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				Start

				 

				I like to walk in the rain. That might sound a little bit strange. Most people like to watch or listen to the rain beating down outside whilst they are snug in their living rooms, warming their hands in front of the fire, or around a cup of hot chocolate.

				Winter is my favourite time of the year; the colours, the smells, the excitement of Christmas. I love to be outside, the rain like background music, or in my car, music turned up, heaters on, the headlights illuminating the open road.

				You might be wondering why I’m telling you all this, but you’ll need to know how it started, all this...weird stuff. Well, that’s how it started. With the rain.

				I’d been over at my parents’ house for Christmas. I had arrived on Christmas Eve, the Wednesday night, just in time for the Christmas Eve carol concert at the village church! I had stayed through until the weekend and was heading back home on the Sunday evening for the yearly inconvenience of working the few days between Christmas and New Year.

				My parents live in a small village called Hepby, up in the Yorkshire Dales. Hepby is where I grew up, where I went to school, the place that I grudgingly left five years ago to take a place at university in London. I never returned to the village for good after that, but I’m working in York at the moment, putting my architectural studies into practice, so it’s much easier now to visit. Hepby is a beautiful place. In summer you can see for miles, and it’s all fields, sheep, dry-stone walls and the odd farmhouse.

				It was always a bit of a Sunday tradition in our family to go for a walk after dinner. We must have walked for miles back in those days, and covered every inch of the village and its neighbouring landscapes. We would set off, whatever the weather, just the three of us and our dog, Cal, who I had named, aged twelve, after my dad had let me stay up one night and watch East of Eden with him. He then continued over time to mould my taste in films, and a conversation about James Dean or John Wayne could always be relied upon to provoke some friendly family debates. This was what I loved about going back to Hepby: the late night chats in front of a real coal fire and catching up on all the local gossip; you’d be surprised how much news a small village is capable of producing, Hepby could fuel its own soap opera! My mum, of course, loved having me back for Christmas, so that she could fatten me up and show me off to her friends. I know some of my friends would rather do anything than have to sit through a family Christmas, but it’s always been different with our family, and Hepby is the perfect setting for a traditional Christmas. We even had some snow on Christmas Eve, and so woke up on Christmas morning to a view of the white-tipped hilltops. There’s nowhere I would have rather been for Christmas, and nothing I hated more than having to leave halfway through the festivities to return to York.

				I was brought up in the countryside and now I can only stay away for so long before I’m pining for the fresh air and an escape from the city. I still like to go for a walk around the village when I visit Hepby: it’s much more relaxing and better for getting rid of stress than a session in the gym or a couple of hours in the pub. I can still stand there and look out over the countryside for hours. It’s peaceful and still, and it’s home.

				My name is Declan Patrick Jones - the product of an Irish grandmother and a Welsh father - but everyone calls me Paddy. We’ve still got relatives over on the west coast of Ireland, mainly in Westport I think, although I’ve only been as far as Dublin and I’ve got a broad Yorkshire accent, but Paddy’s okay with me!

				So I had left my parents’ house at about eight o’clock on the Sunday evening, the twenty-eighth of December. It was wet and cold outside as I drove along the familiar winding country roads. I had the radio on which was playing some sort of Christmas jazz festival and the rain was beating down on the windscreen. Now, I would normally be in a bit of a rush to get home, especially on a Sunday night, when I’m rarely organised for a Monday morning back at work. I wouldn’t have any shirts ironed and all the little jobs I’d put aside for the weekend would most probably be on a mental ‘To Do’ list. My flatmate, Alistair, was having some friends over for the weekend, a little ‘post-Christmas party’ he said, so no doubt I would find myself reluctantly cleaning up after them, following the usual dilemma of not being able to find any clean cups and plates in the cupboard. So, this particular night I didn’t feel in any rush to get home. I’d had such a relaxing few days off work, away from the city, and Monday morning still seemed to be such a long way away. For the time being I was enjoying the rainy drive back to York, and I was taking my time with it.

				I was also maybe a little more thoughtful than normal because my grandad had been taken into hospital a week earlier, the day of my twenty-third birthday. This was following his second heart attack and his stubborn attempt to convince the doctor that he would be fine if they could just leave him alone in his own house. This trait has been unfortunately passed down through generations of the Jones’; we don’t like to be told what to do and we always know what is for the best! Little did I know then that I was on the verge of something that would test not only my strength of mind but also my already super-charged imagination. My grandad had therefore spent Christmas in the General Infirmary, which was in the next town, ten miles away, so I had spent quite a few hours during my stay either sitting with him or driving other members of my family to the hospital and back.

				Although I wasn’t really ready to leave, and would have liked to have stayed in Hepby a bit longer, the slow, rainy drive home provided some well-timed relief from the rush of the previous few days, and the confines of my warm car were not only protecting me from the storms but also giving me a little break from reality and a bit of time to myself. My parents’ house had been bustling with relatives, friends, and lots of people I’d never met before, and in fact I’m not sure my parents had either. That’s the thing about living in a small village; everyone knows everyone else, and from the day a new family moves in they treat every other house in the village like a second home. It’s nice I suppose, but maybe a bit too much to put up with all of the time. My mum seems to like it though; there’s always someone calling in on their way back from a shopping trip, or someone making a detour home from work just to say hello. They mustn’t ever get any time to themselves. There’s no such thing as a private life in Hepby, and the social scene is pretty non-existent; all the reasons I love Hepby are the same reasons I left!

				Anyway, as I said I was driving back to York. I knew this route off by heart; I always drove on the back roads, opting for the quietness of the countryside and the scenic route rather than the mundane view of the motorway. It was about halfway up the steep hill that led to the main road that I decided impulsively to pull over into the lay-by. I turned off the engine and stepped out of the car. The heavy rain had turned, momentarily, into a light drizzle and for a few minutes I stood next to my car looking up at the moon. It was too good to miss. The black fields, the stars lighting up the quiet, tiny village. It had once been a busy little place, when I was at school there, or maybe that’s just how I remember it. Now the shops were closing one by one as people moved nearer to the towns, nearer to the schools and their jobs. There were still plenty of people around during the day time, and an extra helping of visitors at Christmas, in fact it even saw some tourists during the summer, but the businesses were struggling as young families were slowly being replaced by retired couples.

				Across from the lay-by was a row of three terraced shops. There was Mrs Stevens’ grocery shop on the left, our friend Jane’s flower shop in the middle and old Mr Smith’s DIY shop on the right. There wasn’t what you might call a centre to Hepby where all the shops and local amenities were; everything was spread out. The school sat on its own at the peak of a steep hill, a relatively long walk away from the three shops opposite the lay-by, and unless you were wanting groceries, flowers or a new screwdriver set you had to walk even further to the next row of shops, which in fairness probably sold much the same. Something like this, which would eat away at my patience after a while, seemed very popular with the elderly people and the mothers that stayed at home. They enjoyed setting off in a morning with an empty basket, collecting eggs and milk from one shop, bread from the baker’s a mile down the road, and bacon from Ken the butcher if he had decided to open that day. They liked it because they got some exercise, the odd neighbourly chat along the way and fresh, locally produced food. If you wanted to buy everything all together in a supermarket you had no option but to drive into the next town, which most people wouldn’t dream of! I sometimes think that they liked to believe they were living in another era, a million miles away from the modern-day world.

				I stood there in the drizzle for a few minutes, starting to wish I could stay there a little bit longer and wondering why the company I worked for couldn’t have just closed for two weeks. I don’t think I’ll ever get used to working over Christmas. I preferred it at school when we got the whole fortnight off. It’s no wonder Christmas is more exciting when you’re a kid; it’s all you’ve got to think about for two weeks! Anyway, thinking this irrelevant nonsense wasn’t going to change the fact that I had to be in work the following morning at nine o’clock.

				It was just as I was about to get back in my car that I noticed the light. At first I thought it was just a light that had been left on in the DIY shop, but then I noticed that it was getting brighter and then dimmer and appeared to be swaying from left to right across the rooftops. It was an almost blinding white light and my eyes could only just stay open long enough to take a glimpse of it. I tried to watch the light as it swung back over to the right, much brighter than the understated orange streetlights that gave the village its old-fashioned feel. I looked around to see if anyone was about, then I crossed the road to have a closer look. I knew I shouldn’t really be venturing into the darkness at the back of the shops, on this deserted street, just out of curiosity. I knew anyone or anything could have been lurking there. I’ve watched enough horror films to have acquired quite an imagination, but I also knew that this was just Hepby, our little village, and nothing ever happened there. The closer I got to the light, the more I knew I wasn’t going to take any notice of my common sense; I certainly couldn’t just ignore it and walk back to my car.

				As I got onto the path that ran down the right-hand side of the DIY shop, the light seemed to stop moving. It was even brighter now, but it was still and focused on a single point on the roof. I followed the path round to the back, where it runs between the three shops and the playing-field wall, trying to find the source of the light. I kept walking towards it as, although it was still, it seemed to be taking me somewhere, showing me the way, leading me to...my car?!

				How strange! I knew the path didn’t lead back onto the road. It ran all the way down to the next farmhouse. So how had I just walked round in a circle? I stood there frowning to myself for a minute and contemplated giving up on this heroic combat with a runaway light but, well, whilst I was there I thought I might as well have one more attempt. I didn’t understand what was happening and that made me even more determined to find out.

				I set off again, down the path to the right of the DIY shop, and making a conscious effort to concentrate I walked along the path, following the light. I could see quite clearly, even through the blinding whiteness, that the path ran in a straight line behind the back of the shops and continued all the way down to Mulberry Farm, but despite my strenuous efforts I ended up back on the main road, looking over at my car.

				Feeling a little frustrated by this time, but nevertheless still very curious, I decided to try walking in the opposite direction. I took the DIY shop as my starting point as before, then I walked past the florist’s, on to the grocer’s and pulled myself through the narrow opening at the left of the shop. I assumed that this must have been where I detoured off the path and emerged, unintentionally, back onto the main road. This time, as I reached the path from the other side, I realised that the light had disappeared and I was standing there in darkness as the storm began again. The rain was beating down much heavier now, making it even more difficult for me to see where I was going, and even just keep my balance. I then remembered why I had begun looking over by the shops in the first place; I was supposed to be checking that everything was okay, looking for burglars, or a late-night group of delinquent school kids. However, now I was a bit scared. I wasn’t feeling quite so brave any more without the comfort of the street being conveniently lit up for me. I made my way down the path, stumbling along as quickly as I possibly could. At last the path came to an end, and there I was, back on the main road, yet again standing outside the DIY shop, although this time feeling quite relieved that I had survived the ordeal in the dark. But I was obviously mistaken about the path. Things really had changed since I’d been away!

				I walked across to the lay-by, absolutely soaking wet, ready by this time to get back in my car and resume my journey home. It was then that the whole sky opened up. The storm became silent and the rain stopped. The streetlights went out and the entire village was illuminated by hundreds of bright white lights, swaying across the rooftops like the one I’d just seen. It was brighter than daytime, and although there still wasn’t anyone around I could hear bells ringing and music coming from somewhere. As I turned to look behind me, I saw that the fields were no longer black, but lit up with a working fairground. The children’s rides were spinning around, the horses on the roundabout were nodding their heads, the ghost train was screaming, the chair-swings were flying, but there was not a single person in sight. I looked back towards the shops. Yes, the lights were on but there definitely wasn’t anyone home.

				This was my chance, I decided, to have one last look around the back of the shops, and solve the mystery of the runaway path. So I set off again, to the DIY shop, round the back and onto the path. There was the light again. Amongst all the other lights that had just been switched on, this one light swaying across the rooftops of the three tiny village shops was still the brightest, and now I could see where it was coming from. This time, instead of giving in and following the beam back onto the road, I followed it the other way, hunting out whatever it was that was creating this blinding light. As the beam narrowed, the light became even brighter and the newly lit-up village slowly faded into the background. As I reached what I thought must be the source of the light, by now I was over the wall and lost in the midst of the playing field, the sky opened up again, this time taking with it all the lights, the fairground and the sun and leaving me, for the second time that evening, standing in the dark, under an angry, thunderous storm.

				

			

		

	
		
			
				Inside the Safe

				 

				Catching glimpses of my new territory by the flashes of lightning falling to the ground, I set off in an attempt to find cover from the torrential rain. The playing field had become almost unrecognisable in the darkness and so I just had to continue walking across the wet muddy ground, completely blind to my surroundings, hoping that eventually I would bump into something.

				I obviously knew that there was a playing field behind the shops, in fact I think we played football on it sometimes back in junior school, but as far as I knew it didn’t lead anywhere in particular. I suppose I assumed it just backed onto more fields; everywhere did in Hepby. Something didn’t feel right though, and I know it’s easy for me to say that now, looking back on it, but I knew that the playing field couldn’t have been so big that you wouldn’t have been able to see the main road from it, or the shops, or Mulberry Farm. So it was at that point that I started to think I might have ventured a little further than I had first thought. If I stood in any one spot and spun round I saw only darkness, nothing else at all, and if I had been in that playing field I would surely have been able to make out the streetlights on the main road, or even the odd light on up in the hills.

				It’s a funny feeling to be in pitch blackness because you are completely disoriented and, as you can imagine, this added to the confusion that had already been created by my detour, so I was completely unable to make a decision as to which way to start walking. How could one direction be a better choice than the next? So I continued to wander aimlessly and waited patiently for each strike of lightning because, as frighteningly loud as the roll of thunder that preceded it was, it was my only aid for seeing in the dark.

				Piecing together the snapshots as I looked around, I realised that I was soon standing in front of a massive house. It looked like an old suburban American-style house, with painted white shutters on the windows, a white garden fence and a porch with a swing. The porch became my saviour as I stepped up onto it out of the horrific weather. I couldn’t see further than the fence in front of me so I was unable to work out whether it was a street I had stumbled across, full of these old houses, or whether it was just an unusual kind of old farmhouse that somehow I hadn’t noticed before. From what I could make out in the distance and the general atmosphere that seemed to have been created around me, it still didn’t feel familiar to me as most of Hepby does, but at the same time I kept thinking...I couldn’t have walked that far could I? I was sure even by walking slightly too far across the playing field I couldn’t have come across another village, or even just another street; everywhere else was miles from Hepby and I knew the location of every street off by heart. I had no idea how far I was from the safety of the main road and I was starting to wish that I’d ended up by my car again so I could escape this confusion.

				I jumped out of my skin when the front door opened. A light had been on inside the house the whole time I had been standing there. Why hadn’t I noticed that before? Now I realised that I was standing at a stranger’s front door, dripping wet and lost! And it was all due to my insatiable curiosity that I had ended up there. How was I going to explain this one?

				I needn’t have worried as a very kind-looking woman, I’d say probably in her early seventies, appeared at the door with a smile. She was wearing a pale blue dress and white apron and her silver hair was partially covered by a red headscarf.

				‘Come on in dear, out of the cold,’ she greeted me kindly through the screen door.

				I was certain that I didn’t know her from the village. Maybe she knew me as a child and expected me to remember her? That seems to happen quite a lot to me when I go home to Hepby after being away for a while.

				Anyway, I didn’t really have much choice; it was either fighting the elements in an attempt to find my way back to my car, or it was sheltering indoors until the storm calmed down, so I took up the woman’s offer and stepped inside out of the cold. The kitchen was immediately inside the front door, and the only room of the house that I saw. There was a door leading out of the kitchen, but that was kept firmly closed, and I noticed clothes drying on a clothes-horse and a big old sofa with a patchwork quilt draped over it. It looked like the woman could just have been living in that one room. The entire kitchen, however, was immaculately clean; it was blue and white, matching the woman’s clothes, and, with a pristine Aga in the corner, it was of the same era as the exterior of the house. I sat down on one of the benches at the large wooden table as the woman turned off the stove, lifted off a saucepan of boiling milk and poured it into two cups of powdered cocoa. It was almost like she had been expecting me.

				She joined me at the table and we spoke briefly about the storms outside before she asked, ‘So what can I do for you?’

				I looked up at her, slightly shocked, and frowning because I had absolutely no idea what I was doing there. I didn’t want to appear ungrateful, though, for the cup of cocoa and the shelter from the rain, so like a lost child who can’t find his way home I attempted a smile and hoped she’d be able to help me.

				‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I don’t actually know where I am. If I know you I’m sorry I don’t remember you.’

				‘Oh no dear, you don’t know me,’ the old woman laughed. ‘I’m Mrs Featherstone, and you are...?’

				‘Paddy.’

				‘Nice to meet you Paddy.’

				We both took a few sips of the hot cocoa, and then she continued.

				‘Let’s make this a little easier shall we? No, you don’t know me but I’m very pleased to have met you. You don’t know where you are, but I do. You don’t know why you are here, but I do. You don’t know where you’re going. You don’t know whether to be afraid or not. You won’t know who anyone is around here, yet you think you’ve lived here all your life. So, let’s rephrase the question. Is there anything you want to ask me?’

				We sat in silence as Mrs Featherstone and I both waited for a question to pop into my head. What did I want to know? All of these things? Or none of them?

				‘Okay,’ I said deciding to play along. ‘Where am I and how do I get back to my car?’

				‘Are you in a rush, dear?’

				‘Well, it’s just that I was on my way home. I’ve got work tomorrow. I wasn’t exactly planning on taking this detour. I think I might have got a bit lost. Things seem different around here.’

				‘Well, that’s because you haven’t been here before. We’ve always been here, but you’ve never visited us up until now. You think this is Hepby, a part of the village that you have somehow overlooked, but it isn’t. This dear, is Tunnelton, and we’re a long, long way away from your car.’ She laughed as she spoke, but it was a soft and kind laugh. She wasn’t laughing at me, she was just happy!

				I was confused, obviously. I’d never heard of Tunnelton. How could I have come across it, driving as normal along the familiar roads of Hepby? Without my speaking this question out loud, Mrs Featherstone answered me.

				‘You cracked the code, dear,’ she nodded. ‘That’s how you got in.’

				I frowned yet again and shook my head to indicate that I still didn’t understand.

				‘You walked around the shops. Twice anticlockwise, and then once clockwise. You waited for the light to return and then you followed it into the playing field. It’s a human safe, dear, and here you are!’

				Noticing my astonishment, Mrs Featherstone stood up and patted my shoulder, and as she walked out of the kitchen into the great unknown of the house said,

				‘Stay here until the rain stops, dear, and then go and have a walk around outside. You’ll understand.’
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