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The scream was carried towards her by the gust of wind, then whiplashed away, leaving her face smarting with the sting of grit and shock.


She stopped and listened. Another gust shook a few more early autumn leaves down from the trees, and dealt them out across the field. Then she heard the scream again.


A single piercing scream of utter terror that cut through her like a knife.


Go, it said. Get away.


Go while you have the chance!


Run!


For a moment, Sam hesitated. Then she sprinted towards it.


A small girl, slight, a few days past seven, her fringe of dark brown hair slipped down over her eyes and she tossed it back, irritated, then tripped over a flint stone in the dusty track and stumbled.


She stopped, panting, and stared around at the furrows of brown soil that stretched away from her across the barren field, at the woods that bordered two sides of it, and the barn beyond the gate at the far end, listening as the fresh gust came, but it brought only the sound of a creaking hinge. She ran again, faster this time, dodging the loose stones and bricks and ruts, the sandy soil kicking up in spurts under her.


‘I’m coming,’ she said, slowing again, catching her breath, stopping and bending to retie the lace of her left sneaker, then sprinting again. ‘Nearly,’ she said, ‘Nearly there.’


She paused a short distance from Crow’s barn, and hesitated. Huge, dark, in a state of neglect, with half its door missing, she could see through into the blackness of its interior. It was OK to go in with a friend, but not alone. Alone it was scary. When she played around here, and visited her secret places, she kept a safe distance from the barn, sufficiently far that nothing lurking in that blackness could leap out and grab her. The half door swung out a few inches and the hinge creaked again, like a wounded animal. There was a bang above her, then another, and she jumped, then breathed out again as she saw a loose flap of corrugated iron above lift and drop in the wind, banging loudly.


Slowly, nervously, she stepped past a strip of rotting wood, past a buckled rusted bicycle wheel and through the doorway into the black silence. The air was thick with the smell of rotting straw, and a duller, flatter smell of urine. There was another smell too, some smell she could not define, but which made her flesh creep, made her want to turn and run; a strange, frightening scent, of danger.


She felt as if the scream she had heard was still echoing in here.


She peered around in the gloom at the empty trough, the obsolete threshing machine and a section of an old plough lying on the floor in a shaft of dusty light. An old ladder lay hooked in place up to the hayloft, and as she stared up into an even blacker darkness, she heard a noise coming from up there; a whisper.


Her head spun in terror.


Then she heard a whooping sound as if someone was inflating a dinghy with a footpump, a strange tortured whooping, then a low pitiful moan.


‘Noo.’


Then the whooping again.


Sam ran to the ladder and began to climb, ignoring its bending, its flexing, and the fear that at any moment it might snap in two; ignoring the blackness into which she was climbing. She reached the top and scrambled out onto the rough wooden joists and the thick dust, wincing as a splinter slid deep into her finger.


‘No! Oo! No! Please no. Please . . .’


The voice turned into a strangled choking. She heard the pumping sound, much louder now, and a human grunt that accompanied it, and she heard a girl’s voice hoarse, struggling for breath, pleading.


‘Stop. Please stop. Please stop. No. Oh – h. Oh – h’


Her hand touched something round and hard, something plastic with a cord coming from it, something that felt like a switch. She pulled it and a bare bulb lit up inches above her head. She blinked and saw straw bales piled high in front of her with a thin dark gap like a corridor running between them.


For a moment, there was complete silence. Then a whimper, cut short. Shaking with fear she followed her shadow slowly down between the bales of dry acrid straw that stretched to the ceiling, stepping carefully on the joists, until her shadow became indistinguishable from the rest of the darkness.


There was another gasp, right in front of her, a sharp snapping sound, and one more terrible gasp that faded away into complete silence. She froze, her heart thumping, petrified as a figure rose up out of the darkness and began stumbling towards her, his hands reaching out for her, and she began to back away in slow steps, finding the joists, trembling, touching the rough straw to steady herself as she went, staring wide-eyed at the figure that followed her out of the shadows and was getting clearer with every step.


So clear she could now see it was not shadow that hid his face, but a hood. A black hood, with slits for the eyes, the nose, the mouth.


She could see his hands too now; could see the deformed right hand, with just the thumb and the little finger, coming out of the darkness at her like a claw.


She tripped and fell backwards underneath the light bulb. She rolled, scrambled to her feet and tried to step back, but stumbled again, and felt a crunch as her foot went through the rotten flooring.


‘You little bitch. What the fuck you doing here?’


She felt his hands clamp around her neck, felt the hand with just the thumb and finger, strong, incredibly strong, like a steel pincer, and her face was filled with the stench of onions and sweat; old stale sweat as if it had been in his clothes for weeks and was now being released, and fresh, raw onions, so sharp she could feel her eyes water from them.


‘I – I was—’ She froze as the grip of the hands tightened around her neck, squeezing the bones, crushing them. She jerked back, then she stumbled and he stumbled with her and they crashed to the floor. There was an agonising pain across her back, but she was free, she realised. She rolled, heard him grunt again, rolled some more and struggled to her feet. She felt his hand grab her sweater, pulling, and she wriggled, trying to tear free, then tripped again and fell.


As she tried to get up, his hand gripped her shoulder and spun her over, then he was lying on top of her, knees either side, pinioning her body down, and she felt the stench of his breath, the raw onions like a warm foul wind.


‘Like to be fucked, would you, little one?’ He laughed, and she stared up at his black hood, lit clearly by the bulb above it, seeing the glint of his eyes and his rotten broken teeth through the slits. He leaned back tugging open his belt. The loose corrugated iron flap lifted above them in the wind, lighting them up with daylight for an instant, then banged loudly back down. He glanced up, and Sam sprang at him, clawing at his face with her hands, jamming her fingers into his eyes. The fingers of her left hand sank in deeper than she had thought they could, and she felt a hideous damp gelatinous sensation, then heard a rattling from the floor, like a rolling marble.


A hand crashed across her cheek. ‘You little fucking bitch, what you done to it? What you done?’


She stared up, trembling, pulling her hand away from the sightless socket that was raw red, weeping, the eyebrows turned in on themselves. She felt him lean back, groping with his hands, and as he did so she pulled a leg free and kicked him hard in the face. He jerked his head back sharply, smashing it against the bulb which shattered, and they were in complete darkness. She rolled away, scrambling feverishly towards the hatch, then she felt her shoulders grabbed again and she was flung backwards, felt him jumping onto her. She kicked again, yelling, thrashing out, punching, feeling his breath closer, until his face was inches from hers, and a sudden shaft of light came in as the loose flap above them lifted again, lighting clearly the red sightless eye socket that was inches from her face.


‘Help me!’


‘Sam?’


‘Help me!’


‘Sam? Sam?’


She thrashed violently, and suddenly she was free of his clutches, falling, then rolling wildly into soft ground, in different light; she tried to get up but fell forward, and rolled frantically again. ‘Help me, help me, help me!’


‘Sam?’


The voice was soft. She saw light again, from beside her, from an open door, then a figure standing over her, silhouetted.


‘No!’ she screamed and rolled again.


‘Sam. It’s OK. It’s OK.’


Different, she realised. Different.


‘You’ve been having a bad dream. A nightmare.’


Nightmare? She gulped in air. Stared up at the figure. A girl. She could see the light from the landing glowing softly through her long, fair hair. She heard the click of a switch, then another click.


‘The bulb must have gone,’ said the girl’s voice. A gentle voice. Annie’s voice. ‘You’ve been having a nightmare, you poor thing.’


She saw Annie walk towards her and lean down. She heard another click and her bedside Snoopy lamp came on. Snoopy grinned at her. It was all right. The baby-sitter was looking up at the ceiling, her fair hair trailing below her freckled face. Sam looked up too, and saw that the light bulb had shattered. A single jagged piece of glass remained in the socket.


‘How did that happen, Sam?’


Sam stared up at the socket and said nothing.


‘Sam?’


‘He broke it.’ She saw the frown on Annie’s face.


‘Who, Sam? Who broke it?’


Sam heard raised voices downstairs, then music. The TV, she realised. ‘Slider,’ she said. ‘Slider broke it.’


‘Slider?’ Annie looked down at her, puzzled, and tugged the strap of her corduroy dungarees back over her shoulder. ‘Who’s Slider, Sam?’


‘What are you watching?’


‘Watching?’


‘On the television.’


‘Some film – I don’t know what it is – I fell asleep. You’ve been cut. You’ve got glass in your hair and on your forehead. And your finger. It’s everywhere.’ She shook her head. ‘I left it on. It must have—’ She stared around again. ‘Must have exploded. Don’t move a sec.’ Carefully, she picked the glass out of Sam’s hair.


‘Are Mummy and Daddy back yet, Annie?’


‘Not yet. I expect they’re having fun.’ She yawned.


‘You won’t go until Mummy and Daddy get back, will you?’


‘Of course not, Sam. They’ll be back soon.’


‘Where’ve they gone?’


‘To London. To a ball.’


‘Mummy looked like a princess, didn’t she?’


Annie smiled. ‘It was a lovely dress. There.’ She walked over to the wastepaper bin, stooping on the way and picking something up from the carpet. ‘Bits of glass everywhere. Put your slippers on if you walk around. I’ll get a dustpan and brush.’


Sam heard the light tinkle of the glass dropping into the bin, then the sharp shrill of the front door bell. It made her jump.


‘It must be your parents. They’ve forgotten their key.’


Sam listened to Annie walking down the stairs and the sound of the front door opening, waiting to hear her parents’ voices, but there was a strange silence. She wondered if the film on the television had finished. She heard the click of the door closing, and there was another silence. Then she heard the soft murmur of a man’s voice; unfamiliar. There was another man’s voice as well that she did not recognise. Puzzled, she slipped out of bed, tiptoed across to her door, and peeked cautiously down the stairs.


Annie was talking to two policemen who were standing awkwardly, holding their caps.


Something was wrong, Sam knew. Something was terribly wrong. She strained her ears, but it was as if someone had turned off the volume, and all she could do was watch them mouthing silent words.


Then Annie turned away from the policemen and walked slowly, grimly, up the stairs while the policemen stayed down in the hall, still holding their caps.


She sat Sam down on the bed, pulling the blankets up around her like a shawl. She dabbed Sam’s cheek with a handkerchief, picked some more pieces of glass from her hair, laid them down on the bedside table and then stared at her with her large, sad eyes. Sam saw a tear trickling down her cheek. She had never seen a grown-up cry before.


Annie took Sam’s hands in hers and squeezed them gently, then she looked Sam directly in the eyes. ‘Your Mummy and Daddy have had an accident in the car, Sam. They aren’t coming home any more. They’ve – gone to heaven.’


Sam did not dream of the hooded man again for twenty-five years. By then he was only a dim memory in her mind. Something that had been a part of her childhood, like the toys she had forgotten and the rusting swing and the secret places that now had housing estates with neat lawns built all over them. Something she thought had gone for ever.


But he had not forgotten her.
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Sam tapped out a row of figures onto her computer terminal, then sat back wearily and closed her eyes for a moment, the insides of her head banging and crashing like the vacuum cleaner in the corridor outside. She looked at her watch. Six-twenty. Wednesday, 22nd January. Christ, time went fast. It only seemed a few days since Christmas.


She swivelled her chair and stared through her own reflection in the window at the fine needle spray of rain that was falling silently through the darkness of the fast-emptying streets of Covent Garden outside. The wettest rain of all, the type that seemed to come at you from all sides, got inside your clothes, inside your skin, it even seemed to come up out of the pavement at you.


A draught of cold air blew steadily through the glass onto her neck and she hunched her shoulders against it, then rubbed her hands together. The heating had gone off and the office felt cold. She stared at the story board propped up beside the VDU. One coloured frame showed a sketch of a palm-fringed beach. The next showed a man and a woman in designer swimwear and designer suntans bursting out of the sea. In the next frame the woman was biting a chocolate bar which the man was holding.


‘Castaway. To be eaten alone . . . or shared with a very good friend.’


The office had white walls and black furniture, and a skeletal green plant cowering in the corner that resisted all her efforts to make it flourish. She’d watered it, talked to it, played music to it, bathed its leaves in milk – and it stank foul for days – moved it closer to the window, further away from the window, moved it to just about every position in the room where it was possible to put a plant; but it never changed, never actually died so that they could throw it out, but never looked how it was supposed to so that it was worth keeping. Claire, with whom she shared the office, told her she reckoned it was a house plant, not an office plant. Claire had strange views on a lot of things.


The walls were covered in schedules and pinboards with memos and Polaroids and product shots and there were two desks, her own which was vaguely orderly, and Claire’s, which was neat, pristine, irritatingly tidy. Claire always arranged it like that every evening before she left with a smug expression on her face, almost as if to imply she might or might not be coming back.


Sam heard the cleaner coming closer down the corridor, clunk, bang, thump, and she squeezed her eyes shut against her headache which she could scarcely distinguish from the banshee howl of the vacuum cleaner. The door opened and the roar became a thousand times worse. She looked up fit to scream if Rosa was going to try and come and vacuum in here, then she smiled as her boss, Ken Shepperd, came in and closed the door behind him.


‘Hi. Sorry, I’d have been down earlier, but I had a—’ He waved his right hand in the air, then circled it around as if he were winding a ball of string.


‘It’s OK,’ she said. ‘I just need to know who you’re going to have to light the Castaway shoot.’


‘You look pale. Feeling OK?’


‘Bit of a headache. I think it may be this VDU. I’m going to get one of those filters for it.’


‘I’ve got some aspirins.’


‘It’s OK, thanks.’


He walked across the office towards her, a restless man in his mid-forties in the clothes of a college student, his steely hair tousled, permanently in need of a cut, his face comfortable and creased like his denim shirt, his sharp blue eyes smiling good-naturedly. He stopped by Claire’s desk.


‘Tidy, isn’t she?’


Sam grinned. ‘Is that a hint?’


‘How are you finding her?’


Claire had only been with them a few weeks. Lara, her predecessor, had left without any warning. One Monday she failed to appear and sent in a letter the next day saying she was suffering from nervous strain and her doctor had advised her to work in a less stressful environment.


‘She’s all right,’ Sam said. ‘She doesn’t talk much.’


‘You complained that Lara nattered too much. Maybe Claire’ll cope better with the pressure.’


Sam shrugged.


‘What’s that look on your face mean?’


She shrugged again. ‘I thought she was nice when she started – but – I don’t know.’


‘Give her time. She’s quite efficient.’


‘Yes, sir!’


He walked over and stood behind Sam’s desk, staring down at the story board. ‘Joncie,’ he said. ‘I want Joncie to light it.’


‘Shall I book him?’


‘Pencil him in.’


‘Who do you want if he’s not available?’


‘I’ve mentioned it already to him.’ He squinted down at the board. ‘Castaway. Daft name for a chocolate bar.’


‘I think it’s all right.’


He glanced down the sequence of coloured frames, and read out aloud. ‘Like a coconut, Castaway has the goodness on the inside.’ He stepped back, patted his stomach and repeated the line again, in a deep bass voice. Sam laughed.


‘Castaway,’ he boomed. ‘The chocolate bar that won’t melt in the sun . . . Castaway, the world’s first pre-digested food. You don’t even need to eat it – just buy it and throw it straight down the lavatory.’


Sam grinned and shook her head. Ken lit a cigarette and the sweet smell tortured her. She watched him prowl around the office, staring at the schedules on the walls; eighteen commercials already booked for this year; they’d made forty-three last year. Ken charged a fee of ten thousand pounds a day for directing and the firm took a percentage of the total production cost. If he weren’t still paying off his debts and his wife, he’d be a rich man by now. And if he could keep his temper and his eye for the changing fashions, he would be eventually.


‘You’re going to behave at the meeting tomorrow, aren’t you?’


‘Behave?’ he said.


‘Yes.’ She grinned.


He nodded like a reluctant schoolboy.


‘Big bucks, Ken.’


‘Done the budget?’


‘Just going to print it out.’


He looked at his watch, a heavy macho brute of a watch festooned with important-looking knobs, waterproof to five hundred metres (handy for the bathtub, Sam once told him). ‘Fancy a quick jar?’


‘No thanks. I want to get back in time to bath Nicky. I was late last night.’


‘Only a quick one.’


‘Hot date?’


He pointed a finger downwards. ‘Snooker. Got a couple of new lads from Lowe Howard-Spinks coming over. Business, Sam,’ he said, noticing her expression.


‘Business!’ she mocked.


The wipers of the elderly E-Type Jaguar smeared the rain into a translucent film across the windscreen, making it hard to see. She drove fast, worried Nicky might already be in bed, straining forward to see the road ahead, past the Tower of London, its battlements illuminated in a bright fuzz of light and mist, into London’s docklands and slowed as she turned into Wapping High Street, trying not to shake the twenty-five-year-old car too much on the cobblestones. She passed a block of dark, unfinished apartments, and a large illuminated sign which said SHOW FLATS, and another which said RIVERSIDE HOMES – RIVERSIDE LIFESTYLES. Buy a lifestyle, she thought. I’ll have a pound of salami, two melons and a lifestyle please.


She drove down the dark street, so dark it could have been a hundred years ago, and turned right past a warehouse into an unlit parking lot. She smelled the oily, salty tang of the Thames as she climbed out, hitched her briefcase from the passenger seat and locked the door carefully. She hurried across the lot through the driving rain, glancing warily at the shadows, and flinched at the sudden rattle of a hoarding in the freshening wind.


She climbed the steps into the porch and the automatic light came on with a crisp, metallic click. She punched in the code on the lock, then went inside, closing the door behind her. Her footsteps echoed as she walked in the dim light across the stone floor of the lobby, past the exposed steel girders that were painted bright red, and the two huge oak casks that were recessed into the wall. Warehouse. You could never forget it had once been a warehouse, a huge grimy Victorian Gothic warehouse.


She went into the lift that you had to go into in darkness, because the light only came on when the doors shut. Creepy. Creepy and slow. She leaned against the wall of the lift as it slowly shuffled up the four floors. Lucky there weren’t any more, she thought, or you could eat your dinner going up in it. Then it stopped with a jerk that always unbalanced her, and she walked down the corridor to her front door, unlocked it and went into their huge flat. Nicky came racing down the hallway towards her, his shirt hanging over the top of his trousers, his blond hair flopping over his face.


‘Mummy! Yippee!’


She bent down and hugged him and he put his arms around her and kissed her firmly on each cheek, then he looked up at her solemnly. ‘I’m a ’vestor now.’


‘A vestor, Tiger?’


‘’Vestor! I got a porthole.’


‘Porthole?’ she asked, baffled.


‘Yeah! I made three pounds today.’


‘Three pounds? That’s clever. How did you make three pounds?’


‘From my porthole. Daddy showed me how.’


‘What’s your porthole?’


He took her hand. ‘Come on, I’ll show you.’ He looked up at her, triumph in his wide blue eyes. ‘We’re going for it.’


‘Are you?’


‘Yeah!’


‘“Yes”, darling, not “yeah”.’


‘Yeah!’ he teased, tugging his hand free and running down the corridor, turning his head back fleetingly. ‘Yeah!’


She put down her briefcase, took off her coat, and followed him across the huge hallway and down the corridor to his bedroom.


‘Daddy! Daddy! Show Mummy how much money we’ve made.’ Nicky stood beside his father, who was kneeling on the red carpet in front of his little computer, a cigarette smouldering in the ashtray beside him, holding his whisky tumbler in one hand and tapping the keyboard with his other. A tall, powerfully built man, even kneeling he dwarfed the cluttered room. He turned and looked at her and smiled his nothing-has-changed-has-it? smile. ‘Hi, Bugs.’


She stared at him for a moment, at his handsome, almost old-fashioned face, the sort of face that belonged more to Forties Hollywood than Eighties London, his slicked-back blond hair, his pink shirt opened at the collar, his checked braces and pin-striped trousers. Stared at the man she used to love so much, who now felt almost like a stranger.


‘Good day?’ he said.


‘Fine.’ She leaned down, more for Nicky’s benefit than for anything else, brushed her cheek cursorily against his, feeling his evening stubble, and mouthed a blank kiss, like a goldfish. ‘You?’


‘Bit slow. Market’s a bit cautious.’


‘Show her, Daddy.’ Nicky put his arm around his father’s back, and patted him excitedly.


‘We’ve made him a little portfolio. Put a few shares in and I’ll update them each day from the Market.’


‘Great,’ she said flatly. ‘What are we going to have? The world’s youngest Yuppie?’


‘Yippie!’ said Nicky, jumping up and down. ‘We got bats.’


‘BAT, Tiger, British American Tobacco.’


The floor, shelves and windowsill were strewn with toys, mostly cars and lorries. He was nuts about cars. A monkey holding a pair of cymbals was lying across the forecourt of a Lego garage, and a robot looked as if it was about to leap off the windowsill. Her husband tapped some more figures out on the keyboard, and Nicky watched intently.


Nicky.


Nicky sensed that something had gone bad between his Mummy and his Daddy, and with a child’s intuition knew his Daddy was in some way responsible. It had seemed to make him even closer to Richard. If that was possible.


His father’s son. He’d nearly killed her when he was born, but he’d never really be her son. Always his father’s. They were close, so close. Cars. Planes. Lego. Games. Boating. Fishing. Guns. And now the computer they’d given him for Christmas. It was always Richard who taught him, Richard who understood his toys, Richard who knew how to play with them. Richard was his mate.


‘American Express down two and a half.’


‘Does that mean we’ve lost money?’


‘Afraid so.’


‘Aww.’


‘Bathtime, Nicky.’


‘Aww – just a few minutes more.’


‘No, come on, you’re late already. Start running it. Mummy’s going to change.’ Sam went out of the room and saw Nicky’s nanny coming out of the kitchen. ‘Hello Helen.’


‘Good evening, Mrs Curtis,’ Helen smiled nervously, unsure of herself as always.


‘Everything OK?’


‘Fine, thank you. He’s had a nice day. He did well at school. They’re very pleased with his arithmetic.’


‘Good. Must have got that from his father – I’m hopeless at it.’


Sam went into their bedroom and felt the same coldness she had felt in the office; it seemed to be following her around. She stared at the bright, warm colours of the painting of the reclining nude on the wall, with her massive breasts and earthy clump of pubes and sly grin that she woke up and stared at every morning. Richard liked her. Insisted on having her there. She sat down on the four-postered bed, tugged off her shoes and leaned back for a moment. Her face stared back down from the mirrored panel on the top of the bed, her hair plastered down by the rain, her face white, much too white. Mirrors. Richard had a thing about mirrors.


She stared back at the painting of the nude. Was that what the tart in the office looked like? She wondered. The tart Richard had disappeared with off to a hotel in Torquay? Did she have big tits and a sly grin?


Bitch, she thought, anger and sadness mixing around inside her. It had all been all right. Fine. Great. A neat, ordered world. Happy times. Everything going well. Everything had been just fine.


Until she found out about that. It felt as if a plug had been pulled out from inside her and everything had drained away.


She sat on the edge of Nicky’s tiny bed and flicked over the pages of Fungus the Bogeyman on his bedside table. ‘Shall I read?’


‘No.’ He looked quite hurt. ‘Tell me a story. You tell the best stories.’


She glanced around the room. ‘You promised me you were going to tidy up. All those new things you got for Christmas are going to get broken.’ She stood up and walked over to a cupboard door which was ajar and opened it further. A plastic airliner fell out, and the tail section snapped off and cartwheeled along the carpet. Nicky looked as if he was about to cry.


‘That was silly. Who put that in there like that?’ She knelt down.


Nicky said nothing.


‘Was it you?’


Slowly, he pursed his lips.


‘Maybe Daddy’ll be able to fix it for you tomorrow.’ She lifted the pieces off the floor and put them on a chair, then sat back beside him.


‘It’s my birthday on Sunday, isn’t it, Mummy?’


‘Yes, Tiger.’


‘Am I going to get more presents?’


‘Not if you don’t tidy these up.’


‘I will. I promise.’


‘Anyway, you had lots of presents for Christmas.’


‘Christmas was ages ago!’


‘Four weeks, Tiger.’


His face fell. ‘That’s not fair.’


She was taken aback at how sad he looked, and stroked his cheek lightly with her hand. ‘Yes, you’re going to have more presents.’


Bribes. I’m buying his love. Buying my own child’s love.


Shit.


‘Yippee!’ He pummelled the sides of his bed excitedly.


‘Come on now, calm down. It’s Wednesday. You’ve got four more days.’


‘Three more.’


She laughed. ‘OK. Three and a half.’ Her headache was feeling a bit better.


Nicky puffed out his cheeks and contorted his face, deep in thought, counting on his fingers. ‘Three and a quarter. Tell me a story now. Tell me a story about dragons.’


‘You’ve had one about dragons. I told you last night.’


He sat back expectantly, blinking his large blue eyes. ‘Go on, Mummy. Pretend it isn’t finished. Pretend the dragon comes back to life and chases the man that killed him.’


‘OK. Once upon a time in a land called Nicky-Not-Here-Land, there lived a horrible man.’


‘Why was he horrible?’


‘Because he was.’


‘What did he look like?’


‘Horrible.’


He lay back, and was asleep before she had finished. She stood up and he opened his eyes. She bent down and kissed him.


‘Night, Tiger.’


‘You didn’t finish the story!’


Caught, she realised. Sharp. Kids were razor sharp. ‘I’ll finish tomorrow. All right?’


‘All right,’ he said sleepily.


‘Night night.’


‘Night night, Mummy.’


‘Do you want the light on or off?’


He hesitated. ‘On please.’


She blew him a kiss and closed the door quietly behind her.


Sam watched Harrison Ford dancing with Kelly Mc-Gillis in the headlights of his beat-up station waggon on the television screen. Her eyes smarted and she felt a surge of sadness for all that she – or they – had lost. For all that could never be the same again.


Richard slouched on the sofa in front of the television, whisky tumbler filled to its invariable four-finger measure beside him, and the bottle of Teacher’s a few inches further away, almost empty. The gas log fire flickered in the grate the far side of him, and Sam shivered in the draught that blew in from the Thames through the plate-glass windows that stretched the entire width of the flat’s living area.


The lighting in the room was low: just two table lamps were on, and there was a soft orange glow from the streetlighting across the river in Bermondsey. Sam turned her gaze away from the television and continued on around the oak refectory table, setting a red wine goblet at each place. ‘How many glasses do you want out, Richard?’


‘Uh?’


‘Glasses. How many do you want out? I’m laying the table for tomorrow.’


‘There’s going to be eleven of us.’


‘How many glasses each?’ she said, slightly irritated.


‘Three. We’re having Chablis and claret. Folatières ’83, Philippe Leclerc, then Calon Ségur ’62. That’s the last of my ’62s. And a Sauternes – really good one – Coutet de Barsac, ’71.’ He picked up the tumbler and drained half of it, then lit a cigarette. ‘Harrison Ford,’ he said, blinking at the screen. ‘Bloody good movie this.’ He drained the glass, placed his four fingers carefully around the base, and poured the remainder of the whisky from the bottle. ‘You’ll like the Chablis.’


‘Good,’ she said.


‘Archie’s a real wine man, know what I mean? First growth, no shit. Three hundred quid a bottle touch for lunch – Lafites and all that stuff. Style! You’ll like Archie. He’s a good boy.’


‘I think we should put one for Perrier as well. Everyone always wants it.’ She looked at him, but he was engrossed again in the television. ‘Are you serving port?’


‘Yah.’


‘I’ll put port glasses out as well.’


‘He’s a big player, Archie.’


‘Then you should have a nice game with him.’


‘City, Sam. He’s a big player in the City.’


‘Perhaps he can teach Nicky something, too,’ She went over to the cabinet in the corner, and pulled out more glasses. The wind was howling outside, slapping the black water of the Thames against the piers below and shaking the rigging of the yachts. She could see the glints of light on the waves, the dark hulls of the lighters moored midstream. Bleak, she thought, turning away and carrying the tray to the table. ‘Is this famous Andreas definitely coming?’


‘Oh – er – yah.’ Richard shifted about on the sofa and took a gulp of his whisky.


‘So I’m finally going to meet him. What’s his surname again?’


‘Berensen.’


‘Does he have a place in London?’


‘No, he’s just over on business.’


‘From Switzerland? What exactly does he do? He’s some sort of a banker, isn’t he?’


Richard scratched the back of his head. ‘Ah – yah – a banker.’


‘A real gnome?’


‘Yah.’ Richard laughed, slightly uncomfortably. ‘Actually he’s quite tall.’


‘Is he your biggest client now?’


‘Yah. Sort of, I suppose.’ He was sounding evasive, Sam thought, frowning. ‘How’s work?’ he asked.


‘Hectic. I should still be there now.’


‘That guy Ken’s making you work too hard. All this travelling you’re doing is crazy. You’re travelling too much, you know, Bugs.’ He turned round.


His face, which had always looked fit and lean, had been sallow and lined lately, much older than his thirty-three years, and in the flickering light from the screen and the fire she suddenly caught a glimpse of what he would look like when he was old, when he no longer had the strength and energy that animated him and he started to shrivel and cave in, like a ghoul from a horror movie. It frightened her. Ageing frightened her.


‘I have to travel.’


He drained two fingers of whisky and dragged hard on his cigarette again. The smell tantalised her, tempted her, and her refusal to weaken was making her irritated.


‘I don’t think you’re spending enough time with Nicky,’ he said.


‘I spent three years with him, Richard. I quit my career for him.’


He leaned over and crushed his cigarette out. ‘Dealer’s choice, darling.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘It was your choice.’


‘Our choice,’ she said. ‘I gave up three years. What did you give up? Why don’t you give up three years?’


‘Don’t be ridiculous.’


‘I’m not being ridiculous.’


‘Bugs, I don’t mind you working, but what you’re doing is crazy. You’re working all hours of the day and night, you bring your work home, half the time you spend roaring around Europe, jumping on and off aeroplanes. You’re always off somewhere. France. Holland. Germany. Spain. Bulgaria. You went to Bulgaria about six times last year. I think you’re ignoring Nicky. You’re not being a good mother to him.’


The anger that was rising inside her went flat, as if it had been lanced, and she felt a sharp pang of guilt. She sat down on the dining chair, feeling limp, as something uncomfortable echoed from her own childhood.


She thought about her own childhood and how life had dumped on her then. She thought about her marriage and her happiness and the forgetting that had happened. Perhaps she had forgotten too much? Maybe it wasn’t only children that could feel neglected and unwanted. Maybe adults could too. Maybe that’s why it had happened.
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‘Something’s wrong.’


‘What’s wrong?’


‘Something.’


Sam heard the voices, low, murmuring, muted, like a snatch of conversation from across the room at a cocktail party, and stiffened. She turned around, craning her neck over the back of her seat, trying to see where they had come from, but the man and the woman behind her were asleep. She listened, but could hear only the sound of the aircraft’s engines: a distant churning, like a dishwasher. Then the cycle changed, and she felt the plane begin to sink down into the cloud below.


Flying never normally bothered her, but suddenly she felt nervous. She stared uneasily at the trails of rain that streaked the window, and the swirling grey beyond. Landing. Her hands felt clammy with perspiration, and she realised she was shivering.


She wanted to put the clock back, not be on the plane at all. Stupid, unnecessary trip, she thought. Richard was right, she was jumping on and off too many planes. She wished she had not jumped on this one. Bucket seats; trying to save Ken money. Charter airlines took risks, someone told her. Calm down, Sam, she said to herself. Calm down.


There was a ping, and the ‘No Smoking’ sign lit up on the panel in front of her. Then another bell, higher pitched, faintly musical, like the gong of an elevator announcing its arrival. Beng-bong. The sound irritated her.


‘This is Captain Walker.’ His matey voice irritated her as well. There was a hum and a screech and a loud click. ‘We’ve started our descent and expect to be on the apron in about twenty-five minutes. The weather in Sofia is cold – one degree Celsius and it’s snowing. We hope you have enjoyed your flight with us and that you have a pleasant stay in Bulgaria. On behalf of us all, I’d like to thank you for flying Chartair, and hope you choose to fly with us again.’ His voice was tired, clipped ex-RAF English. He was having to make the effort to sound friendly, and not as if it was just another charter flight, which it was; not as if he was tired and bored with dumping another load of cheap tourists in another cheap resort.


A little girl’s head popped over the seat back in front of her. ‘Hallo,’ she said.


‘Hallo,’ Sam replied.


The girl’s head disappeared and she heard giggling. ‘I said hallo to the lady behind!’


Perspiration was trickling down Sam’s face and she felt sick. She unbuckled her belt, slid across the empty seats beside her and walked unsteadily along the aisle which was sloping away from her, down towards the toilets, pushing against the seat backs to prevent herself from running forwards, waiting to be challenged by a stewardess, but they were busy stowing the duty frees and had not noticed her.


She reached the front of the aeroplane, still shaking, and was surprised to see the door to the flight deck was open. She stared through at the orange dials of the instruments and the captain and the first officer, in their white shirts, in their seats.


The first officer turned his head towards the captain, and she could hear him speak, clearly.


‘Derek,’ he said, ‘there is definitely something wrong.’


The captain flicked a switch beside him, and spoke loudly and dearly. ‘This is Chartair Six-Two-Four. Confirm we are on initial approach.’


A voice crackled back, sharp, tinny, with a precise, broken English accent. ‘Chartair Six-Two-Four. This is Sofia tower. We confirm initial approach. Runway Two-One. We have visibility of only two hundred metres – check your landing minima.’


‘Sofia tower. Chartair Six-Two-Four. Confirming runway Two-One.’


The captain leaned forward in his seat and adjusted a dial on the instrument panel. The first officer stared around. She could see the worry on his face, could feel his fear, as if it were a blanket of ice.


The microphone crackled again, and she heard the voice, more urgent. ‘Chartair Six-Two-Four. We have you identified on radar. You are too low. I say again too low. Climb to seven thousand feet immediately.’


‘We are at seven thousand feet,’ said the captain calmly, a trace of weariness in his voice as if the man in the tower had become infected with the same irrational fear as the first officer.


‘We have you identified on radar,’ said the controller. ‘You are at four thousand five hundred. Check your altimeter setting.’ His voice rose in excitement and panic. ‘Climb. Climb immediately! Discontinue your approach. I say again, discontinue your approach!’


‘I have seven thousand reading on both altimeters. Please check your radar.’ There was irritability creeping through the calm.


‘Climb, Derek,’ the first officer shouted. ‘The mountains, for Chrissake. Fucking climb!’


‘We’re clear. The mountains are five thousand ceiling.’


There was a sharp click and the toilet door in front of her opened. A man stood there, in a black hood with slits for his eyes and mouth.


She reeled back, and he clamped a black leather-gloved hand over her mouth, cracking her head back hard against the bulkhead. She smelled the leather of the glove, new fresh leather, flung her head violently away, tried to scream, tried to back away, felt a lever behind her jamming into her back; then the black leather glove came over her face again and she ducked, heard a tremendous bang and the hissing of air, then suddenly she was out of the aircraft, spinning wildly in the turbulence, and the deafening howling of the freezing wind and the engines, spinning through a crazed icy vortex, falling, falling, falling through a blackness that seemed to go on for ever.


Then she was free of it, floating in the cold grey cloud as if it was water. She could push her arms and move through it. She went further away, swimming effortlessly, until she could see the silver Boeing in the distance, cloud swirling around it like tendrils of weed as it flew into the dark grey shape that loomed upwards in front of it, a shape that was barely discernible from the cloud.


At first there was silence. The aircraft seemed to go on for a long time into the solid wall of the mountain, and she wondered for a moment whether it was her imagination, or just a strangely shaped cloud. Then the tail section flew away and began to cartwheel downwards. It bounced up for an instant off a ridge, and something began to spray out of it, like champagne, and float down behind it. Luggage, she realised with a sickening feeling.


It bounced again, rose up, and did a half-turn in slow motion. The stream of suitcases that followed bounced in the same place, deflecting in the same way, except some of them burst open leaving a wake of fluttering clothes.


A solitary passenger, strapped in his seat, flew up through the clothes, followed by another, then a third, their limbs shaking about like toys emptying from a child’s cupboard as they plummeted back down.


There was a boom, and a ball of flame rose high up above. A fiercely blazing object joined the dance down the mountainside, showering sparks into the greyness all around it. An engine. It ploughed into the snow below her, hissing. Near it she could see the tail section, a stubby dark silhouette resting on the white snow, the top of the tail fin bent over at a right angle, the word ‘Chartair’ clearly visible, and part of the emblem of a prancing tiger and letters next to it G.Z.T.A.E.


And then there was a silence that frightened her. The cloud swirled around her, until she could no longer see the ground, until she could no longer tell whether she was lying face down or up. Panic began to grip her. She wanted to see Nicky, to hold him, squeeze him. She wanted to hug Richard, tell him she was sorry, tell him she forgave him, tell him she was sorry she had worked so damned hard. ‘Where are you?’ She turned her body over, then over again, trying to break away from the cold grey tendrils that were entwined around her. ‘Let me go. Please let me go and see them. Just five minutes. Please. That’s all. Five minutes.’


They tightened around her.


‘Let me go!’


The air was getting warmer now, stifling; it was getting harder to breathe. ‘Let me go!’ she screamed, punching out with her fists, swirling, twisting.


She felt a cool breeze on her face.


‘Bugs?’


Richard’s voice, she thought, puzzled.


‘Bugs?’


She saw a flat pool of light, and Richard standing near her in a striped shirt and paisley boxer shorts.


Different. The light was different. A dial blinked at her, orange like the dial of the aircraft, 0500. 0500. 0501.


‘OK, Bugs?’


Richard was standing over her.


‘OK Bugs?’ he said again.


She nodded. ‘Yes – I—’


He frowned, then struggled with the floppy arm of his shirt, and she heard the pop as the cufflink pierced the starch. Gold links with his initials on one side and his family crest on the other. Her wedding present to him. They’d come in a small wine-coloured box, and cost £216. Odd, the details you could remember. She stared at the reclining nude on the wall, at her face in the mirror above the bed, at the light streaming in from the bathroom door.


‘A dream,’ she said. ‘I was having a dream.’


‘You were making a horrible sound, really horrible.’ He turned away toward the wall mirror, and knotted his tie. As he pulled it tight, she felt something pull tight around her own throat. Dread seeped through her, hung around her, filled the room. The black hood with the slits came out of the door at her and the black leather glove clamped over her mouth. She shivered.


Richard struggled into his trousers, disentangled his red braces and pulled on his silver armbands. She had loved to watch him dress when they had first started sleeping together. He was fastidious about his clothes. Shirts with double cuffs; trousers with buttons for braces. Proper trousers, he called them. She wanted to hold him suddenly, to hug him, feel him, to make sure he was real, still there; that her world was intact.


And then the revulsion as she remembered and she shrank back in the bed away from him, and shook with a sudden spasm of – fear?


‘What were you dreaming about?’


‘It – I – nothing. Just a nightmare.’


You’re afraid to tell it, she thought.


Afraid that if you tell it—


‘Must dash.’ He leaned down to kiss her, and she smelled the coconut shampoo in his damp hair, his sweet Paco Rabanne aftershave and the strong trace of last night’s garlic through the minty toothpaste on his breath. She felt a soft wet kiss on her cheek.


‘Busy day?’ she said, wanting him to stay just a moment longer.


‘Japan. I reckon Tokyo’s about to start going bonkers.’


‘Don’t be late. It would be nice if you could help me get things ready tonight.’


‘Oh Christ, yah. Our dinner party.’


‘It’s for your clients, Richard.’


‘I’ll be back in good time.’


The front door opened, then slammed shut. She dosed her eyes but opened them again, afraid of going back to sleep. She looked at the clock again. 0509. In a quarter of an hour he would be at his desk, chatting to Tokyo. Dealing. The Nikkei Dow. Gambling on equities, warrants, options, futures, currencies. So many variables. So many imponderables. He’d got angry with her once when she told him his job was like being a croupier in a high-tech casino.


The door opened and Nicky came padding sleepily in.


‘Hallo, Tiger. You’re up early.’


‘I can’t sleep.’


She put her hand out and tousled his hair. Soft, real. He shied away just a fraction, then put his head under her hand again for more.


‘Give Mummy a kiss.’


Damp. It felt like a miniature version of Richard’s. ‘Why can’t you sleep, Tiger?’


‘I had a nightmare.’


‘What was it about?’


‘It was about a horrible man. A monster.’


She sat up and hugged him. ‘That’s because I told you a story about one, isn’t it?’


He nodded solemnly. He was a serious child sometimes. Always thinking things through.


‘He ate me.’


She stared at the forlorn expression on his face. ‘I bet you tasted good.’


He stamped his foot on the carpet. ‘Don’t. That’s not funny.’


‘Mummy’s got to get ready. Want to sleep in our bed?’


‘No.’ He wandered off, shuffling his slippers across the floor. As he went, she saw the aircraft sliding silently into the solid wall of the mountain. The tail section cartwheeling down. The luggage spewing out. The boom, and the ball of flame. She slipped unsteadily out of bed and walked to the bathroom, shivering, from the images, from the chill air, from the dark cloud of foreboding that hung over her.


A bad dream, that’s all. Forget it.


She heard the thump of the engines of a launch going by, up river; deep, steady, rhythmic.


Then realised it wasn’t a launch at all. It was her own heartbeat.
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Sam sat in the reception of Urquhart Simeon Mcpherson, holding the Castaway story board on the sofa beside her, watching Ken pacing restlessly up and down, hands sunk into the pockets of his battered leather coat over his denim jacket and blue jeans, his black boots immaculately shiny: his uniform. Scruffy clothes, but always immaculate boots.


Two girls came in through the door chatting, nodded at the receptionist and went down a corridor. A helmeted despatch rider with ‘Rand Riders’ printed on his back waded in and thrust a package over the counter; he stood waiting for the signature, bandy-legged in his body-hugging leathers, like an insect from outer space.


Ken sat on the arm of the sofa, above her. ‘You all right?’


‘Fine,’ she said.


‘You look a bit tense.’


‘I’m fine,’ she repeated. ‘Waiting like this always feels like being back at school. Waiting to see teacher.’


He pulled a pack of Marlboro from his jacket pocket, and shook out a cigarette. He clicked his battered Zippo and inhaled deeply, then ran a hand through his hair.


‘Production meetings,’ he said grimly.


Sam smiled. ‘I know you don’t like them.’


‘That copywriter – Jake wozzizname – gives me the creeps.’


‘He’s all right,’ Sam said.


‘He gives you the creeps too?’


‘No.’


‘Something’s given you the creeps.’ He looked at her quizzically.


She felt her face redden, and turned away. ‘Maybe I’m a bit tired. Early start.’


‘What you doing this weekend?’


‘Nicky’s birthday party on Sunday.’


‘Six?’


She nodded.


‘Having a big one?’


‘Nineteen of them. We’re having Charlie Chaplin films and a Punch and Judy.’


‘All his smart little friends?’ He tilted back his head and peered down his nose, feigning an aristocratic accent. ‘Rupert . . . Julian . . . Henrietta. Dominic, Hamish, Inigo and Charlotte?’


‘And the Honourable Sarah Hamilton-Deeley.’


‘Ay say. The Honourable Sarah Hamilton-Deeley. Sounds ripping good fun.’ He dropped the accent and stroked his chin. ‘Hope you think of me, down at the chip shop roughing it with the hoi polloi.’


Sam grinned, then saw something sad in his face. She wondered sometimes whether he liked his independence, or whether he would like to be married again, have kids. She realised how little she knew about him, about the private Ken Shepperd. Here in this environment, where part of him belonged, part of him was comfortable, yet another part of him seemed to yearn to be somewhere else, doing something else, away from the bullshit and the glitz; a man snared by his mistakes and his success.


‘I’ll save you a jelly,’ she said.


‘With a jelly baby in it?’


‘Of course.’


He looked up at the ceiling, then the walls. ‘It’s a poxy room this. Do you know what their billings were last year?’


‘Eighty-two million.’


‘And they can’t even get themselves a decent reception area.’


Sam stared down at the table sprinkled with magazines and newspapers. Campaign. Marketing. Media Week. The Times. The Independent. The Financial Times. The carpet had been specially woven with the agency’s logo of concentric squares receding forever inside each other, like a television picture of a television picture of a television picture. A huge version of the logo dominated the rear wall, surrounded by framed ads, wrappers and packaging. A Ferrari gleamed in the shine of a patent leather shoe on a girl’s foot. A man with a dazzling wholesome smile held up a toothbrush. A can of old-fashioned rice pudding was several feet high, Warhol-style.


‘I think it’s quite smart,’ she said.


‘Sorry to keep you.’ Charlie Edmunds came into the room, tall, almost gangly, with a floppy mop of fair hair. He stood in his cavalry twills, Hush Puppies and Jermyn Street shirt like an overgrown schoolboy. God, people were starting to look so young, and they concentrated so hard on not being young. The young were all earnest, serious, like Charlie, trying to act like forty-year-olds. And the forty-year-olds desperately wanted to be in their early twenties. ‘Sam, nice to see you. Ken. Looking well.’


They followed him up a flight of stairs, along a corridor and into a windowless room with blue fabric wallcovering, and a long blue table in Scandinavian wood with matching chairs. There was an open Filofax on the table, several coloured sketches and photographs. In the middle of the table were a cluster of Castaway bars in silver foil wrapping with lagoon-blue writing. The room had a fresh, woody smell, and there was a soft monotone hiss from a heating duct.


‘The others’ll be here in a moment,’ said Charlie. ‘Sorry to drag you over at such short notice, but this is an account we’ve pitched very hard for and they’ve decided to pull this particular product launch forwards, so we haven’t a lot of time.’ As if to underline this, he looked down at his slim Omega wristwatch.


Sam glanced at her own watch, then up at an abstract painting on the wall. It was no doubt deep and meaningful; everything inside the portals of Urquhart Simeon Mcpherson was deep and meaningful and done for a reason, but its immediate identity eluded her. The colours reminded her vaguely of a bedroom in a Holiday Inn. The door opened and two men came in. One, in his mid-twenties, was short, belligerent-looking and thin as a drainpipe. He wore a black unstructured jacket over a black collarless shirt and shiny black tapered trousers. His dark hair was cropped short at the front and hung in a long mane down the back, and his face was long and thin, as if it had been crushed between two elevator doors. His nose, also long and thin, appeared to be bolted to his face by his eyes which were much too close together. The other man, slightly older, was dressed in baggy white; the sides of his head were shorn to stubble and he had a thick clump of hair on top. He wore round granny glasses, and looked slightly better fed and better humoured.


Sam had met them several times. They always reminded her of a couple of beat poets who hadn’t yet been discovered.


‘Jake, Zurbrick – you know Sam and Ken,’ said Charlie.


They nodded at each other. Zurbrick, the art director, smiled genially, shook their hands, adjusted his glasses and dug his hands in his pockets, and Jake, the copywriter, nodded once, curtly, exuding seriousness and a faint air of superiority.


They sat down and Sam put the story board on the table, opened her briefcase and pulled out her Filofax and her budget folder.


‘Right,’ said Charlie. ‘You’ve – ah – you’ve both seen the story board—’ He leaned forward and picked up a Castaway bar. ‘And the – ah – product.’ He seemed nervous in the company of the other two.


Sam picked up a pencil on the table in front of her and tapped it lightly on the Urquhart Simeon Mcpherson monogrammed memo pad which had also been provided.


‘How’s the budget looking, Sam?’


‘It’s a bit over.’ She pulled it out of the folder and passed it across to him. He glanced down and turned to the total. ‘Oh yah, that’s OK. They’ll live with that. There’s going to be one suit going as well – have to budget that in, first class – and for the recce too.’
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