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  Following the horrific death of his wife and child, Robert Adams struggles to rebuild a life with his seventeen-year-old daughter, Jenny. Their relationship is tested further when she expresses a desire to contact her mother through a spiritualist and he watches helplessly as they slowly drift apart.


  But everything changes when Jenny begins to dream—dreams which take her into another world—a world inhabited by a young girl, imprisoned in a dark attic. A girl Jenny believes is an ancestor whose spirit is reaching out across the generations.


  But who is she? What does she want? As Jenny’s behaviour becomes increasingly dangerous and unpredictable, Robert finds himself confiding in Sebastian Tint—an old professor who claims to possess a sixth sense. Together, they employ retired genealogist Jack Staple to trace the family tree, but it is a journey that takes Robert down a road of discovery that threatens to tear their world apart.


  ***


  This novel is a work of fiction and the characters and events in it exist only in its pages and in the author’s imagination. While it includes reference to real locations, these are fictional representations, which may or may not be factually correct.
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  Dedication
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  Prologue


  There are several things in life for which I am grateful, the first being that my parents decided not to call me Adam. It had been close, and the fact that I’m not is thanks to my father, who, having been caught in something of a dilemma, had leaned into the pram and asked his six-week-old baby boy if he would like to be named after the first man to inhabit the earth.


  Maybe even at that tender age, I’d seen the flaws in the Biblical version of events, as I had, by all accounts, stuck out my tongue, which my father interpreted as a sign from the Almighty. Hence, I was christened Robert.


  Robert Simon Adams.


  Perhaps now you can understand why I am grateful.


  Not that there is too much wrong with Adam Adams, but I prefer a name that doesn’t attract unwanted attention.


  You see, I just wanted a quiet life—to keep my head down, study hard, raise a family and earn enough money to get by. I’d never sought fame—not the way kids do these days. Not even the fifteen minutes’ worth to which, apparently, I’m entitled.


  One of the other things I am grateful for is my health. I am aware how many of my generation battle with disabilities, aggressive allergies and mental-health issues, yet I have rarely suffered from anything more than a common cold, and, according to a mystic at a local fairground, I’m going to enjoy a long and healthy life.


  That was good to hear, although back then, I’d never taken much notice of those crystal-ball-gazing sideshow merchants. Spiritual things baffled me, and I generally put them to the back of my mind and concentrated my energies on the things I could actually see with my own eyes. Of course, I watched the ghost-hunting programmes if only to laugh when one of the presenters ran screaming from the old castle vault at the sound of a creaking door. Or when someone from the crew commented that they felt an icy cold draught, seemingly oblivious to the fact they were standing in a dilapidated old building with more holes than a sieve. It’s great TV.


  I didn’t even mind watching the odd spooky movie; they always seemed to be based on true events, although I’d always taken that with the proverbial pinch of salt.


  But then, something happened in my own life, and it changed everything. From my casual disregard for those who saw ghosts lurking in the shadows around every corner, I found myself on a quest to prove that we could indeed communicate with the spirits of the dead.


  There are so many things I don’t understand, so many questions to which I’ll never have an answer on this side of the grave, but I keep my mind open. All I ask is that you do the same, because this is not a story ‘loosely based on real events’ nor the ramblings of a man with a mind warped by grief. It’s the truth, and that’s why I’m going to tell you exactly what happened—from the beginning.


  Chapter One


  The murder of my wife and five-year-old daughter was described by the legal system as an accident. Of course, the official term was misadventure because the suits and the wigs are programmed to categorise everything. Elizabeth and Hanna had simply been in the wrong place at the wrong time; their notes were neatly filed away and the case was closed. Me? I should be reading bedtime stories to my child, climbing into a warm bed next to my wife and breathing in the faint scent of her perfume before gently drifting away. Now I don’t drift so much; I think. I think, and I watch, because there’s a movie inside my head, and for the past twelve months, it has run on a loop every night.


  It was mid-June and the temperatures had been climbing all week—nearly seven whole days of sunshine. Predictably, the media dragged the global warming issue into every news bulletin, and while two scientists argued over the ozone layer on the Sunday morning current affairs programme, Darren Pascoe and Kevin Taylor jumped the bus across town, hoods pulled up over their heads, avoiding eye contact with the driver as they pushed a handful of loose change into the tray and took a seat.


  Pascoe and Taylor had been unlikely partners. Young Darren had been raised in the suburbs on the edge of town, a single child of Benjamin and Victoria Pascoe. Benjamin, a well-respected therapist, was a socialist of the old order and had never even considered giving their son the private education they could so easily have afforded. It was a decision Victoria—a buyer with a leading fashion retailer—suspected they might live to regret.


  Taylor had been brought up on the Kirkland estate, a notorious concrete jungle surrounded by wasteland where the kids would kick footballs and shoot up with anything they could afford to buy from the local dealers. Pascoe told the judge that the place smelled like shit on hot days. Dog shit, mainly. Pets roamed the streets, abandoned by feral families. They pretty much lived by their own laws, and the police never seemed to bother with the Kirkland people, having drawn up their own no-go policy. They just drove on by, stopping only when they were asked.


  The only thing the pair had in common was the school they attended, and when Benjamin Pascoe walked out of the family home, his son Darren found a listening ear in Taylor: a boy who had never known any stability in his life.


  “Life is a lake of crap,” he’d told Pascoe, quoting his father, a pretentious ponytailed waster. “You just have to learn to swim!”


  Taylor was sixteen and already ‘alcohol-dependent’—another of those politically correct terms that my old man had detested. Taylor had bought two three-litre bottles of cheap white cider from Bill’s Booze—an off-licence with a fat greasy proprietor who didn’t ask too many questions and had never set eyes on an ID card in his life.


  The local council had poured a pot of European cash into Alshaw Park, dredging the lake and landscaping its fifteen acres. It attracted the kids during the summer months. Pascoe and Taylor spent the afternoon sitting by the water’s edge, watching the girls who paraded around in their short skirts and croptops, chewing gum and strutting like mating peacocks.


  That day, a few of the girls were lying on the embankment, sunbathing with their skirts hitched up to their knickers. After a litre of cider, Taylor had walked over to one of the girls and rammed his hand between her legs. She had screamed and threatened to part him from his balls, but that didn’t cut much ice with a kid from the Kirkland estate. He just laughed and walked on. I discovered later that, in between his literary efforts, Taylor’s father had done time for rape and possession of obscene material. His son had grown up surrounded by pornographic magazines and films.


  Sometimes I wonder if the Grim Reaper actually exists in some mystic form and was already hovering in the afternoon sunlight, watching my wife playing with our beautiful, happy little girl in the back garden. I wonder if he smiled as the ice cream van turned into our road, knowing that their time was near.


  Just ten minutes earlier, Sally Reston, a single mother with a wealthy father, was driving along Alshaw Road in her black four-wheel drive. It was fate. If her six-year-old kid hadn’t been suffering from a bladder ready to burst then my wife and child would still be alive. It’s as simple as that.


  Sally would never have pulled over and hauled little Nathan over to the bushes, shielding him from public view while he urinated. Sally was a girl in a hurry, flustered by the unplanned stop. She hadn’t bothered to take the keys out of the ignition. Why bother? She was less than five metres away.


  But the Reaper had everything in hand. Pascoe and Taylor were heading home. Taylor loved cars. The black beast purred provocatively, and to a troubled teenager, it was sexier than all the Alshaw Park girls put together.


  Pascoe rammed the pedal to the floor, and the car was gone before Sally turned. She watched helplessly as the four-wheeler took a left turn, running the red light at the corner of Alshaw Road. They were headed in our direction. No one ever asked those kids why they turned left instead of right. I guessed it had just been a split-second decision. Fate. Kismet.


  I stood at my front window as the ceiling fan whirred above me. Hanna was holding her mother’s hand, looking up at the pictures of ice creams on the side of the van. Her eyes danced as she jumped up and down with such innocent excitement, and in that single moment, I remember wishing that she would never grow up. I loved her just the way she was, and the irony within that wish was never lost. Hanna never did grow up.


  It all happened in an instant. Elizabeth stepped off the pavement, holding my daughter’s hand tightly. The ice cream was melting, and tiny rivers of pink and white liquid ran down her hand. Hanna was waving at me with frantic enthusiasm. She didn’t seem to hear the screeching tyres. My wife turned in the direction of the sound. Instinctively, she stepped back behind the ice cream van just as Pascoe lost control. He swerved wildly, his hand gripping the wheel.


  I can see it now. The moment. The sickening thud. Bone, blood and metal. My wife’s twisted frame, the blood oozing from her mouth. She was staring up from lifeless eyes.


  Hanna was under the wheel. Thank God, I couldn’t see her. The paramedics covered her with a sheet. She was too badly mashed up. That’s the phrase I caught the neighbours using. It seemed as if the whole world screamed when Pascoe smashed into the back of that Mr. Whirl van, and I just stood, rooted to the spot, unable to lift my feet from the floor. The window was my screen as I watched the scene unfold. I heard the frantic knocking on the front door. Someone out there was going to tell me something I already knew. Elizabeth and Hanna were dead.


  ***


  The young policewoman sat beside me, running her slender fingers across the back of my hand. She had a voice as soft as silk and eyes of Caribbean blue. Her name was Lauren, and for some inexplicable reason, I asked her how old she was. I can’t remember her answer and, to be honest, I can’t remember why I’d asked. It was irrelevant. My mind was on Jenny.


  She was our eldest. A seventeen-year-old with a passion for art and the classical guitar. She worked Saturdays in the local petrol station to pay for her lessons with a teacher who lived less than a mile down the road. I remember the moment she arrived home, bursting through the door, her face twisted with panic. She stared at the young policewoman holding my hand. Jenny collapsed before Lauren could reach her.


  A paramedic sat with my daughter as she regained consciousness, but despite suffering what he referred to as extreme shock, she didn’t shed any tears. My daughter just stared into space for what seemed like an eternity while Lauren, who had been joined by an older officer, stayed with us. They told us they’d arrested Pascoe and Taylor, who had been found running across a patch of wasteland. At the time, I hadn’t the energy to hate those kids. I felt nothing.


  In the days that followed, I found myself living in a vacuum while a kindly, middle-aged woman from Victim Support visited us, along with a couple of the braver neighbours who told me that their doors were always open if I needed anything.


  ***


  I’d left a message with my sister in New York. Sophia had suffered from depression from an early age, and my father had struggled with his daughter’s impulsive behaviour and violent mood swings. When she was eighteen, my sister married a New Yorker, ten years her senior, and moved out of our lives forever.


  There had been no contact since, although she always sent Jenny a birthday card, unsigned, with the words, Thinking of you xxxx. If you knew Sophia, this would not seem unusual. Nor would you be surprised that she never returned my message. Not even a condolence card.


  The man from the funeral director’s visited our home to discuss the impending burial. He wore his dour expression like a mask and talked in a serene whisper as if anything louder might disturb the dead he’d buried. The minister from the local free church called a couple of days before the funeral which, I understand, was his duty as leader of a steadily dwindling flock.


  I guess that he didn’t get an easy ride with the recently bereaved, and at the time, God was my enemy. How could he have been anything less? The Almighty had stood by and watched as my family was torn apart and sent His servant to do His dirty work. The reverend spouted platitudes, but I treated him with the respect that my father would have demanded as an ardent supporter of the Church. The old guy would never have shaken a fist at the Almighty. In fact, he would never have even raised a question. I thanked the reverend when he left, and he vowed to call again after the funeral.


  The church was full when they carried the two coffins down the aisle. The teachers from Hanna’s school, young women and men responsible for the education of my child—an education she no longer required—sat with dewy eyes alongside the parents of some of her friends. Jenny and I were in the front row, staring impassively while the whole church seemed to tremble under the terrible weight of grief. The minister told us we’d coped well, but I think he knew that our time hadn’t come. We were dry-eyed and numb to the very core of our beings.


  I stood at the graveside with my arm around my daughter’s shoulder. The minister reminded us he’d call. I smiled. His God had forsaken us, but I simply shook his hand. I wanted to crush his bony, ecclesiastical fingers and ask him what his tyrant of a God was up to, but I didn’t. I didn’t because my father was watching from the other side. It was for him that I held my tongue and kept my peace with the Church he loved.


  ***


  Grief is a strange and unpredictable emotion; a ride that takes its victim through black lonely spaces into areas of light and then back to black. After three weeks, I’d still lived like a man waiting for his wife to walk through the door after an afternoon at the shops. In my heart, I couldn’t accept that she’d gone. Sure, the house felt empty, and Jenny had a habit of leaving a music channel running all day just to kill the silence. Sometimes she would pick up her guitar and play a piece. It didn’t seem to matter where the sound came from.


  Doctor Elworth called unexpectedly, early one evening after surgery. Jenny had developed a teenage crush on the Clark Kent look-a-like when she was thirteen and would frequently feign mysterious illnesses that required immediate medical attention. He smiled sympathetically as I opened the door, an expression well practised, I guessed.


  “Mr. Adams,” he began, hoisting his briefcase a little higher as a statement of his professional status. “I thought I’d call—just to see how you are.”


  Elworth had supported Elizabeth through two difficult pregnancies and dealt with my subsequent paranoia with grace and patience. He had shown nothing but kindness towards the love-struck Jenny even when he realised that her illnesses had been invented. So, when I found him on my doorstep, I also found myself welcoming him in with an honest and transparent enthusiasm. Elworth had never succumbed to the pressures of modern medical practices, and his patients treated him like a family member.


  “It’s good of you to call,” I said, handing him a strong coffee—in a cup of which I imagined Elizabeth would approve. Elworth removed his spectacles—Jenny informed me they were only for reading, anyway—and smiled. “You must be busy,” I continued.


  The doctor sipped his coffee. Clark Kent had gone with the spectacles, and now he resembled the flying, caped crusader of film and comic. “I am,” he said. “I’m only sorry I’ve not managed to call before now. It’s a terrible tragedy, Mr. Adams. Everyone at the surgery was deeply affected. They all send their sympathy.”


  “Thanks. I’ve got your card somewhere.”


  I recalled that he had signed it ‘Doctor Elworth’ and included the staff at the surgery in conveying his regrets. I’d been deluged with cards—many from people I didn’t even know—and kept them all in the bottom drawer…my wife’s bottom drawer, which had become a no-go area. The feel of her underwear had awakened a screaming longing inside me that could never be satisfied. Not with her. Our most intimate moments had, in the wake of death, become sacred and beautiful.


  “It was the least I—we could do.” he said.


  A brief, uncomfortable silence followed, allowing Elworth to say his piece. “I wanted to know if I could be of any help. Are you and Jenny sleeping okay?”


  I shrugged. “Sure.”


  It was a lie. My nights had become so restless that I awoke, tired and drained.


  “That’s a very short answer,” he remarked with a look of concern. “Sleep is very important Mr. Adams.”


  “I don’t want any pills,” I said curtly, regretting my tone immediately.


  Again, the doctor flashed a sympathetic smile. “Don’t worry, I’d be loathed to prescribe them. I’m not a great believer in suppressants. I often advise patients to take more exercise—long walks, a swim, even a daily jog. It doesn’t always go down so well, but…” He didn’t finish his sentence.


  Jenny poked her head around the door, blushing when she saw the doctor sitting in our lounge.


  “Ah, Jenny…” There was a pause, a knowing, gentle smile. “How are you?”


  Jenny was caught in two minds. Should she cut and run, excusing herself politely? Or should she stay and squirm under the gaze of the doctor’s eyes? I felt for her. Somewhere inside, a flame still flickered.


  “I’m okay, thanks,” she said.


  Elworth stopped short of inviting her to pop into the surgery anytime she wanted. The last time she’d visited, three years earlier, he’d had to explain, in a wonderfully gentle manner, that he believed she was not really ill at all, and that there were often really poorly people waiting to be seen and he really needed to attend to them. He had left his hand resting gently on Jenny’s as he spoke softly, looking as if he were going to lean forward and kiss her at any moment.


  Of course, Elizabeth had told the doctor that her daughter was infatuated and only a stern word from him would put an end to her virtual encampment in the corner of the waiting room. Elworth had guessed and showed no sign of impatience with his thirteen-year-old stalker. But now, that girl had developed into an attractive young woman.


  They studied each other for a moment. Elworth looked uneasy. “You’ve certainly grown,” he said awkwardly.


  Jenny smiled, still unsure as to what her next move was. Elworth had been blessed, it seemed, with eternal youth, and they could almost pass for a couple. I found myself unnerved watching them as they struggled to converse.


  “I thought I’d drop by and see how you both were,” he explained, realising that Jenny had nothing to say.


  Again, Jenny smiled. “I’m okay.”


  “It’s a difficult time—for both of you. Don’t be afraid to ask for help.”


  “We’re okay, you know. Getting by.”


  He turned to me, releasing Jenny from his attentions. “Are you getting any help?”


  “Just the lady from the Victim Support.”


  Elworth nodded. “Good. Anyone else?”


  “Josie and Lou Duxbury. They’re family friends.”


  The doctor took another sip of coffee from Elizabeth’s best china. “Good friends are important. It’s times like this when you find out who they are.”


  Jenny was still standing in the doorway, studying Elworth. “I’m just going to take a bath,” she said. “Is that okay?”


  We both nodded, and my daughter was gone.


  Soon after, the doctor left, shaking my hand and reminding me that he would always be there if we needed him. I wondered if he really had anything to offer, but I thanked him just the same. He was a professional—good at his job even though his visit had probably been nothing more than a gesture that left him breathing a sigh of relief as he climbed behind the wheel of his SUV.


  ***


  I expected that, at some time, the flood gates would open, triggered by a neighbour’s sympathy or a song on the radio, but it was neither. I remember that Saturday morning. I was making coffee and toast, and without a thought, I’d taken breakfast up to my wife on a tray, just the way I had every weekend. I stopped suddenly at our bedroom door, staring at the empty bed and wondering what the hell I was doing. I’d never see Elizabeth’s recumbent frame outlined by the bed sheet. I’d never tap her gently on the shoulder, waking her from her light, morning sleep. I’d never see her face or hear her voice. She was gone. She was gone forever.


  It was like being hit by a tidal wave and tossed helplessly in its black waters. The tray slipped from my grasp, crashing to the floor as I sank to my knees. I felt the vomit hit my throat, and I prayed for a release that didn’t come. Jenny found me sobbing, prostrate on the floor.


  “They’ve gone!” I cried, repeating the words over and over in a strangled voice that I hardly recognised as my own. Jenny knelt down beside me and pulled me into her arms. I felt her body shake. I felt her tears on my neck. The pain was unbearable. I felt so hopelessly lost and desperately alone, even with my daughter by my side. We held each other, afraid to let go, and cried until the pain subsided and the numbness returned.


  In the days that followed, I struggled to find a reason to rise each morning. The hours stretched endlessly before me like empty chasms filled with painful memories, my heart gripped by the icy steel claw of grief. Life, it seemed, had no point. We scoured the holiday sites online. Jenny wanted to go to Halkidiki. We’d spent two weeks there as a family, but I wasn’t so sure. A pilgrimage to the old haunts, eating at the restaurants we’d enjoyed together, filled me with trepidation. We ditched the whole idea. Neither of us was ready.


  On that Sunday morning, I had learned to cry, and did so frequently, cocooning myself in the bathroom and turning on the taps to drown the sound of my sobbing.


  I remember the day Jenny was born, sitting with my father in the front lounge. The old man had winked at me. “A little girl, huh?” he’d said, pulling a bottle of his finest brandy from the cupboard with an air of showmanship that reminded me of a magician pulling a rabbit from a hat. “I think this calls for a nip or two, don’t you think?”


  We’d sat, reminiscing, as the spring sunshine flooded the room and the old clock in the corner looked on like an old friend, listening in to my father’s words of wisdom.


  “I never cried in front of you, son,” he’d said suddenly. “It’s not that I don’t believe a man should cry. But in front of your children, you should be strong. If you have to shed a tear, it should be done in private.”


  My father had shared his homespun philosophies with grace and subtlety, and seemed unconcerned when I had questioned them. Yet, over the years, I found myself hanging onto his words. I recalled, as a child, watching him at my mother’s bedside, watching his wife as she lay recovering from a stroke, interpreting her pitiful attempts at forming basic words and turning them into sentences.


  He would smile stoically, holding her hand and talking about the plans he was making, ignoring the doctors and their grim forecasts. He had never shed a tear, and I realised, much later, how his strength had brought me through those dark days. I was just a kid, looking up to my father, drawing every day on his love and compassion. If I’d seen him break down—if I’d walked in on his grief—I’d have realised that he was just a man. The trauma would have floored me.


  ***


  Jenny took up an extra guitar lesson but I’d noticed that, rather than improving, her playing was becoming increasingly erratic. She had been desperate to master a complicated piece from Handel’s Messiah but had smashed the guitar across the television in pure frustration. I looked down at her broken instrument, lying in front of the shattered screen, and I started to laugh. God only knew why.


  “I didn’t like that TV, anyway,” I said. “And that guitar’s out of tune!”


  The following day, we drove into town and bought a huge plasma screen TV. Jenny bought a new guitar. We watched a movie on our new TV the following evening, sharing a bottle of Friscati and a two-litre bottle of dry cider, crawling up the stairs to bed at two in the morning. We laughed and cried our way through the movie. The crying was something we’d got used to, but the laughter felt good.


  The following morning, Jenny and I watched breakfast TV through bleary eyes, with the sun pouring through the lounge window and flooding the room. We decided to drive out to the woods, maybe take a walk to clear our heads. If Jenny had noticed that her friends had given her a wide berth then she never mentioned it. We were too preoccupied just keeping each other alive. We were survivors; we had each other. I wasn’t going to let anyone come between us.


  Chapter Two


  The mornings were mine; they always had been. From the spring through to autumn, I’d rise with the sun, and you would find me standing in the garden with a mug of ridiculously strong coffee, breathing in the crisp, unpolluted air. While most of the population were tapping the snooze button on their alarm clocks, I was on my second mug, at peace with the world. I often wondered how many folk shared my love of the breaking day. How many of my fellow human beings had discovered the joy and peace to be found in those hours? Whatever the day held for me, I knew that I had caught its finest moment.


  I remembered that Sunday morning. I recalled the clear blue sky, and wondered if the weather might hold out until the evening. Hanna loved anything cooked on a barbecue, although Jenny was prone to inspecting my efforts with a critical eye lest I poison her with undercooked meat. I poured myself a second coffee with no premonition of what lay ahead. If God could have spoken and warned me that I had only a few hours left with my wife and child, then He had my ear. But the only sound I’d heard was the familiar song of our resident blackbird.


  It was almost a year ago: twelve months without Elizabeth and my beautiful little angel. I was reliving the day when the minister from my father’s church called. I’d invited him in and poured him a sugarless tea, but his pious tones and ecclesiastical concern left me feeling distinctly cold. With hindsight, I’m guessing my welcome might have appeared lukewarm. I found myself with my back to the man, staring out of the window, singing lines of a song I’d always loved: Leonard Cohen’s ‘Last year’s Man’.


  The Reverend Carson studied me warily over the rim of his china cup. He looked a good deal thinner than I’d remembered, and his dog collar hung around his long scrawny neck like a hula hoop on the waist of an anorexic teenager.


  “It’s a line from a Leonard Cohen song,” I told him. “I’ve always found it rather…well, interesting.”


  I hadn’t wanted an argument, but I couldn’t let the reverend go without some kind of explanation. His God had been found wanting.


  He smiled gently. “And what do you suppose this…Mr. Cohen meant?”


  I shrugged. “Dunno, really. I guess he was just drawing attention to the fact that our traditional binding of a holy book involves the death of an animal. A sacrifice. Blood and skin. Ironic, don’t you think?”


  Carson grimaced. “Well, maybe, but we don’t slaughter cows in order to bind our bibles. The skin is a by-product. We kill for food, surely.”


  He was right, I supposed. But I had become accustomed to thinking aloud.


  “Do you listen to Mr. Cohen a lot?”


  The minister’s question took me by surprise.


  “Not really. The line just popped into my head.”


  Carson grinned. “Good!” he quipped and elegantly placed his cup on the table. “Because I fear you are already growing increasingly antagonistic towards the Church…or maybe God Himself.”


  I hadn’t been prepared for a direct challenge. I’d tried, obviously, without much success, to suppress my feelings about God. “I’m not antagonistic,” I lied. “But I fail to see the Almighty in any of this.”


  “I know it’s hard,” Carson began.


  “Hard? Hard?” Something snapped inside of me. “Mr. Carson, I watched my wife and daughter get crushed by two thugs. I can hear their bones snapping. I can see the blood! It haunts me every waking moment! Hard? You don’t know the meaning of the word!”


  Carson blushed. His God had forsaken him, leaving his servant alone to do his dirty work. “I know, I know,” he said in little more than a whisper. “I can’t begin to understand how you must feel. But Elizabeth and Hanna’s deaths are not the work of God. You must believe that.”


  “So why do ministers talk about Jesus calling people home? Why Elizabeth? Why Hanna? What the hell did God want with my wife and kid when there are homes full of people just wanting to die?”


  Carson shifted awkwardly in his seat. “It’s a term we use to give folk comfort. Personally, I don’t believe God calls people. He merely receives them, just as I trust He will receive me should this disease take its toll.”


  I stared at the minister, realising suddenly that, like the dog collar, none of his clothes fitted him. He saw the look in my eyes.


  “I have cancer, Robert. Bowel cancer. Unfortunately, it has already spread to other organs, although the treatment seems to be buying me some time.” Carson smiled. “So, you see, I, too, have questions.”


  The ailing minister, on the cusp of discovering if his faith had been built on a firm foundation of truth, chatted breezily, refusing to dwell on his own fate. He told me that I had coped well, steering my daughter through a traumatic time with all the skill of a loving father. But in truth, I had failed her.


  Just two months after Elizabeth and Hanna’s death, Jenny had found me sitting cross-legged at the grave in the rain, surrounded by empty beer cans. I’d been missing all day. Jenny had managed to pull me to my feet and taken me home where I’d crashed into the chair and fallen asleep in rain-soaked coat. It was that night I’d heard her sobbing uncontrollably in her room. It was the wail of a broken heart, and my blood ran cold as I lay in the darkness of my room.


  “Dad?” I whispered. “Please help me. What would you do? What would you say to Jenny? Just tell me!”


  I listened. I listened with an intensity that made my head ache, but heard nothing. Maybe I knew the answer already. I needed to be strong; I needed to be there for my daughter. I needed to be as much a father to her as my old man had been to me. I needed to stay away from the bottle.


  I woke at six the following morning and found Jenny sitting at the kitchen table with a glass of fresh orange juice. I wanted to take her in my arms, but she was watching me from behind an invisible wall, clearly embarrassed at having discovered her father in a moment of private grief. I returned to my bed and picked up the Bob Dylan biography I’d started three weeks earlier. I managed three pages and gave up. My heart ached and my whole body felt weary. My bones were tired, and I wondered if this was how old age felt. Doctor Elworth told me that grief affects people in different ways. I had aged thirty years in just a few months.


  As for young Darren Pascoe’s father, Benjamin, he had lost his son, not to death, but to something he might have considered far worse—a life of hopelessness mixing with the dregs of society. Three months after his son’s incarceration, he took to his bed with a bottle of whisky and a handful of pills. They found him two days later.


  ***


  Josie Duxbury still called me nearly every day. Jo ran The Dog and Keys with her husband Lou. She was a born earth mother who took on life’s problems with lead-lined boxing gloves. Elizabeth and I had often spent a Saturday evening listening to Josie belt out black soul and blues at the local clubs. She was ‘the white Aretha Franklin’, according to the little balding compère who introduced her each weekend with childlike enthusiasm.


  Lou was a big guy with hands like shovels, a ruddy complexion and short, insanely white hair. He cut an imposing figure and was worth two pit bulls when it came to deterring potential burglars. He insisted on hugging me every time we met. It was like being mauled by a bear and then dropped, winded, on the floor.


  It was Lou, an innately passive man, who had offered to go looking for Pascoe and Taylor, and I’d never seen a man filled with such rage. “I’ll tell you sommat, Rob, if I catch those fucking bastards I’ll tear them apart, I will. I’ll rip them limb from fucking limb.”


  I knew it wasn’t idle talk. Something inside told me that if Pascoe and Taylor walked through the door of The Keys at that moment, they’d be carried out in a box. Lou’s face was almost purple with anger. I’d heard him swear twice. That was rare for the guy. He was one of life’s true gentlemen who would, even in these liberal days, warn the punters about their language frequently; towering over them at six foot plus, he rarely got an argument.


  ***


  Josie had given up the clubs and taken up psychology at St. Mary’s College. Lou had never liked the idea of his wife breathing in the smoke that drifted like a creeping fog across the stage, and when her doctor had advised her that it was affecting her vocal chords, she decided to give up the stage for a quieter life.


  I suppose that I became Josie’s patient. She was a skilled listener who would analyse every word. I’d called in for a drink to escape the emptiness of the house but discovered that I couldn’t. It was there when I woke and remained throughout each day.


  Jo placed my whisky on the table and looked at me with that stern mother-like look that she reserved for these occasions. “So, Robert Adams, how the hell are you?”


  “Lonely,” I replied. “Unbearably lonely.”


  “You have Jenny,” she reminded me.


  “I know. But it feels as if we are one. We’re lonely together—it’s hard to explain.”


  Josie smiled. “Doesn’t Jenny have any friends?”


  I shrugged. “She did, I suppose. But they seem to be giving her some space. Maybe they just don’t know what to say.”


  “What about boys?”


  “Well, there’s a lad sniffing around her at the garage,” I told her. “But I don’t think Jen’s interested.”


  “Have you seen him?”


  “I took a peek.”


  “And?”


  “He seems like a nice kid. Very polite.”


  “Good-looking?”


  “Yep, he’s good-looking!”


  Josie smiled, and I suppressed the urge to lean forward and kiss her. I wished, in that moment, that I could have buried the past along with the pain the memories brought with it. I wanted to begin again, cleansed of the grief that held me in a vice-like grip.


  Chapter Three


  Jenny and I visited the grave the day after the first anniversary, both hurting like hell. We drove with the radio switched off, alone with our thoughts; neither of us uttered a word until we reached the gates of the cemetery.


  “I want to speak to Mum,” she said in a tone that sounded more like a demand.


  “You want some time alone?” I asked. “I’ll sit in the car for a while.”


  Jenny looked at me as if I was crazy. “No! I want to speak to her—you know—actually speak!”


  I pulled over and killed the engine. “How?” I asked, unable to mask my frustration.


  Jenny shrugged. “One of the girls in school lost her dad. She went to see this medium—”


  I should have let her finish, but the word medium sent my mind into a spin. “No! You’re not.”


  Jenny stopped, looking as if she’d been hit in the stomach by a cannonball.


  “We’re not going to see a medium, Jen. It’s out of the question.”


  I saw the tears forming in my daughter’s eyes, and I remembered how fragile she really was.


  “Look, sweetheart,” I continued, softening my tone, “it’s a dangerous game. Let’s just stay well clear. Hanna and your mother are still with us. You have to believe that. You can talk to them in your heart.”


  Jenny turned. “Bullshit! That’s what people say when they don’t believe in life after death!” My daughter wiped a tear from her cheek, her eyes blazing. “So you believe Mum and Hanna are just rotting in that grave? Is that it? We die and get eaten by worms?”


  “I didn’t say that.”


  “Then what do you believe?”


  My head felt devoid of an answer yet the words tripped off my tongue. “I’m not sure. I’d like to think—”


  “Well, Granddad always talked about God—what happened to you?”


  I swallowed hard as another tear trickled down Jenny’s cheek. My own father would have put his arm around his granddaughter’s shoulders, and the words of comfort would have flowed like honey. I placed a reassuring hand on my her arm, but she pulled away. “Mum and Hanna aren’t dead,” she snapped. “Not really.” She glared at me. “It doesn’t matter whether you believe it or not, does it?”


  “I want to believe, sweetheart, honestly. I’m just not as sure as I once was.”


  Jenny huffed and turned away, staring out of the passenger window.


  “But I really don’t want you to start that talking-to-the-dead stuff, okay?”


  She didn’t answer. The conversation was closed.


  ***


  The following Friday, Jenny and I had lunch with Josie and Lou at a table they had dressed in the corner of The Keys. The white embroidered tablecloth seemed to glow under the light from the window, and as Jenny pulled out her chair, her eyes fell on the two red roses in the centre. “Mum and Hanna,” she whispered to herself.


  Josie smiled softly, but Lou looked a little embarrassed.


  “Thank you,” I said to him, trying to put the big guy at ease. “That was a nice thought.”


  Lou relaxed immediately and nodded. I swear I saw a tear form in his eye. The meal was on them. Josie ordered a bottle of champagne, although Jenny grimaced at the mere sight of it. I knew she still felt there was nothing to celebrate. For several months, she had kept herself hydrated but had barely eaten and had dropped several pounds. Josie had noticed, and I was guessing she wanted to see how my daughter dealt with a plate full of food. I could read that woman like one of her many books. The word ‘anorexia’ would never have passed her lips, but it was there in her mind.


  Jenny ordered the chicken with pasta, and Josie seemed to relax, realising that it wouldn’t have been the first choice of a girl who was starving herself. I settled for the haddock in a fancy sauce and potatoes with fresh vegetables. Jenny and I both cleaned our plates, and Josie slipped my daughter a glass of the champagne. “It won’t do you any harm,” she whispered. “Just don’t tell your friends, okay?”


  The teenage obsession with alcohol had bypassed Jenny. Too much drink made her ill, and she had experimented only a couple of times and then backed off. Maybe God had granted me one favour—a daughter who wasn’t going to waste her weekends throwing up in the street outside the city clubs.


  That afternoon at The Keys passed quickly. Lou bought another bottle of bubbly to the table, and we talked well into the early evening. Jenny seemed to thaw as the afternoon wore on and seemed happier than she had since she lost her mother and sister. Maybe the drink was kicking in, but I believed that there might be a future for both of us. The wounds were still open and raw. We would still ache and cry. We would still wake to empty days when the sun shone on everyone but us and left us feeling so desperately cold inside. But somewhere in my soul, I felt a faint stirring of a new life, and Jenny obviously felt strong enough to bring up the contentious issue of life after death.


  “What do you think about mediums, Aunt Josie?” Jenny asked casually, pushing an empty plate away.


  Josie frowned. “Mediums? Well, I’d exercise extreme caution.”


  Jenny seemed to accept the reply, nodding thoughtfully. “But if you found someone genuine, someone—”


  “That’s the whole point, hun,” Josie cut in. “How do you know?”


  Jenny smiled. “Well, I’d put on my best poker face. They wouldn’t be getting any clues, so if my mum came through, I’d know, wouldn’t I?” Jenny took a sip of water. “I’m not some silly kid. I’m not going to get taken in by some crazy old crow with a crystal ball.”


  Josie laughed, shaking her head. “Just be careful, hun, that’s all.”


  I resisted adding anything to Josie’s warning, having decided that the conversation would move on a lot faster if I kept my silence. When we arrived home, Jenny took herself up to her room and I took a bottle of red wine from the cupboard, intending to treat myself to a glass while watching the twenty-four-hour news channel. The glass turned into a bottle.


  ***


  The following morning, I washed and shaved as usual, although sometimes, even this seemed like a waste of time. Who was going to worry whether I was clean shaven and smelled of soap? Who gave a shit whether my hair was greasy? Elizabeth was gone.


  The metallic aftertaste of red wine remained on my tongue despite several rinses of mouthwash, and I vowed to stick to white in future.


  Jenny was watching an American sit com with a coffee in her hand, suspended in front of her lips, and looked up with a cursory smile as I walked in. She had on her rose-petal pyjamas—the ones her mother had bought her for Christmas—and my heart lurched in my chest. Suddenly, we were all back together, watching Hanna rip the wrapping paper from her gifts and squeal with excitement. It was the first Christmas she had really understood the whole Santa thing. I had no idea it would be her last.


  Chapter Four


  The sun was shining and I thought about taking a camera and stopping off at the old church on the way to the grave. I might have got lucky and snapped the sun as it dipped behind the steeple, catching that elusive picture that would find its way onto the cover of a glossy monthly.


  My relationship with photography had always been uneasy; the resulting images always appeared lifeless and uninspired. Even the idea of changing my old camera for an all-singing, all-dancing contraption failed to inspire me to get back behind the lens, and I found myself driving past the church without so much as a sideways glance.


  I reached the gates of the cemetery just as the sun sank behind the trees, casting long, dark shadows across the graves. I stopped the car near the entrance and pulled on my jacket. Sometimes, when the mood took me, I found myself reading the epitaphs on the headstones. Each time, I’d take a different route, stopping at any grave that caught my eye.


  There was a history engraved in every stone, lying between the lines. What, for instance, did Constance Penworth die from? Aged thirty-two and loved only, it seemed, by her husband. No other name appeared on the old white stone. No children. No brothers. No sisters. Maybe their love had begun as an illicit affair—an affair that had left them ostracised and destined to live the rest of their days alone.


  I wondered if Constance was watching me as I stopped at her grave. Did the spirits of the dead gather there, hovering in the ether above their bones? Was Elizabeth waiting for me, holding Hanna close to her side? Here’s Daddy, my darling; he’s come to see us.


  Jenny would talk to her mother every time we visited the grave; she would chatter freely, almost as if they were standing face-to-face. I longed for her faith, the unshakeable belief in the afterlife that would allow me to converse with my wife and child free from the restraints of my own scepticism.


  I hadn’t bought any flowers; the visit had not been planned. “I just thought I’d drop by, darling,” I muttered uneasily, casting my eyes across the inscription bearing my name.


  Beloved wife of Robert…


  There was a space underneath—a space that would be inscribed with the date of my own demise. I shuddered, the reoccurring fear of being buried alive passing through me like a cold wind.


  I stood over the grave for several minutes, alone in a landscape littered with bones, wood, stone and earth. Yet I felt at peace there, a member of an exclusive club which allowed me to walk freely amongst the dead with impunity. I would nod and smile in the direction of others who attended, with an understanding hanging between us. They were my brothers and sisters in grief, in loneliness, in longing. We needed no words, no explanations and no apologies.


  ***


  When I arrived home, Jenny was in her room. Not that it would seem unusual to find a teenager sitting on her bed and watching TV, but my daughter was not a bedroom girl, preferring to sit at the kitchen table, surfing the net and chatting to friends on social media. I left her. Maybe she needed some space.


  But over the following days, I found her spending more and more time alone, venturing down only to make herself a coffee before disappearing again. She was pale, and had that look of a rabbit caught in the headlights of a car. I felt the storm clouds gathering, I swear. Was it a premonition, or was it an inert sense that since the deaths of Elizabeth and Hanna, everything in my life was destined to go wrong?


  On the night it all began, Jenny had, as far as I can recall, eaten nothing but a piece of fruit and a diet drink. I’d started to wonder if Josie’s suspicions had been well-founded. Maybe she might have taken to one of these starvation diets and was staying out of my way. Maybe she needed something she could control: the image that stared back at her from the bedroom mirror.


  I had a glass of whisky, my thoughts lost in the TV screen as I wondered if my decision to leave my job at a local investment company had been a wise one. Elizabeth’s life insurance had paid out handsomely, and I’d cashed in my shares, leaving me with enough money to live on providing I didn’t live like a lottery winner. But I needed something to fill my days—to occupy my mind. Maybe I could give Martin a ring in the morning and see if there were any vacancies.


  By the time I’d emptied my glass, the day had been planned. I took a few gulps of cold water and turned off the lights. I didn’t bother to undress but collapsed onto the bed, falling into a hazy sleep as soon as my head touched the pillow.


  At two in the morning, I was wakened by a scream.


  I ran to Jenny’s room to find her sitting up in her bed, shaking violently. She was staring in my direction, but I knew that she wasn’t focusing. Her eyes were filled with what I can only describe as pure, unadulterated terror.


  “Jenny!” I cried, fearing to approach her. “What the hell…”


  My voice seemed to cut through her semi-consciousness. She blinked, fell back onto her pillow and sighed deeply. “A dream,” she gasped. “Just a dream…” Her eyes closed. “I’m okay…go back to bed.”


  The following morning, I attempted to elicit some kind of explanation from my daughter, treading like a barefooted man through broken glass. But Jenny would offer me nothing, claiming that she couldn’t remember. I didn’t believe her. I could still see the fear in my daughter’s eyes.


  ***


  “She’s hiding something from me,” I told Josie the following day. “I just can’t work out what it could be.”


  Jo thought I was imagining it all. “It’s probably just a phase,” she told me with a reassuring air of confidence. “And as for the nightmare—well, that ain’t rocket science, is it? She’s probably reliving the accident.”


  “Then why couldn’t she tell me?”


  Josie just looked at me as if I’d grown another nose. “Come on, Robert, you’re not that stupid. The kid isn’t going to risk upsetting you, is she?”


  When I left Josie, I felt a little happier. It was all part of the grieving process—the loss, the loneliness, the memories of that Sunday afternoon which haunted me every day. I had never relived the moment in my dreams. I’d been spared the terror of watching my wife and daughter dying all over again.


  I didn’t call Martin. I’d only be talking to an answering machine, and my ex-boss was never that good at returning calls anyway.


  ***


  We visited the grave together the next weekend. It was the first time my daughter had ventured outside of the house in nearly two weeks, but her mood hadn’t changed. It was as if she had given up on life, choosing to wallow in her own misery. I’d tried to talk to her, but the replies barely formed the basis of a sentence, and I’d hoped that the visit to the grave might at the very least provoke a conversation of some kind.


  We stopped at the florist and bought a bunch of flowers—pink and white. Jenny nodded her approval as I placed them on her knee and slid back behind the wheel and fired up the engine. The journey was undertaken in silence with the radio playing low. I turned it off as we drove through the gates of the cemetery.


  “I don’t know why we bother coming here,” Jenny mumbled. “Mum and Hanna aren’t here, so why are we?”


  I turned. Jenny was staring ahead of her. “Because the grave is here, that’s why we come.”


  “Wrong!” Jenny spat. “Their rotting flesh and bones are here. Mum and Hanna are with us—all the time—every day!”


  We were back on the subject of my scepticism, and it was eating Jenny up.


  “So where do you suggest we go to place flowers and pay our respects?”


  Jenny shrugged. “Does it matter?”


  “It does!” I retorted angrily. “It matters to me!”


  I pulled up and killed the engine. “Look, Jen, I don’t know what this is all about, but for the past two weeks—”


  She didn’t let me finish. “What? You think I should be out clubbing, getting pissed and shagging anything with a pulse? Would that make you happy?”


  “No, I didn’t say—”


  “You want me to be happy? How? How can I be happy?”


  “Jenny…I—”


  “Dad!” She glared at me with a hatred in her eyes that was like a stab in the heart. “Why don’t you just stop fucking with my head?”


  Jenny flung open the door, pulling free of my hand as I reached out to stop her. She was gone before I’d drawn breath. I watched in desperation, never having heard my daughter use even the mildest of swear words. Her grandfather had instilled the old-fashioned values he had held and lived by. He believed that there was nothing as vulgar as bad language, and only in extreme circumstances could it be forgiven. Maybe this was one of those occasions. I didn’t know.


  I stood at the grave alone, waiting, hoping. But Jenny was nowhere to be seen. I spent the whole afternoon searching, texting and calling while wandering between the graves, nodding in the direction of my brothers and sisters in grief and asking if anyone had seen a teenage girl. No one had. I drove home expecting to find Jenny in her room, but her bed remained unmade and the curtains were still drawn. I called Kelly Dawson’s house. If she had needed a friend, Kelly would have been top of the list. Mrs. Dawson answered the phone.


  Kelly’s mother was a petite blonde who pretty much lived in Lycra. I’d met her at a couple of parents’ evenings and mistaken her for Jenny’s teacher. She ran keep-fit classes at the local gym, which she conducted with an enthusiasm that left her subjects exhausted and debating if they would return the following week. Despite this, she had a warm manner.


  “Jenny?” she said. “No, we haven’t seen her for some time. Is there a problem?”


  “It’s nothing, really. She’s probably out walking, trying to clear her head.”


  Kelly’s mother laughed. “Aye, probably. I’m sure she’s okay. Jenny’s a sensible girl.”


  I replaced the receiver and flopped back into my chair. I was weary, yet to close my eyes was an invitation for the demons who would be lingering on the other side. I flicked the remote and the TV burst into life like a faithful old friend.


  And on tonight’s programme…


  A young woman in her mid-twenties stared out at me from the screen. In the background, children played at the water’s edge while their parents basked in the Mediterranean heat. My mind slipped back. Suddenly, I was standing on the beach in Kos, watching Elizabeth at the water’s edge holding Hanna’s hand. Jenny was riding the waves, a fourteen-year-old girl in a skimpy white bikini, unaware that several boys were watching her as she climbed onto the cheap plastic dinghy. My daughter had grown into a young woman overnight, and I’d only just noticed.


  The phone rang, abruptly interrupting my thoughts. It was Kelly Dawson’s mother.


  “Mr. Adams? I’ve spoken to Kelly. She’s going to try texting her…just thought it might help.”


  I thanked Mrs. Dawson profusely, feeling a wave of warmth towards this woman for her concern. I could hear the scream ringing in my head. The scream that rang out in the night—the look of terror on my daughter’s face. Mrs. Dawson listened as I told her about Jenny’s dream and her reclusive behaviour. We had something in common; we both had teenage girls. Josie might have been the psychologist, but neither she nor Lou knew what it was like to bring up a child, and right now I needed a little guidance.


  “If I was you,” she said softly, “I’d back off. Let her come to you. That’s what I’ve always done with Kelly, and invariably she opens up when she’s good and ready.”


  I thanked Mrs. Dawson again and replaced the receiver, knowing that I could do nothing but wait for Jenny to return. When she did, I’d make her a large cappuccino and a plate of hot, buttered toast. I’d ask no questions. As far as I was concerned, the incident at the graveyard had never happened.


  But by eleven that night, Jenny hadn’t returned. I tried to suppress the fear that was rising within me. My daughter had, after all, walked off in the heat of an argument; she was teaching her father a lesson and she just might stay away long enough to make sure I learned it.


  I didn’t sleep. The whisky did nothing but burn my throat, leaving a thick coating on my tongue that tasted like the hide of a wild boar. I showered and shaved the following morning, taking several swills of mouthwash and brushing my teeth until the sour taste of stale alcohol had been drowned by peppermint.


  The radio presenter was quizzing a caller on his taste in music while I poured myself a fresh orange juice from the fridge. That’s when I heard Jenny’s key in the door. My heartbeat quickened. Say nothing. Remember the plan. A coffee and a plate of hot, buttered toast. Okay?


  There was a welcome sound of footsteps on the stairs. It didn’t matter. I’d take her breakfast up and leave it outside the door—just like a hotel. I’d be her waiter until she was ready to treat me as her father. Then, I’d listen the way her mother listened, and I’d resist the urge to shake her into unconsciousness for being an eighteen-carat little bitch.


  I left the toast and the coffee on a tray outside her door and called through before leaving. It was several minutes before I heard any movement. Jenny stayed in her room for the rest of the day while I continued to serve food and hot drinks, never breathing more than a word to let her know that there was a tray on the other side of the door. My heart ached; it ached for Elizabeth. It ached for Hanna. It ached for Jenny. I longed for my father; I longed for his faith, his ever-present God, because I was useless at coping with life on my own.


  I left a cup of hot chocolate at her door that night before taking to my bed with Bob Dylan’s autobiography. I managed another chapter but the words were lost in a fog. My head ached and my eyes were heavy, yet when I dozed, it was nothing more than a light and fitful sleep. The bedside lamp remained on and the book was still in my hand as the sun rose in a cloudless sky, bathing the room in a warm summer glow. Hanna would have come running to my bedside; “The park, Daddy! Can we go to the park?”


  I wandered downstairs, my eyes still heavy. Why did this feel like the mother of all hangovers when I hadn’t even touched a drink? I went to open the fridge but stopped suddenly. On her fourth birthday, Elizabeth had bought Hanna an alphabet of brightly coloured plastic letters that decorated the fridge door. They reminded me daily of my baby’s love of colour, but now I stood rooted, staring at the words they formed.


   


  F I N D M E


   


  It could only have been Jenny. She must have ventured downstairs during the night while I’d slept. Was this a cry for help? Find me? What did she mean?


  I called softly though her bedroom door and waited before tentatively opening it. Jenny was lying in her bed, staring at the ceiling. “Jenny?”


  She turned her head, looking at me with eyes that told me nothing. She was so pale—almost white.


  “I saw your message on the fridge…”


  Jenny frowned.


  “The letters—you spelled out a message.”


  Something inside me froze. My daughter knew nothing about it. I could tell before the words left her lips.


  “What letters?” she asked drowsily. “I haven’t even been downstairs!”


  Back off. Mrs. Dawson’s words had never left my mind. I simply nodded my acceptance and tried to mask the confusion I felt. I told Jenny that I was taking a walk and would be back later that morning. She nodded without a hint of a smile and closed her eyes.


  I walked for several hours, along the maze of footpaths that took me through the acres of farmland stretching from the borders of our suburban haven. I stopped at the old church to spend a half an hour feeding my morbid curiosity. I had become something of an obsessive grave reader. When I returned, Jenny was still in her room. The silence disturbed me. No music, not even the faintest hint of movement. I prayed that Mrs. Dawson was right, and my daughter would finally feel the need to confide in me.
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