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This opening chapter of Shaun Hutson’s novel is a strong 

example of an introduction that’s steeped in quiet 

mystery. 

Hutson is perhaps most well known as a pulp horror 

author and his prose often welcomes such a label – but 

don’t take that as a negative. In such a varied genre, the 

easily consumable thrills of pulp fiction are frequently 

embraced. 

 

The handkerchief was covered in blood. 

 PC John Stigwood cradled it in the palm of 

his hand and gazed at it through the plastic 

bag in which it was encased. 

 As daylight fled from the sky and night 

began to encroach, the sun was sliding towards 

the horizon. It left a crimson tint to the 

heavens. A little like the colour of the blood 

on the handkerchief, Stigwood thought. 

 He sighed wearily and glanced at his 

companion. 

 PC Andrew Cobb was older by two years. 

Older. More experienced? 

 ‘You do it,’ Stigwood said, handing the 

bloodied parcel to his colleague. 



 

www.autocrit.com 

2 

 ‘Does it matter which one of us does it?’ 

Cobb said, a hint of irritation in his voice. 

‘Someone’s got to tell her.’ 

 Stigwood shook his head. 

 ‘I can’t,’ he said quietly. 

 ‘We don’t even know if it’s him,’ snapped 

Cobb. 

 He glared at Stigwood then swung himself 

out of the car, slamming the door hard. He 

swallowed hard and began the short walk up the 

path which led to the front door. Jesus, he 

didn’t want to do this. He pushed the 

handkerchief into the pocket of his tunic and 

rubbed his hands together as he approached the 

door. Dark wood. Elegant. Like the rest of the 

house. Large without being ostentatious, and 

secluded without being isolated. It was an 

imposing building, its dark stonework covered 

with clinging ivy. A moth fluttered around a 

lamp that was activated by a sensor, Cobb 

noticed as he reached the doorstep. He heard 

its wings pattering against the glass. 

 He had no speech rehearsed, no words ready 

on his tongue. All he had was the dreadful 

apprehension he knew his companion shared. 

 Across the street were lights in windows. 

He thought he saw shadows, figures moving 

behind closed net curtains, gazing out, 

wondering why a police car should be parked in 

the driveway of the large house. 

 There were no lights on in this house. 

Perhaps no one was home. Cobb told himself it 

would be better that way. He would ring the 
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bell but there would be no answer. End of 

story. But he also knew that once the 

information was radioed back to base he and 

Stigwood would be told to wait until the 

occupant returned. 

 He glanced back; Stigwood was watching him 

impassively. The two policemen locked stares 

for a moment, then the younger of the two 

concentrated on the Escort’s steering wheel. 

 Cobb slipped one hand into his tunic pocket 

and felt his fingertips brush against the 

plastic bag that held the handkerchief. He 

closed his eyes briefly, sucked in a deep 

breath and held it for a second. 

 Come on, do your job. 

 He exhaled, opening his eyes in the 

process, one index finger aimed at the 

doorbell. 

 He noticed that his hand was shaking. 
 

This particular opening layers subtle questions on top of 

one another as it progresses, remaining consistently 

tense. Note the early thought of Stigwood as he passes 

the packet to his partner. Is he more experienced? It’s 

little more than an excuse – as we see when Stigwood 

shakes his head and admits that he can’t do what he has 

been tasked to do. 

By why can’t he do it? 

In a very short time, we gain a growing understanding 

of the dynamic between these two officers, and we learn 

more about Cobb as he stands at the door of this 

imposing house, perturbed by the notion that he’s being 
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watched by neighbors. Why would he be so troubled? 

Who is this him that the two men are referring to? 

With brief description, Hutson engages enough of the 

senses to build the scene: the dark, elegant wood of the 

door and the ivy climbing the house invite a sense of 

affluence to the neighborhood – of importance when it 

comes to the potential victim, here – and the sound of 

the moth’s beating wings and Cobb’s fingertips brushing 

plastic help to ground us in the scene along with him. 

This is just enough detail to let the reader imagine the 

rest. There’s no need for the author to describe the 

house’s lawns, whether the sidewalk is nicely decorated, 

or the sound Cobb’s shoes make as he walks to the front 

door. 

Finally, Cobb’s shaking hand insists there is much more 

behind this low-key opening than Hutson is initially 

letting us in on – pulling us irresistibly to the next 

chapters in search of revelation. Besides... is anyone 

actually home? 

While this first chapter does the required job of 

introducing characters and kicking off the plot 

immediately, it stands as an example of why ‘starting 

with a bang’ doesn’t necessarily mean an explosive, 

fright-filled sequence. 

Rather, Heathen invites you to hold your breath along 

with Cobb – placing a cold hand on your shoulder and 

guiding you quietly into a darkness that swirls with 

questions. 


