
Coming To Life

By Huw Thomas

Behind the bland smile, the expression of the girl from the radio station makes it clear 

that she thinks I’m peculiar – either that or just a pretentious idiot trying to sound 

clever.

She frowns. “So you’re saying that you don’t make up your stories yourself?” 

asks my interviewer. “They already exist in some… hidden world… and you just… 

channel them?”

I shrug. Then smile to myself as I realise the gesture is wasted on radio.

“Something like that,” I say. “I know it sounds odd but that’s the simplest way 

of explaining it. I don’t sit down and plan how a story is going to work out. I wait until  

the words come to me. When they do, the story tells itself. I don’t make them up; they 

come out pretty much fully formed. I just polish them a little. That’s why I don’t feel as 

though I’ve personally created the stories.”

Pretentious, I could see the young woman opposite decide.

I press on anyway. Hopefully some of those listening will have an idea what I 

mean. There’s nothing I can do if they don’t – and I was unsure how else to explain 

other than by telling the truth, however odd that sounds. 

“I don’t have to think about the plot,” I explain. “I don’t work out what’s going 

to happen next in order to make the story interesting. I just write it how it comes to 

me. I  get an idea,  either of a place where I know something has happened or a 

situation where something is going to happen, then I sit down and start to write.”

“Is that how it works for all your stories? You never plan any of them?”

“Not every one,”  I  admit.  “Sometimes I  get  periods when nothing much is 

happening… you could say when the flow has dried up and I’m not getting anything, 

nothing good anyway.  When that happens, I do make up stories myself. I think of 

plots  and  characters.  Those  ones  don’t  come  fully-formed;  I  have  to  imagine 

everything about them, work out their personal stories and motivations myself.”

I  take a  sip  of  water  as I  glance around the small  cubicle  where  we  sit, 

wondering if what I’m saying will make sense to anyone except myself. “I can write 

like that if I have to because I’ve been doing it long enough to have developed the 

technical skills… 

“And,  well,  sometimes,  the  stories  I  make  up  myself  do  end  up  getting 

published. But they’re never the best ones. The blockbusters, the ones that people 

love best, are the ones that come to me from nowhere.”



I shrug again, as much to myself as the interviewer and shift uncomfortably 

on the thin padding over the plastic chair. But having started down this route I keep 

going.

“Sometimes I even wonder if I should really be putting my name on the cover 

of those books. I don’t really feel that I have the right to claim to be the author. I’m 

more  like  the  discoverer,  it  that.  It’s  almost  as  if  the  stories  and  the  characters 

themselves use me as a way to get told.”

The scepticism behind the smile of my interviewer is more obvious now but 

she smiles brightly, leans forwards to her own microphone and gives a tinkly, little-girl 

laugh.

“So, is it the same with the people in your stories, the characters? Do they 

come out of nowhere as well?”

Another giggly little laugh follows.

“All those… murderers and evil villains?”

I nod.

“Oh, definitely,” I say. “Although I don’t think that they come out of nowhere. 

They come from somewhere, the victims and the villains, as well as most of the other 

minor characters. I don’t make them up. I think that somehow they already have their 

own  existence.  When  they  appear  in  the  stories  I  don’t  direct  them.  They  act 

independently. I just write about what’s happening and find out what they’re like as I 

go along.”

I smile. “It’s a mystery to me where they come from but I don’t create them. 

They’re already out there somewhere, whether that’s in this world or another.”

I  can  see  the  interviewer’s  eyes  glazing  over.  She  nods  vacantly  at  me, 

waiting for me to finish but without any interest. I know she thinks I’m a weirdo. But 

as I come to the end of my answer she recovers herself and smoothly picks up the 

conversation without a break, steering it deftly back towards something that she feels 

her listeners will be able to relate to.

“So, then Richard, tell me a little about the new book,  Bitter Harvest. When 

does this one come out?”

I leave the radio station half an hour later. The rest of the interview was the usual  

insubstantial  banter,  followed  by  a  brief  round  of  empty  smiles  and  pointless 

conversation.

As I’m going out of the front office, one of the women working behind the 

reception desk sidles up to me.

“Oh, Mr Bruch, I’m sorry to bother you.”



She holds out a copy of my previous book, one of the Red Hand series.

“Would you mind awfully signing this… it’s for… my son,” she says, glancing 

quickly around. “He’s a huge fan, he’s got all of your books.”

I smile and nod, taking the book from her and fishing a pen from inside my 

jacket.

“I did try reading a couple of them myself,” she gushes, “but I just found them 

too… scary. That one about the bodies in the morgue gave me horrible dreams for 

days.”

“What’s your son’s name?”

“Oh…” 

She looks flustered.

“Michael.  But don’t  worry about that.  Just put something like ‘best  wishes, 

Richard Bruch’. That would be wonderful.”

I try not to smile and do as she asks, scrawling my name across the flyleaf.

Then a thought strikes me. I reach into my jacket pocket and pull out my pre-

publication  copy of  Bitter  Harvest,  quickly  scribbling  a  message  in  that  too.  The 

woman’s eyes widen.

“Here. If  your son is such a fan, I’m sure he’ll  like getting hold of this one 

ahead of everyone else. Tell him I hope it lives up to the others.”

She smiles, delighted. “Oh, thank you. Thank you. That’s really kind.”

Back home, I go up to my study. I go via the kitchen. Maureen, my cleaner, has been 

and gone. She’s taken a portion of lasagne from the freezer and left it out to defrost. 

I’ll have that this evening with a few glasses of the red wine that I brought back from 

a recent trip to France. Maureen’s also left a cafetiere waiting to be filled.

I carry the fresh coffee upstairs and put it on the desk. Its getting dim now and 

I flip the light on and lower the blind on the small window. The room used to be the 

third bedroom. It’s too small for anyone other than a young child and there’s little 

chance of one of those coming along now that Eileen has gone. However, the room 

is ideal as a study. It has space for my desk, an armchair for reading in and enough 

room on the walls for books.

I  settle  myself  in  front  of  the  desk  and  slip  a  CD into  the drawer  of  my 

computer,  then  lean  over  and  push  the study door  closed.  Not  that  there’s  any 

chance of  being disturbed.  Maureen isn’t  due back until  Wednesday and I’m not 

expecting any visitors. No-one else has a key to the door anyway.

The closed door is more of a psychological tool; it’s a message to myself that 

I’m shut off and enclosed. It means it’s time to work. Time to forget about the outside 



world and immerse myself in the writing. Like the CD of Talking Heads  77 playing 

now: that’s a tool as well. The music occupies one level of my brain and stops me 

getting bored or distracted while the other part of my mind waits, ready to engage 

with whatever stories or characters want to come through.

At the moment I’m writing a new story, one that I started yesterday. So far it’s 

about a stalker. I think it’s a man. He’s watching a house in a quiet suburban street 

somewhere. I know he has a collection of knives with him but I’m not sure who he is,  

who he’s after or what his motives are. I haven’t seen inside his mind yet; that’s still 

hidden. But I don’t think he’s someone that I’d like to meet.

As with all the stories that come to me unbidden, I’ve no idea where this one’s 

going. I’ve got a situation and I’ll find out what’s going on as I write about it. I have a 

feeling this one is going to be quite good. It has the tension of a real gripper. But I  

don’t know yet whether this is going to be the opening for my next novel or just a 

short story.

I move my chair closer to the desk and open up the story on my screen. I flick 

quickly over the last couple of paragraphs I wrote yesterday and rest my fingers on 

the keyboard for a few seconds before starting to write.

He slips quietly from his position among the trees. The road is quiet, no cars moving.  

The target is inside the house; there’s a light on in an upstairs room.

A quick check at the kerb, left and right, and he flits across the road, dark  

clothes merging with the growing dusk. On the other side, he swerves around the  

back of  a parked jeep and ducks through a side gate.  The garden is damp and  

overgrown, shelter from prying eyes and soft leaves to deaden footsteps. 

I  pause for  a moment and press the plunger  down on my coffee,  increasing the 

pungent aroma. I pour the coffee with one hand, letting the initial trickle of words in 

my head build to the usual steady stream.

A few seconds later and he is moving softly down the side of the house, ducking past  

windows and treading carefully on the thin layer of gravel. But his soft shoes leave  

no mark and the rooms he passes are all empty and quiet.

At  the kitchen door,  he pauses.  A last  check of  the belt,  slung bandolier  

fashion across his chest,  underneath the black, hooded jacket.  Five knives:  long,  

sharp and slender – all there and ready. The noose and gag in the pouch, the rolls of  

wire and tape in their places. He smiles gently and flexes his fingers.



I take a sip from the cup and sit back, wondering what this intruder is about to get up 

to. He is certainly not going to be one of my more pleasant characters. I wonder 

briefly from what bitter and twisted world he has sprung.

He gently tries the handle to the kitchen door. It is unlocked and he opens it just wide  

enough to slip through…

I pause for another sip of coffee and am just about to start writing again when the 

song First Week/Last Week comes to an end. In the gap before the next track on the 

CD starts I hear an odd click. I frown and turn my head trying to place the sound. I 

don’t think it came from the computer or anything else in the study.

I pause the music and listen, one hand still on the keyboard, the other on the 

mouse.

First nothing.

I hold my breath. An unaccountable chill makes the hairs on the back of my 

neck prickle.

Again nothing.

But then I hear something new. A faint rustle, soft and sighing - cloth moving. 

A slight creak from the landing outside follows.

I turn. 

The door to my room is opening and I’m frozen to my seat, unable to move, 

make a sound or tear my eyes away.

And I know that I’ve just run out of words.

* * *
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