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         PRAISE FOR MICHAEL J. MALONE

         ‘A fresh and highly disturbing take on the marriage thriller. It’s a winner … no question’ Eva Dolan

         ‘A moving and compelling account of a form of violence that remains cloaked in shame and ribald imagery in society. Malone perfectly balances storytelling with a brutal commentary on a dysfunctional relationship’ Sarah Ward

         ‘A dark and unnerving psychological thriller that draws you deep into the lives of the characters and refuses to let go. This is a brilliantly written book; I could not put it down’ Caroline Mitchell

         ‘A chilling tale of the unexpected that journeys right into the dark heart of domesticity’ Marnie Riches

         ‘Michael J. Malone is one of my favourite writers and his new novel does not disappoint. While on the surface this is a departure in genre for Malone, his incredible skill with language and prose remains, and his talent for characterisation really comes to the fore, creating a story that will I won’t forget in a hurry. Malone is a massive talent … get on board now so you can brag you were reading his books long before the rest of the world’ Luca Veste

         ‘A tightly wound page-turner with real emotional punch’ Rod Reynolds

         ‘An unsettling and upsetting story that kept me enthralled, horrified and quite often in tears. Dark, disturbing and peppered with his trademark humour, A Suitable Lie is a fantastic read, and, as a writer, Malone just gets better and better’ S. J. I. Holliday

         ‘A disturbing and realistic portrayal of domestic noir with a twist. The humour and emotion laced within the darkness was just the right mix for a shocking yet compelling read’ Mel Sherratt

         ‘This searing depiction of an abusive marriage with the conventional roles reversed nonetheless manages to radiate warmth and integrity – and humour – in even the darkest situations. Malone’s effortless writing style confirms him as a sharp new voice in crime fiction’ Anya Lipska

         ‘A Suitable Lie is stunning, heartbreaking, passionate and tense. A book that packs a powerful punch – in more ways than one – and left me reeling and totally drained’ Off-the-Shelf Books

         ‘A deeply satisfying read’ Sunday Times

         ‘Hits you like an express train’ Mason Cross

         ‘A slick thriller with a killer punch’ Douglas Skelton

         ‘Every once in a while, a book comes along and redefines the term “unputdownable” ’ Crimesquad

         ‘Layered and intriguing. My attention never once wandered’ Liz Loves Books

         ‘Malone’s writing style is first rate and his ability to transport the reader into the world he has created is beyond compare. Michael J. Malone is a key contributor to the Scottish crime fiction scene. I am impatient to see what he gives us next!’ Eurocrime

         ‘Funny and brutal, heartfelt and compelling. Highly recommended’ Craig Robertson

         ‘Malone has the enviable and rare talent of crafting hard-hitting noir that is also emotionally intelligent and engaging. A fabulous read’ Caro Ramsay

         ‘A brilliant read … the characters are well realised and expertly utilised, and the story is gripping … an absolute gem’ Grab This Book

         ‘The plot was fast paced and flowed seamlessly. There were times when I wondered if I just might die from excitement’ – Noelle Holton, Crime Book Junkie

         ‘He’s got the knowhow, the knowledge of police work and the machinations of detective work and its trials and tribulations’ Scots Magazine

         ‘Big, bold themes and terrific humour amidst the darkness’ Tony Black

         ‘Tough, funny, dark and so in your face it hurts’ Ken Bruen, novelist

         ‘Beyond the Rage is a deeply personal thriller that will keep the reader turning those pages with twists and turns designed to keep the heart pumping. The best yet from a writer who has always delivered’ Russel D McLean

         ‘Beyond the Rage is a thoroughly enjoyable novel. It is also quite a rare beast, a crime novel that has a criminal as its central character. The characters are nicely drawn and very credible’ Undiscovered Scotland

         ‘Vivid and powerful … a harrowing depiction of what it is – and isn’t – to be a man’ Scots Magazine

         ‘Remarkable story told with rare skill, The Guillotine Choice is at once fascinating, moving and thrilling. Malone writes beautifully. A wonderful achievement’ Chris Ewan

         ‘The Guillotine Choice is a beautiful homage to courage, resilience, and compassion; it is a vibrant proof that human nature can remain good, even in the heart of the darkest, most evil of places’ Jacques Filippi, The House of Crime and Mystery Blog

         ‘Powerful and emotional … If you want to read a book that grabs your emotions and takes you on a roller coaster ride, this is it’ Linda McHenry

         ‘Malone’s writing is effortless, expressive and taut’ Crime Review
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            To all the lost souls. May each and every one of

you find your way back to life and love.

         

      

   


   
      
         

         
            ‘It’s not the size of the dog in the fight that counts

– it’s the size of the fight in the dog’

             

            Ike Eisenhower

         

      

   


   
      
         

            Prologue

         

         I don’t know how long I walked for. My heels slammed on to concrete until they almost went numb. Fists tight in my pockets, I walked and walked.

         And walked.

         Light from a shop window spilled on to the pavement just in front of me. What was a shop doing open at this hour? For the first time I noticed my calves were so cold they had no feeling in them. My watch read 6.30. What the hell was I doing? I had been walking for hours wearing only boxer shorts and a t-shirt under my coat; on my feet, a pair of mule slippers.

         What the hell was I thinking?

         The shop door opened, a small, bald man came out and propped an advertising board for a newspaper against the wall. He stared at me as if I was an idiot searching for his village.

         ‘Looking for my dog,’ I muttered, feeling as if I had to offer this total stranger an excuse for the way I was dressed. He shrugged and walked back into his shop. The newspaper headline on the board read, ‘DIVORCE DAD KILLS KIDS’.

         As I turned and walked away from the shop, I realised just how weary I was. Each step was an effort and each time my heel jarred on to the ground, shockwaves reached my spine. The banner had sapped what strength I had left. What kind of a world did we live in where someone would think such a crime was their only way out? What kind of a god would countenance such an act? I stumbled to a halt. What on earth would drive a man to do such a thing? Only an extreme emotion would result in such a dreadful action. Was it desperation, anger, jealousy? A disturbed mind’s version of an act of love?

         I willed myself to continue walking and my own situation pushed its way to the front of my thoughts, like a small child in a crowd shouting, ‘What about me?’ What about me?’ Would I ever feel that desperate?

         The banner blazed like a warning.

         I would have to find a solution. I would have to find a way out of this trap.

         At last, my circuit brought me home. The door was unlocked, I pushed it open and walked inside. Pausing by the living room door, I saw her curled up in a chair. Fast asleep. Even in the weak light I could make out the silted lines of mascara that ran from her eyes and down the pale expanse of her cheeks, almost past her nose.

         She had obviously fallen asleep waiting for me.

         And that was the first time I thought about murder.
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            1

         

         It was a Sunday, the day we met; Sunday 7th July 1996. I’ve no idea why I remember that. It just stuck. And it would be nice to say our eyes lit on each other across a crowded dance floor, cos that’s romance, eh? But, no, it was a smoke-filled bar at the local rugby club.

         I’ve no clue why she was interested in me, I was one of a type. The room was filled with broad-shouldered, thick-limbed, flat-bellied young men, so why would she pick me? My first thought was that it was ghoulish curiosity. After all, it wasn’t like I hadn’t encountered it before. Being a widower with a toddler before you reach the age of thirty does have a certain appeal, as my young brother Jim told me when he dragged me out that night.

         ‘You need to get out of the house,’ he said. ‘All work and Disney movies makes for a dull life, brother.’

         ‘Suits me just fine, Jim.’

         ‘You’ll thank me for it,’ he countered. ‘The ladies love a tragedy. They’ll be throwing their knickers at you soon as you walk in the door.’

         It was an image that filled me with horror. Having lost the only woman I’d ever loved, the thought of a group of women looking at me with wide-eyed, open-mouthed sympathy was more than I could bear.

         ‘C’mon, Andy,’ he pleaded. ‘I told Mum I’d drag you out tonight. You know what she’s like if I let her down.’

         ‘You’d think she’d get used to that,’ I grinned.

         ‘It’s been arranged anyhow.’ He shrugged. ‘Mum’s coming over in…’ he stretched his right arm out in such a way that his silver Tag wristwatch edged out past the cuff of his Thomas Pink shirt – my brother is a slave to the high-end brands – ‘… in forty five minutes to put the wee fella to bed.’

         I groaned. Once Mum was here it would all be over. Mrs Boyd doesn’t take no for an answer.

         Jim wore a sly grin like it was a badge of honour. ‘Game’s a bogie, big man. Go get your good jeans on. And wear that light-blue shirt I got you at Christmas. Makes you look less like a morgue assistant.’

         ‘Do I have to?’ I made one last effort at resistance.

         He winked. ‘Your nutsack must weigh a ton, brother. What is it, over four years since Patricia died? Time to get them emptied.’

         I shook my head. Looked him up and down and made a face. ‘You look so refined. But you’ve really just stepped out of a cave, haven’t you?’

         
             

         

         When we walked in the door of the club an hour later, the smell of my son, Pat’s Thomas the Tank Engine pyjamas still lingered in my nostrils and that tuft of hair on his crown stuck in my mind. I’d have given anything to be back there, tucking him in, reading The Gruffalo to him one more time. Instead I fought the churn in my stomach and allowed Jim to push me inside.

         A few of the guys came over, slapped me on the back, told me it was good to see me. Like it had been a long time, even though I had played a game with them just the previous weekend. But I knew what they meant. Since Patricia died it had been nothing but work and Pat. And the occasional game of rugby when injuries meant they were struggling for players.

         As Jim led me through the crowd to the bar, a Spice Girls song came on and I was for turning and leaving. Jim sensed my movement and with a hand on my back he pushed me forward. What the hell was I doing here? A lot of nods were sent my way. Ayr was a fair-sized town with a village mentality. Everybody knew everybody. I’d gone to school with most of these guys. Their parents knew my parents.

         My parent.

         Another tick in the Andy Boyd tragedy box. Father died of a massive heart attack just when the boys were approaching the troublesome teenage years.

         ‘You know Louise, don’t you?’ Jim talked over the babble.

         I hid my reaction. Two minutes in the door and he was already trying to set me up. To be fair, he’d made a good choice, I thought as I looked at Louise. I recognised her. She’d been a couple of years below us at school and had grown in to herself rather nicely in the intervening time. I remembered a shy girl: look at her and she’d try to hide her blush under her long fringe.

         I gave Louise a nod and a tight smile. No point in misleading her. There was as much chance of me hooking up with anyone that night as there was of Ayr winning a European championship.

         Next up on the DJ’s version of a fun night was somebody singing what sounded like Ohh, ahh, just a little bit. Yeah, I’m all over that, I thought as I turned away from Louise, faced Jim and asked for a pint of lager. He gave an almost imperceptible shake of the head and waved at the barmaid.

         Pint in hand, heart feeling as solid as if someone had poured fast-setting concrete into my chest cavity, I took the chance when Jim was distracted by Louise’s blonde pal to walk across to the far corner of the room.

         I took a seat, crossed my arms and legs and surveyed the crowd. I was in a room full of people – most of whom I knew – but I’d never felt so alone.

         That was when I saw her. Shoulder-length blue-black hair; black turtle-neck, short-sleeved sweater. Very little jewellery. Minimal make-up. Yet she was easily the most attractive woman in the place. She was surrounded by guys, but she was looking at them as if they held as much attraction for her as a pile of dung.

         She took a sip of her red wine. Looked away as one of her would-be suiters cracked a joke. Judging by the way he threw his head back in laughter, he thought it was hilarious. Her cheeks barely budged in response.

         She saw me looking.

         I looked away.

         Moments later, as Celine Dion was chuntering away, she sat beside me.

         ‘Fancy helping out a bird in bother?’

         I sat with that for a moment.

         ‘Cos a damsel in distress doesn’t sound Ayrshire enough?’ I asked at last.

         She made a ‘well done’ face. ‘You’re about the only guy in here who would have got that.’

         ‘And what’s bothering you?’ I asked. ‘Or who?’ I added, thinking about the guys who had been surrounding her earlier.

         ‘New girl in town. I know nobody,’ she said as she looked around the bar. ‘I was asked here by some guy. Ken something. And now he’s creeping me out.’ Keeping her arms straight, she tucked her hands between her knees and gave a dramatic shudder. ‘Wouldn’t be surprised if his mum’s called Norma and he stabs shower curtains in his spare time.’

         I followed her line of sight. Saw a guy who grew up on another estate. We used to play football with him. The jumpers for goalposts kind. He would have been better taking the place of one of the jumpers.

         Never took to him. His gaze would meet yours for less than a second before it slid off, as if he was afraid you would read his mind. We found him one day down the River Ayr throwing stones at the swans and avoided him from then on.

         ‘Ken Hunter,’ I answered. ‘His wife, Sheila, works in my office.’

         ‘What a prick,’ she said, leaning back and to the side, as if this would make her less visible to him. ‘Didn’t say he was married.’ She looked at me. Her eyes were large, clear and an intoxicating blue. ‘You’d rather be somewhere else, eh?’

         I gave a non-committal shrug.

         She stood. ‘Let’s go. We can rescue each other.’

         Thinking, why the hell not, I followed her outside. ‘Where are we going?’ I asked when I caught her at the door.

         ‘I don’t know. You’re the local.’ She scanned the playing fields and the tall, full-leafed trees beyond. ‘Is the beach far from here?’

         
             

         

         Half an hour later we were walking alongside the low grey wall that holds the sands of Ayr beach from being blown into the town. The tide was in, the waves had their lazy on and we could see the sweep and curve of the bay ahead of us. And out to sea, holding up the skyline were the hills of Arran. A cool breeze was coming in off the water and, despite the early summer evening sunshine, I could see her arms stipple with the cold when she crossed them.

         ‘Nice,’ she said. ‘No wonder you’ve never left town.’

         ‘How did you …?’

         ‘It’s written all over you,’ she smiled. ‘Born, bred and buttered Ayrshireman, eh?’

         On the way down here, our chatter had been light and unaffected, and, to my surprise, without any awkward silences. She was an easy girl to talk to.

         ‘It’s Anna, by the way,’ she said as she took a seat on the wall. I sat beside her, being careful not to get too close.

         An elderly couple walked past with a yellow Labrador. Judging by the colour of its coat it was just out of the sea and it chose that moment to give itself a shake, spraying us both with droplets of sea water. Anna’s laughter was loud and unrestrained.

         The couple were profuse in their apologies. The dog approached us and nudged Anna’s hand with its nose. The woman tutted. ‘This is Dave, by the way.’ Her pride in the dog evident. ‘Greedy bugger’s looking for a treat.’

         ‘Not the only one,’ the man said and gave me a wink. ‘Jeez, hen, you’re all wet. You’ll catch your death. Here have my fleece.’

         ‘No,’ she stretched out the syllable. ‘I’ll be fine. Honestly.’

         The man offered her it again. It was clear he was momentarily caught up in the glamour of her. When it occurred to me, I glanced behind me at the sea and thought of mermaids and their siren call.

         ‘C’mon you,’ the woman said and gave him a nudge. ‘Offering young women your fleece. They’ll be calling the cops on you.’ She set off, and with a regretful air, man and dog obediently trotted after her.

         Anna waited until the couple were out of earshot. ‘At least the natives are friendly.’ As she said friendly, she looked into my eyes.

         Discomfited and flattered, I looked away. She was way out of my league. What the hell was she doing with me?

         ‘We were getting round to the introductions, before Dave showered us…’ The pause at the end of her sentence a request for my name.

         I told her. ‘And what brings you to my home town?

         ‘I’ve just been sent here. Work.’

         ‘What do you do?’

         ‘Nothing special,’ she smiled at me. There was a light in her eyes and a blush to her lips and I felt my thawing into the human race continue. ‘I work for the Royal Bank,’ she explained. ‘But don’t be asking for a loan. I’m just a teller.’

         ‘Wait,’ I sat up. ‘The Royal? Which branch?’

         ‘The one at the top of the high street.’ She cocked an eyebrow at my sudden interest.

         I mentally reviewed the staff there. We were expecting a new team member, but that wasn’t until next week.

         ‘I don’t start until next Monday. I’ve got a few days holiday to take first.’ She held her hands out. ‘Thought I’d take in the sights first.’

         A file had arrived on my desk the day before. The name came to me.

         ‘Anna Reid?’

         ‘How the hell do you know that?’ She straightened her back.

         ‘Andy Boyd,’ I reached out, shook her hand. ‘I’m based at the branch at the other end of the town. I’m your new boss.’

         She threw her head back and laughed. ‘You’re at it.’

         I shook my head slowly. ‘Nope. Not long promoted.’

         ‘Wow. What are the chances?’

         ‘It’s a small town.’

         ‘Hope I made a good first impression?’ She tilted her head to the side.

         ‘I think your new boss is already thinking that HR have been very kind to him.’

         ‘Bet you say that to all the girls.’

         ‘Only the ones that laugh at my jokes.’

         ‘You tell jokes?’

         ‘On high days and holidays. Maybe the odd funeral.’

         She lifted her legs up and swung round on her backside so that she was facing out to sea. I followed suit and in a silence usually only possible between long-time friends we stared into the distance and watched the sun as it painted the distant Isle of Arran and its crown of clouds in shades of red, amber and gold.

         I sneaked a look at her. She caught me, nudged me in the side and gave a little giggle. I couldn’t help but join in.

         My sensible voice warned that our employers might not take kindly to any fraternisation between us. My usually unheard devil voice was louder. It said: fuck it.

         Our shoulders were all but touching. My hand was on the wall, within centimetres of hers. I felt the heat of her skin on me as she slowly moved her pinkie and linked it with mine. I looked down at how our little fingers were joined and looked up and beyond the horizon.

         A smile warmed my face. My heart gave a little twist and I couldn’t help but feel, maybe, I was about to get a second chance at happiness.
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         ‘So, when do I get to meet this new girlfriend of yours then?’ my mother asked in the middle of the reception area of the bank.

         She’d popped in to apologise and say that Nana Morrison was going to pick Pat up from the nursery as she had a game on that afternoon. My mother the would-be champion bowler. I had my suspicions that she’d taken up this new hobby only to allow the Morrisons time with my son. I was almost tempted to visit the bowling club to see if anyone had ever heard of her.

         ‘Mum,’ I chided. ‘You know how I feel about the Morrisons.’ In the months after their daughter – my wife – died, they tried to get custody of Pat. I was still working through my resentment towards them.

         She tutted and waved away my complaint.

         I looked around me to check who might have overheard. ‘And another thing – don’t be giving the gossips ammunition.’

         ‘Why the secrecy, Andy?’ She gave me that look, reached out and prodded me in the stomach. ‘People will be happy for you, son.’ She smiled at me and moved the hand that had just poked me up towards my tie as if she was about to straighten it against my collar, but stopped herself before she could finish the action. I looked to the ceiling and felt like a teenager.

         The top of her head barely made my chin, even with her jolt of thick white hair, which went well with her purple, sleeveless summer dress. And all the beads. When she had reached pensionable age, my mum had read the Jenny Joseph poem and run with it.

         ‘Mum.’ I made a face and fought down a cringe. Here I was, the manager of a large part of a massive organization and with nothing more than a look my mother could have me behaving like a shy, thirteen-year-old.

         ‘Can’t a mother be pleased with her son?’ she asked, squaring her shoulders and looking around herself, taking in the counter and the team of staff working behind it. Her expression said, my son’s your boss and he’s done me very proud indeed.

         I often wondered what my mother would have made of her life if she’d had the same ambition for herself as she’d had for her sons. She had a bullet-eyed view of the world and an ability to assess what was going on around her that often left me feeling inadequate. Not that I agreed with her on every occasion, she was my parent after all, and a young man has to find his own way in the world.

         ‘I hear she’s a bit of a looker,’ she said.

         ‘You’ve been talking to Jim.’

         She hoisted her bag – a garish orange – into a more comfortable position on her shoulder. ‘At least he tells me stuff.’

         ‘Aye, well, Jim’s got a big mouth.’

         I understood Mum’s perspective. She was understandably curious. Anna was the first woman I’d shown more than a passing interest in since Patricia’s death four years before. But I wanted to be sure we had something before I introduced her to my family. And more importantly, before she met Pat.

         He often asked about his mum. He understood – as much as a child could – that his mother was ‘in heaven’ and he had recently begun to ask if he was going to get another one.

         Perhaps the answer to his question was in the fact that every moment away from Anna had my stomach twist with longing. It would have been easy to have her over at mine every night, ask her to stay till morning. But my sensible side kept reminding me that it had only been four weeks since we met. Who knew where this was going?

         Except I did know.

         From that moment on the wall down by the shore.

         Could I afford to fall in love again? My grief for Patricia had almost broken me and I was self-aware enough to know that part of me was holding back because I wasn’t sure I could go through that again. What if I let this love take over and I lost her as well? There wasn’t just me to think about this time.

         ‘This is more than a wee fling, isn’t it, son?’ My mother was studying my expression.

         ‘Haven’t you got a bowling match to prepare for?’

         She snorted, pleased she could still read me.

         ‘I knew that your father was the man for me on our second date.’

         ‘Yeah, I know all the stories, Mum.’

         ‘So, tomorrow night.’ Thursday was late opening at the branch. ‘When you come to collect Pat, bring whatsername…’

         ‘Anna.’

         ‘… with you. We’ll make it casual. A friend dropping by. It’ll be easier for Pat that way.’

         I nodded, seeing the sense of what she was saying. Plus – I was allowing myself to relax into the idea now – it meant I would get to see more of Anna. Trying to juggle her, the job and Pat was becoming increasingly difficult.

         
             

         

         The next evening, I picked Anna up from our other branch. Well, around the corner from our other branch. I wasn’t quite yet at the stage where I could allow my colleagues in on the secret.

         Anna sat in the passenger seat with a long, slow exhalation, followed by a deep breath and then a tight smile.

         ‘Hey, gorgeous,’ I said and leaned across to kiss her cheek. As my lips pressed against the cool of her skin I felt her face rise in a smile and caught the delicate heat and spice of her perfume. I read the sigh and the tight smile that welcomed me. ‘You’re not nervous are you?’

         She shifted in her seat and clicked her seatbelt into place. ‘Feel like I’m sixteen…’ she paused. Reflected. ‘No. Don’t think I was this nervous when I was sixteen.’

         ‘You’ll be fine,’ I said. ‘Mum’s great.’

         She raised an eyebrow, then reached across and patted my hand. ‘Just what you should say.’

         ‘She is. Honest.’ I took her hand and gave it a little squeeze. ‘She never comments on our girlfriends. Never judges.’ I studied the traffic, saw a space and moved into the stream of cars that flowed down Miller Road.

         Anna laughed. ‘She’s a mum. She’ll be judging.’

         ‘If she does, she’ll keep it to herself.’

         ‘Yeah. Well.’ Anna looked away from me, out of her window. ‘You’re a man. You guys miss all that stuff.’

         ‘What stuff?’

         ‘Reading between the lines.’ She turned back to me. ‘That’s where women communicate.’ She took another deep breath. Exhaled. ‘Anyway. How do I look?’

         ‘Fantastic.’ I took my hand from the gear stick and gave hers another squeeze. She had changed out of her bank uniform and was wearing black jeans and a bright-pink top. ‘And Mum loves colour, so you’ll fit right in there.’

         Anna pulled at the neck of her top. ‘Jesus,’ she laughed. ‘I can’t believe how nervous I feel. This is ridiculous.’

         ‘It’s also very cute. Makes me love you even more.’

         She pinked. ‘And that right there is the best thing you could have said, Andy Boyd.’ She picked my hand up to her lips and kissed the back of my fingers.

         
             

         

         Mum made lasagne for the adults and mince and potatoes for Pat. He was openly curious about Anna, hardly taking his eyes off her for the first ten minutes. Then he handed her one of his dinosaur toys, which was a clear sign of his approval.

         ‘What’s his name?’ Anna asked as she eyed the lump of plastic in her hand.

         ‘Let Anna eat her dinner in peace, Pat,’ said Mum.

         ‘Diplodocus,’ answered Pat, demonstrating that, no matter how much trouble kids had interpreting the world of adults, the Latinate name of a long-dead species was, quite literally, kids’ play.

         ‘Is he your favourite?’ asked Anna.

         Pat snorted. Looked over his shoulder at a box in the corner. His toys had all been tidied up before we came to the table and he was clearly itching to get back to play with them. ‘Velociraptor. He’s my favourite ’cos he’s small and fast.’

         ‘Just like you,’ I said and rubbed the top of his head, mussing his hair. He stuck his tongue out in response.

         
             

         

         Once we’d finished eating, Anna insisted on helping mum with the dishes.

         ‘Another woman in my kitchen?’ asked Mum with mock seriousness. ‘Cherish the thought.’ She smiled to show that was exactly what she meant. ‘Next time, for sure, Anna. This time, why don’t you take the easy way out and make the coffee?’

         ‘Deal,’ said Anna with a grin.

         Pat and I launched into the box of toys while the women went into the kitchen, no doubt to begin the dance in earnest. A few minutes later Anna emerged with a tray of cups and a cafetiere. She was wearing an expression that was half pleased, half harassed.

         I sent her a smile of enquiry. She smiled in reply. My male brain read that everything was fine. And this was confirmed a short time later when Mum pulled Pat onto her lap.

         ‘Why don’t you let this wee guy stay with me tonight?’ Mum asked. ‘Let you guys do some adult stuff.’

         I raised an eyebrow. Anna blushed.

         ‘Adult stuff?’ I asked.

         ‘Go to the pub. Go for a walk. A drive? Do something without this…’ She reached under Pat’s arms and give him a tickle. ‘… wee monster.’

         ‘Great idea.’ I stood up. Although Anna and I stole every moment we could together, we had rarely managed to spend a full night together. Waking up with her in bed beside me had so far been a rare treat during our short romance. ‘You okay with that?’ I asked Anna.

         She gave a coy nod to my mother and a smile to me that promised much.

         ‘Right.’ I rubbed my hands together. ‘Let’s get this Verocirictor into his bath.’

         ‘Velociraptor, silly,’ replied Pat.

         Between us, Mum and I wrestled Pat into the bathroom and out of his clothes. Once the bath was run, I plunked Pat into the water and placed an enormous tower of bubbles onto the top of his head.

         I turned to leave the bathroom.

         ‘Thanks, Mum,’ I said. ‘I’ll pick him up on the way to work in the morning and take him to nursery.’

         She nodded and almost gave herself a wee hug, she looked that pleased to have him all to herself.

         ‘And don’t be spoiling him.’ I warned.

         She tutted. ‘Silly Daddy. That’s my job.’

         I gave her a look, wanting to know what she thought of Anna, but didn’t ask, knowing she tended to keep her own counsel.

         ‘Have fun, son,’ she said and got down on to her knees at the side of the bath. She studied me as if she wanted to say something. Then settled for, ‘But just take this for what it is, eh?’
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         Certainty that Anna was the woman for me arrived in a setting that would have had a film director purring. After a wedding meal for friends of mine at the Marine Highland Hotel in Troon, Anna and I went for a walk. With the fairways of the famous Troon golf course before us and the hills of Arran melting into the horizon, I steeled myself to ask the question.

         It was too soon.

         Was it too soon?

         What if she said no?

         The late-August sun painted the scant clouds above Goatfell a deep crimson. We stood in silence, Anna’s head resting on my shoulder as we enjoyed the calm after the happy tumult of the wedding. Anna looked up at me, her button nose begging for a kiss. I obliged. She giggled and rubbed the spot with the palm of her hand. A feeling settled over me, a cloth of silk floating to land on a cragged rock. Carefully I examined it.

         I had known plenty of moments of pure joy with Pat, but since Patricia’s death there was always something missing. The rough and blemished surface of my soul needed to be clothed in silk and colour. I needed a woman in my life.

         ‘You never talk about, Patricia,’ she said quietly, as if unsure of herself, and studied my expression for a reaction.

         ‘You’ve just thrown me from my…’ I looked into her eyes, trying to judge what was behind the question, and feeling somewhat deflated. ‘I was just about to…’

         ‘And now you’re deflecting me from my question,’ she said with a small smile. She stepped in front of me and held both of my hands. ‘I want to get to know you, Andy. And that means I need to know everything…’

         ‘But … I was just about to…’

         ‘I can handle the fact you were married before. We all have a past. You didn’t just appear in my life, fully formed as Prince Charming.’ The breeze lifted a lock of hair and gently left it in front of her right eye. She tucked it back in place, her gaze never leaving mine.

         ‘Prince?’ I snorted and resisted the urge to pretend to fart.

         ‘She must have been pretty special for you to fall in love with her.’

         ‘Well out of my league, actually.’ I leaned forward and kissed her lips. ‘Just like you.’

         ‘You don’t need to do that, Andy.’ Her eyes were full of understanding. ‘I’m not threatened by the thought of your dead wife. In fact I’m impressed at how you’ve dealt with it all and provided a lovely home for your wee boy.’

         ‘Yeah, Andy Boyd. Model father.’ I stepped to the side, and holding her right hand pulled her along with me as I walked towards the golf course that nudged onto the grounds of the hotel. Truth was I read the clear-eyed honesty in her remark and couldn’t handle the compliment.

         We came to a deep sand bunker and seeing that there was no golfers about, Anna removed her shoes and sat on the edge, trailing her toes in the cool of the sand.

         ‘Mind your dress,’ I said. ‘You’ll get dirty.’

         ‘It’s just a dress,’ she grinned and patted the turf. ‘Have a seat.’

         If she didn’t mind getting grass stains on her dress, I didn’t mind getting them on my suit, so I sat beside her. She sighed and rested her head on my shoulder.

         ‘This is lovely. Thanks for bringing me, Andy. Couldn’t have been easy to introduce me like that to all your friends.’

         ‘Strikes me that they’d better get used to you being around.’

         ‘Yeah?’ She poked at my thigh.

         ‘Yeah,’ I said and kissed the top of her head.

         We sat in silence for a time, enjoying the breeze, the stretch of grass and beach and the moment with each other.

         ‘I can’t imagine how tough that would have been. You get the wonderful gift of a beautiful boy and your wife dies at the same time. That would have pushed lots of guys into permanent residence in the local boozer.’

         ‘Aye. Hidden shallows me.’

         ‘Stop it,’ she said, admonishment light in her smile. ‘You’re fooling no one, Andy.’ She looked into my eyes, hers warmed through with empathy. ‘Died in childbirth.’ She shook her head. ‘Poor woman. That’s the kind of thing you don’t expect to hear nowadays.’

         ‘Patricia had a heart condition. She’d had it since childhood actually, but was determined she wouldn’t be defined by it, you know? Went ski-ing, horse-riding. All kinds of physical things that pushed at her limits.’ I smiled at the memory of her determination. Saw her in her parent’s kitchen arguing with her father that she would do whatever the hell she wanted. ‘Her parents tried to wrap her up in cotton-wool. God she hated all of that.’

         ‘I think I would have liked her,’ Anna said.

         ‘I don’t know anyone who had a bad word to say about her.’

         We sat silent for a moment.

         ‘Her heart?’ asked Anna. ‘Was that the…’

         I nodded. ‘The doctors advised that she shouldn’t get pregnant, that it would be too much for her.’

         ‘But she was determined to have a child?’

         ‘No, it was an accident. We’d kind of resigned ourselves, you know? We’d have each other and that would have to be enough.’ I shrugged. ‘And I was fine with that. Patricia was on the pill. I was lined up for a vasectomy…’

         ‘And she fell pregnant…’

         ‘Yeah. She had a tummy bug. Couldn’t keep anything down for about a week. And that was enough to let my wee swimmers in.’ My laugh was tinged with sadness as I remembered that was how she described it to my mum. ‘Patricia point blank refused any medical intervention. Her parents wanted her to have an abortion. They blamed me…’ I had a memory of her father at our front door, pleading with me to talk her out of having the baby, saying I was holding a gun to his daughter’s chest. ‘They were beside themselves with worry throughout the pregnancy.’

         ‘You can understand that, surely?’ Anna asked.

         I turned to her and saw the sparkle of a tear in the corner of her eye. I gave her hand a squeeze.

         ‘Course I do. I was scared too, but Patricia convinced me she could handle it. She sat staring at the photo of the first scan for hours. Pat was nothing but a dot, but you’d have thought she could see his wee face there.’

         Anna sniffed. Wiped a tear from her cheek. ‘Jesus, it’s heart-breaking.’

         ‘I think she knew…’ I turned to face Anna. I’d never articulated this thought to anyone before. Couldn’t trust myself to say the words out loud. ‘In fact, I’m sure she knew her heart couldn’t deal with the trauma of childbirth; it was as if she felt she was leaving something better behind, you know? She nearly died when she was a teenager and she felt that every moment after that was a bonus. And this baby was the biggest bonus of them all.’

         As I said the words, I felt the last piece of an easing. As if I had finally and fully put Patricia to rest.

         Anna sniffed again. ‘I don’t know if I could be that brave.’ She got to her feet. Wiped down the seat of her dress. ‘C’mon, let’s head back to the wedding.’ I stood and helped her get the grass off her dress.

         ‘Cheeky,’ she laughed as I touched her backside.

         Then, hand in hand we walked back to the hotel. I chose a rather sedate pace because I didn’t quite want the moment to be over and I still had an unanswered question to ask.

         ‘Anna.’ I turned to face her and held her slender fingers in mine. She looked up at me with a small question in her eyes and a smile that caused a catch in my throat and a tightening in my chest.

         Given what we’d just been talking about I wasn’t sure of my timing, but it was there, burning in my mind and heart and I had to spit it out.

         I couldn’t believe we had only met eight weeks before and yet in that instant I was never more sure of anything in my life.

         ‘Anna,’ I said, my voice quivering and barely audible.

         ‘Andy?’

         ‘We’re getting on really well, aren’t we?’

         She nodded; a question in her eyes.

         ‘You love Pat, don’t you?’

         ‘He’s a wee dreamboat.’

         ‘Would it be ok if I asked you something?’

         Her answering nod was slow. She too seemed caught up in the moment, her eyes wide with expectation.

         ‘Do you want to go inside? I’m freezing,’ I said.

         ‘Oh, Andy.’ She thumped my arm, turned and walked back towards the hotel.

         ‘Anna,’ I reached her in three easy steps. ‘I’m sorry, honey. I just got nervous there. But there really is something I want to ask you.’

         ‘Yes?’ she looked up at me, suspicion shrinking her eyes.

         ‘I want to ask you…’ I licked my lips. ‘I mean, what I want to say is…’Anna said nothing, she merely looked up at me with an unreadable expression.

         ‘Well, what I want to ask you is…’ Shit, I really was nervous. ‘You and me are getting on really well. Really well. And I was wondering…’ For Christ’s sake just say it, man. ‘How do you fancy getting hitched?’

         Anna turned and walked away.

         I was stunned.

         ‘Anna?’ I caught up with her again.

         She turned and smiled and thumped my arm again. ‘Gotcha.’

         
             

         

         The stag was held two weeks before the wedding. The two-week hiatus supposedly to give me time to recover from whatever tricks the lads would play on me. Having participated in the humiliations of a few of my friends over the years I thought two weeks would be just about enough.

         While I waited for Jim to pick me up in the taxi, Anna paced the living room. She had come over to my house to make sure I was going to be drinking on a full stomach.

         ‘So where’s that brother of yours taking you?’

         ‘Just to the club for a few drinks and then into town for a wee pub crawl.’ I answered, choosing my words carefully.

         ‘Who’s all going?’

         ‘A few of the guys from the club and one or two of the guys from the bank.’

         ‘Guys from the bank are going as well?’

         ‘That’s not a problem, is it?’

         ‘You’re not long promoted to Branch Manager, Andy. You need to be careful what your colleagues think of you.’

         ‘It’s a stag night, Anna. There’s nothing I can do about what they think of me.’

         ‘What do you mean? Why? What’s going to happen?’

         Big mistake, I’d said far too much. ‘Little pranks get played, Anna. It’s just the way it is.’

         ‘And what about that brother of yours? I’ll bet he’s organised strippers and everything.’

         ‘He’d better have strippers, or there’ll be bother.’ I grinned to show I was joking.

         ‘You big bugger,’ Anna said, taking a swipe at my arm. ‘You better behave yourself.’ She stepped towards me and pushed me over on to the chair I had been standing in front of.

         I grabbed her as I fell and we landed in a tussle of arms and legs. Reaching for her ankle I pulled off her shoe and started to tickle. She clenched her teeth against the need to laugh and struggled to free her foot.

         ‘Stop it. Stop it.’ Then a laugh escaped through her teeth. With little effort I pinned her down and, panting like a St Bernard, licked her all over her face.

         ‘Yuck. Stop that, you big lump,’ she laughed. I stopped licking and started kissing, swallowing her laughter. Her tongue sought mine. We both groaned, then giggled when we realised we had moaned in perfect time with each other.

         Mouth to mouth, both of us laughing, made us laugh even more. I fell back on to the floor away from her. She saw her chance and jumped on top of me. Pinned me down.

         ‘Got you,’ she said and leaned forward, her long hair falling down either side of my head, tickling my ears. ‘So much for the big, strong rugby player.’

         ‘I’m putty in your hands.’ I said as she took both my hands and stretched them out above my head.

         She kissed me. ‘Love you, Andy Boyd.’

         I pushed her over as easily as if she weighed no more than one of the cushions on my sofa and once I’d reversed our positions I returned her kiss.

         ‘Can’t believe we’re actually going to be married in two weeks’ time.’

         ‘Anna Boyd,’ Anna said as if trying the name out for the first time. ‘Works for me,’ she smiled.

         Anna pushed me off and returned to the chair. She smoothed her hair. ‘By the way, I meant to say that my transfer came in today.’

         The organization we worked for wasn’t too keen on couples working in the same branch. As Branch Manager I had been copied in on the transfer but worries about what Jim had planned for my stag night had thrown it out of my head.

         ‘Right,’ I said. ‘How do you feel about going to Kilmarnock?’

         ‘You knew already? Course you did.’ She gave a smile. ‘S’fine,’ she said with a shrug. ‘There’s worse places to work.’

         I had been thinking about Anna’s job recently. Where she might be transferred to. How she might feel about it. She didn’t share my ambition, seeing work as a means to an end. Once in the office she’d put in a shift, but that was it. When she walked out the door of an evening all thoughts of the bank receded.

         So watching her with Pat just the previous day had given me an idea. I had no clue how she would react when I put it to her, though. I chewed on my bottom lip for a moment.

         ‘I remember when I was young and Mum was working, I had to come in from school, make up the coal fire, peel the potatoes and make the tea for us all. I knew we needed the money but I would have loved to have my Mum waiting in a warm house with food on the table. Sounds terrible, I know, in this day and age, but there you go.’

         ‘It doesn’t sound terrible.’ Anna held my hand and her eyes moistened, as if she was ahead of me. ‘It sounds lovely. It sounds just like what every child should have.’

         She paused. Looked deep into my eyes, hers full of love. ‘Pat’s had such a traumatic start to his young life. Wouldn’t it be great if together we could give him that stability?’

         The tone she used for that last sentence held an inflection of yearning, as if this was something she missed out on herself.

         ‘Fancy me writing a letter of resignation? Telling the bank to piss off?’ she asked.

         My chest tightened as the implications of this hit me. I was about to get a new wife and she was willing to set aside her own needs for me and my son.

         ‘I think that would be a fantastic idea.’ I clapped my hands.

         She brushed away a tear with her fingertips. ‘You are a lovely, lovely man, Andy Boyd?’

         ‘And I just love you to bits.’ I leaned forward and kissed her on the lips. ‘So that’s it decided, you’re going to be a stay-at-home mum.’

         ‘What about your mum?’ Anna gripped my hand. Her expression had moved into neutral and I couldn’t read anymore if she was pleased or disappointed with the suggestion.

         ‘She could still help out. Let you go shopping or for coffee with your pals.’

         With a squeal she jumped into my arms. ‘Andy Boyd, you are a saint. I hate that bloody job and it would be fab to look after Pat and the house.’ She got to her feet and did a daft wee dance. Squealed again. ‘I’ve always dreamed of having my own house and family.’ She stopped dancing, grew still and gave herself a hug, looking into the distance as if a bad memory crouched there.

         But then she brightened and fell into my arms again. ‘Andy, thank you. You have just made me the happiest woman in the world.’ She kissed my nose, my forehead, my right ear, my lips. ‘Thank you, honey. I’ll be the best wife you could ever wish for.’

         Just then a voice sounded from the door.

         ‘Do I need a shoe horn to separate you two? ‘Jim’s voice filled the room, ‘… or will a bucket of cold water do the trick?’

         ‘Hey, Jim.’ Anna pushed off me, sat up in the sofa, smiled at my brother and smoothed the creases in her trousers.

         ‘Do you not believe in knocking?’ I said. Even to my ears my tone sounded too stern, but I didn‘t want Jim to think that nothing was going to change. I was getting married and he would have to learn to respect our privacy. But at the same time I felt bad at being so abrupt with him, he’d been coming and going as he pleased for years.

         ‘Right, big guy.’ Jim clapped his hands. ‘Taxi’s waiting.’ He then looked around the room as if waiting to be ambushed by a miniature cowboy. ‘Where’s the wee man?’

         ‘He’s with his Nan and Papa Morrison,’ I answered.

         ‘Yes,’ added Anna. ‘I’ve got the night off. I have my box of chocolates, my nail varnish and a nice romantic movie.’ She pulled her feet under her.

         I leaned down to give her another kiss. ‘Love you,’ I whispered.

         ‘Love you too,’ she replied.

         Jim made a gagging sound.

         ‘Let’s go,’ I said. ‘Wish me luck, sweetheart.’

         ‘Anything happens to him, Jim Boyd you’ll have me to contend with.’ Then she looked at me, smiling. ‘Bye honey,’ she folded her arms, stuck her tongue out and then fixed her vision on the TV set. ‘Don’t have too good a time.’

         
             

         

         In the backseat of the cab Jim turned to me, eyebrows raised in question.

         ‘Nan and Papa Morrison?’ he asked. ‘You aiming for a sainthood or something?’

         ‘Leave it, Jim. I have my reasons.’

         During the first days of Pat’s life I walked, talked and defecated on some strange system of remote control. My breakdown was a cause for concern for the Morrisons. They worried that their grandson; the only flesh and blood they had on earth, would be neglected.

         My mother cared for the baby while my mind struggled to free itself from its fog of grief. She fed him, changed him and nursed him to sleep. Far too often for my liking, she would place him in my arms as I sat and stared and asked questions of the sky, of the trees, of the trail of a raindrop as it slid down the window.

         I knew now that this attempt to keep my distance from Pat was borne of fear. Fear that I would love him – and then lose him.

         Three weeks after the funeral a letter was dumped through my letterbox. It was from the Morrison’s solicitor. They were suing me for custody of the baby. They didn’t think that I would be a good parent. The not too subtle subtext was that they blamed me for Patricia’s death.

         Their arrogance galvanized me. How dare they, I raved? Who the hell did they think they were? Patrick was my son.

         That morning, exhausted after an hour-long rant, I sat in my usual position by the window. My mother placed Pat in my arms after his feed. Full of anger at the Morrisons I was even less inclined to take any notice of him, until a burp laced with milk floated up to my nose, and his tiny hand gripped on to one of my fingers. I looked down into his crumpled face and for the first time into his eyes. They looked back at me without fear; without judgement.

         I moved my hand to cradle his head and neck, feeling the heat of his skin and the silk of his bleached-gold hair. Tracing his fontanelle with my thumb I wondered at how vulnerable he was and at the strength with which he gripped my other hand.

         The first physical sign of emotion was the cool wet of a tear as it slid down my right cheek. Then there was no stopping them. I cried for what seemed hours, my shoulders shaking and my head falling forward towards Pat’s. Still he continued his stare, as if trying to make sense of the being holding him, while his face melted under the force of my tears.

         Even now, I can still remember that first kiss, the first time I placed my lips on the soft warmth of his forehead. That moment when I began the unfaltering process of falling in love with my son.

         Perhaps the Morrisons should have received my thanks for bringing me to my senses, but the thought that they would try and take Pat incensed me. Let’s see how they feel at the thought of never seeing him. Let’s see how they suffer. And for four years, I made sure they did just that. Though somehow their names entered Pat’s conversation.

         ‘So why did you decide to let Pat go with the Morrisons?’ asked Jim

         ‘Anna talked me into it.’ I answered. ‘She made me understand how it must have been for them. Besides, I’ve known for a wee while that Mum has been taking him over to see them…’

         ‘How…?’

         ‘I’m no daft and four-year-olds are not very discreet.’ I looked over at my brother, pleased and not at all surprised that he didn’t try to deny it. He was wearing one of his many suits – three piece, with a shirt and silk tie that matched perfectly – and I was reminded of where we were going. This was a good sign. The fact my brother had dressed with his usual attention calmed me. The planned pranks wouldn’t be too messy then.

         ‘So, what’s on the cards?’ I asked, not expecting a truthful answer.

         ‘Oh, you know,’ he grinned. ‘A few jars at the rugby club and then the minibus is coming to take a few of us across to Edinburgh.’

         ‘Edinburgh?’ I was worried by the weasel thought that entered my head: Anna might be annoyed. Then I dismissed it. If she was, too bad. Just because she had refused to have a hen party, didn’t mean I should stint on my own evening of fun.

         ‘I’ll send her a text in the morning. From the hotel, just before we hit the bar again.’

         
             

         

         At the door to the club, Jim paid the driver and we walked in. From the entrance I could see around twenty guys in suits at the bar, the deep hum of their voices audible above the jukebox.

         Malcolm Kay, one of my oldest friends and a colleague from the bank, was the first to turn round. Judging by the flush on his cheeks the pint glass in his hand wasn’t his first.

         ‘There he is, guys,’ he announced.

         ‘Strip him,’ the roar rushed at my ears. I turned towards the door I’d just entered as if to leave and Jim gripped my arm.

         ‘Best just to give in, Andy.’ He smiled and nodded slowly.

         ‘Aye. Right enough.’

         I pulled at my tie. There was absolutely no point in fighting them, the end result would just be the same; me with no clothes on. In seconds I was naked, apart from my feet. No one would go near my socks.

         ‘Hey, steady on, guys.’ The sixty-year-old club secretary was the lone voice of sanity. ‘What about the barmaid? Poor Senga’ll have to stare at that thing all night.’

         ‘Hold on, Dave Heaney,’ said the aforementioned Senga as she placed a perfect pint on the bar. She ran stubby fingers through her cropped brown hair, stuck out her breasts, placed her hands on her expansive hips and leered. ‘Is this an expression of complaint you see on this here dish? No? Well shut up and let an old girl have her fun. It’s no very often I get to see any of these well-stacked young men in the skuddy.’

         The rest of the evening passed in a blur of booze and banter. I eventually came to the next morning, wearing nothing but my boxers, lying on top of a bed in a strange hotel room.
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         The shower in my hotel room was like some form of magic. Hot water just a few degrees from being able to melt flesh battered my head and neck like aqueous rivets. Just what the doctor ordered to banish the last of my hangover. I turned my back to the wall and let the water massage my shoulders. Excellent. On and on the water poured, cleansing, soothing. I almost felt ready to phone Anna. I opened my eyes. Anna. Shit, what will she say?

         Something registered in my brain. A colour. The water pooling at my feet was stained pink. My eyes were then drawn to my groin.

         ‘Bastards,’ I yelled. While I was comatose someone had shaved my balls and painted them bright red. I prayed no one had taken a photo for the wall of shame behind the bar at the rugby club. It was then I heard the sniggers. Jumping from the shower I ran into the bedroom. Twenty barrel-chested men were in various stages of apoplectic laughter. When they spotted the dye running down the inside of my thighs like some bizarre menses, their guffaws reached new heights.

         ‘Who … how … what the?’ I could barely speak and they more they laughed, the angrier I got. The angrier I got, the more they laughed. Weak with impotent rage all I could do was stamp my feet and storm back into the bathroom. Well, as much of a storm as a naked man with fluorescent-pink balls could manage.

         Back under the shower I examined my scrotum for razor cuts and then soaped off the last of the dye. Bastards. I managed a chuckle.

         By the time I got out of the shower, my bedroom was empty. Drying and dressing quickly, I phoned Patricia’s mother.

         ‘You all right, Andy? The idiots haven’t damaged you in anyway, have they?’ She asked. We’d barely spoken since Pat died and unexpressed emotions lingered in the space between words. Assuring her I was fine, I asked to speak to Pat.

         ‘Daddy, I’m a good boy,’ his sweet soprano filled my ear.

         ‘Hey, buddy. Daddy misses you.’

         ‘Ganny got me a toy, Daddy.’ You’re not missing me too much then, my doting smile bounced off the mirror opposite me.

         ‘Remember you’re Daddy’s best boy, ok?’

         ‘Okay,’ he replied.

         ‘Right, I’ll have to go. You be a good boy, son.’

         ‘You be a good dad, Dad.’

         I had less success with Anna. The answer machine came on straight away and I spoke to the recording, told it I was fine. In Edinburgh, but still in one piece.

         
             

         

         The weekend quickly assumed the pattern of many previous trips, minus the usual rugby match. There was Guinness, Guinness and more Guinness. Throw in plenty of food, some women to chat up and you had your ideal stag weekend.

         Thankfully the visit had been arranged with only two nights stay and soon we were on the train on the way back across to the west of the country. The sorry sight of once-healthy, strapping men, reduced by too much alcohol and not enough sleep, assaulted our fellow passengers. Vomit, beer, bad breath and BO vied for their nasal attentions. I doubted that anyone had used up any valuable drinking time to attend to such a chore as personal hygiene.

         ‘What a weekend.’ I said to Jim. We were propping each other up, shoulders and heads touching.

         ‘You’re welcome, brother.’ Jim sipped at a hair-of-the-dog, last can of beer.

         ‘You’re still a bastard.’ I sat up. Looked at him for the first time that morning. Properly looked. The right side of his face was a mess. Swollen and black and blue. ‘What the hell happened to your eye?’

         ‘Yeah,’ he tapped the side of his eye with care. ‘You should see the other guys.’

         Plural? ‘Guys?’

         ‘My brother the lightweight was in his scratcher, snoring. A few of us found one of those titty bars. The bouncers thought I was paying too much attention.’ He shrugged. ‘Nobody talks to me like that, mate.’

         ‘Oh for fucksake, Jim.’ I could see it all play out. It wasn’t like it was a rarity. Jim gets challenged. Jim takes offence. Jim goes in swinging. ‘Its guys like you that give testosterone a bad name.’

         ‘You’re just worried about the wedding photos.’

         ‘I am not.’

         ‘Yeah you are.’

         I had another, closer look. ‘To be fair, worse could happen in a rugby match.’

         Mum and Anna would be worried. They wouldn’t want the best man sporting a shiner in perpetuity in our photo album.

         ‘Wanker,’ I said and returned to my earlier position. My head was too sore to argue with him.

         I could sense his answering grin. Then we slipped into silence, listening to the small group of guys on the benches across from us who were still going strong. Malcolm was right in the middle of it due to his unfeasible capacity for alcohol and an endless stream of jokes.

         ‘Andy?’ Jim spoke quietly. ‘I know you’re fond of the guy and all that, but…’

         ‘But what?’ I knew he was speaking about Malcolm.

         ‘Have you ever known him to have a girlfriend?’

         I shrugged. ‘Can’t say I’ve given it much thought. He puts in a shift out on the rugby pitch. Gets his round in. That’s enough for me.’

         ‘Just wondered,’ Jim said as he looked across at Malcolm as if the thought had just occurred to him. ‘Quite camp, isn’t he?’

         ‘Doesn’t make him a bad person.’

         ‘Aye. Right enough. Just so long as he’s not trying to get near my arse.’

         ‘Conceited prick. What makes you think any self-respecting gay man would fancy you?’ I laughed and he grinned in response.

         All energy used up, we were silent again, enjoying the jokes and laughter that wafted over on a fog of halitosis. Thoughts of Anna popped into my head. Anna and the wedding. Anna in a wedding dress.

         Couldn’t come soon enough.
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         From the foot of the stairs I watched her stepping up towards the bridal suite, swinging her stilettoes in one hand and holding her white satin train in the other. While my eyes followed, my heart thumped each time the forward thrust of a knee pulled the white sheath dress tight across the perfect swelling of her rear. I once again thanked God, my lucky stars and my fairy godmother for sending me the perfect wife.

         Number two.

         ‘Anna,’ I said, her name sounding like a prayer. Her long hair swung in a dark arc as she turned to face me.

         ‘Andy,’ she shone a smile.

         ‘What are you up to, Mrs Boyd?’

         ‘Just going up to the room, honey. To touch up my make-up.’

         ‘Don’t be daft. You’re gorgeous enough.’ She looked as if she’d just stepped from the front cover of a magazine. I looked back along the red-carpeted corridor and through the open doors of the reception suite to the throng beyond. No one appeared to notice we were both missing. Isn’t it amazing what some free booze will do? Turning my back on the babble and thrum of voices, I caught up with Anna in six easy bounds. Standing on the step below her, I was still a full head taller than her.

         I heard the rapid beat of small feet and a happy, high-pitched shout: ‘Daddy.’

         Followed by my mother’s remonstration: ‘Come on, Pat. Leave your dad alone for now.’

         So much for escaping the crowd.

         I looked back down the stairs to see my mother had my son by the hand. Mum and I exchanged glances and I was taken back to the conversation we had at the house just before the car came to take me to the church for the ceremony.

         I was standing at the front window, scanning the street for the limo, terrified I would be late.

         ‘Relax,’ she said and walked over to me. She smiled when she reached me, looked up and brushed an imaginary piece of lint from my lapel. Then she smoothed out the shape of my tie.

         ‘Mum,’ I said, noting that even in her high heels she was still a good deal shorter than me. ‘You shrinking?’

         She snorted. ‘You’re still not too big to go over my knee.’

         ‘Good luck with that.’

         ‘Look at you,’ she said, her expression soft with love. ‘My handsome big son.’

         ‘Got your waterproof mascara on?’ I asked.

         ‘I’m so happy for you, son.’ My tie again became the focus of her mothering. ‘You’re happy aren’t you?’

         ‘What the hell is that supposed to mean?’ My tone was sharper than I intended, but I had an excuse: my emotions were heightened. Wedding day nerves. Besides, although she was too classy to say something, I knew she had reservations about my wife-to-be.

         She swallowed. Stepped back. Ran her hands down the front of her dress.

         ‘I made myself a wee rule. Never comment on the women my boys choose…’

         ‘But you’re about to break that rule.’ I trained my eyes down the street. When Mum decided she was to be heard there was little I could do about it. And this I was certain I didn’t want to listen to.

         ‘She’s a lovely-looking girl…’

         ‘Her name is Anna.’

         ‘Pat loves her…’

         ‘So do I.’

         ‘But she’s the first woman you’ve been with since Patricia died.’

         ‘That you know of.’

         She snorted. Gave me a look. She knew me too well. I was never the prolific dater in the family. That role went to Jim.

         ‘I’ve been a single parent, son. I know what it’s like.’ She looked away from me and out of the window as if she was looking for the strength to say what she wanted. Then her eyes searched mine. ‘Don’t marry her out of gratitude, Andy. You both deserve better than that.’

         I reached down and grabbed her hands. ‘Mum, don’t do this. Not when I’m waiting to go to the church.’

         She looked as if she was steeling herself to say something that went beyond her self-imposed behaviour. ‘I should have said something earlier. I’m sorry, son. I’ve got a bad feeling about this, Andy. Sorry, love … I just…’

         ‘Mum. Don’t.’

         I heard a short, sharp beep of a car horn. Then Jim thundering down the stairs. His shout. ‘Taxi’s here, bro.’

         
             

         

         Anna poked me on the shoulder and I was back on the hotel staircase.

         I sent my son a wink and turned to face my new wife. ‘I think I may have to keep the new Mrs Boyd company to make sure she’s safe.’ We reached the top stair. ‘In fact I may have to just sweep her off her feet…’

         ‘… again,’ laughed Anna.

         ‘And throw her onto the huge four poster in the bridal suite and have my wicked way.’

         ‘If you make a mess of my hair, Andy Boyd, I’ll…’ Ignoring her squeals, I picked her up and marched towards the room. In front of the door, I stopped. Something occurred to me. I put her back on her feet.

         ‘Eh, do you by any chance have the key?’

         ‘Some hero you are.’ Anna threw back her head and laughed, exposing an expanse of soft pink flesh at her throat. Which I just had to kiss. She stopped me by knocking the large key fob off the side of my head.

         ‘Ow. That hurt.’ I resisted the pain long enough to let her down gently, then rubbed at my temple.

         ‘Serves you right,’ Anna opened the door and marched in. She threw her shoes down and sat before a huge mirrored dressing table. I made sure the door had closed behind us and walked over to her. Kissed the top of her head while breathing in her perfume.

         ‘You had a nice day so far, sweetheart?’ I asked.

         ‘Yes.’ The single syllable was drawn out and pitched with a note of indecision.

         I looked into the reflection of her sad brown eyes and plump bottom lip.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ I knelt down at her side feeling a stab of uncertainty. I was not sure whether she was being playful or if she was serious.

         ‘You didn’t turn round and look at me when I was walking down the aisle.’ She picked up a brush and slid it down the silk of her hair.

         Didn’t I? ‘Yes I did.’

         ‘No you didn’t.’ Lips tight and eyes focused on my face. Accusing.

         ‘Hey,’ I grabbed at her hands. ‘Maybe I didn’t. I really can’t remember … I was so nervous … all I could do was stare at the altar and thank God you’d actually turned up.’

         Her expression softened. ‘You were nervous?’ She reached out and stroked my face.

         ‘As a kitten. Never been so nervous in my life.’

         ‘Even more than the first time you got married?’

         ‘Absolutely.’ I resisted the temptation to look up at the ceiling. We had talked the first wedding to death. Or so I thought. Time to change the subject.

         ‘Give us a kiss.’ I stretched forward, lips puckered.

         She laughed, held a hand up in front of my face, a small smile of victory on her lips. ‘Don’t you be getting any ideas, Andy Boyd. You’ve a room full of guests down the stairs, including your son. Cool your jets.’

         I kissed her neck. Then moved up closer to her ear. Kiss. ‘Oh come on.’ Kiss. ‘Pat’ll be fine. My mother has been dying to get him to herself all day. And I’ve been dying to make love to you with your wedding dress on all week. So on the Andy Boyd scale of anticipation, I win.’

         She pushed me back and tilted her head to the side. ‘You know, I’ve always wanted to have sex with a man in a kilt.’

         I stood. Held out my hand. ‘If madam would be so kind…’

         ‘Why, sir…’ she stood and took my hand. I guided her over to the oak-framed, four-poster bed. She sat down on the foot and smiled up at me.

         ‘I do declare,’ she fanned her face. ‘The temperature in this room has suddenly increased.’

         I knelt before her as if in devotion. Soaking up the view.

         She smiled. ‘You can touch as well as look, you know.’ Grin. ‘We are married.’

         I didn’t need to hear any more and, leaning forward, I pressed my lips against hers, savouring the delicious swell of soft warm skin. I nibbled at her bottom lip, then the top one and then slid my tongue into her mouth. Her tongue glided across mine and slowly circled it. I could feel the rough tip and then the soft under-side. Pleasure rumbled deep in my throat as her touch sparked darts of pleasure in my groin. I pressed against her.

         ‘Don’t mess my hair,’ she muttered.

         ‘Your hair’s perfect. There’s so much hairspray there I couldn’t mess it up with a pitchfork.’

         ‘You cheeky…’ she punched my shoulder.

         Laughing, I ignored her, picked her up and placed her seven-stone frame on the bed. I kneeled before her. At the sight of her, my breath momentarily stuck in my throat.

         ‘God, I love you.’

         ‘You do?’ She made a face.

         ‘Even now you question me?’ I asked leaning back on my heels.

         ‘You’ll always love me?’

         I nodded.

         ‘For ever and ever?’ She made a mock sad face.

         ‘Till Coronation Street do us part.’

         ‘Who you kidding, mate? You love Corrie as much as I do.’

         I grinned. ‘Okay, I watch the catch-up shows now and again.’

         She giggled. Grew serious. ‘Anyway, what about your mum and Jim. You think they’ll ever fall in love with me?’

         I leaned forward and grabbed her hands. Anna had never been this needy. I put it down to wedding-day nerves.

         ‘They’ll just have to deal with it, honey. If anybody’s got a problem with you, they’ve got a problem with me.’

         I reached for her again, but a panicked knocking at the door disturbed my movement.

         ‘Andy. Andy.’ It was Jim.

         ‘Oh for…’ I stood up and pushing down on my sporran, I went to the door and opened it slightly. Jim’s smiling face appeared in the space.

         ‘You’ll need to keep it under your kilt for a wee while longer, bro. The band’s signalling that it’s time for the first dance.’

         
             

         

         We danced plenty that night. In fact Anna and I were pleased that not only were we the first people on the dance floor, we were also the last to leave it.

         ‘Why spend all this money for a party and leave early?’ Anna asked as she sipped at a vodka and coke, just as Jim held out his hand and invited her on to the dance floor when the band picked their way into a Bon Jovi tune.

         I watched them dance, pleased that Jim was making an effort. At one point Anna threw her head back in laughter at something Jim said. I sent him a silent, ‘good work, brother’.
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