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EPILOGUE: SIX MONTHS LATER


PROLOGUE

The monster rose from the sea, waves swirling and crashing around it. Kate looked out of the window and she could see it quite clearly. It had green skin, big boggly eyes and a wide, roaring mouth full of jagged teeth. Its arms were raised above its head and its clawed fingers were hooked over, ready to grab some unlucky victim.

What else? Oh, yes. It had a row of spikes, like little sharks’ fins, starting on top of its head and running down its back. Water was dribbling down its body, making its skin glisten.

“That’s a fearsome-looking beast.”

Kate had been so embroiled in her drawing, in the squeaking of her felt-tip pens on paper, underscored by the crash of the sea, that she hadn’t heard Granny come into the room. Now she half-turned, smelling her before she saw her. Granny’s smell was comforting. It was a mixture of lavender, freshly-baked cake and the dark, rich scent of the tobacco she sprinkled in the cigarettes she made that Mummy didn’t like.

“I’m going to smoke cigarettes like you when I’m older,” Kate had once told her after she had watched Granny run her tongue along the edge of the thin white paper and roll it deftly into a tube.

Granny had looked both amused and horrified. “Good Lord, don’t you be letting your mam hear you say that or she won’t let you come again.”

“Why not?”

Granny had twiddled the roll-up between her thick, gnarled fingers as though it was a tiny baton. “Because these things don’t do you any good at all. In fact, they do nothing but bad. They clog up your heart and make your lungs go black so you can’t breathe.”

Kate had been both aghast and confused. She had always accepted this odd little habit of Granny’s simply as something that the old lady did, and she had always liked the smell that impregnated Granny’s clothes; it made her think of Bonfire Night. It had certainly never occurred to her that Granny’s cigarettes could be bad or dangerous.

“What do you have them for then?” she had asked.

Granny had paused, gazing over Kate’s head and out of the window as if the answer might be written in the clouds. Finally, she had said, “Because grown-ups sometimes do silly things that they don’t know are silly at the time. When I started smoking I didn’t know any better.”

“But you do now?”

“Yes.”

“So why don’t you stop?”

Granny had half-laughed and half-sighed. She was a hefty, powerful woman, her square-jawed face deeply weathered. Kate had once asked her why she was so red and wrinkly, and Granny had told her it was because the salt in the sea air had cut grooves in her face.

“Do you know what addiction is, Kate?” Granny had asked.

“Is it something to do with sums?”

Granny had laughed her rough, booming laugh. “No, addiction is when you do something that you can’t stop, even though you know it might be bad for you. For instance… what do you do if you get a bag of sweets?”

“I eat them.”

“What, all of them?”

Kate had thought about this, wondering whether Granny was trying to catch her out, then nodded.

“But why don’t you just eat one or two and save the rest for later?”

“They taste too nice.”

“Exactly, and that’s a bit like me with my cigarettes. I know they don’t do me any good, but I can’t help smoking them. Without them I’d be crotchety and restless. But I still wish I hadn’t started smoking them in the first place, because then I wouldn’t need them to make me feel better. You see?”

Kate had nodded, though it had been more to please Granny than anything. In truth, she wasn’t sure that she did see.

At any rate, she was still sort of glad that Granny had a ‘diction’. Of course, she didn’t like the thought of the black lungs, but as that was something Kate couldn’t see, she couldn’t think of it as a real threat. All she knew was that she loved the smell of Granny’s tobacco and the skilful way she rolled up her little cigarettes.

“It’s a sea monster,” she said now as Granny crouched beside her.

“Of course it is,” Granny said, pretending to shudder. “I hope I never see that coming out of the water.”

Granny’s house was Kate’s favourite place in the whole world. It was like the beach had blown in and left parts of itself behind. Everywhere you looked there were things that had once been in the sea—shells like pearly swirls of ice-cream; carapaces of crabs bigger than any Kate had ever seen alive; pieces of driftwood bleached to the colour of bone, and twisted into shapes that made it look as though they had once been part of some mysterious undersea city; barnacled lobster pots, gaping shark’s jaws and even, in a big glass jar on the bathroom floor, a catfish preserved in a yellowish liquid that looked to Kate like wee.

There was a horse from a fairground roundabout too, propped against the wall in the bedroom that Kate always slept in, a metal pole skewering its body. Though the horse’s paint was faded and chipped, its name—Dancer—was still visible in gold swirly letters on its red saddle.

Kate loved Dancer. She brought him sugar lumps, and patted his nose with its flaring nostrils, and stroked his rearing hooves and fondled his pricked-up ears. In fact, there was only one thing in Granny’s house that Kate loved more than Dancer, and that was something that wasn’t really in the house at all, but outside it and all around it. It was the sound of the sea.

Kate especially loved it at night when she was lying in the big brass bed with its lumpy yet comfortable mattress. It didn’t matter what mood the sea was in; she loved it equally whether it was calm or angry. When it was calm, its whispering lulled her to sleep. When it was angry, she huddled under her eiderdown, imagining herself on a boat in a storm-lashed sea, curled up nice and snug below decks while the crew rushed fore and aft above her, guiding the vessel towards land, between waves like jagged cliffs that rose and fell around them.

Kate wished she could hear the sea in her own room at night, if only because she felt certain that the rushing of the waves would have been enough to keep the Black at bay. The Black liked silence, and the house where Kate lived with Mummy and Daddy was sometimes so silent after everyone had gone to bed that it was as though the world had stopped.

There were occasions when it was so silent, in fact, that it woke Kate up—or rather, the Black did. The Black didn’t really make a noise, but there was something about it—something like a fluttering of anxiety in her head, or a nervy tingling under her skin—that alerted Kate to its presence. The Black always appeared in Kate’s bedroom, nowhere else, and on the nights when it came she would lie absolutely still, hardly daring to breathe, hoping that if she remained still the Black would not become aware of her and would move on, like a jungle predator seeking fresh prey.

Once Kate had seen a man come out of the Black. He had stood motionless in the corner of her room, watching her, his face too dark to see, except for a speck of light glinting in each of his staring eyes like distant stars. Kate had been terrified, even though she had the feeling that the man couldn’t come any closer, that the Black was somehow holding him in place like the strands of a giant web. She had stayed in bed for as long as she dared, hoping the Black would return to wherever it came from, taking the man with it. But it didn’t, and her terror continued to grow, until eventually she threw back her blankets, ran out of her room and fled shrieking along the landing to her parents’ bedroom, where she abruptly collapsed onto their bed in floods of tears.

It was Daddy who had calmed her down, Daddy who had walked her back to her bedroom and turned on the light. Of course, the Black had no longer been there. It had gone, taking her visitor with it. But even as she had settled herself back into bed, and even as Daddy had tucked her in and told her that she had experienced nothing but a case of ‘night terrors’, Kate had felt certain that she hadn’t seen the last of the man, that sooner or later he would be back to visit her again.

She turned now from Granny and looked at the sea once more, its waves white as the foam on Daddy’s beer. The rain, lashing the roof and windows of the cottage, felt like part of the sea itself; it was as if the sea was the body of a giant grey octopus and the rain were its tentacles, trying to find a way in.

“Not a very nice day for a birthday,” Granny said.

She looked as if she was apologising for the weather, as if all the rain was somehow her fault, which prompted Kate to respond, “I like it like this. It’s exciting!”

Granny’s jowly face bunched into a smile that seemed to suggest she and her granddaughter were sharing a naughty secret. “Do you know what?” she said. “I like it too. Truth be told, I’ve always liked the sea when it’s rough—though I shouldn’t say that, should I?”

“Why not?”

“Well, think of all those poor people in boats. Think of the fishermen.”

Kate raised her eyebrows in a shrug. “I wish I was on a boat.”

“Oh, you wouldn’t, not if you were out there.”

“Why not?”

Granny gave Kate a strangely serious look, which made her feel as though she had done or said something she wasn’t supposed to. “The sea is incredibly powerful, the most powerful force on earth. Don’t ever think you can control it, Kate, because you can’t. Nobody can.”

“Not even…” Kate tried to think of someone who could do or have anything they wanted. “…the queen?”

“Not even the queen,” said Granny.

“Not even God?”

This time Granny paused. Then she said, “Well, now, that’s different, because the sea is God in a way—or part of him, at least. A strong, wild part. And we’re like tiny insects on God’s back.”

“Yes, but he still loves us all,” said Kate solemnly.

“Does he?”

“Yes.”

“Who told you that?”

“Mr. Greaves. He told us in assembly.”

“Oh well… then I suppose it must be true.” All at once, Granny ruffled Kate’s blonde hair. “Come on, Tinkerbell, all this chatting is making me thirsty. Why don’t we go in the kitchen and make a cup of tea? You can help me decorate your birthday cake.”

“Yay!” Kate jumped down from her chair and took Granny’s hand. Daddy always had to stoop through the doorway connecting the kitchen to the living room, but Mummy and Granny were just short enough not to have to.

Granny’s kitchen was painted yellow, with a wooden table in the middle of the floor and a pot sink with brass taps under the window. On the windowsill were some flowers with a name that Granny had taught her in four parts—ger-ane-ee-ums—and by the back door Jasper the white cat was lapping at a bowl of milk.

“Kettle on,” Granny said, matching the deed to the words, “and now let’s see how this cake’s doing.” She donned a fat tartan mitten and tugged the oven door open, releasing a roll of steam like the ghost of a wave folding itself on to the beach.

“Perfect,” she said, conveying her prize to the table and a waiting bread-board. Sweet-smelling steam curled from the golden mound rising from the cake tin. “Careful, it’s hot!” Granny snapped as Kate reached out a hand towards it.

Granny showed Kate how to make butter icing while the cake cooled, then she sliced through the sponge as if it were a soft tree trunk so that Kate could fill it with icing and jam. When the lid was back on, Granny said, “Now get a knife and spread the rest of the icing carefully over the top, like this. Don’t press too hard or the blade will go straight through.”

Kate’s favourite part came after the icing had been applied. Granny took two bags of jelly tots, two bags of chocolate buttons and a packet of small pink candles out of the head-high cupboard where she kept her coffee, cocoa and teabags, and told Kate she could decorate her cake however she wanted, and eat whatever sweets were left at the end.

“Are you coming to my party, Granny?” Kate asked as she pushed jelly tots into the icing around the big number 7 she had made out of chocolate buttons.

“You just try to stop me,” Granny said, her hands in the sink, arms buried up to the elbows in suds.

Kate carefully placed seven candles along the top of the number. Pleased with the effect, she said, “Granny, what year was I born?”

Granny gave her a stern look. Kate knew it meant she had asked a question that Granny thought she ought to know the answer to. “Well, what year is it now?”

Kate stole a glance at the cat calendar on the wall above the kettle. “1983.”

“And how old are you today?”

“Seven.”

“So what’s eighty-three take away seven?”

Kate clamped her tongue between her teeth as she thought about it. Hesitantly she said, “Seventy-six.”

“Correct. So what year were you born?”

“1976?”

“Correct again.”

Kate was silent for a moment, then she said, “March the fifth 1976. So if I live to be a hundred, when will I die?”

“Good grief,” said Granny, “let’s not talk about dying just yet.”

“When will you be a hundred, Granny?”

“Not for another thirty-two years.”

“So how old are you now?”

“Well, let’s see if you can work it out. What’s a hundred take away thirty-two?”

Kate didn’t think it was fair she was being asked to do sums on her birthday, but she liked Granny to be pleased with her, so she thought about how she had been taught to do big take-aways at school. Thirty-two was three tens and two ones. So a hundred take away one ten was ninety, another ten was eighty, and another seventy. Then seventy take away two was…

“Sixty-eight!” Kate shouted. “Are you sixty-eight, Granny?”

Granny still had her hands in the sink, her back to Kate, and all at once Kate noticed that she was standing very still. She wondered whether Granny was trying to work something out too, or maybe her attention was caught by something through the window.

“Granny,” Kate said again, “are you sixty-eight?”

Granny sort of shuddered and lifted her hands slowly from the soapy water, as if they were very heavy. Then she turned around.

Sometimes, when Kate and Mummy were out shopping, Mummy would meet people in the street who she hadn’t seen for a long time, and afterwards she’d say to Daddy, “Mrs. so-and-so didn’t look well,” or “Mr. such-and-such was very pale.” Or else she would say that whoever they had met was looking tired, or had lost weight, or was looking older. Yet as far as Kate was concerned, the people who Mummy was talking about always looked the same as ever. She couldn’t see their paleness, their tiredness, their thinness. She supposed Mummy could because she was a nurse and had been trained how to spot the things that normal people couldn’t see.

Today, though, if Mummy had said that Granny looked ill and pale, Kate would have had to agree with her. When Granny turned round from the sink, she looked so different to how she had looked a few minutes before that Kate was shocked. Her normally rosy face had turned the colour of the icing on Kate’s cake. She had dark rings round her eyes and her lips were white, almost blue.

In fact, Kate was so shocked by Granny’s appearance that at first she could do nothing but stare. She gazed in horrified fascination as Granny’s lips parted like two pieces of gummy paper. The voice that came out after what seemed to Kate like a very long time was a rattling whisper.

“Just… pass me that… tea towel… would you, dear?”

Kate looked from Granny’s lips to her feebly gesturing hand. Sudsy water was dripping off it, hitting the floor in little frothy coins. Kate scrambled from her seat and grabbed the tea towel draped through the metal bar of the oven door. She ran across to Granny and thrust the towel at her as if it was some vital piece of health-restoring equipment.

Granny dried her hands awkwardly, as if she was numb with cold. Kate saw that Granny’s hands were trembling, and when the tea towel drifted from her grasp to the floor, Kate’s stomach gave a lurch of alarm, as if Granny had dropped a precious and fragile object.

“Granny, what’s the matter?” Kate asked, her voice like the squeak of a frightened mouse.

“I don’t feel…” Granny murmured, then abruptly her eyes widened into a ferocious glare and she ran across the room, towards Kate.

Kate squealed, her hands jerking up to protect herself. But Granny wasn’t running at her. As the old lady stumbled past, Kate caught another waft of lavender and tobacco—only this time she thought there was another scent underneath it, something not so nice. Something sour.

She twisted her head to follow Granny’s progress, and was shocked to see her thump into the edge of the doorframe as she wheeled out of the kitchen.

“Granny!” Kate shouted and ran after her. She crossed the living room and was only a couple of steps out of the door that led to the rest of the cottage when she stopped again, shocked and confused.

Granny was on her knees at the foot of the stairs, bent over double. It was only her left hand clutching the newel post that prevented her from falling on to her face. As Kate watched, Granny made an awful retching sound and was sick on the carpet. The instant the stuff was out of her, she was hauling herself shakily to her feet and dragging herself up the stairs.

Kate didn’t know what to do, how to help. She had never seen Granny like this before. She had always been so strong and capable, had always been someone who Kate had utterly relied upon—even more than Mummy, in some ways. Seeing her being sick on the floor and barely able to stand was wrong. Kate wanted to help and yet at the same time she didn’t want to intrude, because that would have meant admitting that Granny couldn’t cope with her problem on her own. So she trailed miserably in Granny’s wake, stopping whenever Granny stopped, pretending not to notice each time Granny lurched over to be sick—which happened four more times on the way to the bathroom.

Like the rest of Granny’s house—except for the cellar, which was dark and scary and full of spiders—Kate loved the bathroom. Apart from the catfish in its jar, there was also a big swordfish-thing, called a marlin, in a glass display case on the wall by the bath. There were models of boats and lighthouses on shelves, a painting of brightly-coloured beach huts, and a black and white photo of Buster, Granny’s favourite donkey.

The wallpaper was white with blue starfishes on it, and seagulls sometimes perched on the sill outside the ripply window, casting strange shadows into the room. Granny had once told Kate that seagulls made the noise they did because they were crying for all the poor souls lost at sea.

Granny was the poor soul now, though, and Kate couldn’t hear any seagulls above the rattling of the rain and Granny’s rough breathing, which was getting worse by the second. Granny lurched into the bathroom, Kate a couple of steps behind her, and reeled towards the toilet.

She never made it. All at once her knees buckled and she fell forward, hitting the floor like a heavy sack. She half-raised her head and was sick again, all up the side of the bath. This time Kate saw black slimy streaks in the sick, like rotting seaweed, and then, so shockingly that it was like a slap in the face, she saw bright red blood, lots of it, coming out of Granny’s mouth, frothing across the floor, coating Granny’s lips and running into the creases in her waxen skin, filling in the lines.

Kate began to cry, and then to scream. Barely aware she was doing it, she crammed her fists against her lips, ground her knuckles against her cheekbones. She didn’t want to see what was happening, but she couldn’t tear her eyes away. She watched as Granny changed from the kind old lady she knew into an unrecognisable and nightmarish creature. She saw Granny’s white face mottle red as though she was holding her breath, and then turn, seemingly in an instant, from bright red to purple to almost black. She saw Granny’s eyes bulge and roll and glare at Kate as if what was happening was her fault. She saw Granny’s tongue swell from her mouth and her teeth bite down on it so hard that more blood rose up and overflowed, spreading lines of red, like melting candle wax, down her face. Finally she saw Granny do an awful, jittering, laying-down dance, her limbs jerking frantically, feet beating the floor so hard that one of her shoes flew off.

The dance went on for a long time—for far too long. And after it was finally over, Kate, the birthday girl, squashed herself into a corner of the room and sank down on to her haunches, listening to the tattoo of rain on the window, like a crazy echo of Granny’s last dance.


ONE

“So what’s he like?” Kate asked.

Sandy gave an elaborate shrug, hands cupping the air. “The usual. Gorgeous but gay.”

“Gay? But he’s got a girlfriend, hasn’t he? Whatsername. She was in that supernatural thing with Ewan McGregor.”

As if Kate’s breath reeked of onions, Sandy turned her head aside. “Please, Kate, don’t shatter my illusions. Allow me the luxury of believing that gayness is the only conceivable reason why a man that beautiful wouldn’t want to tear my clothes off and lick me all over.”

Kate laughed. “You’re incorrigible. So where is he now? In my office?”

“Sipping peppermint tea and rifling through your underwear drawer.”

“I don’t have an underwear drawer in my office.”

“Well you should. A girl never knows when she’ll need a spare pair of knickers.”

Still laughing, Kate headed down the corridor that ran alongside the open-plan office. Looking around, she thought how much she loved her job. She had a good team here; no, a great team. There was not a single person in the building who didn’t pull their weight, who didn’t seem as happy and enthusiastic as she was herself. Six years on, and she still woke every morning invigorated by the prospect of the day ahead. Life had smiled on her—and yet part of her wished that her interest in the magazine was waning, if only because it would make walking away less of a wrench when the time came.

And the time would come, she was determined about that. And not only would it come, but it would come sooner rather than later. And when she left, it would be on her own terms, no one else’s. She would not leave because James wanted her to, or because she felt she ought to. She would leave purely out of her love for Max and her desire to do the very best for him that she could. She would leave because Max was her priority, and because his happiness and welfare was more important than anything else.

Not that she intended to subjugate her life to her son. Far from it. She was still young and ambitious, but at the same time she was now old enough to realise that London was not the be all and end all. Oh, in the fifteen years that she and James had lived here, she had grown to love the city—grime, crowds, traffic congestion and all. However, as Max had developed from a toddler into an increasingly independent little boy, both she and James had come to the gradual but inevitable conclusion that London was not where they wanted to bring up their child.

In less than a year Max would be five, and though both she and James had dutifully trawled the local schools, they had come away from each less than enamoured. True, the staff had been nothing but dedicated, competent and hard-working, but as far as she and James were concerned, no amount of commitment could make up for the lack of resources and facilities, which were the blight and bane of inner-city schools.

All Kate wanted for Max was somewhere he could run in green fields; somewhere he could play football and cricket without grazing his knees on a concrete playground; somewhere he could hear birdsong instead of the constant rumble of traffic, and breathe clean, fresh air instead of petrol fumes.

Was that too much to ask? She didn’t think so. When it came down to it, it was simply a question of weighing up the importance of their jobs against Max’s future. And although both she and James loved their jobs, there was no reason why they could not ply their respective trades elsewhere. They were both highly successful in their chosen fields. With her experience and reputation, Kate knew she could walk into almost any editing job in the world. And James, for God’s sake, had been described by one of his senior colleagues, who himself was no slouch in the field, as ‘the wunderkind of haematology’.

Twelve months, Kate thought. In twelve months I’ll be nothing but a memory here. Despite her resolve, it was a sobering thought. Six years ago she had been one of Tara’s founding editors, had been instrumental in building the title up from a cheap and flimsy monthly into the glossy market-leader it was today. There was not an issue she hadn’t overseen, and though she had reconciled herself to saying goodbye, she still wasn’t sure how she would feel when the time came to hand the keys over to some eager, sweaty-palmed successor.

But before that day came, she intended to have fun, which was why she had decided to do the Waylon Harper interview herself. Usually she allowed the younger girls to handle the heart-throbs, if only to give them something to brag about in the pub. But on this occasion she had thought: sod it. She had heard on the grapevine that Harper was a nice guy, and so had decided to treat herself to lunch with one of the UK’s most eligible bachelors. Call it an early leaving present to herself.

As she neared her glass-fronted office, the angle still too oblique to do anything other than imagine him sprawled, long-limbed and chiselled-featured, in one of the two ‘power armchairs’ (as Sandy called them), she recalled the light-hearted conversation she had had with James over breakfast. It had started with him rolling his eyes at the mention of Waylon Harper and warning her not to go “all giddy-goat over the boy.”

“Please,” Kate had said in her haughtiest voice, “I happen to be a professional journalist and a mature woman. I’m long past going all gooey at the sight of a celebrity—even a handsome one. No, Waylon and I are just going for a spot of lunch at an exclusive little―”

“So it’s Waylon is it?” butted in James, eyes dancing with mischief. “Your new best friend, is he?”

Kate gave her husband a withering look. “We creative folk are informal and easy-going. We’re not like the tight-arsed, stuffed-shirts you hang out with.”

“Well, I’m sure you and Waylon will have a lovely time,” James said, then sniggered. “Waylon! What sort of a name’s that?”

“Jealousy is never attractive in a man,” Kate said primly.

“Jealous? Who’s jealous?”

“You are.”

“No, I’m not. What have I got to be jealous about?”

“Well, he’s ten years younger than you for a start,” said Kate, wiping mushy Weetabix from around Max’s mouth.

“You too, old timer.”

“Ah, but it’s a well-known fact that men peak at eighteen, whereas women don’t reach their ultimate physical potential until they’re forty. Which means that Waylon is already five years over the hill, whereas I’ve got another seven to go until I hit the slippery slope.”

James barked a laugh. “That’s a bollocks fact made up by women.”

“It is not.”

“Course it is. How many forty year old female Olympic athletes do you know?”

“I’m not talking about that kind of physical perfection. I’m talking about…” she glanced at Max “…S. E. X.”

James leaned back and put his hands behind his head. “Oh, I’ve never had any complaints on that score.”

Kate was about to reply when Max said, “Sex.”

“What?” said Kate.

“You spelled sex, Mummy. That’s rude. And you said bollocks, Daddy. That’s rude too.”

Kate and James looked at each other and exploded into giggles. Max regarded the two of them as if to say: God, parents are so immature.

James was right, though. He had nothing to be jealous about. If he had been the film star, and Waylon the young haematologist, Kate had no doubt that her husband’s face would be adorning just as many bedroom walls as Waylon’s currently was.

Not that James and Waylon were similar. Waylon had that Robert Pattinson/Orlando Bloom pretty-boy vibe going, whereas James was handsome in more of a George Clooney sort of way. But like Waylon, James was tall, and he was lean, and he had broad shoulders. And his blond hair always seemed to fall in just the right way, so that it looked tousled but styled.

It was not only Kate who believed her husband was a dish, either. Sandy was forever banging on about James’s “incredible bone structure”, and had suggested on more than one occasion that Kate ought to save money on model agencies by getting James to do some of the photo-shoots for the fashion pages.

And talking of incredible bone structure…there he was. Waylon Harper himself. He was sprawled more or less how she’d imagined he would be, but he looked younger, more studenty, less sure of himself than he did in magazines and on the telly.

He was sipping his peppermint tea and looking around him, apparently oblivious to the frisson he was creating in the office. Jessica and Charlotte were huddled together at Charlotte’s desk, gazing lovingly in Waylon’s direction. Kate raised her eyebrows at them and they broke apart, giggling.

What must it be like, she thought, to have people staring at you wherever you went? Did you get used to it? Did you ignore it? Did you even notice it after a while? Waylon had been famous since the age of eleven, starting out as a squeaky-voiced adolescent on Grange Hill. From there he had progressed to roles as troubled but sensitive teens on soap operas, cop shows and hospital dramas. Thence to more prominent roles: the doomed young soldier in the controversial and hard-hitting mini-series, Wounded In Action; the title role in the BBC’s magnificent, award-winning Nicholas Nickleby; the Bafta-nominated turn as a man who is either a fallen angel or a delusional psychotic in the acclaimed Nowhere Near Heaven.

And his career had continued to blossom. After a single film role as the romantic lead in the indie comedy (and surprising US box-office hit), We’ll Always Have Clacton, he had received the fabled call from Hollywood, as a result of which he had just completed a three-month shoot on a 1950’s-set comedy heist movie called Friday Knights with Woody Harrelson, Johnny Depp and Jennifer Garner.

Kate opened the door of her office and he looked up, startled, as though he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t. Limpid pools, she thought, looking at his eyes, which were so blue she couldn’t believe he wasn’t wearing coloured contact lenses. Then silently she reprimanded herself: You’ll have to do better than that, girl. Don’t go resorting to clichés or you’ll be a laughing stock.

She stepped forward, hand outstretched, and greeted him through a wide smile. “Hi, I’m Kate. Thanks for coming to see us.”

Her smile encouraged his to appear. Grasping her hand as though to use it to pull himself to his feet, he said, “No problem. I live not far from here. Hampstead.”

She sat before he could stand. “It’s okay, finish your tea. I’m in no great hurry, if you’re not.”

“All the time in the world. I might go to Sainsbury’s later to get something for dinner, but until then…”

“You can still do that?” Kate said. “Go to Sainsbury’s, I mean, without being hassled by the public?”

Waylon waggled his head as though weighing up her question. “Pretty much. In this country anyway. People leave you alone or they’re quite polite. In the States it’s different. It’s like living in a bubble. I don’t know how the big stars cope. You must start to lose your grip on reality after a while.”

“Is that how you found it when you were there?”

Waylon smiled. “I wouldn’t call myself a big star. Not like the people I was working with. But yeah, I found it stifling.”

“I guess it’s something you’ll have to get used to,” Kate said, instantly hoping the comment had not sounded more waspish than she had intended.

Waylon, however, appeared not to have taken offence. “I guess so. But I can’t see myself upping sticks and moving to Hollywood. I’m too much of an Anglophile, crap weather and all.”

“Pleased to hear it,” Kate said, smiling with extra warmth to make up for her previous comment. “You don’t think it would harm your career, though, not being where the action is?”

“Can’t see why. Most young British actors still live here. Jude Law, Ewan McGregor, Kate Winslett…” he trailed off, looking suddenly embarrassed, as though afraid she might think him presumptuous for implying he was worthy of inclusion in such company.

She didn’t. On the contrary, she found his modesty endearing. She was also slightly alarmed to find herself feeling almost motherly towards him.

“Are you hungry?”

“I could eat a horse.”

“You’re not on one of these faddy celebrity diets, then?” she teased.

He grinned. “Give me a break. My philosophy is to eat like a pig, then go down the gym to work it all off. When I get older I intend to be one of those ugly, fat character actors, like Hywel Bennett. Thirty years ago all the women fancied him. Now he plays gangland bosses and crooked businessmen. Don’t put that in the interview by the way. I’d die of shame if I ever worked with him.”

“Don’t worry, everything’s off the record until the tape starts running.” Kate pushed her chair back. “If you’re hungry we might as well go and eat. I’ve booked a little place down the road with a good Mediterranean menu. They know we’re coming, so they’ll put us in a quiet corner where we won’t be disturbed.”

“Sounds good,” said Waylon, unfolding himself from his chair.

Kate was crossing the office when the buzzer on her desk sounded. A little irritably, she snatched up the receiver. “We’re on our way out, Sandy. Can it wait?”

“Sorry, Kate,” Sandy said, “but I don’t think it can. It’s James.”

“What does he want?”

“I don’t know, but I think you should talk to him. He sounds odd.”

“What do you mean, ‘odd’?”

“I don’t know, just… odd. Like there’s something wrong. Talk to him, Kate.”

Kate felt exasperated, but a little fearful too. “All right, put him through. But it’ll have to be quick.”

A moment’s pause, then James’s voice. “Kate?”

“Yes, it’s me. What’s up?”

There was a pause, and Kate got the impression that her husband was attempting to collect his thoughts, choose his words carefully. Then he said, “You have to do something. Don’t ask me why, just listen. You have to go back to Seahaven. Now. Today. You have to be outside the door of Maisie’s at midnight tonight. Do you understand, Kate? This is really important.”

Sandy was right. James did sound odd. His voice was strained and… frightened. Yes, that was it. There was fear in his voice.

Feeling her heart quicken, Kate said, “What do you mean? What’s going on, James?”

Another pause, then James, sounding anguished, said, “I can’t say any more, except… except that you mustn’t tell the police about any of this. If you do…” he faltered as if distracted—or perhaps in response to a gesture made by someone else in the room with him. Then he whispered, “I’m sorry. Kate, I love-”

The line went dead.


TWO

The nights were drawing in, which was just how Oliver liked it. As he grew older, he found himself becoming increasingly intolerant not only of summer’s heat, but of the flocks of tourists who littered the beach—his beach—each year, and yelled drunkenly outside his window at all hours, and filled the pubs and cafes in which he spent a good portion of his time.

After almost half a century, he was sick, too, of being stared at. He had long become used to it, of course, but just lately it had started to really get to him. Maybe it was his age, but he couldn’t help thinking that the stares were more blatant, more hostile these days. Which was ironic, as these were supposed to be enlightened times. Wasn’t it a popular conception that as the world became more inter-connected and human understanding grew, so prejudice diminished? If that was the case, Oliver had seen no evidence of it. In his opinion better communication and greater mobility seemed only to have led to a kind of national paranoia. These days, according to the tabloids, terrorists, serial killers and paedophiles were everywhere. They lurked on street corners, extended their vile tentacles directly into the homes of the vulnerable via internet chat rooms. They wore the faces of friends and neighbours, of doctors, policemen and teachers. And yet for all that, it was still the likes of him who were regarded with suspicion, who bore the brunt of the populace’s barely-restrained hysteria. In the eyes of the public, a crooked body meant a crooked mind. For all the evidence to the contrary, it still comforted them to think of their monsters as different from themselves, as demons whose evil nature was evident in their physical make-up.

So fundamentally had the national consciousness changed that an adult couldn’t even speak to a child nowadays without his or her motives being questioned. Especially not an adult like him, who, it was assumed, must be lonely, deviant, sexually frustrated. Which was a shame, because Oliver liked kids, had always found their honesty refreshing. He supposed it was understandable that the parents in this town were extra vigilant, but yesterday’s encounter still seemed to him endemic of a more widespread climate of paranoia and mistrust.

It wasn’t even as if he had approached the little girl. He had been sitting on a park bench, minding his own business, giving Bix a chance to chase the squirrels and frighten the birds. The girl had been about five, skinny and freckle-faced, her hair coaxed into two ginger plaits. She had been staring at him, lips pursed as if he was some difficult problem she needed to work out.

Oliver, used to such scrutiny, had smiled and said hello.

Instead of returning his greeting, the girl had asked, “Why are you so little?”

“I was born this way,” Oliver had answered.

The girl thought about this, and seemed satisfied with his answer. “Are you a dwarf?”

They call it vertically challenged these days, Oliver had thought, but said, “That’s what some would say.”

The girl’s eyes widened a little. “Are you one of the dwarves who helped Snow White?”

“One of the seven, you mean?”

The girl nodded.

Oliver had lowered his voice and leaned towards her, his eyes flickering left and right as if on the lookout for eavesdroppers. “Well now,” he said, “I might be and I might not. We like to keep these things secret. We wouldn’t want the evil queen finding out where Snow White is, would we?”

“The evil queen is dead,” said the girl as if he was an idiot. “She fell down a mountain.”

“Ah, but is she really dead?” said Oliver. “She’s a witch, isn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“And witches can fly, can’t they?”

“Yes, but only on broomsticks.”

“Well, if that’s right,” said Oliver, “then she must be dead. But among my people there’s a rumour she didn’t die at all, that she was so powerful she flew away before she hit the ground. That’s why we have to be careful who we talk to. You should be careful, too.”

The girl had said nothing, merely looked at him with wide blue eyes, and Oliver wondered whether he may have overdone it a bit. “But don’t worry,” he said hastily, “I don’t think the evil queen will come here. Witches don’t like the sea.”

“Don’t they?”

“No. Running water frightens them. They have no power over it.”

But there are worse things in this town to worry about than fairy tale witches, he had wanted to say. He thought about the girl who had gone missing. Hannah Prentice. Probably about the same age as this little one.

Suddenly afraid of letting the girl out of his sight, half-fearful that merely thinking about the evil could conjure it into being, Oliver had asked, “If I am one of the seven dwarves, and I’m not saying I am, what do you think my name is?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, do you think I’m… Dopey?”

The girl giggled. “No.”

“Grumpy?”

“No.”

“Sneezy?”

“I don’t think so.”

“How about… Happy?”

The girl paused. Then…

“Yes!” she had said decisively.

“You think I’m Happy?”

“Yes.”

“Well, you’re right. I am happy today.” Oliver smiled. “So what’s your name?”

“Francesca!”

The woman had still been too far away to have wittingly answered his question, but she was approaching rapidly, her face tight with anxiety and mistrust. Bix, Oliver’s bullmastiff, skipped round her heels, hoping for a game.

Oliver had folded his hands in his lap and tried to look as non-threatening as possible. “Hello,” he said, “your daughter and I were just getting acquainted.”

The woman afforded him no more than a glance of suspicion and distaste, and then rounded on Francesca, grabbing her arm and jerking her out of Oliver’s range. “I told you not to go out of my sight. I didn’t know where you were. I was worried.”

“I was only talking to the little man,” Francesca wailed.

The woman winced, as though her daughter had drawn attention to an abnormality that Oliver might not be aware of. “Yes, well, I’ve told you not to talk to people you don’t know. Come along.”

Francesca’s mother had turned her back without another word and tugged her daughter away, walking so fast that the little girl had to run to keep up.

She would probably have been the same with anyone, Oliver thought—or nearly the same. A cold wet nose snuffling at his ankle abruptly snapped him back to the present. Bix was looking at Oliver expectantly, wagging his tail.

“Yes, we are going out,” Oliver said. “Don’t be so impatient. I’m just seeing what the weather’s like.”

He turned back to the window, elbows resting on the sill—and caught his breath.

It was a drizzly evening, the mist from the sea softening edges, blurring outlines. The sky, murky for the time of year, drained the land of colour and light. Oliver leaned forward for a clearer look at what he had glimpsed on the beach. A dark figure, blurred and stretched, as if it was a projection rendered ephemeral by faulty equipment or atmospheric disturbance, was walking slowly down to the sea’s edge. As it neared the thrashing, ragged borderline of foam, it peeled away and discarded layers of itself, reducing its already tenuous form to something distressingly less than skeletal.

Despite its distance and fragility, the figure seemed to radiate a sense of utter despair, the terrible ache of which overwhelmed Oliver to such an extent that he slumped forward, his forehead thumping the glass at the same moment that his gasp of breath fogged it.

The unexpected impact was enough to reinstate a sense of himself. Oliver blinked and grunted like a man jabbed out of sleep, his head lolling until he spread stubby fingers across his temple to steady it. He used his other hand to squeakily wipe away the wet, grey mist of his breath. By the time the glass was clear enough for the darkening beach to waver back into focus, the emaciated figure was gone.

Oliver groaned and turned away. In recent days he had been experiencing these illusions, these visions, more and more frequently. This last week in particular, the town had seemed full of ghosts. It was as if they had come trailing in the wake of the flood of journalists, who had arrived with their noses in the air, like bloodhounds on the scent of tragedy.

Just two nights ago he had been awoken by screams and cries from the beach. He had staggered to the window to see several dozen people milling on the sand, bulky in shiny flapping waterproofs as the rain beat down upon them. Out at sea, blurrily and flickeringly aglow with light, had been a small vessel, a four- or possibly six-berth sailing boat, listing and crashing on the black waves. A lifeboat was cutting through the water towards it, though the muscularly clashing tides were reducing its progress to a staccato series of leaps and plunges. Oliver had watched, frozen fingers gripping the windowsill, as the lifeboat came within metres of the stricken vessel—and then a wall of water, vast and black, rose up and engulfed both vessels, extinguishing their deck lights in an instant. The renewed and escalating panic of the onlookers transported itself to Oliver like a virus and he had torn across the room, grabbing his clothes en route and struggling into them as best he could.

He was still fumbling with the zip of his waterproof as he hurried across the wide stretch of promenade, and didn’t notice it wasn’t actually raining until he reached the closest of several sets of steps that led down to the beach. With this realisation, however, he had paused and, gripping the ice-cold railing, raised his head to peer at the scene below.

The long stretch of shoreline, for as far as he could see in either direction, was dark and empty. Even the sea was calm.

Ghosts, he thought again now, as the wind wrestled him along the promenade, yanking down the hood of his parka and howling in his ears. He trudged at a forty-five degree angle, thankful for his low centre of gravity. Beside him, Bix trotted almost primly, eyes narrowed, ears flapping. The sea rumbled to their left. Polystyrene burger cartons and discarded newspapers spun along the gunmetal pavement like tumbleweeds in an abandoned town.

Flat eyes watched Oliver from the shadows of the bus shelter as he passed by. Matches cupped by hands flared in the darkness, lighting cigarettes or something illegal. Sometimes the kids shouted insults or vague threats, sometimes not. Tonight they were silent; either that or the wind plucked their hostility away.

An enormously fat man jogged past, face red, mouth toiling for air. A middle-aged woman, back-lit by orange light, stared out owlishly from the upstairs room of The Refuge Hotel, spectacles glinting. As Oliver glanced at her, she pursed her lips as though he was one of her gnomes trying to escape from a garden that was full of them. He set his face ahead and trudged on, passing a police van parked outside a shuttered newsagent’s. Within a Perspex frame attached to the wall outside the shop, the rain-blurred words of a headline sheet from the local paper read: HANNAH, 5, STILL MISSING.

The Jolly Jack enfolded Oliver in a smoky embrace as he stepped through the door. In the dingy entrance vestibule, he turned left, choosing Public over Lounge. He touched Bix’s back briefly, but didn’t need to tell him to heel. Bix shook himself, a ripple running the length of his sleek white body, as if shedding the gnashing cold skin of the night.

This evening, as on the past few evenings, the place was crowded with strangers. Journalists mostly, though there were one or two plain-clothes coppers dotted in amongst them, so easy to spot they might as well have been in uniform. Several of the new arrivals had the temerity to stare at Oliver as if he was impinging on a private meeting. Not that it really bothered him, especially when the enclave of die-hard locals at the far end of the bar hailed him. As Oliver clambered on to a tall stool, one of the men touched his forefinger to his temple in a clumsy salute.

“Hey there, big feller, what can I get ya?”

The greeting was so familiar that Oliver could have mouthed it along with the speaker. Alex was a Glaswegian with hamster cheeks and a nose like a mutated strawberry.

“Pint of best, thanks,” Oliver said, and Alex duly did the honours.

It wasn’t until the men were sitting with their drinks that Oliver noticed how much Alex’s hands were trembling. Indeed, they were so shaky that when he raised his glass to his lips the rim of it chattered against his teeth.

Oliver watched his drinking partner consume the majority of his pint in three mighty swallows before asking, “Are you okay?”

Alex swiped his wet lips with the back of his hand and belched. “Ah will be once ah’ve got a few more o’ these inside me.”

“You sound as though you’ve had a tough day,” Oliver ventured.

Alex looked momentarily uncomfortable. He glanced around, then leaned forward, the movement so furtive that Oliver felt compelled to do the same. His mouth opened—and then all at once he seemed to be pondering the wisdom of heading into uncharted waters.

Oliver held his breath, afraid of breaking the spell, and eventually, in a voice so subdued it was barely audible, Alex muttered, “T’tell ye the truth, Ollie, ah’m afraid ti gae home sober.”

“Are you?” Oliver said neutrally. “Why’s that?”

Alex tried to smile, as if to convey the fact that he knew he was being foolish. “Ah’ve had a wee shock,” he admitted.

“Why? What’s happened?”

Alex took another gulp of his pint, finishing all but the dregs of it. Face twisting as though the words pained him, he asked, “Tell me, Ollie, d’ye believe in ghosts?”

A second before the question left Alex’s mouth, Oliver knew that it was coming. He nodded without hesitation. “Yes I do. Why, have you seen one?”

Alex looked surprised. He nodded. “Not seen, but… aye.”

“Do you want to tell me about it?”

Alex pondered for only a moment before murmuring, “It was my da’. Ye remember him, Ollie? He lived wi’ me when he took ill.”

Oliver nodded. Alex’s father had been a wizened figure in a wheelchair, with a voice like cracked varnish and an accent so strong it was almost a foreign language. He had spent the last four months of his life, before dying of chronic emphysema, in his son’s grimly isolated sea-front cottage.

“Ah was ha’ing a wee nap this afternoon,” Alex began, “when ah heered…” he paused, seemed to gather himself “…ah heered my da’ breathin’. It was coming frae doonstairs. That terrible rasping breath o’ his, like someone sawing wood—ye remember?”

Oliver did. Listening to Alex’s dad toiling for breath had been excruciating. As well as the rasping that Alex had described, the old man had made a thickly glottal gurgling, which had sounded as though his lungs were coated in tar.

“What did you do?” Oliver asked.

“At first ah thought ah was dreamin’,” Alex replied. “But by the time ah was wide awake ah could still hear it, jus’ goan on and on…”

He broke off, called for more drinks, which Oliver insisted on paying for. When Alex had thrown back a whisky chaser and taken a long gulp of his fresh pint, he continued.

“Now ah knew ah was awake, but ah thought ah was goan mad—too much time on ma own. When ma da’ was wi’ me he used ti sleep doonstairs on a wee camp bed—he couldnae get up the stairs, d’ye see? So ah went doon, but there was no one there—and then the sound… just stopped.”

His hand was again shaking badly. Alex curled it around his pint as though needing to feel something solid, reassuring.

“That was worse somehow,” he continued. “The way it went suddenly silent. It was like the poor owd sod had died all o’er agin—but it wasn’t just that. The worst thing was waitin’ for the silence t’be broken, waiting for that awful sound to start up agin.” He laughed suddenly. “Ach, ye must think ah’m out o’ ma fuckin’ heed.”

“No,” said Oliver, “because the thing is, Alex, it’s not just you. This kind of thing is happening all over town. Ever since that little girl went missing, nearly everyone I’ve spoken to has talked about how they’ve been getting headaches or having bad dreams. Some, like you, have seen or heard things that aren’t there… things that shouldn’t be there.”

Alex looked curious, dubious, and more than a little fearful. “So what are ye saying it means?” he asked.

Oliver shrugged. “I don’t know what it means. But it’s as though… as though the town’s come down with some sort of sickness. As though something in Seahaven is waking up… or breaking down.”

As if on cue, there was the sudden car-crash impact of thunder overhead, and as the lights flickered Oliver turned instinctively to the window, through which could be seen little more than a corona of rain, like a swirling cloud of stinging spores, around the glowing orange head of a street lamp. Then the sky was ripped in half by a jagged scar of lightning, which Oliver imagined cleaving the immense twitching blackness of the sea as though it was a gelid mass.

Curled around the legs of Oliver’s stool, Bix whimpered and looked up. Oliver reached down and gently scratched the top of the dog’s sleek, bullet-shaped head.

“It’s okay, boy,” he said in a soft voice. “It’s only a storm.”


THREE

Although the boy was more frightened than he had ever been in his life, he was determined not to cry.

His name was Christopher Lamb and he was nine years old. In three weeks he would be ten, and Mum and Dad had booked a party for him and eleven of his friends at LazerQuest. After that, his three best friends, Jon, Mikey and Luke, were coming back for a sleepover. Jon was going to bring his collection of Jackie Chan movies and Luke was going to bring Journey to the Centre of the Earth in 3-D.

For the hundredth time, Chris walked over to the door and tried it, but of course it remained locked. He had already torn a fingernail trying to prise the wooden boards off the window, and although there had been blood and it had hurt like hell, he had clamped down on the tears that had threatened to bubble up from his chest and throat. After trying the door, he walked round in circles for a bit, and then he went back over to where he had been sitting and slumped down, his back against the clammy wall. It didn’t exactly feel safe sitting in this spot, but at least it felt familiar; it had become his place. He couldn’t really explain why, but he knew that if he sat anywhere else in the room—his back against the opposite wall, say—he would have felt even more anxious than he already was.

The room was bare. Small. Much smaller than his bedroom at home. There was no furniture and no carpet, and only a dim unshielded bulb hung from the ceiling. The rough wooden boards that formed the floor were gritty with dust, and the walls were blotched with damp. Someone had drawn a big cock and balls on the opposite wall in black spray paint, which was intimidating in a way that Chris couldn’t define.

For a long time after being locked in the room he had needed to pee. He had done his best to hold it in, terrified that the man would punish him if he peed on the floor or wet himself. But at last he had been able to hold it in no longer, and so he had walked over to the far left corner of the room, furthest away from the door, and had opened his flies. But even then, even though his bladder felt as heavy as a sack of coins, his natural conditioning had kicked in, a little voice in his head telling him that when he was inside a house it was wrong to pee anywhere other than in the toilet. Chris had stood there for several minutes, face screwed up, bladder aching so much that sweat stood out on his forehead, until suddenly, unexpectedly, a surprisingly strong jet of urine had spurted out of him, hitting the wall and splashing back over his shoes.

Now the pee had soaked into the floorboards, just another dark, damp stain among many. Chris tried not to think what might happen when he needed to do worse than pee. He tried not to think about how hungry he was, or where he might be sleeping tonight, or what might happen when the man came back.

It wasn’t fair. He had always been careful. He had always listened to what Mum and Dad told him. He had never talked to strangers, but the man had taken him anyway, stepping out from behind a van as Chris had been cycling past, throwing a blanket over his head and dragging him from his bike almost before he knew what was happening. Chris had struggled and kicked and screamed, but the man had been too strong and the blanket too tight, and the next thing he knew he had been heaved onto a hard surface and a solid ‘chunk’ directly above his head had put paid to all but the most muffled sounds. He hadn’t realised where he was until the coughing rumble of a car engine had accompanied the slight vibration of the floor beneath him. Then there had been the sensation of movement as he was driven away from his parents, his home, everything he knew.

If only he had a mobile like Luke. If only Mum hadn’t said that he was still too young, that he’d lose it, that he wouldn’t look after it. He wondered what time it was





OEBPS/Images/image2.jpg
=





OEBPS/Images/CoverDesign.jpg
WHAT IS THE IMPENETRABLE DARKNESS KNOWN AS...

MARK MORRIS





OEBPS/Images/image3.jpg





OEBPS/Images/image0.jpg
Rhgd™





OEBPS/Images/image1.jpg





