might even do it himself,” said Curvy City.
The he referred to was obviously the landlord.

“No, Claire.” Then, to Blonde Pirate: “No,
Hattie. That’s my final word. Not at my age.”

Then Blonde Pirate – Hattie – threw up those
exquisite shoulders in despair, turned and saw me. Close up I saw
she had an impish quality about her, eyes that found everything a
joke, a mouth that always wanted to laugh. Not cruelly, just laugh.
“Yes, sir,” she said, skipping forward, clapping her hands before
her.

She had a lot of life, Hattie.

“Whisky, please. No ice or water.”

“Single or double?” she asked making her way
to the optics. I hated that question, even in the grey. I hated
that question because I always wanted a double and always had a
single. In public anyway.

“Single, thanks.”

She measured and brought it
over, looked at me, looked back at Claire and Landlady. “Three
pounds, please.” Then, as I handed my fiver over but before I could
tell her to take her own, that impish mouth broke naughtily. “Could
I ask you a favour, sir? That lady there,” she half turned and
pointed at Landlady, who looked back with a shocked but
not entirely surprised expression on her face, “would you say she’s too
old to go clubbing?”

“HARRIET!” Landlady screamed, while
Claire just burst into laughter. Strong laughter, infectious to
those outside the grey. Hattie just raised her eyebrows in a
harmless what you gonna do way and turned back to me.
Huge blue eyes, not unlike Mary’s. Full of enthusiasm and
joy.

“Of course she isn’t,” I said, looking from
Harriet to Landlady. I smiled. “You’d grace any dance floor in any
country.”

Landlady flushed a little
at that – not been paid many compliments recently – and then she looked at
me properly. Took me in. I knew the
look. I’d been looked at like that before. Not often, but enough
for me to understand. I’d been recognised. No –
not recognised, but she thought she knew
me. She’d seen my face somewhere. On your husband’s
bookshelf, I
thought. Not
on yours, though. Never on yours.

“There you are,” said Claire between brays.
“Get the night off.”

“You’ve got to now,” said Hattie, taking my
note. “Lest you upset the gentleman.”

At this, Landlady exclaimed in sort of amused
irritation and stalked through a door that probably led to the
living room, doubtless to confer with her husband, to tell him how
she’d been bullied into enjoying herself.

 


3.

 


“I’m so sorry about that,”
said a voice maybe fifteen minutes later, breaking my memory. I’d
taken a seat at the far end of the pub, diametrically opposite
Tweed Jacket Man, back to the bar, facing nothing but a stone wall.
That wall had become a projection screen, and as I sipped the
Teacher’s the story of my life had unspooled. It was a film
entitled What a Godless Mess.

I turned, looked up and there was Landlady. I
smiled. “Nothing to apologise for.”

“No,” she said, flustered. “That was…well,
they shouldn’t…I mean, they were trying to talk me into…” She ran
out of words then and gazed down at her shoes.

“They were trying to talk
you into having a good time and you didn’t think you could,” I
filled in for her, noticing for the first time the fact that her
thin, short nose seemed to take a turn to the left. Only slight,
but it was there. Natural, or did someone help that along once?

“Something like that, yes. Anyway,” she
hurried on, as if afraid I would compliment her again, “they
shouldn’t have, you know, involved you. That was
unprofessional.”

“No, not a bit of it. Those two obviously
like you a lot. Besides, it’s friendly. Rustic country charm.”

She didn’t want to follow up who liked her or
didn’t, it seemed. “Thought you weren’t from round here. London?” I
nodded. The accent must’ve given me away. “Up for the day?”

“Three months at least. I’m renting the
cottage down the road.”

“Oh, the Tucker place? Seems nice. Well
then,” she started to go. “Look forward to seeing you again.”

“Likewise,” I said, smiling.

She turned away and headed
back to the bar, but not before I’d seen the questioning look in
her eyes, the one that said Who are you? Where did we
meet? Have you been on telly?

And not before I’d noticed something else;
she was quite, quite beautiful.

 


4.

 


By midnight that Tuesday I was back in the
cottage, work over for the day, and extremely drunk.

But no, that’s not true. In the grey I never
got drunk. I drank, and the drink affected me, it rolled my gait
and would’ve slurred my speech had there been anyone to talk to and
sometimes the following morning it had hurt my head, but I was
never drunk. I was just me with slower reflexes.

Consequently it took longer
than it really should have for me to stand, make the stairs (and
how carefully I took them, like an arthritic man at sea in a gale),
urinate and then fall into bed. I felt the
distant thud-thud-thud of the pulse in my neck as
sleep rolled onto me.

And far off in the night I heard an owl
screaming, screaming as it caught a mouse, screaming, screaming,
screaming.

Hang on, I thought, don’t owls
hoot? But
since no answer came, I fell asleep.

 


5.

 


I didn’t go back to the pub
that week, nor did I find the post office, nor did I contact Gerry
or my family. There was just the work, the writing, the story, the
things I’d seen and remembered, forming themselves on the screen,
another tale, more make believe, something else for the guys
at Private
Eye or The
Guardian or Time Out to damn with faint praise, to call ‘competent’ or
‘inoffensive’.

But in the grey those opinions counted for
nothing. In the grey, everything counted for nothing. In the time
before, in the time of the shouting colours, those things cut and
wounded and caused fires to rage, fires that extinguished
themselves on my wife, but the colours had gone, there was only the
grey, and nothing mattered at all then. Not even the story.

It was a good story – you
may well have read it, the royalty cheques seemed to indicate quite
a few people had – but it didn’tmatter. Stories were what I did, so
I did them, in the same way I ate or slept or urinated, and none of
those things mattered either. We do what we do, connected or
otherwise.

That’s how I thought in the time of the
grey.

So I worked and I ate and I
drank and I slept, growing used to the country, growing accustomed
to the noises, to the owls screaming and the sheep bleating and the
howls and sobbings of the wildlife. How can I have ever thought
the country was quiet? I thought on the Friday of my
first week, as I settled into my boiling bed after finishing my
eighteen-thousandth word and started my third bottle of
whisky. This
place is alive.

Yep. Alive.
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It was on the Monday
morning of my second week that I found myself in the kitchen,
staring at an empty cupboard. Technically, of course, it wasn’t
empty. There was a box of Cheerios in it. The Cheerios’ box,
however, was empty. As was my stomach, which growled.

Supplies, I thought. Supplies.

I wandered around and took inventory. Fridge;
no milk, no cheese, no eggs. Upstairs to the bathroom – shampoo,
yes. Soap, check. Toothpaste, check. Razor blades, no. Into the
bedroom – deodorant…low. Hot summer, late June, took its toll on
Sure. Admittedly there was no one around to smell me but…

“But it’s the principle,” I said to myself
and picked my way downstairs.

It was only as I was
heading out of the front door, wincing in the sunlight, that I
realised I had no idea where the shops were. Hardly surprising,
considering I had ventured forth only once in seven days. I
crunched up the head of the path and looked both ways along the
joke that was Main Street. A duck wandered along and quacked at me,
as if to say what’s up, Shakespeare? Written any good books
lately? “Nope, Donald,” I muttered. “Ain’t never written no good
books. Competent, yes.Inoffensive, check. But good? Nope. By the way, you know where I can buy
some cornflakes?”

The duck, however, didn’t
seem to care. He just waddled off across the starved grass and
jumped into the stream. Thanks,
pal. I
thought, and looked around again. To my right, the pub. To my left,
cottages a bit like mine. There would of course be a shop, a Spar or a Co-Op, but
where? How far? Glancing at my Seiko I saw it was barely nine
thirty and already I fancied I could see a heat haze on the
horizon. It wasn’t a good idea for a forty-three-year-old man whose
occupation was decidedly sedentary to walk any distance in this
heat. Anyway, Stratford was only about half an hour away by car.
And they’d have a Tesco. Everywhere had a Tesco.

Sally forth, yon adventurer.

 


7.

 


She was standing at the bus stop.

I knew it was her from a
good half mile away – middle-aged I may be, but my eyes are still
good, and I had seen and remembered. She’ll know where shops
are. I flicked the indicators on, pulled
in and dropped the window. “Excuse me,” I said, smiling.

She’d looked over as I’d
pulled in of course; people do when cars brake beside them. It can
mean trouble. She had a decidedly neutral expression in her deep
brown eyes. But when she saw me, something
changed. She
knows who I am now.

“Hi,” she said. “Lovely day.”

“Isn’t it? Listen, can you help? I’m out of
food and have no idea where the shops are. I was on my way to
Stratford, but would you know of anywhere nearer? All I’m out for
is bread and milk.”

She found an indulgent
smile. Men, it said. Famous or not, big-time writer or not, you still couldn’t
find your arse with both hands and a torch if not for us. You’re
all just big kids who need reminding to put your toys
away. “Blockley,” she said. “Next village up. Keep on this road for
three-quarters of a mile, take a right at the crossroads, follow
the signs.”

“Thanks very much,” I said. I was about to
disengage the handbrake and drive off, but instead I asked, “Did
you have a nice time on Friday?”

A faint line appeared between her eyes; not
annoyance, just a second’s confusion. She’d forgotten. I opened my
mouth to clarify, but before I could it dawned on her. “I didn’t
go, couldn’t get the night off.”

A huge lie, you didn’t even try. You told
them you tried, but you didn’t. They didn’t believe you either.
They told you they did, but they didn’t. And they went to their
club and they left you and you thought about them all night, you
thought about everything they were doing, and as you smiled and
made change and poured drinks and dispensed crisps and nuts, you
wished you’d been stronger, you wished you were younger, you wished
it were happening to you.

I blinked. I shivered a
little. Because that hadn’t been just a random thought, that hadn’t
just been a flash of insight the like of which we all get now and
again; that had been an actual voice. A woman’s voice. Whispering
low in my right ear.

“Are you all right?” she asked, leaning
forward, and if it wasn’t genuine concern in her voice then it was
an excellent approximation.

“Goose walked over my grave,” I said,
smiling. “Thanks for the directions.” Once again I was about to
drive off, but once again I didn’t. “Hey, can I give you a lift
anywhere? Where you headed?”

She laughed a little. “Well, Blockley
actually. But it’s okay, thanks. My bus is due any minute.”

“You’re sure?” There was something in my
stomach beyond hunger growls. It took me a second, but I identified
it. Disappointment. “I mean, I’m going that way, apparently. Save
you your bus fare.”

“Um…” she hesitated, looking down the lane.
“I don’t mean to be rude, but…”

“But you don’t know me, only met me once, I
could be a serial killer. Sure, I understand – and that’s not rude,
that’s practical, and I don’t hold it against you. I’ll even buy
you a drink in the pub next time to show there are no hard
feelings.”

This time I actually had my thumb on the
handbrake. Then she said, “Ah, hell. Bus is late. And if I’m not
safe with Stephen Vaughn, who can I be safe with?” Once more, that
slight flush of the cheeks, this time because she’d admitted she
knew me. I smiled, shrugged, put on a ‘Golly gee, rumbled’ face. It
made her laugh a little. A pretty laugh. A pretty laugh on a very
beautiful woman.

She leaned forward, levered up the door
handle and sat next to me. “Judith Sutton.” She held her hand out.
I shook it.

“Good to meet you, Judith,” I said as she
clipped in her seatbelt and we set off.

But she was wrong; she wasn’t safe with
me.

 


8.

 


When I was nine years old, my parents brought
my brother Bob and I a joint Christmas present. This happened most
years, we weren’t rolling in money, Dad was a turf accountant and
Mum was a part-time hairdresser. We had enough, but we never had
surfeit, with me? We had cars – second-hand, falling apart, but
cars – and we had food and clothes and heat, but we didn’t holiday
in Spain or have colour TV. Hence the joint Christmas presents. We
didn’t care, Bob and I. We were close kids, and half a present was
better than none at all.

When I was nine, the joint
present was a Scalextric set. A figure of eight, some banked
curves, and a Rolls Royce Silver Ghost and a Rolls Royce Silver
Shadow. I think it may well have been the cheapest set Scalextric
sold, but we didn’t care. I mean that. You should have seen us as
we peeled off that wrapping paper. The excitement! Thethrill! Dad helped us set it up (well,
he did all the work and we watched), then we went to church, and
when we came back we had our Christmas meal, and
then just as we were sitting down to play, the hot controls in our
hands, the smell of the transformer crackling away, Dad’s brother,
Uncle Jack (died 1981, emphysema, God rest him) knocked at the
door. He was let in, saw the cars, and that was it. Dad and Uncle
Jack all night, drinking whisky, one calling himself Jim Clark, the
other calling himself Jackie Stewart, race after race. Bob and I
got our turn Boxing Day. We didn’t mind. It was good to see Dad
laugh.

But from here, from where I am now, I see not
Dad and Uncle Jack, but May and the Shadow Man. They had the
controls. And the slot cars weren’t Silver Shadows or Silver Clouds
driven by Scottish Formula One stars, they were Judith and I. We
went where they wanted us to.
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I remember the conversation was light as we
drove to Blockley. I didn’t comment on the fact Judith knew who I
was – I was still mostly in the grey then, and there was little
surprise in my world – and she didn’t press it. We talked about the
weather, how the British are never satisfied, how it’s too hot in
summer, too cold in winter, she asked me how I was liking the
cottage, if I missed the hurry-scurry of London, stuff like
that.

“Just to your left,” Judith directed, “and
the car park’s on your right.”

I pulled in, found a space and parked. It was
pay and display so I fumbled in my pocket for change. “Here,” said
Judith, reaching for her purse. “I’ll get this. You saved my bus
fare.”

“Wouldn’t hear of it.” I was smiling. “You
saved my petrol to Stratford.”

She hesitated, head
slightly cocked to the left. She’s either not used to being
paid for or doesn’t like it. Then, on the heels of that, as
the sunlight pounded through the windscreen and caught those eyes,
making them sparkle, She’s an incredibly beautiful
woman. “Okay,” she said after a pause. “But only if you let me buy
you a drink next time you’re in the pub.”

“Accepted,” I said. “So long as you let me
give you a lift back. Deal?”

More consideration. It wasn’t painful or
distracted – there was almost some amusement on her face, a
reflection back to her past maybe, when she was in her prime and
men fell over themselves to do things for her. But also in her eyes
there was a cloud, as if she’d considered those days were long past
and hadn’t expected to find them again. “Deal.”

“Well struck, Mrs. Sutton.”

Then the amusement faded,
leaving only the cloud. “Just Judith,” she said, and it was only
then I realised that there’d been a laughing tone in her voice
throughout the ride, despite our bland conversation. I noticed it
because it died when she said ‘Just Judith’.

But I smiled, and so did she. “Just Judith,
then. And I’m just Stephen.”

We opened the car doors, she waited while I
located the booth, slotted in two pound coins and a fifty pence and
placed my ticket on the windscreen. Then we walked into ASDA.

Just Judith and Just Stephen, slot cars, at
the start of it all.
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In the time of the shouting
colours, shops – particularly supermarkets such as these – were my
nemesis. The aisles were too narrow, too cramped, there were too
many people, none of whom would move aside or display any courtesy,
I could never find what I wanted – hell, I could
never remember what I wanted half of the time – the queues at the checkouts
were too long, the assistants were rude, the carrier bags were too
thin…

Back then, when the colours
shouted and the world hurt, I’d return from shopping expeditions
(always solo – after our first year together Mary declined to join
me. It was an early warning I didn’t heed) with pounding headaches
and a desire to own a machine gun. Back then I had
actually seen myself open up with a Sten; I’d actually felt the weight of
it in the crook of my right shoulder, felt the heat in my left hand
as it clamped on the magazine, felt the judder of each bullet as
they ploughed into tins of mushroom soup and cereal packets and
plastic bottles of milk.

And people.

I’d heard their screams as they were taken in
the chest or the legs or the throats, seen the blood spurt from the
wounds, seen gristle and bone protrude from gaping unnatural holes
in their flesh. I’d smelt the cordite, high and pungent in the
air.

I’d heard my own laughter as I marched from
aisle to aisle, smiling, unstoppable.

As for Mary, poor Mary, she came to dread
returning home from work after I’d filled our house with
provisions. Even if I was still in the office upstairs, hitting the
keys on the old Dell desktop I had then, with Media Player blaring
out some rock ’n’ roll, she knew it wouldn’t be long before I
subjected her to yet another rant about the ignorance of humanity,
about how it was a good thing the species was headed for
extinction, about the only thing I wished was that I could be the
last person standing so I could dance on the grave on the
world.

She bore it well, poor Mary, and she bore it
long. Too long and too well.

Sometimes we do that with people we love.

But that was in the world before. In the
grey, shops were okay. Everything, after all, was okay. They were
just places that stored things that people needed. What was the
hassle? Why bother getting annoyed?

Judith and I spit up at the doorway and
agreed to meet up by the car. It was the polite thing to do; she
didn’t need me looking over her shoulder as she picked up some
Always Ultra. So I wandered through the aisles, basket in hand,
taking my time, grateful for the air conditioning, standing aside
when people passed, waiting patiently if people were obscuring my
view of shelves. I had no list (I’ve never been a list maker, not
in any of the worlds), so I simply picked up a bit of everything I
thought I might need. Eventually I decided my basket was heavy
enough, it was time for just a couple of litres of milk and then
back. So I turned left into the refrigerated aisle and saw Judith,
the ex-husband and his new girlfriend.
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I knew at once what I was looking at. I’m a
writer. I notice and remember, and their body language was perfect
for that scenario; all three tensely polite and forcing smiles, but
the ex and the new girlfriend huddling slightly, possibly for
protection against the past, but most likely to display their
happiness and blissful state of sexual ecstasy.

I turned away as soon as I
could – this was private, and there was already something about
Judith that made me want to respect that, but not before I noticed
that the ex-husband was a huge man with the build of an ex-rugby
player and a dominant, almost aggressive stance that belied the
smile on his lips. His legs were set apart, his head upright, his
chest puffed out. He is a man at the centre of his own
universe. The new girlfriend – and the way her eyes darted from the
ex-husband to Judith and back made me think that she was
a very new girlfriend indeed – was young. Twenty-five, twenty-six
tops. Not a child, granted, but maybe fifteen years the ex’s
junior, and at least thirteen younger that
Judith. You
got traded in, I thought. Not for a showroom model, but one with only a few miles on
the clock. How’s that make you feel?

Since I was no mind reader, not then anyway,
I got no answer.
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She was quiet on the drive back, and who
could blame her? She smiled as she saw me at the car (but it was a
tired smile, an old smile, a defeated smile), and she nodded when I
asked if she had everything. She let me take her bags and place
them in the boot next to mine, and she laughed as hard as she could
when I said we should be extra careful when unloading, as I wasn’t
sharing my whisky with anyone (but it was a colourless laugh, a
cocktail party laugh), but after the doors had closed and we turned
back to Willow she fell into silence and I didn’t prompt her. Her
life was her own business, I felt, best left undisturbed. It was
nothing to me.

It was only as I turned onto Main Street that
I realised. “I’m so sorry, you’ll think I’m an idiot, but I’ve no
idea where you live.”

She jerked a little, as if
startled from a sullen thought. She looked over at me, and for a
second I could see it written clearly across her heartbreaking
features; who the hell are you? Whose car is this?
What year is this? Then it cleared, and once more came the cocktail laugh. “The
pub. That’s where I live.”

“Fine, the pub. I know
where that is at least.”

Judith gave me that tired
smile back, and turned to face forward and once more lapse into the
past. I let her. You and your new husband run a pub now. He came and rescued
you from your old life – no, you didn’t need to be rescued, you
walked out, I think. Then you found a new man and now you’re a
landlady. Hey presto, end of song, beginning of story.

But that thought wasn’t
right. It was sort of right, but notright right. It was muddy compared
with my other flashes of insight that day. But, hey – it was hot
and I was hungry and thirsty and itching to be writing again,
wasn’t I entitled to miss an open goal every so often?

So I dropped her at the pub, helped her with
her bags, declined her invitation to step inside for that drink
(“Books don’t write themselves, you know.”), promised her I’d be in
soon, accepted her thanks, drove home, put away my groceries,
opened every door and window, made myself a cheese sandwich and
poured some whisky, turned on the laptop and started writing.

13.

You missed
something, said a voice in my ear, and I
stopped halfway through a word.

I wasn’t too disturbed. I’d
heard voices all my life. My imagination gave my thoughts all sorts
of voices; it was its way of organising things. Sometimes it was
Humphrey Bogart or James Cagney, sometimes it was Eddie Izzard,
sometimes it was an old teacher from secondary school. Often it was
Mary. That’s just the way my mind worked. Okay, I couldn’t
place that voice (even if it somehow sounded familiar), but that wasn’t
the issue – my subconscious impressionist had simply sourced a
voice I’d forgotten. What was important was what
it said.

You missed something.

What? What did I miss? When?

No clues; just
repetition. You missed something.

I stared at my computer screen, then glanced
down at my watch. Half past five. Just over two hours of writing,
and not bad writing either, okay writing, painless writing, writing
in the grey.

You missed something.

“I never miss anything,” I said to the room.
“I notice and remember.”

You missed something.

I typed out the rest of the
word and saved the document. Closing the laptop, I stood and
prowled the kitchen. What had I missed? I opened the
cupboards, thinking it had to be the shopping. No, all I could
think of was there, the fridge likewise. I tiptoed upstairs,
checked both my bedroom and bathroom. All the toiletries a man
could need. So what did I miss?

I was picking my way
downstairs, thinking this must’ve been how my mother had felt when
the Alzheimer’s had first crept into her head, that dreadful
crawling I
have forgotten to remember sensation that could drive you
mad in itself, when it hit me.

It was the shopping.

Just not my shopping.

I replayed it as best I could, seeing us from
the outside. Judith and me, outside the pub, the boot of the Lexus
open, me handing over her carrier bags. She has three. She’s a
right hander. Two of the bags she loops together and takes in that
smart hand. The third goes into her left.

What’s wrong with this picture?

I replayed it again, this time freeze framing
as I handed that third bag over. Third bag, left hand, that’s where
she wears her –

But no. It was nearly two p.m. when we
arrived back. Early afternoon on a terrifyingly bright and hot day.
The light bounces from The Coach’s windows, from the car’s
paintwork, but it doesn’t flash from her left hand.

I hit the zoom button, and because it’s my
head and not a DVD player there’s no pixilation as I focus on her
left hand. A small hand, but with delicate long fingers, and the
light doesn’t reflect because there’s no ring on those fingers.
None at all.

“So,” I said to the room, “what’s that to
me?”

Don’t you know?

“No.”

You will.

With that, the voice fell
silent. I stood at the bottom of the stairs, nonplussed, then I
shrugged. Okay, she doesn’t run the pub with her husband. She runs it
with her boyfriend or on her own…no, not on her own. The others,
Hattie and Claire, they talked about someone else, someone who’d
give her that Friday night off. Boyfriend, then. She runs it with
her boyfriend.

I made my way back into the
kitchen and opened the laptop. As I fired it up, I thought
again, anyway, what’s it to me?

With no answer forthcoming, I went back to
work.
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I sat bolt upright in bed, heart pounding,
sweat dripping. There’d been a noise.

I looked around, right to
left, but all I could make out was the bright red of the digital
alarm. 3:05. I groped about me, disorientated, found the lamp,
clicked it. Again I looked around, left to right this time, trying
to control my breath – not easy, my heart was still trying to
escape my ribs and the night was oppressive, almost as if a hand
were over my mouth. Got to get a breath, got to
calm down, got to –

The room was empty. No one but me, a scared,
sweating, confused middle-aged man. No one here. Just me.

But there’d been a noise. It had woken me
up.

A banging noise.

The sound of a door closing, none too gently,
as if someone were rushing to escape…or as if someone had entered
and was none too happy about it.

You dreamed
it, I told
myself. What
else could it be? The place is locked, you locked it yourself, of
course you did, you’re from Crouch End, locking doors is second
nature. You were asleep, you dreamed the noise, that’s life – I
mean, whew, bit of a scare, but c’est la vie, who hasn’t had a
scary dream every now and again? Never mind, that’s okay, just
settle back, get a grip, and you’ll be back in the land of Nod
before you know it.

That was good advice, so I
took it. I lay back, kicked the thin sheet off me and tried to
control my breathing. That’s it, that’s the
way…

Something shifted downstairs in the kitchen.
A chair scraped along the floor.

I sat up again. “There’s someone in this
house,” I whispered in the dark, and my voice was quavery. Old.

Suddenly I was cold,
bitingly cold. Massive goose bumps clenched across my naked arms.
What little breath I’d taken in caught in my throat. I was
convulsed by shivers. My God, what is
this?

For the first time since the police had
knocked on my front door in Islington, I was locked. I simply had
no idea what to do.

There is someone in this
house, I
thought, and as I did, that sound came again. A kitchen chair,
scraping across the floor. It sounded…stealthy, but not stealthy
enough. It was as if whoever was doing it wanted to wake me up,
wanted to let me know they were there, wanted me to go and
see.

“They’re trying to trap
me,” I stammered. I had to stammer, my teeth were chattering. I
flung my arms around my chest, trying to find some warmth, but that
was no good. I reached down and bunched up the sheet, dragged it
up, wrapped it around my shoulders. Still nothing. I could see what
little air I was expelling plumed out by the light of the
lamp. That’s
shock that is, I told myself. Shock does that.

Shock lowers room
temperature? Get out of here, I argued
back. Look,
look! You can SEE my breath! What’s that got to do with
sh–

A louder scrape from
downstairs. It sounded as if they were growing impatient with their
tactics. Any minute now they’d drop this and just roar up the
stairs, and I’d hear them, THUMP THUMP
THUMP and
then across the landing and my bedroom door would burst open and
there he’d be, mad hair and mad eyes, tailcoat flapping behind him
–

Tailcoat? What tailcoat?

I shook my head. Couldn’t
think about that right now. Okay, so maybe the
room was cold all on its own, but there was no doubt I was going into
shock, or something very like it. A huge reservoir of adrenaline
had been dumped into my system and it was wreaking havoc with my
senses.

The question was this: given that there was
something in the house, what was I going to do about it? I sat
there, shaking, and realised I had two choices; stay in the room or
go downstairs and look.

Below, a chair was kicked over. I heard it
rebound off the kitchen wall.

If I stay here, he
– they
– will make
their way upstairs, sooner or later.

If I go downstairs, I’ll end up confronting
them in the kitchen. Where there are knives. And what do I have to
defend myself? Well, there’s this sheet…

Mary had a love of horror
films. It wasn’t a major passion, but in our early days together
there wasn’t much she liked more than to curl up with me on a sofa
on a Friday night with a bottle of wine or two and some scary movie
on cable. At some point during every one of these, it seemed,
someone had always detached themselves from the main group and
stuck their head in the old dark house armed with nothing but a
torch and said, I’ll take a look around. Yeah, we screamed at them,
Mary and I, called them all the fuckwits and arseholes in the world
(no, we hadn’t both called them that,I’d called them that), but we only
did that because we were expected to; it was the scary movie
version of pantomime’s It’s behind you!

Even then, even in the land
of the shouting colours, I knew this; we always go into the old dark house,
we’re alwaysunarmed, and
we always sayI’ll take a look around.

Sooner or later, we all do that.

So I found what energy I could and scrambled
out of bed. It was touch and go with my legs, the knees wanted to
buckle, but I managed it. I crossed the room.

My twitching, shaking hand reached out and
touched the doorknob.

But I didn’t open it.

Instead it
was thrown wide, and in the weak pool of the bedside lamp I saw her
properly for the first time, a woman in her early twenties, dirty
dishwater brown hair, plain brown dress tucked at the waist with a
leather belt.

She was standing upright, but she was quite
dead.

Her face was the colour of wax, her no-colour
eyes glassy and blank, her mouth slack…

But she saw me. Oh yes, she saw me.

And she screamed. Screamed in horror and
fear.

A dead woman is screaming
at me, I
thought, but then I fainted.

 


* * * * *

 




 Chapter Three.

 


1.

 


I awoke in my bed to sunlight and birds
singing. The bedroom door was closed.

Some
dream, I
thought, even though I knew that the last thing it’d been was a
dream. That’ll teach me to eat cheese last thing at
night.

But I hadn’t eaten cheese last thing, and it
hadn’t been a dream. Dreams are always just dreams, and as
upsetting or funny or erotic as they may be, we’re always aware on
some level that they’re not real. In the morning as we think back
on them we can spot the flaws in logic, the time jumps, their
ludicrous plotting. As I thought back on what had happened in the
night, insane though it seemed, I could find none of those. The
chain was unbroken, the line of events seamless.
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