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~ EXCERPT	~	
 

I pushed open the door and found myself on the rooftop of the 
building. Fresh air swept into my lungs and its chill brushed my 
cheeks. I made my way past antennae and a couple of chimneys, 
reminded dimly for a moment of that chimney sweep song from 
Mary Poppins. A string of party lights lit up the area and made it feel 
more cheery than it really was. I reached the edge where an elbow 
height scraggy brick wall rimmed the roof. I leaned down on it 
tentatively, hoping it wouldn’t crumble under the weight, and gazed 
out across the rooftops to where London’s lights winked in an 
endless stretch beyond. The clouds had parted slightly, blown by 
the strong breeze, and I could see some tiny stars twinkling above. 
For the first time in days I felt like I could breathe again, even 
though the air was tinged by the inevitable big city smog. I pulled 
my hoodie tighter around me and wished I’d thought to grab the 
scarf I’d bought today. I could breathe, but I was still cold. 

‘Crummy English weather,’ I muttered.  
‘Don’t need a penny for your thoughts then,’ a soft male voice 

murmured behind me. Startled, I turned, realising that in my quest 
to feel free I had not thought to consider sinister axe wielding 
maniacs who lurked about on London rooftops on chilly nights. I 
could make out a figure in the shadows, leaning casually against the 
main large chimney. My pendant jolted into high alert and the hairs 
stood up all along my arms. 

‘I didn’t realise anyone else was up here.’ That’s right, point out to 
Jack the Ripper that you are up here all alone. You really are on the ball 
tonight. 

‘Understandable. I try to be rather unnoticeable.’ His voice had 
a distinctly Irish lilt to it, but somewhat diluted, sounding like he 
had lived in London for a long time. A memory awakened, tingling 
at the edges of my brain, but I was too preoccupied with my safety 
to acknowledge it.  

By who? Your other slasher victims? ‘Is that because you like to skulk 
about in the shadows?’  
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‘Skulking? Hardly. This is my space you’re invading. I claimed 
this rooftop long ago.’ 

I judged the distance between myself and the door. I sidled 
along the wall a little to the right. If I dodged to the other side of 
the main chimney from where he stood, then I could make the door 
in about five bounds.  

‘I didn’t realise one could take a lease out on a rooftop. Is that a 
British thing? I may have to consider that option myself if this week 
doesn’t improve.’ I took one step more to the right to improve my 
getaway angle. The pendant chain, well concealed beneath my 
hoodie, hummed with electricity against my neck, a sure sign 
something was afoot. 

‘We all need a place to come and be ourselves. Sharpen my axe 
skills. That kinda thing. Are you - are you trying to move away from 
me?’ he suddenly asked, his tone of voice incredulous.  

Oh God, he really is an axe murderer and I’ve made him angry. ‘Stay 
away from me! I know Tai Chi!’ I yelled, commencing my escape 
plan.  

‘Wait - what?’  
I made the first three bounds successfully before my foot 

managed to hook on a cable feeding off one of the antennae, 
plunging me into a collision course with one of the smaller 
chimneys. My complete lack of any kind of athletic ability was 
shining gloriously through once again. I couldn’t even escape when 
my life depended on it. I cried out and instinctively brought my 
hands up to protect my face as I braced myself for the inevitable 
impact. But at the last moment when I should have connected with 
something flat and brick, I found myself pressed up against 
something broad and soft. Strong arms grabbed my shoulders and 
kept me upright. My hands gripped cotton that had that well-worn, 
favourite t-shirt feel to it. And smelt faintly of sweat. His face was 
bent down, checking to see if my ankle was okay. I gripped his t-
shirt and wondered how he could not be freezing on a night like 
this. Yet I could feel his warmth emanating through the fabric, 
smouldering beneath my fingertips. 
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I looked up into his face which was barely inches from my own. 
It was angular with strongly outlined cheekbones, one of which 

bore a small jagged scar. Slightly chapped lips framed a set of 
perfect teeth. A small indent cleft the bottom of his square chin. He 
had a goatee, but not in the preppy trimmed way, just in a “forgot 
to shave for a few days” way. He looked to be in his late twenties, 
his hair concealed beneath a dark grey beanie, his one consolation 
to the cold night. A cheeky smirk played across his mouth, yet his 
dark eyebrows were furrowed in concern across his eyes. Oh, but 
those eyes. In the dim light I could see that they were an intoxicating 
green. Like a choppy sea on a stormy day, inviting you in but 
capable of pulling you under; you could lose yourself entirely. 

He turned from examining my ankle. Our eyes connected and 
my world suspended completely.  

I was certain that in that instant, my heart stopped beating, my 
lungs stopped breathing. Instead the vehement humming that had 
reached fever pitch within the necklace unexpectedly surged free, 
consuming my whole body and powering me with life. The force of 
it overcame me and I was transfixed, feeling utterly exposed before 
him, vulnerable and laid bare, as though he could see right through 
to my very soul with those shining eyes. It was an unsettling and 
intrusive feeling and yet I could not avert my eyes from his. Just 
when I felt certain I would be completely overwhelmed by his gaze, 
he blinked, his eyes clouding over; I was released, and the 
connection passed. My heart rate slowly settled, as the power 
pulsating within me retreated once more to the containment of the 
pendant. I drew a ragged breath. A haunting memory triggered in 
the recesses of my mind, but I was incapable of coherent thought. 
His eyes remained intense, like unfathomable storm clouds, a 
fortress to protect what lay beyond.  

‘Are you alright?’ As he spoke his breath caressed my wind 
burnt cheeks. I opened my mouth, intending to answer smartly ‘oh 
you have no idea just how much better I am now thanks’, but the word axe 
came flashing back into my mind. He was clearly now trying to lull 
me into a false sense of security. But I wasn’t falling for that. 
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So I screamed. 
The kind of scream you reserve for when you find yourself in a 

bloodcurdlingly terrifying moment, and is meant to bring heroes 
running from out of the proverbial woodwork to save you. Either 
that, or signify your demise in a horror movie. I prayed this was not 
a horror movie moment.  

No heroes magically appeared, however, my would-be attacker 
responded in shock by releasing me at once. I hadn’t really thought 
my idea through. This damsel found herself falling smack bang on 
her backside staring at a pair of black Chuck Taylor Converse 
shoes. Would a murderer really concern themselves with fashion? I pondered. 
Peeking around his legs, for the first time I noticed a beaten looking 
acoustic guitar propped against the chimney. 

‘Aahhh... is that your... axe?’ I asked meekly, daring to glance 
up. 

He was still staring at me. But this time it was like he was 
looking at something disgusting he’d found on the bottom of his 
shoe, and was trying to determine if it was crap. Then without a 
single word, he turned, and walked away. 

I sat for a few moments staring dazedly at the rooftop door as it 
banged closed behind him, not quite sure exactly what had just 
happened, but with that nagging feeling in the back of my mind that 
I had just experienced one of those moments that come along in 
life which you will never forget. The breeze ruffled my hair and sent 
a desolate chill through me. The necklace subsided into complete 
stillness. 

I climbed back to my feet and became acutely aware of the 
throbbing in my right ankle. I had probably twisted it catching it in 
the cable. No wonder the poor guy had left, he probably thought I 
was a complete nutter. Rather dishy looking, brooding Irish musician chats 
me up on romantic rooftop, and I fall over and scream at him, popping an ankle 
in the process. Well actually I couldn’t be sure he was necessarily brooding, but 
the way he had slouched casually against that chimney had definitely suggested he 
was... as opposed to sinister, now that I thought about it... 
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I reached for the knob and yanked at the door. A little too hard 
it turned out, as the rusty knob promptly snapped off in my palm. I 
blinked and paused. I had never studied a trade apprenticeship or 
anything, but I was pretty sure knobs were an integral part of the 
process of opening a door. Which meant I was effectively stuck on 
one side; the out-side, to be precise. Panic began to seep through my 
veins. I examined the part of the door where the knob had formerly 
been attached and twisted my fingers around, trying to find a way to 
click the mechanism open, but to no avail. I padded my hoodie 
down madly looking for something useful to get me out of this 
situation, but the pockets were all empty. If only I had found my 
credit card, I could have jimmied the bolt open like they do in the 
movies. My current lack of late night hairstyle finesse also meant I 
didn’t even have a hairpin. Where was a man like Macgyver when a girl 
needed him these days? Not only would he have been able to get the door open, 
but he could probably rewire the building’s electricity supply with a coat hanger, 
blu-tack and a little craft glue whilst he was at it. I was left with only a 
primitive solution - I banged my hands against the metal door. 

‘Help!! Can anyone hear me? I’m stuck on the roof! ON THE 
ROOF!’ I was filled with dread as I realised that not only was it a 
fireproof and therefore probably yelling-girl-proof door, but that 
there was that silly gaming party on downstairs and with all that 
noise no one would hear me scream... not that screams attracted much 
response at The Fitz. 

I began to bang much more wildly against the door and when 
my frustration and fear boiled over, started kicking it with the shoe 
on my one uninjured foot. After a solid minute I was left with 
extremely sore toes and I had taken off a layer of blue leather. I 
took two deep calming breaths and tried to think it through. Someone 
had to come up here at some point? Even though it was after midnight on a 
Monday night? Or did everyone else adhere to the Fire Escape, Do Not 
Open sign on the other side of the door?? The one I had blatantly ignored! 

I cast my eyes around looking for anything that could help me. I 
was not going to freeze to death on a rooftop! Then I spotted it - a circular 
metal railing like you see on the edge of the deep end of swimming 
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pools. Could that be a ladder over the edge? I could climb down to the next 
floor and get in through a window! 

I made my way carefully over to the edge and glanced down. It 
turns out five floors, in reality, when you look straight down, is a 
tad high. A metal ladder joined the railings and ran down the side of 
the building, some kind of fire escape afterthought. Or maybe just a 
way to escape this rat-hole in general. It seemed sturdy enough, and 
I tried not to let my inner voice reminding me I had never so much 
as climbed a tree in my life become too overpowering. I sat on the 
bricked ledge and swung my legs over the side. 

‘Please let this work,’ I whispered as I caught sight of the alley 
all the way below. I shimmied across till I was right beside the 
ladder and with shaking hands caught hold of the top railings. I slid 
nervously over so that my left foot made contact with one of the 
metal ladder rungs. It creaked in a rather ominous way. I swallowed 
hard and focussed my full attention, willing it to hold. Half my body 
was still perched awkwardly on the ledge. ‘It’s the only way. You 
have to do this!’ I injected force into my words in a weak attempt to 
inject strength into my mind. I began to shift my weight off the 
ledge just as I heard movement behind me.  

‘NO! Don’t do it!’ a voice yelled, startling me, and I slipped. 
Everything then seemed to happen in slow motion around me as 
my body sensed it was in mortal peril. My left foot ended up taking 
my full weight on one rung as I swung awkwardly around. The 
ladder groaned in a sickening way before the rung snapped with a 
deathly finality. My feet flailed and then skidded against the 
brickwork as my right hand left the railing and reached blindly for 
the safety of the ledge I had just vacated. The wind whipped at my 
hair and I screamed at the thought of there being nothing solid 
beneath me but the road to break my fall and my body in one blow. 
The pendant trembled against my skin. 

Barely a heartbeat had passed, and suddenly my searching hand 
found something to grip to. Belatedly I realised it was an arm, as a 
hand clasped tightly around my wrist like a manacle. My feet 
continued to flail wildly but I no longer continued to fall. I 
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screamed again in shock as another hand pried the death grip of my 
fingers from the rusty railing. I caught a distorted glimpse of a face 
as I was roughly yanked upwards, until I was high enough to double 
myself over the ledge and roll gracelessly back onto the rooftop, the 
wind knocked out of my lungs. I stared vacantly up at the stars for a 
moment trying to get oxygen to my brain.  

‘Thank you whoever you are,’ I whispered meekly between 
unflattering panting breaths, turning my face toward my rescuer and 
instantly wishing I hadn’t. ‘Oh...’ 

‘I realise our last meeting didn’t go that well, but seriously, to 
end your life over it seems a bit extreme.’ There was no humour in 
his voice.  

I tried to think of something intelligent to say, adrenaline 
pulsing through me. A very unsexy ‘Huh?’ was all that came out. 
Something was hammering at the back of my mind, desperate to be 
let in, but I was still dazed from both his staring eyes and my brush 
with disaster. 

‘I heard you. Before you tried to jump, before your foot got 
caught in the ladder. You were saying, “I have to do this”.’ 

I closed my eyes. ‘You don’t honestly think I did that on 
purpose do you?’ 

‘Well why else would you jump off a perfectly good rooftop?’ 
‘I didn’t jump, I slipped - when YOU distracted me. And I’ll have 

you know it is not a perfectly good rooftop. It is missing a 
doorknob. Which would have come in rather handy, seeing as you 
slammed the door shut during your earlier hurry to flee my 
presence.’ 

‘And here I was thinking you were so nimble, what with you Tai 
Chi skills and all. Just so you know, Tae Kwon Do probably gets you 
further in a street fight. And I did spot the doorknob issue actually 
on my way back through, which is why I propped the door open. 
Before I saw what you were about to do.’ 

‘Well, aren’t you the clever one.’ The pain I felt all over was 
seeping venom into my voice. I sat up too quickly, my body began 
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to tremble and for an overwhelmingly embarrassing moment I 
thought I was going to pass out.  

A callused hand gently but forcefully pushed me back down. 
‘Easy there, acrobat. I think you’re going into shock. We need to get 
you back inside.’ 

He leaned over me to check my pupils, and for the second time 
that night I found my face inches from his, but from my prone 
position I had more chance for my eyes to drink in all of the finer 
details. My breath caught in my throat and I shivered. He obviously 
noticed, as he frowned, declaring, ‘Yes, you’re definitely going into 
shock.’  

And possibly going to faint again, but for an entirely different 
reason this time. ‘Yes, I think I am actually.’ 

‘I’ll just get my guitar, and then I’ll help you stand.’ I absently 
noticed his guitar was still leaning against the chimney. Where he’d left 
it... 

‘Is that why you came back?’ I whispered. 
He glanced back over at me, giving me a lopsided smile. ‘Sure 

is, what, you didn’t think I came back for you did you?’ 
‘No, but a girl can hope can’t she?’ I said without thinking. My 

head was still spinning. ‘That a nameless guy comes back to rescue 
her from falling off a rooftop.’ 

‘O’Ryan.’ 
‘What?’ His face was starting to blur around the edges... 
‘My name. It’s O’Ryan.’ Just as I was being swallowed by the 

blackness closing in, like so many nights when I’d slipped off to 
dream, it finally dawned on me where I had heard his voice 
before… 

 


