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Chapter 1

Death Favours the Dark

Death calls most frequently at night. He sneaks in while the lights are off and his victim sleeps, vulnerable but not always oblivious. Hospice residents are mostly taken by him between three and four a.m. Some victims are ready, welcome him; some, recognising his icy grip, ardently resist.

It makes no difference.

A serial killer on a mission; when he enters a room, Death won’t leave until the deed is done. If it’s time, it’s time.

Grace had been waiting for Giles’s death for hours.

She spoke softly to him while she did; it was her way. Conversation was one-sided. But still, as she did with all of them, Grace asked Giles questions, queries that lingered in the air, never to be answered.

Despite working in a hospice, she didn’t always get to see them out, as she called it. But she was there in the lead-up. End-of-life carers try and anticipate the moment of death, but it’s futile. Patients sometimes look deceased, perk up unexpectedly, and then flag again. There’s a papery translucence to the skin, like they’ve adopted a premature ghostly form, and their breathing slows, slows, slows.

‘Shall I sneak you a gin and tonic later?’ Grace joked, knowing it was Giles’s favourite tipple.

Quiet.

After a while, she said, ‘It’s happening now. Lights Out. Can you believe it?’

Quiet.

‘I’m nervous about it,’ she whispered.

She couldn’t imagine it. Didn’t want to. What would it be like, swinging a torch around the house, trying to illuminate every dangerous dark spot? Because, for Grace, darkness was always danger. Without light, there was peril.

After a while, Grace slipped out of the room to strip empty beds for new patients.

When she returned to Giles his facial muscles had slackened and his jaw had dropped, full surrender. His breathing was shallow, irregular. There’s rarely the romantic, movie-esque last scene, no wailing around a tidy bed, no delicate, poetic sigh from the one passing over. The dying prefer to go alone; they’ll wait until husbands and wives have gone home to rest, until siblings pop out for a cheese baguette, until children have said they need to make a call, they’ll be back in a tick. Death loves an empty room.

With little fuss, Giles passed. Grace had witnessed many deaths in her five years here and, in her experience, most people departed in peace, features softened as pain ended. Death at the end of a long and dreadful illness was a relief.

And this was why Grace loved being a health-care support worker at the hospice, providing both palliative and end-of-life care. Palliative care is when no further treatment for your illness remains. End-of-life care is provided when you’re closer to death. ‘Why would you do such a job?’ her husband, Riley, asked when she first applied. But Grace didn’t feel that ‘job’ was the right word for it. If you were drawn to something, it was more. A vocation. People found it morbid when she told them where she worked, asked if it was horrible, traumatising. But she could honestly say that it wasn’t. Life might sometimes be those things, but death was kinder.

‘Sleep well, Giles,’ said Grace. ‘Glad I got to see you out.’

She made a note of the time. Three thirty-two.

Then she got Claire, the nurse on duty – the person in charge on that shift – who would be able to verify the death. After leaving the body for one hour as a mark of respect, they commenced with last offices. This was a procedure where the deceased was positioned, arms by their sides. They were then washed, dressed in clothes chosen beforehand, and labelled with an ID bracelet on an ankle in preparation for transportation to a mortuary.

As they worked, Grace wondered, as she often did, where humans went when they died. Giles’s body was empty, a disintegrating vessel, but where had his soul gone, his essence, the vibrancy that had lit up his eyes? How could it disappear after a life of animation?

When they’d finished, the night had settled. Claire suggested Grace leave her duties and sit with another patient, Gloria. ‘I know you’ve got quite attached to her,’ she said.

There wasn’t always time to sit with patients, though extra effort was made if they were feeling low or had few visitors.

Gloria, a delicate lady in her late eighties, had no one.

Grace went to her room and pulled a visitor chair up to the electronic hospital bed with protective sheets on the mattress. There was a huge clock opposite the bed so patients could easily see the time and date, orient themselves, keep track when long days blurred into one. The room was dressed to appear homely – lilac curtains, matching cushions, a smart TV, coffee table and a lamp, now on low so carers could see, and patients didn’t wake afraid. Grace often thought of Changing Rooms episodes where a tired room got ‘transformed’ into a boudoir with a bit of gold stencilling, but you knew it was still just an old bedroom.

She entwined warm fingers around Gloria’s chill hands as though to infuse her with life. She slept most of the time now, even during the day; strong pain medication meant patients were often drowsy near the end.

‘It’s dark and it shouldn’t be.’

Grace jumped.

Gloria’s words were clear when her throat must be dry, and she had been unconscious a while. The lamp was low, but the room wasn’t dark. Grace would never have gone in if it was. Of course – Gloria’s eyes were shut.

‘It’s bright here,’ said Grace.

A croak then that she couldn’t make out.

Quiet again.

Another croak.

Grace squeezed Gloria’s hand. ‘I’m right here.’

‘Why is he here?’ Gloria’s words were weaker but still Grace started.

‘Who?’ she asked.

‘Him.’

‘Who?’

‘The man in the corner.’

Grace spun around, heart hammering. But when she faced the wall, there was no one. She unclenched her fists. The dying often hallucinated, but Gloria seemed lucid.

‘Don’t let him come any closer,’ she begged, eyes still closed.

Grace tried to breathe slowly, not panic.

‘It’s just us.’ She squeezed Gloria’s hand, heart staccato despite her efforts. ‘You’re safe with me.’ Was she remembering someone terrible from her past? Patients often spoke to someone the carer couldn’t see.

‘He wants . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘He wants to tell me . . .’

‘Yes?’

‘A message for you . . .’

‘For me?’ Grace let go of Gloria’s hand in surprise. She picked it up again, quickly. Perhaps Gloria thought she was a family member and Grace should remember these words, pass them on. But there was no family.

‘Something . . .’

‘Yes?’ Grace felt sick.

‘Something terrible is going to happen when the lights go out.’

‘What?’ Grace shivered.

‘Something . . .’

‘Yes?’

Grace waited for Gloria to finish. But she said no more, leaving Grace alone with words crawling over her skin. She looked towards the corner of the room again. For a moment, a man, grinning. Grace gasped, shook her head.

Nothing. No one.

Perhaps Gloria had been voicing the things heard in recent weeks, she reasoned to herself. After all, the Lights Out scheme had been discussed a great deal.

Then the lamplight sputtered.

Something terrible is going to happen when the lights go out.

Grace didn’t want to be in the room any longer. If the lights went out – suddenly, violently – she wouldn’t be able to breathe. She would collapse, she would scream until her throat was on fire. She would die.

She ran into the corridor and didn’t look back.





Chapter 10

Burn Me and I Will Fire

Grace ran from the house, heart pounding, leaving in her wake the strange note, the two ominous candles, a broken egg, and a still sleeping Riley. The words in the note wouldn’t leave her head; they stuck there like a yellow Post-it. Burn me and I will fire. She had to escape them, run hard.

She crashed into Stacey, walking alone to school, knocking the poor girl over on the ice.

‘Oh, my word, I’m so sorry,’ gushed Grace, helping her up.

‘It’s OK,’ said Stacey breezily.

‘Are you hurt?’ Grace knelt down to check. A hole in Stacey’s black tights revealed a bloody scrape. ‘Oh, gosh, you are. We need to clean it, get a plaster on you.’

‘Oh, I can do that at school.’ Stacey shrugged, not fazed. Grace remembered all the tumbles Jamie had as a kid, how as he grew older, they came harder but he cried less. Kids were resilient.

More than I am, thought Grace. I could learn something from Stacey.

They had to part ways at the end of the street, Stacey going left and Grace going right. ‘Can I walk you to school?’ asked Grace. Thinking of it, she asked, ‘Where’s Jack?’

‘He’s ill,’ said Stacey. The girl looked sad for a moment. For her brother? Something else? Should Grace ask? Did she know her well enough? The look passed, and Stacey smiled. ‘And it’s OK. I’m meeting my friend Abbie on the corner.’

Grace watched her go, suddenly protective. It was a dangerous world, and not all those perils lurked in the dark.

She hurried on to work, cursing herself for not driving, and arrived, back sticky with sweat despite the cold.

She would never have read a report that the Feather Man had struck in Hull if someone in the staff changing room hadn’t left a newspaper open. She skim-read the piece, barely noticing other staff getting changed into their uniforms. An elderly woman had been targeted but her son intervened, chased him away.

No. He was in her city now.

It reignited anxiety about the words in the note: Burn me and I will fire.

Steve.

He had always bought candles for the bedroom, spoken heatedly of his desire.

Put him out of your head. He’s history. It’s not him.

But there in the staff changing room, newspaper in hand, a flashback came hard. Eyes as dark as her fears. In her kitchen, a basic room back then when life as a single mum meant budgeting carefully. What kind of mother are you? Words he often said, making her believe she was a failure. She had sent Jamie to school with a sparse packed lunch, having run out of bread. The guilt was acute. Steve played on it. Promised life would be better with him.

Then you’ll be a better mother . . .

‘Grace?’

She jumped, dropped the newspaper. Claire. Face concerned.

‘You’re as white as a sheet.’

‘I . . . yes . . . I . . .’ Grace tried to focus.

‘What is it?’

She gathered the pages from the floor. ‘This Feather Man. He’s here, apparently.’

Claire looked around. ‘I can’t see him.’

‘Ha.’ Dark humour was the way of staff. ‘I didn’t know you were working today.’

‘I’m covering. Can’t refuse when I’m still paying off Christmas.’

The morning was busy, kept Grace from thinking. She stripped beds, aided those who couldn’t feed themselves, and helped a patient called Sheila into the small garden so she could enjoy the winter sunshine and the snowdrops blooming in large tubs, despite the chill. Grace listened, letting Sheila get worries off her chest about how her family would cope when she passed; patients often offloaded secrets.

She returned to the room that had been Gloria’s.

It was unnerving to go into the space where she had said those curious things. Where she had imagined a man in the corner. It was impossible that she could have foreseen the notes and gifts left in the dark, but odd that she seemed to have predicted an intruder with her dying words.

Something terrible is going to happen when the lights go out.

There was a new patient in the bed. Musical beds – as they referred to it – was part of the job; they were on loan like library books, read and returned for someone else. Some slept for six months in them, some just days. There were twelve in total, enough for ‘each of the disciples’ a nurse called Sam often joked.

Martha was in Gloria’s bed now, fifty-one, with advanced lung cancer. Grace introduced herself cheerfully and listened when Martha got upset that no one would be visiting until the weekend. Visitors were welcomed all through the day; patients’ families were as much at the heart of the hospice staff’s care. Unlike in a hospital ward, these residents were on limited time, so structured visiting hours didn’t exist. Grace always rustled up tea and biscuits if families wanted them, and if there was a birthday or anniversary, extra treats would be found.

 

Later that morning, Grace and Claire took their lunch break in the staffroom. There was a new tin of biscuits – probably a gift from a family member – but the Grateful Table looked bare. Sadly, few had much to donate. Grace had some tins and nappies put aside but had left them at home in her rush.

‘God, Richard, the new guy in Room Four, he certainly hasn’t lost his sex drive!’ Claire was chattering away happily while eating a sandwich she’d brought from home. ‘He might have days left, but he finds the strength to leer down your top when you lean over.’ Claire paused when Grace didn’t respond; they often shared inappropriate jokes as a way to cope with long shifts and sad deaths. ‘You sure you’re OK?’

‘I forgot to bring any lunch.’ Grace avoided answering. She liked to listen to problems rather than share them. It had always been her way; was why she enjoyed this work so much.

‘Have one of my sandwiches.’

‘Then you’ll be hungry.’

‘For God’s sake, it’s just a cheese and onion bap,’ cried Claire, passing another sandwich over to Grace, who took it gratefully.

‘Anyway, I should marry him. He’s loaded,’ continued Claire.

‘Who?’ Grace frowned.

‘Richard in Room Four.’ Claire sighed, shook her head.

Grace tried to think up a jokey response but couldn’t. ‘Did you sleep any better?’

‘Have you been raiding the drugs cabinet?’

Grace laughed now. ‘You said the other day that we’d sleep better with Lights Out.’

‘No. It’s so bloody cold. We daren’t leave the bed. I’ve got all the kids in with me. Ralphie has a cold, bless him, and then Mikey threw up. Not his fault, but it was a pain in the arse cleaning up with a torch. And try heating baby formula without electricity! I managed to get a battery-operated warmer but I know a few mums who are having to give their babies cold milk. It’s barbaric.’

Grace tried to concentrate on what Claire was saying but kept seeing the note.

Burn me and I will fire.

Saw Steve, eyes lit by the glow of rows of tiny candles.

‘That’s terrible about babies and cold milk,’ she managed to say.

Claire nodded, now devouring a yogurt. Then she stood. ‘Anyway, shit to do, and Richard can’t leer on his own.’

As they returned to the ward, Grace got a message from Riley:

 

Why did you leave without saying goodbye this morning?

 

She saw the candles in their kitchen. She might have picked similar for the living room when it was finished. But she hadn’t. Whatever Riley might say, she hadn’t bought them and forgotten.

She. Had. Not.

She couldn’t admit the real reason she’d been so spooked earlier – about Steve. She never had. What happened back then, she had been too humiliated to admit. Too ashamed to say that she had chosen a man like that, let him into her life, into her son’s. Too embarrassed to describe how he slowly made her believe she needed him so much she let go of friends, let him take over her finances, her life.

As she walked along the corridor, Grace saw Steve, a surprise visitor, walking towards her, flowers in hand. No. She shook her head. Not him. A family member for a patient. But his face lingered in her mind. Was it possible that after all this time he was back?

She typed a message to Riley:

 

Talk later. You need to turn the lights out tonight and get the lamp on. Meet me at the door with it. I’ll message when I’m leaving. X

 

Riley responded: OK.

The afternoon passed as swiftly as morning had. Grace wanted the clock to slow, to keep her here, afraid of the night.

She returned to check on Martha and found her sleeping, oxygen cannula in place above her mouth like a second smile.

Grace tried to concentrate on her job. On Martha.

‘I’m lonely,’ Martha said, as Grace sat down by her bed.

Such simple words that had Grace reaching for Martha’s hand.

‘I’m scared of death.’

Poor Martha. It was frightening for many when they first came here, knowing that this was the end of their journey. Some had made peace with this idea. Grace often wondered how she would feel if it were her. Or a loved one. Only if that happened did she think you’d ever truly know; witnessing others going through it simply wasn’t the same. Still, she was happy that she got to see them out. That she made some small difference, perhaps, to ensure they passed peacefully.





Chapter 11

The Lights Out Casualties

At eight thirty, after a long handover, Grace left the hospice.

Outside, a different kind of dark to usual: layered, multiple shades of deepening greys, depending on where you walked. Grace often graded the dark, absolute blackness being the most terrifying, a ten, twilight being tolerable, a six. This one was an eight on that scale of fear. She wished she had driven to work instead of running from the house so she was safe within the confines of a vehicle right now.

She lingered in the security of the hospice hallway’s orange lighting. Rummaged for her phone, switched on the torch; it illuminated the immediate way, but this meant even darker patches on the perimeter of light, patches where anything could hide. She switched it off, let her eyes get used to the night. Now it scored a more manageable seven.

It was cold; cheek-numbingly, eye-wateringly cold. Grace braced herself. She would run, not only to escape the dark, but to get warm. Pounding the pavement, stumbling twice over uneven slabs, she stayed on the main roads, hating how few people there were. She was the only person in the world. Pubs, restaurants and supermarkets shut at eight now.

Eventually, it was impossible to avoid quieter streets. Then she could run no more. Her heart was bursting out of her chest. She walked fast, grateful that her black trainers were soundless. But she could have sworn there was a soft footfall a second after hers, like an echo . . . was someone else on the street? Foolishly, she stopped.

Someone standing. A few metres away. Not moving. Grace gasped, shut her eyes.

Opened them.

Still there.

‘Hello,’ she said, nervous.

Was it Steve? The Feather Man?

No, God, no.

But of course, nobody answered her. She squinted. The shape hadn’t moved. She started running, and didn’t stop until she was home. She had never been so glad to see the house, gloomy as it was, a silhouette against the stars.

Except . . . there was no lamplight in the hallway. She had asked Riley to wait there with it. He must still be at work.

Shit.

If the camping lamp was upstairs, she would have to locate it in pitch black. Her phone. She’d have to use her phone’s torch now, risk those dense, dark shadows beyond the beam. She found it in her bag.

‘You OK, love?’

Grace screamed, dropped the phone, scrambled for it.

‘I’m sorry, it’s just me!’

She couldn’t see who, backed away, switched on the torch.

‘Ben, number seventeen.’ Grace’s eyes adjusted to the light that now illuminated his face, seeing the numerous chins, ruddy cheeks and kind eyes of her neighbour. ‘I’m doing the Night Watch.’

‘Shit, yes, of course.’ Grace gulped, tried to pull herself together.

‘Need me to help in any way?’ Ben’s words were gentle, full of concern.

‘No, I’ll . . .’ She paused, then decided to launch in. ‘Last night, did you see anyone near our house?’

‘No. It was all very quiet. Boring. Hard to stay awake. We might have to pair up in future.’ He paused, breath fogged in the chill, then frowned. ‘Why?’

Grace knew how silly it would sound if she said that a fish and two ornate candles had appeared, despite no evidence of any break-in. ‘I thought I heard something.’

‘I walk up and down every half hour, trying not to nod off. But if you’re concerned, I’ll keep your house in my sights.’

Grace flinched at the words.

I have you in my sights.

The first note. Surely a coincidence; a commonly used phrase. She had questioned Ben’s hand in the break-in, but it was ridiculous. A person keeping watch wouldn’t be so foolish. Besides, didn’t she now think that there was a much likelier culprit out there?

‘Thank you,’ she said.

‘To be honest,’ said Ben, perhaps glad to have someone to talk to. ‘I’d rather be out here tonight. My water pipes burst in the early hours. It’s this freezing weather, and the heating being off so long. My kitchen is a mess, but I can’t get a plumber – they’re so busy with similar problems caused by the switch off.’

Grace nodded, sympathetically. ‘I saw this ridiculous suggestion by the government that we should wrap duvets around the pipes – but we need them on the beds so we don’t die of hypothermia.’

‘Well, I’ll let you go,’ he said.

Grace finally headed for her front door.

With Ben watching, she tried to overcome her fear of the shadowy hallway and enter, phone torch showing the way. In horror films, women alone in a house were easy prey, but the clichés of such movies were so overused that they weren’t frightening anymore. Besides, Grace thought, what would a director make of candles and a fish appearing in a house during a Lights Out situation – surely that would be more the stuff of comedy?

Grace crept up the stairs, phone light shivering in her hand so that waves of blue rays swept a dizzy ocean over the carpet. She caught sight of one of the pictures on the wall; Riley and her at some black-tie work function. His face was fiendish in the gloom. They stared into each other’s eyes, and then he growled at her.

She shrank back with a scream.

She was seeing things.

Find the lamp, find the lamp, find the lamp.

Thank God. On Riley’s bedside cabinet. She switched it on, waited for her heart to slow.

Then she heard the front door open.

It would be Riley, she knew it, but the tension of the evening had her waiting, breath held. This was what the dark did to her.

For a moment, no one spoke. Grace froze as she heard the footsteps downstairs. What if it wasn’t him?

‘It’s me,’ he called then. ‘Where are you?’

She went down, lamp in hand, relief weakening her knees.

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘crisis at work, the system was down and someone had to wait for the engineer. Of course that was me.’

‘It’s always you,’ said Grace, annoyed.

She kissed him anyway, smelled him; melted. She wanted to pretend it was the old days.

‘You alright?’ he asked.

She nodded; brief in her response so she didn’t irritate him. ‘You?’

He responded at length, describing the house he had seen earlier. Grace’s tummy rumbled; she suggested they get some dinner. ‘We only have the gas hob now.’ He usually started the meal when she did a day shift. ‘We can boil pasta, warm a sauce.’

‘OK.’ Riley took the lamp and headed for the kitchen.

‘Wait.’ Grace put a hand on his arm. ‘This morning . . . the reason I ran. There was . . . another item. Two items.’

Riley studied her. ‘More fish?’

At any other time, she’d have laughed. ‘Two candles.’

‘Seriously?’

‘In the kitchen. You didn’t notice this morning?’

‘I had a shower and went straight to work.’ Riley shrugged.

‘And I did not buy them and forget, before you say it.’

He didn’t respond.

Grace paused.

Tell him about Steve, whispered her unconscious.

But that story was so long, so dark, so past. What if she shared the shame of her disastrous relationship with him, and then they discovered someone else had been leaving the items? No. She would keep quiet for now.

She followed Riley to the crime scene; it was a crime scene, in every sense of the word. On the worktop, abandoned like a piece of sail from a storm-ravaged ship, the note. Between the spice rack and the fridge, two ornate candles, sentinels keeping watch. And on the floor, the broken egg, putrefying.

‘You left that there?’ tutted Riley.

‘I was scared. Someone has been in the house. You can’t deny it now.’

He grabbed a piece of kitchen roll, gathered up the egg, and put it in the bin. ‘I can’t check the doors now because we’ve been in and out.’ He sounded annoyed. ‘Was it all secure when you left this morning?’

‘I guess.’

They looked at one another. ‘I don’t see how they got in,’ he said.

An idea struck Grace – one that chilled her to the bone.

‘What if someone has a key?’ she said, as much to herself as to Riley. ‘For the back door, like Mum.’ It would have to be the back door since they put the chain across the front one last thing at night. The back door was an old one, not the most secure, needing to be replaced, like so much else in the house.

When Grace was a child, her mum said that Santa Claus had a magic key to get into all the houses – an idea that caused Grace nightmares. She always wrote on her festive list that he should ignore their house. On Christmas Eve, she’d lie awake, dreading the sound of a door handle squeaking. No child could have been more relieved to discover he was a myth.

Steve couldn’t possibly have a key though – they’d only bought the house recently, and it had been years since she’d seen him. Surely there was no way he’d be able to get in?

She realised Riley looked distracted.

‘What is it?’ she pushed. ‘Does someone have a key?’

‘Not that I know of.’ He touched a candle. ‘These’re illegal goods, you know.’ Then he picked up the note, read it. ‘Fire me and I will burn,’ he said. He appeared to think of something. ‘Hasn’t that Feather Man been burning his recent victims?’

Grace couldn’t believe that it hadn’t occurred to her. She had been so wrapped up in memories of Steve. She was chilled to the bone.

‘Why would you say that?’ she cried. ‘Now I won’t stop thinking of it! Do you think it was him? Is that what you mean?’ She grew more hysterical.

‘No, of course not,’ Riley insisted. ‘It doesn’t fit, does it? He targets women alone, and he breaks in, and we haven’t been broken into. Also, no feather.’

‘But there was an article, he was in Hull, didn’t leave a feather!’ Grace’s voice was shrill.

‘Stop it.’ Riley grabbed her shoulders. ‘They’re all older women.’

‘I told you we should have sorted a house alarm,’ she cried.

They discussed getting one a few weeks ago but Riley said that with Lights Out and the government recommendation that people should have fully charged back-up for them, it would be a pain in the arse. And what if it kept going off, woke them? Riley said with the new Night Watch scheme they were safe. She had been comforted by that but now, not at all.

‘I want one,’ said Grace, still shaking.

‘I’ll ring around tomorrow.’ He said it finitely, ending the conversation, instead starting to rummage in cupboards. ‘Right, which pasta sauce do you want?’

She stared at him in disbelief. ‘How can you sound so . . . not bothered?’

‘What else can I do right now?’ Riley shrugged.

‘Aren’t you scared?’ She couldn’t get the Feather Man out of her head.

‘Tell me what you want me to do then,’ he said, exasperated.

‘Call the police.’

He sighed. ‘But Grace, nothing’s been taken, there’s no sign of a break-in . . . they’ll think you’re crazy.’

‘Me? Why me? Am I imagining those candles?’ Her voice was tight, the hurt deep.

‘OK, they’ll think we’re crazy. Don’t you see that?’ Riley sighed. ‘Do you want me to sleep down here?’

‘No. Stay upstairs with me.’ She hated her insecurity.

‘Whatever you want.’ He looked at her. ‘Maybe it’s someone who fancies you.’

‘What do you mean?’ She frowned.

‘A man likes you and is leaving you gifts.’ His voice had an edge as he spoke. What was he implying?

Grace closed her eyes. Saw Steve. Saw a wrapped gift outside the door of her tiny flat, heard three-year-old Jamie singing ‘Baa Baa Black Sheep’ behind her. Saw her trembling hands open it, reveal a photograph of them both when they had been happy, smeared now in red paint, like blood. That had been weeks after they ended.

But this couldn’t be him. Why now, out of the blue, after almost twenty years?

It made no sense.

‘Just teasing.’ Riley laughed, making her jump.

‘I don’t know how you can be so casual,’ said Grace quietly, to which Riley had no response.

Instead, he made pasta and sauce which they ate in the kitchen with their coats on; it might have been romantic in the soft lamplight if the two strange candles hadn’t looked on from their corner, a gift from a sick-sense-of-humour Santa Claus.

‘Are you leaving them there?’ asked Riley.

‘Shouldn’t we, for the police?’ She looked around. ‘We should set cameras up.’ Then she would know for sure if it was Steve and could deal with him herself, never tell Riley about that horrible time, the guilt she felt at upsetting Jamie.

‘You’d need ones that see in the dark,’ said Riley. ‘And that run on batteries.’

‘Maybe if we get a house alarm fitted, they can do that too?’

‘Let’s think about it tomorrow.’ The conversation was over.

 

The house grew too cold to stay downstairs. Riley led the way to the bedroom with the lamp, Grace clinging to his shirt. The chill sheets were as unwelcoming as a grave. It took an age for her to get warm while he cleaned his teeth. Once they were settled together, he opened his laptop and loaded up the crime series. Although he was there, beside her, Grace had never felt more alone. But she was afraid to kiss his neck in case he didn’t respond again.

How long had she felt this insecure with him? Was the switch off exacerbating it? Was it something deeper?

She was afraid to consider that.

‘Goodnight.’ She curled up in her sleep position.

‘They’ll say we’re a Lights Out casualty,’ said Riley suddenly.

‘A what?’ Grace opened her eyes.

‘That’s what they’re calling people who have suffered as a result of it. I was reading on Twitter about the rise in suicides this week.’

A lump rose in Grace’s throat. ‘That’s so sad.’

‘Anyway, goodnight,’ said Riley, as though he had just told her to remember the bins.

She felt morose. Many had it much worse than she did. Patients were dying at the hospice. Parents had to choose between food and heating for their children. The cold that took Grace’s breath away on the walk home (run, Grace, you ran most of the way) could kill people. Could make people feel compelled to die. She stifled a sob.

At least a twelve-hour shift was a blessing when you wanted oblivion; despite vivid images of Steve being taken away by police officers, screaming her name, and of the blue-grey fish swimming around the bowl, and two candles flickering angrily, Grace drifted off.





Chapter 12

I Am Here

Grace was trapped in a tight, dark, airless space. She couldn’t see anything beyond her own nose, not the hands she held out, not her surroundings. She scratched at wood, her nails snagging and pulling. I’ve been here before. She had. I can’t do it again. She couldn’t. The dark. Too much. Too endless. I can’t, I can’t, I can’t.

Then someone opened a door. Joy, at first. Steve. With flowers, roses and calla lilies. His favourite gift. She reached for them, cried out in pain. A thorn. Blood. Steve kissed the injury. I didn’t mean to upset you. But he had. He had played his watch-the-clock game. It’s about being able to trust you, Grace. If she popped to the corner shop, he timed it; more than ten minutes and she’d been flirting with the assistant. When she got ready, he timed it; more than five minutes and she had too much make-up on, was going to flirt with men at work.

The roses and calla lilies burst into flames.

And Grace was back in the dark, airless space, screaming, screaming, screaming.

Riley’s voice from afar.

She followed it. Emerged into the real. The glow of the camping lamp. The safety of their bedroom.

‘It’s me,’ he mumbled, still half-asleep. ‘You were screaming . . . scared me . . .’

Grace thought her heart would jump out of her chest.

‘What did I say?’ she asked.

He responded, but at first she couldn’t quite hear. When she asked him to say it again, he was snoring. Only as she began to drift off did she realise what he had said, the words appearing as they often do when the brain has put the unheard vowels with the more audible consonants, and gifts you their meaning.

She had screamed, I don’t want to die.

She didn’t.

But the dark always made her feel she would.

 

In the morning, because they hadn’t switched off the lights yesterday, they all came on at once with the return of the electricity. Grace welcomed it. Riley’s alarm went off and he shuffled into the bathroom. She lay in bed a little longer, enjoying the warmth, not wanting to go downstairs. She was at work tonight so should get up, take a morning walk, and then nap in the afternoon to get through it.

‘Can you check the house?’ she asked when Riley emerged.

He sat on the bed, studied her; she couldn’t read his expression. ‘You OK?’

‘Yes,’ she lied. That was what he wanted.

Riley nodded slowly. ‘Do you ever think . . .?’

‘What?’

‘Nothing, it doesn’t matter.’

‘No, what?’ insisted Grace.

‘Well, maybe . . .’ He couldn’t look her in the eye. ‘Should you speak to someone?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘A counsellor,’ he said quietly.

Grace wasn’t sure how to take the suggestion. She knew she’d been erratic. But surely Riley knew her too well to write her off as a lunatic?

‘It was only an idea.’ He headed downstairs.

A counsellor? She didn’t need that.

‘Anything there?’ she shouted after a while, still annoyed with him.

‘Can’t see anything.’ Her relief was immense. Maybe – just maybe – she had put those candles in the kitchen. ‘Right, I’m off.’

‘Remember to ring someone about a house alarm,’ she called.

But he had gone.

She got up, made coffee, took it into the living room, and switched on the TV to catch the morning news. Shook her head at the MP lecturing a distraught guest whose father was in hospital because he had fallen in the night.

‘I feel for him,’ the red-faced MP blustered, ‘but a man of eighty-nine could fall in daylight. What we gain from this scheme far outweighs the few casualties.’

‘But it isn’t a few,’ cried the woman. ‘What about the crippling cold that’s put ice on the inside of people’s windows at night? Ten degrees is the average temperature people are living in when the heating’s off. It sounds mild but it has a severe impact on the heart, lungs and brain.’

‘We’ve been giving advice,’ tried the MP, ‘and we’ve offered t—’

‘What on earth can you offer to a frozen eighty-five-year-old woman in a damp flat? To my dad? Aren’t you one of those MPs who has moved his entire family to your second home in London so they all stay warm there?’ The woman was on a roll. ‘It’s disgusting that the capital gets electricity while we freeze! It’s even worse in Scotland – my aunt said her water pipes have frozen so she can’t even make a cuppa. You lot have no idea.’

The blue-grey fish flip-flopped as though applauding her.

Grace headed back upstairs to dress for a walk and halfway, something made her stop. Had she sensed rather than seen it? Her eyes were drawn again to the picture of Riley and her at the black-tie work do.

Except it wasn’t.

What the hell?

They no longer smiled their way out of the gilt frame. Behind the glass now was a painting of a gold dragon, immense mouth agape, not breathing fire though smoke lingered on the air, red sky raging behind him, hell in the heavens. The details were meticulously etched. Grace could see the ripples of skin as though it moved, hear breath like it lived, smell ash like there had been fire.

Then it turned and looked at her.

She gasped, stepped back, nearly fell; almost another Lights Out casualty. When she blinked, it was back in position, motionless, not real.

And then she saw the note, tucked behind the frame. Fingers clumsy, she opened it.

 

I am here.

Love,

The Night.





Chapter 13

Deterring Ghosts and Devils

Tom went to the cemetery in the rain.

He wasn’t generally a morose bugger, but he needed to get out. He was a cemetery caretaker, but he had been signed off due to acute anxiety. Some days he missed it, wished the doctor hadn’t given him a sick note. Maintaining the grounds on his own was therapeutic, suited his solitary nature.

Harper had often said that he must be morbid to ‘measure and mark out grave spaces’. But doing such a thing felt . . . honourable. He made sure that a person’s last resting place was perfect. The dead deserved that.

As Tom walked through puddles, it was tempting to check the bins and pick up soda cans from the pathways. Instead, he sat on a bench beneath a yew tree; such a cliché. These evergreens are common to graveyards because of their ability to thrive in all weather and soils. Their branches are supposed to deter ghosts and devils, though Tom wasn’t sure about that. Of course, he couldn’t sit for long. So he walked the circuit again, returning to his spot beneath the yew tree.

He had almost been dragged into a protest earlier, so came here to decompress. He hated large crowds, loud noises, the simmering chance of violence. Trying to get through Victoria Square, he had been hit in the face with a placard; FIGHT FOR THE LIGHT almost knocked him off his feet. He didn’t want to fight for it. He liked the dark. He had run from the chanting and yelling.

Here, there was peace.

He looked to his left; frowned.

On the bench, a single flower. He moved closer. A black rose, made of silk. He looked around. The place was empty.

You must have put it there.

No, he hadn’t.

Black roses symbolised mourning and tragedy, though few people used them on coffins or at funerals, preferring brightly coloured, hopeful flowers. Had someone left it to say something? If so, what? Had it been there earlier, and he hadn’t noticed? Not likely. Had someone dropped it when sitting here while he walked the grounds earlier, perhaps from a bunch intended for a grave? But Tom hadn’t encountered a soul since arriving here.

He shivered. The rain had stopped. It was time to go.

He headed home, avoiding Victoria Square.

Even though home was a place he dreaded going.





Chapter 14

His Name, the Unmentionable

Grace found Riley’s number with trembling fingers but it went to the message service. She tried again, wandering the house, checking the windows and doors; all intact; chain across the front door. Then she rang the local police station. A woman took some details, said they were much busier than usual but someone would come by the end of the day.

Despite the horror, Grace couldn’t tear her eyes from the gold dragon.

She shook her head, forced herself to walk away, paced the landing and then went back, imagining the original picture back in the frame, all being well again. She reached out to tear it down, but realised she should leave it for the police. It could have fingerprints on it and she might disturb them.

Who the hell did such a thing – removed a photograph and put a garish artwork in its place? Why? Was there a coded message she couldn’t see? Steve had harassed her after they broke up, left gifts, but this just didn’t feel like that. And the note from The Night. Why would Steve call himself that?

She put it in the ‘Shit and Stuff’ drawer with the one from yesterday and slammed it shut. When she couldn’t get hold of Riley after multiple tries, she called her mother.

‘Hang on,’ said Catherine brusquely, ‘I’m polishing my nails. Let me put the lid on.’ Grace waited. ‘I don’t want it to clag. I want to look nice for my audition.’

‘Your audition?’

‘For my over-fifty-fives acting group. They’re very amateur, think they’re Judi Dench when they’re more Punch and Judy, but it’ll do me. I’m playing Lady Macbeth in their upcoming production.’

‘You already got the part? Why the audition then?’

‘I don’t have it yet, but I will. How are you, dear?’ Catherine blew on her nails.

Grace paused.

What stopped her answering? Knowing how it would sound if she told her? Or was it that mostly they talked about the surface stuff, the everyday things, the topics that were easily digested and just as easily changed if needed. It had always been that way. Grace was sure it began around the time her father left. Catherine had spoken of it only when it happened, then never again, refusing to answer Grace’s questions.

Eventually she had given up asking and blamed herself for his disappearance.

As she recalled it – and this could be hazy, change with her mood – he had been there for a bedtime story, and gone the next morning. No explanation. She had often analysed that last evening, seeking answers for the sudden departure that followed, but time and distance were the midnight mist that swallowed any remnants of that evening.

Now, his name was the unmentionable.

At the thought of him, Grace felt someone behind her.

Didn’t dare turn.

She pictured him, hiding some treat or surprise behind his back as he often had then, a Kinder egg or a plastic pink watch with the time stuck forever on noon. She saw him asleep in an armchair – blue plaid, his favourite – snoring softly, then farting as he often did, waking at the sound and blaming another item in the room. ‘It was the curtains,’ he would say. ‘It was the door.’

It wasn’t that she feared him (you did, Grace, sometimes; later on, at the end, before he left) but that she feared turning and him not being there. Why were these memories so rich in colour, so easily evoked, when she rarely let them in? Was it the situation now? And were her fears evoking the man she’d rather not look at; the one she was sure only filled the house in the months before he left; the strange, scary Dad.

The one who ranted. Don’t let them in, don’t let them in, don’t let them in. ‘Who?’ she had wanted to ask, but been afraid to. And besides, the glazed look in his eyes meant he often didn’t even see her there. Now, someone had been in. Now, she wanted to yell these words.

‘Are you there, dear?’ Catherine interrupted her train of thought.

‘Yes.’ Grace’s word was a croak.

‘How are you?’

‘Not good,’ admitted Grace.

‘Are you coming down with something? Do you want me to make you som—’

‘Nothing like that.’ Grace wanted her mother to listen, not find solutions. ‘I . . . something’s been happening.’

‘Like what?’ Catherine was impatient; she wanted answers, fast.

‘Someone has been coming into the house and leaving strange items.’ There. Grace had said it.

‘What kind of items?’ Catherine spoke more softly now.

Grace described them, realising how odd the collection sounded when put together. She shivered when she told her mother what the three notes had said, and that despite these peculiar additions, nothing had been taken.

‘I hope you’ve called the police,’ said Catherine.

‘I have. Someone should be coming today.’

‘Do you have any idea who might do such a thing?’

Grace shook her head, then quickly added, ‘No idea.’

Her mother had never known how bad things had got with Steve so there was no point sharing his name as a possible suspect. The shame she had felt at how much she let that man control her when she should have been putting Jamie first was not something she found easy to share. She would look for him on social media later though, see where he lived, what his life was now, if it was possible he might have done this too.

‘There’s been no sign of anyone breaking in,’ she continued. ‘That’s the strangest thing of all.’

‘Dear, there are only three possibilities then.’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s either you . . . or Riley . . . or someone who has a key.’

The obvious conclusion, unless you blamed something ghostly, but how would anyone from another realm put a picture of a dragon into a frame? And Steve couldn’t possibly have a key.

‘You’re right. I know it isn’t me.’

‘And Riley?’

‘Why would he?’ Grace paused. ‘And only you have a key.’

‘Somewhere,’ said Catherine vaguely. ‘Please let me know what the police sa—’

Grace’s phone flashed; Riley was calling. ‘I have to go, it’s Riley and I want him here for the police.’ She hung up and pressed green. ‘I rang the police,’ she told him. ‘They’re coming at some point. Can you get home?’

‘I’m not sure . . .’ He sounded as though he hadn’t registered what she was saying.

‘Please try.’

Grace sounded desperate, she knew, but who wouldn’t? She mediated a constant internal battle between independent Grace and needy Grace. Once upon a time, as a single mum, she had done it all – changed plugs, plumbed washing machines, decorated rooms, and built wardrobes. She was an embarrassment now, depending on Riley. How had it happened? She was like a cotton reel that had unspooled, until the empty bobbin was bare and helpless. When support was there, you took it, got used to it, forgot the days when you’d survived – thrived – without it.

‘I could do with the support,’ she admitted.

‘I’ll try.’ Riley was obviously irritated. ‘Didn’t they give a time?’

‘No. Did you get hold of someone to fit a house alarm?’

‘Grace, I’m at work,’ he cried. ‘Why don’t you ring around?’ And he hung up.

 

A police officer arrived two minutes before Riley did. PC Littlewood had feathery hair flattened by his hat and a face that looked as though he would rather be anywhere else. Riley hurried into the house.

‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Busy morning. I’ve got fifteen minutes.’ Grace brushed it off. At least he was here.

‘So you’ve had a break-in?’ PC Littlewood asked, his expression bored.

‘It’s not that simple,’ said Grace.

They went into the living room. Grace didn’t drink the tea she had made for them all. She put her mug next to the fishbowl; the glass steamed up, so the curve was a toothy grin, as though the fish had been involved in the tomfoolery. She pointed to it. ‘There are three fish now.’ She blinked thrice as though to confirm the existence of each one.

PC Littlewood watched the gentle undulation of waves caused by the fish swimming back and forth. ‘Now?’ he repeated.

‘We only had two,’ explained Riley. ‘Grace came down the other morning and the grey one had been added. Angelina,’ he added, with a small, wry smile. Grace nudged him. It wasn’t the moment for jokes.

‘Sorry?’ PC Littlewood frowned.

‘Doesn’t matter.’

‘Someone came into your house and added a fish?’ PC Littlewood couldn’t hide his disbelief.

‘Yes,’ whispered Grace. She glanced at Riley who finished his tea with an irritatingly loud gulp. ‘That’s not all . . .’

‘Oh?’ said PC Littlewood.

Grace found that she couldn’t voice the curious additions to her home; instead, she led him to each violated area. To the pair of candles guarding a corner and to the fierce dragon artwork on the stairway wall. Riley leaned in to study the print; of course, he was seeing it for the first time.

‘That’s hideous,’ he said.

PC Littlewood looked at it with equal distaste, then at his notepad, and then at Grace. ‘And you’re absolutely sure this isn’t your painting?’ he asked.

‘You think I don’t know what’s hanging in my house?’ she cried. ‘I’ve never seen it before in my life. Yesterday there was a picture of me and my husband in there. He’ll tell you that.’

Riley nodded. He reached for it.

‘No,’ said PC Littlewood. ‘Fingerprints.’

‘I wanted to see if our picture was still in there.’ Riley looked at Grace. Of course. Had the pictures been swapped or did the other remain?

‘I need to make absolutely sure what has been . . .’ PC Littlewood coughed. ‘Added.’

‘Just what we’ve shown you,’ said Grace.

‘Has anything been taken?’

They came downstairs and he scanned the rooms, an expert eye looking for something out of place.

‘That’s just it.’ Grace’s it came out as a sob. ‘Nothing’s gone.’

‘Was there any sign of forced entry?’

‘Not that I could see,’ said Riley. ‘I checked each time.’

‘Does anyone have an emergency key?’

Grace shook her head. ‘Only my mother, but Jesus, it wasn’t her.’

‘Have you fallen out with or upset anyone?’

‘Not that I can think of,’ said Grace.

‘Anyone you can think of who might do such a thing?’

Was now the time to mention Steve? Tell Riley she had not only been stupid enough to get pregnant at nineteen, but three years later she had been blinded by the passion of a man who promised a better life and then ruined it with insidious control and gaslighting.

Grace saw Steve as though he had come into the room to assess the crime scene too. She had always felt his arrival before she saw him. It was a mixture of fear and love and of having to assess his mood to prepare for how she should be. He didn’t speak. His silence was always the worst. In it, she would panic, worry what she’d done wrong, add up how long she had taken to bathe or talk to a friend. Now, the ghostly Steve finally spoke: Remember what I told you, Grace? You are mine, and you always will be, and I’ll never let you go.

‘Grace?’

She jumped. PC Littlewood was studying her.

‘Sorry . . . I . . .’

Riley shook his head. ‘I can’t think of anyone who’d do this.’ His words were firm.

Grace repeated them, if only to make herself believe.

She didn’t mention Steve.

PC Littlewood’s radio crackled; voices overlapped, spirits fighting for attention at a séance. ‘I’ll send someone to brush for prints,’ he said. ‘I can’t say when; we’ve had a huge rise in calls since Lights Out. People thinking they’ve seen an intruder. This Feather Man in Leeds has really unnerved people.’

‘I read that he broke into a house in Hull,’ said Grace.

‘I can’t talk about that,’ said PC Littlewood.

‘But what if he was responsible for this?’

‘This isn’t his MO.’

‘Can you be sure?’ Grace pushed.

‘I’m sure PC Littlewood knows more than we do,’ said Riley.

‘Anyway,’ said the police officer, ‘breaking and entering is a crime, and if these items aren’t yours, someone has been in. Once I get back to the station and log it, you’ll be given a crime number.’ He studied them both. ‘In the meantime, I’d recommend a house alarm.’

Grace looked at Riley.

He looked away.

‘Don’t destroy these items,’ said the PC. ‘We might be able to lift prints.’

‘From a fish?’ Riley said, and Grace shoved him.

PC Littlewood looked around the house one more time before leaving, clearly as baffled as they were by the intrusion.

Riley said, ‘You never told him about the notes.’

‘Neither did you,’ she snapped.

‘I just thought of it.’

‘Me too.’

Her knees suddenly felt weak. It was all too much. The switch off, the idea that someone had been in the house, a police officer having to come, the past chasing her.

‘Who the hell is The Night?’ She paused. ‘I think it’s someone who knows my . . . fears.’

Steve had known about them, mocked her for it.

‘Tonight I’ll sleep downstairs while you’re at work,’ said Riley. ‘Keep an eye out.’

‘Oh, thank you.’ Grace was grateful.

‘Right, I have to get back to work,’ he said.

When he left, Grace tried to sleep, ready for her shift, but she tossed and turned and, in the end, got up. It would be a long night.

She got her laptop, opened Facebook. Typed in Steve Tudor. Thankfully an unusual surname. It brought up ten options, four without a picture. And there he was. Black hair thinning now and flecked with grey. Eyes narrow, like a rat’s. She felt sick. All those feelings of worthlessness, there again. All the things he had said to undermine and belittle her.

Ever wonder why your father left, and then Jamie’s father too? Ever thought it must be something to do with you? But I’ll never leave you. Ever.

Still, she clicked on his profile, and then on his About. According to this, he lived in Lincoln and was married. In pictures, he and his wife looked happy. She was blonde, slight, eyes bright. Did that light hide fear? Her joy looked real – in holiday snaps on a beach she looked at her husband with unadulterated adoration.

Why would he come all the way to Hull every night with weird items and leave them in her house?

Had he changed? Did people like that ever change?

She thought about messaging him, but resisted. If it wasn’t Steve, she’d be opening up a past she would rather avoid. Leave it. See what happened. What the police found.

 

Just after four, Grace went to the window to face the dying day. She looked up at the opposite bedroom window, feeling that if she saw Stacey there, all would be well. But the black glass stared back, vacant, dead eyes. She should check Stacey was OK after knocking the poor child over on the street. She made a note to herself to stop by tomorrow.

The sun fell, shrouded in cloud, a festive orange wrapped in tissue paper. She hurried around the house switching everything on, flick, lit.

At least, with work, she would escape the dark tonight.
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