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Introduction

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

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

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

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

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



Louise Welsh, December 2013





Read on for an extract from A Lovely Way to Burn, the first volume in Louise Welsh’s new Plague Times trilogy.





One

Stevie Flint had lived in London for seven years. She no longer had the soundtrack to the movie of her life playing in her head, but had only just turned thirty and could still appreciate the buzz of the city as it headed towards night. She walked out of Tottenham Court Road Underground station, noticing a faintly sulphurous tinge to the air. Stevie shaded her eyes with Jackie O sunglasses, suddenly remembering Jasmine’s, the only smart dress shop in her home town, its window screened with yellow cellophane to protect gowns from a rarely existent sun. London had a hint of yellow to it today, she decided, a septic glare. She set out in what she hoped was the right direction for the private members’ club Simon had suggested. Her new sandals were too high for a long hike but she had traced her route earlier on Google Maps and been reassured that she could walk the distance without too much damage to her feet. 

Soho was full of pubs and all of them were full. Drinkers had spilled out on to the pavements and it seemed that everywhere there were pretty girls and men in suits, minus ties, all of them talking and laughing and all with a glass in their hands. Stevie caught snatches of conversation as she 

passed: 

‘. . . smooth, like a billiard ball into a pocket . . .’ 

‘. . . six down and he refuses to call in a . . .’ 

‘. . . I told her if she don’t like it she can . . .’ 

‘. . . that’s me done in Deptford.’ 

Stevie stepped on to the road to avoid a crush of bodies and felt the skirt of her dress flutter in the slipstream of a passing moped. There was dust and laughter and petrol in air that had been breathed in and breathed out, breathed in and breathed out; it was better not to think about how many times because that might set her to thinking about the water she drank, or how much of the heat currently broiling the city came from the sun, and how much radiated from the strangers pressed around her. 

Stevie paused, unsure if she was in the right street after all. She took a deep breath, feeling the air hot and tarry against the back of her throat. Her shift had ended at three that morning and a headache threatened at the back of her eyes. A drunk man in shirtsleeves slid free of the crowd and put an arm around her. She felt his body heat, the sweat of his underarms touching the back of her neck. ‘Do you fancy another one, just like the other one?’ the stranger whispered in her ear, his hop-scented breath warm against her face. Stevie would like to have slipped off one of her new sandals and stabbed its heel in his eye, but instead she gave the drunk a shove in the ribs and wriggled free of his grasp. He called after her, ‘Was it something I said?’ She heard his friends laughing, and fought the urge to go back and tip their pints from their hands. 

‘See how much you laugh then.’ 

Stevie realised she had said the words out loud and glanced around to check if anyone had noticed, but she was alone on a crowded London street, and if anyone had, they paid her no mind. 

Perhaps it was the incident with the drunk that made Stevie lose her way, or maybe it was her usual lack of direction that snared her in the maze of Soho streets. She phoned Simon and when he didn’t pick up, left a message, making an effort not to sound irritated. After all, it was she who was late and it wasn’t Simon’s fault that her bare sole was blistering. Stevie checked the route on her iPhone, retraced her steps and finally found the club, a discreet doorway with only a number to distinguish it. 

The interior was self-consciously stylish, a dimly lit retro-Nordic exercise in design that would hang around for a few years, then be revamped in response to some new trend. Usually it amused her that Simon, a man whose business relied on cleanliness and precision, liked these desperately trendy dives, but they had not seen each other all week and tonight she would have preferred somewhere more intimate. 

Stevie smiled at the hostess, gave her name and watched the girl’s green-lacquered fingernail trace a path down the list of reservations. It wasn’t really a members’ club, just somewhere that people who had decided they wanted to be fashionable paid to get a table. The hostess’s finger paused and she put a tick next to Stevie’s name. Simon’s name was slanted beside hers, unadorned by ticks: Dr Simon Sharkey. 

‘Am I the first?’ 

The receptionist was signalling for a waiter to show Stevie to a table. She turned to reply and Stevie thought she saw a ghost of recognition flit across her face. The girl would work late too, Stevie realised, and for a moment she glimpsed a life not so different from her own: the high heels kicked off beside the couch, the calorie-counted snack eaten by the glow of the computer, the TV murmuring on, barely watched. 

‘Yes,’ said the hostess, her smile wider than before. ‘You’re the first.’ 

The smile told Stevie that the girl couldn’t place her. But no one had ever admitted to guessing where they knew her from, even when Stevie told them. 

By the time she had finished her second glass of wine Stevie knew Simon wasn’t going to turn up, but she ordered a third anyway. She didn’t bother to glance again at the bars on her phone. She had already checked them and knew that the signal in the club was fine. The door opened and two girls in short summer dresses entered. They were laughing, but the sound of their laughter and high heels was
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