
A grand day out 

 

 

Museum, cathedral, botanical gardens… car park. It should be here but it isn’t.  

I turn the map upside down, face back the way I’ve just come and try again. 

The spire’s on the left, the cedar of the botanical gardens is poking up over the 

wall on the right, car park should be… 

Where the fuck has it gone? 

I’m swearing in my head, which is a bad sign. Why do they even need a car 

park in this god-forsaken hole? It’s dead! Museum’s closed, cathedral’s falling 

down, and the botanical gardens have gone wild. Not surprising there are no 

tourists. Just the ugliest housing estate I’ve ever seen, and this awful smell.  

Funny. One of those terrible houses—one like a pile of boxes—the roof, 

I’m sure it sort of lifted. There goes another one, other side of the street. Christ! 

That rumbling! Is it an earthquake, or what?  

Where did that fucking car park go?  

There, more roofs flipping up, and there’s something inside, big green 

eyes staring. The boxes, they’re full of… Not rumbling. Growling. I recognize the 

smell now—cat shit.  

I start to run.  

A catnip mouse the size of a pony bounces into the road in front of me, 

and something slams into my back, pinning me to the ground. A cage of knives 

clenches shut, delving between my ribs and— 

 

  



 

 

 

 

A safe place 

 

 

William turned on his pillow to face the door. It always came through the door 

when he wasn’t looking. He scattered toys on the floor so he would hear if it tried 

to sneak up on him, but his mother always tidied them away when she looked in 

on him before she went to bed.  

He’d asked her not to do it but she’d said “It’s dangerous, Pugsley. 

Somebody might fall on them and hurt themselves.” 

Yeah, that’s the idea, he’d wanted to say, but how could you expect a 

woman who called you Pugsley to understand anything important like that? 

It was too late now. He daren’t get out of bed. The house was silent and 

dark, and if he moved it would know he was awake. He hated the house where 

the thing lived. He hated his parents for letting it live there. The storybook told 

him there was a place where the thing wouldn’t find him. Where not even his 

mother would find him. When he saw a shooting star, he made a vow that the 

next time the thing came, he would go there. 

The door creaked. Fear made his insides turn over on themselves, and he 

clutched the plane in his fist. The shiny metal felt solid and comforting against 

his sweaty palm. He ran the wheels over the sheet to test that everything was 

working. The door opened a little further. He could see the darkness of the 

hallway drifting into the room, hear the cold, clammy sound of breathing. 

“Now,” he whispered. 

The wheels whished across the sheet; the engines rumbled to life. William 

clung to the shuddering fuselage, his teeth gritted in a smile of triumph. The 

door flew open but he was already gone, another star in the night sky. 

 



  



 

 

Attic 

 

 

We’d visited all of the house except the attic. We’d admired the old beams, run 

our fingers through the soot around the fireplaces, picked at the flaking 

paintwork and prodded the woodwormy window frames. We smiled inwardly. 

Nothing serious. Cosmetic. We loved the house. The estate agent turned in the 

doorway, the eager light in his eyes betraying his hopes that we’d be signing 

without too much fuss. I too turned for one last look at the kitchen, the homely 

beams, the red tiles on the floor, the small wooden door in the corner, and I 

hesitated, the warm feeling faltering. 

“The attic. We ought really to visit it, you know.” 

The estate agent had opened that door briefly, pushed his overfed bulk 

into the narrow opening and declared. 

“No, that staircase really is too rickety.” He backed out, a determined smile 

plastered across his face. “Next time, maybe. No electric light up there. The 

beams are perfectly sound. There’s a certificate in the file. Nothing to worry 

about from the roof either. It had a thorough revision two years ago. In the file.” 

He smiled again without warmth, and they’d moved on to visit the other rooms. 

“I’d like to see.” 

The estate agent began to bluster, which made me even more adamant. As 

a species they have a bad press, and I wouldn’t trust this one as far as I could 

throw him, which, given his girth, was nowhere.  

Tom caught my eye. “I brought a flashlight for emergencies,” he said, 

producing it from his pocket like the piece of evidence that clinched the case. 

The estate agent sighed and opened the door with an obvious bad grace. 

He led the way, grumbling about the dust, the ominous creaks, the broken 

handrail. At the top, another door. Behind, the light was pale, thin. One dusty 



window let in light that had the texture and vibrations of another time. The day 

we had left was sunny, cheerful. The attic was full of winter. 

The estate agent stomped about on the boards, his shoes leaving prints. He 

stomped, chuntered, broke the silence that had hung like cobwebs for how long? 

“How long did you say the house has been empty?” 

“Not long. The owners moved out in the spring.” 

Tom flashed light into the dim corners. I rubbed a hole in the grime of the 

window. The garden was there, but I couldn’t see the flowers. I was certain I’d 

seen a clump of hydrangeas by the wall, a splash of dawn sky colour. I frowned, 

shivering. It was cold in the attic though outside the sun was warm. The estate 

agent carried on stamping his feet and slapping his hands together. It was almost 

as if he was trying to make as much noise as possible. Tom’s flashlight lingered 

on an old pram with a mouldering doll sitting inside. The pram was a relic from a 

bygone age. The fabric of the doll’s dress and the lining of the pram were the 

colour of dust, fragile, and trembling on the brink of becoming dust like the rest 

of the attic. I listened to the papery rustling behind the estate agent’s elephantine 

blunderings, the patter of voices. 

“They didn’t come up here often, did they?” Tom let the light wander right 

to the back where the roof was lowest and the shadows deepest. A bed, a child’s 

bed. He started towards it. I grabbed his arm. The air was so cold. The estate 

agent was shuffling nervously by the stairs. Maybe he could hear them too, the 

voices.  

“They never came up here,” I said. 

Tom looked at me and I could see that he understood too. Something 

touched the back of my neck. 

“Let’s go,” I said. “Please.” 

 The air moved and the rags that hung over the window fluttered. The thin 

light dimmed. The estate agent’s bulk disappeared surprisingly quickly, and the 

sound of his steps hurrying across the room came up from the kitchen. 

I turned and peered one last time into the darkness of the farthest wall 

beneath the eaves. The shadows stirred, laboriously, and Tom pushed me down, 



away, and pulled the door shut behind him. The rickety stairs shook and 

shuddered, and the voices whispered,  

Please, 

Please, 

Please. 

Outside, the sunshine that dried the damp tears on my face beamed down 

on the sky-blue and pink flowers of hydrangeas by the wall.   

 

  



 

 

 

Forest eyes 

 

 

The tree watches. In its branches perch a world of birds. Insects trundle and 

burrow beneath the ridges of its bark. Nuthatches, tits, finches creep and dig, 

tiny claws clinging, beaks pecking. In the forest silence, the small sounds ring out 

bell-clear. Sunlight, filtered through its dwindling leaves, falls softly golden on 

my face, but I am not fooled. There is no acceptance here, only dull, eternal 

hostility. Yet I stay because the eyes of the tree compel me. 

I shrink beneath the towering silver-grey trunk, hold out my hands to 

show the watching eyes that they are empty. The implacable stare is unflinching. 

The pecking stops. Birds flutter and are lost among the dapples of sunlight and 

shade. Eyes, lidless, dark wounds where limbs once grew, stare at me, the 

intruder.  

No more, the breeze murmurs. No more.  

I won’t, I say. I never have done, never would. 

But the breeze has flowed on and on and doesn’t listen.  

Times change, whisper the last golden leaves. Trees change. 

Dusk falls slowly here, dimming light, the setting sun reflected from the 

clouds along the horizon. Roosting birds shuffle. Yellow eyes blink. Around me, 

the rustling of dead things grows louder. 

 

  



 

 

 

Augurs 

 

 

Nobody believed the augurs. The ravens flocked and wheeled but eventually flew 

with their steady, powerful wing beats to a place of safety. Every bird in the city 

followed in their wake. Every stray cat and every fox slunk into the green refuge 

beyond the city borders.  

Not even when the crimson mouths smiled across the night sky did the 

people look up from their partying or their solid sleep. No one noticed the 

blackness that was not cloud boiling up from horizon to horizon. Only when the 

lips parted and spewed white fiery death did the laughter stop. 

 

  



 

 

 

Whoosh 

 

 

“It was a hay loft, sweetheart,” her mother said. “The old lady who used to live 

here kept hay up there to feed her cows.” 

“But it’s empty now,” the child said. “And I hear things.” 

“It used to be a hay loft,” her mother said patiently, “so there were lots of 

small animals lived in it.” She smiled encouragingly. “Dormice, you know, like in 

Alice in Wonderland.” 

The girl shook her head. “It’s not mice. It’s a big whooshing noise. And it’s 

angry.” 

The sound of the TV wafted through to the child’s bedroom. Audience 

laughter, applause. The woman shuffled her feet, and the gesture of stroking her 

daughter’s hair became more brusque. She looked over her shoulder at the light 

from the screen playing on the hallway wall, reminding her that she was missing 

the show. The child watched her stoically, knowing her mother had stopped 

listening or caring. She expected no more, just a brief smile and a kiss on the 

cheek. 

“If the mice bother you tonight,” she said, pecking the dark gold hair that 

lay across her daughter’s brow, “we’ll see about getting you a kitten.” 

“Promise?” 

The quick smile flashed again. 

“We’ll see. Now go to sleep.” 

The child didn’t smile and she didn’t go to sleep. Not straight away. She 

tried not to think about the kitten because she didn’t believe in it. She’d been 

promised a cat ever since she first complained about the noises upstairs. Her 

mother didn’t like cats. She rolled on her side so she could see the door and the 

bright strip of light from the hallway. The TV laughter rolled into the room in 



waves of irritating jollity but she wasn’t listening. She was waiting for the 

whooshing to start. 

The child didn’t know why there was so much anger upstairs in the house. 

She didn’t know what had happened to the old lady who used to live there, nor 

had she ever tried to understand what her parents argued about in low voices 

when she was in bed. What was important was the whooshing noise and why it 

was angry. 

She must have slept because when she opened her eyes again, the strip of 

light had gone and the TV was silent. The countryside was full of furtive night 

noises, and the house answered in its own language of creaks and sighs. The 

child listened for the other sound, the sound that was wrong.  

It started above her head. She imagined someone waving a bed sheet, 

flapping it to get the creases out. It was a comforting thought but not a 

convincing one. She sat up and felt around for her slippers. 

The attic door was just opposite her bedroom door. She wasn’t supposed 

to open it. The stairs weren’t safe, her mother said. But she knew the step with 

the broken board, and she skipped over it. It was dark. The air was in movement, 

a whirring, vibrating movement, and it was probably filled with dust motes if 

there had been any light to see by. She stood on the edge of the big empty room 

where hay still drifted. The shutters on all the windows were tight closed except 

where something had pushed one open. A pane was missing in that window, and 

she could see the stars through the opening, clear and bright.  

She listened. The air trembled. She didn’t know if she was frightened, or 

if she ought to be frightened. The anger was something she understood, 

something she shared. It wanted to be let out. The shadows moved, and the slow, 

heavy whooshing began again, louder, rushing towards her. She held her breath 

and stood back from the stair. The mass of shadow flew past her, scratching her 

face, or was it stroking? A sensation like clawed feathers, a pungent smell of 

blood and animal, the noise that should not be, tumbled down the stairs. 

She sat on the step and waited as the anger filled the sleeping house and 

dug impossible claws deep into the walls.  



  

When the house had soaked up all the fractured sounds, and the noise 

that shouldn’t be had fallen silent, she skipped over the broken step and slipped 

back into bed. A brown feather floated onto her pillow. She held it tight in her 

fist as she drifted off to sleep. 

 

  



 

 

 

Honeymoon 

 

 

The honeymoon suite, he’d said. A honeymoon to remember, he’d laughed. 

Can’t wait, she’d said.  

They arrived after nightfall. The tower that looked like a crag grinned 

down at them. The top-most windows of the candle-lit room watched their 

progress. He stopped the car.  

“Well?” He turned to her with a questioning look. “What do you think?” 

She clenched her fists and stared ahead, straight into the palely flickering 

window eyes. “You’re kidding.” 

He laughed. She glared at him, unsure what the laughter meant. 

“I’m not getting out of this car,” she said, keeping her voice steady with an 

effort. 

He leant across and kissed her on the cheek. “You are silly sometimes,” he 

murmured. “I’m just teasing. The hotel’s a bit further down the road, overlooking 

the beach.” 

She shot him a look of relief and her fists unclenched. “Let’s go then. I’d 

kill for a hot bath.” She kissed him back. “And other things.” 

He grinned and the car moved off along the winding coast road to where 

the hotel crouched on the cliff overlooking the rocky cove. Behind them, the 

tower windows of the ruin blinked and went dark. Eyes followed them, satisfied. 

In a little while, shadows gathered at the foot of the tower and slid along the 

narrow impasse that led to the hotel, but not back again. 

 

  



 

 

 

Fishing 

 

 

No waves on the sluggish river, like thick soup, green with algae. In the dawn that 

never breaks along the banks, the delicate tracery of fishing lines arcs into the 

silent waters. Hunched along the banks, left and right, an army of watchers sit 

hunched over slender rods, intent upon the least quiver, the slightest trembling 

of the lines. Behind them, the city rumble changes tempo. Never ceasing, it hums 

through the night, and in the grey hours of the dawn the pace changes to a 

relentless march. The fishermen shuffle uneasily, listening for the heavy tread of 

the patrols, rounding up shirkers, but the promise of something, anything to 

supplement the famine rations is too strong to keep them away.  

A rod jerks. Along the bank, a score of pairs of eyes turn, fixed on the taut 

line. He hauls in his prize, quickly, his eyes restlessly moving from one hunched 

back to the next. Still listening for the patrol, he seizes the shapeless, colourless 

object he has hooked, and darts away with it up the bank, his teeth already 

tearing into it before he has even looks to see what it is. River slime and stifling 

algae coat the object that gives with the sickening soft sponginess of putrefaction 

beneath his teeth. The taste is foul and he gags.  

The thud of pounding boots breaks into his consciousness. Still trying to 

swallow, he runs, making for the trees at the top of the valley. A rattle of gunshot 

rings out and he stumbles, falls, his back blossoming red, his arms outflung. The 

boots approach, kick him over onto his back. The putrid hand, missing several 

fingers, drops from his dead grip. 

“Filthy cannibal,” the guard says and spits on the stricken face.  

 

  



 

 

 

 

Buzz 

 

 

I have always loathed spiders, squished every one that got too close, mercilessly. 

Not surprising then that this drifting, restless dream, probably inspired by 

indigestion, has a big, fat spider in it. Its eyes, red and globular stare into mine, 

its hairy mandibles fidget. Its awful bulk scuttles closer. Even though it’s a dream 

I feel sick. I moan and try to wake, struggling against some tough, sticky stuff, 

binding my arms and legs. I hear the click click of those awful jaws. The eyes 

hypnotise. I try to scream, and my voice is the faint buzz of a dying fly. 

 

  



 

 

 

Spiral staircase 

 

 

The stair went on forever, winding round and round, higher and higher, but the 

small window, the winking square of daylight came no closer. He stopped, to ease 

the fire in the muscles of his legs, and to scratch a mark on the stone with the 

edge of a coin. He climbed again, searching the walls, anxiety heavy and dull in 

the pit of his stomach. Round and round again. And the mark appeared. The 

bright, new scratched cross. He wanted to weep. The light laughed and he threw 

the coin, aiming for the window. The coin twisted and glinted once, twice, then 

disappeared. He couldn’t even tell if he had aimed true.  

There was only one choice—to go up or down. He turned and peered back 

down the winding stairwell. Darkness rose to meet him, thick, impenetrable and 

suffocating. One by one, the stairs were swallowed by the rising shadows, and 

from the shifting depths came the sound of the pit, the moaning and the mad 

chuckling that was following him. With a cry he turned back again, cursing the 

winking, laughing window and the light of a day he would never see, to climb the 

never-ending stair.  

 

  



 

 

 

 

Dolls’ house 

 

 

The estate agent cut the motor and helped her out of the dinghy. John jumped 

out behind her, and the agent tied up the little boat. There were no other boats 

on the jetty. She gazed at the woodland ahead, the placid brilliance of the lake 

behind her, and sighed deeply. 

“Gorgeous, isn’t it?” The estate agent smiled with all his teeth.  

“I can hardly believe we’re really doing this,” she said, her voice drifting 

on the breeze, and her fingers reached out for John’s hand. 

“A dream come true,” he echoed. 

“Let me show you the property,” the estate agent said, setting off along the 

ride lined with beech trees. The alley ended in a meadow that looked as though it 

had once been a tended lawn. Here and there, flowering shrubs cascaded wildly 

from the confines of what had once been strict beds. The agent put down his 

briefcase carefully in the grass and waved one arm from horizon to horizon. 

“The property stretches from the wall over there to the right, and as far as 

the wall you can just see through the trees to the left. This is where the architect 

has planned the house. The garden will run down to the beech wood and the 

driveway, and from the first floor you’ll have an unobstructed view of the lake.” 

“Wouldn’t it be more logical to put the house up there, at the highest 

point?” John pointed to the top of the rising ground. “We could see the lake from 

the ground floor too then, have a terrace looking right down on it.”  

A faint look of unease flitted across the estate agent’s face before it was 

replaced by a smile. He shook his head. “Land’s not been cleared there yet. 

You’d have to wait until the…investigations were over to start building. Could be 



a while, and in any case, that section of the property hasn’t been checked for 

seismic activity, subsidence, flooding—” 

“Flooding?” John raised an eyebrow. 

The agent grinned. “I admit, it’s not an obvious problem, but you know, 

the regulations.” 

“Can we look?” she asked, already moving up the hill. 

“Certainly,” the agent hurried to catch her up. “But there’s nothing to see.” 

There wasn’t much left of the building, just the foundations, cellars, some 

of the retaining walls and a lot of charred timber. John whistled. 

“Must have been quite a fire.” 

“Terrible,” the agent agreed. “The architect has prepared plans for this 

section too. Gardens and a summer house.” 

“What happened?” 

The estate agent smiled evasively and shrugged. “Nobody knows. And 

nobody…survived to give any clues.” 

“That’s why the investigation is still going on? After all this time?” 

“I expect it’s just a formality now.” The estate agent opened his briefcase. 

“I have the plans here, if you’d like to have a look?”  

She wandered off again, not wanting to stand still, just staring. Something 

in the air that she found oppressive made her fidgety. There was a low stone 

building, an outhouse of sorts, looked to be still intact. Poppies and cornflowers 

and various climbing plants grew up to the walls as if they’d been sown there. A 

little garden. Like the kind she had had when…She unlatched the door and it 

swung open. The room was bare stone walls and stone flagged floor. It was full of 

boxes. The sense of oppression increased, the heavy air vibrated. She listened. It 

was almost like voices. She took a step backwards. Looking over her shoulder, 

she saw John and the estate agent making their way towards her. It was their 

voices she had heard obviously. She stepped into the dark room and peered into 

the nearest of the boxes. She gave a gasp. John’s hand on her shoulder steadied 

her. The estate agent appeared at her side, his face white in the gloom. 

“It’s probably not a good idea to—” 



She interrupted him. “What’s all…this?” She swept a hand around the 

room and bent to open the box fully. “These?” 

Dozens of dolls, some dressed, some not, all sizes, hair colours, all with 

fluttering eyelids and big glass eyes, gazed at her. 

“The house, it was an orphanage. Didn’t you know?” 

As the estate agent shepherded them out into the sunlight, she thought 

she heard the pattering of feet on stone flags, and a breath of laughter followed 

her down to the beech ride.   

 

  



    

 

 

 

The visit 

 

 

“It’s certainly isolated,” he said approvingly. 

“Exactly what we’re looking for,” she agreed. “And the garden! It’s 

gorgeous.” 

They wandered through tangles of roses along mossy brick paths and the 

scent of honeysuckle, hardly noticing the passing time.  

“Estate agent’s running late,” he said, “I’ll give him a call.” He gave up 

after a few futile attempts. “No signal.” 

She hugged herself, suddenly cold. The sun had set. He pointed.  

“That must be him!” 

She looked in the direction of his pointing finger. A black silhouette 

striding. Something was not quite…Her hand flew to her mouth. 

“Oh my God!” 

 

Before Jay could put his arms around her, the house door at Emily’s back 

swung open and the darkness poured around her, drawing her inside. 

“Em!” he called and lunged to grab a trailing hand but the bullwhip curled 

around his neck and pulled him aside. A second flick of the dark man’s wrist tore 

the lash free in a fountain of blood. 

She saw but could do nothing. No words came. Her mouth was filled with 

cobwebs, her ears with a frantic pounding like a racing heart. She realised it was 

hers, and she no longer controlled it. 

 

Her heart yearned to reach out to the still, crumpled form beyond the sill, 

but her hands were bound tight to her sides by stinking bands of cloth. The 



ragged darkness in the doorway was blown away in a screaming gust of foul wind 

and a strange fox light outlined the silhouette of a tall man. Her gaze fixed on the 

brilliant glitter of his eyes, and was held fast. She tried to look away, tried to 

move her legs and run, but even a helpless scream was denied her. The door 

closed and total darkness descended.  

 

Total darkness enveloped her, except for two blood-red glittering points 

that advanced inexorably. A voice whispered, dry as dust and cold, like flakes of 

rust on winter iron railings. The words were strange, alien, but she felt their 

effect in the tightening of the bonds, the stench that sickened her, and the cold 

that deepened until she was trembling uncontrollably. Strong hands, fingers like 

steel claws, picked her up, and she felt herself flying, hurtling through the 

freezing dark and into deeper darkness. Her flight stopped abruptly, painfully 

against a cold bare wall. Her head carried on spinning and she vomited.  

 

He came for her later when she had no more tears left to cry, their trails 

frozen with the cold, and she could no longer feel anything but pain. She knew 

he was there because the air thickened and surged like a sickly sea. The vile 

words poured into her ear from lips that brushed her skin. Her frozen, awkward 

body was hauled upright and propelled forward. There was a click as a latch was 

lifted and a heavy shutter swung open on shrieking hinges. An old moon hung in 

the sky, and its light fell palely on the face beside her. 

 

In terror, her eyes searched for something, anything to fix upon that was 

not the creature by her side. But there was nothing, only the sliver of moon, a 

ghastly grin in the blackness of the sky. A hand, cold, again the claw-like fingers, 

gripped her chin and forced her head around. The face, thin and pale as the 

moon, grinned, the eyes, dark as dried blood pulled her into their sullen depths, 

and the thin lips moved forming a single word: look.  

The hand dragged her to the open window. She looked, out, down, and 

mouthed a silent scream.  



 

The sickly light showed not a wild rose garden but a desolation of broken 

trees and tangles of dead briars, leafless but clawed with vicious thorns. There 

was no road, no friendly twinkle of distant house lights. The smell was not the 

night scent of honeysuckled and lilac but the stench of corruption, and the only 

movement was the scuttling of a horde of rats submerging a shallow mound 

before the door. She gagged and moaned. Jay. The name echoed hopelessly 

inside her head as the creature pulled her to him and his mouth swallowed the 

last faint flicker of life.  

 

  



  

 

 

Dare 

 

The path stretched through the park straight as a die.  

“I dare you,” he said. 

She shrugged. “Why not?” 

“Because today might be her day.” 

“And it might not. But the golden apples are always at the end of the path.” 

She limbered up, did a few stretching exercises. He looked on, aghast. 

“You’re not going to? Not really?” 

“Why not? It’s worth the risk for a golden apple.” 

“But Tarantula—” 

She grinned. “Fuck Tarantula.” From her belt she drew a knife and held it 

up. The blade flicked out, long and vicious. 

He put out a hand, touched her arm. “Don’t. Please.” 

She shrugged it off. “I’ll buy you something nice afterwards.” 

She bent forward, one foot behind the other and looked at him one last 

time, her face lit up with excitement. 

“No. Please don’t.” 

 And she was gone, faster than he had ever seen any human being run. 

She ran beneath the metals struts along the path straight as a die that led to the 

apple trees, and the struts snapped closed around her. The earth trembled, the 

sky darkened. He couldn’t see if she moved, saw only the blood dripping, and 

Tarantula blotting out the sun. 

 

  



 

 

 

Winter solstice 

 

Winter solstice moonrise. Crisp grass crackled with frost. From the hilltop he 

watched the standing stones, watched as the light flooded the stone circle and a 

single beam fell between stones of the cromlech, turning the dark shadows silver. 

On this night, moonlight was blood, silver and cold, coursing beneath the moss 

and lichens. He watched, enthralled by the beauty of the scene, the light soft as 

silk that smoothed the rough granite, lending the heavy stones a pale, ethereal 

quality, graceful as the mountain girls with their white skin and swirling red 

skirts. He watched as the tallest of the stones straightened and raised shapely 

arms. He gasped as the stone woman turned her head, fixing him with dark eyes. 

He screamed as she pointed her finger, and her sisters advanced, swirling their 

skirts red as blood. 

 

	  


