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            Chapter One

          

          LIVERPOOL, ENGLAND

        

      

    

    
      Out of Darkness by Aidan Cullen.

      It seemed strange after all these years of rejections, setbacks, and hurtful criticism to finally see a physical hardback in his hands. Although it was his first published novel, it was actually the fourth he had written.

      Looking back, the first two were complete rubbish. The first he was now even embarrassed to admit he’d written. It was terrible. It was beyond terrible, it was … no, it needed forgetting. There was no first book.

      The second showed promise. His style of writing had improved but the plot was thin and full of gaping holes. He could understand why it had been rejected time and time again. It deserved to be shredded.

      The third book was different. He liked his third novel. It had heart. The central character was dangerous and intriguing and was purposely written so the reader couldn’t quite decide if she was good or bad. The story had a twist he was proud of, and he was convinced this would make it to publication. He was wrong. Publishers didn’t like the protagonist. She was flaky, annoying, and readers wouldn’t root for her. Another one for the shredder.

      Ten years of writing and he was getting nowhere.

      He was ready to give up when the idea for Out of Darkness came to him in his sleep. The story – of a blind woman who murders her husband but manages to convince the police, her lawyer, the judge and jury that she is innocent – was inspired. He wrote the first draft in a month. He wrote the second in a fortnight. He didn’t bother with a third. It didn’t need it.

      The first agent he sent it out to snapped it up. There was very little editing to be done and soon there was a bidding war between the top publishing houses in the country.

      A healthy five-figure sum was offered. He was happy with that. He could buy a new car outright, maybe have a holiday somewhere hot and sunny. He’d have signed the contract there and then, but he had an agent to do his bidding now, and she knew which buttons to press.

      A low six-figure sum came next. His agent was thrilled. She was practically singing down the phone to him.

      ‘Do you have ideas for future books?’ she asked him.

      ‘Yes. I’m working on the second now and I have an idea for a third, which I’m quite excited about.’

      ‘Write a synopsis. A page each and email them over to me by the end of the day,’ she said.

      So he did.

      Within a week, on the basis of Out of Darkness and two further psychological thrillers, three huge publishing houses had offered high six-figure deals.

      ‘This is nuts. I can’t believe any of this,’ he said in a Skype call with his agent. ‘It’s a lot of money for three books. It’s just … well, it’s bonkers,’ he said, his soft Irish accent getting stronger with every exclamation.

      ‘Normally, for a debut author, I’d agree with you,’ she said calmingly. ‘But Out of Darkness is a stunning example of the thriller genre. It has noir written all over it. When Beth is attacked in the first chapter and left blind, I was ready to stop reading. I was expecting another cheap story written by a man who enjoys putting female characters in unnecessary peril with gratuitous violence, but there was something in your prose that drew me in and by page twenty, I couldn’t stop reading. Your writing is sublime. Your characters are unique and authentic. You know exactly what the reader is crying out for.’

      ‘Thank—’

      ‘I’m sending over an email right now,’ she interrupted. ‘It’s the best offer. Sign.’

      He signed.
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      He had his complimentary hardbacks for three weeks before he showed anyone. It didn’t feel real. He kept expecting his agent to call and say there had been a massive mistake, that his book was too similar to another book written by an established author and his would have to be pulped. The call never came. This was real. This was happening. It was time to tell the world.

      A party was arranged for Friday night. Well, not really a party, more of a small gathering of some of his oldest friends. He’d hired a room above the Bucket of Blood, a pub he and his friends had frequented in their university days. He didn’t tell any of them why they were meeting; it was going to be a surprise.

      Every time he stopped at the traffic lights and glanced over at the box on the front seat beside him, he grinned. He could just see the jagged letters of the title beneath the flaps of the cardboard. Out of Darkness by Aidan Cullen. This was his book. His creation. Finally, at thirty-three years old, he knew what happiness was.

      He pulled up in the rear car park of the bizarrely named pub in his battered VW Polo and turned off the ignition.

      The Bucket of Blood was in the middle of nowhere, the wrong side of the M57 to be classed as Liverpool. The hum of the motorway was all that could be heard, and the pub’s uneven stone walls were blackened from years of pollution from passing traffic. The windows of the eighteenth-century building were small and leaded, the chimney stacks tall and broken, reaching into the sky like gnarled fingers.

      It was a dark night in late October and the temperature was dropping. A mild autumn was releasing its warm grip and the ominous sign of a long, bitter winter was making itself known.

      There was one other car in the car park, which belonged to the landlord, Ken. It never moved, as Ken never went anywhere.

      He carried the heavy box of books to the back door and struggled to open it under the weight of his load. He didn’t want to put the box on the ground, as it was wet. A gust of wind whistled around the building, and he stopped in his tracks, convinced he heard his name being called. He must have been mistaken; there was nobody else around.

      He entered the pub, stepping in out of the darkness.

      The main bar was dull, even with all the lights on. The stone floor was a health and safety nightmare, even if you were wearing sensible shoes. Dark oak beams covered the ceiling and walls; horse brasses and cartwheels, and prints depicting barren landscapes of centuries gone by, were the only decoration. Had the pub always been this depressing? Where had the pool table and quiz machine from his student days gone?

      ‘Good evening, Ken,’ he said. ‘Is everything set up?’

      ‘As per your instructions, my good man,’ the landlord said, bowing his head. Ken was the only person who knew what this evening was all about, and that was only because he’d wheedled it out of him when he was booking the room.

      ‘Is anyone else here yet?’

      ‘No. You’re the first. I thought you’d have been here sooner.’

      ‘The bloody car wouldn’t start.’

      ‘Are you still driving that Polo? I thought you’d have traded up by now.’

      ‘I still can’t bring myself to say goodbye,’ he said, smiling.

      ‘Sentimental old fool. Mind you, I’m the same with the wife. I keep meaning to trade up for a better model, but we’ve been together that long she’s like part of the family,’ Ken said, grinning a broken-toothed smile.

      There was a cough from behind him and he quickly turned.

      ‘Oh, hello precious,’ he said.

      ‘Don’t you “precious” me. And who’d have you?’ Ken’s wife, Jan, looked him up and down. ‘When he sends his Polo to the knacker’s yard, maybe you should ask for a lift.’

      ‘Are them pies cooked? I’m sure I can hear the timer,’ Ken said, pushing past Jan and disappearing into the back room.

      There were three other drinkers in the pub, who all jeered after the embarrassed husband.

      ‘I’ll just go upstairs then.’

      ‘Want a hand?’ Jan asked, rolling up her sleeves, and showing off her thick, muscular arms.

      ‘No thanks. I can manage,’ he said, slightly frightened of the formidable woman.

      The room above the pub, available for parties, wedding receptions and work dos, according to the faded poster behind the bar, wasn’t exactly inviting. It was large enough to comfortably hold a group of fifty people, but, like downstairs, it was dated; the carpet was faded, its original colour a complete mystery, and the walls were crying out for a fresh lick of paint. There was an underlying fusty smell emanating from somewhere. It could have been from lack of use and the fact that no fresh air had passed through for months, or maybe something, or someone, had died in here and was yet to be detected.

      This was not the ideal place to tell your oldest friends that you were about to become a literary sensation, yet this pub had a special meaning to them all, and when he had invited them there, they’d all replied in a similar vein:

      ‘Oh my God, we haven’t been there for years. I thought they’d pulled that place down.’

      ‘We had some great nights in there when we were students.’

      ‘Remember when Grey drank that yard of ale and it came out of his nose?’

      ‘I hope Ken’s still there. He made great pies. I can taste them just thinking about them.’

      ‘The best dive in the North West, if you ask me.’
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      The room was set. The heavy curtains were drawn, the lights were on, the table laid out with a dozen bottles of Moët and Chandon champagne and a near complete set of matching glasses. Next to those was the box of hardback novels. Out of Darkness by Aidan Cullen. He still couldn’t believe it. The only thing missing was the guests. It was three minutes past nine. They were only three minutes late. And traffic was always dodgy on a Friday night. Three minutes turned into ten and then into almost twenty before the first people arrived.
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      ‘I. Am. So. Sorry. We’re. Late,’ Clare declared as she whirled into the room, arms outstretched for a hug. ‘We would have been on time if this knobhead I married had remembered the one job I asked him to do and called the babysitter. Ooh, is that champagne?’

      ‘I thought she said we were doing this on Saturday night. It really is my fault. I’m sorry,’ Martin said, holding out a hand to shake.

      ‘Don’t worry. You’re the first to arrive anyway.’

      Clare and Martin had been a couple since the dawn of time: well, since the first week of university. They’d met at the freshers’ ball, slept together on the first night and had been a sickeningly happy couple ever since. Usually. Clare was an administrator in the NHS. Martin was a purchaser for a steel manufacturer. They had two children, two cats, two cars, two holidays every year, and Martin had two kidney stones.

      ‘So, what’s the big news?’ Clare said, pouring herself a glass of bubbly and tentatively sitting down on a rickety chair, after wiping it clean.

      ‘Not until everyone’s here.’

      She stuck out her bottom lip. ‘Spoilsport. I’m guessing you’re not announcing you’re getting married, otherwise you wouldn’t be here on your own. Unless she’s hiding in that box.’ She laughed.

      ‘No. I’m not getting married,’ he said, blushing.

      ‘Of course, he isn’t. He’s got more sense.’ Martin smirked. ‘You know, I can’t believe this place is still standing,’ he said, looking around him.

      ‘Yes, Martin, you’ve said that practically every hour for the last week,’ Clare said, rolling her eyes.

      ‘Well, I can’t. Remember that time when I got my foot stuck in the pocket of the pool table and they had to call the fire brigade?’ He laughed.

      ‘Unfortunately, yes we do. Just one of many embarrassing stories that make up your highly unfunny repertoire,’ she said, a hint of bitterness in her tone.

      The door opened, revealing the second couple to arrive: Grey and Floella. Another two graduates from the University of Liverpool. Like Clare and Martin, they were full of apologies.

      ‘I was all set to leave work at four when a call came through; one of my patients had internal bleeding and we had to whip out her gall bladder. Very nasty,’ Floella said.

      ‘It doesn’t matter. You’re here now. That’s the main thing.’

      ‘I must say, we were surprised when you asked to meet here. We didn’t think … Clare, what have you done to your hair? It’s gorgeous.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Clare said, running her hands through her hair. ‘I decided to be daring and go for a complete change. Martin hates it, of course.’

      ‘I didn’t say I hated it. I said it’ll take some getting used to.’

      ‘Champagne, eh? Won the lottery?’ Grey asked, helping himself to a glass.

      ‘Something like that. I…’

      ‘Only one glass for you, you’re driving,’ Floella called out.

      ‘You’re the one on call. You could drive,’ Grey said.

      ‘And if I get called out, how are you going to get home?’

      ‘I’ll get a taxi.’

      ‘And leave the Merc around here? I don’t think so.’

      Grey gave a weak smile, took a sip of his drink and headed over to Martin, his hand held out.

      His heart sank. This wasn’t going to be the happy evening he’d had in mind. Everyone was so preoccupied with their own lives and not one of them had engaged him in any meaningful conversation. He stood and watched four people chatting animatedly. They felt like strangers to him. He didn’t feel a part of their social circle anymore. Who were these people?

      The third couple to arrive was Sara and Lynne. Sara had been at university with them all, but Lynne was a new addition to the group. She hadn’t come along until Sara divorced her husband, Daniel, after three months of marriage, and decided she’d rather date his sister. It was an interesting piece of gossip that had kept them all entertained when they met for their monthly curry nights. Well, they’d started off being monthly, but soon dropped to every now and again, and then to whenever anyone had anything special to announce.

      ‘Can you believe I got lost?’ Sara said. ‘How long have I been coming to this pub? And I got lost. I should be ashamed of myself. It’s lovely to see you. I was only … ah, is that champagne? I’m not drinking at the moment; I’m trying to get pregnant. I’ll just go and get an orange juice or something.’

      He turned to look at his box of books. They no longer made him smile. The background chatter was noise from the mouths of people he used to know. They’d all gone their separate ways and made lives for themselves.

      They were drifting apart, and it was only now that he could see that. They wouldn’t care about his book. They probably wouldn’t even read it.

      ‘I hate to be a wet blanket,’ Clare said. ‘But we’ve only got the sitter until eleven.’ She tapped her watch as she spoke.

      ‘Luke isn’t here yet,’ he said. Luke needed to be here. They were best mates. They'd been through a lot together. He knew Luke would get such a kick out of his news, even if everyone else didn't.

      ‘I know, but, well, you know what Luke’s like with his timekeeping. He’s never been the most reliable bloke, has he? Can’t you just make your little announcement and Luke can catch up when he gets here?’

      Little announcement. That hurt. He wanted to go home.

      He gave a weak smile and cleared his throat. He reluctantly nodded in agreement.

      Everyone took their seats. Everyone? That was a joke. Only six friends. And he doubted they really were his friends. He didn’t even know Lynne’s surname, and had Clare always been so … bitchy?

      ‘Right, well,’ he began nervously. ‘First of all, thank you for coming. I know you’re all very busy people, and have your own lives and everything, but I do appreciate you coming out all this way tonight.’ He suddenly felt self-conscious standing at the top of the room in his fitted navy suit and white shirt, open at the collar. He ran his hand through his black hair and then held onto his glass with both hands. He didn’t know what else to do with them.

      ‘As you know, when we were all at university together, I was reading English and I wrote a few short stories, nothing amazing, but they were published in magazines. Well, some of them were, not all, of course.’ He felt himself turn red as the eyes of six people burned holes into him.

      ‘When I said we only had the babysitter until eleven, I meant eleven o’clock tonight,’ Clare said icily. A ripple of awkward laughter drifted around the room.

      ‘OK, sorry, I’m rambling. Anyway, since leaving uni, I’ve been working on various novels, in between working in libraries and Waterstones, and, to cut a long story short…’

      ‘Too late,’ Clare sniggered.

      ‘I’m published,’ he concluded, and gave a gauche smile. ‘Well, I’m not published yet. It doesn’t come out until January, but I’ve made it. I’m an author.’

      He hadn’t expected them to shower him with kisses and squirt him with champagne like the winner of a Formula One race, but he had expected more than the blank faces that stared back at him.

      ‘Oh, sorry, I haven’t shown you. This is it.’ He turned to the box, pulled open the flaps and grabbed a copy of the hardback novel. He held it aloft, showing them the cover.

      ‘Congratulations, mate,’ Grey said, jumping up and stepping forward. He shook his hand and took the book from him, opening the cover and reading the synopsis inside.

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘That’s excellent news. I’m so pleased for you,’ Sara said, kissing him on the cheek and helping herself to a book. ‘Who’s it dedicated to? I’m always interested by dedications in books,’ she said with a huge grin – which slowly fell as she opened the front cover. ‘Ah. That’s lovely,’ she said, a catch in her throat. ‘She’d have liked that. And I’m pretty certain your mum would have been incredibly proud of you.’ She reached up and kissed him on the cheek again.

      One by one, they approached the table, offered their congratulations and took a book. It wasn’t a fanfare and, although they claimed to be pleased for him, there was something holding them back. Jealousy, perhaps?

      ‘This sounds familiar…’ Clare said upon reading the blurb. ‘I’m sure I’ve…’

      The door opened and Luke breezed in. ‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ he declared.

      The atmosphere of the room lifted as Luke entered; he always had that effect on people. As he came fully into the room, he brought with him a stylish blonde woman. She was slim and pretty, with bright blue eyes and a beaming smile.

      ‘I would have been here sooner but it’s Daisy’s birthday today. I took the day off to take her out and we were in Bakewell and … one thing led to another, and we’re engaged!’

      Daisy lifted up her left hand to show off the antique engagement ring.

      The room erupted. The books were slammed down on the table and everyone ran to Luke and his fiancée to express their congratulations.

      Out of Darkness by Aidan Cullen was forgotten.
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      ‘Aren’t you going with them?’ Ken asked as he stood in the doorway, his arms folded against his massive chest.

      ‘No. I’m not in a celebratory mood,’ he said.

      ‘What are you going to do with all that champagne?’

      He looked at the box. Only one bottle had been removed and opened. ‘You have it. Sell it on. Make a profit.’

      ‘But you bought it. It’s yours.’

      ‘You know something? I’ve never liked champagne,’ he said.

      He began packing away all of the hardback books he’d brought with him. None of them had taken one when they’d all decided to go on somewhere to celebrate Luke finally settling down with someone. Clare hadn’t mentioned the eleven o’clock deadline once. In fact, it had been her idea for them all to go for a curry.

      ‘Do you and your wife read?’

      ‘Not really.’

      ‘I can’t even give them away. Let’s hope it’s not an omen.’
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      The wind had picked up while he’d been in the Bucket of Blood. The back door almost slammed back in his face as he pushed it open. He made his way over to the VW Polo, head down, dragging his feet on the broken tarmac, his head full of dark thoughts. The box of books in his hands felt like they weighed a tonne.

      He placed the box on the roof of the car, struggled to get his keys out of his trouser pocket and unlocked the boot.

      ‘Mate, have you got the time?’

      He hadn’t realised there was anyone around. He turned and saw a young man, probably not even twenty, in front of him. He wore a black Adidas tracksuit, matching cap, peak pulled down, with a whisper of blond fluff on his chin.

      ‘No. I haven’t. Sorry,’ he said, turning back to his car.

      ‘What about any cash? Can you give us a tenner or something?’

      He turned back. ‘No. I don’t have any money on me, sorry.’

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ the kid said, stepping forward.

      From around the front of his car, two other young men, similarly dressed, came towards him. He looked back to the first guy, who reached into his pocket and took out a flick knife. He pressed the handle and the silver blade glistened as the light from his car caught it.

      ‘Wallet, mobile phone, watch, and whatever you’ve got in that box.’

      ‘Look, I don’t have a watch and I’ve no cash on me, honestly,’ he said, holding up his hands.

      ‘I don’t believe you,’ the man said again, softly, stepping even closer. Their noses were almost touching.

      ‘Jez, check his car. Ben, do the box.’

      ‘No. Please. Leave the box alone. There’s nothing worth stealing in there.’ His voice was shaking.

      ‘You won’t mind us taking a look then, will you?’

      He closed his eyes tightly shut. He couldn’t believe this was happening. Today was supposed to be a good day.

      ‘It’s books.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘In the box. It’s a load of fucking books.’

      ‘Nothing in the car, Will.’

      ‘Fuck me!’

      Will patted him down. He found something hard against his breast pocket, reached inside and grabbed his wallet. He opened it up. There was a single ten-pound note inside.

      ‘Is that it?’ Will’s face reddened in rage.

      ‘They’re all the same,’ Ben said.

      ‘What are?’

      ‘All these books. They’re all the same.’

      ‘Gi’ us it here.’ Will pulled the box off the roof of the car. It landed on the ground. He tore it open and spilled the books onto the wet tarmac. ‘Out of Darkness by Aidan Cullen. What the fuck are you doing with all these?’

      ‘They’re mine,’ he said, his voice hardly above a whisper. He had an overwhelming urge to cry and struggled to maintain control of his emotions.

      ‘Yours? You mean you wrote them?’

      He nodded.

      ‘Here, he’s not wrong, that’s his mug in the back,’ Ben said, showing his photo to the ringleader.

      ‘You must be fucking minted, mate,’ Will spat.

      ‘I’m not. Honestly, I’m not. It’s all based on sales. It’s not even released yet.’

      ‘Fuck off. You think I’m thick? Look at that bird who wrote Harry Potter. She’s got her own island or something.’

      ‘I’m not rich. I don’t have money. Honestly,’ he cried.

      ‘We’ve struck gold here, lads,’ Will said with a brown-toothed grin.

      Behind them, the car park was lit up by the headlights of a passing car.

      ‘Come on, Will, he’s nothing on him, let’s just do one.’

      ‘Nah. He’s seen us. He’s a big fucking author. He’ll tell the papers.’

      ‘Then slice him and let’s go.’

      Will stepped close once again. They were toe to toe, noses touching. ‘I don’t like you,’ he said quietly. ‘You think you’re better than me because you’ve written a fucking book. You need to share the money out, mate. We’re all supposed to be equal, ain’t we?’

      A light came on in an upstairs room of the pub. The brightness shining out across the dark night caused the men to turn. He saw this as his chance to escape. He turned and started to run back to the pub, but was quickly caught by his collar and dragged to the ground.

      ‘Why are you running?’ Will said, standing over him, knife in hand, cruel smile on his lips. ‘You scared?’

      His mouth was dry. He didn’t dare open it to speak in case it unleashed a torrent of fear. Instead, he nodded.

      Will laughed and looked up at his mates. ‘He’s scared, lads. We’ve got a famous author here, and he’s scared.’

      ‘Will, come on, it’s risky. We should go,’ Ben called out.

      ‘Let me ask you a question. This book, is it crime?’

      He nodded.

      ‘You’ll have done research, won’t you?’

      He nodded again. He felt tears roll down his cheeks.

      ‘Well, here’s some early research for your next book.’

      He pulled him up off the wet ground and slammed him against the back of his car before stabbing him in the stomach.

      He took a sharp intake of breath as he felt the steel blade cut through his clothing and skin with ease, then enter his body. At first, he didn’t feel any pain. It was only when he looked down, saw the knife inserted into him and blood leaking out around the entry wound that his brain registered what had happened. He looked up at Will, saw the sneering grin on his young face before the knife was pulled out. It was like a release, and the life began to ooze out of him. He clamped both hands firmly to his stomach. His fingers were cold, but the leaking blood was warming them up.

      Will stabbed him again.

      ‘Feel the pain,’ he hissed through gritted teeth. ‘What’s going through your head right now? Do you feel like you’re sinking? That’s life slowly fading away from you, mate. Out of Darkness, by Aidan fucking Cullen. Chuck us your lighter, Jez.’

      Will caught the lighter with his left hand. Ben held a book open and Will set fire to the pages. Once it was fully alight, he dropped the book on top of the pile of the remaining nine hardbacks. The flames engulfed them all.

      ‘I fucking hate books,’ Will spat.

      He felt tears stream down his face as he watched his books burn, his dreams going up in smoke. His legs shook and he dropped to the ground. His hands were slippery and were struggling to keep the blood from flowing out of his wounds. He dragged himself along the tarmac towards his burning books. With every movement, the pain intensified, and more blood seeped out of him. He could feel the heat from the fire growing hotter, the closer he got to the pyre.

      He didn’t feel the third stab as the blade of the flick knife was plunged into his lower back. And then he was left alone, to bleed out in the car park of the Bucket of Blood.

      He heard a voice, but he had no idea where it was coming from. He felt someone grab him and pull him away from the burning books. He looked up and saw Luke standing in front of him, a concerned expression on his usually happy face.

      ‘Luke,’ he said, his voice barely above a whisper.

      ‘Don’t worry, mate, I’m here. Everything’s going to be fine. I’ve got you. I’ve always got you.’

    

  


  
    
       

       

       

       

       

      SIX YEARS LATER

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          GALLOWSFIELD, DERBYSHIRE

        

      

    

    
      I open my eyes and for a split second I have no idea who I am or where I am. It’s a split second of bliss until my memory wakes and fills my mind with the miasma of dark thoughts. They are the same dark thoughts that were there yesterday and the day before and the week, month and year before. I’ve survived another night. I let out a heavy sigh as I stare at the white ceiling.

      There’s movement on my bed. I look down and see a friendly face staring at me, ears pricked, tongue lolling. A smile spreads across my face.

      ‘Come here,’ I say.

      My dog. Nanook. He’s a two-year-old pure white German Shepherd. He jumps up and pads over to me. I don’t think he realises how big and heavy he is, as I’m often squeezed into the corner of the bed while he takes up the rest of the space. He plonks himself down next to me and licks my face. One of these days, I’ll lick him back and see how he likes it.

      ‘I don’t need to ask if you slept well because your snoring woke me up at 2 a.m. I don’t know what you were dreaming about but I bet my legs are covered in bruises with all that kicking you were doing.’

      A few minutes with Nanook is more than enough to convince me I can get out of bed and face the day ahead. He gives me the strength to push back the duvet, grab my crutch, and go downstairs.

      I take my time on the stairs and Nanook goes down ahead of me, waiting impatiently at the bottom.

      After I received the money from the book deal, I decided to move out of my pokey flat in Liverpool. I had been thinking of a bungalow, but nothing piqued my interest. When I saw Gallows View House for sale in the tiny village of Gallowsfield in Derbyshire, I fell in love. I actually felt my heart skip a beat. I had to have it. I called the estate agent and made a provisional offer for the asking price before even seeing it. I didn’t want anyone else getting their hands on it.

      It’s a five-bedroom eighteenth-century property on three floors, though the top floor is rarely used. There’s a snug off the living room which I converted into an office, and the dining room was turned into a library to house my ever-growing book collection; the kitchen is more than big enough for me to eat my meals in. I’d feel lonely sitting at a table for six to eat a cheese sandwich. The master bedroom has an en suite that is bigger than my entire flat was in Liverpool.

      The moment I stepped over the threshold I knew this was going to be my forever home. I could relax here. I could be comfortable here. I could be safe here.

      I moved in almost a year to the day after I’d been stabbed. Once the furniture was inside and the removal men drove away, I closed the front door and it was like a weight was lifted from me. I could feel contentment rise up through my body. I was home.

      The décor was dated but I saw past that. The same carpet throughout the entire ground floor was an assault of colour and the busy wallpapers were divided by a dado rail around the middle. It was ugly, but I knew it had the potential to be so beautiful.

      Even before the ink was dry on the contract, I set about making this my home. The carpets were ripped up, the kitchen and bathrooms torn out, the wallpaper stripped, and the walls plastered. Hiding beneath the gaudy carpets were solid oak floorboards. It was criminal for them to be hidden for so long. I had them sanded and stained. The walls were all coated in the same mid-grey, or Manor House Grey, as the colour chart called it. Luke thought it might be a tad dark, but that was what I wanted. The carpet on the stairs and in all the bedrooms was the same light grey and I found curtains in a similar shade. I had a slate floor laid in the kitchen with pure white minimalist units and granite worktops. The bathrooms were simple yet elegant, and rugs were laid in the living room and library. The heavy curtains were always half closed, and the lighting was dim in every room. It was a warm and cosy home. It was my home.

      Despite being in the middle of the stunning Derbyshire countryside, I had no intention of exploring it. I didn’t move here for that. There were no close neighbours; sometimes days could go by without me seeing anyone pass on the lane at the top of the drive, and that was precisely the point. If I can’t see other people, then other people can’t see me. And if they can’t see me, they can’t attack me.
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      Nanook runs through the kitchen into the conservatory, and sits by the door leading out to the sprawling back garden. I fish the keys out of my dressing gown pocket, remove the Patlock from the handles, unlock the double doors and watch, with a smile on my face, as my large puppy charges onto the grass. Whenever I feel low, all I need to do is look at Nanook, and whether he’s sleeping, chewing a toy or gazing out of the window, my heart is lifted. He’s my whole life.

      I decide to step out and join my dog. I take in a lungful of fresh air. Although it feels good to breathe in the cold winter air, I do feel exposed. I should be able to enjoy this. But I can’t. The trees are bare; meaning the view of my surroundings is open. If I can see further into the countryside, then it gives others a view into my garden and home. I don’t like that. I quickly go back into the house.

      I limp into the kitchen, plug in the kettle and flick it on. Breakfast first, then a shower. I tackle each task one at a time and don’t move on to the next one until I’m ready. It’s all about taking things slowly. Baby steps.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I spend my days writing and reading. I’m at my desk no later than eight o’clock and I make sure I’ve written a couple of thousand words before I stop for a break. I need to have something positive to look back on or it will be a wasted day, and that would cause me more anxiety. I’m around halfway through my seventh novel. There’s a long way to go, but there’s no rush. I’m ahead of schedule.

      My office is an eleven-by-seven-foot rectangle and it’s the room I spend most of my time in. This is the room in which I devise new and ingenious ways to kill people. My mind is at its most active here and, when I’m sitting in front of the computer, the rest of the world ceases to exist. I have a solid oak desk in the middle of the room, with a padded seat at the small window. There are shelves on two of the walls running from floor to ceiling, all of them packed with copies of my own books in various languages, as well as research books on psychology, criminology and pathology. The fourth wall has framed images of my books. It’s the only room in the house with something on the walls. I have no interest in having framed paintings and I have no family photographs to display. However, in my office, my work is celebrated. I’m incredibly proud of what I’ve achieved. Here, in this room, I can forget about who I am – the plethora of problems I have – and concentrate on my protagonists. I become them. I live their lives, breathe their air and talk their language. I’m someone else, a character, and my writing and Nanook are the only things that make me truly happy. Well, happy may be too strong a word. We’ll go with satisfied.
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      The launch of Out of Darkness, three months after I was stabbed, was a huge success. I told my agent about my attack. She wanted to use it to get me on the chat show circuit and boost the novel’s publicity, but I refused, point blank, to discuss it. It was private. I had no intention of opening myself up for the world to see me as a victim.

      ‘But your life is imitating your fiction. Like Beth in Out of Darkness, you’re using your attack to grow stronger and prove you’re able to live a life in the face of adversity. Let the world throw whatever it wants at you. You’re a survivor,’ she stated with all the enthusiasm she could muster.

      ‘You seem to be forgetting, Lucy, that Beth went on to murder her husband and manipulate the courts into thinking she was the victim.’

      ‘Potato, potahto,’ she said, waving me off.

      I had to smile at that. There was something about Lucy that always made me laugh. She wanted the best for me and my career, but I couldn’t use my attack to sell more copies of my book. It was exploitative. Eventually and reluctantly, she relented, and my attack was never mentioned between us again.

      Out of Darkness peaked at number two in the Sunday Times hardback bestsellers list and made it to number one when the paperback was released nine months later. My second, The Loudest Scream, delayed slightly due to unforeseen circumstances (as Lucy teased in a press release), was received to critical acclaim. It told the story of a killer couple who stalk their victims, unnoticed for months before striking, mercilessly killing them simply for the enjoyment of ending a life. It was a dark and brutal story, but the violence was merely hinted at through subtle prose, and when the twist was revealed in the final chapter, it turned the entire novel on its head. It won the CWA Gold Dagger award for best crime novel of the year. The award sits to the right of my computer and is inspiration for me to continue on the darker days when the words don’t flow quite as freely.

      I wasn’t at the ceremony to collect my award, for obvious reasons. I blamed a lingering flu for my absence.

      Since then, three further novels have been published, with another due out in a couple of weeks. They’ve all hit the top spot in the bestseller lists and have won awards in Britain and around the globe.

      I appear to be a literary success, and my lack of a public persona seems to have added to my mystique and made my books even more enticing to readers. You could say I’m the Banksy of the literary world.
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      Nanook has a bed in my office; he has a bed in most rooms of the house and spends every minute of every day by my side. While I hammer away at the keyboard, he curls up in his bed, rising occasionally for a drink of water, or nuzzling me for a treat he knows I have hidden away in my desk drawer.

      A loud buzz from the intercom makes me jump. I look at the time in the corner of the computer screen. It’s a little after eleven o’clock. I bring up the camera feed and select the camera pointing at the gate at the end of the drive. It shows a red Royal Mail van and the postman standing by it, a large cardboard box in his hands. It’s not my usual postman, Jim, though. It’s not even the replacement man who comes when Jim is on holiday. I’ve never seen this man before in my life.

      This is where my overactive mind kicks in. Is he a real postman or an imposter? If he’s an intruder, he’s certainly well organised. He has the van, the uniform, the bag over his shoulder. Full marks for ingenuity. Something dark is going to happen. I can sense it. I can feel the dread crawling up inside me.

      I take a deep breath and open the microphone.

      ‘Yes?’ I say, sounding scared.

      ‘Parcel for Mr Cullen,’ he says into the speaker. It’s a local accent.

      ‘Do I need to sign for it?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Can you leave it on the doorstep? I’ve just got out of the shower.’ I tell so many lies to people who come calling that they drip off my tongue with ease.

      ‘No problem.’

      I click the release to unlock the gate and watch as the postman pushes it open and walks up the gravel driveway. I change the camera to the one above the front door and watch him approach. He places the parcel on the ground with a few letters on top of it, takes a photo of it in situ, then returns to his van, pulling the gate behind him.

      The gate should have automatically locked but the postman hasn’t closed it fully and the iron latch clangs against its housing.

      ‘You haven’t closed the gate properly,’ I say into the microphone. ‘Can you close it fully please?’

      He doesn’t hear and jumps into his van. He drives away, kicking up gravel with his back tyres.

      ‘Shit.’

      I lean back in my chair and chew on my bottom lip. I watch the screen as the gate sways in the stiff breeze. I know what I have to do. It’s finding the courage to do it that’s the hardest part. I can leave the house and go into the back garden, that’s fine, no problem at all. It’s going out the front door, the entrance to the world, that causes the most distress.

      ‘Why can’t people do what they’re supposed to do?’ I ask Nanook.

      I leave my office and go to the cupboard under the stairs to get my shoes and jacket. Luke always laughs at the state of my cupboard. Most people use it for storing their junk, but mine is neatly arranged: shoes lined up, jackets in seasonal order, fire extinguisher facing forward and a first aid box fully stocked for every eventuality. I like to be organised.

      As I rarely leave the house, the jackets and shoes are hardly worn. They’re mostly used for when I’m playing in the back garden with Nanook, or when I have to put the bins out on a Wednesday evening. I venture out into the back garden quite often to play with Nanook, maybe hang out a bit of washing, or to read a book with a glass of whiskey when the weather is fair. It feels safe to be in the back garden. There are no houses or roads visible from there. And I plan for those events. I can build up to them. This is an unexpected outing and I can already feel the sweat dripping down my back.

      I remove the BuddyBar door jammer from beneath the door handle and struggle to bend down to the floor to unlock the barricade. There are two locks on the door, a cylinder lock I open with a key and a Yale latch lock. The door is now unguarded. There is nothing to stop anyone rushing in and pushing it open. I look down at Nanook, faithfully by my side. He has no idea of the internal struggle I’m going through and looks excited about going out of the front door for a change.

      I pull the heavy door towards me and feel the blast of cold winter air like a hard slap in the face. I recoil and squeeze my eyes tightly closed.

      Nanook bounds out into the front garden like it’s the most natural thing in the world. I wish I had the inner strength of a German Shepherd.

      I bend down and pick up the parcel and letters. I recognise the postmark on the box. It’s the complimentary copies of my new book, The Confession of Billy McLean. I usually can’t wait to open these boxes and hold a copy in my hands, but right now, I really don’t care. I push them into the house, close the door behind me, lock it with the key and place it deep into my pocket.

      It seems alien to be out in the front of the house. The gravel drive curves around to the gate and the road beyond. Up the hillside in the distance, I can see farm buildings, cottages, vehicles on the roads. Life is unfolding beyond the confines of the safety of the gate, and I don’t want any part of it. My world is enclosed. Nobody is allowed in. And I want to keep it that way.

      Nanook is enjoying the front garden. A bird lands on the wall by the gate. He charges towards it, barks, and it flies away. He continues to bound around, sniffing new smells, leaving his own scent and trotting on the gravel pathway, revelling in the sound his paws make. Why can’t I be more like Nanook?

      I close my eyes and try to block out everything around me. The sound of nature. Birds tweeting, bare branches thrashing together in the breeze, the lowing of distant cattle, the chug of a tractor somewhere. I can hear it all. It’s thundering through my head as loud as if it’s in my own garden.

      I feel sick and take a deep breath. I open my eyes, see the gate straight ahead and charge for it as fast as I can, using my crutch for stability over the gravel.

      I fix my eyes on my destination. The gate is clanging against its housing, swinging in the wind. My crutch scrapes through the gravel, and I stumble twice. I reach the gate, slam it closed, and make sure it’s secure before turning back. I see my house, my sanctuary. It seems like a thousand miles away.

      ‘Shit, shit, shit,’ I mutter to myself and I run as fast as I can for the front door, shouting to Nanook to follow me.

      I scramble in my pocket for the keys, unlock the door, and push, but it won’t open. I push harder, slam my shoulder against the wood, but it won’t move.

      ‘Fuck!’ I scream.

      The keyless Yale has locked. I type in the six-digit security code (Nanook’s date of birth) and it still doesn’t open.

      ‘Jesus Christ!’

      I must have pressed a different number in my panic. I take a breath and try to calm down. It’s useless. Another breath. An internal chat with myself.

      Calm down. Take your time. Breathe. A few more seconds and you’ll be inside. Relax. Six digits. It’s easy. You can do it. Go.

      I type in the code. I hear the mechanism release and the door opens. I practically fall inside the house. Nanook bounds in after me and I slam the door closed, securing it with the key and the bolts at the top and bottom of the door. I lean against it, breathe a sigh of relief and slide down onto the floor.

      I’m physically drained. My breathing is unstable, and sweat is pouring down my face, mixing with my tears. My rapid breaths resound off the walls of the empty hallway.

      Nanook walks slowly up to me and sits beside me, resting his head on my lap. I place a hand on his warm head and begin to stroke him. I can feel his soothing presence wash over me.

      ‘I’m so pleased you’re with me. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’

      Pathetic. All that drama just to close a gate. Look at the state of you.

      ‘Go away,’ I say to myself.
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      It’s Nanook nudging me that wakes me up. I sit up on the sofa and look around me. I’m in almost total darkness and wonder how long I’ve been asleep.

      After I managed to summon the energy to drag myself up off the hallway floor, I stumbled into the living room and flopped on the sofa. I intended to rest for a few minutes, get my breath back and return to work. I must have fallen asleep because now it’s practically dark outside. I’ve lost a whole day, more or less, thanks to my neuroses.

      I’ve never been a big fan of crowds and open spaces. I’d have locked myself away years ago, but I always had to leave the house for work, at least. Being stabbed and my writing career taking off came at roughly the same time and I spent time indoors recovering and writing. The longer I was inside, the harder it was to leave. Whenever I was asked out, I made an excuse that I was busy with my next book, or I was still feeling the effects of the stabbing. No great effort was made to get me out. I faded into the background of my own life, and nobody tried to stop me.

      Why didn’t anybody try to stop me?

      I limp over to the curtains and pull them to, bringing the barrier between me and the outside world just that little bit closer. I turn on the standard lamps. The dull bulbs cast long shadows across the room. It’s cold in here. A fire should have been lit hours ago. It’s a quarter past six. I look down at Nanook and he’s looking back at me with those large brown eyes. He knows something is wrong.

      ‘We’ve missed snack time, have we? And you’ve missed your dinner time.’

      I squat down to his level, take his head in my hands and give him a hug. His eyes seem to sparkle at the attention.

      ‘You’re so good to me. Let’s make you something special to eat. You can have that leftover chicken I was going to have, and I’ll give you extra biscuits.’

      I make up his dinner while he’s outside relieving himself. It’s a while before he comes running into the house so he must have had a full bladder. I feel bad that I’ve neglected him so much today.

      While he’s eating, I sit at the island in the kitchen and take out my mobile phone. There are no emails or texts waiting for me, not that I was expecting there to be, but I decide to give Luke a ring, see how he’s getting on.

      On the night of the attack six years ago, Luke had returned to the pub to apologise for stealing my thunder, as he later put it. He hadn’t known I was going to announce the launch of my literary career and that news of his engagement would usurp everything. While everyone was heading for the nearest Indian restaurant, Luke decided to come back and try to convince me to join them for a double celebration. But instead he found me…

      ‘Hi Aidan. How are you?’ Luke answers, his Liverpudlian accent thick and loud. He always sounds like he’s smiling.

      ‘I’m fine thanks. A bit tired.’

      ‘Been writing all day?’

      ‘Something like that. How are things with you?’ I always want to deflect attention away from myself.

      ‘Don’t ask.’

      ‘Problems?’

      ‘You could say that. The carpets arrived today and there’s nowhere near enough to cover the floors. I said as soon as they started unloading the van that we needed more but I was told they’d been measured, and this is what had been ordered. An hour later, I was proved right.’

      ‘What are you going to do?’ I ask.

      ‘I’ve been on the phone for hours trying to find that out.’

      ‘It sounds like a nightmare.’

      ‘You could say that. I’ll be having a few drinks tonight.’

      ‘So you won’t be coming back home at the weekend then?’

      ‘It doesn’t look like it. You’ll be OK, won’t you?’

      ‘Yes. Fine. I’ve got Nanook.’

      ‘How is he?’

      ‘Fine. I’m surprised you can’t hear him eating his tea from there,’ I say with a laugh.

      ‘He’s eating late, isn’t he?’
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