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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
   Sometimes when I wake up I can smell violets. Rita’s perfume smelled of violets. I can smell them now, like a lilac ghost from the past. Rita was the girl I had the affair with, although affair is possibly too grand a word for it. The relationship began on a drunken office night out and died a horrible, awkward death two weeks later. She was twenty four and had greenish grey eyes and flame red hair. I fucked her five times in all and never once in a bed. Like me, she claimed to be happily married. She played no part in what came later. She was only a trigger, a random and unassuming lever that sent the cosmic tumblers of destiny spinning. 
 
   If you trace the course of a great chain of events far enough, sometimes you can find the source, like Livingstone found the wellspring of the Nile. In that context Rita was my Victoria Falls and I was the grinning fool in the barrel as it plunged into the white, foaming torrent below. I still don’t know how Teri found out about Rita. She never confronted me with any evidence, and I in turn never asked how she discovered I’d been unfaithful. It could have been anything, a dropped earring in the car, a smudge of lipstick, or maybe the faint scent of violets on my skin. But, perhaps Teri simply just knew. Women are good at that sort of leap in the dark intuition, especially after fifteen years of marriage.
 
   The holiday in St Andrew’s was to have saved our marriage - a parley on neutral ground. One week in which to see if Teri and I could piece together the shattered fragments of our relationship without the negative influence of her outraged family, who would be more than happy to see me cut permanently from her life like a gangrenous limb. I was desperate for the holiday to work and had the underlying impression Teri was too. If not for her love for me, then for our daughters’ sake - Denise and Alice. Since my enforced exile, I hadn’t spoken to either of them except for a few snatched moments over the telephone. Six weeks living as a lodger with my brother, James, had driven home to me exactly what I had so carelessly thrown away. 
 
   The holiday had been booked many months before my fling with Rita, back when I still masqueraded behind the guise of loving father and husband. Usually we went abroad to Spain or Greece for a fortnight in the sun, but Teri’s father suffered a stroke just after Christmas, and although he was stable, Teri wanted to stay close to home in case he took a turn for the worse. So we opted for St Andrew’s, the location of our first weekend away together, when we were both nineteen. It was ironic we would be returning there for what could possibly be our last holiday as a couple.
 
   I had actually forgotten about the holiday when Teri left a message with James saying she wanted to meet with me, saying it was about something important. I had bleakly assumed it would be to discuss money, or tell me she’d seen a lawyer and wanted a divorce. Even the location of our meeting suggested despair - a Burger King perched on the shoulder of a retail park. Teri wasn’t taking any chances. A pub would have been a preferable place to talk in private, but pubs held the danger of intimacy and soft lights, the temptation to have a few drinks and let the heart rule the head. 
 
   I arrived first and sat for ten minutes with only my untouched cheeseburger and chips for company. Around me, families laughed and chattered, reminding me they had what I no longer possessed, and I began to wonder if Teri’s choice of meeting place was chosen out of cruel spite. No matter which direction my eyes strayed, I was confronted by fathers of all shapes and sizes laughing and teasing their children. What I felt for those men wasn’t envy, it was raw, savage hatred. I was on the point of leaving when Teri arrived. It was wet outside and she wore a bulky outsized raincoat. Her blonde hair was rain darkened and plastered to her head, accentuating her pale, drawn face. I had to look twice to make sure it was her.
 
   She made her way over and dropped into the plastic seat across from me. I expected some sort of banal small talk before she launched whatever bombshell she had brought to the feast. How are you keeping Matt? Car running all right? How’s work? Instead, Teri had looked me straight in the eye and shocked me by proposing we go ahead with the holiday. While she talked, she picked up one of my chips and used it to trace patterns in the spilled salt on the table. I couldn’t help noticing she still wore her wedding ring. The sight nourished me more than any cheeseburger ever could. Her plan was simple and straightforward, we would travel to St Andrew’s as previously arranged. She was making no promises about taking me back. Everything to be taken one step at a time. 
 
   And naturally there were conditions. We would sleep in separate beds, and I wasn’t to use Denise and Alice as weapons of domestic seduction against her. Until the day of the holiday arrived, I was to stay away from the house, and if by the end of the holiday she felt things weren’t working out, we would then go to our respective solicitors to thrash out money and access to the children. Her words were spoken indifferently, with no emotion, as if she didn’t care whether I agreed to her proposal or not. The message relayed, Teri got up to leave. I tried to touch her hand, but she pulled away and left without looking back. I should have been dismayed by the way she had flinched from my touch, but I felt so buoyed by the lifeline she had thrown me that I picked up the cold cheeseburger and bit off a chunk as if it were prime steak.
 
   We left for St Andrew’s on a dull Saturday morning in June. James made sure I didn’t oversleep, and Norma, his wife, cooked me breakfast, the first time such a thing had occurred during my enforced stay. They were attentive to every little detail that morning, but I sensed a touch of desperation in their joviality and good wishes for the reconciliation. I didn’t blame them for wanting me out. Having a near manic depressive lodging in your spare room for six weeks couldn’t have been a picnic for them. A few times during my stay, I had walked in on them unannounced, and found myself standing in the tense vacuum of a hastily curtailed argument. From their guilty looks, I knew I had been the main subject of their heated debate. The three of us would stand there like frozen statues for a few moments before Norma disturbed the tableau by sweeping silently from the room. James blustered and pretended nothing was wrong, busying himself at the drinks cabinet while muttering under his breath about the curse of pre-menstrual tension. 
 
   Although James was four years younger than me, he had always played the part of the older brother, protective and full of concern for my wellbeing. This had come about through the great tragedy that haunted our shared childhood. My father had died when I was seven years old, leaving our mother to bring us up along with my older sister, Brenda. Who knows what sort of strain this placed her under, but shortly after my thirteenth birthday, when James was only nine, my mother committed suicide and I was the one who discovered her corpse hanging from a rope in the hallway of our house. 
 
   This earth shattering experience had induced a serious mental breakdown, rendering me practically catatonic, and I was hospitalised for the best part of a year. Even now I have only vague, wispy memories of that year – spending most of it in a sanatorium somewhere in the Perthshire countryside being pumped full of drugs and undergoing intense sessions of  psychiatric therapy. When the doctors thought I was well enough to be released, I joined James and Brenda who had been taken in by my aunt and uncle. 
 
   Adapting to my surroundings hadn’t been easy. I was still on a dosage of anti-depressants which caused erratic mood swings. I was a year behind with my schooling - and to make things worse, my new classmates discovered my past history. They began a campaign of taunts and jeers, calling me ‘Loony’ and ‘Psycho’ and worst of all ‘Murderer’, as if I had been personally responsible for tying the rope around mum’s neck before kicking the chair away. Naturally enough I got involved in playground fistfights, often being beaten bloody due to my medication slowing me down and making me confused. 
 
   It was a bad time in my life, worse even than the institutional entrapment of the hospital. That at least had passed in a haze of narcotics. This new life was filled with fear and hate and pain. I began stealing from shops and was caught on several occasions, getting hauled before the Children’s Panel who assessed me as if I were a particularly nasty bug squirming beneath the lens of a microscope. These middle-class models of public minded virtue pretended to convey understanding and empathy, but I could tell they despised me. They too seemed to convey a suspicion that I was complicit in my mother’s suicide, despite there being no evidence to back up such a claim. I was expelled from three different schools before I was old enough to leave and get a job, and sometimes I considered taking a walk along the same dark path my mother had marked out. All it would have taken was to swallow my entire month’s medication in one go. 
 
   It was James who saved me. James who held my hand and talked me off the ledge with kind, loving words. While my sister acted as if I didn’t exist, James had become my constant companion, fretting over my brushes with authority, a small mother hen ever attentive to whatever direction the winds of inner despair blew me. In Brenda’s mind I was tainted with the long shadow of our mother’s suicide, whether due to me discovering the body or because of my own mental collapse, or perhaps the combination of both. She never articulated her thoughts on the matter. 
 
   My aunt and uncle did their best, but there was no real emotional connection between us. They were childless and enjoying their lives, when out of the blue they found themselves burdened with three damaged children. They did their duty, I have to give them that, but they couldn’t offer what I needed. Only James understood what I was going through. Perhaps the best therapy would have been to talk openly of the tragedy, but mum’s suicide was a closed book, it was taboo, an unmentionable act of shame that could only be hinted at, never spoken aloud. 
 
   Even as we grew up and I left those dark depressing years behind, James still acted as if he were the elder sibling, nagging at me to enrol in night classes to get the qualifications I’d failed so miserably at school. He vetted my girlfriends for suitability, and in general kept me on the straight and narrow. And here I was again, once more foisted upon him, wreathed in melancholia and emotional distress. I was well aware his wife Norma had never taken to me. Most likely James had told her something of my previous slide into depression and this had coloured her perceptions of me. She was never openly rude but it was obvious my company was only tolerated for James’s sake. Sometimes I would catch her staring at me when she thought I wasn’t looking, her expression a mixture of distaste and pity. She made me feel as if I had committed some sort of heinous crime. I don’t remember ever having offended the woman, and if I tried to broach the subject - James would laugh it off as a fancy of my imagination. 
 
   With James and Norma’s good-byes ringing in my ears, I had driven away that morning feeling both excited and nervous. It was a half hour journey from their house to what I still thought of as my own home, and it gave me plenty of time to think of what I would say to Teri when I arrived. I even thought of stopping somewhere to buy flowers, but that would have been a bad decision. By accepting them Teri may have felt I was pressurising her into conceding a small but vital point. It would have seemed like I was pre-empting her forgiveness. 
 
   By the time I pulled into the driveway all the clever things I had thought to say had dissolved into grey ash the wind took and blew away. I actually felt my legs tremble as I got out the car and walked to the front door where I stood for a moment composing myself and getting my head together. That was when I noticed something strange about the house itself. In the space of six weeks, some subtle change had taken place. It was as if the bricks and mortar had been taken apart and then rebuilt almost the exact way they had been before. There were small differences however. The pitch of the roof seemed a few degrees steeper, the window frames an inch or two askew, and the paint on the front door more faded than I remembered. It was like one of those trick photographs where you view a familiar object from a strange perspective. The house could pretend it didn’t know me, but I saw through its tricks. 
 
   I pushed on the bell and the door opened immediately. Teri must have seen me through the window and been waiting. The woman who answered the door no longer resembled the bedraggled woman I had last seen in Burger King. Her blonde hair was cut short and hung in a heavy fringe across her brow. She wore a loose fitting T-shirt and jogging bottoms, but I could see she had lost weight. The effect was startling, she looked ten years younger. 
 
   We stared each other out for a few moments before she broke the silence. ‘You’re early, Matt. I wasn’t expecting you for another twenty minutes.’ 
 
   While I hadn’t been anticipating a ticker tape welcome, I had at least hoped for a smile or some small indication that she was glad to see me. I hid my disappointment. If this was the way Teri intended playing the game then I would go along with it. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘If you like I’ll wait in the car.’
 
   She seemed to seriously consider my offer for a few seconds before standing aside. ‘There’s no need for that. Come in.’ 
 
   I walked past her into the living room and stood awkwardly like a novice insurance salesman, unsure of what his sales pitch should be. There is no lonelier emotion than feeling like a stranger in your own home. Teri followed me in and once again we stood face to face with an invisible wall between us. 
 
   ‘You’re looking good,’ I said. 
 
   She merely shrugged as if I was stating something obvious and leaned over to brush some non-existent dust from the arm of the couch. I was suddenly glad that I hadn’t bought the flowers. I heard running footsteps and excited giggles above my head. Despite wanting to keep a serious expression on my face, as if this would prove how earnest my intentions were, I couldn’t help smiling, and asked if I could go up to see the girls. 
 
   Teri shook her head. ‘They’re not ready yet. Why don’t you start loading the car. Everything’s in the back hall.’ 
 
   Then she was gone, leaving me to wonder if the holiday was going to be nothing more than a vengeful exercise in how to best punish an errant husband before discarding him. A folded sheet of paper on the fireplace caught my eye and I couldn’t resist the temptation to peek. It was a schedule for a health club. This was where Teri’s new trim look came from. I wondered if her workouts and the new hair style were for my benefit, before it dawned on me that she might be preparing herself for re-entry into the singles world. The thought depressed me more than I expected. 
 
   I wandered morosely through the kitchen into the back hall and spent a few minutes looking at the colourful collage of drawings and paintings pinned to the wall. Alice’s work was typical of any five year old. Ragged looking cats and drunken flowers in bright primary colours nest to pieces of card decorated with dead leaves and tin foil. Denise however was already showing real talent. She had recently turned nine, but her work held eye catching detail and hints of perspective that belied her age. 
 
   There were some recent drawings I hadn’t seen before, and it looked as though Teri had arranged them where I couldn’t fail to spot them. If it was a ploy to make me feel even more of a failed father than I already was, it was succeeding. Alice had three new drawings on show. One was a lopsided tree with real pieces of bark stuck to it, while another was meant to be a zoo or a menagerie of animals from hell. It was the third that drew my attention the most. Alice had drawn a crude scrawl of a man that I gathered was a rude caricature of myself. Her black crayon had given me a downward slash of a mouth I took to represent unhappiness. I wondered just how much the separation had affected her, and I promised myself I would do my best to make amends no matter what emotional obstacles Teri put in the way. 
 
   Denise had only one new drawing on the wall. A garden scene of some kind that I almost passed my eye over, before realising it looked familiar. A worm of dread in the base of my skull stirred and uncoiled, disturbing long buried memories like sediment in a bottle of vinegar wine. I tried to think why the scene seemed so eerily familiar, but nothing came to mind. 
 
   Denise’s garden was a rectangle viewed from an overhead perspective with long, narrow flower beds arranged in a symmetrical pattern around its perimeter and centre. There were two small smudges on the paper as if it had been carelessly handled by someone with charcoal on their fingers. Later on the smudges would resolve and define themselves into something else, but for now they were nothing more than simple smears on the paper, ashen whorls made by clumsy little fingers. Looking back, I should have torn the drawing from the wall and flushed it down the toilet. Perhaps it would have made no difference to the events that followed, but whenever I think of that day, I see that point as a key moment where I could have prevented the sickness and horror that lay smirking around the corner. 
 
   By the time I finished loading the car it looked as morose and resigned as any over-laden beast of burden. I didn’t blame it. The boot space was taken up with hold-all’s and plastic bags containing everything from tins of soup to washing up liquid. Barbie’s blonde coiffure poked out from a River Island carrier bag, the expression on her arrogant face seeming to snootily enquire if her summer wardrobe had been included. I squeezed her plastic face with my thumb and hoped it hurt like hell. In the foot wells behind the front seats more plastic carrier bags loitered, each bulging with an assortment of holiday bric-a-brac.
 
   Like a true mechanical martyr, the car wore a crown of thorns in the shape of a roof rack holding three suitcases crammed with enough clothes to hold a modest jumble sale. In a gesture of consolation I patted the old Citroen’s rear flank - an unspoken promise of as much fuel as it could drink at the first petro-chemical oasis we passed on the road. I felt a bond of kinship with the Citroen. I too carried a burden. A burden which couldn’t so easily be measured in kilos and grams. The poundage of guilt is never such a quantifiable beast. The weight doesn’t exist in one large mass. It’s a fragmented thing. A collage of smaller, self-reproaching baggage. Each separate weight attached with a rusty barb to the muscle wall of my heart by Teri’s own hand. She had pinned them there with wildness and passion in her red rimmed eyes the night she had confronted me about Rita. It’s not something you forget so easily.
 
   The first barb was blunt and dulled, designed only to draw a little blood - to be made aware of the attack.
 
   ‘What was she like Matt?’
 
   The second was brighter, more acerbic, as she got a taste for it.
 
   ‘Is she the slutty type of little man-eater who goes to aerobics every lunch time?’
 
   My humiliated silence had spurred her to greater efforts. The barbs became sharper, hotter things. As each one found its target she had given it a spiteful little twist. 
 
   ‘I guess it made a change not having to look at stretch marks, huh?’
 
   ‘I’ll bet her tits don’t sag like mine.’
 
   ‘Did you love her, Matt?’
 
   Then there were tears. Rivers of them. Each drop of salt water adding its own weight as it stung and cauterised the wounds she’d opened. I tried to find the fire of anger to shape my hollow justifications, but I had none. In punishing me Teri only castigated herself for the crime of having a body of a thirty five year old woman who had borne two children. 
 
   That’s where the real weight of the guilt springs from. Not from having slept with someone else. Not for betraying my wife’s trust. The weight came from making someone you love aware that they’re getting older, making them feel ashamed and inadequate. So I had taken the blows as passively and stoically as the luggage laden car. 
 
   I pushed my hands into my pockets and looked up at the sky. Greyish off-white clouds nudged and pushed against each other as if being herded by an unseen hand.  Not the best of days for setting out on holiday. A woman from four doors away nodded to me as she passed the driveway, and I could tell from the way she surreptitiously glanced back that I’d been the main item on the coffee morning agenda for the past six weeks. I pulled my cigarettes from my pocket and lit one up. Prior to that night when Teri finished with her hook hanging and politely asked me to find new lodgings, I had been off them for three years. 
 
   I turned and found Denise watching me from the open door. In every way she was a smaller version of Teri. She had the same blonde hair and blue eyes, the same soft features. It was a vulnerable face, as delicate and pale as moonstone. I can remember people constantly remarking upon her likeness to Teri when she was little, and how I would get inwardly annoyed. It was as if they were insinuating that my own contribution to Denise’s birth was negligible. Alice, on the other hand had been moulded from my own image; dark hair and brown eyes, with strong, angular features. I suppose I should have felt a stronger parental bond with Alice, but it didn’t work that way. Fathers are never meant to have favourites where their daughters are concerned. It’s a subject almost as taboo as incest, and while I can’t put my hand on my heart and say that I actually loved Denise more than Alice, I have to admit that she always seemed that tiny bit more special to me. Perhaps it was because she was the first-born that I had lost my heart so unconditionally to her. 
 
   Denise’s expression was grave and stern as if Teri had patiently coached her in the uses of such a poignant mask. I could only gaze silently at her, not knowing what to say. For the first time in our lives there was a sense of distance between us. Somewhere behind the house a magpie screeched like a rusty ratchet and the spell was broken. Dropping the cigarette to the ground, I crushed it under my shoe and held my arms open as I spoke her name. It was all it took. Denise leapt off the door step and ran at me with such force that she almost bowled me over. I lowered myself to one knee so she could bury her face in the hollow of my shoulder and neck. Her tears were warm as they trickled inside my shirt and dried on my skin. I could do nothing else but hold her while the storm raged. I breathed her in and she smelled of apple blossom shampoo and talcum powder. Eventually she pulled away and kissed me on the cheek. ‘I’ve missed you, Dad,’ she said.
 
   I returned her kiss, aiming for her brow but getting her nose instead and tasting tears. ‘I’ve missed you too, sweetheart. I’m so sorry for all of this. I really am.’
 
   Denise held me with those bewitching blue eyes and asked the question I had known she would eventually ask, but was still hopelessly unprepared for. 
 
   ‘Why did you go away?’
 
   What could I possibly give as an answer? Last summer Teri had sat Denise down and very matter-of-factly ran through the basic mechanics of where babies come from. I had stood blushing like a beetroot as Denise absorbed this knowledge calmly, with little fuss. No doubt she had heard worse in the school playground - but now, as we stood facing each other in the driveway, I wondered if I should explain another fact of life that hadn’t been included in Teri’s rehearsed biology speech. 
 
   It’s like this Denise, you remember what we told you about Mummies and Daddies giving each other that special cuddle that produces babies? You know the one where Daddy puts his penis into Mummy’s vagina? Well, here’s a new one to tell your friends behind the bike shed. Sometimes Daddy gets the urge to put his penis into a vagina that doesn’t belong to Mummy, and instead of babies you make something completely different. It’s called a broken home. Understand, sweetheart? Good girl.
 
   I took hold of Denise’s hands and squeezed them tightly. ‘When you’re older I’ll sit down and explain all of this properly. For now all I can say is sorry. I’m sorry I’ve hurt you and Alice and your mum. Believe me, if I could turn back the clock, I would.’
 
   She blinked her eyes and gave me a look that said she knew I was fobbing her off but would leave it be for the moment. ‘Mum says you’re coming on holiday with us.’ 
 
   I nodded and smiled, thinking I was on less treacherous ground, not seeing her trap. ‘Yeah, that’s right. We’re going to have a great time. All four of us.’
 
   ‘Does that mean you’ll coming back home with us to stay?’
 
   My heart fell a thousand feet. I couldn’t make promises that weren’t mine to give. I remembered Teri’s warning over using the girls affections to worm my way back in. I had to be careful what I said. The last thing I wanted to do was to paint Teri as the wicked witch who was keeping poor Daddy away from his darling daughters. All I could offer was, ‘I’ll do my best. You can bet on that.’
 
   I pulled Denise to me and hugged her again. Then I remembered her drawing of the symmetrical flower garden that had spooked me so much. I wanted to ask her where it was meant to be, hoping in turn it would jog my own memory, but before I could ask, someone squealed loudly and Denise was pulled unceremoniously from my arms. Before I could draw a breath, I was being smothered in wet kisses. Alice the Polter-child had found me. Laughing, I scooped her up and swung her around in a wide arc, her feet narrowly missing the tail end of the car. 
 
   I put Alice back down and took a good look at her. With her impish, mischievous face, it would have been difficult for anyone not to have liked Alice. She was one of those children who ran and skipped everywhere. Simple walking was an art she had never mastered. It seemed Denise and Alice were opposite polarities in both looks and personality. Denise had always been a quiet, thoughtful child whose every decision was carefully considered, while Alice charged through life, a mini tornado of childish energy and glee. 
 
   For the first time I noticed she was slipping into that awkward, ugly duckling phase that all small girls are destined to suffer. It wasn’t helped by the gaps in her mouth where her baby teeth had recently been. I noticed that another two teeth had dropped out while I had been away. ‘What’s this Alice,’ I said pointing to her missing teeth. ‘Been kissing the boys again I see.’
 
   ‘Yes, lots!’ she yelled back at me. ‘And you’ve been kissing all the girls.’
 
   I felt my face redden. ‘Who told you that, Alice?’
 
   Alice danced from one foot to another as she replied, ‘Tina Henderson said her mummy told her. She said you were a bad man who kissed lots of women and that’s why you couldn’t stay with us any more.’
 
   I was so flustered I didn’t even think of denying this charge, that task was left to Denise.
 
   ‘Tina Henderson is a stupid little liar!’ she snarled with such venom, that I guessed she knew more about my sins than she had let on. Most likely she had listened to Teri on the phone and worked the whole thing out for herself. 
 
   Alice turned on her sister and shouted back. ‘Isn’t!’
 
   ‘Is!’
 
   ‘Isn’t!’
 
   ‘That’s enough,’ I said loudly enough for my words to be taken as a gentle admonishment, but not ferocious enough to be considered a real telling off. The last thing I wanted that morning was to quarrel with my daughters. ‘Come on girls, we’re going on holiday. Arguments aren’t allowed. Why don’t you go and see if your mum is ready to leave.’
 
   Both of them nodded and Denise turned to go back inside the house, but I distinctly heard Alice hiss, ‘Is….’ under her breath.  As Denise reached the side door, Teri popped her head out and asked, ‘Is everything all right? I heard shouting.’
 
   ‘Just a minor disagreement between Denise and Alice. It’s all fixed out now,’ I said, hoping she wouldn’t ask what it was about.
 
   Alice however piped up, ‘Tina Henderson said.....’
 
   As fast as I could I reached down and tickled Alice hard in the ribs, making her squeal with laughter. Teri’s expression changed to one of disapproval and at first I assumed she was angry at the horseplay. Instead she pointed a finger at the cigarette butt in the driveway. The one I had dropped when Denise had come out. 
 
   ‘Don’t tell me you’re back on the coffin nails again, Matt?’ Her tone was both condescending and weary. I didn’t blame her for sounding annoyed, Teri had probably suffered as much as me when I was struggling to kick the weed. Alice trod on my toe and shouted. ‘You’ve not to smoke, Daddy. You’ll catch cancer and die. Everyone knows that.’
 
   I pulled my half empty pack from my shirt pocket and threw them to Teri. ‘Go on, bin them. Just some temporary back-sliding, that’s all.’
 
   Making a one handed catch, Teri raised her eyebrows in approval before she crushed the cardboard in her hand and dropped it into the rubbish bin beside the door. 
 
   ‘Five minutes and then we’re off,’ she said, and vanished back inside the house. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
   The journey to St Andrew’s was a much less tense affair than I’d anticipated. In the back seat the girls chatted excitedly about all the things they planned to do on holiday. From the way they talked I gathered their misguided impression of St Andrew’s was a cross between Alton Towers and Benidorm. I hadn’t the heart to tell them otherwise. The journey at the beginning of any holiday holds its own powerful magic, like Christmas Eve or Halloween or the night before a birthday. Anticipation versus Actual. Even I wasn’t immune to it. And neither, it seemed, was Teri. 
 
   From the moment we left the Glasgow city boundary behind, Teri’s cold demeanour began to thaw. It was like watching a snake shed its skin. With the passing of each mile, a little of the old Teri emerged from the cloak of indifference she had spun around herself. It was visible in her posture as her neck and shoulder muscles gradually relaxed, and in the way the hard set of her mouth softened. I imagined I could hear the tightly coiled springs inside her loosen off one by one. It may just have been that our daughters’ excitement was contagious and I thanked them silently for their gift. 
 
   I had originally planned to drive over the Forth Road Bridge, but as Teri’s ‘Snow Queen’ facade melted, I chose the alternative route via the Kincardine Bridge, hoping the scenic detour would add to the holiday mood. I had the car radio on and the girls sang along to dreadful pop songs that I wouldn’t normally suffer at such close proximity. As we crossed the new bridge at Kincardine, the sun emerged from behind the heavy cloud bank and reflected against the tall, gleaming burners of Grangemouth oil refinery, making it look like a futuristic metal cathedral. At that moment Teri looked across at me and smiled. I thought everything was going to be all right. I was never so wrong about anything in my entire life. 
 
   By the time we had passed through Burntisland and Kinghorn, Teri and I were actually having a conversation. Great care was taken to steer clear of anything that could bring our troubles into the open. It was clear that at some future point, we were due a heart to heart discussion, but that could wait until the ground was firmer underfoot and able to take the strain. There was nothing to be gained by stamping our feet while the terrain was still fragile and treacherous. The only mistake was when I asked how her father was keeping. A shadow crept across Teri’s eyes and a sheath of frost covered her words as she told me he had suffered another stroke and was now bedridden. Although she didn’t elaborate, it was plain my affair with Rita and the ensuing separation were being considered as contributing factors to his condition. 
 
   I stopped the car when we reached Kirkcaldy to let Denise and Alice stretch their legs and go to the toilet. We bought hot dogs from a food van parked on the water front, and sat on a bench watching the black headed gulls swoop over the Firth of Forth. The sun felt warm on my face as it burned away the mid-day clouds, transforming the cold grey waters to an inviting deep blue. I would have been happy to stay there a while longer, letting the salt tang of the sea seep into the wounds I had inflicted upon my family, healing us, making us whole again. Alice, however, was growing bored waving to passing boats and beginning to wander perilously close to the quayside, so it was back to the car. 
 
   As we drove further into the Kingdom of Fife, I kept to the coastal road, almost afraid now to actually reach St Andrew’s for fear the developing truce between Teri and I would fall apart upon our arrival. It was as if the sight of the sunlight dancing on the water had a calming effect that kept everything in harmony. I turned the radio up louder and even joined in the with the singing. We lost the sea for a short time between Lower Largo and Ellie and had to reply upon green fields and hedgerows to sustain the healing process. The car meandered on past St Monan’s, Pittenweem, Anstruther, and Kilrenny, before reaching Crail where we had to turn inland again. 
 
   Although this route was a good twenty miles longer, it had one pleasant advantage over the others. Its line of approach sprang St Andrew’s upon you like a wonderful surprise. At one point you’re driving along a leafy country road, hemmed in by woods on either side, and then the road dips sharply, the trees vanish, and St Andrew’s is spread below you with the sea pounding off its east shoulder. The twin towers of the ruined Cathedral stand prominent on the cliff edge, giving the town the appearance of an ancient horned beast lapping at the water. 
 
   Behind me the girls cheered and yelled. Journey’s end. The car was whining because I had forgotten to take it out of third gear, and I as reached for the gear stick, my hand brushed Teri’s. We shared another smile and the remains of my pessimism concerning the holiday were exorcised like a tattered ghost. I wanted very much to stop the car and hug Teri and my daughters. Instead, I moved up into fourth and coasted the car down the hill towards St Andrew’s. Over the centuries the town has had a glut of martyrs. Their names are enshrined in cold stone for anyone to read. I did not intend to add my own name to the list. I was going to succeed. I was so sure of myself. 
 
   I never realised there was an unseen passenger in the car with us. 
 
   We had rented a flat in Market Street. From previous visits to the town I remembered a broad market square, the old Mercat Cross - with a large flower-strewn fountain stuck in the middle of the cobbled road. Our flat was at the top end where the street narrowed dramatically. Due to the one way traffic system, the top of Market Street was blocked with No Entry signs, and I spent ten frustrating minutes driving round in circles before finding an opening in North Street that allowed access. By the time I parked outside the flat, my nerves were frayed and things weren’t helped by Alice constantly shouting that she was needing to pee again. 
 
   This end of the street looked even narrower from the inside than it had been looking in from the outside. The entire width couldn’t have been more than fifteen feet across, including the slender Indian-file pavements. The buildings on either side were tall enough to block out most of the sunlight, giving it a gloomy, claustrophobic feel, in stark contrast to the sunny market square fifty yards away. The cobbles here were dark and sun-shy, reminding me of hard shelled insects sleeping on the road. I unloaded the car quickly, knowing I was blocking the street. Once this was complete, I parked the car around the corner in North Street and walked back, still trying to catch my breath from hauling the luggage out.
 
   The house, normally rented by students from the university during term time, had been split into two apartments. Our living space took up the top two floors and we shared the front door with our ground floor neighbour. A lockable door at the head of the first flight of stairs meant we had complete privacy. A little home from home. Teri was busy unpacking the hardware when I returned, and I took a quick look around the flat before carrying the cases upstairs. The first floor of the house was comprised of a small hallway, a living room overlooking the street, a bathroom, and a kitchen. The living room was a decent size with a square, windowed niche in the corner like a tiny cul-de-sac extending off the main square. A small dining table had been squeezed into this space. I could hardly imagine a hearty meal taking place there. If you actually managed to cram yourself past the table, you would never escape once you’d polished off three courses. The walls were decorated with a series of oil paintings depicting hunting scenes. Their cheap frames filled with red jacketed little men astride galloping horses, accompanied by their baying hounds. I hated them immediately. 
 
   The stairs leading to the top floor were steep and curving and I had trouble negotiating the tight bend with two bulging suitcases. I dumped them on the double bed of the master bedroom and peeked in the other two bedrooms. The first was bright and sunny, overlooking the back gardens. It held two single beds and had built-in wardrobes fronted with pine louvered doors. The other room was long and narrow, and most likely been used as a storeroom at one time. There was only space for bunk beds and a chest of drawers that looked like something pulled from a bonfire. Like the street outside, the room had a depressing, gloomy feel to it. It gave the optical illusion the walls were drawing together like the jaws of a giant vice. It would be easy to imagine a razor honed pendulum dropping from the ceiling above the bed on the stroke of midnight, to begin its murderous arc of descent.
 
   I hoped Teri might have had second thoughts over the sleeping arrangements, but I wasn’t prepared to push things. Even if it meant sleeping in one of the bunk beds for a couple of nights until we made up more ground, I was resigned to compliance. After jogging back down the stairs to fetch my own bag, I decided to put my things into the room with twin beds as this would show Teri that I fully intended to honour her conditions of the holiday. With any luck it would make her feel guilty and lead to a swift withdrawal of sexual sanctions. That was my game plan anyway. 
 
   It didn’t take long to empty the small amount of clothes I’d brought into the first wardrobe. This done I checked the other two out of curiosity. One was empty except for a huddle of wire coat hangers. The third wardrobe was locked. For some reason this vexed me. I tried peering through the louvered slats of the door but could make out nothing but shadows. Most likely the owners of the flat used this wardrobe to store their personal effects. It wouldn’t have taken much effort to force the flimsy lock, but I knew it would have been nasty prying, like looking in someone’s diary. With a shrug I left the room and wandered downstairs. 
 
   Teri was in the process of filling the kitchen cupboards and looked distinctly harassed. Denise was lending a hand but being more of a hindrance, while Alice, the Polter-child, was running around like a dervish, excited beyond any constraint with her new environment. Trying to act as if it was perfectly natural, I slipped my arm around Teri’s waist and pecked her lightly on the top of her head. She didn’t lean into me as I had hoped, but neither did she cringe away which was a victory in itself. I couldn’t help noticing the slight roll of fat she’d had around her middle since the girls came along was gone. As if realising she was being appraised, Teri slipped out of my grasp and began rinsing drinking glasses at the sink. 
 
   She suggested that I take the girls out for a walk and get some food while she finished the unpacking. I was only too happy to agree. Unpacking is one of those chores that always makes me edgy and impatient, especially when I know everything I do is going to be overruled by Teri’s higher authority and moved elsewhere. Both the girls were delighted at the prospect of having their first look at the town. I made sure I had my wallet and mobile phone and led them down the stairs. 
 
   The first thing I did was take them along to Luvian’s beside the fountain to buy ice creams. There were several stalls set up around the fountain selling tea towels, hair ribbons, cheap jewellery and all the usual nik-naks aimed at the casual buyer. One of the stalls was packed with second hand paperbacks and I was ecstatic to find a couple of old dog-eared Phil Rickman novels I’d been meaning to read again. The good feeling was back with me. It lay in the pit of my stomach like a fluttering ball of tinsel and coloured glass. I bought Alice a Winnie-the-Pooh hair clasp and silver earrings for Denise. There was also a flower stall beside the fountain. I made up my mind to return here after we had done the shopping and buy Teri the blooms I had been too afraid to buy that morning. 
 
   I took the girls on a mini-tour of the nearby streets, showing them the Holy Trinity Church, parts of which have stood for more than half a millennium and still used as the Town’s main Kirk. Behind the stained glass windows, the Reformist John Knox once incited the Calvinist Protestants to pillage the Cathedral and drive out Catholicism, killing hundreds in the process. All in the name of God of course. Not that the Catholics were so innocent either, having been prone to burning Protestants in the middle of the street for public entertainment.
 
   We wandered into South Street and I tagged along behind Denise and Alice as they window shopped. Across the road stood the remains of Blackfriars Chapel, another casualty of Knox’s heavy handed boys. Only the three sided apse had survived the onslaught, standing like an medieval bus shelter against the backdrop of Madras College. I had always found this black stone ruin to be a sinister piece of olden day architecture. It squatted like an dark, ugly troll on the college lawn, staring at the passers-by with bitterness and contempt in its empty, arched eyes. Naturally it was reputed to be haunted. 
 
   On that first day of our holiday however, the Chapel ruins looked more mournful than menacing, and the way the mid afternoon sun slanted through its arches threw my mind back to the first time Teri and I had come here. I remembered us walking down this same street, my arm around her waist, her hand in my back pocket. We were nineteen years old and had the mental freedom that only youth possess. No mortgage to worry about, no kids, no bills to pay. All we had to think about was enjoying each other. And we did. A friend of mine had loaned us his rickety old caravan and I always like to think that we hastened its demise with our naive but energetic love-making. 
 
   Alice broke my reverie of the past by asking, ‘Dad, why are those people dressed so funny?’ I looked to where she was pointing and saw a group of middle aged men and women wearing a uniform of hideous checked trousers and garishly coloured Pringle sweaters waiting to cross at the traffic lights. Despite not wanting to appear rude, I found myself smiling. St Andrew’s had once been an important ecclesiastical centre for Christian pilgrims all across Europe. Now history repeats itself in the form of these new pilgrims, who come to pay their respects at the altar of the Royal and Ancient, the birthplace of golf. It’s probably wrong to laugh at them and their ridiculous attire, for without their patronage, the town would slip once more into the role of a second rate sea-side resort, of interest to no-one except historians and students. 
 
   A elderly golfer with a pastel pink sweater overheard Alice’s remark, and he stared at me as if waiting to hear what sort of stern rebuke I would issue to my bad mannered offspring. Denise had also the seen the hostile look on the man’s face and moved closer to me. I disappointed Mr Pink by merely ruffling Alice’s hair and saying loudly, ‘Don’t be frightened girls, they’re only golfers.’ 
 
   The pedestrian light flashed on and the golfing party started to cross the road except for Mr Pink who continued glaring at us as if seeking a confrontation. In the end he allowed himself to be led away by his overweight wife, who barked, ‘C’mon honey,’ in a nasal American accent. 
 
   I checked my watch and reckoned it was time to get some shopping done before Teri came looking for us. I walked the girls back to Market Street where a supermarket was still open. Denise pushed the trolley, while Alice jumped on the sidebar and rode shot-gun. Teri would want to do the main bulk of the shopping herself, so I grabbed mostly snacks and junk food to see us over the weekend, stuff like crisps, burgers, cheese, bacon, micro-wave chips, Cornflakes, coke and chocolate. As we were walking past the freezer section, a girl with familiar flame red hair was leaning over one the chest freezers. 
 
   I halted so suddenly that Denise barged into me with the trolley, almost spilling Alice from her precarious foothold. For a few moments I was oblivious to their protests as I gazed at the girl rummaging around in the frozen vegetables compartment. I couldn’t see her face but I had no doubt who I was looking at. The mane of fiery red hair, the way her small breasts hung like inverted cones inside the white T-shirt, the swell of her buttocks encased in faded blue denim. I knew them all too well. It was Rita. I took a deep breath expecting to smell violets. 
 
   Alice’s voice was loud enough for half the store to overhear her say, ‘Dad, it’s rude to stare at people’s bottoms.’ 
 
   My face blushed red as the girl lifted her head from the freezer and I saw I had been mistaken. This girl was younger than Rita, perhaps only seventeen or eighteen years old. She was pretty with pale skin and a smattering of freckles across her nose and under her eyes. The corners of her mouth lifted in a wicked smile before she busied herself once more with frozen sprouts and baby carrots. Taking my chance, I grabbed the trolley from Denise and pushed it quickly towards the check-outs, half tempted to tip Alice off into a freezer full of fish fingers. I was still so flustered by the incident that I never noticed the smirking girl at the till had overcharged me by three pounds until I was well away from the store. 
 
   To allow myself time to regain self composure before returning to the flat, I popped into Oddbins for some lager and a bottle of wine. I couldn’t believe how stupid I’d been to think that Rita was in St Andrew’s, now of all times. That would have been too much of a coincidence. The illusion had been perfect though. How many hundreds of times had I seen Rita in that same position leaning over someone’s desk at work, not to mention a few occasions in my car minus the T-shirt and jeans. 
 
   I concentrated on what to buy. I didn’t know if Teri would even want to have a drink tonight. She might see it as a ploy to ease my way into her bed. I bought her a bottle of white wine anyway, and for myself, six pack of Peroni. There was no point in being unprepared should the opportunity present itself. As I waited for my change, I turned just in time to see Alice removing the bottom can from a fragile pyramid of Murphy’s Stout. For the second time in five minutes I found myself hurrying from a shop with a red face. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
   By nine o’clock both girls were fast asleep in bed. The first day had gone pretty well. After a meal of burgers and chips, which I cooked, we took a walk along the East Sands. A few times I actually forgot what the domestic situation was and just enjoyed being part of my family again. Then I would remember that Teri could take all of this away from me at the end of the week, and I’d feel the wind gusting in from the sea grow a little colder. 
 
   On the way to the beach, we walked through the Cathedral ruins, reading the lichen stained grave stones and joking about the possibility of finding one with our own name on it. Alice pretended to be a ghost and hid behind the larger headstones, jumping out when least expected. Only Denise seemed to be in a sombre mood, and when I asked what was troubling her, she said she didn’t like the thought of so many dead people lying beneath her feet. 
 
   We left the Cathedral by the back gate which led onto the cliff path. Far below us the sea relentlessly swept across the rocks. If you listened to its soothing whispers long enough you could sometimes hear voices in the undercurrents, but this is an unwise practice as the sea is a queer beast, whose stories should be left well alone. Following the cliff path we came at last to St Mary’s on the Rock. This was the site of the ancient Celtic Church of the Culdees where St Andrew’s relics were once supposedly kept. Nothing remains of the Church now but the foundation stones and a small plaque dating the ruins back to the 9th century. The path took a steep downward turn here as it wound towards the small harbour. 
 
   I couldn’t resist giving Teri and the girls an impromptu history lesson on how St Andrew, the brother of St Peter, was crucified on a diagonal cross called a Saltire and how a Greek monk, St Regulus, later to be known as St Rule, was charged with bringing his relics to A region towards the west, situated in the utmost part of the world. According to the legends, St Regulus was shipwrecked in St Andrews when it was still a Pictish settlement called Kinrymont. He duly built his shrine and history was made. I also explained that the St Andrew’s Saltire was adopted as Scotland’s national flag after its image appeared as a fiery cross in the sky the night before a victorious Scottish battle. Alice made us laugh by immediately gazing up at the sky as if expecting to see a flaming Saltire appear among the clouds. 
 
   As we made to leave St Mary’s on the Rock, the sound of enthusiastic applause made me turn to find a Japanese man and woman smiling widely and clapping their hands. Obviously they had been impressed by my lecturing skills. To Teri’s great amusement the man insisted on taking our photograph. I saw the photograph later on when the man sold it to a national newspaper after the murder trial was underway. Beneath the picture our names were printed in small, neat courier type. Only the smiling old man standing just slightly out of camera shot wasn’t named. By then I could have given him a name, but they thought I was crazy enough at that point. 
 
   Leaving the Japanese couple still smiling and waving, we took the steep path down to the harbour where the walls were lined with orange meshed lobster creels stacked on top of one another. On the opposite side of the water two young women sat with pencils and large sketching pads capturing the picturesque scene. We crossed the harbour channel where it met the Kinness Burn by way of a open sided metal footbridge. The tide had gone out in the harbour inlet twenty feet below us, and the small fishing boats lying on their sides in the mud looked sadly forlorn. Terns and cormorants hopped about in the mouth of the estuary, picking up tasty tit-bits the tide had left behind. 
 
   Once safely across there was only a grassy knoll between us and the East Sands. Teri sat on a bench while I ran down to the beach with Denise and Alice. The retreating tide had left many small pools, and in one of these pools I found a decent sized crab which I chased the girls with, making them scream and shriek. Alice roamed around collecting the prettiest sea-shells, while Denise and I used sticks to write funny things about her in the wet sand. When Alice asked what we had written, we lied and paid her the most outrageous compliments. 
 
   Eventually we made our way back up the beach with damp feet and light hearts to where Teri sat shivering on her bench. On the walk back, Teri complained about the cold sea breeze and I took that as my cue to slide my arm around her. This time she snuggled into me, moulding herself against the side of my body. She was wearing only a T-shirt and a thin, denim jacket and I could see she wasn’t lying about feeling the chill by the way her nipples poked out from the flimsy cotton material. I decided there and then to get myself into her bed that night. 
 
   By the time we crossed the harbour and climbed the hill, the Cathedral gate was locked for the night, barring us from taking the shortcut through the cathedral ruins. I noticed Denise looked relieved about this as we followed the path which led back onto North Street. Twilight had fallen upon the town and I was tempted to take the longer way round, continuing along the path until it reached the castle. The girls were tired however, and the thought of getting Teri on her own while this mood lasted was an appealing one. The castle could wait for another day. I had a different type of battlements to lay siege to.
 
   Alice insisted she wanted to sleep in the top bunk in the narrow room and I only agreed after checking the safety rail was safe and well secured. Denise sulked at having to take the bottom bunk as she had wanted to sleep in the room with louver wardrobes. Peace was only restored after I promised her a double ice cream at Luvian’s right after breakfast. I kissed them both goodnight and descended the stairs. 
 
   Teri had closed the curtains and switched on a lamp, giving the room a warm, cosy feel. With the buffer our daughter’s presence had provided now removed, we sat a few feet apart on the couch watching the television. Normal conversation was going to be impossible until the whole issue of my fling with Rita was properly thrashed out, but Teri gave no indication of wanting to bring the matter up just yet and I was happy to avoid that confrontation for as long as possible. A film was starting on the television, Angel Heart, with Mickey Rourke as Harry Angel the doomed private investigator, and Robert De Niro playing Luis Cyphre, his devilish client. I had already seen it twice but didn’t mind watching it a third time.
 
   I slipped into the kitchen and poured Teri a glass of wine, getting a bottle of lager for myself. I tipped a couple of packets of crisps into a large soup bowl and carried them through. I sat closer to Teri this time with only the width of the bowl between us. The plot of the film was complex and Teri frequently asked me what was meant to be happening. Usually I got irritated at having to explain films when I’m in the middle of watching one, but this time I was patient and eager to please. When the crisps were finished I set the bowl on the floor and inched closer to Teri until my thigh was against hers. There was something exciting and erotic about this minimalist contact that reminded me of our early courting days before we started sleeping together. 
 
   Whenever the adverts interrupted the film, I would scuttle off to the kitchen to refill Teri’s glass. I could see by the flush in her cheeks and the brightness of her eyes, that the alcohol was taking effect. It occurred to me that I was using the crudest method of seduction in existence, a mercenary tactic. But I felt no shame, there was much more at stake than a drunken shag. I knew if I could get Teri into bed on the first night of our holiday there would be no turning back. 
 
   By the time poor Harry Angel was on his way to hell, the bottle of wine was mostly empty and I had finished off four bottles of Peronni. As the credits rolled down the television screen I realised that I hadn’t really planned on any specific modus operandi to secure an invitation to the master bed chamber. Then fate lent a helping hand. Teri lost her grip on the wine glass, grabbed wildly for it, and only succeeded in sending it spinning towards the floor, showering us both with droplets of wine. Instinctively I stretched out to catch the glass just as Teri did the very same thing and our heads knocked together with a dull thud. The glass hit the carpet and rolled harmlessly beneath the coffee table.
 
   As we ruefully rubbed our sore heads, our eyes met, and the comical aspect of the incident caused us both to burst out laughing. I’m not sure how it happened, but this outburst of laughter suddenly turned to passion and suddenly we were kissing in a way we hadn’t done in years. The inside of Teri’s mouth held the bitter taste of the wine, but I relished it. My hands were in her hair, twisting and teasing it, forcing her face against mine so hard that our lips would be puffy and bruised later on. 
 
   We sat perched on the edge of the couch, our mouths locked together in a communion of lips and tongues for a full ten minutes. It was I who took the next step by sliding my hand onto her breast, feeling the blunt nipple trace against my palm through her bra and T-shirt. I half feared Teri might call a halt at this point, but she only moaned low in her throat and eased herself back on the couch until she was in a semi-reclining position. My hands worked in tandem, one pulling her T-shirt from the front of her jeans and snaking up beneath the cotton, the other frantically attacking the brassiere catch, succeeding more through brute force rather than polished finesse. 
 
   As I cupped Teri’s naked breast in my hand I could not help myself from momentarily comparing her soft, full flesh with Rita’s petite breasts. As if she had picked up my stray thought, Teri clashed her teeth against mine, reprimanding me for not worshipping her body alone. We must have spent almost half an hour in that uncomfortable position. I hardly noticed the time, my world solely existed of kisses and breasts. We had become fully regressed lovers, reminiscing an early date. My erection, trapped against Teri’s leg was becoming painful and once more it was I who pushed the boundaries further out by undoing the button and zip of her jeans. I planed my hand over her belly, slipping my fingers under the easy defence of her underwear, briefly encountering the stiff, brush of her pubis before Teri stopped my hand with her own. My disappointment was so great I could have hawked it up and spat it out in a huge, bitter lump. 
 
   Teri wriggled her way off the couch and onto her feet while I tried hard not to show the frustration I felt. I had gained more ground than I had hoped and there was no point in acting like a sulking child, an action which might have undone all the good work that had gone before. Then I realised Teri was still holding tightly onto my hand and was pulling me to my feet. She wore a lopsided, almost bashful smile as her eyes indicated we should continue upstairs. I did not need to be coaxed. Trying to make as little noise as possible in case it disturbed the girls, we giggled like teenagers as we climbed the stairs and entered the main bedroom. Only then did Teri let go of my hand in order to cross the room and close the curtains. 
 
   I wondered if she would regret this hasty surrender in the morning. Even if she really did intend taking me back, I’m sure her game plan included keeping me waiting until the end of the week before sleeping with me, instead of offering herself like a hurriedly written acceptance speech. Come morning I knew there would be an emotional backlash driven by self reproach. These small concerns evaporated when Teri quickly discarded her clothes and lay on the bed. I too, shed my clothes, dropping them where they fell and joined her. She spread her legs as my hand stroked her, parting her, feeling her slickness enfold my probing fingers. I gasped out loud as her hand finally encircled my erection, making me shudder with desire. 
 
   Then Teri was pulling me on top of her, foreplay abandoned in preference of brute friction. In my desperation to penetrate her, I twice clumsily jarred myself on her pubic bone before she reached her hand down and effortlessly performed the carnal trigonometry that guided me inside her. That first stroke felt like the sweetest moment of my entire life. It was a small death - a blood-bruised rapture of pain and love. It was almost unbearable. Teri’s hands were on my buttocks, pulling me in as deeply as possible, making me fight to withdraw for the second stroke. It was never to happen. Even as I drew back, there came a loud crash from the bedroom next door, followed by the sound of Alice’s loud, terrified wailing. 
 
   Teri was first to react, pushing me away from her and dragging her T-shirt over her head. As she ran into the hall, I was still struggling to pull my jeans on. It shames me to speak it, but I hated Alice at that moment. I felt as though something had been torn away from me. I caught sight of my face in the dressing table mirror and it was fixed in an ugly grimace. It was this grotesque image that made me remember who I was and sent me scurrying to the narrow bedroom. 
 
   I had already guessed the crash was Alice falling out of the top bunk. Teri was kneeling over Alice where she lay crying on the floor. I heard her make soothing noises to Alice, quietening her until only muted sobs remained. I couldn’t tell if all the noise had woken Denise, as the blanket from the top bunk had fallen down, covering the lower bed and making it look like a sleeping berth on an old overnight train. I was reaching to pull it aside when I noticed the safety rail from the top bunk was missing. This shouldn’t have been possible. I had checked it earlier and remembered four heavy brass screws securing it to the bed frame. It was a sturdy slab of wood, and I found it hard to imagine Alice managing to dislodge it. As Teri gently ran her hands over Alice’s limbs making sure nothing was broken, I looked for the safety rail and was shocked to see it standing neatly propped in the corner of the room. The rail had been deliberately removed. 
 
   As I puzzled over this mystery, Teri sat Alice up and words were beginning to make themselves clear through the shuddering sobs. 
 
   ‘A-a-a-skeleton pulled m-me out of b-bed!’
 
   While Teri stroked Alice’s hair and shushed her like a baby,  I had a sudden mental picture of a loose jointed bag of bones, cackling to itself while unscrewing the safety rail with screwdriver. It should have been funny, but it frightened me in a way I couldn’t explain. Someone had definitely removed the rail. But who? The rail had been in place when I kissed the girls goodnight, and neither Teri nor I had been in the room since. That only left Denise. Leaning forward I threw the blanket back up onto the top bunk and found the lower bed empty. Denise wasn’t there. 
 
   While I stood scratching my head, trying to puzzle things out, Teri hoisted Alice up and hissed at me, ‘For God’s sake, Matt. Don’t just stand there. See where Denise has got to. She’s probably wandered into the other room.’ 
 
   I crossed the landing and pushed open the door to the room with louver wardrobes. I could see that neither of the twin beds were occupied. I moved into the room proper and it was then I noticed the smell. It was the faint stench of an open sewer, as if a soil pipe had cracked somewhere behind the walls. I ignored the smell for the moment, the priority was to find Denise wherever she was hiding. She had to be somewhere in the house, but deep down inside, I had the horrible feeling that my daughter had been spirited away to a place I would never find her. I lay flat on the floor between the beds and checked beneath finding nothing but dust balls. From next door I could hear Teri singing softly to Alice, an old lullaby about cradles falling from tree tops. An unintentional irony under the circumstances.
 
   I pushed myself back to my feet and moved over to the louvered closets. The ripe sewer smell seemed much stronger here and I had a sudden mental flash of Denise huddling in the corner of a closet covered in shit and blood. The image was so disturbing that I almost tore the louvered door from its hinges. The closet contained nothing except my clothes. Denise wasn’t in the second one either and although I knew the third closet was locked, I still tried the handle, feeling a renewed surge of frustration as it resisted me. Panic was beginning to race like fever through me. The alcohol in my system making it difficult to think clearly. I felt far more drunk than I should have on only four bottles of beer. The whole situation was becoming surreal, like one of those dreams where you run in slow motion and never seem to get anywhere. 
 
   Feeling defeated and tired, I rested my head against the wooden slats of the locked closet door and discovered where the source of the stench came from. The smell was so strong here that I almost gagged. I turned to see Teri staring at me from the doorway. Her eyes which had sparkled earlier on in the evening, now looked bloodshot and bleary. I could see by the way she wrinkled her nose in disgust that she too had noticed the smell. Teri folded her arms across her chest and shivered.
 
   ‘Well?’ she said in a flat tone.
 
   I think we’ve got a broken waste pipe somewhere,’ I replied stupidly.
 
   Teri’s face stretched into an exaggerated mask of disbelief. ‘Never mind about the broken pipe! Where is Denise? Remember her? Your daughter?’
 
   I shook my head like an imbecile. ‘Not here. Maybe she went downstairs. I’ll go look.’
 
   As I passed Teri in the doorway I got the impression she was using every last ounce of her self control not to lash out at me and I could feel her eyes bore into my back all the way down the stairs. There was another surprise when I pushed open the living room door. The room was in total darkness, although I was certain that when Teri had led me up to bed, both the light and the television were still on. In the dim illumination from the hallway, I saw Denise sitting at the dining table in the little niche. She sat with her hands in her lap and her eyes open. Her gaze was vacant and unfocused as if she had been sleep walking or in a trance. 
 
   Before going to Denise, I called up to Teri that all was well, and from the top of the stairs I heard a sharp escape of breath before Teri’s footsteps padded into the main bedroom. Moving slowly and quietly, I took a seat at the small table and as gently as possible I stroked my daughter’s hair and whispered her name. I had been told the trick to deal with sleepwalkers was to get them to first recognise your voice, reassure them, and lead them back to bed without waking them. At first Denise only continued staring at the table top showing no sign that she was aware of my presence. 
 
   After a couple of minutes I was beginning to worry about having to bodily lift her, when she said very softly, ‘He touched me, Daddy.’ She raised her head and turned to face me. Her eyes still held that vacant, shuttered look I had seen before in shock victims. Down in her lap her hands were clutching at the hem of her night-dress, rubbing the cotton back and forwards between her fingers as if trying to shred the material. Again she said in that creepy monotone, ‘He touched me, Daddy.’ 
 
   I felt uneasy and more than a little scared. I didn’t have a clue what she was talking about. It would have been better if Teri had come down the stairs instead of leaving me to deal with this on my own. I could still have gone up and asked for her help, but I had the distinct impression that I had plummeted back into my wife’s bad books. If I had to tell her I was unable to get a nine year old girl back to bed without her assistance, she was going to be seriously annoyed. 
 
   The sense of wrongness was unnerving me, nurturing my uneasiness into distinct fear. It was like things were swimming beneath the surface in my head. Eventually I worked up the courage to ask Denise the question I didn’t really want the answer to. 
 
   ‘Who touched you Denise?’
 
   Her eyes fluttered closed and she said in a whisper, ‘He said you forgot all about him. He said you locked him away in the dark.’
 
   For some reason a vivid image of Denise’s drawing slipped into my mind. The one with the green, rectangular garden with the strange smudges at the bottom. I felt an old memory stir in its sleep and then it was gone. There was something disturbing about the way Denise was still twisting at the hem of her night-dress. It struck me to ask her where this man from her dream had touched her, but before I could speak, a sharp tapping noise behind me made me whirl around. It was an old, familiar sound that made my skin crawl. Tap, tap, tap. 
 
   I tracked the sound across the room to the window. Taking a deep breath, I pulled the curtain aside to find a large, black headed gull sitting on the outside window ledge. Its eyes glittered malevolently as it brought its beak up and rapped on the glass. Tap, tap, tap. I made a fist and knocked on the window with my knuckles, feeling the glass rattle loosely in the frame. The gull opened its beak wide as if grinning insolently and flew off. I closed the curtain with shaking hands and turned to find Denise slumped forward, little snores letting me know she was truly asleep. 
 
   I lifted her and held her tenderly in my arms, carrying her up the stairs and placing her into bed beside Teri and Alice. I couldn’t help thinking that it should have been me sleeping there. I wondered if Teri and I would pick up from where we had left off tomorrow but doubted it. Alice falling out of bed had changed things in a way it was difficult to define. Something had re-ignited Teri’s anger. I felt like I had gone two steps forwards and three back. From the bed, Teri gave me a look I couldn’t read before rolling over and draping her arm around Alice. 
 
   I entered the room with the louver wardrobes and found the smell had gone completely. Even when I pressed my nose against the locked door there was nothing. I undressed and slipped into the bed nearest the window. When I opened my eyes in the morning I wanted to feel sunlight on my face. 
 
   In the darkness of the room, images began tormenting me, stopping me from dropping off. They hung behind my eyes, lingering a few seconds before being whisked away and replaced with another. Teri’s breasts. Denise’s green rectangle of a garden. The safety rail standing propped in the corner. Alice jumping out from behind a gravestone. The squat menace of Blackfriars Chapel. The fountain in Market Street filled with blood. The locked closet door bursting open to reveal...... 
 
   In the end I threw back the sheets and masturbated grimly, hoping to find sleep in the drowsy after-glow of orgasm. It was a mechanical and unfeeling act. I fantasised about fucking Rita and didn’t even feel guilty about it. As I dropped off, I heard the distant sound of tapping. I thought the gull had returned to annoy me, but at the very last moment, as my finger tips lost their grip on the narrow ledge of wakefulness, I realised the tapping was coming from the locked closet.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
   When I was six years old, my family went on holiday to Ayr. A happy family of five. Mum and dad, James, Brenda, and me. James would have been two and still in his buggy. It was the last holiday my dad ever spent with us. He was ill the next year with cancer, and by the following summer he was dead. I keep memories of this holiday like frozen snapshots of time in my head. 
 
   I remember buying a red and black ladybird that I could make to run up and down my jacket using a tiny magnet. I remember plastic windmills on sticks, sloppy joes, jelly shoes, and beanie hats. I remember measles (Brenda got them two days before we came home), I remember squirming ragworms that dad dug from the sand, and most of all, I remember the rich holiday scent of seaweed and chip fat. 
 
   Most of our holiday was spent walking, we did little else but march aimlessly around the town. I felt jealous of James sitting happily in his buggy, while Brenda and I tramped along beside it. This was Robert Burns country, and dad took great pleasure pointing out the taverns Burns had frequented. When we visited the famous bard’s white washed cottage, dad bought me a small book containing the poem Tam O’Shanter. How he expected me to read it, I don’t know. I was then barely capable of reading simple English without having to wrestle with the difficult translation of old Scots brogue.
 
   When we had covered every spare inch of pavement in Ayr, we took the bus to its outlying attractions. I was allowed to sit with dad upstairs when he went up to have a smoke, most likely even then feeding the creeping death in his lungs. We visited Culzean Castle, Electric Brae, Prestwick, and one time as far south as Girvan. At night, when we children were too exhausted to do anything else but fall into our beds and sleep, mum and dad would sit downstairs in the lounge of the boarding house and have a drink together. They knew we were safe enough, and if James woke up and started crying, Brenda would go down and tell them. 
 
   Halfway through the week, mum’s parents, Gran and Grandfather Crone came to spend a few days with us. Gran Crone was a lovely old woman with a seamed face and twinkling blue eyes. Grandfather Crone was a different story altogether. He was a thin stick of a man who brought terror into our young lives with his funny ways. Mum said he had been injured in the war fighting for his country. She told us that he was harmless and we shouldn’t be afraid of him. Dad wouldn’t speak to Grandfather Crone at all, choosing instead to ignore the old man despite mum’s reproachful stares. 
 
   Grandfather Crone’s appearance didn’t help matters. His face, like his body, had an emaciated look to it, and his head was disproportionately small for his torso. He grinned constantly as if a funny joke was being repeated over and over again in his head. Quite often he drooled and his eyes sometimes rolled wildly until only the whites showed. He couldn’t talk, but he could make noises - grunts and hoots and whistles like an animal. At meal times Gran Crone would take his food up to him in his room. Apparently his eating habits were not a pretty sight. 
 
   The night before Gran and Grandfather Crone left, we all took a stroll down towards the Esplanade where the old pavilion stood. It had been raining and the evening sky was filled with flat, amalgam coloured light. We were walking along Main Street which bridged the wide harbour inlet. Halfway across the metal bridge we stopped, and dad lifted Brenda up onto his shoulders to look over the rivet studded bridge wall. Mum and Gran Crone were busy making James laugh, blowing on the windmills wedged into the sides of his buggy, the red and yellow plastic sails making a whirring, clicking noise like a swarm of locusts as they spun. Grandfather Crone stood facing away from the water, grinning at the passing traffic. 
 
   Ten yards from where we stood, something glittered brightly on the pavement. Without thinking, I walked towards it. In my mind it was a shiny coin waiting to be claimed. Finders keepers - Losers weepers. I had been warned never to wander away, but the treasure called to me with a voice of its own, using the horrible, tepid light to draw me in. 
 
   It wasn’t a coin however. It was only a steel washer, worthless and cruel in the way it had tricked me. I bent down to pick it up, intending to throw it over the bridge into the water, when I heard dad yell my name loudly. It wasn’t an angry type of shout, I knew those yells well enough. This was a bellow of fear and panic. Before I could even turn around, two bony hands had grabbed me under the armpits and hoisted me aloft above the metal bridge partition, dangling me head first over the water. Until that moment I thought I knew what terror was, but this was beyond anything in my experience. 
 
   The water seemed to be hundreds of feet below me and looked as wide as the sea. It was a dirty brown colour and flecked with scummy foam. Paralysed with fear, I hung there waiting to fall. The sun unexpectedly slunk out from behind a dark bank of cloud and turned the muddy water into a river of copper. Behind me, Grandfather Crone’s false teeth clicked wetly like chewing mandibles and I could smell his breath which stank of stewed cabbage. Miles away I could hear dad’s running footsteps and mum’s frightened cries. Grandfather Crone adjusted his grip on me and I knew he was preparing to let me drop off the bridge into the foaming copper below. The world spun on its axis, tilting the red liquid up and over my head, and then there was nothing for a while. 
 
   When I came to, dad was straddled over me lightly slapping my cheeks. I felt cold and my face was a mess of tears and snot. I saw Grandfather Crone over dad’s shoulder, he was back staring at the traffic again, that hideous grin still plastered on his face. Gran Crone was scolding him to the amusement of the passers by. In hindsight she would have been doing everyone a great favour if she had placed her hands in the small of his back and pushed him beneath the wheels of the first bus that passed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
   I was wakened in the morning by Alice singing at the top of her voice as she bounced on the spare bed like it was a trampoline. The sunlight creeping around the edge of the curtains felt warm on my face and I could smell bacon cooking downstairs. For a few seconds I felt at peace with the world. Then the previous night’s events came bursting through the flimsy wall of half asleep contentment. The sudden depression didn’t last long however - daylight has a cute trick of rationalising the unexplained. Sleep walking was common in children of Denise’s age, it was just good luck she hadn’t fallen down the stairs and broken her neck. It struck me that she must have gone wandering while Teri and I were getting reacquainted in the bedroom. Sleepwalking or not, I hoped she hadn’t seen anything as she passed our half open door. 
 
   Then there was the foul smell. That was easily explained away in an old house such as this. The plumbing was probably as ancient as the brickwork. All those crumbling lead pipes. I would mention it to the agency who leased the flat. The gull tapping on the window was also unfortunate in its timing, but it was just a stupid bird. That only left the mystery of the bed rail. 
 
   I watched Alice bouncing like a demented grasshopper on the bed opposite me, showing no obvious sign of injury from her fall. I reached out and pulled the curtains aside to let in more light, but the increased illumination failed to clear up the mystery of the unscrewed safety rail. I could only imagine the brass screws hadn’t been as secure as they looked. It was just possible that Alice might have managed to kick it free and pure chance caused it to land in the corner. I knew if I thought about it much longer I would see serious flaws in my logic, so I banished it to the back of my mind. I would check it out later.
 
   My main concern was to make up lost ground with Teri, and to do that I would have to go downstairs for breakfast. Shooing Alice from the room, I dressed quickly in shorts and T-shirt. A shower could wait until after breakfast. Just before I walked out the room, my hand instinctively tried the handle of the locked closet. I knew I was being stupid even trying it, but something about that locked door still needled me. I looked at the flimsy hinges of the door and knew if I was really determined I could take them off. Easy as pie. Smiling, I took the stairs two at a time, the appetising smell of the bacon was calling me. 
 
   As I passed the bathroom I heard splashing and stuck my head round the door to say good morning to Denise. She was in the bath, almost hidden beneath a white blanket of bubble bath. The way she covered her scrawny, undeveloped chest with her hands and shouted, ‘Dad!’ in a high, indignant voice made me laugh out loud. I retreated and found Teri in the kitchen lifting greasy strips of streaky bacon from the grill with a fork. On the worktop was a plate of buttered bread and a mug of steaming tea. There was also a half empty glass of water with an Alka-Seltzer still fizzing gently on the bottom. It looked like Teri was suffering from a hangover. It also seemed she was treating last night’s fiasco as a minor setback and was making an effort to see the day would get off to a good start. It had been years since she had cooked me bacon butties on a Sunday morning. 
 
   Creeping up behind her, I tickled Teri in the ribs, making her jump. The strips of bacon hanging precariously on the fork, fell to the floor with a resigned slapping noise. Teri whirled around and glared at me, brandishing the fork like a miniature devil’s trident. For a second she looked so mad I thought she was going to stick the tines into my face. Then she lowered her arm and snarled, ‘Why don’t you grow up, Matt! That was the last of the bacon. You’ll have to make do with Corn Flakes or toast now.’ 
 
   There was a level of anger in her voice I didn’t understand. I watched mutely as she knelt to pick up the bacon strips and toss them into the waste bin with more force than was needed. I realised that I had judged her mood badly. I held my hands up in a gesture of unconditional surrender. ‘Whoa, steady on, Teri. Corn Flakes it is. Look, you go and sit down and I’ll make breakfast.’
 
   Teri picked up the glass of water from the worktop and sipped from it. Her eyes looked bleary and tired, but there was something dark lurking behind them that told me there was more here to worry about than just a hangover and a few dropped rashers of bacon. She looked over my shoulder to check that Alice wasn’t in earshot and said quietly, ‘Have you seen Denise?’
 
   There was a raw edge to her voice that suggested the question was loaded. I couldn’t figure this out. I stared hard into Teri’s face searching for a clue that might help me understand what was going on. The dark look behind her eyes had changed to a hard, bright thing and two red, blazing spots appeared on her cheeks. 
 
   ‘I looked in on her a minute ago. What’s the problem?’ 
 
   ‘You mean you didn’t see the scratches?’
 
   I shook my head feeling as if I was sinking slowly into quicksand. ‘No I didn’t see any scratches. There was enough bubble bath in there to build a snowman. What’s going on Teri? What scratches are you talking about?’ 
 
   Teri’s eyes looked down at the floor as if she was seriously uncomfortable. Her hand waved vaguely towards her own crotch area. ‘Down here. All around......’ The scarlet spots on her cheeks darkened in intensity. ‘You know...... her privates. She’s bruised too.’
 
   A heavy silence filled the small kitchen as the meaning of her words sank in. I remembered Denise’s sleepy voice. He touched me Daddy. What the hell had she been dreaming about? A dancing shadow skittered along the edge of my memory. I had the feeling that I should remember something important. I should be making a connection. Then the real import of Teri’s guarded words hit me like an avalanche of rotten, stinking garbage. Did she actually imagine that because our little session of bump and grind had been so abruptly terminated, I would be so sexually frustrated as to abuse my own daughter? 
 
   Teri was still looking at the floor, unable to make eye contact. I wanted to snatch the glass of water from her hand and pour the contents over her stupid head. ‘Fucking hell, Teri! Denise was having a nightmare last night. She was sleepwalking. If there are scratches on her…. privates… it’s because she put them there herself. And if you honestly think for a second that I would do something like that, then you better call the police right now. Go on, do it, fucking well call them!’ I was shaking, and my face must have looked like a thundercloud.
 
   Teri finally raised her head and the hateful suspicion was gone, replaced by a look of miserable self reproach mixed with relief. Her voice was timid and sheepish. ‘I’m sorry, Matt, honestly. I had to ask. My mind’s being going round in circles since I saw those marks. I was so confused, I didn’t want to believe it, but things have been so strange lately, and last night......’ Her voice tailed away into nothing. She looked so pathetic standing there, my own feelings of outrage evaporated. Teri was only a mother trying to protect her child. I had to bear in mind that if it hadn’t been for my straying ways we wouldn’t have come to this juncture in the first place. I had already branded myself as sexually irresponsible in Teri’s mind, and perhaps it wasn’t such a big jump to assume my morals hadn’t deteriorated further. From unfaithful adulterer to incestuous paedophile.
 
   There aren’t many worse things you can do to a father than accuse him of violating his children, but a part of my mind was already racing past this punch in the guts and urging me to be pragmatic about the situation. Anger was pointless and would only drive the wedge further between us, past the point of no return. In a way, Teri now owed me and it was in my own interest to be magnanimous. I walked forward and hugged her. 
 
   ‘I’m going to get something to eat and then I’ll shower and get the Sunday papers. I’ll take the girls with me for a walk.’ I had to fight against the spiteful urge to add, ‘That is, if you can trust me with them.’
 
   Against my chest I felt Teri nod her head and the warmth of her tears soaked through my T-shirt. It was a good feeling. Teri had wounded me, but I was showing forgiveness and understanding. The sub text of my embrace demanded a reciprocal display of high-minded charity. Teri’s hands bunched the back of my T-shirt, pulling herself closer to me. A deal had been struck. Then I gazed out the kitchen window into the sunny rear gardens of the building and the smile on my face faltered. Something about the way the interconnecting back courts were laid out disturbed me. All those green squares aligned symmetrically made me think of Denise’s drawing. It made me think of death. 
 
   At one o’clock we were on our way to Craigtoun Park which lay a few miles outside St Andrew's. A brochure in the flat claimed the park had an adventure playground, crazy golf, a bouncy castle, a Pets Corner, an aviary, miniature railway, and a large boating pond with a sunken Dutch village set in the centre of it. My experience with Grandfather Crone years ago had left me with a fear of heights and falling into water. The heights problem was easy to avoid, but I'd never learned to swim. I'd never been in a swimming pool or even paddled in the sea since the day Grandfather Crone had dangled me off Ayr bridge. For some reason boats never troubled me, no matter how rickety they looked, I gained a measure of security from the wood as if it was insulating me from my phobia. It had been years since I had handled oars, but I had no doubts I would soon pick it up again. 
 
   Teri was happily pointing things out to the girls as I drove along the country road. Like the day before, the weather had started out cool and dull, like God had forgotten to put money in the gas meter, but by the time we were on the road, it was scorching. All the windows in the car were down but it still felt like the inside of an oven. I glanced down at the unaccustomed sight of my lily white legs sticking out of my shorts and made a mental note to put sun cream on, or they were going to get burned. Teri was also wearing shorts and I sneaked a look at her bare thighs, trying to remember how they had felt wrapped around me last night. In contrast to my own pallid, sun fearing limbs, Teri’s legs were a healthy creamy shade, the normally invisible soft hairs highlighted gold by the sunshine. I imagined sliding my hand across and caressing her inner thigh. 
 
   Before leaving the flat, James had sent me a text me asking how things were going. I had replied that I was taking things one step at a time. No point in getting his and Norma’s hopes up. On the surface I was confident everything would work out fine, but something was niggling away in the back of my mind. Denise’s drawing had disturbed something best left alone. A loose memory that needed to be pried loose like a bit of rancid meat caught between my teeth. I found myself thinking about the year I spend in hospital with white coated doctors asking question after question, teasing information from me a sentence at a time. In all the years since then I had deliberately turned away from my past, there was nothing to be gained from dwelling on such painful memories - even the little I consciously remembered of them. 
 
   Something had altered however, a small rip in the fabric of my life allowing a stray memory to break loose from the hard packed crust of childhood amnesia. I tried to grasp at it the way you struggle to pin down a forgotten word dancing on the tip of your tongue. The memory spun and darted like a silver fish in a stream, glinting and refracting light as I hunted it down. I could sense it tiring, barely staying ahead of my grasping mental fingers. Even as I closed in for the kill, a car coming in the opposite direction blasted its horn and I saw I had strayed across the white lines in the middle of the road. I corrected my steering and made a face at the horn happy driver, who in return waved a loose fist as if grasping an invisible penis, and was vigorously shaking it up and down as he passed. Alice asked what he meant by the gesture and I couldn't help but laugh as Teri caught my eye and blushed. I turned my attention back to the stray memory, but it had taken advantage of the distraction and was now gone. 
 
   We passed a dairy herd ambling around in a field, and in the back seat Denise began lecturing Alice about how we get milk and butter and cheese from cows. Alice, ever the cynic expressed her utter disbelief that milk squirted from those bagpipe things hanging from the cows tummies and she laughingly asked Denise if the cheese came out their bums. Denise got cross and a quarrel began. I was glad Denise showed no signs of being affected by her sleepwalking episode. I thought again of her hands twisting and tearing at the hem of her night-gown. He touched me, Daddy. I knew I should have been worrying more about the incident instead of playing tag with a fragment of the past. 
 
   The sun was too bright however. It filled my head with a torpid wind of golden apathy, sweeping everything beneath the cerebral rug, telling me to forget about it. I thought of how I still hadn't checked out the safety rail on the bunk, although I'd found plenty of time to sit and read the Sunday papers. I was like a lazy man putting off his chores in the hope that the house would burn down before he had to get off his arse and do anything. A twinge of guilt formed in my belly, but the sun burned it to a crisp within seconds. This was the first time in over six weeks that I would spend a proper day out in the company of my wife and daughters, and I didn't want to spoil things.
 
   The car park at Craigtoun was almost full and we had trouble finding a space, but eventually I squeezed in between a Volvo and a Fiesta and everyone happily piled out. After paying our entrance fee at a little booth beside the park gate, we wandered across the grass towards a notice board displaying a map of the park. Alice demanded our first stop be the adventure playground, while Denise wanted to visit the Pets Corner. I settled the argument by tossing a coin. Alice's victory cry must have been heard across the entire park. Denise took her defeat in bad grace and scuffed her feet as we made our way over to the adventure playground, but when she caught sight of the big wooden fort with its chain bridges and the Flying Fox army slide, her skinny legs were sprinting past Alice to get there first. 
 
   Teri and I sat at a picnic bench while the girls climbed, jumped, and ran like demented whirlwinds inside the fort. Teri handed me a can of coke from the cool bag and I drank half in one long gulp. It was a moment to savour. The sun felt good on my face and the sound of fifty or so excited children having the time of their lives was cleansing my soul. I smiled at Teri, but her own smile was lukewarm in return. I thought she was going to bring up the business of Denise's scratches again, but I was wrong.
 
   'Why did you sleep with that girl from your office, Matt?'
 
   The question hung in the air like a man suspended from a gibbet. I felt a churlish resentment that Teri was spoiling our nice day out by raising the subject. After the veiled accusations in the kitchen, it was the least she could have done to just let us enjoy ourselves. I wanted to tell her to drop it for now, leave it until a better time. But I knew I would probably feel the same way tomorrow, and the next day, and the day after that. I placed the can of coke on the bench and rubbed at my chin. I had to concede that Teri was probably right. The sooner the matter was discussed and put behind us, the better it would be for everyone. I had always known that at some point Teri was going to ask this specific question, but I still wasn't prepared for it. In truth I didn't know the answer. 
 
   It was hardly as if there was any instant attraction between Rita and myself. When she first came to work in my office I thought she was reasonably pretty, but that was it. There was no locking of eyes across a crowded room, no arrows fired from Cupid’s bow, or crashing thunderbolts of lovelorn recognition. For the best part of a year Rita worked on the other side of the office and our communication consisted of nothing more than the occasional good morning and good night. Then she was moved to the seat next to me and it wasn't long until we discovered we shared the same sense of humour. That was probably the basis for our friendship, corny innuendoes which grew smuttier as we got to know each other better. Sometimes we would have lunch together in the canteen, and once or twice we went for a drink on the way home from work. 
 
   That was it. The sum total of our relationship. I liked Rita a lot but I never seriously thought for a moment about sleeping with her. Not that I didn't find her attractive. I had always held a secret hankering for redheads, and Rita's long mass of flame hair captivated me. Her face was like a smirking cat when she laughed and while not stunningly beautiful, I could easily see how a man could lose his heart to those greenish grey eyes. Any time she leaned over the desk to retrieve paper clips, I would never miss the opportunity to glance down the open top of her shirt, or admire the way her jeans stretched across her backside. But that was as far as it went, until the fateful night we got falling-down drunk together. 
 
   Our firm had organised one of those stupid office discos, a reward for meeting targets. Usually I gave that sort of event a body swerve, but I went along that night because Rita was going. By ten o'clock we were three sheets to the wind and up on the dance floor doing the Huckle Buck and the Pelvic Thrust. It was Rita who started the game of pinching my bum every time I turned round. By eleven o'clock I was squeezing hers in return. I remember drinking much more than I usually did. I forgot I was thirty eight years old. For those few dizzy hours I was a drunken teenager again. 
 
   It was a stupid mistake to walk Rita to a taxi rank at the end of the night. My drunken brain was telling me it was a chivalrous act. I was only seeing a friend safely to a cab, but in truth I wanted to stay in her company just a little longer. Teri and my daughters lived a million miles away in a different universe. I never once thought of them as I walked arm in arm with Rita down the street. She wanted to go to a taxi rank on Woodside Road and the obvious short cut was down the alley that ran parallel to Lyndeoch St. The lane was full of shadowy doorways, the back entrances to the buildings on either side of the alley. I'm still not sure how we ended up in one of them, kissing each other like fury. Her breath tasted of gin and always in the background there was the scent of violets from her perfume.
 
   My memories of that night are fragmented, crudely glued together things. I remember squeezing at Rita’s breasts as if they were the first I had ever touched and struggling to get my hand down her tights, ripping the thin nylon in the process. All the while Rita's hot tongue was doing incredible things in my mouth while her hands were fighting their own battle with the stubbornly unyielding zipper at my crotch. There are blanks here and I can't recall how we ended up behind the wooden gate in a narrow private back yard of some small firm. Rita's tights and underwear were gone, and when I slipped my hand beneath her skirt there was only the furnace-like heat between her bare thighs to greet my fingers. We fucked standing up, a first for me. Under normal circumstances the intensity of our out-of-control passion would have pushed me over the edge within seconds, but the alcohol fogging my brain sustained me, kept me thrusting until Rita moaned like a soul damned and then shivered in the Grand Mal seizure of orgasm. To this day I don't even know if I came. 
 
   The next morning I was half elated, half mortified by what had happened. The acid of guilt burned deep in my guts, but at the same time there was something buzzing excitedly in my blood. I felt like a different person. If Teri noticed anything different about me she didn't say. I worried what Rita's reaction would be on Monday morning when we returned to work. I was afraid she might be cold and aloof with regret and embarrassment. If she had, it been might have saved me from what lay ahead. But my attentions seemed to fill a void in her own life and our little affair rolled forward with the oiled precision of a weighted pendulum. For a fortnight we used my car as a mobile love nest, parking off lonely roads in the Campsie hills. The sex was never as intense and soul searing as the first time, and when it was clear we could never re-live that moment, we called things to a halt by mutual consent, promising we would remain good friends. Two days later Rita requested a transfer to a different office. 
 
   As Teri sat at the picnic bench waiting for an answer to her question, all of this flashed into my head. I tried to gather it together, shape it, fashion it into a statement that would appease Teri without hurting her. It was impossible however. I spread my hands like a preacher who has lost his Bible and said, 'Why did I sleep with Rita? I don't honestly know. Maybe it was the drink, the male menopause, the seventeen year itch, temporary insanity. Take your pick. I didn't mean for it to happen. It wasn't planned, I just got swept along with it. I love you, Teri - and you'll never know how sorry I am for the hurt I've caused you and the girls.'
 
   Teri wore her best poker face, keeping me in the dark as to how effective my speech had been. 'How many times did you sleep with her Matt?'
 
   I hesitated. It had been five times in all, but I decided to gamble on the chance that Teri's source of information hadn't been too specific about the fine details. Staring straight into Teri's eyes I lied, 'Twice.'
 
   There was virtually no reaction and I guessed my untruth had gone undetected. Teri merely stared over to where Denise and Alice were running about like mad things. I knew that she was considering what effect my long term absence would have on our daughters. If it hadn't been for them this holiday wouldn't have taken place. I believed Teri still loved me, but I was equally convinced she would have divorced me without a second thought if it hadn't been for our daughters. 
 
   Once more she turned to me, the poker mask still in place. 'Did you enjoy it? Was the sex good?'
 
   It was a horrible question, a spare barb she had held onto, one that would tear and bite with cold precision. It wasn't really in Teri’s nature to ask such a question, and it told me my return to the fold was signed and sealed. The question was merely one final twist of the knife, Teri's way of gaining some small retribution for herself. Her pride probably demanded as much. 
 
   Wearily, I nodded my head. To have said otherwise would have been patronising and most likely angered her more. We sat in compete silence until the girls returned and we moved on to pastures new. To give Teri her due she put a brave face on things when it was obvious our conversation at the picnic table must have upset her. At the Crazy Golf I deliberately played badly and let her win as if hoping this gesture of appeasement would in some way compensate for my infidelity.
 
   By four o'clock Denise and Alice had tried everything Craigtoun Park had to offer except the boating lake. I have to admit I was nervous as I grasped the oars under the smirking gaze of the tattooed skinhead in charge of letting out the boats. As I struggled to find my co-ordination, the youth called out mock encouragement and flirted outrageously with Teri. I gritted my teeth and resisted the temptation to tell him to fuck off. Finally, I found my rhythm and we were away, rowing in clockwise circles around the Dutch village in the centre of the lake. I almost lost the oars at one point trying to steer the boat beneath the low arched bridge that linked the Dutch Village in the middle of the pond to the mainland of the park. Apart from that mishap, I was pretty pleased with myself and felt annoyed when the skinhead attendant hollered that our time was up. I left the lake with my head held high. 
 
   We spent another hour in the park, just strolling around and enjoying the late afternoon sunshine. Teri’s smiles seemed genuine as if her heart had finally accepted what her mind was telling her was for the best. Some sort of reconciliation had taken place between the two. At best it most likely an uneasy truce, but it meant I could finally look ahead to the future without constantly wondering whether one wrong word or act would see me back in my brother’s spare room at the end of the week. I thought I might even text James to say it looked as though I was home and dry. I could imagine the happiness he would feel for me and also the look of relief on Norma’s face at losing her manic depressive lodger.
 
   Eventually Denise and Alice complained of being hungry and we drifted slowly towards the park gates. The car park was now mostly empty and the Citroen stood alone on the red ash, a gleaming hulk of sun baked metal. I was glad I had left the sun roof open a few inches or entering the car would have been unbearable. Teri and the girls got into the car and rolled down the windows as I packed the remains of our picnic into the boot. I was closing the lid when a familiar voice shouted, ‘Hang on a minute, mate!’
 
   Turning, I was baffled to see the tattooed skinhead from the boating pond running across the car park towards me. In his hand was a long, black stick which he waved menacingly above his head. For a moment I was certain he meant to attack me with it and I found myself instinctively rummaging in the boot for the wheel brace. But as he got closer, I saw the youth was grinning in a friendly fashion. Feeling more than foolish, my hand let go of the wheel brace. I was glad I hadn’t actually lifted it out of the boot. 
 
   The skinhead reached me and said, ‘Forgot something, mate?’ He held the stick out towards me and I saw it was an ebony cane with a silver tip. Although I knew the youth meant me no harm, I still flinched at the sight of the cane. Something about it gave me the same feeling of deeply buried dread I had experienced when looking at Denise’s drawing of the garden on the wall back home. I had seen this cane before but couldn’t remember where. The youth looked puzzled by the fearful expression on my face and took a step back, unsure of himself now. The cane, he still held towards me like an unwanted gift he desired to be rid of. 
 
   ‘Look, do you want this thing back or not? That old man must have left it behind when you were on the boats.’ 
 
   ‘Old man?’ I said softly, not even looking at the youth as I spoke. My eyes were locked on the length of gleaming, black wood. I knew this cane very well, but its history perversely remained hidden from me. Memories of it squirmed beneath my brain tissue like lively maggots, but nothing broke through to the surface. I distantly heard the skinhead say, ‘The old man who was with you. The funny old guy with the black suit sitting on the bench. I remember seeing him waving it about when you were spinning in circles in the water. He seemed to think it was pretty funny. I thought he was with you.’
 
   I looked into the youth’s face and saw he was becoming impatient. The friendly grin was gone and in its place was a mean scowl. He thrust the stick into my hands so forcefully that I had no other choice but to accept it. It felt warm and strangely alive. The skinhead waited for a moment as if waiting for me to say something and then rasped sarcastically, ‘Don’t bother saying thanks or nothing.’
 
   ‘Thanks,’ I said, my attention still riveted on the cane. 
 
   ‘You’re weird, do you know that? It must run in the fucking family. You and that loony old man.’
 
   I still didn’t bother looking up as the skinhead stalked off - his Doc Martens kicking up clouds of red dust in his wake. I wasn’t deliberately being rude. The cane was transfixing me, casting a spell I couldn’t break. One particular memory, buried in a shallower grave than the others was about to break free. I could sense it. This time it wouldn’t escape from my net. The sun caught on the silver tip causing a minor holocaust of blazing light, forcing me to close my eyes. And in that instant I saw a close up image of the cane crashing down onto something pink and soft and yielding. Bright red blood and jagged shards of bone flew upwards in slow motion, like an explosion in an abattoir. 
 
   The spell was instantly broken and I dropped the cane to the ground. There was a sharp pain in my mouth and when I wiped at it with my hand, it came away streaked crimson. I must have bitten my lower lip. I stared at the cane on the ground, its sleek black finish dulled by the red dust of the gravel. The sound of Teri’s voice almost made me yell out loud in fright.
 
   ‘Are you all right, Matt? What was all that about?’
 
   I said nothing. I was thinking of the seagull on the window ledge. Tap, tap, tap. In solving one mystery I had found an even darker one. The old man who was with you. The funny old guy with the black suit sitting on the bench.  Who the hell was he? What did the cane have to do with him? The memory maggots writhed inside my head, striving to burst through their beds of brain tissue. I thought Teri must see them bulge beneath my skin like carnivorous tumours. I felt her lay her hand across my forehead as if trying to press them back down into the dark soil where they belonged. 
 
   ‘Goodness, Matt, you’re burning hot. Maybe you’ve got a touch of sunstroke. Let’s get back and you can have a lie down.’
 
   Still feeling confused, I got into the car and looked into a stranger’s eyes in the rear view mirror. It was like staring through a mortuary window. Aware Teri was watching me, I started the engine and deliberately shifted the car into reverse gear, hearing the cane snap beneath the wheels, like the leg of a dead man. The sound made me smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
   Any faint hopes I had of enjoying a repeat performance with Teri on the couch that night were dashed when she announced she was off to bed as soon as the girls were asleep. The exaggerated yawns and rubbing of her eyes warned me it was not an invitation to follow her upstairs. To be honest I wasn’t too disappointed. I was feeling jaded and tired myself, and the knowledge I was almost certainly home and dry with regards to Teri taking me back made sex a less urgent issue. 
 
   I turned off the television and stretched out on the couch with my Phil Rickman paperback. It was a long time since I had lost myself in a book and I was looking forward to immersing myself in December. The book’s spine was broken and the pages smelled of mildew but it was like meeting up again with an old friend. The first half hour went by pleasantly enough as I renewed my acquaintance with the characters. I had always enjoyed the author’s fluid and gripping style of writing and the pages turned with ease. Perhaps it was the subtext of old evil and mental illness in the book that got me thinking about my own state of mind. Echoes of the last two days impinged upon the story line, forcing me to re-read passages as my concentration levels dropped. I stumbled on for another twenty or so pages before putting the book down. Re-reading books was something I normally enjoyed, but this time I was getting a doppler effect from reading text that already existed in my memory. 
 
   For the first time, I began worrying that maybe the marital separation had damaged some weak circuit buried in my psyche. I thought again of the blurred memory of doctors and soft voiced nurses who led me from bed to toilet, and wiped my arse before guiding me back to bed. I remembered being prompted to swallow food, and having thin beams of light shone into my eyes. I had been broken then. A damaged piece of hardware. Off-line. What if my recent depression had switched on a sequence of genes in my DNA to create another miniature breakdown. 
 
   I shook my head to slough off these morose thoughts before I willed them into reality. In truth, I was nowhere near the breakdown level I had experienced all those years ago. I could accept the separation having caused some kind of disturbance in my memory pool, and it was only natural that something from those dark bleak years should come swimming up. But they were only memories. Nothing more than that. Harmless electro-chemical data storage securely contained inside my head. The odd events that had accompanied these memories could not possibly be connected. 
 
   I thought again of the image I had glimpsed in the car park, the blood and shards of bone erupting under the impact of the flailing cane. I had no idea where that had come from or if it were even a memory. But the boat attendant had seen an old man waving to us while we were on the water. I was certain there had been no-one else watching at the time. True, I was busy struggling with the oars, but I’m sure I would have noticed a old man waving his stick. Nevertheless, the skinhead had seen someone, so he had to be real. Therefore not a memory. So how did he connect to the cane? The cane had been real. I’d held it in my hand and broken it beneath the wheels of my car. But it was also part of a memory. I was becoming confused and my head was beginning to hurt. I realised that memory was a slippery bastard. Not the reliable friend I had once taken it for.
 
   Schizophrenics have always had the dubious talent of linking un-associated incidents, arranging them on the warped canvas of their imagination before standing back to scream at the pretty new picture. Was this what I was doing? How would you ever know if you were afflicted with schizophrenia? It could steal over you like a silk glove, absorbing you into its fractured way of thinking. It could disassemble the composite layers of your personality, unwrap them strand by strand, until separate individual personalities emerged.  It was possible that a subset of my own consciousness might have been responsible for unscrewing the safety rail on Alice’s bed. I could have done it while on one of my frequent visits to the kitchen topping up Teri’s wine glass. I could have slipped upstairs and taken the safety rail away and then simply blanked the episode from my mind. In theory anyway.
 
   There was one other explanation. What if memories could step out of your head and lead a life of their own? 
 
   Despite my headache, I smiled at my foolishness of dwelling on all of this morbid stuff. Replaying it over and over again wasn’t going to help matters. To spite my imagination, I picked up December and doggedly read another few pages before conceding I was no longer in the mood for reading. I had an urge to smoke a cigarette, but I had crushed up my packet and given it to Teri to throw in the rubbish bin. My spirits sank even lower. The clock on the fireplace told me it was only half past ten. If I went to bed at this hour I would only lie awake. Even the somnolent magic of masturbation didn’t work that early in the evening. 
 
   It depressed me to think that I would be spending the night in one of the bunk-beds. The girls were sleeping in the room with the twin beds where I had slept the night before. Teri had thought a change of sleeping arrangements might guarantee a nightmare-free sleep for them. It wasn’t so surprising both girls had bad dreams in a room so narrow it reminded me of a wallpapered coffin. I wondered if I would awake in the darkness with the walls crushing the life out me, or Edgar Allan Poe’s pendulum descending inch by inch to split me wide open like a prime side of beef.
 
   Wearily I lay back on the couch and rubbed at my throbbing temples. The heat of the day was still present and my skin felt slick with sweat. Light from the lamp was catching my eye and my headache began to feel like the beginnings of a migraine. I closed my eyes and considered sleeping right there in the living room. It was a more appealing option than the Laura Ashley sarcophagus upstairs. Surprisingly, the act of closing my eyes made me realise I was very tired and the temptation to let my mind drift was strong. I fought against it however, I had lights to turn off and electrical plugs to pull, and although it was warm in the living room I knew the temperature would fall quickly in a few hours. I was going to need a blanket from upstairs. 
 
   With an effort of will I forced open my eyes and found myself staring into darkness. My first instinct was to sit bolt upright, but it was as if my muscles had frozen stiff and I could barely move. The darkness in front of my eyes swam with bright motes of red and yellow, blurred fireflies that merged into a vague pattern of pale, indistinct horizontal stripes against the charcoal background. The only sound I could hear was the thudding of my heart and my harsh frightened breathing. The couch which had been so comfortable minutes earlier now felt hard and unyielding against my back. Suddenly the world tilted sickeningly and I was standing upright. I tried to shout out, to wail, scream, anything. But my vocal chords were as useless as my arms and legs. Unable to break free, the terror inside me festered and burned with its own acidic juices.
 
   Straining so hard I thought my racing heart might shatter, I managed to take one Herculean step forward and the murky bars of muted colour before me came into sharp focus. I knew where I was. I was standing inside the locked closet in the room where Denise and Alice were sleeping. This knowledge gave me the determination to shuffle forward one more step and I felt the rough grain of the wood against my face. By moving just my eyes I was able to peer down through the angled wooden slats into the bedroom. The only illumination came from the hall light creeping beneath the room door, but it was enough to make out two beds with small huddled shapes beneath the covers. 
 
   Between the two beds a long shadow moved, and a new breed of fear gestated and sprang to life inside me. There was something standing over my two sleeping daughters and I couldn’t do a thing to help them. I had to waken them somehow, warn them of the danger looming silently over them like a dark fetish. My arms felt as if heavy weights were sewn onto them, but I gritted my teeth and moved them inch by slow inch until my fingers scratched against the door in front of me. I sensed the shadow turn slightly as if becoming aware of my presence. Although it was too dark to make out any features, I sensed it grinning at me and knew I was helpless to intervene. The shadow turned back to the sleeping girls and began to spread its arms outwards, long limbs changing to black, ragged wings. 
 
   My own ragged cry awoke me from the dream. The table lamp burned softly as before but I scrambled from the couch and turned on the bright overhead light. A dark after-image of the shadow remained etched on my vision and I shook my head like a wasp-maddened dog to dislodge it. My legs felt shaky beneath me as I stumbled back onto the couch. The dream may have ended, but the fear lingered on. I was shivering from both fright and cold. I glanced at the clock and saw that four hours had passed since I had fallen asleep on the couch. That seemed impossible. The dream had began instantly the moment I closed my eyes and felt as though it hadn’t lasted any more than five minutes. 
 
   Then I realised I could hear music playing. It was fiddles and accordions grinding out a swirling reel. The sort of thing I associated with old Scottish country dancing records. I wondered if I was imagining it and tilted my head this way and that, but the music remained. It seemed to be coming from the flat downstairs. People must have moved in while we were at Craigtoun Park. The music should have sounded jaunty, but all it did was disturb the sediment of my subconscious and make me feel as if I was going crazy. I half cursed our new neighbours for being so rude as to play their records at this time of night.
 
   The song finished and then the massed fiddles started up again with a lively Polka. An image of my mother laughing jumped into my mind. She was dancing with a man but his face was hidden from me. Once more it was as if some tantalising clue was being dangled in front of me. I grasped at the memory hoping to see more, but it tore into fine threads and drifted away from me. My mouth tasted of bitter cloves and cold ashes. I thought to get myself a drink of water from the kitchen and slowly rose to my feet. Something rolled away from my foot and I picked an empty lager bottle. As my fingers touched the glass neck a sharp noise came from the window. Tap, tap, tap. Without thinking I hurled the bottle towards the window and only the heavy curtain stopped it from breaking through the glass behind. From outside I heard the indignant cry of the gull as it flew off. It was a small victory but I felt pleased with myself.
 
   Retrieving the bottle once more from the floor I turned it over in my hands. I couldn’t remember drinking it. I had no memory of taking it out the fridge and returning to the couch. I sniffed the neck and inhaled the sharp fumes of the lager still impregnated onto the inner surface of the glass. I decided I was too tired and upset by my dream to even start questioning this latest puzzle when a muffled thump sounded from upstairs and then Alice was screaming loud enough to wake the dead.
 
   I took the stairs at a reckless speed, swinging myself around the curve like a stone from a slingshot. At the top I almost collided with Teri whose pale face told me her dreams had been no sweeter than my own. Without speaking we burst into the girls’ bedroom and found Alice lying between the two beds bawling her eyes out. I scooped her up and sat her on the edge of bed, feeling slightly resentful when Teri prised Alice from me and cuddled her. 
 
   ‘Skuh-skuh-skeleton came back again!’ Alice sobbed. Teri shushed her and stroked her sweat drenched hair. Amazingly Denise was still fast asleep. Teri stared balefully up at me and said quietly, ‘What’s going on in this house Matthew? You don’t think it’s.........?’
 
   ‘Haunted?’ I finished for her. I didn’t know what to answer. I wished the house was haunted. It would have been an easier explanation. Something impersonal. Nothing to do with me. I wasn’t normally one for accepting the possibility of the supernatural but I would have gladly grabbed at this explanation if my own mind wasn’t telling me differently.              Alice was already half asleep again in Teri’s arms. 
 
   I said to her, ‘Of course it’s not haunted. There’s no ghosts or skeletons. It’s probably just to do with staying in a strange house, that’s all. You’ll see, she’ll be fine tomorrow. There’s nothing wrong with the house, it’s just bricks and mortar, it can’t harm us.’
 
   As if to mock my words the faint smell of blocked drains drifted through the room. I looked at the door of the locked cupboard and remembered being inside, standing helpless while something stood over Denise and Alice. Maybe it was the house after all. Perhaps it was slipping things into my head. Tricking me into thinking I was the one with the problem. Before I could consider this idea any further, a loud crescendo of accordions climbed the stairs and danced drunkenly with the bad smell.
 
   Teri looked at me in disbelief. ‘What the hell is that?’
 
   I shrugged. ‘Our new downstairs neighbours, I think. Just our luck to get some mad Highlanders living below us. I’ll speak to them tomorrow about the noise.’
 
   Teri lifted Alice and carried her towards the door. ‘Get Denise for me, Matt. They’re not sleeping in here tonight, not with that terrible smell. You’d better phone the agent tomorrow as well. We can’t put up with this every night.’
 
   I let Teri pass me and bent to pick up Denise gently so as not to wake her. She felt warm against me and I kissed her lightly on the cheek. I wondered where I was going to sleep. After my nightmare on the couch, the living room was out for sure. I still didn’t fancy the narrow room and this one smelled like a fouled latrine. That meant asking Teri if I could squeeze in beside her and the girls which I imagined would an exercise in futility. I was still mulling this over in my head when Denise did something that scared the life out of me. 
 
   She whistled softly in her sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
   Gran Crone died in her sleep on Easter Sunday when I was ten years old. I remember going with mum, James, and Brenda to the Red Road flats where she stayed, when the bad news was delivered over the phone. Mum’s two brothers were already there when we arrived. The adults shut themselves in the kitchen while we children sat in the living room watching television. Through the closed door we could hear Mum crying. Brenda cried too as if to prove she was more adult than James and I. At that point I didn’t feel the need to cry, my only emotion being vague disappointment that Gran Crone hadn’t thought to leave out our Easter eggs before passing into the next world. Eventually one of my uncles brought us glasses of coke and packets of crisps and gave Brenda a cuddle which made her cry all the harder. 
 
   Gran Crone had been staying on her own since Grandfather Crone had been put into a mental hospital three years before. The last time I had seen him was at Dad’s funeral where he had embarrassed everyone by constantly whistling and making his strange hooting noises. Once or twice he even giggled shrilly in his high pitched voice. We were never taken to see him in the hospital. I got the impression he had done something really wicked to be locked away, but Mum never talked about it. One time she left us with a neighbour and went to the hospital with Gran Crone. When she came home she looked ill and burned the dinner. She screamed at us children as if it were our fault and sent us to bed hungry and confused. She was nice as ninepence the following day, but she never again visited her father in the hospital. 
 
   Although mum was unwilling to discuss the subject, the other kids at school had plenty of stories they were only too happy to share with me. Some had heard that Grandfather Crone was a serial killer who had sneaked up on a courting couple in their car and cut off their heads while they were shagging. Others claimed he had been caught eating a cat; he broke into houses and put handfuls of dead wasps into packets of Corn Flakes; he drank his own urine; he dug up bodies in the local graveyard and danced around the headstones wearing the dead peoples’ shrouds. The stories were endless. To the children in my school, Grandfather Crone grew into a dreadful Frankenstein’s Monster. A modern day bogey man. 
 
   It could easily have been a rotting albatross around my neck being the grandson of such a dreadful fiend. I could have become an object of derision; a playground pariah. Instead, my suspect lineage had the opposite effect. I gained a measure of respect, I was never bullied as no-one wanted to take the chance that I might send Grandfather Crone round to visit them one dark night. I wondered if they would let him out for Gran Crone’s funeral.
 
   As far as I understood that Easter Sunday afternoon, one of my uncles had popped in to see Gran Crone in the morning, and unable to get an answer to his knocking, he had used a spare key to enter the house and found the old lady dead in her bed. I was curious to know how she died but was afraid to ask. It crossed my mind that Grandfather Crone might have escaped from the mental hospital and murdered her. I have to admit I found the thought strangely exciting. The minds of ten year old boys are breeding grounds of diseased fantasy.
 
   Becoming bored with the television and Brenda’s sniffling, I picked up my coke and slipped out the living room door saying I needed the toilet. I was going egg hunting. I was certain that Gran Crone must have hidden the chocolate eggs somewhere in the house, after all, she didn’t know she was going to die that morning. It was only a matter of finding them. If I accidentally stumbled across the eggs then surely no-one would deny us something that Gran Crone had clearly intended us to have. I could almost hear my uncles saying, ‘Ah, go on then son, your Granny would have wanted you to have them.’ 
 
   The first place I looked was the bedroom. I already knew that she kept our Christmas presents beneath her bed, so it seemed the most likely hidey-hole for the Easter eggs. As quietly as possible I turned the squeaky door handle and slipped into her room. At first I couldn’t see properly as the heavy curtains were drawn over the windows, the dim light covering the room like a grey, woollen blanket. I waited until my eyes grew used to the low light for fear I might trip over something and make a noise as the kitchen where the adults were consoling each other adjoined the bedroom. In the stillness of the room I could hear the low murmur of their voices through the tissue thin walls which were constructed of only wooden strapping and gyprock. 
 
   As I waited, I could smell Gran Crone around me. Although a fastidiously clean old woman, she still had a hint of that fusty odour old people carry about with them. The perfume of the shroud. Old sour sweat and the expectation of sudden death. It should have comforted me but instead it made me grow nervous. I felt as if Gran Crone’s ghost was watching me from the shadowy corner of the room and she had an angry look on her face. I sipped at my coke for courage and told myself there was no such things as ghosts. Only James believed in spooks and he was six. At ten I was practically a reasoning adult.
 
   Bit by bit the bedroom clarified before me, the shadows contracting into the dull outlines of furniture. Stiffening my resolve, I took a careful step towards the bed and saw something that made me want to scream and piss my pants at the same time. While my eyes had been growing used to the gloom, I had been focusing so intently on the space between the valance and the carpet that I had failed to see the body on the bed. 
 
   The blankets had been stripped back leaving only a white sheet which was pulled tightly over Gran Crone’s body and head. Somehow this made it more terrifying. I doubt if the old lady’s face even in death would have caused such outright terror to clutch at me. The glass fell from my hand and rolled across the carpet, vanishing beneath the bed. 
 
   Through the wall I heard a fresh wail of grief from my mum. I envied her that wail. My terror demanded such a vehicle to release its crushing arms but I stood silent, transfixed by the covered shape on the bed. As I rode out the fear, my eyes played tricks with me and I imagined small movements beneath the sheet. A twitch of the leg, the slight flutter of a white hand beneath the sheet. In my mind I saw one of those hands snake out and slowly draw the sheet away from Gran Crone’s dead face. Her eyes wide open and reflecting silver light. The body sitting bolt upright and smiling with teeth like polished needles. 
 
   I closed my streaming eyes which I hadn’t blinked for over three minutes. When I opened them again, the grim shape beneath the sheet was still as it always had been. Looking back it seems incredibly stupid of me not to have realised her corpse would still be in the house. Undertakers are no great believers in hasty collections, especially on a holiday weekend. I just hadn’t thought the Easter egg raid through properly. I no longer cared for the chocolate eggs. Forever after, the sight of one would always make me shiver and break out in goose flesh. I needed the glass however, it would be noticed missing and then I’d have some explaining to do. I was going to have to stick my arm beneath that bed. There was no way out of it. 
 
   Moving before I lost my nerve, I got down onto my hands and knees and crawled across the carpet. Down so close to the carpet I didn’t have to look at the bed’s silent occupant. I told myself it would be over in seconds, one thrust of an arm and I could leave the dark mausoleum of Gran Crone’s bedroom. I reached the bed and quickly swept my arm beneath the frilly valance, my hand feeling the carpet giving way to bare linoleum. There was no glass. I lay flat on the floor and pushed my shoulder hard against the base of the bed, increasing the arc of my flailing arm. I found Gran Crone’s slippers and some old newspapers but still no glass. 
 
   All the time I was growing more aware of what lay above me. I was becoming desperate. If Gran Crone did indeed decide to reanimate her shrivelled flesh and come after me - I would be helpless to defend myself in such a vulnerable position. I realised I would have to crawl beneath the bed, there was no other choice. Even as I put my head flat against the carpet, I heard a muffled creak somewhere above me. I hadn’t imagined it. It had been real. I decided I didn’t care about the glass any more. I just needed to escape from that room. Before I could retreat, a cool hand wrapped around my neck and the scream that had festered inside me for the last five minutes burst asunder like a demented locomotive shriek. 
 
   An angry voice growled, ‘What the fuck are you doing in here you disrespectful wee bastard?’
 
   Even at Gran Crone’s funeral three days later, I still found it painful to sit. My uncle had a heavy hand. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
   Breakfast on Monday morning was a solemn affair. Denise and Alice sat at the dining table in the window recess, munching their cereal with hardly a word spoken between them. Both of them looked tired and drawn. The television showed a cartoon of Bugs Bunny but neither of the girls so much as bothered glancing up at it; an ominous sign things weren’t as they should be. Teri and I sat on the couch with a plate of bacon sandwiches between us. We had barely touched them and those left on the plate were now stone cold. 
 
   Teri stopped pretending to eat and said quietly, ‘There’s definitely something wrong with this house. You can call me stupid if you like, Matt, but I really think this place is haunted. I’m not sure I want to stay here a whole week.’ 
 
   I flicked my eyes towards Denise and Alice to see if Teri’s remark had carried over the blaring racket from the television. Neither of them made any sign of having heard, both still oblivious to anything else except the contents of their cereal bowls. They sat hunched like tiny soothsayers probing amongst chicken entrails for glimpses of the future. Maybe they had sensed something of what was to come, which would have explained their lacklustre manner. 
 
   I had been chewing the same piece of bacon rind for over five minutes, and as Teri waited for a response to her words, I swallowed it whole, almost gagging as it slipped unwillingly down my throat. I coughed into my fist, playing for time, hoping Teri wouldn’t pursue the subject. I would have loved to have blamed the house. It would have been so easy to pass the buck onto the bricks and mortar which were unable to defend themselves against my accusation. If anything was haunted it was me. I couldn’t admit this to Teri but neither did I want to frighten her further by agreeing with her theory of the restless dead. She might be serious about wanting to cancel what was left of the holiday and go home. I didn’t want to leave St Andrew’s until I had found out what was really going on. The answer was inside my head and I wasn’t leaving until I had prised it out like a rusting bullet. 
 
   ‘Well?’ Teri said, her stare hard and remorseless. ‘Surely you must have some sort of opinion on the matter. That’s two nights in a row Alice has fallen out of bed screaming about skeletons. And all that business with Denise walking in her sleep, not to mention that horrible smell. Something’s badly wrong with this place. Admit it.’
 
   ‘I don’t believe in ghosts,’ I heard myself say. 
 
   Teri scowled and shook her head. ‘You’re being dogmatic about this, you know that? You probably think it’s embarrassing to admit there are some things science can’t explain. Elaine Thompson told me she once saw the ghost of a nun standing at the foot of her bed and swore on the Bible that she wasn’t making it up.’
 
   Teri’s friend Elaine was one of those women who were obsessively into séances and Tarot card readings. If Teri wanted to argue the point objectively she could have done much better than use Elaine’s ghostly nun as incontrovertible proof of an after-life.
 
   ‘Elaine Thompson is a nut,’ I said. ‘The girls are a bit unsettled sleeping in a strange house, that’s all. Everything will be fine tonight, you’ll see. They’ll both sleep like babies.’
 
   Teri looked genuinely annoyed at my recalcitrant attitude and fixed her gaze on Bugs Bunny who was tricking Elmer Fudd into looking down the barrel of a shotgun. The gun went off with a loud bang leaving Elmer with nothing more serious than a smoking, blackened head. 
 
   ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I thought I might take the girls swimming today.’
 
   A little, hard knot of resentment formed in my stomach at her words. Teri was punishing me. I didn’t know if it was for disagreeing with her haunted house theory or calling her friend a nut, but she was punishing me all the same. She knew I couldn’t go swimming with them. Swimming pools made me feel like an agoraphobic placed in the middle of a desert. I was effectively being excluded from their company. I wanted to make a sarcastic comment but forced myself to bite my tongue. If Teri wanted to score a small victory over me with that tactic then so be it. Although it almost made me wince to do so, I nodded nonchalantly and took a ferocious bite from one of the cold bacon sandwiches. 
 
   After lunch I dropped Teri and the girls off at the East Sands Leisure Centre. We had spent the last few hours of the morning walking around the shops. No-one seemed interested in my complaints at being left to stand like a tethered horse outside every women’s clothing shop in South Street. In revenge I lingered over shop windows with knives and fishing tackle on display and made them wait impatiently while I leisurely perused the Bargain Book shop. At noon we ate in Bella Pasta where they were doing a special Two for One pizza offer. Then it was back to the flat to pick up the swimming gear.
 
   Left to my own devices, I thought of driving to Anstruther or visiting the Secret Nuclear Bunker which by its very name flaunted the trades description act seeing they advertised it as a tourist attraction. Then I remembered something else I’d read on one of the tourist information pamphlets scattered around the flat. There was a coastal walk which started at the east beach and followed the cliff line towards Kingsbarns. Swimming pools and lochs and flooded quarries might send me into a panic attack but I was not afraid of the sea. Its vastness held my phobia in the grip of paralysis, stupefying it into submission. 
 
   I decided walking would be the perfect way to calmly think about what was happening to me. I needed to find a neat and tidy rationalisation of the strangeness which had draped itself around my shoulders over the last few days. It was the familiarity that really bothered me. The unshakeable certainty that some part of me knew more than it was telling. 
 
   I parked the car at the bottom end of Kinkelbraes caravan site and made my way along the cliff top path. From up here St Andrew’s was reduced to scale model size. The sea however had grown and only ended at the curve of the world. The path led to a hazardous set of stone steps which wound steeply through the thick undergrowth of the cliff. Some of the steps were cracked in half, while others were weatherworn to the point of falling apart altogether. My secondary fear of heights made my mouth go dry, and as I descended I let my hands trail through thick ferns on either side of me in case I stumbled.
 
   Eventually I reached the beach below and was glad I’d made the effort. This beach had nothing in common with the tame, sandy stretch of land around the shoulder of the cliff. This was a wild, rocky terrain that still remembered the tectonic violence of the earth. Here you felt like the only person left alive after a nuclear holocaust. My feet crunched through thick shale and scree as I skirted massive boulders covered in limpets and other marine eczema. Untidy ropes of seaweed and bladderwrack trailed in and out of rock pools promising a twisted ankle to the unwary, and driftwood lay scattered like disinterred bones from a ships graveyard. 
 
   As I poked around in some of the pools, disturbing small crabs and spindly water spiders, an odd feeling of happiness and excitement stole upon me. I was like a ten year old boy again - an explorer in a strange and savage country that had mysteriously risen from the sea in the dead of night. This section of the beach ended in a massive upheaval of layered granite slabs that had ruptured through the shale like a dragon’s spine. I climbed the shattered rocks wanting to see what lay beyond. It never occurred to me that I might have slipped and broken my legs, maybe lying there helpless until the tide came in and covered me with its cold hand. Recklessly I scrabbled over the rocks until the new terrain beyond was revealed. This beach was similar to the last. More stones, more shale, more driftwood, and in the distance another dragon’s spine jutting from the bedrock. I decided I would like to see what lay beyond this too.
 
   Ten minutes later I was once again pulling myself over the rocks, and this time when I peered over the edge I almost fell back with surprise. On this section of beach, a tall, twisted finger of stone pointed accusingly at the sky. The angle of the cliff had hidden it from view until I had crested the dragon’s spine. Some primitive racial memory woke up inside me and the emotion I felt at that moment was sheer awe and wonder. This was a stone worthy of worship. I found myself almost carelessly scrabbling over the granite spine and walking towards the stone. 
 
   As I got closer to the sea-stack monolith, I could see it was made from softer stone than the angular outcroppings marking the borders of the beach. The sea and weather had carved the rock with its wet salty tongue, creating whorls and glyphs in its pitted surface. Beside the stack there was another huge stone whose slanted face had radiating spokes rather like an old fashioned spindle laid on its side. I cursed myself for not bringing my camera. Photography was one of those hobbies that had dwindled away beneath the onslaught of parental responsibility. Some of my old passion for the subject rekindled itself awake as I stood there on that lonely beach. Before we left St Andrew’s, I knew I had to come back here and photograph this finger of grotesquely twisted rock. 
 
   On the way back I realised I had forgotten all about the conflicts taking place inside my head. The dreams. The déjà vu. The lurking paranoia. Suddenly it didn’t matter, the walk had brought its own answer. I had been looking for sinister evidence of a chemical malfunction. Reeking secrets from the past, rising like fish eaten corpses to the surface of the swamp. Something so dreadful, I had completely erased it from memory. The trigger? Self retribution, the need to scourge myself  through guilt. It was a faulty hypothesis. All I was suffering from was a bad case of mid life crisis. The affair with Rita was only a symptom of my malady, not the root cause. 
 
   Climbing the stone steps back up the cliff side, it occurred to me I had reached the age where married people suddenly become aware that their individual identity has been left behind somewhere along the way. Surrendered piece by piece and replaced by the hybrid model fashioned from the intertwining of two souls caught in the dance of wedlock. I had subconsciously tried to save myself by sleeping with Rita. I wasn’t the first fool who had acted so predictably. But I had been caught. The internal forces that had been busy trying to salvage something from my personal identity then had to grapple with the onslaught of guilt. I was a casualty of war. 
 
   But I had found the answer. I needed a hobby, an interest to appease the sad ghost of my deposed ego. I needed to detach myself from the suffocating bosom of family life now and then. The atoms from which I was constructed remembered being a hunter/gatherer. I had been gathering too long and now I needed to hunt. I would take up photography again. It would be an insular, self sustained world where I could go live and breathe, when the need to set off in pursuit of prey came upon me. 
 
   Teri had said she would make her own way back to the flat with Denise and Alice. She had set no definite time to meet up and I decided to keep my own company for a little while longer. The tall finger of rock on the lonely beach had instigated the beginning of a new phase in my life. It was only fitting it would be my first subject. I wanted to know more about the rock before I returned to photograph it. It had to be a well known landmark among the native population of the town. It would have a name and a history I imagined.               
 
   Half an hour later I was standing in St Andrew’s library in Church Square. The smiling old woman standing behind the main desk was wrinkling her forehead in deep thought. Her name tag said she was Miss Jean.Sinclair. She was a plump, red faced apple of a woman. Friendliness radiated from her as if she were a happy sun. I liked her immediately. 
 
   ‘Och, I do know the stone you’re talking about. It’s called....... let’s see now.....’ The wrinkles became deeper and spread outwards, dimples pooling like dark tarns on her parchment skin. She appeared to age visibly before my eyes like a vampire caught in sunlight. I smiled encouragingly, hoping to jog her memory. 
 
   ‘It’s called.......it’s called. Oh bugger it! It’s gone completely. Please pardon my language Mr McVey. I could probably tell you the author and title of every book in here, but the name of that rock has slipped right out of my head.’
 
   I shrugged sympathetically. ‘Perhaps there’s a book that can help me then? Something about landmarks in the area.’
 
   She beamed at me, ‘I can do better than that. Miss McCulloch lives in Boarhills. She would know about that old rock. You’ll probably find her filing books in the biography section.’
 
   I thanked Miss Sinclair and wandered down the library, passing through the general fiction and into the reference section where the biographies were held. A cart laden with books stuck out from the end of the last aisle. Miss McCulloch was still hard at work it seemed. I imagined her to be the opposite of Miss Sinclair. Probably a thin scrawny woman with sharp black eyes and witch’s hooked nose and chin. 
 
   When I rounded the aisle I was surprised to see a young woman with her back to me. She was stretching on her tip-toes to replace a book on the top shelf. As she reached upwards to push the book into position, her short skirt rose to the tops of her thighs. It was impossible not to admire her shapely bare legs. Even as she sensed my presence and half turned to face me, I realised I knew this girl - and by the time she had turned fully around I remembered where I had last seen her. By then it was too late to slip away unseen.
 
   The pretty young library assistant brushed her long flame hair away from her face and smiled impudently at me. ‘Why, if it isn’t the man from Presto’s who lurks around the freezer department looking at ladies’ backsides. A girl isn’t safe buying frozen carrots in her own supermarket these days. Are you stalking me?’
 
   I was mortified. I couldn’t think of a word to say. I tried to apologise, but utter gibberish spilled from my mouth. I felt like I was caught up in one those absurd Benny Hill sketches from the 70’s. At any moment someone was going to puncture a beach ball in the next aisle and make it sound as though I was breaking wind. I finally managed to splutter out, ‘I know how this must look, but I..............’
 
   The girl crossed her arms over her breasts and giggled. ‘Oh, don’t apologise. I’m only having a laugh with you for goodness sake. I know you’re not following me. I heard Jean Sinclair send you down here. When you work in a place as quiet as this you develop sensitive ears. I peeked round the aisle and saw it was you. I couldn’t resist having a joke with you.’
 
   ‘You mean you deliberately set me up, filing that book on the top shelf?’ I didn’t know whether to feel relieved or annoyed.
 
   The girl flashed her dazzling smile at me and winked. ‘I know, I’m wicked to the core. Actually that book shouldn’t even be there. Hang on.’
 
   She turned and reached for the misfiled book, once more making her short skirt slide up her thighs. This time I got a shadowy glimpse of her underwear. She lingered, almost intentionally over freeing the book before pulling it out and throwing it back on the cart. 
 
   ‘Ha, caught you again. You’ve got no morals at all have you?’
 
   This time I laughed along with her. She was a tease, there was no doubt about that. But so what? If she wanted to take the piss by flashing her knickers who was I to complain?
 
   She said, ‘Now was it something to do with a rock I heard you asking Jean Sinclair about?’
 
   I nodded and repeated what I had said to the woman at the desk about stumbling across the tall monolith on the beach. 
 
   ‘You’re talking about the Rock and Spindle. Why do you want to know about those old things? Are you writing a book?’
 
   To my own disbelieving ears, I heard myself lying. I had gotten a strong feeling this girl would be impressed if I was researching her rock for professional purposes. I had no idea why I wanted to impress her. It just suddenly seemed like a good idea at the time. 
 
   ‘I’m a photographer,’ I said without the slightest trace of discomfort. ‘I’ve been commissioned to do a book on the Fife coastline.’
 
   The girl looked surprised. ‘Really? That’s neat. I’ve never met an author before. What’s your name?’
 
   ‘Matt McVey. And I’m not an author. I’m a photographer. I just supply the publisher with a lot of scribbled notes about my pictures and someone tidies them all up.’ I was plucking lies from thin air. I didn’t even have to think about what I was saying. 
 
   ‘They probably won’t print anything at all about the Rock and Spindle. They’ve got a black history. I’ll tell you all about it if you like.’ 
 
   I was intrigued. Not only by the rock, but by the girl herself. There was a self confidence about her that belied her age, which I guessed to be eighteen or nineteen. I glanced in the direction of the front desk. ‘Look, I hope I’m not holding you back from your. I wouldn’t like you to get a ticking off from the old lady at the desk.’ 
 
   The girl laughed, ‘Oh, don’t worry over keeping me from filing these stupid books, and don’t worry about getting me a row. I’ve never heard Jean Sinclair say a cross word to anyone in my life. By the way, my name’s Alison.’
 
   I grinned and held out my hand. ‘Hello Alison.’
 
   She took my hand and held it firmly. Her skin was dry against my own clammy palm. ‘Hello yourself Matt McVey.’
 
   We broke contact and stood smiling at each other. I knew this was completely insane. I had come to St Andrew’s to salvage my marriage and here I was flirting with a girl young enough to be my daughter. A mean, nasty voice inside my head said it was Teri’s fault. If she hadn’t insisted on taking the girls swimming I wouldn’t be in this position. I didn’t totally disagree with this voice. Teri had dumped me this afternoon. I knew the argument was irrelevant anyway. It wasn’t as if I intended asking the girl out or anything like that. It was merely a harmless encounter with a pretty girl who worked in the library. Most likely I would never see her again after I left. 
 
   Alison McCulloch sat on the book cart and crossed one shapely leg over the other, blatantly daring me to look at the expanse of creamy flesh now on view. I kept my gaze fixed on her face, playing her at her own game. I was close enough to smell her perfume. Nothing expensive, just the everyday type of scent young women wear to work. Beneath the perfume I caught the tiniest hint of her sweat, it smelled as sweet as the perfume. 
 
   Eventually the girl said, ‘They used to sacrifice people down at the Rock and Spindle. Young girls mostly. Virgins. That was when the Picts lived here. There also used to be a swine worshipping cult in the area, hence the name Boarhills. They thought it would bring them favours from their piggy Gods if sacrificed young girls on The Spindle. That’s the smaller rock that looks like someone has carved the spokes of a wheel on it. The whole thing is really an old volcanic vent from the Carboniferous age which makes it about 300 million years old.’ She giggled and held her hand up to her mouth before whispering ‘About the same age as Jean Sinclair,’ before breaking into another fit of giggles. 
 
   I couldn’t help myself from grinning back at her. The older librarian did look like she came from a time lost in history.
 
   Alison got her laughter under control and continued with my local history lesson. ‘Much later smugglers tied their enemies to the tall rock and watched them drown when the tide came in. It’s really not a very nice rock formation if you think about it. It’s seen a lot of blood and death in its time. I seem to remember it also had another name amongst the girls in the area.’ Alison stopped and smiled slyly. ‘Bet you can’t guess what we called it.’
 
   I shrugged. ‘Fraggle Rock? Blackpool Rock? I don't know. Tell me.’
 
   ‘Cock Rock. Because of its shape. Although I have to say I’ve never seen one as big as that before. Can always live in hope though.’
 
   Once again she squealed with laughter and I felt myself blushing. Alison McCulloch certainly wasn’t the shy and retiring type. Normally this kind of juvenile, smutty humour made me cringe, but coming from this girl’s lips it made me want her all the more. I found her enchanting. I let my eyes glance down at her legs and imagined what they would feel like if I ran my hand along them. I knew if I didn’t get out of the library in the next few minutes I was going to ask this girl if I could meet her somewhere later on. 
 
   Only the kindly red face of Miss Sinclair peering around the end of the aisle stopped me from making a complete ass of myself.
 
   ‘My, it sounds like you two are getting along like a house on fire. Did you find out what you wanted, Mr McVey?’
 
   I nodded, feeling extremely flustered. It crossed my mind the old woman might have timed her interruption just right to catch me staring at Alison’s legs. 
 
   ‘Yes, thank you,’ I replied. ‘Miss McCulloch was more than helpful.’
 
   The girl slipped off the cart and smoothed her skirt down with her hands. ‘Did you know Mr McVey was writing a book, Jean? He’s a professional photographer.’
 
   Miss Sinclair clapped her hand to her mouth and looked suitably star struck. ‘My goodness, Mr McVey, and you never even told me. Mind and let us know when it’s published and we’ll order in a few copies.’
 
   I was so caught up in my own lie I was quite serious when I said, ‘Don’t worry, I will.’ Then after a few more pleasantries, I made my excuses and left the library. The sunlight was bright outside after the relative dimness of the library. For a few minutes I walked along the street half blinded and most likely smiling to myself like an idiot. I had a feeling of buoyancy inside me. The notion of a young, pretty girl like Alison McCulloch flirting outrageously with me had puffed up my ego until I thought my ribs might burst with the strain of it. 
 
   Then reality suddenly kicked back in and I wondered why I had fabricated all that rubbish about the book. I had acted like a stupid teenager and not a man in his late thirties. It felt as though a spell had been cast upon me while I was in the library. I had been bewitched by a glamour. I told myself it was just a combination of heat, lack of sex, and the soft velvety skin of Alison McCulloch’s bare legs. As I walked back to the flat, I tried to think of Teri, but my mind continued to imagine what Alison would be like in bed. She would be the unrestrained noisy type I guessed. 
 
   I was still fantasising about Alison McCulloch and her beautiful legs when a police car swept into Market street. I was ten yards away when it pulled to a halt outside our flat. A dishevelled looking woman got out. Her face was so red and blotchy from crying that at first I didn’t recognise her. Then with horror I realised I was staring at Teri. I had thought on Saturday that my wife looked ten years younger with her trim waistline and new hair cut. Now she suddenly looked ten years older. 
 
   She caught sight of me and her face crumpled like tissue paper. I saw Denise being led from the car by a concerned looking policewoman. She was crying too. The WPC put her arm round Denise as she led her to the front door. I hurried forward and let Teri slump against me, her sobs making her entire body quiver like a badly tuned piano string. The policewoman was giving me a look of pity and I was suddenly terribly afraid. 
 
   ‘Teri, what’s happened. Where’s Alice? Oh my God, she’s not been in an accident has she?’
 
   I thought about the swimming pool - that electric blue bogey man that had always made me want to curl up in a ball and swallow my tongue in its presence. The swimming pool. A shimmering cold God that had hungered for me since I was six years old. Unable to get at me, it had taken Alice instead. I saw her small body spread upon the flat, blue surface of the pool and the world tilted on its axis. Against me Teri continued shaking, unable to speak. A burly policeman emerged from the other side of the car and stood on the road looking awkward. 
 
   He coughed and said, ‘Mr McVey?’ 
 
   I nodded, already knowing what he was going to say. The man fidgeted from foot to foot and glanced over to his colleague for some sort of moral support. He took a deep breath and straightened himself up to break the bad news to me. But it was Teri who finally pulled her tear streaked face away from my chest and gasped, ‘I’ve lost Alice, Matt. Someone took her. A man. A man took Alice away.’ 
 
   Then she started sobbing again. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
   We waited four hours before we had any news of Alice. Teri and I wove those long hours into a single razor sharp wire that stretched to a vanishing point in the distance. And then we walked along that wire, lacerating ourselves, drawing blood, cutting through soft tissue and sinew. The two police officers stayed and watched as we danced and swayed on the wire, a human safety net ready to catch us if we fell. 
 
   Denise had been put to bed. Once in the flat she had started shaking badly and her temperature had soared. The WPC thought she might be coming down with flu and packed her off to bed. Neither Teri or I had much in the way of soft words or mollycoddling for poor Denise. We were both too busy taking our first tenuous steps on the razor wire. Our own selfish pain blinding us from the suffering of our sick daughter. 
 
   We sat together on the couch like we had that morning, back when all we had to worry about was ghosts and broken sewage pipes and cold bacon sandwiches. Teri was initially too distressed to tell me how she had lost Alice, but eventually the words unstuck themselves from her throat and slithered out. She said that after swimming, she and the girls had walked around the shops in South street. They had gone into one of those super-saver mini-markets where everything cost a pound. I remembered it well from standing outside the window the day before. The shop was an Aladdin’s cave of dusting cloths, gaudy plastic jewellery, scouring pads, miniature kiddie hairdryers, kitchen rolls, water pistols, window polish, and dolls that looked like Barbi’s retarded cousin. A cornucopia of household cleaning items and cheap plastic toys, designed to suck in housewives and their avaricious offspring.
 
   Teri clutched tightly at my arm as she told me this, her nails digging into my skin as if she needed to anchor herself to something. In between sentences she cried some more and the police woman volunteered to make some tea. I felt desperate for a cigarette. 
 
   ‘I was holding Alice’s hand, Matt. I swear to God I was. You know how busy that shop is and I’m always frightened Alice gets lost in a crowd somewhere. I turned round to say something to her and all I was holding was a tin of furniture polish. But I know I had been holding her hand! I swear it.’ Teri’s voice rasped into a shrill screech and she let go of my arm to bury her head in her hands. 
 
   I wished that I could have felt as bad as Teri did. I wanted to visibly show my grief as if to prove to the police officers that I too was a caring a parent like Teri. But I was encased in ice. On a cold, flickering screen in my head, I watched a reconstruction of what it must have been like in the shop, the mind-camera moving to an extreme close up of Teri’s face registering surprise, then confusion, and finally utter heart rending fear as the cold, hard truth dawned upon her. The picture was grainy and slightly out of focus, but I saw it clearly enough. The look of anguish on Teri’s face should have made me weep along with her but something inside me had hardened and petrified. 
 
   I looked at Teri through eyes cloudy with flecks of black ice. Her face was red and blotchy, puffy around the eyes. Her lips were swollen as if she had been biting her lip. She looked ugly. A part of me demanded that I comfort her. Hold her and share the burden of her terror. Alice belonged to both of us; a collective responsibility. Blame could not be apportioned. 
 
   Another part of me wanted to punch her stupid blotchy face until it bled. Teri had deliberately excluded me that afternoon, played her spiteful little mind games just to demonstrate that she held the upper hand in our marital dispute. I did blame her. She had been the one who lost Alice, not me. 
 
   The policeman sitting uncomfortably on the edge of an armchair broke the rest of the bad news to me. One of the women serving at the tills beside the front door of the shop remembered seeing a girl fitting Alice’s description leaving in the company of an old man. The shop assistant had assumed the man to be the girl’s grandfather. 
 
   The old man again.
 
   As the policeman told me this, I forgot about hating Teri. The ice in my head was squeezing and crushing my thoughts and the mind screen behind my eyes became a Japanese shadow screen, back-lit with jerky silhouettes. One of the shadows was raising a club and raining blows upon its companion. A Punch and Judy show performed in the sweeping darkness of a terrible eclipse. 
 
   Something was happening within me. Rusting, salt encrusted memories were being raised from the sea bed of my consciousness. I felt them sway and groan in the dingy gloom of the black water, loose debris falling from their holed and corroded hulls. I heard the screech of toiling winches and felt the unbearable strain of the lifting chains as they dragged the memories ever upwards. These memories had been deliberately scuttled and sunk, and now they rose like dead ships towards the surface. I waited for them to break the water. I was on the verge of remembering something very important.
 
   From downstairs, a loud flurry of fiddles and accordions cut through the heavy chains like a spray of acid and the memories sank once more to the silt of the sea floor. Snare drums rattled and hammered, the beat kicking the music before it like a sadistic taskmaster. The breaking of the chains snapped something else inside me. Something much more delicate. I began to yell and curse and shout. I remember knocking over the coffee table and trying to kick in the TV set. The two police officers restrained me and forced me back onto the couch. Calming me. Telling me to cool down. They were understanding about my outburst. They thought I was just another high-wire walker who had lost his nerve and crashed to the ground. Even Teri put aside her own pain to hold my hands in hers. At that moment I felt inconsolable. I had lost my answers. Answers that might have let us find Alice.
 
   I could feel the floor beneath my feet vibrate as the music tried to saw through the wooden joists. Marie’s Wedding swooped and soared down below, the fiddlers playing to an insane tempo. The policeman, whose name was Charlie Johnstone, let go of me when he was sure I wasn’t going to trash the living room any further. He told me to sit tight while he paid a visit to our downstairs neighbour. A few moments later I heard his fist strike against the door at the bottom of the stairs and his voice boomed, ‘Police! Open up!’. 
 
   The music halted immediately. Twice more Johnstone tried to persuade our rowdy neighbour to open the door before giving up and climbing the stairs again. He shrugged his shoulders and made a wry face. ‘At least the music’s stopped,’ he said. ‘I must have given the idiot a fright.’
 
   I nodded silently to him. Whether the music started up again or not was irrelevant. It had done its work. The WPC, who insisted we call her Samantha, excused herself and left the room to check on Denise. When she returned, neither Teri or I enquired of our daughter’s well being. We were back on the wire. 
 
   The hours passed with interminable slowness. Every time the police radio spat out a burst of static the wire vibrated, cutting cruelly into the soles of our feet. The police woman offered to make us something to eat, but my stomach had constricted to something the size of a golf ball. I was watching the light outside the window, studying the gradual deepening of the sun’s rays. If we were still sitting there when it grew fully dark I would presume Alice lost to us forever. 
 
   Just when it seemed my sanity was about to slide off the edge of the world, PC Johnstone responded to a unintelligible hiss from his radio and retreated to the kitchen. Teri and I twisted upon the wire, flaying ourselves while waiting for the policeman to return. When he did he wore a smile a mile wide.
 
   ‘We’ve found your daughter! She’s safe and well. The sergeant says that not a hair on her head has been harmed.’
 
   Samantha rushed across the room and threw her arms around Teri. Both woman were crying. I stood and stared blankly at Charlie Johnstone, hardly able to comprehend what he had told us. 
 
   ‘She’s all right?’ My voice was a shaky croak.
 
   Johnstone nodded excitedly. ‘Safe and sound, Mr McVey.’ 
 
   Laughter burst from me; a jagged expulsion of pent up terror. Johnstone laughed too and grabbed hold of my hand to shake it vigorously. If the music had suddenly blared into life below us we would probably have danced a jig together. 
 
   When I finally found the breath to speak I asked him, ‘How? Where?’
 
   His reply made me want to suck back the laughter, his words detonating bombs inside my head.
 
   ‘They found her in Kinburn Park. She was sitting on a bench in the Garden of Remembrance. Someone’s bringing her back right now.’
 
   Johnstone and his huge beaming smile vanished from sight and once more I was staring at Denise’s drawing. Her  symmetrical, green garden. 
 
   The Garden of Remembrance.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
   I slept with Denise in the twin bedded room that night, and as I lay in the darkness listening to her strained breathing, I felt guilty over the way she had been neglected while Alice was missing. She must have been so miserable trapped in this bedroom all by herself, worried to death over her missing sister and coping with her own illness, and not once did Teri or I climb the stairs to see how she was. When I think back on that summer, that is the moment that still haunts me. The killings are wrapped in shadow. Murky images, grainy focus. They register nothing with my emotions. Remembering the way we abandoned Denise, however, still makes my heart hurt.
 
   Alice being returned to us should have been a happy conclusion to the day. Instead it only marked the start of an unhappy evening. The fun was just beginning. Two policemen brought Alice home in a car. She was half asleep and smiling as if savouring a secret only she knew. There were euphoric scenes as she was carried over the threshold like a tiny five year old bride by the bulky policeman. My show of joy at her safe return was every bit as heartfelt as Teri’s. We were like two rival Hogmany revellers, hugging and kissing and talking utter rubbish. The police officers quietly left to let us get on with it. 
 
   I had recovered from my shock at the discovery of the Garden of Remembrance. Perhaps the revelation was intended to push me further down that road to mental illness. Instead, it had stilled the whispering voices in my head, voices of dissent and unreason. For the first time I had something substantial to hang on to. The old man, and where he lived. He had given me one clue too many. I didn’t yet understand the significance of the Garden of Remembrance, but it was a big enough step forward to make me think I was close to solving the enigma. 
 
   So I hugged and kissed Alice while Teri made peanut butter sandwiches. The police had warned us not to press Alice with questions about her abduction. Tomorrow would be soon enough to open that particular can of worms. What Alice needed most was her belly filled, a good night’s sleep, and to be smothered with our devoted love. The sandwiches and love we gave her in abundance. The good night’s sleep however was out of our hands. An hour later, Alice dozed off in an armchair, a half eaten sandwich still clutched in her small fingers. 
 
   As we listened to her soft snores, Teri’s face lost its excited glow, and became gravely serious. ‘I don’t want to spend another night in this house Matt. Why don’t we just pack the car and go home. The four of us. If the police want to ask Alice questions tomorrow they can travel down to Glasgow. I can’t take much more of this place.’
 
   I had expected Teri would suggest leaving and had my objections armed and ready. I couldn’t possibly leave the flat just yet. Not when I was within touching distance of the old man. He no longer frightened me. I was excited and intrigued. 
 
   ‘We can’t go tonight. Look at Alice, she’s exhausted. She needs a decent night’s sleep. We can’t just throw her in the back seat for a two hour drive.’
 
   ‘She can sleep in the car can’t she? And besides, what are the chances of getting a full night’s sleep in this house?’
 
   I wanted to explain to Teri how I now had the scent of the old man hiding in the Garden of Remembrance. I wanted to tell her that he would leave us alone from now on. I was on his case and was going to track him down to his lair. 
 
   Instead, I said, ‘Both us are exhausted. What happens if I doze off at the wheel and crash the car? Leave it until morning. We can go first thing. Okay? Nothing is going to happen tonight. I promise you that.’
 
   Teri looked as if she intended to keep fighting her corner, but then she shrugged tiredly as if realising the futility of the argument. After all, she couldn’t drive, and at that time of night there were no more buses to Glasgow had she wished to push the issue to its extreme limits. 
 
   ‘Tomorrow then,’ she said in resigned voice. 
 
   I carried Alice upstairs and laid her in the bed next to Denise. Teri followed me and we exchanged guilty looks as it suddenly occurred to us that we had another daughter, who because she had been out of sight, had ceased to exist for the past five hours. Denise was fast asleep, but her breathing sounded ragged and her normally pale features were brightly flushed. Her blonde hair spread across the pillow was darkened with sweat. Teri laid her hand on Denise’s brow and made worried, clucking mother hen sounds, her maternal skills returning as if they never been away. She looked at me with a mixture of shame faced guilt and concern. 
 
   ‘Matt, she’s burning up. We need to phone a doctor.’
 
   I fetched my mobile from my jacket and was surprised to see that the battery was dead although I’d charged it before leaving on Saturday morning and hadn’t used it since, except to text my brother James. When I showed it to Teri she gave me the sort of look that implied that once again I had let her down badly. A small spark of resentment flared up as Teri had never owned a mobile due to being paranoid over the health hazards involved with them and in turn never allowed either of our daughters to use them. Therefore she had a bit of a nerve blaming me for not being able to produce a fully functional mobile phone at the drop of a hat. I might have pushed this feeling of resentment further, but I was tired and felt the beginnings of a headache ignite into life. I didn’t relish the idea of going out and searching for a public phone box and then trying to persuade an emergency doctor to pay a house call for what was most likely only a bad cold. 
 
   I said as much to Teri who looked uncertain and fetched a wet sponge from the bathroom with the intention of cooling Denise down with a bed bath. She handed me the sponge while stripping back the duvet and pulling Denise’s night-gown up past her chest. I was glad that Denise was still wearing her underwear. I had not seen her naked since she was four years old. There comes a time when fathers cannot bear to gaze upon their daughters naked and exposed. It evokes such feelings of confusion and unexplainable shame. I sometimes fear that in the darkest corner of all men’s hearts, we really do harbour the desire to ravish and kill our children. Perhaps it is a biological flaw. A festering time-bomb buried deep inside the right hand side of our brains; an aneurysm of the psyche. 
 
   Teri took the sponge and very gently washed Denise down. She moaned and stirred in her sleep but did not waken. I stood at the foot of the bed until Teri asked me to help turn Denise over. Teri let out a little cry and dropped the sponge as we gazed at the livid red blotches raised out from Denise’s skin. They were like irregular welts and covered most of her back, continuing like splashes of melanoma down the backs of her legs. There was no other option but to call a doctor. 
 
   An hour later, Doctor McLeish, a brittle old stick of a man arrived with his black leather bag and climbed the stairs to examine Denise. Teri and I stood fretting in the background as he went to work with his stethoscope and thermometer. A few minutes later he ushered us back down the stairs and delivered his prognosis. He had a slightly theatrical manner about him and I suspected he was a big fan of Dr Findlay’s Casebook. 
 
   ‘To be honest with you Mr and Mrs McVey, I’m not really sure what is wrong with your daughter. She’s got a temperature but I don’t think it has anything to do with the marks on her body. I think we can definitely rule out meningitis and scarlet fever. It’s very probably some sort of allergic reaction. Something she’s eaten perhaps? These things attack suddenly and vanish again just as speedily. I think it’s best to let her sleep tonight and we’ll see how she is in the morning. If the blotches are still there I’ll arrange for your daughter to be admitted to hospital for tests.’
 
   At the mention of hospital I saw Teri’s face go slack with numb shock. After all she had been through this afternoon with Alice, the thought of Denise being taken to hospital with a mysterious illness must have seemed like a physical blow. She tried to say something but ended up bursting into floods of tears. 
 
   Doctor McLeish patted her on the shoulder and said, ‘Now, now, Mrs McVey. Everything will be fine, there’s no need for waterworks. I’m sure your husband will make you a nice cup of tea. Works wonders every time.’
 
   I found myself growing angry at the man’s patronising tone. Teri  needed a sedative not a bloody cup of tea. I began to explain what we had already been through that day but he appeared not to be listening as he pulled a prescription pad from his coat and scribbled furiously on it, his handwriting a looped cipher the Romans would not have recognised as their own.
 
   ‘Bairns, eh?’ he muttered, thrusting the piece of paper into my hand. ‘Nothing but worry. Mind and phone me in the morning if the lesions haven’t faded. I’ll see myself out then. Goodnight’
 
   And with that McLeish was gone. Teri slumped on to the couch, great big sobs spilling from her. I sat beside my wife and put my arm around her shoulder. I was sure that McLeish had been correct in saying that nothing was seriously wrong with Denise, but the man’s manner left a lot to be desired. I stroked Teri’s hair and reassured her that all would be well by morning and we would pack up and go home. Bit by bit she came around and held on to me like a drowning woman about to go under for the third time. When she was calm enough, I insisted we retire to bed. Alice would sleep with Teri, and I would spend the night with Denise. 
 
   Later, sleepless in the darkness of the bedroom, I attempted to sift through what I knew about my adversary, the old man. I realised I still didn’t have much to go on apart from the blood smeared cane and the Garden of Remembrance, but they would suffice. All the inner debates concerning stress and mental breakdowns had stopped. I was consumed by the certainty that everything was tied in with my own buried memories. The dreams, the missing bed rail, the cane, the abduction of Alice, Denise’s drawing. Everything was linked together in some way. Something had happened in the past. Something I had suppressed. Something important. 
 
   The old man was the key. He had been at Craigtoun park while we floundered on the boating pond. I had dreamed of him standing over the girls as they slept. He had stolen Alice and then left her in a place that was very important to me in a symbolic sense. It occurred to me as I lay there in the darkness that perhaps the old man wasn’t my enemy. There was always the possibility he was nothing more than a manifestation of my own subconscious. A guide. All he might have been doing was trying to attract my attention. This idea caught fire within me and I grasped on to it gratefully. Whether or not he was a ghost was irrelevant. The implications of that fact being true were far too complex and paradoxical to bear thinking about. At that moment all I wanted to do was examine the clues, lay them side by side and hope that a pattern would emerge. 
 
   My headache which had only threatened up until then, suddenly blazed into full life and made my skull pulse in time with Denise’s harsh breathing. I decided to leave solving the puzzle until the morning, which in itself posed another problem. I had made promises to Teri concerning our departure. Despite already feeling guilty over my treatment of Denise, I almost hoped her illness would last another few days until I had finished with this place. For years I had peered into the bathroom mirror little realising that my reflection was that of a stranger with secrets hoarded in his heart. The need to unearth these secrets consumed me. If it came to it I would drive Teri and the girls home in the morning and then find an excuse to return here alone. Comforted by that thought I closed my eyes and slept. 
 
   I dreamed of my mother. She was dancing with someone on the beach where the Rock and Spindle jutted from the shale. Her dancing partner was tall and wore a black suit, shiny in places with long use. I knew instinctively that he was the old man I desperately needed to find. They were dancing to Scottish country dance music blaring from a battered looking portable record player perched on a nearby rock. My sister Brenda had owned such a record player. It was covered in red PVC with brass catches to lock the lid closed. The shellac disc on the turntable was warped and scratched and the pick-up arm weighted down by old copper pennies. 
 
   The dancers’ feet crunched loudly on the loose shale as they swept around the tall volcanic stack of tortured stone. Mum was smiling as she was whirled off her feet by the old man, her face flushed bright red as if she were a bashful young girl at her first dance. I tried to see the old man’s face but each time he turned, his features blurred, his skin melting like wax. A large seagull flew down onto a rock beside the record player. It held a mussel in its beak which it tried to break open by bashing it against the rock. Tap, tap, tap. 
 
   The music began to grow faster and louder and mum held out her hand for me to join in with them. I wanted to, but I was afraid. I was terrified the music would suck me in and never let me go again. Suddenly mum’s face was pressed up close to mine. She opened her mouth and I smelled shit and raw sewage. I tried to back away but strong arms held me from behind. 
 
   ‘Dance with me you little turd,’ she whispered. ‘Dance with me or I’ll make you watch him……………’
 
   ‘Daddy!’
 
   I opened my eyes in the darkness - and the music, muffled now, continue to rake furrows across my still half sleeping thoughts. I could still smell the disgusting odour of my mother’s breath assail my nostrils. Only the bright pain of my headache told me I was no longer dreaming.
 
   ‘Daddy!’
 
   I shook my head, using the pulsing pain to drive away the last clinging remnants of the dream. In the gloom of the bedroom I could barely make out Denise sitting up in bed. The smell in the room was worse than it had ever been. It seemed to drift in time with the music from downstairs. I struggled to sit up, knowing I had to get Denise from the room. Her next words however stopped me in my tracks. 
 
   ‘He’s here, Daddy. He’s sitting on the end of my bed. Make him go away before he touches me again.’
 
   I was suddenly afraid. More afraid than I had ever been in my life. I had been so eager to hunt the old man down and wrest his secrets from him, I hadn’t thought of how I might feel if he came looking for me. I was wrong thinking of him as a benign metaphor. He was evil. I could not see him but I felt his presence like a cold sucking wound. In the darkness someone whistled softly and my guts churned as if they were filled with rancid, greasy butter. I wanted to grab Denise and sprint from that stinking room, but I couldn’t move a muscle. The fear was an irrational thing, but it was powerful. Sweat ran down my face and my chest tightened until I could barely draw a breath. 
 
   ‘Daddy make him go away. I’m scared.’ 
 
   Denise’s voice was like the high keening of a winter wind. I knew if I placed my hand upon her chest I would feel her heart fluttering like a small bird in the jaws of a slavering fox. The violence of my headache increased until I thought my whole skull might blow apart. I tried calling out Teri’s name. If she came through and turned on the light it might drive the old man away. But my throat could shape nothing more than a brief gasp before closing down again. 
 
   Denise’s voice became a wail of unspeakable despair. 
 
   ‘He’s standing up now Daddy! He’s coming towards you!’
 
   I could only lie quivering with terror on the bed as I waited to feel those strong hands curl around my throat. I was going to die without ever learning who I really was. The drums and fiddles from below reached a mad, crescendo and then suddenly stopped dead. I waited to die. 
 
   Denise spoke again. The hysteria had gone from her voice and her words had a dream-like quality to them.
 
   ‘He’s leaving. He walking over to the wall. He’s pointing at something. Oh!’ Denise suddenly sounded more surprised than frightened. ‘He just walked through the wall, Daddy. He walked through the wall!’
 
   There was a few seconds silence and then a loud crash came from the bedroom next door, followed by the sound of  both Teri and Alice screaming. My paralysis broke and I was up and running, hitting light switches as I yanked the door open. I burst into Teri’s room to find her on the floor, the duvet wrapped around her head like a quilted burial shroud. Alice was on the floor on the other side of the bed. Her hands beat at the air around her as if she was being attacked by a swarm of angry wasps. I grabbed Alice and hoisted her up into my arms, trying to quiet her down. 
 
   Teri freed her head from the duvet and looked at me in utter disbelief. Her face quickly lost its shocked expression as anger rushed upon her like a flash flood, first darkening her eyes and then pulling her lips back in a snarl of rage. 
 
   ‘Matt! What in the name of God do you think you’re doing? Is this meant to be a joke you stupid bastard?’
 
   Teri slowly began walking around the bed, her hands curled into claws. I knew she meant to hurt me with those hooked fingers. I wanted to tell her that it was not I who had hauled her and Alice from their bed. It was the old man who was to blame. I began to speak but she wasn’t listening. She had the determined gaze of a mad woman as she ever so slowly and stealthily came towards me. As long as I held Alice in my arms I would be defenceless. I was about to let her fall onto the bed when Teri suddenly stopped dead and stared at something behind me. The terrible anger drained from her eyes and was replaced by the same fear I had seen on her face that afternoon when we feared the worst about Alice.
 
   Teri’s lips trembled, and from them like a piece of poisoned fruit, slipped a solitary, drawn out word. 
 
   ‘Denniissse.’
 
   I turned to where Denise was standing in the doorway and saw what the darkness had hidden while the old man terrorised me in the bedroom next door. 
 
   Her face was a mass of the same red, raised welts that had covered her back and legs. That wasn’t the worst however. They must have also spread over her chest and stomach and those ones were bleeding, flowering crimson against the cotton of her night-shirt. It looked for all the world as if something had been biting her.
 
   Then with a tired little sigh, Denise slumped unconscious to the floor. 
 
   A loose limbed rag doll with seeping red roses on her dress. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
   Two months after Gran Crone's death I found a pigeon someone had shot with an air rifle. The poor creature could only run and flutter with its one good wing when I decided to take it home with me. Once I had caught the bird all the fight went from it. I could tell from the baleful way it stared at me it was exhausted and frightened. I felt so sorry for the bird that I cried a little as I walked home with it nestled inside my jumper. Gran Crone had once told me that human souls are sometimes reborn in the bodies of animals and birds and it made me wonder if I was actually carrying Gran Crone herself.  
 
   I hid the pigeon in a cardboard box filled with shredded newspaper at the back of the toy cupboard in my bed room. I didn't like the thought of shutting the bird up in the dark, but if mum found out I was harbouring an injured bird, she would have had a fit. Her nerves were still bad so soon after Gran Crone dying. The slightest thing and she would fly into a tearful rage, dispersing stinging slaps in all directions. That's why the pigeon would be my secret. As James shared my bedroom I had no choice but to tell him about it. Brenda was definitely excluded from 'Operation Pigeon' as she would have wasted no time running to my mum and blabbing her big mouth off. 
 
   I fed the pigeon on bread and digestive biscuits and filled a little plastic tub with water. It seemed happy enough living in the cupboard. James named it Percy and we used to annoy Brenda when we talked obliquely about our new friend in front of her. Each day the pigeon seemed a little stronger and its black eyes brighter. I pictured myself taking it back to the field where I had first found it and setting it free. I imagined it would stare up at me with those soulful dark eyes one last time in silent thanks for my help, before spreading its wings and flying back to the wild. It never quite worked out that way however. 
 
   On the fifth morning after rescuing the pigeon, I opened the cupboard door and found the bird lying still and cold. It had probably died of blood poisoning from the lead pellet still lodged in its flesh. James was heartbroken and inconsolable. At breakfast I had to tell my mum that James had been dreaming about Gran Crone and was feeling sad. That made her cry too and made me feel bad about telling the lie. Later that morning we smuggled the bird out the house and buried it in the fields near the railway where I had found it. I built a little cairn out of loose stones to mark the grave, and James said a prayer for its wandering soul. After a decent period of mourning we forgot all about it. 
 
   Three months later I remembered the pigeon and began wondering how far gone in decomposition it would be. I wondered if the maggots were still feasting or if the scavengers of the soil had already stripped it clean. The thought occupied my mind all day long at school and I was twice reprimanded for not paying attention. When the bell rang at four o'clock I made straight for the fields and used a piece of wood to hack at the dirt beneath the pile of stones. The pigeon was a sorry sight. A stiff, reeking framework of matted, filthy feathers and not much else. It was as if the sub-soil scavengers had simply sucked it dry. 
 
   I ripped a page from one of my school jotters and wrapped it round the bird's head which was nothing more than a feathered mass of desiccated tissue and bone. One quick twist detached the head from the body. Hiding the skull in my school bag, I re-interred the remains and replaced the stones. I didn't plan on telling James anything about what I had done as he would have been upset at my act of graveyard desecration. I got a row for being late home from school, but I didn't care. I had plans for the skull of my former feathered friend. 
 
   When I got the chance I filled an empty jar with bleach and dropped the pigeon's sorry looking head into it. Then I hid the jar in the back of the cupboard where the pigeon had spent its last days on earth. I left it for a week and was delighted to find a beautiful, white skull floating on top of the now scummy jar of bleach. After emptying the bleach and unwanted residue into the toilet, I dried off the skull with some toilet paper and placed it back in the cupboard. 
 
   At that time I was friends with three boys who lived nearby. Alex Buchanan, Neil Sawyer, and Billy Carter. Alex was in the same class as me while Billy and Neil went to a nearby Catholic school. Our adventure playground was the disused railway tracks which lay beyond the fields where the pigeon was buried. Sometimes our company was graced by June McCaully, a tomboy from a rough and tumble housing estate on the other side of the railway embankments. It wasn't that we exactly wanted her company, but when she tagged along with us no-one had the nerve to say anything different. Even at ten she had the sharp tongue of a witch and it was rumoured she had beaten up a boy two years older than herself. She was a skinny little thing and had masses of black unkempt hair. Although I never admitted it to the others, I thought she was pretty. In hindsight I now think that we were all in love with June McCaully. 
 
   Not that June ever gave us any reason to think that she liked us in return. She sneered at our soldier games and constantly dreamed up dangerous dares to test our nerve. To give June her due there was nothing she wouldn't do herself. I remember watching dry mouthed as she inched her way along a narrow cast iron pipe that spanned one of the railway cuttings. The twelve inch diameter pipe was fixed to the bridge wall with rusting iron brackets and moved freely. At the centre point of the 'Death Walk' as she called it, there was a drop of almost forty feet on to hard earth and broken stones at the mouth of the disused tunnel below. At some point that summer, Alex, Neil, and Billy all managed to do the Death Walk. I never even tried. My fear of heights was too great. Instead I endured June's taunts with as much good grace as I could muster. 
 
   The last time I heard of June was seven years later when I read an article in the newspaper about two teenage joy riders crashing into a motorway flyover at 120 miles per hour. Dental records proved that June was the passenger. As I read the piece I could almost hear her egging the boy on to drive faster and faster. I wondered if at some point he had faltered and if she called him a big sissy just before he rammed the accelerator to the floor and took them both into the eternal darkness. 
 
   We had started messing about with Ouija boards around about that time. Alex's older brother had a real one he let us borrow now and again. I thought it was a beautiful thing - sepia coloured with a gothic sun and moon printed in the corners. It came with a heart shaped planchette with felt pads on the bottom and a circular window in the middle for viewing the messages from the spirit world. For me the Ouija board was the closest thing to real magic I had ever come across. When Alex couldn't get the board we cut up bits of paper and printed the letters on them, and in place of the planchette we used a whisky glass. 
 
   I lived in a flat roofed maisonette that had a top landing for access to the roof where my mum hung her washing in the summer. In the winter no-one bothered us up there and we would light our candle and commune with the dead. We had been told that if you pushed the glass to give false messages, the spirits would wait until you were all alone and come and get you. Mostly it was garbled rubbish, but Neil once claimed his dead uncle was speaking to us and he verified names and dates the spirit gave us. It seemed a harmless game with just enough of a sense of danger to draw us back time and time again. I wanted to go a bit further though. I was going to use the pigeon skull to up the stakes. 
 
   When Gran Crone died, the council wanted to re-let her house, but because Grandfather Crone's name was on the rent book there was a hold up. Although he was in a mental hospital, he was there on what was loosely termed a ‘voluntary basis’ which meant legally he could discharge himself and return to live in the house. Mum had the keys to the house and every couple of weeks I would be sent along to check it hadn't been broken into. 
 
   It wasn’t a task I relished. Usually I would open the front door, do the hundred metre dash up the hallway where I would have a quick peep into the living room before beating a hasty retreat back through the front door. Although I had been at Gran Crone’s funeral and knew her physical remains were only so much ashes and chips of ground bone, I harboured the notion that the sheet wrapped body would still be in her bedroom, just waiting for a nosey boy to poke his head around the door. The thought of having my friends with me diminished the fear however. My plan was a simple one. I wanted to hold a séance in Gran Crone's bedroom and attempt to get in touch with her spirit. The skull seemed to be a talisman of occult power which I would wield to call up the dead. I saw myself as a juvenile Shaman controlling unspeakable forces. 
 
   It was a Friday evening when mum handed me the keys and told me to go check on Gran Crone's house. I had been expecting this and had already briefed my friends. The very idea of holding a séance in the home of the notorious Grandfather Crone had left them almost speechless with excitement. When I met them I was surprised and shocked to see June McCaully with them. June had never been included in our séances. We had never even mentioned them to her in case she laughed and thought us childish for believing in such nonsense. 
 
   From the sheepish expressions on my friends’ faces it was obvious that they had already told June what we had planned. To my relief there was no sneering look on June's face. Instead her eyes glowed with barely contained excitement. I think this was the first time we had ever managed to impress her. My shame at not being able to complete the Death Walk was forgotten as I relished the moment.
 
   Gran Crone's house was in a block of flats and it was relatively easy for us all to get in unnoticed. Her neighbours on the landing were used to seeing me go in occasionally, but the sight of five scruffy kids trooping in through the door with a Ouija board would have set off alarm bells. Mr Kinsey, a retired policeman across the landing would have taken an especially dim view of our escapade. I just hoped that he wasn't picking that particular moment to take a peek through the spy-hole on his door. 
 
   Once safely in the house there was much stifled giggling and whispering. I led them straight into Gran Crone’s bedroom. Un-aired for the past few months the room smelled musty like a crypt, but it added to the already supercharged atmosphere. There was no draped corpse on the bed, but the carpet still bore the dark stain of my spilled Coca Cola. I pointed it out to the others and lied that it was blood that had spouted from Gran Crone's mouth as she had taken her last dying breath. I saw genuine fear on their faces and the sharp intake of their breath made me feel almost delirious with pleasure. I directed Neil to close the curtains while Alex set the Ouija board on the bed. Billy lit the candle and fixed it in a saucer on the dressing table. The scene was almost set.
 
   I remember looking at June and seeing her eyes sparkle with undisguised zeal for what was to come. She was twisting long strands of her hair into corkscrews and kept crossing one foot over the other as if she was dying to pee. I felt like a ringmaster must feel just as the drums roll and the circus gets underway. I waited until everyone was sitting on the bed before playing my ace. Reaching into my pocket I took out a crumpled wad of tissue paper and slowly unwrapped the pigeon's ivory white skull. There were more intakes of breath as I proudly held it up for inspection. If Gran Crone really was there that night I expect even she must have been impressed by my necromantic showmanship. I let them pass the skull around while I stood beaming like a new father showing off his first born child. Inwardly I was also terrified that one of them might drop the fragile thing to the floor and shatter it. Eventually, to my relief, it was returned safely into my keeping. 
 
   If we had started the séance at that precise moment the spirits would have jammed the psychic switchboard so great was the feeling of expectation. Even at ten years old I intuitively knew that unshakeable belief counted for everything when dealing with Ouija boards. It created an ethereal net with which the roaming spirits could be snared. I had to go that little bit further though. There was one thing left to do that I thought would forever elevate me to unimaginable heights in my peer group's opinion. One small final gesture. 
 
   Holding the skull by the delicate needle-sharp beak, I turned and waved it through the candle flame. It was a bad mistake. The porous bone must have absorbed some of the bleach and within seconds, black, acrid smoke began filling the room. At first it probably looked like a brilliant piece of theatrical illusion, but the smoke made our eyes sting and our throats burn. In the end Alex had to pull the curtain aside to open the window, and all my painstaking groundwork drifted out into the evening sky along with the reeking fumes. To make matters worse, I had dropped the skull when it began breathing fire and then trod on it in the confusion. All that remained of my prize was a handful of soot covered bone splinters. I could have wept with misery. 
 
   When we were finally ready to start again, something had been irretrievably lost. No-one was taking it as seriously as before. I caught Billy and Neil smirking at each other and felt a dull, burning anger. Inevitably with the mood having being broken, nothing happened when we put our fingers on the planchette. No matter how many times I asked the age old question, 'Is there anyone there?' the planchette sat unmoving upon the Ouija board like the dead piece of plastic it was. Billy and Neil began making jokey remarks while Alex, being my best friend remained diplomatically silent out of loyalty. June looked almost as annoyed as I was and she demanded to know why it wasn't working. Neil sniggered and said that perhaps the spirits would only come if we took off all our clothes like those witchcraft covens that sometimes got written about in the News of the World. That set Billy off into gales of laughter and even Alex put his hand over his mouth to stifle a giggle. June however looked completely serious when she said, 'Will it work if I just pull my pants down?' 
 
   The laughter evaporated like a drop of spit in the middle of a desert. We all stared at June still not knowing if she was merely joking or not. Apparently she wasn't as she took our silence for assent and in one fluid movement peeled her jeans and knickers to her skinny ankles. So it was by the light of a flickering candle, while sitting in my dead Gran's bedroom, that I got my first ever look at what a girl kept hidden between her legs. I remember being transfixed by the sight of that bare slit like a doomed rabbit caught in the headlights of a speeding truck. If I had stared at it any longer I would have been squashed flat by the sheer weight of the moment. There was a dull, heavy feeling in my belly that felt like I had swallowed a large stone and my breathing was as jagged as broken glass.
 
   June didn't even seem to be embarrassed about displaying her pre-pubescent charms to us. All she said was, 'Well, get on with it then.' Our fingers were shaking as we reluctantly turned from that cloven mystery and tried to once more call Gran Crone forth from whatever shadowy realm she now inhabited. I don't think we cared a hoot for ghosts or spirits at that point. For a the briefest of seconds the planchette trembled and was about to move when a loud crashing noise came from the hallway. It was the sound of the front door being forced open. My heart, already beating triple time, felt as though it was going to explode and I could do nothing but sit there on the bed as footsteps pounded down the hall towards the room. In those few brief seconds before the door swung open I numbly wondered if we had inadvertently called up the Devil himself. Skulls and sex rituals. The twin keys to the gates of Hell. 
 
   In retrospect it might have been less frightening if it had been Satan come to welcome his new acolytes to the inner circle. Instead, I shall always be haunted by the cadaverous vision of Grandfather Crone standing grinning in the doorway, his small head turning back and forth like an inquisitive insect as he took in the scenario before him. His false teeth clicked loosely in his mouth and strange high pitched whistling sounds emerged from his throat. Mum told me later that he had simply walked out the front doors of the mental hospital he was residing in and somehow found his way home. 
 
   His beady little eyes ran over us until they tracked in on June McCaully, where they stopped and moved gleefully down to the vee of June’s skinny thighs. Grandfather Crone began to lick his lips and his palsy ridden hands fumbled at the front of his trousers. He was like a huge praying mantis in the doorway. I remember June was crying, attempting frantically to cover herself from the drooling monster in the doorway. My own sexually charged fire had been doused by the deluge of utter terror which crashed upon me in black waves. There was no way of knowing how any of it was going to end until Mr Kinsey, the retired cop from across the landing suddenly appeared behind Grandfather Crone and hit him over the head with a chair leg. That might have been when we all started screaming.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
   Teri and I arrived back from the hospital on Tuesday morning to find St Andrew’s under siege from an army of ghosts. Clad in grey and white they had swept in from the sea during the night and now marched in a grim phalanx through the streets. It was nothing more than a sea mist caused by the heat of the day before. I thought the sun would burn it away later on, but I was to discover ghosts are more resilient than I ever imagined. 
 
   Alice was sitting on the window seat with her nose against the glass. ‘Daddy, are we inside a cloud?’ she asked. 
 
   ‘Yes, something like that,’ I answered back. I had no intention of explaining the laws of meteorology to a five year old who still retained notions of magic. It would have been like telling her there was no Santa Claus. Over Alice’s shoulder, I looked down into the white shrouded street. The mist was very impressive. You could barely see more than ten feet in any direction. Streamer like tendrils reached up to the window as if to berate us for talking in their presence - for not showing enough respect to the spectral army of occupation.
 
   I stroked Alice’s silky black hair, twisting it through my fingers. I wondered if the old man had done the same thing while he sat with her in the Garden of Remembrance. The thought made me angry and my fingers tightened unintentionally. I only became aware of what I was doing when she yelped and pulled away, leaving a few strands of hair behind. Alice screwed her face into a scowl and her own small hand clutched at the spot on her head where I had pulled out her hair.  ‘Mummy! Daddy’s being mean to me. He pulled my hair!’
 
   Teri was slumped in an armchair like a dishevelled mannequin and she barely looked up. The revitalised woman who had greeted me at the door on Saturday morning was long gone. Teri looked awful. The night spent in the hospital waiting room had almost been too much for her. In contrast to her pale complexion, the dark pouches beneath her eyes looked painted on. Her hair was greasy and stuck up in jagged tufts. Her whole body posture spoke of despair and abandonment. She could easily have been mistaken for a homeless, malnourished woman in her fifties, rather than a woman in her mid thirties. Her lifeless eyes flicked briefly at Alice and her lips moved inaudibly before her gaze returned to the sanctuary of her lap.
 
   Receiving no sympathetic response to her complaint, Alice pouted her lips and sulked. I picked her up, avoiding her swinging feet as she tried to kick me. ‘Right, young lady, it’s time you went for a nap.’
 
   Alice struggled wildly. ‘But it’s morning, Daddy. It’s time to get up, not go to bed.’
 
   I spun Alice upside down making her giggle. ‘Yes, but you’ve been awake most of the night. Mummy and I are going for a sleep too. Isn’t that right mummy?’
 
   Teri made a low unintelligible grunt that could have been anything.
 
   ‘See,’ I said. ‘Mummy says get to bed straight away.’
 
   ‘No she didn’t. She just made a funny noise. Is mummy sick like Denise?’
 
   I swung Alice the right way up and began carrying her up the stairs. ‘Mummy’s just tired,’ I told her. ‘And don’t you go worrying about your sister. She’s going to be fine. All those nice doctors are going to make her better, you wait and see.’
 
   Alice smiled and I wished that I was as easily reassured as she was over Denise’s strange sickness. When we had left the hospital, she was cocooned inside an oxygen tent with a forest of tubes and drips keeping her tethered to the mortal world. Alice had been astonished by the oxygen tent and I had told her that Denise was playing at camping. In a sense what I had told Alice was a half truth. As the ambulance raced to Ninewells hospital in Dundee, Denise had slipped into a coma and I had an image of her soul striking off alone into the wild, dark yonder, left to survive in the hinterlands on her own until the doctors could find a way to bring her home again. The thought made me shiver and I prayed the sun was shining in whatever strange land Denise now explored. 
 
   I put Alice into the bed I had slept in the night before and bent down to kiss her. She was already yawning and her eyes drooping half shut. I tucked her hands beneath the covers and straightened up, feeling my own tired joints creak in protest. On impulse I bent again and put my mouth close to Alice’s pink shell of an ear. I knew the police had warned us against asking Alice any questions concerning her abduction, but I couldn’t help myself. The temptation was too great.
 
   ‘Alice,’ I whispered. ‘Do you remember the old man who took you for a walk to the park yesterday?’
 
   Alice opened her eyes and I saw a darkness in their depths that made me feel afraid. For a few seconds it was like someone else was looking back at me, someone old and cunning. Mocking me. 
 
   ‘Did he tell you his name Alice? Did he?’
 
   Alice blinked and once more it was merely the brown eyes of a five year old girl who contemplated me sleepily. 
 
   ‘What old man, Daddy?’
 
   I kissed her brow and ruffled her hair. It was obvious she remembered very little about the previous afternoon. I left her to sleep. On the way out the room I found myself again turning the handle of the locked cupboard where the bad smell emanated from. Not surprisingly it remained locked. Standing beside it I caught the faintest odour of shit. Then it was gone and I slipped from the room and went downstairs.
 
   I made two cups of coffee in the kitchen and carried them through to the living room. Teri however was no longer sitting in the armchair. While I was making coffee she must have quietly gone up to her room. I shrugged and stretched out on the couch. To be honest I was actually relieved that Teri had gone to bed. The coffee tasted good and its heat warmed the aching chill in my belly. I checked my watch and saw it was half past eight. Outside in the street I could hear sounds of activity as St Andrew’s came to life. Its townsfolk no doubt shaking their heads at the thick fog which greeted them on their front doorsteps. 
 
   Sipping the coffee, I let my memories of the night before swirl down the drain of my subconscious. I dimly remembered sitting in the back of the ambulance as it raced across the Tay Bridge that connected Tayport with Dundee. On the stretcher, Denise had bled freely from the bizarre marks on her face and body as the paramedic clamped an oxygen mask over her nose and mouth. At one point she convulsed violently as if some crisis point in her malady had been reached, and in hindsight I realised that this must have been the moment Denise slipped into the coma. 
 
   Teri spent the entire journey weeping and clutching at Alice as if afraid that a second daughter might fly beyond her reach. We arrived at Ninewells hospital with a screech of brakes and a wailing siren. Within seconds Denise was taken away from us while we were shepherded into a waiting room with comfortable chairs to begin the start of our latest vigil. This time the razor wire felt like an old friend. A harried looking young Indian doctor sat with us for a while asking questions about Denise’s medical background. Did she have any previous history of allergies or convulsions? Had she ever been diagnosed as epileptic? Did she suffer from headaches? Eczema? Dermatitis? The list seemed endless. Although he was probably into the twentieth hour of his shift, the doctor was patient and gentle with us as we ground out the answers. 
 
   Eventually he left us in the hands of an auxiliary nurse who led us into a more private room and advised us to catch some sleep in the soft chairs provided. Alice dozed in Teri’s arms, but neither Teri or I so much as blinked as we waited for news of Denise’s condition. It was five o’clock in the morning before another doctor came to let us know if our daughter was alive or dead. This doctor was as tired looking as the last and brought coffee with him in little plastic cups. He was completely candid with us. Denise’s condition had them baffled. Blood tests would have to be carried out to pinpoint exactly was wrong with her. They had never seen anything like her illness before. He said that a specialist in such matters would be arriving first thing in the morning to examine Denise. 
 
   The only good news he brought, was that although Denise was still in a coma, her vital signs had stabilised. The bleeding from the lesion’s on her body however continued unabated. He explained that a consent form would have to be signed by both of us in case a blood transfusion became necessary. He saw the new concern on our faces and reassured us the risk of Denise catching AIDS or hepatitis was now extremely remote due to the advanced screening methods employed by blood donor agencies. We had no other choice but to sign his forms. Refusing would have condemned Denise to die through blood loss.
 
   An hour and a half later we were taken to the intensive care unit where we stared at our seriously ill daughter through the opaque surface of an oxygen tent. Her bed was surrounded by electronic equipment that blinked impersonally. A nurse took Alice away for five minutes to give us time alone with Denise. I expected Teri to break down into floods of tears but she merely gripped at my hand while fixating blankly at the distorted form behind the plastic sheeting. Denise’s face was swathed in white hospital dressings that already were flowering scarlet as we watched. 
 
   I wanted to reach through the plastic and hold my daughter’s hands, but they too were wrapped in heavy gauze bandages. Tubes protruded grotesquely from her nose and mouth while others snaked from beneath the sheets, emptying their discoloured contents into plastic bags hanging from the metal rail of the bed. The guilt I had felt earlier that night when considering how Teri and I had neglected Denise in her hour of need, amplified into a giant sinusoidal waveform of bitter self recrimination. Unable to look upon Denise any more we returned to the flat in St Andrew’s.
 
   As I lay on the couch clutching my empty mug of coffee, exhaustion finally began to sink its weary teeth into me. I was on the verge of dropping off when the living room door opened and Teri reappeared. I was surprised to see she had changed into her best summer dress. I struggled into a sitting position to let her sit beside me on the couch. It was only then I realised she had done more than just change her clothes. Teri was wearing make-up. Nothing too drastic. A little foundation to camouflage the heavy shadows beneath her eyes, and a thin smear of red lipstick on her mouth. She had also combed out the worst of the tugs in her hair, but it still looked lifeless and greasy. Combined with her exhausted demeanour, the make-up made her look like one of those sad, pathetic woman who hang around bus stations trying to sell their bodies in order to buy another few grams of heroin. 
 
   Teri took hold of one of my hands, holding it between her own, saying nothing, keeping her face turned away from me. Her hand felt clammy and damp and I had to force myself not to pull away. I was puzzled by her behaviour. She should be upstairs in bed, not tarting herself up as if going to a party. For a brief second she met my stare and what I saw in her dull blue eyes surpassed by far the terrible need of any junkie’s needle fed addiction. A cold knot of anxiety formed in my stomach as I realised why Teri had tried to make herself alluring.  
 
   She confirmed my worst fears when she softly said, ‘Do you want to make love, Matt?’
 
   The cold knot in my stomach hardened into a rough stone the size of my fist. The need I saw in Teri’s eyes had nothing to do with lust. This was no seduction. It was the warm contact of another human being she craved so badly. She desired proximity not passion. I on the other hand, wanted nothing more than to sleep. I justified my stance by telling myself that to indulge in sex while Denise was lying critically ill in hospital would be an obscenity. Another part of me knew the truth. 
 
   Our marriage, which we had come to St Andrew’s to save was in danger of sliding into the abyss. Circumstances beyond our control had pushed it to the very brink where it hovered, trembling like a panicked animal. Teri was attempting to haul it back. She must have been aware that she risked humiliation if I refused her. That was why she kept her gaze directed at her lap. She was ashamed by the way she was being forced to conduct the rescue mission, but she still had the courage to sit there with her best dress on and wearing red lipstick as a pitiful lure for a man who had betrayed her.
 
   If I had just held Teri at that moment, things may have turned out differently. A kind word or affectionate gesture would have been enough to reassure my wife that she was loved and not alone. Instead I let the silence spin out like a glittering, ice-coated thread. I tried to think of a way to turn her down without hurting her feelings. Nothing came to mind, so I sat there, painfully self conscious of my own mute act of rejection. Eventually, still without ever raising her gaze to mine, Teri let go of my hand and slipped out the door. I might have heard her sob as she returned to the bedroom, but I convinced myself it was merely the stairs creaking beneath the weight of her tread. 
 
   Sleep was beyond me after that. I knew then that I would never be returning home with Teri and the girls. I had been given a way back but I had spurned it because of my own selfish need to wallow in isolation. I reached for the mug of coffee I had earlier made for Teri and drank it cold. The caffeine pushed sleep further away from me. Above my head I heard the floorboards groan as Teri climbed into bed alone. It still might not have been too late to go to her and tell her that I loved her. Instead, I took my jacket from the chair where it hung and prepared to leave the flat. I wanted to clear my head, to think straight. Pausing only to pick up my camera, I quietly left the house and walked into the army of ghosts waiting for me outside in the street. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
   The ghosts kept me company as I navigated the fog bound streets. Feet away, cars crawled past like sinister alien craft, the fog both absorbing and reflecting their headlights like a porous, opaque mirror. Sound too, was distorted by the fog, the acoustics dead and muffled, like the way you can hear your own heart beat in the quiet of the night. Aside from the anonymous cars I saw no other living soul on the streets. It occurred to me that these cars may have been cruising driverless, looking for prey in the fog. The thought did not make me afraid, it delighted me. I found that I liked this peculiar white world.
 
   I emerged onto North Street and decided to give into a craving that had been growing stronger over the past few days. I pushed open the door of a newsagent, half expecting the shop to be devoid of human occupation. A cheery middle aged woman smiled at me from behind the counter, dispelling the impression that I had strayed into another dimension. We exchanged pleasantries and commented upon the fog. The woman told me that last summer a similar haar had descended upon St Andrew’s and stayed for over a week. I made an appropriate comment and bought ten cigarettes along with a disposable lighter. With the shopkeeper’s warning to be careful when crossing the road ringing in my ears, I took my change and left the shop.
 
   Outside I pulled the cellophane from the cigarettes and lit up. The first draw tasted better than I’d expected and immediately made my head swim as the nicotine invaded my bloodstream. I stood there for a few moments, sucking in a mixture of smoke and fog and getting high from both. I felt quite safe smoking in the fog. The perfect cloak of invisibility should anyone feel the need to berate me for lapsing back into my old bad habit. I wondered if Teri would smell the smoke from my clothes when I returned and decided that I did not care in the slightest. 
 
   As the initial nicotine fugue began to lift from my buzzing brain, I walked up North Street, keeping close to the buildings for fear of stumbling into the road and being mown down by a prowling car. All the familiar landmarks I had become so used to over the past four days had vanished beneath the rampaging army of ghosts. I thought of Denise as I walked, wondering if she too walked in such a grey, lonely world. It struck me that I had come out here in order to clear my head but instead had accomplished quite the opposite. My thoughts were growing strange, as if I were becoming someone else. 
 
   My feet took me east towards the ruined Cathedral, walking me through the open gate and into the graveyard. I inhaled the fog like a fragrant narcotic, letting it fill me as if I were an empty vessel. I felt it drift into levels of my being that I had no direct access to. The fog found my buried memories and teased me by dragging them close to the surface of conscious thought. It found its way to the Garden of Remembrance and laughed at what it found there. It discovered the secret identity of who I really was and little by little changed me to someone I never had the chance to be. As I stepped between the labyrinth of grave stones, the dead of St Andrew’s stirred contemptuously beneath my feet and although my flesh was still warm they  accepted me as one of their own, their whispering voices mocking my ignorance. I paid them no heed. They were nothing but a jealous collection of pitted bones and dry dust. 
 
   I soon left the dead behind me as I exited the Cathedral by the rear gate, which took me onto the cliff path. The sea had also been claimed by the ghosts. They covered everything with their cold, damp touch. I walked down towards the harbour taking the same route I had taken with Teri and my daughters three nights before. I remembered how I had lectured them by the site of the Church of the Culdees and smiled to myself. That had been a different Matt McVey. There was only one piece of history that concerned me at that moment and it resided within my head, not in any dusty book. The narrow metal bridge took me onto the walkway of the east sands and I let my thoughts flow inwards as I followed the invisible coastline. I had assumed my stroll with the ghosts to be a random journey, but I was beginning to realise my course was predestined all along. 
 
   I passed a children’s play park, the swings empty of high pitched laughter, the metal frame wreathed in mist making it look like a red painted gallows. The squat oblong of the East Sands Leisure Pool loomed up on my right hand side. This was where Teri had excluded me from my family. It had been a turning point. A catalyst of sorts. Then I was climbing a steep incline that I knew took me up to Kinkelbraes caravan park at the point where the coastal walk began. At last I knew where I was headed. The Spindle Rock, as I know thought of it was calling me. Like me, it too had secrets held deep in its stony heart. I remembered the affinity I had felt with the rock and wondered if that was where I would find the sign post to the Garden of Remembrance. 
 
   Unable to see the true height of the drop below me this time, I had no problems scrambling down the precarious cliff path. I had thought the rugged beaches here to be desolate enough when I first made my way across their rough terrain, but the fog made them appear as an alien landscape. An empty barren world, light years from earth. The solitude was delicious. I really was the only soul on this bleak planet. And with this knowledge, I discarded baggage I no longer needed. I forgot my name, I forgot about Teri, I forgot about Alice, I forgot about Denise. There was only the sound of my boots on the shale, terrifyingly loud as the acoustics threw the noise back at me. I walked and climbed until I finally reached the beach where the Rock and Spindle awaited me. A dark finger beckoning me ever onward. 
 
   As the rock loomed out of the shifting fog bank, I found myself running, heedless of tripping into treacherous rock pools and snapping my ankles. Its touch brought solace to me as I spread my arms as far as they would go around its girth. I was insignificant compared to this ancient, crumbling monolith. There was no sudden revelation of who I really was, but I was comforted all the same. I must have stood like that, clutching at the rock, for ten or fifteen minutes before something of my own mind was returned to me and I stepped back laughing. I sat on a nearby boulder and smoked another cigarette, feeling at peace with myself but not sure why. Excitement burned in my belly. It was important that I should be at this spot today. I had a vivid premonition that something would happen here. I had no idea what - but I was happy to wait. Beyond the fog I heard the tidal whisper of the sea as it crept away from me like a thief in the night. 
 
   I remembered the camera I had stuck in my jacket pocket before leaving the flat and decided to take some photographs of the Spindle Rock. Whereas most folk now had digital cameras, I still persevered with my old Olympus trip SLR. The low light level triggered the auto flash on the camera, sending sheet lighting rippling through the fog. The effect pleased me. It made me feel like God. The elements were mine to command as I circled the rock, photographing it from all angles. The automatic motor whirred while bolts of lighting filled the air around me. I was so caught up in what I was doing I only heard the scrunch of someone walking on the shale a second before a hand touched my shoulder. I got such a scare that the camera fell from my hand, firing off another flash as it hit the loose stones at my feet. 
 
   In the half second it took me to whirl around, I pictured the phantom old man standing behind me dressed in his black suit. The fog I had inhaled earlier on wrapped itself around my thudding heart and I wondered if the old man would show me his face. If he did I would remember everything. But there was no old man. Instead, the girl from the library, Alison McCulloch stood there grinning at me insolently. 
 
   ‘Hello again Matt McVey. So you really are a photographer then. I thought you might just have be spinning me a line.’
 
   I could only stare at her for a moment, still breathless from my fright. The fog had dampened her red hair to dark auburn and made her delicate, pointed face appear like she was a mischievous wraith. She was wearing a thick jumper and jeans against the chill of the morning. Stout walking boots covered her feet. To cover my loss of composure, I picked up my camera and pretended to examine it for damage. 
 
   ‘You might have spoken up sooner, this camera cost me a lot of money you know. You gave me a hell of a turn sneaking up on me like that.’
 
   The girl laughed indignantly. ‘Sneaked up on you? You must be deaf not to have heard me.’
 
   I gave the camera casing a wipe with my sleeve and snapped closed the protective window that covered the lens. ‘So, you’re an expert on photographic equipment are you then, Alison?’
 
   She smirked and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Might be,’ she said in a tone that told me she was most definitely not. I asked, ‘So what brings you down here this morning? Shouldn’t you be working in the library?’ 
 
   ‘I don’t start until eleven o’clock. I was just taking a walk along the top of the cliff when I saw all that flashing in the fog. I wondered what was going on and then I thought it might be you. So down I came.’
 
   ‘I was not flashing in the fog. It’s too cold for that sort of thing.’
 
   ‘That’s a pity,’ she smiled slyly. 
 
   I became aware that my heart was thudding again. I stared into Alison’s green/grey eyes and they didn’t flinch away. I watched as she stepped across to the tall finger of rock, laying her hand on its whorled, pitted surface. 
 
   ‘It’s nice isn’t it?’
 
   I nodded. Something she had said when she first startled me, tugged at my memory like an insistent child pulling at his mother’s skirts. 
 
   ‘What did you mean, you thought I might be spinning you a line about being a photographer? What made you think I might be lying to you?’
 
   Alison broke eye contact and began tracing lines with her hand on the rock. Her movements made the fog swirl like an agitated spirit. She acted coy but I knew it was contrived. ‘Oh, you know. Guys are always trying to make out they’re something they’re not. They think it makes it easier to get into a girl’s knickers.’
 
   The certainty I’d felt that something was going to happen here suddenly became more acute. I was going to fuck this girl right here beside the Spindle Rock. I knew it with absolute conviction. We had already commenced with the verbal foreplay. It would go on like this for while, our words circling each other like carnal snares until one of us uttered something that would spring the trap. Then it would begin.
 
   A distant part of me begged me to consider Teri and my daughters. What the hell did I think I was doing? I dismissed this small voice with as much consideration as I would have flicked dandruff from my collar. The fog had changed me. Made me stronger. My perspective had become flat and wide angled. Fucking a pretty girl on a deserted beach was no reason to get tangled up in ham fisted guilt.
 
   Alison proved me right by saying, ‘You know how I was telling you about all the sacrifices made here, all the blood spilled?’
 
   I nodded and pulled out my cigarettes, offering one to Alison. She waited until we had both lit up before continuing. 
 
   ‘In a way I was one of those innocent girls offered up to the rock.’
 
   ‘How’s that,’ I replied.
 
   She leaned back against the rock, arching her back so that her pelvis was thrust towards me. 
 
   ‘I lost my virginity down here, right on the spot I’m standing now. My blood is mingled with all the other poor lassies who died here. That means I belong to the Spindle Rock body and soul. It likes blood. Can’t you sense it.’
 
   Alison dragged hard on her ciggie, studying my face hard for some reaction. I thought she might be trying to shock me, but I was beyond those childish games. I merely shrugged and asked, ‘Who was it? Boyfriend?’
 
   ‘Hah, more man than boy. He was twenty seven if you must know.’
 
   ‘How old were you?’
 
   ‘Fifteen.’
 
   I took a last draw from the cigarette and flicked it into the swirling fog where it vanished like an falling star. 
 
   ‘Wasn’t he a bit old for you?’
 
   A look of genuine annoyance crossed Alison’s face. ‘You’re a bloody hypocrite. I suppose you’re telling me that if a fifteen year old girl dropped her pants, you would just tell her to run on home. Like hell you would.’
 
   I tried to act cool. ‘Maybe I would, maybe I wouldn’t. Depends on whether I thought I could trust her to keep her mouth shut or not.’
 
   Alison smiled a wide, contemptuous smile. ‘You mean you’re scared your wife might find out.’
 
   I slipped the camera from my jacket and held it to my eye, framing Alison against the Spindle Rock. ‘If this hypothetical girl was fifteen I’d be more concerned about the police getting to know about it.’ I released the shutter and fired a lighting bolt at Alison. Then I took two steps to the side to photograph her from another angle. 
 
   ‘How would you like a special holiday snap for your family album, Matt McVey? Maybe you could even use it in your book.’
 
   I looked over the top of the camera as Alison peeled her sweater and t-shirt over her head and struck a sexy pose against the rock. The fog tentatively caressing her bare breasts like an clinging incubus. Once safely back behind the lens I felt free to stare at her breasts without fear of feeling self conscious. Through a tiny window of glass, I peered at Alison, feeding on the small, hardness of her breasts. Her nipples so pale I might not have seen them without the chill of the fog teasing them erect. I snapped off another picture.
 
   ‘Bet you don’t show that one to the neighbours,’ she mocked and walked forward to kiss me on the mouth, her tongue shoving rudely between my lips and running over my teeth. I dropped the camera for a second time as she unzipped me and slipped her hand inside my jeans, gripping the already hard shaft of my penis. Her other hand took my own and folded it over her left breast. It felt so small and childlike in my hand that I momentarily pictured Denise lying in her hospital bed. The thought confused me for a moment, before shattering apart as Alison licked the outside of my mouth. She had undone my belt and she yanked my jeans halfway down my thighs. Then both hands were upon me, one returning to its slow rubbing, the other cupping my balls. Her thumb made circles on the tip of my cock which was already slick with clear seminal fluid. I roughly hauled at Alison’s own jeans, managing to get them over the neat swell of her hips. It was enough. Looking down I could see her light brushing of pubic hair. It was so sparse the lips of her sex were clearly visible. I reached out with my hand, but Alison stopped me.
 
   ‘No. Like this,’ she said, her voice made husky with her own excitement. 
 
   Then she was pulling me towards the rock, my half mast jeans almost making me stumble on the loose shale. I watched bemused as Alison assumed an almost identical stance to the one I had taken earlier on that morning. With her face against the rough stone she reached her arms as far as they would go around its girth. Dimly I realised that it was the rock she wanted to fuck, not me. This should have hurt but I found I didn’t care. Walking up behind her I yanked her jeans and underwear all the way down to her ankles and she smiled as she thrust her pale, freckled buttocks towards me. 
 
   Around me the fog seemed to be whispering formless words that dissipated before I could comprehend them. I felt charged in a way I had never felt before. I was drunk with lust. It had an intensity about it that previously only existed in fantasies, or those half asleep moments in the middle of the night when you fall from a dream desperate for release. I used the soft cleft of Alison’s backside as a slipway to guide myself home. The head of my cock was so engorged it looked black in the grey murky light. I felt it run over the tiny puckered hole of her anus before settling on the warm opening I intended to penetrate. My sense of smell had become magnified like an animal’s. The combination of the fog and Alison’s own musk assaulted me in waves. It was like I’d always imagined inhaling opium to be. There was something else however, another perfume beneath the surface, a half familiar odour which held the dark scent of earth and heavy metals.
 
   Slowly, so as to prolong the moment, I pushed myself into the girl and found the way blocked. Suddenly I knew the girl had been lying about losing her virginity down here beside the rock. I was the one chosen to champion her. I remembered the ritual of rupturing of Teri’s hymen. I had been gentle and appreciative of her discomfort, applying a rhythmic dull pressure to bear upon her. With this girl it would be one sharp thrust.  
 
   Alison suddenly pulled away and fumbled between her legs with her hand. For a few seconds I thought she was trying to use her fingers against the thin barrier of skin barring my progress. ‘Shit! I completely forgot. I hope you’re not squeamish about a little blood.’
 
   Her hand jerked at something and a small dark object landed on a nearby stone with a wet thwak. It was a bloodied Tampon. Now I knew what the mysterious odour had been. If I hadn’t been so feverish with lust I might have hesitated. Teri and I had never made love while she was menstruating. Although it was one of those subjects we never got round to openly discussing, we had come to an unspoken agreement that it was an unsavoury, unhygienic thing to do. My modified personae had no such scruples however and I buried myself deep in the girl who was once more hugging the rock in front of me. It was one of the sweetest moments of my entire life. It was like fucking a slick, wet furnace. I pulled out and then plunged back in again, harder this time. Alison yelped like a dog in pain but she was pushing at me with her backside as if hoping to impale herself upon my cock. I rode her like a satyr, working up a head of steam with every thrust. 
 
   On the seventh stroke I came unexpectedly. There was no warning, no tell tale feeling of heavy gravity before the belly seems to fill with warm lead. Going with the flow, I followed through with the thrust, grinding myself as far into Alison as I could. My vision was reduced to swirling grey streamers shot with red streaks. I dimly heard her cry out, no longer with passion but with real pain. I paid her no attention, I was listening to the sea. It was retreating, creeping down the sand and shale, and as it departed it stripped me of something. Something that had come in with the fog. 
 
   As the last of my semen leaked from my still twitching penis, the sea pulled the other thing from me like a long, silken thread. Alison’s protests were becoming louder and all at once I realised I was crushing her against the rock. I stood back, breathless and shaking. I was cold and disorientated. Alison turned to show me the livid grazes on her breasts. Her voice was indignant. 
 
   ‘Couldn’t you tell you were hurting me you stupid arsehole!’
 
   I stared at her blankly, getting my bearings. I felt like I’d been asleep for the past seven years and had awoken like a sleepwalker in a strange place. Some of the annoyance had gone from Alison’s face and she half turned back to the rock. 
 
   ‘Come on, do it properly this time. Just don’t scrape my fucking tits off.’
 
   As if sensing my lack of co-operation she glanced down at my already flaccid penis and a look of disbelief flitted across her features. She spoke as if she were whispering in church.
 
   ‘No! You can’t have! We were just started. Is that why you were squashing me......’ She trailed into silence staring at me as if I were a strange species of plant life. 
 
   I reached down and hauled up my jeans and underwear. It was an automatic gesture. I was horrified by what had transpired here this morning. The fog had addled my brains. I should have been in the flat, sleeping beside Teri, not half-raping a part time, teenage librarian on a deserted beach. The old man had tricked me. 
 
   I could still smell the metallic odour of blood emanating from the girl standing with her hands on her hips before me. Now it made me want to vomit. I reached down and picked up my jacket. Alison’s lips were drawn back in a bitter snarl.
 
   ‘That’s right, slink on home to your nice little wifey. I hope you can last more than ten fucking seconds when you stick your pathetic tiny prick up her. Or maybe she doesn’t get it all these days.’
 
   I tried to push her voice away from me but it felt as though hundreds of little holes were being drilled into my skull, flooding my already throbbing brain with multiple pinpricks of burning white light. I couldn’t believe how stupid I had been. How uncaring. Guilt was smearing me with its waxy touch. I flinched as a gob of spittle landed on my cheek and I used the sleeve of my jacket to wipe it off as I walked away from the maddened girl behind me.
 
   ‘Hey, McVey! I forgot to tell you. I’ve got herpes! I hope you give it to your wife next time you fuck her.’
 
   Her voice had become like a chipped diamond stylus scratching away between the black grooves of an old 78rpm record. It shamed me. I was crying and mumbling to myself. I had to make amends somehow to Teri and the girls. But first I had to get away from Alison McCulloch’s voice before it drove me insane. I felt suddenly dizzy and slipped on a wet rock, stumbling and twisting my ankle. Behind me the girl laughed loudly, a raucous cawing sound. I tried to push myself back but slipped again, my sense of balance not worth a shit. Small patches of my face went numb and I wondered if I was suffering a stroke. Alison’s laughter was becoming hysterical as I tried once more to upright myself. All the tiny rays of light in my head coalesced into one glowing white mass that expanded against the sides of my cranium. The laughing spiralled into the ultra sonic registers and the light inside my head flared like a hydrogen bomb. There was a brief stabbing sensation at the back of my skull and suddenly I was on my feet running. 
 
   I left without saying goodbye to the Spindle Rock.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
   During the long nights I had sat chain smoking in James’s spare room, I had naively thought I knew the meaning of the term self loathing. In hindsight I had barely scratched the surface. What I had experienced back then was more akin to mild self pity compared to the venomous beast that roamed the twilight corridors of my mind on the walk back to Market Street that Tuesday morning. A high keening wind blew through my heart, shredding any last traces of self respect I had and blew them out to sea where the fog swallowed them whole. 
 
   Once more I took the short cut through the graveyard and this time the dead beneath my feet were silent. I was beyond even their hollow contempt. I told myself that what had happened wasn’t my fault. It was the old man. He had drugged me with fog and brought the girl to seduce me. I used this justification to cloak myself with innocence. Then I saw myself sitting on the couch with Teri, rejecting her when she tried to reach out to me. I saw the barely concealed disgust on my face as Teri asked me to make love. The cloak tore into a million pieces.  
 
   It was finally becoming clear that the hidden me, the other Matt McVey hiding deep within my brain, might not be such a nice person after all. Maybe there was a good reason why I couldn’t remember things. Perhaps it was myself who had buried them in the first place. As I turned into Market Street I resolved to leave the Garden of Remembrance hidden and unexplored. It could lie untended and become a nettle infested wasteland for all I cared. The old man had used my own curiosity to nurture and water its beautiful but poisonous flower beds. Without my help it would wither and die. 
 
   As I approached the front door to the flat, I convinced myself it was not too late to make things good with Teri. I could still slip into bed beside her and give her the love and affection she deserved. When she awoke I would suggest we stayed in a hotel in Dundee to be nearer to Denise. We would move out of the flat that very afternoon. See how the old man liked that. While I fumbled for the flat keys in my jacket pocket, I noticed the occupant of the downstairs flat had left the curtains open slightly. I couldn’t resist pressing my face to the dirt smeared glass and peering through the narrow gap. I saw nothing however. Inside was too dark and gloomy to make out anything at all.
 
   It was then that I remembered the camera. I had dropped it a second time when Alison had applied the full force of her charms and I had forgotten to pick it up. I slapped at my jacket pockets more in resignation than in any real hope of finding it and was amazed when my hand hit something hard and unyielding through the fabric of the jacket. Jamming my fingers into the pocket I pulled out the camera and stared at it in puzzlement. I honestly didn’t remember retrieving it, but my mind had been lost in its own maelstrom of confusion. I had probably picked up the camera without thinking about it. Looking at it, I doubted whether it would ever take pictures again. The plastic lens protector was still in the open position and a wide crack had split the lens in two like an elongated black iris. 
 
   I didn’t really care about the camera itself. I was just glad Alison McCulloch hadn’t got her spiteful hands on it. People who worked in libraries were good at finding things out. She would have most likely had the film developed and sent the picture of herself posing by the Spindle Rock to Teri. I would make sure Teri never saw the picture by ripping the film out and holding it up the brightest light I could find and then melting it under the grill. Shoving the camera back into my pocket I unlocked the front door.
 
   I climbed the stairs quietly, not wanting to wake Teri or Alice. Once I was inside I made  the bathroom my first stop. I badly needed a shower. Not only did I stink of cigarettes and fog, there was also the strong odour of sex and menstrual blood to wash away. I stripped quickly and slipped under the lukewarm shower. As I lathered up for a third time I noticed traces of blood beneath my finger nails. I wondered how it had got there. At no time had my fingers been inside the girl. I could remember how she had snatched hold of my hand the one time I attempted to touch her down there. Another puzzle for me to push to the back of my mind. It didn’t matter how the blood had come to be there, it was important only that I scrubbed it away. 
 
   At last I emerged from the shower shivering but cleansed. I felt as though I had also washed away all traces of the impostor from my subconscious. I loved my wife and children and would never do anything to hurt them. As quickly as I could I dried off, and wearing only my underpants I climbed the stairs to slip into bed beside Teri. I imagined pressing myself against her warm back, holding her tight. It was unlikely that she would ever know I had left the flat at all. I would make things right. I had to. Teri was my only hope of salvation. 
 
   Gently pushing open the bedroom door I got a nasty shock. Teri wasn’t there. The bed was made up neatly as if Teri had never slept in it. A quick check next door confirmed that Alice was gone too. I slowly walked back into the main bedroom and dressed in clean clothes. My head was spinning with confusion. Why had Teri left? Where had she gone? 
 
   A terrible thought drifted into my head. What if Denise’s condition had worsened and the hospital had sent for us. What would Teri have thought when she discovered that I had gone out? I ran back down the stairs hoping to find a note. Anything to tell me why an exhausted woman had dragged herself and our five year old daughter out of bed to walk the foggy streets. Halfway down the stairs another thought punched almost as hard as the first one. What if Teri had gone looking for me. I could see her pulling Alice behind her as they trudged along the mist enshrouded pavements. They wouldn’t be safe in the fog. The old man could be leading them into any kind of danger. He might take them to Kinburn Park. Fear dealt me a brutal blow as I pictured a grim faced policeman telling me Teri and Alice had been found murdered in the Garden of Remembrance. 
 
   I dashed into the living room and my heart only slowed its mad racing when I spotted a sheet of paper on the coffee table. I grabbed at it, forcing my eyes to read it one line at a time. At first I felt relieved, then angry. The police had come knocking on the door probably only half an hour after I had gone walkabout. They had wanted to question Alice about the old man who had abducted her the previous afternoon. Initially I felt a sense of righteous anger. What right had they to invade our privacy at a time like this? Had they no compassion? Then my ire cooled as I realised they wouldn’t have known about Denise. There was still Teri’s anger to consider however. She had scrawled a PS on the bottom of the note that said simply, ‘You bastard, Matt. Where the hell are you!’ 
 
   I dropped the note and slumped dejectedly onto the couch. I didn’t know whether to wait for them to return or go round to the police station. I dreaded the thought of Teri making a scene in front of the police officers. Normally she wasn’t the type of person who would argue in public, but she was tired and her nerves were stretched to breaking point. There was no knowing how she might react if I showed up at the police station. 
 
   I propped my feet up on the coffee table and closed my eyes. I decided to give them half an hour and if they still hadn’t come back by then I would go find them. At least this would give me time to think up a plausible excuse for my absence. Closing my eyes was a mistake, within seconds I was fast asleep. I dreamed of the Spindle Rock, running my hands over its rugged, pitted surface. I shouldn’t have left Alison alone with the rock because it had swallowed her whole, her flesh absorbed and petrified to cold stone. Parts of her protruded from the rock, face, a breast, part of a thigh, forearm, knee, all still visible in bas relief like a grotesque sculpture. I reached out and touched the salt encrusted breast, feeling her heart still beating faintly beneath the stone. Poor Alison, she had said the Spindle Rock owned her body and soul and now it truly did. Removing my hand from her frigid breast, I traced the line of her cold jaw and then screamed as she lunged forwards and snapped at my fingers with sharp stone teeth.
 
   I jolted awake on the couch and the dream exploded into a tangle of vague images, leaving only a feeling of heavy menace behind in their wake. I rubbed at my eyes to clear the sleepiness from them, and then glanced at my watch. A stab of panic, much more intense than anything the dream had provided, made me jump to my feet. I had been asleep for more than three hours. As I grabbed my jacket, it dully registered upon me that Teri and Alice still hadn’t returned. There was no way they would have been detained for so long by the police. Fear of Teri’s wrath gave my feet wings as I rushed down the stairs.
 
   The fog had already begun to disperse and a muted white disc in the sky told me the sun was out. Pins and needles assailed my still sleeping legs and feet as I ran along Market Street and turned into North Street where the police station was located. By the time I reached it, my breath was as harsh and laboured as a ninety year old man suffering from emphysema. I stood outside the main doors for a minute or two to recover from my sprint, then straightened up, finger combed my hair, and entered the police station.
 
   A lone sergeant sat behind the enquiries desk, his head lowered over a pile of paperwork, his hand writing painstakingly with a much chewed biro. He must have been aware that I had entered but he gave no indication of having heard me. I walked forward until I was five feet away from the edge of the desk.
 
   I had time to notice the man suffered from acute dandruff before he eventually held his left hand up, palm towards me as if halting traffic, while his other hand continued its cautious scribbling. The message was abundantly clear. He was acknowledging my presence but also warning me not to disturb him for anything less than news of an imminent mortar attack upon the police station. I had a sudden impulse to put my hands on the top of his head and smash his face off the paper strewn desk. As if sensing the violence of my thoughts the policeman looked up. 
 
   ‘Yes?’ he asked in a voice that sounded more irritated than helpful. 
 
   ‘I’m looking for my wife and daughter,’ I told him. ‘Teri McVey. The girl’s name is Alice.’
 
   The man stared at me without a flicker of expression and then said with an air of resignation, ‘How long have they been missing?’
 
   I shook my head vehemently. The man’s stupidity irked me more than it should have. ‘No, they’re not missing. I’m the father of the girl who was abducted yesterday.’
 
   At this the policeman’s eyebrow arched upwards. ‘Sorry sir, not sure I’m quite with you. Are telling me that your daughter has been kidnapped?’
 
   ‘Yes,’ I almost shouted at him. ‘Yesterday afternoon. An old man took Alice while she was out shopping with my wife. He took her to the Garden of Remembrance in Kinburn Park. The police found her there and brought her back.’
 
   The eyebrow returned to its normal position and the man’s mouth formed a patronising little line. ‘Are you sure about this sir? It’s the first I’ve heard of any kidnapping going on around here.’
 
   My annoyance faded to nothing. A little pocket of cold formed deep in my gut and began to spread outwards like a pool of blood. For the first time I realised that Teri had omitted to tell me how the police had became involved in the search for Alice. She hadn’t said whether she had gone to the police station or whether someone had phoned them from the shop. The third possibility made me feel sick with fear. What if the two police officers just happened to be passing and offered their assistance? Who would have known if they were real or not. Phantom police officers? I no longer doubted the old man could do anything he pleased. They could have been illusions created for the purpose of the old man’s game. I even began to wonder if Alison McCulloch was real or not. The thought was terrifying and it made me wonder where Teri and Alice were now. What had come calling for them when I was out? I knew I was probably being ridiculously paranoid but this new scenario took root in my head like a virulent weed and began choking the life from rational thought. 
 
   ‘Are you all right Sir? You don’t look too well.’
 
   I tried to tell the man about how two police officers had sat in our flat with Teri and I for four hours the previous afternoon, I wanted to tell him about the crackling radios and the cups of tea, but realised no sound was emerging from my mouth. I tried to remember the names of the two police officers, but they had slipped completely from memory as if they had never existed. I was dimly aware of the main doors opening behind me and footsteps coming closer. I heard the sergeant say ‘Hey Charlie, Think I might need a bit of help with this guy. Not the full shilling if you ask me.’
 
   A hand settled firmly on my shoulder. ‘Hey, Mr McVey! How’s things? Sorry to hear about Denise. Your wife was telling me about her this morning when I picked her up.’
 
   I turned my head and looked into the smiling face of Charlie Johnstone. I wondered how on earth I had managed to forget his name. I felt like a man who has been trapped in a free falling elevator which halts its doomed plunge barely two feet from the bottom of the shaft. Reality was returning so fast it made me feel slightly dizzy. Now the desk sergeant was looking confused. 
 
   ‘Hang on a minute, Charlie. Are you saying this guy’s wife and daughter were in here this morning? And what’s all this about a kidnapping?’
 
   Johnstone rolled his eyes at me and shrugged his shoulders. ‘You’ll have to excuse Bill here, Mr McVey. He’s been on leave for two weeks and only came back on duty at lunch time. Obviously no-one has filled him in on our exciting afternoon yesterday.’
 
   The sergeant looked increasingly sheepish as Charlie Johnstone ran through the events of the day before, ending with how Alice had been found safe and well in Kinburn Park. I thought the man was going to apologise to me but all he eventually said was, ‘Well someone might have bloody told me about it.’
 
   I ignored the desk sergeant and asked Johnstone, ‘You don’t happen to know where Teri and Alice are now do you? It’s just that I dozed off when I got back from my walk this morning. I know I should have come straight round but……….’
 
   Johnstone held his hand up waving away my excuses. ‘Your wife will be at the hospital Mr McVey, or at least that was where she said she was going. To tell you the truth she was a bit angry at you not being there this morning. I wouldn’t worry about it though, both of you are under a lot of pressure right now. If I were you I would hotfoot it along to Ninewells and kiss and make up. Oh, and mind and let us know how that girl of yours is doing. Samantha was pretty cut up when she heard about how ill Denise was. She took quite a shine to your daughter yesterday.’
 
   ‘Yes of course I’ll keep in touch,’ I said. ‘About this morning though, did Alice tell you anything about the old man?’ 
 
   The policeman shook his head. ‘No luck there I’m afraid. We didn’t really want to push her too hard, she’s only a child after all. It’s strange, it’s as though she has no memory of yesterday afternoon at all. Maybe that could be a good thing as she doesn’t seem to be suffering from any sort of trauma that’s normally associated with these cases. A police doctor gave her an examination and said there was no sign of any abuse having taken place if that puts your mind at rest. I’d keep an eye on her however, there’s always the chance that she’s repressing what happened yesterday. I hope not, as those things can be like time bombs, ticking away for years before suddenly blowing up in your face.’
 
   I felt like telling Johnstone that I better than anyone else knew the consequences of buried memories, but I merely thanked the young policeman and left the police station. I decided he was right about how I should go to the hospital immediately and I began walking up North Street to where my car was parked. Without warning another vehicle pulled up beside the police station with a screech of brakes as if the driver had only spotted the building through the fog at the last minute. I thought it was foolhardy of the man to be driving at speed in this weather, and it would have served him right if he had clipped one of the parked police cars sitting nearby. I would have enjoyed hanging around to hear him explain such a thing to the dour desk sergeant. I turned away and resumed my walk, working out in my head what I would say to Teri when I got to the hospital in Dundee. Behind me in the fog a familiar voice called out, ‘Matt? Matt McVey? Is that you?’
 
   I spun about and saw the driver of the car coming towards me. I should have been able to see his face, but the fog had picked that moment to play games with me, obscuring his features until he was close enough to grab hold of both my arms. 
 
   ‘Matt, its me. Derek. Christ almighty, this weather is fucking awful isn’t it.’
 
   I was astonished to recognise Teri’s younger brother Derek. I couldn’t think what he was doing here, other than to persuade Teri to push me off the sea wall. We had never really got on and I could imagine how my fling with Rita had gone down with him. His next words however threw me off balance completely. 
 
   ‘It’s the old man, Matt. He’s dead.’
 
   The feeling I had experienced in the police station of being caught up in some terrible dream returned to me. I stared hard at my brother-in-law’s face, half expecting to see the Derek mask crack open, revealing the true face of my tormentor. His hands left my arms and I considered fleeing into the fog. Then I realised with a jolt that he wasn’t talking about the old man haunting my life. He was speaking of his father. Teri’s father.  
 
   Derek stuck his hands in his pockets and looked at me so earnestly I almost felt sorry for him. ‘He slipped away this morning. Another massive stroke the doctor said. Quick as anything. We don’t think he suffered.’
 
   ‘I’m really sorry, Derek. I thought a great deal of your dad.’ 
 
   I was lying and from the probing look Derek shot at me, he knew it too. He let it go however. This was neither the time nor the place for a family quarrel. 
 
   ‘You know, it’s uncanny bumping into you like this. Teri left an address if we should need to get in touch with her. She probably never dreamt that anything would happen. Hell, none of us did. Teri will take this badly, she was really fond of the old boy. Anyway the thing is, I’ve been driving around in this fog and couldn’t find a way into the street where your flat is. I was just about to dump the car and go on foot when I saw you come out of the police station. Hey, you’re not having any trouble here are you?’
 
   There was a hint of protective threat in Derek’s voice at this last part. On the day Teri and I had married, good old Derek had taken me aside and told me he would snap my arms if I ever laid so much as a finger on his precious sister. As quickly as I could, I told him about Alice going missing, possibly abducted, and then Denise being taken into hospital.
 
   ‘Bloody hell,’ he said when I’d finished. ‘Never rains but it pours does it?’
 
   This was typical insensitivity from Derek. I’d just told him one of his nieces had been kidnapped by a strange old man, while another lay seriously ill in hospital, and his only response had been a banal turn of phrase. I knew he wasn’t intentionally being callous but I hated him all the more for it.
 
   ‘Listen,’ he said. ‘Maybe it would be better if you broke the news about dad to Teri.’
 
   I let the suggestion hang in the air for a moment, pretending to think it over. I could see Derek just wanted to get back home. The thought of having to cope with a hysterical Teri at the hospital was obviously too much for him to take. He peered at me anxiously, afraid that I would insist he carry out his family duties to the bitter end. In truth, what he suggested suited me fine. It may sound obdurate, but the death of Teri’s father was a godsend to me. Armed with this piece of bad news I could turn Teri’s anger at me into a grief that would need consoling. That was why it helped to have Derek out the way. If he accompanied me to the hospital, it would be his shoulder she would cry on. 
 
   ‘You go on home, Derek, I’m sure there’s arrangements to be made for the funeral. I’ll make sure Teri phones home tonight. Mind and drive carefully.’
 
   Derek’s look of grateful relief as he climbed back into the car almost made me want to grin like a fiend. I waved as he drove off into the fog, his tail lights looking like demonic eyes before they were swallowed up in the murk. The next time I saw Derek it would take three burly policemen to stop him from trying to rip my face off with his bare hands. It might have all turned out differently if my car keys had been in the jacket I was wearing. Such a small thing. A set of car keys. The difference between life and death. I only realised they must still be in my other jacket when I reached the car and spent two futile minutes searching through my pockets. 
 
   Returning to the flat, I opened the walk-in cupboard in the hallway and fished my car keys from the jacket I had worn on the journey up to St Andrew’s. I also took my wallet and Visa cards. If I wanted to book Teri, Alice and I into a hotel I would need money. As I pulled the cupboard closed something fell over with a dull clatter and landed at my feet. With a shock I found myself looking at the silver tipped, ebony cane I had discarded outside Craigtoun Park. I closed my eyes and again heard the bone snapping sound it had made beneath the wheels of my car. It wasn’t possible that it should be whole again and hidden in the hall closet. 
 
   I knew I should kick it back into the shadows where it belonged, but I stooped down and picked the cane up, feeling the lacquered finish of the wood beneath my fingers. I half expected to experience some sort of hallucination or weird flashback but nothing happened. I smiled and propped the cane back in the corner of the cupboard. Whatever power it had contained was gone now, I was sure of that. Patting my pocket to double check I still had the car keys I pulled the flat door closed and half ran down the stairs. 
 
   I actually had my hand on the handle of the street door when a deafening blast of music came from behind the downstairs flat. I was barely a foot away from the door and on impulse thumped upon it with my fist. It was a token gesture. I didn’t care if our mysterious neighbour played his records all night at full volume. I did not intend to be there. It was only as I made contact with the wooden door that I realised I was once more holding the cane. As I stood there dumbfounded by this revelation, there came a sudden ear piercing shriek of a stylus being pulled across old shellac and then an ominous silence descended in the small standing space at the bottom of the stairs. For a moment I thought the mystery music lover was finally going to make an appearance, but I was wrong. Instead, the music started up again. This time however there was no wild, free running reel. From behind the door drifted a sad lament played mournfully on a lone fiddle.
 
   Something happened to me that I can’t explain. I forgot all about leaving the flat, I forgot all about holding the cane - the cane I was so certain I’d put back in the cupboard. I just stood there rooted to the spot as tears ran unbidden down my cheeks. The music was touching something deep inside me, it spoke of sorrow and death. For a short time I surrendered to the feelings of desolation that the music conjured around me. Then there was a few seconds of clarity in which I realised I was crying and knew with utter conviction I was being played like a helpless fish, impaled through the jaw on a hook forged by the old man in the Garden of Remembrance.
 
   The melancholy feeling evaporated instantly in the heat of my anger. I was too stupid to realise this mad rage was as contrived and false as the sorrow which had preceded it. With a scream of defiance I launched myself at the door of the downstairs flat. There never had been a downstairs neighbour. The old bastard had been hiding in there all along. The door gave on my third kick and I swept into the darkened room, brandishing the cane before me like a black sword. 
 
   The room was dark and gloomy, the heavy curtains shutting out the light from the street. It smelled of disuse and old dust, and was devoid of carpets and furniture with the exception of a battery operated record player which sat alone in the middle of the room. Scattered on the floor around the record player were dozens of 78 RPM discs. 
 
   The music came to a finish and the stylus stuck in the end grooves making a scratch-click noise that repeated over and over again like a rusty mantra. I brought the cane down upon the record player, the blow smashing the disk to smithereens, and then kicked the turntable halfway across the room. The surviving records on the floor I trampled with a fury I didn’t stop to question. Shellac spilt and cracked beneath my heel like the carapaces of huge dead beetles. When the pieces were too small to damage any more I looked around for something else to destroy. The violence had tasted good on my palate, it was delicious. 
 
   At the end of the room a dark curtain partitioned off what had to be a recess. The old man’s lair, his own drab Garden of Remembrance. He had made a mistake filling me with so much frenzied anger. I would smash his head in with his own cane. It occurred to me that what I had seen standing in the car park with the cane in my hand, might not have been a scene from my past. It could have been the future, the here and now. In the back of my mind I was dimly aware the room was filling with the stink of shit. Further proof the room’s occupant was at home. Using the end of the cane, I snagged the curtain and swept it aside. 
 
   All the rage and madness subsided as if a switch had been thrown and soul wrenching despair flooded in to fill the space it had vacated. 
 
   The old man was not there. Facing me was my mother.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
   Two days after my fourteenth birthday Grandfather Crone came to stay with us. Some fool of a doctor had deemed him sane enough to return to the loving bosom of his family. It was a two week trial visit with a view to becoming a more permanent arrangement if Grandfather Crone behaved himself. Mum wasn’t happy about it, but the doctors emphasised how he had been on a radical new drug program since his escape and subsequent recapture in Grandmother Crone’s bedroom four years before. The doctors claimed to have stabilised his behavioural problems. I don’t think mum was entirely convinced, but she probably felt obliged to give it a try. He was her father after all. 
 
   The weeks leading up to his visit were fraught with tension and rows. Quite often I would see mum with her arm around my sister Brenda, whispering in her ear. Brenda who was sixteen by then had blossomed into a pretty young woman. I never noticed the change until it had already happened. As if by magic she had suddenly sprouted breasts and her slim boyish hips filled out. I never heard what was discussed between them, but it sounded as if mum was reassuring my sister. The penny dropped when I found mum screwing a brass bolt to the inside of Brenda’s bedroom door. I remembered the way Grandfather Crone had stood in the doorway of Gran Crone’s bedroom, his small, dark eyes fixed upon June McCaully’s privates. I remembered the way he had drooled and made excited clicking noises. That was when I became fairly certain that Grandfather Crone’s past misdemeanours had been mainly sexual in nature. and mum was concerned with Brenda’s safety. 
 
   My birthday was ruined by the gloomy atmosphere filling the house. I received my usual cards and mum remembered to buy me a present, football boots and Subutteo floodlights, but the big day itself was a non event. Brenda was more sullen and moody than usual, while even little James, normally a chatterbox, seemed quiet and apprehensive. When I blew out the candles on my birthday cake I wished that Grandfather Crone would die of a heart attack before he got the chance to come and stay with us. For the rest of the evening I kept a wary eye on the telephone, willing it to ring, bringing news of the old man’s death from the hospital. It never happened and I went to bed disappointed.
 
   Two days later I watched from the window as an ambulance pulled up outside our house and two orderlies assisted Grandfather Crone from the rear of the vehicle. He looked frail and used a black cane to steady himself as he walked. I remember the way the sunlight caught on the metal handle, making it glint like a fiery morning star, a harbinger of disaster. Although he was more bowed and ancient, the sight of him still made me afraid. The obscenely disproportionate head with its pursed little rectum of a mouth, the liver spots like ink blots on his flaking scalp, his neck scrawny and thin like a chicken’s. Yes, he frightened me very much.
 
   Mum went down to meet him and I saw her kiss the old man on the cheek and take hold of one of his hands. Across the road, a small crowd of children and not a few adults, stared unashamedly at the monster who was moving into their street. I didn’t blame them for staring. If I had been in their shoes I might have even booed or hissed or thrown rotten fruit. A minute later I heard voices in the hallway and the sound of the front door closing with an almost apocalyptic click. The devil himself had come to stay with us. 
 
   The first three days of his stay were a complete anti-climax. Grandfather Crone stayed in his bed, with mum taking his dinners through and feeding him. She also tended to his toilet needs which must have been very embarrassing for her. Brenda spent a lot of time at her friend’s house on the pretext of needing peace and quiet to study for her exams and mum seemed to approve of this tactic. When I however wanted to go out with my friends, I was made to feel guilty for leaving mum to cope on her own. James quickly lost his fear of our Grandfather and began helping carry food through to the bedroom. I never once put a foot in the devil’s lair. I wasn’t fooled by his senile invalid act. He was lulling us into a false sense of security, waiting his moment before showing his true colours. 
 
   By the end of the week he was joining us for meals which was a sight to behold. Quite often he would spit food back onto his plate and prod at it with his finger as if looking for something. What stayed in his mouth was ground to pulp as efficiently as any garbage disposal unit, and sometimes I caught myself wondering what would happen if I put my hand into that grinding orifice. 
 
   Mum would pretend not to notice these breaches of dinner table etiquette, and if I so much as wrinkled my nose in disgust at Grandfather Crone’s eating habits I would be harshly reprimanded later. After dinner was usually spent watching television with the sound turned louder than usual to mask the sound of the old man’s whistling and clicking noises. I couldn’t help but notice that at the merest hint of exposed female flesh on the screen, mum would spring from her chair and change the channel. Life was becoming a living hell.
 
   After a week Grandfather Crone began to wander in the night. I could hear him out in the darkness of the hallway, his cane tap, tap, tapping on the linoleum. Sometimes he would halt right outside my bedroom and I would lie motionless with fear listening to the soft wet clicking sounds coming from the other side of the door. This would go on for half an hour or so before mum woke up and shepherded him back to his room. I began to wonder if she had put the bolt on the wrong door. It might have been me that Grandfather Crone wanted, not Brenda. He never actually entered my bedroom, but I was certain it was only a matter of time. 
 
   When I mentioned my fears to mum, she looked flustered and told me she had special medicine to stop Grandfather Crone from getting up in the night. When I asked what it was, she told me sharply to mind my own business, her sudden anger seeming out of place for such an innocent question. It made me curious. The thought of the old man being drugged to the eyeballs reassured me, but I knew I would still sleep uneasily while he was living in the house. Whatever mum gave him at bedtime seemed to work. The sound of his cane tapping along the linoleum could no longer be heard in the dead of night. I remained curious to know what she was administering to him, but she always waited until the old man was in bed before giving him his medicine. In my head I had a vision of a long hypodermic syringe and yards of thick rubber tubing snaking from glass demi-johns filled with bubbling liquids. If only it had been so simple.
 
   Eventually the two weeks were up, but I did not celebrate. Grandfather Crone’s return to the hospital would only be a temporary thing. Once the doctors had made an official report on his behaviour he would be sent straight back to us. For good this time. 
 
   On his last night before returning to hospital, mum changed the routine by switching off the television and bringing Brenda’s record player into the living room. There was a flushed look to her face as she cheerfully set up the turntable and rooted around in a cupboard for a stack of old 78 rpm discs that had belonged to Gran Crone. For the next hour I had to endure the crackly performance of Jimmy Shand and his Band while Grandfather Crone excitedly tapped his cane in time to the music and made mewing kitten noises. The sound of the fiddles and accordions seemed to infuse new life into him, juicing him up as it were. James entered into the swing of things by doing a comical Highland Fling, and I cringed as mum and the old man laughed uproariously at my younger brother’s antics. At regular intervals Mum would vanish into the kitchen and I guessed she was drinking from a vodka bottle I knew was hidden beneath the sink. 
 
   Then came the worst bit. Lurching from her chair, mum drunkenly pulled Grandfather Crone to his feet and began dancing with him in the middle of the living room floor. It was a grotesque sight as they half jigged, half staggered around the room, narrowly missing knocking over the television. When the record ended I was commanded to keep the music going and reluctantly complied through fear that if I didn’t, I might be expected to dance with the old man. This went on for half an hour or so and only ended when Grandfather Crone’s foot hit the record player in the middle of the Gay Gordons, sending the stylus screeching across the shellac and ruining it in the process. There was no more music that night. Not for many years to come.
 
   A few hours after I had gone to bed, I awoke to hear a familiar tapping outside my bedroom door. With dismay I realised mum had been drunker than I’d thought and forgotten to dope up Grandfather Crone with his special medicine. Across the room James snored peacefully, unaware there was a monster on the loose. I heard the old man’s hand slither across the wood of the door and I knew he was searching blindly for the door knob. The music had fortified him like an elixir of life and reawakened old appetites inside him. He may already have found Brenda’s bed empty (she was staying overnight again with a friend) and decided I would make do for his terrible needs. I was on the verge of screaming when mum’s footsteps padded unsteadily from the direction of her room, and I heard her say something to Grandfather Crone. Her voice was slurred with sleep and vodka. Grandfather Crone’s reply was an aggrieved sequence of whoops and whistles. 
 
   I felt sheer relief as the tapping receded back down the hallway with mum’s sleepy voice still murmuring the way you would talk to a small child. I heard them go into Grandfather Crone’s bedroom and the muffled creak of his bed as the old man settled back into it. Then mum came back out and I heard her pull a towel off the hand rail before returning to his room and closing the door. For some reason the towel bothered me. For five minutes I lay listening for mum to return to her own room, but I heard nothing. I wondered what sort of medicine it was that took such a long time to administer. Maybe she had to change his blood with some sort of paralysing fluid and then replace it all again in the morning. Perhaps the towel was to mop up the spilled blood. 
 
   My curiosity overrode my fear and I decided on impulse to get out of bed and open my bedroom door, hoping to hear better. Distantly I could make out mum still talking in that sleepy baby voice. Not thinking what I was doing, I crept forward step by step, aware that if she chose that moment to leave Grandfather Crone’s room I would be caught. But the door remained closed, and her voice continued in that same hypnotic tone as I reached the room and put my ear against its rough grain of the door. What I heard confused me. 
 
   ‘Oh dear old daddy likes his medicine doesn’t he? Gets grouchy if he misses it. Thinks of nothing but his medicine...........’
 
   She went on and on in this manner, saying the eerily lilting words like a spoken lullaby. In reply, Grandfather Crone’s grunts sounded almost tender and pitiful as if he were in pain. A kitten with a thorn in its paw. But there was something else too, another noise, something familiar. It was a sound I had only recently come to know well, and the fact it emanated from behind Grandfather Crone’s bedroom door made it almost too terrible to comprehend at first. It was the light snick of lubricated skin being manipulated back and forth over harder, more rigid flesh. I finally knew how mum was pacifying Grandfather Crone at night. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
   My mother’s face was just as it had been the last time I’d seen her – the flesh puffy and bruised black, her blood filled eyes bulging from their sockets as if being forced out from within. Around her neck she still bore the raw, livid mark of the rope she’d hung herself with. She sat on a wooden fold-away chair, the kind they used at school for assembly. She was wearing her best dress, black crushed velvet with an ornate silver brooch on her breast.
 
   Memories flooded back for the first time in all those years. This was the terrible face I had gazed upon from the doorway of my home. I remembered standing there and seeing mum hanging from the top of the banister, her body slowly turning on the clothes line she had used as a noose. This was the image that had broken my mind like a fragile piece of porcelain and left me helpless and alone in the hinterlands of a mental breakdown. 
 
   I tasted salt on my lips and realised I was crying. Horror and self reproach overwhelmed me and I sank to my knees in front of that grim figure sitting in the chair. The old man’s cane fell from my hand and rolled across the bare floorboards. The smell of shit was so strong that I began to feel faint. I had a vague memory of someone saying her bowels had given way when she’d hung herself. The final indignity of death. Nevertheless, I reached out with my hand to stroke her face. I knew in whichever purgatory her damned soul resided, she could not see or feel me, but I still had to touch her, to show I cared.
 
   My fingers came to rest on her cheek and the flesh felt like cold putty. I was sobbing unashamedly, great heaves of grief and sorrow. I tried to remember how it had all come about, but the memories were still too fragile to wrest and pull at. Mum had done something terrible and I had told someone. But what, who, and why? A hazy picture floated into my head of myself standing in a large room surrounded by stern faces. Mum’s face had been amongst them. What had I told them? Another image of mum running from the room with her hands covering her face. Then the picture broke up into a meaningless melange of buzzing lines like a distorted television signal. 
 
   I gazed into the swollen, blood-bruised visage before me, feeling the tallow-like skin beneath my fingers yield easily as if I were touching wet paper. The obscene, bulging orbs staring blankly back at me saw nothing. She had been dead too long. This I knew wasn’t the final answer to riddle of the old man. His part in things were still to be revealed. There was still the Garden of Remembrance to discover. No matter how much I feared the old man, I still had to find him and end this dreadful pantomime going on around me. I raised my hand and ran it through my mother’s hair before returning it to her cheek for one last gentle stroke. Abruptly, like a striking weasel, the corpse turned its head and bit my fingers, her teeth locking in a death spasm 
 
   With a scream of both pain and terror, I jerked my hand back, feeling the thin flesh of my knuckles being stripped to the bone as I ripped them from her mouth. The sudden violent movement unbalanced me and I sprawled backwards on to the floor, feeling shards of splintered shellac dig into my scalp and neck. This new pain was nothing to the scouring agony of my ruined fingers. I watched, unable to do anything else but moan and whimper, as my mother leaned forward to pick up the old man’s cane and slowly rise to her feet. She was smiling now, her lips painted with fresh red lipstick. Her eyes had gone milky white, and colourless fluid leaked from the corners of her stretched eyelids. Something dark ran down her bare leg and I knew it was shit. 
 
   I could only watch helplessly  as she raised the cane and brought it crashing down onto my unprotected head. Before I sank into the infinite blackness, I heard the old man whistling with glee.
 
    
 
   I opened my eyes from one darkness to another. Far away in this new darkness there was a flaring orange sun. I was viewing it from a far away planet; a barren, cold rock that knew only perpetual night. Gradually, lines began to flow from the darkness, creating shape and form, showing the outline of an empty room, the bright sun resolving into an orange street lamp glowing through the veiled window. Memory came flooding back and I remembered fragments of my days events. Alison McCulloch with her jeans at her ankles, the police station, Teri’s brother with his bad news, me going back to the flat for my car keys. Then I remembered my mother. 
 
   With a hiss of fear I turned towards the recess and saw only the silhouette of an empty chair. Almost gagging with terror, I crawled along the floor until I was sitting with my back pressed into the wall. For what seemed endless hours I sat in that spot hardly daring to breathe for fear she would come lurching from a dark corner of the room and renew her assault upon me. Little by little the terror ebbed away and my thinking process’s un-kinked themselves. I checked my fingers and found them to be whole and undamaged. Likewise my head seemed to have suffered no discernible injury, although the blow she had inflicted upon me with the cane should have burst my skull apart. I could only conclude that I had been dreaming or suffering an hallucination. The memory however seemed as real as anything I had ever experienced. The fact I was still in this derelict room suggested something had happened. I no longer knew what was real and what was not. 
 
   I rummaged in the cluttered space of my mind and found the memory of my mother’s suicide. At least I had that to cling onto. A fragment of my past unearthed. I wished I had more than just the event itself. I needed to know the circumstances surrounding the tragedy. 
 
   I turned my head towards the nimbus of the orange street lamp shining through the curtains. The light was important in some way, but at first I could not think why. Then it came to me with a rush of absolute panic. It was night time. It had been early afternoon when I came down here and now it was dark outside. How long had I been in this room? I pushed myself to my feet and pulled the curtain aside to see the time on my watch. It read a quarter to twelve. Sick dread rushed through me. I was to have gone to the hospital. I was to have told Teri her father was dead. I had done neither. The brittle hopes I had harboured earlier of still saving our marriage burst apart like rotten, cancerous bones. 
 
   I decided I would go to the hospital anyway to see Denise. I didn’t care if Teri berated me for not showing up earlier. I could deal with that. I just wanted to see my daughter, to be reassured she was still stable. I had no doubts she would come out of the coma eventually. Once the old man had finished with me he would release Denise from whatever mysterious condition ailed her. Everything came back to the old man. Teri wouldn’t understand that, her experience of the supernatural was limited to her stupid friend with her ridiculous Tarot cards and tea leaves. I hoped she would have already left the hospital and taken Alice to a hotel for the night. I wanted to see Denise alone without the inevitable hysterical confrontation. 
 
   I delved into my jacket pocket and pulled out my cigarettes. The nicotine calmed me and helped me to think better. The feeling that I had been responsible for mum’s suicide still resonated strongly within me. If only I could remember what I had done, I would be halfway to the Garden of Remembrance. I smoked the remainder of my cigarette before crushing it out on the bare floorboards with my shoe. I made sure I had the car keys and left the flat. 
 
   Standing at the foot of the stairs I checked my reflection in the mirror and saw a pale, gaunt man I hardly recognised. The day had taken its toll. There were streaks of grime on my cheeks and my hair was stiff and matted with dust. Even my clothes were dirty with crawling about on the floor. I was about to go upstairs and get washed and changed when outside in the street I heard a car pull up, followed by the muted hiss of a short wave radio. I swore under my breath, thinking it could only be Teri arriving in a taxi. She must have decided to confront me tonight instead of leaving it until the morning. I hesitated, unsure of whether to stand there and face her, or duck back into the derelict flat, where I could hide until she went upstairs. I had only seconds before her key slotted into the lock. Desperately I looked into the mirror again hoping my reflection would be of some help, but the grey man staring back looked as confused as I was.
 
   I waited tensely for the front door to open. I could already see the fury and anger on Teri’s face as she demanded an explanation as to why I had failed to turn up at the hospital. No doubt she would have phoned home and found out that Derek had entrusted me to pass on the bad news of her father’s death. This was going to be very difficult. To my surprise there came the sound of a heavy fist banging on the door, followed by an aggressive voice shouting, ‘Open up! Police!’
 
   I was so taken aback I immediately did as the voice commanded me. Facing me was a bulldog of a man who looked like he was in the mood to bite. He wore a brown leather bomber jacket and a black sweater. The standard uniform for a television detective. Although probably only in his late thirties, his hair had gone completely at the front and top, and he had compensated for this with a bushy moustache and sideburns. Behind him stood a sullen man who looked more suited to standing under bridges at three in the morning and asking stray passers-by if they had a light. Uninvited, Bushy Moustache took a step over the doorway forcing me to take a step back. A warrant card was quickly flashed in my face and just as quickly vanished again inside his pocket. 
 
   ‘Detective Inspector Thomas Moore. Dundee CID,’ he growled. ‘Are you Matthew McVey?’
 
   ‘That’s me,’ I replied, frantically trying to think why two CID men might be wanting to talk to me. Guiltily I glanced at the shattered lock on the downstairs flat door. It briefly crossed my mind that someone might have seen me pull the curtain aside, someone who knew the flat should be empty. The man’s intense stare didn’t budge from my face. 
 
   ‘Matthew McVey, I’m arresting you on suspicion of murder. Get in the car. If you resist arrest or try to run away, both myself and my colleague will consider it our sworn duty to kick you to within an inch of your miserable fucking life. Now move it.’
 
   I found myself being pulled forward and shepherded out the door while the sullen faced man read me my rights with as much feeling as an I-Speak-Your-Weight machine. I wanted to ask these men whom I was supposed to have murdered, but I was too shocked to say a word at that point. Compliantly I got into the police car as Moore and his bushy moustache slid in beside me. He sat so close that I could smell the spearmint chewing gum on his breath and underneath, a faint gangrenous whiff of halitosis. 
 
   I thought they would take me to the police station in North Street, but the car sped past the old station and took the road towards the Tay bridge and Dundee. The journey was eerily reminiscent of the one the night before, only this time I could actually see where we were going. Dark country roads flashed by before we sped through Leuchars where the train station shared its berth with the RAF base. The lights of Leuchars were quickly left behind as we returned to more twisting country roads and finally the Tay Bridge which seemed to float above the black waters of the estuary. On the opposite shore, Dundee sat like a fairy-lit citadel, rising in layers to a crowning point in the hills. 
 
   Considering the policeman’s ominous words about murder, I should have been afraid, but I wasn’t. I recognised the old man’s hand in this. It was just another game to be played out. His strategies were becoming thin and well worn. I wondered how he had contrived to engineer this ridiculous situation. The very thought of me killing someone was ludicrous in the extreme. I almost looked forward to hearing what I was supposed to have done. Had I shot someone? Knifed them? Strangled them? In the darkness of the car I smiled slightly at the images. Then from no-where came a sudden and shocking picture of the silver topped cane smashing into someone’s head. The image lasted perhaps only a tenth of a second, but it made me stop thinking in such a flippant manner. Maybe the notion of killing wasn’t so crazy after all. It might all be some sort of game but I was expected to play by the rules. If I didn’t, the old man might pack up his board and go back to where came from, leaving me stranded where I was. 
 
   For the entire journey Moore continued staring at me from a distance of about six inches. I could see him in the driver’s rear view mirror, his jaw continually worrying at the chewing gum, his eyes locked on my profile. This was all about invasion of my personal space, it was meant to intimidate, to peel away any thick skin which might protect me when the real business of questions and answers got underway. The policeman was failing miserably. After being attacked by the spectre of my dead mother, his was a second rate form of psychological tyranny.
 
   The police station in Dundee was a world away from its counterpart in St Andrew’s. Here there were long stretching corridors with never ending panels of bright fluorescent lights, and at every turn, police officers walked briskly with sheaves of paper, their body language in stark contrast to the drunks and vagrants sitting in plastic chairs with bleak expressions. I was first taken to a desk and had my pockets emptied into a clear cellophane bag. They also took my watch and wedding ring. I was mildly surprised when one of the CID men pulled my camera from my jacket pocket and handed it to the duty officer. I was sure I had dumped it on the table back at the flat. I felt as though the camera represented a threat to me, but before I could think much more about this, I was asked a barrage of questions about myself, name, date of birth, that sort of thing. When they were certain they had enough personal details, I was taken to a small room where a bored looking policeman took my finger prints. Something about this ritual brought it home to me that I might just be in big-time trouble and I suffered the first real gut contractions of apprehension. 
 
   After being given a paper towel to clean my hands, the man used a metal instrument to scrape beneath my finger nails, depositing the debris into yet another cellophane bag. When the manicure was over, I was marched along a corridor and ushered into an interview room. Aside from a table and some uncomfortable looking chairs, the room was devoid of any other furnishings. There were two objects on the table, a tin foil ashtray and an A4 sized buff envelope. The walls were painted with cheap paint that was cracked and flaking badly in places. Screwed onto one of the magenta painted walls was a black, square transducer microphone with a thin cable trailing down to a bulky tape recorder sitting on a shelf. This room had known a lot of fear and misery and some of it still hung around in the air. The stink of it was as permanent as the paint. The dismal atmosphere depressed me and my spirits sank lower. 
 
   Moore, who had been ever present at my shoulder since we entered the station, flung his leather jacket over one of the chairs and indicated I should sit down. His partner sat directly opposite me and smiled nastily. This was the first time I’d had the chance to study the man face to face. The second policeman had short greying hair which perfectly matched his sallow complexion. There was an unhealthy look about him as if he never ventured out in the sunlight much and his skin was pockmarked with old acne scars, complimenting a nose saturated with blackheads. As Moore fiddled with the tape recorder, the second policeman sat opposite me, pulled out a packet of cigarettes and lit one up. I almost put my hand in my pocket for my own smokes before remembering the duty officer had taken everything from me. 
 
   He must have seen a look of longing in my eyes, for he contemptuously blew the smoke towards me. Then as if remembering his manners, he took out another cigarette and offered it to me, a look of mock apology on his face. As I reached out for it, he grinned and crushed the cigarette between his nicotine stained fingers before sweeping the debris to the floor. Behind me I heard Moore laugh out loud.
 
   ‘Oh, McVey, almost forgot to introduce my colleague. This is Davie Wilson. That’s Detective Sergeant Davie Wilson to you.’
 
   The newly introduced Wilson took a deep drag of his cigarette and once again blew the smoke into my face making my eyes sting and water. 
 
   ‘Look at that Tam,’ he said. ‘He’s greetin’ already. Killers these days don’t have any backbone. Not like the old days, eh?’
 
   The nervousness I’d been feeling over the past ten minutes had cranked itself up a couple of notches and I stupidly found myself pushing the chair away and leaning over the table, both my hands pressed flat against the cheap Formica as if to stop it from flying away. 
 
   ‘I’m not a murderer,’ I heard myself say to Wilson. ‘You’re meant to be a policeman for fuck’s sake, so why don’t you start acting like one.’
 
   Wilson stood up so that he was on eye level with me, and still smiling he brought his burning cigarette slowly down towards the back of my left hand. I knew there was no way he would risk physically marking me. He wouldn’t be able to blame an injury like that on falling down some stairs while trying to escape. Even so I had to fight against the urge to pull my hand away when the glowing tip was a mere inch from my skin and the hairs on the back of my hand began to curl and singe. Within seconds a small area of flesh flared with pain as if I was being attacked by a large, biting insect. Wilson had obviously done this sort of thing before as the bastard had it down to a fine art. Only when my skin began to visibly redden did he pull the cigarette away.
 
   Moore grinned at his colleague. ‘One day, Davie, you’re going to screw that trick up and burn some poor fucker’s hand.’ Wilson just shrugged as if he didn’t care and took another deep drag from the cigarette. Moore’s attention now turned to me. ‘Before we start, I’d like to put you straight on a few things. Firstly I’m sure someone like yourself is aware of the tried and trusted good-policeman/bad-policeman routine. That’s where one of us knocks you down and the other picks you up again. Well, what you have here is more like a bad policeman and evil psycho policeman scenario. Both of us are bastards and we don’t care who knows. Secondly, we know you’re guilty, that’s an irrefutable fact. There is not an atom in my entire body that harbours any doubt on this. So here’s the plan. Davie and I will ask you a few question and when we’re satisfied with the answers, you sign a confession. You with me on that, McVey?’
 
   I met Moore’s intimidating gaze head on. ‘I haven’t murdered anyone,’ I said. ‘This is all a big mistake of some sort. I don’t even know who I’m supposed to have killed. All of this is crazy.’ 
 
   Moore just shrugged and switched on the tape recorder. Pulling another chair from the side of the room he sat beside Wilson and announced for the benefit of the tape what the time was and who was present. This done, he leaned forward and steepled his chin in his hands as he sized me up.
 
   ‘Where were you this morning, McVey?’
 
   I decide not to be obstructive, if I answered the detective’s questions I would eventually get out of this place. I knew if they really had some concrete evidence linking me with a murder they would have already charged me. The fact that they hadn’t done so told me their bully boy psychology was nothing more than a crude bluff. 
 
   ‘I was at Ninewells hospital this morning. My daughter took seriously ill last night and now she’s in a coma. I’m sure the hospital will verify where I was.’
 
   Moore tried to convey an air of sympathy and only made himself look like a sad clown. ‘That’s Denise you’re talking about, isn’t it?  A terrible shame for the wee girl.’
 
   I sat forward in the chair. ‘So you already know where I was then?’
 
   ‘Well, the thing is, McVey, I’ve been to the hospital and your wife told me you returned to the flat in St Andrew’s at seven am. That still leaves an awful lot of morning to account for.’
 
   ‘You’ve spoken to Teri?’ 
 
   Moore nodded and smiled at Wilson. ‘That’s right, me and Davie had a very interesting chat with your wife this evening. In fact while we were there your wife was called to the reception desk to answer an urgent phone call from her brother. Seems you were meant to pass on an important piece of information, namely the fact that your father-in-law died this morning. I have to tell you, you’re not a popular man, McVey. In fact maybe you’re in safer hands here with us. So I’ll ask you again. Where were you this morning?’
 
   I rubbed at my eyes and imagined only too clearly the character assassination Teri would have given in my absence. What type of man did I appear to the policemen? The type of man who doesn’t bother turning up to visit his seriously ill daughter - the type of man who doesn’t even tell his wife her father was dead. I knew how bad it must look. It crossed my mind briefly to try and explain why I hadn’t returned to the hospital in the afternoon and then realised how much worse that would sound. 
 
   Moore stood up and walked round behind me, bringing his mouth level with my ear. His big hands rested lightly upon my shoulders, the gesture of a concerned uncle, but I could feel the violence trembling through his fingers tips. What Moore really wanted to do was wrap his hands around my neck and squeeze it tightly but he kept his voice friendly and reassuring, the way you would speak to a frightened child. 
 
   ‘C’mon, there’s no sense in keeping all this to yourself, McVey. The guilt is killing you, eating you up inside. It’s written all over your face. Just tell us where you were this morning.’
 
   The fingers began to gently massage my shoulders. I was becoming more frightened and confused with every passing second. Moore’s actions and voice were totally in contradiction to the rage I sensed inside him. This conflict between his inner violence and body language disturbed me more than he realised. I wondered if the old man was intentionally terrifying me in order to make me remember. Maybe it was only when the adrenaline levels reached a critical point that hidden memories could be ripped free from the dark recess’s in my head. A distant part of me was saying that this was too serious a matter for a game, I should have a solicitor sitting here with me. It didn’t matter that I didn’t know one, there would be a duty solicitor assigned to the police station. All I had to do was ask that he be present.
 
   I didn’t ask for a solicitor however. When I opened my mouth to speak what came out instead was, ‘When we got back from the hospital this morning Teri and my youngest daughter Alice went for a sleep and I took a walk to clear my head.’ 
 
   ‘A walk, you say? And where did you walk to?’
 
   ‘The Cathedral and then along the beach. I needed some time on my own, it was quiet there. The past few days have been very difficult, I wanted to get my head straight.’
 
   The hands left my shoulders and suddenly Moore cracked his knuckles together in my ear making me jump. His tone became sharper.
 
   ‘How far along the beach did you go?’
 
   ‘Not far.’
 
   ‘Did you meet anyone on this walk of yours?’
 
   I hesitated a moment before answering. The only person I had met was Alison and I certainly didn’t want to elaborate on that sordid incident. The least said about the man-hungry Miss McCulloch, the better. So I said, ‘No, the beach was empty, because of the fog I guess.’
 
   Moore slowly walked back to his seat and levelled his gaze at me. ‘You’re definitely certain you didn’t meet anyone. A girl perhaps?’
 
   ‘I’m positive. Look you’re barking up the wrong tree. I don’t need all this crap. Yesterday my youngest daughter was abducted, now my other daughter is lying in hospital with a mystery illness the doctors don’t know anything about. My wife is probably on the verge of divorcing me, and to top it all I’m supposed to have murdered someone. I can’t take much more of this.’
 
   Wilson lit another cigarette and shrugged indifferently. ‘Life’s a bastard McVey, but we’re not really interested your personal fucking problems, so shut up and just answer the questions.’
 
   I tried to stare Wilson out, to show him I wasn’t afraid of him, but for a split second the bloated, bruised image of my mother’s face superimposed itself over the policeman’s. I heard him snigger as I averted my eyes from his. Moore slid the buff envelope across the table and shook it so that a sheaf of eight by ten colour photographs slid out.
 
   ‘I want you to look at these McVey. I want you to take a good look and tell me if you met the girl in these photographs.’
 
   Wearily I picked the photographs up and almost gagged when I saw what was pictured in them. The first image showed a naked girl spread-eagled on a the huge knuckle of rock I recognised as the Spindle. She had been beaten to a pulp, but I still recognised her. It was Alison McCulloch. There were great red weals and bloodied abrasions covering her belly and breasts as if she had been repeatedly stoned with jagged rocks. Her hands resembled fat hocks of raw meat and I numbly realised all her fingers had been hacked off. Her head was worst of all. Only the red hair made me certain it was her. 
 
   The full implications of the police having my camera finally hit home like a punch in the guts. The old man had set me up. There was no way I was walking away from this. In my mind’s eye I saw Alison posing beside the rock, her breasts bared to the fog as I took her picture. Even the best lawyer in the world could never convince a jury that the photos were nothing more than circumstantial evidence. I was aware my hands were trembling as I held the crime scene photographs, but I could do nothing to stop them. I forced myself to look at the others, each one seeming gorier than the previous one, especially the close ups of her fingerless hands and her almost faceless head. I knew who had done this. It had been the old man. 
 
   I continued to leaf through the photographs but I wasn’t seeing them any longer. He must have been there all the time while I was having sex with the girl. He must have waited until I was gone before attacking her. Then I remembered finding traces of blood beneath my fingernails in the shower. The temperature in the room seemed to plummet ten degrees. For the very first time I had to consider the idea that I had killed Alison McCulloch. The entire journey back over the rocks on the beach was very fuzzy. Was it possible that he had taken control without me even being aware of it?
 
   I put the sheaf of photographs back on the table and closed my eyes. The law made no allowances for demonic possession. If I tried to tell the detectives about the old man they would merely think I was playing games with them and respond accordingly. I thought again of my pictures of Alison and how my fingerprints must have been all over her breasts and hips. I was in real trouble here. Up until now the police had been acting on nothing more than suspicion, but soon it would be replaced with hard, physical evidence. 
 
   Moore’s voice cut into my thoughts. ‘Her name is Alison McCulloch. She was seventeen years old. Her body was found a mile or so along the East Sands beside a local landmark known as the Rock and Spindle. Her father was the one to stumble across the body, the poor bastard. We already know she was raped before being killed. Any of this sound familiar to you McVey?’
 
   I opened my eyes and said nothing. 
 
   ‘Sorry McVey what was that? I’m afraid I didn’t catch your answer. Maybe I’m going a little deaf in my old age.’ 
 
   When it became apparent that I wasn’t going to make any comment he resumed, ‘Here’s something else to jog your memory. Alison McCulloch worked part time in the St Andrew’s library. The senior librarian, Jean Sinclair, told us that a man dropped by yesterday afternoon asking about a big finger shaped rock along the East Sands coastline. She referred the man to her assistant, a certain Alison McCulloch, who happened to live out that neck of the woods. Miss Sinclair said the man claimed to be a professional photographer and told her his name was McVey, she couldn’t remember the man’s first name but her description fits you to a tee my friend. Then when we dropped by St Andrew’s police station, one of the local boys claimed he knew you, said you had actually been in the station earlier on that day. He also said we would probably find you over at Ninewells where your daughter was seriously ill. And just to prove that arsehole has no hope of ever rising through the ranks, he told me that he didn’t believe it possible that the Mr McVey he knew would do such a thing, as his Mr McVey was such a devoted family man.’
 
   Both policemen laughed sourly as if sharing a bitter irony. It was hard laughter, filled with contempt and spitefulness. ‘Oh, do please excuse our mirth, McVey,’ Moore said, ‘It’s just that when we raced across to Ninewells, this devoted family man hadn’t apparently bothered visiting his desperately ill daughter, and to compound things, had even neglected to inform his wife that her father had dropped dead from a stroke.’
 
   Moore bent over the table and stuck his face into mine. ‘For fuck’s sake at least have the decency to look embarrassed!’
 
   I remained silent, and fixed my gaze at a point somewhere over Moore’s right shoulder. I could see no way out of this mess. For the next half hour Moore and Wilson fired questions at me. They weren’t really questions at all, they were merely statements concerning my involvement with Alison’s death. I simply ignored the policemen and sank deeper into my own little world. There was no point in denying their accusations, sooner or later they would have their proof and I would be formally charged with murder. 
 
   I was dimly aware of Moore at some point switching off the tape recorder before returning to the table. He gave Wilson a funny look before leaning forward until our faces were only scant inches apart. He kept his voice low as if he were afraid anyone strolling past in the corridor might overhear him. 
 
   ‘Okay, let’s get down to brass tacks. You can play the deaf mute all you like, but you and me know this isn’t the first time you’ve pulled a stunt like this. I realise that sealed records aren’t admissible in court, but these things have a nasty habit of coming to light just when you least expect it. Are you listening, McVey? We know you’re a vicious, murdering cunt with a history of mental illness, and just because a bleeding heart judge let you off on the grounds of diminished responsibly doesn’t change anything. We know everything. You’re a killer, McVey. A cold blooded killer.’
 
   Moore’s words broke through the barrier I had erected like a demolition ball. Was Moore implying I was responsible for my mother committing suicide? Unable to control myself I began shouting in his face. ‘What the fuck are you talking about? I’m not a killer. My mum hanged herself. It was nothing to do with me!’
 
   A look of disgust crept across Moore’s face. ‘Ah yes, your poor mother. Almost forgot about her. Come to think of it that’s yet another life snuffed out thanks to you. Couldn’t have helped your mum’s state of mind knowing she had a killer in the family. That kind of thing is enough to send anyone over the edge.’
 
   ‘Aye, that’s right.’ grinned Wilson. ‘All your carrying on probably had her at the end of her rope.’ He grabbed at his tie and jerked violently while lolling his head to the side and sticking out his tongue in an obscene parody of a hanged man.
 
   ‘You’re lying,’ I shouted back. ‘I haven’t killed anyone. You’re just fucking with my head. Trying to confuse me. There are no sealed records.’
 
   Moore just smirked at me. ‘There most definitely are, McVey. Even I, with all my resources can’t actually get a look at them - but as it turned out I didn’t need to. When we ran your name and came up against those sealed records, all I had to do was mention you to a mate of mine in Glasgow, who it turns out was part of the original investigation team. He’s got a long memory.’
 
   The room seemed to lurch and I found myself clutching at the edge of the table to stop myself from falling off my chair. All of this was impossible. I had never killed anyone. I wasn’t capable of such acts. I strove to think back to the mental hospital and the barrage of interviews with the psychiatrists. No-one had ever mentioned anything like this. Not that I could remember anyway. I needed a lifeline – something to grasp on to and I knew there was one person who would tell me the truth. 
 
   ‘I want to make a phone call,’ I told the two policemen. ‘It’s my right.’
 
   Moore arched his eyebrows but took a mobile from his pocket and held it towards me. I reached out for it, expecting him to pull it away at any second. 
 
   ‘Have this call on me, McVey. But understand, forget all that bollocks about being entitled to one phone call. Phones calls are strictly a courtesy on the part of the police and I am nothing if not a courteous man. So go on, phone yourself a solicitor, although I bet you don’t know any. Am I right?’
 
   I ignored him and punched a series of numbers into the phone. There was one person I wanted to speak to - needed to speak to. I heard a soft ringing tone. And a woman’s voice answered on the fifth ring. It was Norma, James’s wife. She sounded sleepy. 
 
   ‘Norma, it’s Matt. I’m sorry about the late hour, but I have to speak with James. There’s something important I have to ask him.’
 
   Some of the tiredness fell from Norma’s voice as she said cautiously, ‘He’s sleeping, Matt. I don’t want to waken him. He’s been down with flu for the past few days. Is whatever you want to ask him really that urgent?’
 
   ‘For Christ’s sake - would I phone him at one o’clock in the morning to ask what the weather is like back in Glasgow? Of course it’s fucking important!’
 
   ‘I’m putting the phone down. Goodnight, Matt.’
 
   I tried hard to ignore Moore and Wilson’s smirking faces as they took pleasure in my obvious distress.
 
   ‘No, wait. Norma! Don’t hang up, please!’
 
   There was silence on the other end of the phone, but no severing click. Norma was still listening.
 
   ‘Norma, you and James are very close. If I had done something really terrible he would have told you, wouldn’t he?’
 
   Norma’s voice was small and hollow as if she were holding the phone about a foot away from her mouth. ‘If what happened? What the hell are you talking about?’
 
   ‘Who did I murder? I really need to know.’
 
   Moore reached across the table and attempted to pull the phone away from my ear. 
 
   ‘Right, McVey, that’s enough of this crap. You can kid on you’re mad all you like, but not on my fucking phone. Calls on these things cost an arm and a leg you know.’
 
   I did my best to keep the phone pressed against my ear but Moore was a strong man, and inch by inch the earpiece receded from me. Just before I gave up the struggle, I heard Norma’s voice distantly say, ‘You need to see a doctor, Matt.’ 
 
   And then she was gone
 
   Both Moore and Wilson were standing over me. There was a sense of triumphant gloating about them. ‘I’m guessing your phone call didn’t help jog your memory then?’ said Moore tucking the mobile back into his pocket. ‘Tell you what, McVey. Davie and me are going to nip out for a cup of tea, but don’t worry, we’ll be back. Maybe by then you’ll see a bit of sense and just admit to killing Alison McCulloch. Oh, and by the way, I hope you don’t mind us developing the film in that little camera of yours. I’m betting there’s more than holiday snaps on it.’
 
   Then both detectives were gone and I heard the sound of a key being turned in the lock. Moore and Wilson would go mental when they saw the photographs I’d taken of Alison, especially the ones of her baring her breasts. Wearily I laid my head down on the table and let my mind drift free. Maybe I was looking for answers in the wrong place. The one remaining hope I had was to somehow find the Garden of Remembrance. It was in my head somewhere, I only had to find it and somehow everything would be fine. I was sure of it.
 
   With this last thought I fell asleep and dreamed of chasing the old man through a twisting maze with ten foot high hedges. I could hear his footsteps and the noise of his cane as he led me further and further into the heart of the maze. I followed him for hours without even once catching a glimpse of him. Occasionally I would drift out of sleep and see my mother sitting smiling at me from across the table. At one point it was Denise sitting there dressed all in white like a lost angel. When I woke up properly I found myself crying. I wanted so much to see Denise again. I wanted to say goodbye. 
 
   The interview door slamming open made me scrabble into a sitting position. Moore was framed in the doorway and his face looked black with rage. No doubt they had already developed the film in my camera. I expected him to come rushing over to the table and begin screaming at me, but he remained where he was, an expression of utter hatred etched across his features. I could see Wilson slouched behind Moore out in the corridor. His face too was wreathed in scowls. Both men had bright auras of violence surrounding them. I almost calmly accepted that at some point in the next few hours I was going to be badly beaten. 
 
   My feelings of fear and panic were peaking. This was the old man’s moment. This was the moment when he would slide a new morsel of memory into my head. This was where I would find the Garden of Remembrance. Through the churning fear I braced myself for some new knowledge of who I really was.
 
   Moore clenched his hands into fists and sucked in a deep breath. ‘You’re free to go,’ he said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
   All the way along the corridor Moore hissed his venom into my ear. The inner violence I had sensed in him earlier had reached a critical mass and was in danger of overwhelming him. ‘Understand this, McVey. Just because some senile old wreck strolls in here and claims to be the killer doesn’t mean I still don’t believe it was you. Even if the old bastard did have Alison McCulloch’s fingers in his pocket! His mind is wandering and he can barely tell us his own name never mind scramble down onto a remote beach and do what was done to that poor girl. You killed her! I fucking well know it. Sooner or later someone is going to catch on to how you managed this stunt and then I’m going to be right up your arse. Know what I mean, McVey? I’m going to fucking well shaft you until you beg to be allowed to sign your confession.’
 
   I was stunned by the turn of events. Even more so that someone had confessed to the murder.
 
   An old man. 
 
   I wondered if just like Alfred Hitchcock once did in his thrillers, my tormentor was putting in a personal appearance. I doubted it, it would more than likely be an old down and out. No-one of any significance. I also wondered if somehow he had mistimed things. I had remembered nothing new while in the police station. My critical moment of mental stress had come and gone without revelation. I didn’t know whether to be disappointed or not. 
 
   Moore continued issuing his schoolboy threats, being careful no-one we passed along the way overheard him. Wilson trailed behind us, his bloodshot eyes burning holes into my back. I was relieved to reach the reception area to be rid of Moore’s poisonous voice. I was given back my possessions by the duty sergeant and was asked to sign a document stating everything was there. I noticed straight away that my camera was missing. 
 
   ‘Don’t worry about your shitey wee camera,’ Moore spat. ‘You’ll get it back tomorrow, along with your holiday snaps. I’ll bring it round to you personally. I’m looking forward to it. Maybe I’ll get a chance to talk with that nice wife of yours again. We got on like a house on fire yesterday. And do you know something else? From the way she spoke about you I don’t think you’ll be around on the scene much longer. I’m going to make sure of it. A monster like you shouldn’t be near children.’
 
   The duty sergeant was standing with his mouth wide open at this tirade from Moore. Even Wilson looked slightly ill at ease at the detective’s public show of frustration. He knew his superior was making himself look a fool. Just before I turned towards the main doors, two policemen walked through the waiting area flanking an elderly man wearing a bright pink sweater. I instantly remembered the irate American golfing tourist who had glared at Alice on our first day on holiday. His mouth hung open wetly as if he was drugged. One of the detectives said to Moore, ‘Where do want him, sir?’
 
   Moore grunted something unintelligible before stalking off, leaving the men to shrug and follow his hunched shoulders. I made for the doors, but Wilson put his hand on my arm, stopping me. While Moore’s hatred had been a wild, hot thing, Wilson’s was cold and tightly controlled. He even smiled at me as he said quietly, ‘Consider this a weekend pass. When we get you back I’m going to hurt you in ways you can’t imagine. So long for now.’
 
   I pulled away without replying and beat a hasty retreat into the street. It was half past four in the morning and the sun was rising behind a high rise tower block to the east. I walked aimlessly at first, glad to be free of my captors. The early morning air was clearing my head somewhat, and when I came to a taxi rank I knew where I wanted to go. 
 
   Ten minutes later I was standing outside the locked doors of Ninewells hospital. I naively imagined that the hospital doors would be open all night long, but obviously in these days of lunatic prowlers, security had to be considered. After banging on the glass with my knuckles for a few minutes, a tired looking nurse appeared and spoke through an intercom beside the door. Satisfied I had genuine business in the hospital she pulled the door open and let me in. Yawning, she beckoned me over to a computer terminal and sat herself down.
 
   ‘What did you say your daughter’s name was?’ she asked. 
 
   ‘Denise McVey. She’s in intensive care.’
 
   The nurse tapped at the keyboard and squinted her eyes to read the screen in front of her. Some of the sleepiness left her face as she scanned the computer’s administration records. 
 
   ‘Look, uh, Mr McVey. Could you hang on a few minutes while I get one of the night supervisors to speak with you.’
 
   Her words filled me with anger and resentment. I knew what sort of note had been added to the computer. I couldn’t stop myself from slamming my fist on the top of the monitor, feeling the thin plastic crack under the force of my blow. Something inside sparked and crackled. The glow of the screen dimmed and died. 
 
   ‘Teri put you up to this didn’t she. The bitch probably told you I was dangerous or something like that - and shouldn’t be allowed in. Well, Denise is my daughter and no-one is going to stop me from seeing her.’
 
   The young nurse stared up at me with a mixture of confusion and plain fear. I knew how mad I sounded but I didn’t care. I might be free from Moore’s clutches for the time being, but I had no doubts it was only a temporary stay of execution. The old man’s ruse had been an effective one but it would soon fall apart as Moore himself had predicted. As soon as the film from my camera was developed - the game would be over. I would be going to prison for a long time. I had to get to Denise before that happened. The need to see and touch her was all that mattered to me right then. 
 
   I left the shocked nurse at her broken computer terminal and wheeled away towards the elevators on the far wall. Ignoring her pleas to stop, I jabbed at the buttons and the steel doors slid silently open. I entered and hit the floor number for the intensive care ward. I knew the nurse would already be alerting the hospital security, but I was determined to fight off an army of security men to see Denise. All I wanted to do was say goodbye. No-one was going to deny me that small concession. It was all I had left.
 
   The lift slowed and stopped, the doors opening to reveal a heavily built nurse barring my way. She had been on duty the night before and I remembered her as a formidable no-nonsense type who put the fear of God into her charges. The set of her thick jaw told me she would be prepared to fight to the death before letting me into her domain. Behind her stood a nervous teenage boy, probably an auxiliary nurse of some kind. He posed no problem to me - it was the woman I had to deal with. Without giving her a chance to speak I pulled back my arm and punched her hard in the stomach. She gasped hoarsely as her legs buckled beneath her. As she fought to remain on her feet, I pushed her causing her to land heavily on her well padded backside. All that stood between me and the intensive care unit was the young man. His eyes flickered wildly from the nurse, now doubled over and retching, then to me - the violent intruder. He turned and ran towards the stairs. The way ahead was clear.
 
   With the nurse’s groans still ringing in my ears, I stepped past her and walked quickly to the heavy sealed doors of the intensive care unit. These doors were locked and had a small keypad on the wall beside them. I remembered the number easily. It had barely been twenty hours since I had last walked through these doors, but it seemed a lifetime ago. The doors opened and the ward beyond exhaled the smell of death and sterility. I slipped inside and let the door close shut behind me. At this time of the morning the only illumination came from small night-lights and the ever present glow of the life support systems. The room was bathed in a sickly green light making me think of an electronic mausoleum. 
 
   Around me was the stilted sound of respirators, masking the low wheezing of those who struggled to breathe on their own. This place was a way-station between the land of the living and that of the dead. It was a terrible place, a mortuary where the corpses clung on to some semblance of life. As I hurried to the far end of the room where Denise’s oxygen tent straddled her bed, I kept my eyes firmly averted from the other occupants of this bleak country. I reached the bedside and gazed through the opaque plastic at the still form of my daughter, the darkness of the room and protective plastic making her no more than a vague outline. She could have been one of the inky smudges that had so disturbed me on her drawing of the Garden of Remembrance. 
 
   With a shaking hand I pulled the flap of the oxygen tent to one side and looked down upon a small boy whose head was devoid of hair. His eyes fluttered open, huge dark orbs that held terror beyond his understanding. Something in them told me he would not be here this time tomorrow morning. My own terror matched that of the dying child. As the maelstrom of panic picked up speed inside me, a small voice shouted that Denise could have woken from her coma and been taken to another ward, but the voice was blown away in the winter gales that filled my mind. 
 
   Behind me I heard the doors open and the sound of footsteps and urgent whispers. I turned and saw the nurse I had punched, physically restraining two blue shirted security men from rushing up the ward after me. With one hand still clutched at her injured belly, she walked unsteadily towards me with no sign of fear. When she was three feet away she said, ‘Please leave Mr McVey. This won’t help anything.’
 
   ‘Denise,’ I heard myself whisper. ‘Where’s Denise?’
 
   The nurse composed herself for a moment, a ritual she had carried out many times in the course of her work. ‘Your daughter passed away just before midnight Mr McVey. She never recovered consciousness. She was very peaceful. I think you should go home now. Your wife will be needing you.’
 
   Although I had struck this woman only minutes before, she was showing great kindness to me, but I could not find it in me to thank her. Without a word I brushed past her. Neither of the security men made any attempt to halt me as I left the intensive care unit and slowly walked down the stairs. The maelstrom was ripping away the inner structures of my mind, bringing down the fluted columns and marble blocks of polished stone that served as my rational mind. The temple I had taken a lifetime to construct was falling beneath the sheer violence of the winds. Denise was not the only one who died that night in that terrible green-lit room. 
 
   There were more security men at the front doors of the hospital but no-one prevented me from leaving. I hailed another taxi and told the driver to take me to St Andrew’s. As we crossed the Tay Bridge, the early morning sunlight sparkled on the still waters like a necklace of shimmering gold. It was a beautiful sight. Even as I looked out from my shattered temple I could not fail to appreciate its beauty. Perhaps it was this sight that finally allowed me to weep as I left Denise’s mournful little ghost on the other side of the water. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
   Breakfast was a solemn affair on the morning Grandfather Crone was due to return to hospital. If he had been leaving for good, it might have been a happy occasion, but I knew the hospital would deem his visit an outstanding success and send him back permanently next time. The old man sat across the breakfast table from me, his face smeared with scrambled egg and bits of soggy toast. James thought this hilarious and continually kicked my shin beneath the table trying to make me laugh, but humour was beyond me that morning. I had a secret that ruined my appetite. It stuck in my throat like a sharpened fish bone.
 
   Mum was very quiet and I guessed she had a hangover. I was glad as I didn’t know if I would be able to feign any sort of conversation with her. My thoughts were as scrambled as the eggs on my plate. What I had heard the night before was beyond my comprehension. Mum and my grandfather committing a sexual act together. The knowledge of what they had done burned like a fever in my head. It was a swollen tumour pushing all my normal thoughts to one side, the way a baby cuckoo shoves its adopted brothers and sisters from the nest. 
 
   Even though I guessed mum had carried out the unspeakable act to protect James, Brenda and I, it still didn’t diminish the sense of gut churning shame. I was seeing my mother with different eyes. I was seeing her in the same light that I might view a prostitute. I tried to think of all the good things she had done for me over the years. She had worked hard ever since my dad died to keep us fed and clothed. She had kept a roof over our heads and ensured we never went without, when a little extra money was needed for school trips and stuff like that. But no matter how hard I tried to exemplify her for her crime, I knew she would be forever tarnished in my mind. 
 
   Grandfather Crone coughed and sprayed the table with tiny chunks of scrambled egg making James giggle. My brother’s mirth made the old man laugh too, causing more food to become airborne. I excused myself and left the table before I was tempted to stick my fork through his eyeball. In the privacy of my bedroom I threw myself onto the bed and cried a little. A fourteen year old boy is not designed to carry such a heavy load on his shoulders. I had lain on that same bed through the hours of darkness, unable to sleep, wondering just how bad the situation really was. I had tried to rationalise what mum had done. Was masturbating him any worse than having to wipe his arse after he went to the toilet? Or giving him a bath? The intimacy of both these duties would have meant her seeing his penis at close quarters. Perhaps in her mind it wasn’t such a big deal seeing to his sexual needs, especially if she knew she was keeping her children safe in the process. 
 
   Each time I made it sound better to myself, a maverick little voice in my head would stick a spanner in the works by whispering that maybe she hadn’t just masturbated him, maybe she had taken his penis into her mouth and sucked him off. My friend Alex had told me women did such things. Worse still, perhaps she had even allowed him to fuck her. I had a vivid image of mum lying on his bed with her legs spread wide open and the old man lying between them thrusting away to his heart’s content. The thought made me want to vomit. 
 
   I decided to wait in my room until the ambulance arrived to pick up Grandfather Crone. A plan was developing in my head. If I told the doctors that the old man had touched me sexually, surely they wouldn’t send him back. I was scared however that they might not believe me and call me a liar. Worse, they might decide boys who told lies of such a wicked nature might need a spell in hospital themselves. The idea was not an appealing one. I had heard they stuck electrodes to your head and fried your brain with electric shocks. 
 
   The sound of the telephone ringing downstairs interrupted my train of thought. I heard mum answer it, and although I strained to hear what was being said, I couldn’t make out the gist of the conversation. Eventually the telephone was hung back in its cradle and I tensed as mum’s footsteps came up the stairs. My room door opened and mum walked over to the bed, sitting on the end of it. For the first time I realised how pale her face was and how deep the shadows were beneath her eyes. She made no effort to meet my gaze and I suddenly wondered if she suspected I knew her dark secret. The thought was uncomfortable and lay like a greasy piece of food in my belly. 
 
   The heavy silence stretched out for a few moments before she finally said, ‘That was the hospital. The ambulance is going to be at least three hours late in picking up your Grandfather. I’m not feeling too well this morning, so maybe you could take him for a walk somewhere. It would give me the chance to lie down for a while.’ 
 
   Without even waiting for an answer, she stood up and left the room. Moments later I heard her retching in the bathroom. The thought of taking Grandfather Crone for a walk would have horrified me under normal circumstances, but knowing what had transpired between him and mum made it all the worse. I had no choice however. If mum really did suspect that I knew more than I should about the special medicine she administered to her father, then my refusal would damn me as guilty. I would take the old man for a walk and with a bit of luck I might even manage to lose him somewhere dangerous, like down at the railway tracks or the abandoned quarry. 
 
   In the end, our walk took us to Springburn Park. When I trudged downstairs, Grandfather Crone was waiting for me with his jacket on and his black cane in his hand. Mum had cleaned him up but when he grinned insanely at me I noticed his false teeth were still furred with yellow egg. James had made himself scarce and Brenda still hadn’t returned home. I wondered what my sister would do when the old man came to lodge with us on a permanent basis. After all she could hardly stay at her friend’s house forever could she? At the time the thought made me smile, but I had no idea how close to the truth I was. 
 
   As if communicating with a domestic animal, I gestured for Grandfather Crone to follow me and led him from the house, acutely aware of how embarrassed I would be if any of my friends saw me. All the way along the long road to the park I walked in front of the old man in the hope that people wouldn’t know I was with him. As long as I could hear the tapping of his cane on the pavement I knew he was still following. When the sound became faint and agitated, I knew I was walking too fast for him and slowed down. Twice he stopped dead and both times I turned to find him grinning at thin air, seemingly enraptured by something not visible to human eyes. I wondered if his mental condition gave him access to parts of the spectrum I could not see, just like dogs can hear at higher frequencies than us. On these occasions I had to tug at his jacket sleeve before he moved along. I found touching him, even his clothes, distasteful and repulsive, and I did not bother to hide my feelings. Grandfather Crone was not sensitive to that sort of insulting behaviour from people. I think in fact he relished it in his own strange way.
 
   By the time we reached the park, I was sweating from the hot sun overhead. I could feel the skin on my nose beginning to tingle and knew it would burn and peel if we didn’t get into the shade soon. I didn’t envy Grandfather Crone with his heavy jacket. He must have been boiling alive inside it. At least I hoped he was. 
 
   I kept to the main pathways of the park. If I had walked on the grass I wouldn’t have been able to hear the tapping of his cane. Maybe it was the heat, but my hatred of the old man grew as we walked. In my mind’s eye I saw him suddenly keel over from heat stroke, his puckered little face scraping painfully along the gravel path, his muscles jerking spastically as his heart gave out. I wanted it to happen so badly that every time he was a little slow bringing down his cane, my heart would flutter in excited expectation. 
 
   The heat began to bend my thoughts in exotic ways. I suddenly wondered if mum had washed her hands between milking the old man and making my breakfast. One more thing to hate my Grandfather for. I wondered if Gran Crone had used the same method to pacify him when his testosterone levels soared. I tried to imagine her wrinkly old hands around his equally wrinkly old prick. Would she have passed the advice on to my mum before she died? One more piece of valuable information to go with the family recipes and old wives remedies. Priceless heirlooms passed from one generation to the next; chicken soup, poultices and the quickest way to wank off Grandfather Crone.
 
   Back in those days, Springburn Park was a good place to go. It had an oval shaped boating pond with fibre glass boats you propelled along the water with hand pedals, and there was always a queue at least a mile long to get on them. There was a massive hot-house that gave the Botanical Gardens a decent run for its money. The park also had tennis courts and a good sized putting green. At the far end of the park there were a handful of football pitches and even a cricket green complete with changing pavilion. The park had two different duck ponds filled with baggie minnows and doc-fish, and there were islands in the middle of the ponds where ducks and swans made their nests. It also had a flag pole, the site of which was the highest natural spot in Glasgow. It was a place of magic and adventure.
 
   These days the park is neglected and dowdy, the victim of budget trimming. All the little boats are gone and only crisp packets and used condoms sail on the high seas of its dirty water. Most of the swings have been uprooted and never replaced. The hot-house sits derelict like the bones of a huge dinosaur picked clean by vultures. It is still an officially listed building so the council can’t knock it down, but neither will they restore it, so they give the vandals a free hand in taking it apart piece by piece. The flag pole fell down one night in a gale and killed someone. It was sold for scrap. A visit to Springburn Park nowadays is like meeting an old friend you’ve not seen for a while, who is dying of cancer. 
 
   There is one more spot in the park that is now gone forever. The Garden of Remembrance. For such a busy public park, the garden of remembrance always seemed to be quiet and mostly empty. It was surrounded by tall hedges that blocked out all but the faintest sounds of city life. A small green rectangle that existed in its own secluded bubble of time. Although I never once saw a gardener at work in there, its flower beds were always the most colourful and well tended in the entire park. The turf was perpetually smooth enough for carpet bowls and even the wooden benches were clean and free of graffiti. I sometimes imagined that mysterious fairy gardeners came in the dead of night to tend to the garden’s needs, slipping away again before dawn. 
 
   The Garden of Remembrance is where I took Grandfather Crone. At the time I was thinking of a particular wooden bench that sat in the shade of an old beech tree. I had developed a headache in the heat and I felt queasy, probably caused by not eating my breakfast. I didn’t want to be in the park at all and I blamed Grandfather Crone for forcing me to be there. My resentment of him was reaching dangerous levels. 
 
   The Garden of Remembrance was empty as I had hoped, and I wandered over to the bench, sitting down on one end. Free at last of the sun’s tormenting touch, I put my head in my hands and leaned forward, closing my eyes. I was short on both sleep and sustenance. I could hear Grandfather Crone’s cane tapping along the path, getting closer and closer until he stopped a few feet away from me. I imagined I heard his bones creak as he sat down beside me. Then I dismissed Grandfather Crone and let my mind become blank for a time. 
 
   The sound of the old man’s cane rattling against concrete jerked me from the half doze I had fallen into. I squinted open my eyes to be blinded by an intense flash of argent light. It made me groan aloud and sent bolts of fire deep into my brain. The cane had rolled on to the pathway which was at the mercy of the sun, and the sun’s rays were reflecting from the silver handle. I  reached out and grabbed at the ebony walking stick, dragging it back into the shaded. I wondered if the old man had knocked the cane over deliberately to annoy me. I knew he wasn’t as daft as he made out. Mental or not, his spite still held intelligence. I convinced myself that he had meant it. That was all the spark it needed to set off the tinder dry funeral pyre that my mind had become. It didn’t just burn. It blazed.
 
   I raised my head and squinted into Grandfather Crone’s brightly flushed face, seeing with no small satisfaction that the sun was also troubling him. His eyes rolled wildly and the tip of his pink tongue constantly poked from his little O of a mouth. Seeing I was looking at him he began to whistle, filling the Garden of Remembrance with the sound of a strange undiscovered species of bird. A stunted, hunched bird that flies only at night over bloodied battlefields. It was a creepy sound. 
 
   I reached out and slapped Grandfather Crone hard across the cheek. 
 
   ‘Stop that fucking whistling,’ I hissed softly. 
 
   The whistling halted immediately to be replaced by a low hooting. The old man’s tongue had stopped its roving and vanished inside his mouth. His eyes temporarily focused on me and his expression was one of curiosity. I had hoped for fear, and later I would not be disappointed, but right then I done nothing more than make Grandfather Crone pay attention. He looked like an animal whose food you have hidden. If he had stayed attentive, then what transpired between us in the next few minutes need never have happened. Grandfather Crone didn’t have the concentration span for such a feat however. After about ten seconds of intense eye balling, he began to laugh in that horrible hoo-hooing voice. The sound pumped the bellows that maintained the flames to my brain. 
 
   ‘I hate you, you pathetic old bastard’ 
 
   In the stillness of the gardens, my voice seemed overloud. I spoke more softly. ‘I’ve always hated you Grandfather Crone. You’re nothing but a worthless old piece of shite. I wish you’d die, everyone does. Even my mum.’
 
   Grandfather Crone laughed all the harder, tears now brimming in his mirth filled eyes. He found it all very amusing. I got angrier. 
 
   ‘You think this is a good laugh? See how funny you think this is then. I heard what my mum was doing to you last night, you diseased old fucking pervert. I’m going to tell the doctors at the hospital. They’ll never let you out again, you hear me? They’ll lock you away forever and throw away the key.’
 
   I thought this would stop him laughing at me, but he continued as before - and worse - he began rubbing at his crotch with his hand. To my horror and disgust, the cheap material of his trousers was already tented with his erection. The hooting became excited gibbering and he started tugging at the zipper on his trousers. He was like a small boy who wanted desperately to show me what he had found beneath a stone in the garden. He actually thought I was praising him.
 
   I picked up the cane and whipped it across the side of his head, the impact of the wood against his flesh making his ear bleed. Grandfather Crone stopped laughing and a bright whoop of pain leapt from his mouth. His hand, which had seconds before been caressing himself was now cupping his injured ear. For the first time he actually looked scared. I relished the power I was weilding. Getting to my feet I raised the cane and brought it down on his head. The blow was clumsy and badly timed, giving the old man a chance to bring his hands up to protect his face. I broke at least three of his fingers. 
 
   A new sound emerged from his mouth. A sound I had never head before. It was a cross between a mother mourning the death of her child and a dying dolphin. If nothing else, I had recaptured his attention. He held his injured hands out towards me as if trying to communicate to me that he did not like this game. This game hurt him. It was causing him pain. I took another swipe at his hands and broke some more of his fingers. Grandfather Crone threw himself down onto his knees, his crude intelligence letting him recall the one gesture of surrender that might save his life. 
 
   He knelt before me, his bald head exposed and completely vulnerable. I studied it for a moment seeing bumps and ridges I had never been aware of before. The cane felt smooth and perfect in my hand, the lustrous finish of the wood almost pleading to be put to work. I stared down again at Grandfather Crone’s bare, defenceless head. 
 
   And then I beat him to death, while the burning sun above me looked on as a silent witness.
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
   I paid the taxi driver with a twenty pound note and did not wait for my change. I would have no use for money where I was going. Prisons have their own currency. I watched the cab bump its way along the cobbled street before turning out of sight. With one last look along Market Street, I let myself into the flat and climbed the stairs. Teri was waiting for me in the living room. Beside her were two packed suitcases. Her face was etched harshly with lines of grief. I barely recognised her. She said nothing as I entered the room. Alice sat in a chair, her gaze reminiscent of the dying boy in Denise’s hospital bed. I don’t think she was even aware that I was there. She sat so completely still, like a mannequin made of porcelain. The springs and gears that had once propelled her so gaily through life now locked solid. Alice would never again be the darling Polter-child I had loved so dearly. 
 
   I looked again at the suitcases. ‘You’re going home then?’
 
   Teri just continued staring at me. There was something in her stance that reminded me of  DCI Moore. All that hatred and loathing, barely restrained by her self control which was close to breaking down. I could almost hear her flesh creak as it withstood the fury pushing against it from the inside. 
 
   At last she opened her mouth and said, ‘The police told me about the girl on the beach.’
 
   I shook my head. I had almost forgotten about Alison. She was unimportant. Denise was the only thing that mattered to me. 
 
   ‘It wasn’t me, it was the old man.’
 
   Teri began to quiver very slightly, her internal defences beginning to fail. Her voice became a splintered croak. ‘What old man? What are you talking about?’
 
   ‘The old man who took Alice away. He’s been here all the time. It was him all along, don’t you understand? He was the one who made Denise ill. He stopped me from getting to the hospital to tell you about your father. He’s the one who killed the girl on the beach, not me.’
 
   The shaking in Teri’s limbs became more pronounced. She looked like an epileptic having a mild seizure. She took a step towards me and her voice was filled with an unforgiving rage. 
 
   ‘Don’t you dare play games with me, Matt McVey! Don’t you dare try to confuse me with stories about old men. Can’t you see what you’ve done for God’s sake. You’ve destroyed all of us.’ 
 
   Teri began to cry, great lung bursting sobs that racked her body. In the chair, Alice continued staring into space, oblivious to the final act being played out before her. While my gaze was on Alice, Teri rushed at me and rained blows across my face. The barrier had finally been breached. I didn’t even flinch as her nails tore at my unprotected face. The pain meant nothing to me. Below my feet the music started at a deafening volume. The sound of the fiddles and accordions and drums wrapping me in their embrace. Teri still flailed at me and I was dimly aware she was screaming, but she would never reach the small space I inhabited in my mind. In time I barely even noticed she was hitting me. I took one last breath of air and submerged myself beneath the wild waves of the music. 
 
    
 
   Sometime later the music stopped and I opened my eyes. Teri had gone and taken Alice with her. Her vengeance had not been restricted to merely hitting me. The entire living room looked as if a wrecking crew had been set loose upon it. The television set had been broken, an empty wine bottle nestling within its shattered innards. The curtains had been torn from their rails and the couch was overturned. The series of hunting pictures still hung on the walls but their glass was smashed and splintered. The coffee table was standing upended against a wall where it had been thrown. Teri’s fury had been awesome in its destructive efficiency.
 
   My face hurt, and when I gingerly touched it, my hand came away smeared with blood. I wondered how long I had been standing there. My sense of time meant nothing at all. The music had not only protected me from Teri, it had also purged me of all feeling. When I thought of Denise there was only a cold empty space where my grief had been. A form of emotional embalming had taken place. I spotted Alice’s Winnie-the-Pooh hair-clasp lying on the floor. The one I had bought for her on our first afternoon in St Andrew’s. It was cracked and shattered as if a foot had trampled upon it. I ran my fingers across its surface before dropping it back onto the floor. Alice would not miss it. 
 
   A great sense of tiredness ran through me and I decided to lie down for a while. Soon the police would have my photographs of Alison McCulloch in their possession and then they would come for me. I was too tired to run away. Until then I wanted to sleep. I climbed the stairs wearily and walked into the room with the twin beds. I stood in the doorway for a moment remembering when Denise had cried out in terror that the old man was sitting on the end of her bed. It was a pity  her last memories had been so unpleasant. 
 
   I took a step towards the bed and suddenly the room stank of shit. I shivered as the arcane machinery which ran the universe cranked up a little. Without thinking I tried the handle of the locked cupboard and it turned easily. I looked into the cupboard and my mind registered only mild surprise when I saw the crumpled bodies of Teri and Alice. They had been crammed into the small space behind the louvered door. Sitting on top of them like a victorious king using his enemies as a gory throne - was Grandfather Crone. He was laughing and in his hands he held the blood slicked cane I had used to beat my wife and daughter to death. 
 
   


 
   
  
 



CHAPTER 20
 
   Memory is a funny thing. I’ve always had this mental image of millions of tiny sparks leaping with wild abandon from one synapse to another, like sure footed little mountain goats jumping fearlessly from high, rocky crags. An absurd notion probably, but one nevertheless I can reach out and grasp without getting dizzy from the complexity of it all. 
 
   Memory is what we are. Without it we would serve no greater purpose than single celled micro-organisms swimming in the murk. Take away our memory and we would have no intelligence, no morals, no language, no soul. We would breathe, eat, sleep, shit, fuck, and fight. But we wouldn’t live. That’s what it all boils down to. Take away someone’s memory and you take away their life. 
 
   Really vivid memories, the ones which make you feel as if you’ve just taken a ride in H.G.Wells’s time machine, require a catalyst. The catalyst is usually the green smell of new mown grass, or the cyclic patterns of dead leaves blowing in an October wind. One moment I’m here, the next I’m gone. It’s not the surroundings that change, it’s the feeling of time. I can sense it in much the same way that a blind person can tell you the exact position of the sun in the sky. It’s like walking through an invisible door into the past. Infinite seconds pass before the enchantment fades away like a homesick ghost, leaving me with a heavy heart and the urge to cry.
 
   It’s curious that all these space/time memories are peaceful ones. At times they may be wistful or melancholy, but they are never violent or stimulating. I’ve a theory that it’s got something to do with adrenaline surges. Memories can’t sink their roots as deeply when the old juices are flowing. As a matter of fact they don’t take hold at all in some cases and the ones that do survive are buried alive in unmarked graves. 
 
   There are times when the adrenaline levels get so high - reason and logic switch off, leaving us to the mercy of their insane brother, base instinct. At moments like these, memory gets wiped away as effectively as passing a cassette tape through a strong magnetic field. Think on it as a mercy killing - as the only thing worse is when these memories come crawling back up through the soil and lurch back to their owner. I should know better than anyone. 
 
    
 
   The trial lasted five whole days and the verdict was never really in any real danger of tilting in my favour. Not that I particularly wished to be a free man. There was nothing in the outside world for me. Nothing at all. The Queen’s Council unlucky enough to be landed with my defence, made a spirited show of trying to prove that my mind was unhinged, but even he must have known his strategy was utterly futile from the hateful way the jury glared at me on that first long day in court.
 
   There were plenty of familiar faces in the court room. My brother James came along for the first three days, unaccompanied by Norma. No surprises there. Teri’s brother Derek attended the trial with an almost religious fervour, never missing a minute until he was thrown out by the judge for attempted assault upon me. Other members of Teri’s family also came along to see that justice was done and left satisfied. At various times DI Moore and his nasty sidekick Wilson entered stage left and said their piece. My lawyer called PC Charlie Johnstone and WPC Samantha Greaves as character witness’s for me which embarrassed the police somewhat. Old Jean Sinclair from the library was also called to the stand to say her bit. She seemed very sure of herself until I caught her eye and gave her my friendliest smile. After that she stuttered and mumbled and was even rebuked by the judge for not speaking loudly enough. An occupational hazard for a librarian I would have thought. 
 
   Grandfather Crone was also there of course. He first appeared among the spectators, popping up where I least expected him. At one point he sat beside Derek and pulled faces at my oblivious brother-in-law. He soon grew bored with this entertainment and roamed at will around the court room. Sometimes he would sit at the council’s table with the assorted lawyers and legal gophers - occasionally lying flat across their thick legal books and yellow pads. At other times he would suddenly appear up on the bench beside the judge, and once even sat on a woman’s lap in the front row of the jury box. This made me laugh aloud at the time and my QC gave me a hopeful look at this display of unexplained mirth. 
 
   The national press took a great deal of interest in the proceedings and I found myself an overnight celebrity. The way they wrote about me in their trashy newspapers you would have thought I was a monster. The criticism bit deep initially, before I took the pragmatic view that they were adding colour to the articles for strictly commercial reasons. Newspapers do have to sell themselves after all. My picture made the front page of most papers. The Japanese couple who had taken our photograph on the cliff top made a great deal of money from the snap I was told. There was something grimly amusing to see Grandfather Crone standing just to one side of our happy family shot. I always found it strange that he was never referred to by anyone. Even half out the picture he still made a most peculiar figure.
 
   I was being tried on three counts of murder. Teri, Alice, and Alison McCulloch. The Crown worked hard to hang poor little Denise’s death at my door too, but the doctors never did ascertain what strange disease killed her. They would have written down the symptoms assiduously in their notebooks in the hope that some other unfortunate with the same illness might chance along to provide them with new research material.  
 
   The Depute Advocate started the ball rolling at ten o’clock on a sunny Monday morning. He built up his case methodically and in a very matter of fact fashion. He took his time and spared the jury nothing. The developed film from my camera was passed around the jurors. After seeing the prints, the hostile glares turned into looks of abhorrence and loathing. I had seen the prints when Moore and Wilson once more had me in their iron clutches. There were some good shots of the Rock and Spindle. It made stark and dramatic viewing wreathed in fog. I was pleased with them. Of course there was also the shots I took of Alison lounging topless against the rock. She looked very young in the photographs. The remainder of the prints proved to be an unofficial black eye for the Dundee police force. 
 
   After bludgeoning Alison to death with a large stone, I had taken a dozen or so photographs of her mutilated body. From the order of the shots, the prosecution reasoned that at several points I must have put the camera down to commit new atrocities upon the corpse before getting back behind the lens again. Someone in Dundee police force had been sloppy sending the film for processing. It was two o’clock on the Thursday afternoon before the photo lab phoned them in a blind panic. Teri and Alice had already been dead eight and half hours by that point. If the police hadn’t screwed things up they could have been whisked safely away before I ever reached the flat in St Andrew’s. They could even have developed the prints quickly enough to prevent me from leaving the station in the first place. A Mother and her five year old child dead, and all because someone had forgotten to write ‘Urgent’ on the envelope. 
 
   The press almost flayed the police alive at the time. Both Moore and Wilson were very appreciative of these allegations and passed on their thanks to me by way of a series of brutal beatings, so expertly administered that I suffered not a single bruise to show to my solicitor. The attempts of the Dundee constabulary to make amends for their fuck-up, ended in what was the one humorous point during the trial. Even the pious, grim faced jury broke into laughter. 
 
   Up until that moment the prosecution had been rolling forward like a well oiled machine. Evidence was produced with timed precision, and witnesses brought onto the stand when their presence would create the most impact. Overall it was a polished and professional performance from the Crown boys. Then the Depute Advocate made the mistake of asking for tapes of my grilling in the Dundee police interview room. Transcripts of the interview were passed around the jury while a technician set up a hi-tech audio system and slotted the tape home. He switched it on and the blaring fiddles and accordions of Jimmy Shand and his Band blasted through the court room like a Caledonian hurricane. When the technician finally managed to kill the volume there was complete silence for a few moments before the vacuum was filled by derisive laughter. Pleased with his joke, Grandfather Crone danced a merry jig in front of the jury box but I was probably the only witness to observe that. 
 
   The American golfing tourist with the bad taste in sweaters was brought in and questioned about the night he claimed to be drugged or hypnotised, perhaps both, and coerced into confessing to a murder he didn’t commit. He had long since been cleared of any involvement and set loose back onto the St Andrews fairways if he ever chose to do so. He had travelled all the way back from Chicago in order to give evidence against me. He almost broke down and wept when telling the jury of his sleepless nights since finding out he had been set up as a grim courier, carrying Alison’s fingers in his pocket. 
 
   After he was dismissed, two top notch psychiatrists were called upon to verify that the American showed definite symptoms of post-hypnotic stress. They were very convincing. What little good Jimmy Shand and his Band had done for my chances was eaten away by the time the head shrinkers left the stand.
 
   More photographs were passed around. This time official police photographs of Teri and Alice. Two women on the jury wept aloud when they saw them, and one man had to be excused to vomit in the corridor. The prosecutor asked for the coroner to take the stand and talked the man through his autopsy reports. The injuries I had inflicted upon Teri and Alice made horrendous reading. That was when Derek could control his anger no longer and vaulted the low rail, intending to do me damage. The policemen flanking me in the dock stopped him before he could lay so much as a finger on me.  
 
   The murder weapon was never found, although the pathologist had made an accurate assessment as to what blunt instrument had inflicted the killing blows. As his opinion was made clear to the court, Grandfather Crone spun and twirled the ebony cane like a well practised majorette. The moment was not lost on him.
 
   Eventually the Depute Advocate declared his side satisfied that the pertinent facts of the case had been laid out for the jury’s evaluation and stepped down from the judicial pitching mound to well earned pats on the back from his team. Grandfather Crone raised his hands above his head in a victory salute before applauding the prosecutor as he sat down at the lawyers table. My man stepped up looking confident although he must have known it was a lost cause by then. When he called on his own pet psychiatrists and began warbling on about how much stress I had been under, both prior to and during the holiday, I became bored and tuned out. 
 
   The court room in front of me faded as another such room superimposed itself and came into sharp focus. There were no thrill seeking public filling the galleries in this new room. Even the press were banned from scribbling their short hand distortions of the truth. The only spectators present were mum and one of her brothers. Etiquette demanded that a child on trial for murder is at least allowed a small portion of moral support. There seemed to be an awful lot of doctors in the room, all with their own opinions on my mental state. 
 
   They made me tell in every small detail, why I had suddenly attacked my mentally retarded Grandfather with his own walking stick. Up until then I had kept mum’s part in things absent from my account. The doctors however had known all along there was more to my story than just a sudden violent brainstorm. They were clever. They waited until I was up on the stand, when I was most vulnerable to their twisting questions, before going for the kill. As they wore me down to a weeping, sobbing wreck, I tried to convey to my mum with my eyes that I was crumbling. I tried to warn her to get out of the room before the doctors opened up my head for all and sundry to look into. 
 
   She didn’t catch the drift of my silent pleading. She sat where she was beside my uncle, unaware I was about to crucify her. As my resolve not to say anything about Grandfather Crone’s special medicine eroded like soft chalky stone, she only stared slackly back at me, probably puzzling over why her son had killed her father, bashing his head in until his brains leaked through the breaches in his shattered skull. It must have been hard for her, but not as hard as what came after. 
 
   The doctors trussed me up tightly with their incantations of psycho-babble and Freudian cant, and when I was completely at their mercy, they squeezed me with all their collective might. I sang a high, clear note that drifted through the court room shocking everyone who listened. I told them everything they wanted to hear. I told them of how I had heard mum taking Grandfather Crone into his room and how I had sneaked along the hall and listened to what took place behind the closed door. I was crying so much at the end that I barely saw my mother stumble to her feet and run madly from the court.
 
   The judge kindly called for a recess and suspended the trial for the remainder of the day. I was allowed to go home that day with my uncle, accompanied by two watchful policemen. When we arrived, mum wouldn’t answer the door, and the three grown up men beside me shared concerned glances. After fifteen minutes of shouting through the letter box, they finally decided to kick the door in. They never actually mentioned the word suicide but I understood intuitively what they were scared of. One of the policemen smashed the door open with his first blow, and before anyone could stop me I rushed past them all and into the hallway. 
 
   The first thing that hit me was the strong smell of shit - and then I saw the feet dangling directly on level with my eyes. Two black shoes lay on the carpet beneath the feet as if they had been casually kicked off. Mum was hanging from the top of the banister, a thin washing rope wrapped around her black tube-swollen neck. As I craned my neck back further to look at face, her legs suddenly swung in a sharp arc, but I knew it was not mum who was moving, it was me as I collapsed screaming on to the floor. Even as I was carried from the house, little graves were being dug inside my head and certain memories nailed into plain, unadorned coffins. By the time I came to, the burials had been completed and I had a gaping wound in my brain from where the memories had been neatly sliced away. When I was deemed well enough to return to the stand, I was still so catatonic that the judge decided I was unfit to stand trial. It was abandoned and I was taken back to hospital. 
 
   Most of my memory gradually returned with the exception of those few weeks Grandfather Crone had lodged with us. The doctors had explained about my amnesia to my uncle and even to James, and it was decided that the missing two weeks should never mentioned unless I myself brought it up. I never did. I didn’t even realise they were gone.
 
   As the years passed, thick grass grew over the graves where my missing memories resided and soon there wasn’t a trace of them having existed at all. I don’t think James ever found out the real reason why mum hung herself. He probably thought it was the strain of the trial that had made her suddenly snap. It’s strange too that he never once blamed me for the being the cause of mum’s death. It would have been easy for him to resent me, but he didn’t. He was a good little brother and remained so throughout our adult lives. 
 
   I managed to stay tuned out of my second trial right up until the point the judge was pronouncing me guilty on all three counts of murder and imposing the statutory sentence of life imprisonment. As the police ushered me from the High Courts, a blanket was thrown over my head to stop the photographers from getting the pictures that would sell their papers. Beside me Grandfather Crone walked bare headed and smiling. He did not care who took his photograph. 
 
   Since that day we have shared a cell. It is an agreeable arrangement. Grandfather Crone ensures that I am not given a cell mate like I was at the beginning. One fellow they put me in with would wait until lights out before forcing his unwanted sexual attentions upon me. When I made a complaint to the guards they laughed in my face. One morning my cell mate was found dead with his head wedged between the bars of the window high up on the wall. As it would have been physically impossible for me to have placed him there, no charges were brought against me, but after that incident I was left in solitude. 
 
   I spend most of my time reading and writing, the only pleasures I have these days. I have a small desk and above it are some snapshots of Teri, Denise, and Alice. I feel in some way they are still with me, silent ghosts who flit back and forth within my head. Beside the photographs is Denise’s drawing of the Garden of Remembrance. The smudges that once bothered me so much have defined themselves into two small figures. They are childlike representations of course, but still recognisable as Grandfather Crone and I. 
 
   I look at the drawing often. It brings me comfort when the world seems a dark, brooding place to be and gladdens me when even Grandfather Crone’s amusing antics fail to cheer me. It is a sanctuary of sorts. My own little Garden of Remembrance. 
 
   James visits me once a month and brings chocolate and cigarettes. Now Teri has gone there is no-one to tell me to stop smoking. We talk about trivial matters - the flowers in his garden at home, Norma’s night school exams, the infrequent letters he still receives from Brenda. I think he feels guilty about never confronting me with my earlier crime. In sparing me pain back then, he had allowed the madness to gather momentum, to become an unstoppable force. He feels partly responsible for allowing it to kill Teri and the girls. 
 
   Time passes and I grow tired. I think about Rita and her perfume which smelled of violets. I remember her lips and the flame colour of her hair. 
 
   I remember everything.
 
    
 
   The End
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