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Children, you are very little,


And your bones are very brittle;


If you would grow great and stately,


You must try to walk sedately.


You must still be bright and quiet,


And content with simple diet;


And remain through all bewilderin’,


Innocent and honest children.


Happy hearts and happy faces,


Happy play in grassy places;


That was how in ancient ages,


Children grew to kings and sages.


“Good and Bad Children,”


A Child’s Garden of Verses


—Robert Louis Stevenson—





PROLOGUE



1985


It was far from silent in the dark wood. There were mice, rats too maybe, scuffling in the undergrowth, and the heavier tread of a hedgehog as it moved along the line of trees and later made its way back again. An owl’s wings beat softly, rustling the leaves in the canopy, and just once a fox barked, setting all the nesting birds peeping their alarm.


Underneath these living sounds, the river glugged and churned, sucking at stuck logs and nudging at pebbles. Further downstream the waterfall fizzed over the rocks at the edge of the drop and crashed into the pool below.


So it can’t have been quiet enough to hear all those sounds when the end came. It was imagination filling them in, nothing more. No one could have picked out a soft creak, a sigh, the sound of cloth rubbing on cloth as his arms and legs clutched at nothing while he pinwheeled down. Even the splash as he entered the water was a quiet one. It could have been a rock dislodged or a piece of the bank collapsing.


Afterwards, the noises of the wood at night must have carried on—nothing to frighten the birds, nothing to stop the rats in their endless scurrying. Now it was only fear making the silence grow until it boomed. Now it was the very act of listening that blotted away all the sound. Now the clamourous thoughts themselves hushed every other thing besides them.


Those same thoughts were still racing around chasing their tails when the car engine started, roaring like a fairy tale monster, bringing real life and all the trouble in the world back into focus with a snap!


Time to think fast and get it right. Time to make sure only one life ended here tonight. He was gone—no getting him back again, no point going with him.





ONE



2013


Monday


I’VE NEVER THOUGHT MY life was a tragedy. Not mine, not Nicky’s, certainly not Miss Drumm’s. I know other people don’t agree. I can tell what they think from the looks on their faces when they think it, with their heads tilted and their mouths dimpled in at the corners. But as far as I’m concerned, I’m lucky. I’ve got the best kind of job—important yet easy—and a son who lets me hug him and a good friend. I wish I didn’t have to shave her neck, but it’s a small price to pay. I’ve got a beautiful house and an ancient monument to tend to. How many people get that?


But when the knock came on the door that night and turned my life into an adventure, I wasn’t sorry. And if I’d known what was coming, I’d still have answered. If I’d had a crystal ball and seen the whole of my future sitting there inside it, sharp and tiny, I wouldn’t change a thing.
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Work had been fine, two new bookings for offsite and no distress calls. Things went okay at the home too. Miss Drumm let me read the Margaret Atwood to her without arguing about whether it could really happen. She didn’t ask about Walter Scott, hardly mentioned the election at all, and didn’t make me go and complain to the nurses about the plug-in air fresheners, or ask me to tell them again about using a waxed jam-pot cover to stop the cocoa getting a skin on top when they came round with the supper trolley.


Quite a good visit. I like the home at that time of year, when it’s dark outside and the lamps are lit, the fire crackling. It feels like a nest; warm and dry with good things on the telly. Later in the winter when the windows have been shut for months and no one’s been out and someone’s died—because somewhere around January time, someone always dies—it starts to feel more like what it is.


“A warehouse for damaged goods,” Miss Drumm would say when she was in one of her black moods. “No good for Oxfam, no takers on eBay.”


“I’ve a good mind to list you,” I'd tell her. “See if you’re right.”


Sometimes she’d just glare at me out of her blind eyes, but sometimes she’d bark that laugh of hers. One time she asked me what I would say.


“‘Old lady. Good conversationalist but somewhat grumpy. No reserve.’”


That night, though, she was docile. When I got to the end of the second chapter, she waved a hand at me, telling me to stop.


“Are you rocking the stone?” she said.


“Every day.”


“Twelve times?”


“You really don’t have to ask every night, you know.”


“If you’re not rocking the stone, you’d be better off not living there at all,” she told me.


“What about Walter?”


She nodded, her lip trembling, then she told me to ring for the nurse and be on my way.


It was Iveta who came to answer the call bell; I passed her in the passageway.


“What’s the weather like, Glo?” she said, tipping her head towards Miss Drumm’s door.


“Light cloud with a chance of politics,” I said.


Iveta shook her head, laughing. “She’s the only one in here who still votes,” she said. “And she nags all the staff to vote. If they get in again, I don’t know if it’ll keep her alive out of pure rage or finish her off completely.”


I tried to smile but Iveta must have seen the look that flashed over my face, because she put out a hand and shook my arm, her glittery-tipped acrylics flashing in the lamplight.


“She’ll outlive us all,” she said. “Now get along there and see that angel boy.”
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Nicky was in good form too. Carole had been in during the day to cut his hair, using a picture he and I had found in a music magazine. The new look suited him. He could have been in a boy band, could have had girls screaming every time he flicked the long front piece out of his eyes.


“Heartbreaker,” I told him. “That’s what your granny used to call you when you were a baby. Those big eyes and the lashes that could knock you over. ‘You’re going to break some hearts, Nicholas,’ she used to say.” He didn’t answer. “Just the one so far, eh?”


I traced the line of dark hair on his lip, making him twitch. He’d be shaving soon.


“Right,” I said. “Where were we up to? ‘My Bed Is A Boat’. ‘My bed is like a little boat, Nurse helps me in when I embark’.” Then I broke off. “Nicky?” I said. “You would tell me if you were sick of this book, wouldn’t you?”


But he was fine with it, so I carried on.


“‘She girds me in my sailor’s coat and starts me in the dark’.”


It’s always been one of my favourites, that little boy in the boat-bed, steering across the darkness with his eyes closed until morning comes again. He’s as safe and cosy as Nicky and Miss Drumm and all the other residents, tucked up with the curtains drawn and the doors locked, while the wind whips around the house and howls across the hills.


At eight o’clock, I pulled my anorak hood down close around my head with the toggles—no use even thinking of an umbrella that night—and scuttled across the gravel to my car.


It’s a single-track road to my place from the home, twisting for ten miles between nowhere and nowhere else, cattle grids every hundred yards, and unless the care workers are changing shift, you never meet a soul. I started to unwind on the way.


Tonight though, the puddles on the road were deep enough to float a car, so I stayed in the middle, clear of the worst bits, trying to look past the hypnotising wipers (Iveta was only kidding around), trying to see through the sheets of rain coming in waves (what if Miss Drumm died first?) like a tide of water washing over me, again and again (how could I even think “first”?), and the windscreen wipers ticked back and forth, shoving the water like snow in front of a plough but making no difference and—


Nicky!


Blinded by headlights, I felt the wheels go out as I stamped on the brake, felt that sudden weightlessness as I drifted on the skim of surface water. I braced myself, arms locked, released the brakes, then slammed them on again and felt the jolt as they bit just in time. I stopped dead and peered out of the side window at the guy’s face in the other car. It was pure white with wide eyes, just like mine must be. We stared at each other for maybe ten seconds, but neither one of us opened a door or even rolled down a window. Then I turned away. The car had stalled. I shifted to neutral, checked the handbrake, turned the key, and crawled off in second gear, shaking.


Only, in the mirror, I thought I saw him doing a turn, as if to follow me, so I shifted up to third and chanced another skid to get away. Would anyone really chase down a near-miss and start kicking off tonight? In this? It wasn’t as if I had scraped him.


I could see his headlights getting closer, starry and blurred through the rain on the back window. He really was coming after me. Well, maybe he was lost or wanted to apologise. But if he was lost, he must be a stranger and yet he was gaining on me; me who knows this road. And that was a lot of determination for an apology. I got my phone out of my bag and put it in my lap.


At the top of the hill, I paused. If I went down the track, there was no way out and no one for miles around. That was usually a good thing—the main reason I agreed to come here. Looking round on a summer’s afternoon, with the swifts wheeling and a warm breeze wafting the coconut scent of the gorse blossom in at the windows, the silence was the best bit. Like I could have been the last person alive in the world. I could scream until my eyes turned bloody and no one would try to stop me.


Tonight, though … One bar on my phone and the black night filthy and wild, and a man in a car behind me and gaining. The clever thing to do was keep driving, bump all the way to the main road and go where people were.


But I wanted to be home, to have my feet in slippers, a whisky in one hand, a book in the other, and something whirling in the microwave. So I swung onto the track and rattled over the grid, told myself I was imagining things and why shouldn’t someone else be driving this road as well as me?


I’d always been glad it was a grid instead of a gate, especially on nights like this when the wind blatted gouts of rain in every direction and the trees along the track thrashed and groaned. Sometimes the gales got so fierce they battered rocks right out of the dry stone wall, rolling them into the wheel ruts. They lay there like trolls on the track, waiting for me.


Tonight, though … I’d have taken a drenching to open a gate and shut it behind me. He was still there, but I could see the red of his taillights as well as the white of his headlights. He must be sitting right across the mouth of the lane. I trundled on, watching. Just before I turned the last bend, where the track gets narrow and rough, suddenly the lights were gone.


I blinked. They hadn’t moved off; they’d gone out. He had switched off his engine, but he was still sitting there. Or was I wrong about where the view of the road-end disappeared? That must be it. I had never driven along watching in the mirror before, had I? I was always looking forward to the sight of the house or minding out for animals. I had just driven out of sight of him—that was it—and the trees had cut off the view.


Thinking of the animals, I speeded up again, bumping and splashing in the potholes. I’d have to do something about the track this winter. Ask someone or go to the builders’ yard myself and get sacks of gravel to empty into the dips. I could drive the car over and back and tamp it down. Only, that seemed like the kind of job that would be easy with a tractor, even a little one, but hours of toil for a woman with a hatchback and a snow shovel.


It was strange to arrive with no one to greet me: the byre cats trotting through the long grass, lifting their feet like dressage ponies, tails high and waving at the tips; Walter Scott with his paws on the windowsill and his snout against the glass at the sound of the car.


No cat would be out tonight, and it had been a few weeks since Walter last smudged the window. He wasn’t in pain, the vet assured me, but if this was the final slide, it was a steep one.


Even without the animals, I felt welcomed home. Rough House was well named, but I only loved it the more. It was long and lower than it should be at the front, the ground level too high and the downstairs walls showing it with a creeping line of damp. Round the back, the hill dropped away and from here the house was gaunt and dreary. Rough indeed. It never bothered me because I knew what was inside and what the views were, but sometimes visitors’ faces would fall when they saw the tumble-down sheds and looked up at the windows, set so high that I had to stand a ladder on the concrete apron to wash even the downstairs ones. I had never washed the upstairs back windows at all, just the two of them in the guest bedrooms, slim as arrow slits. They were dappled with years of dust and rain now, bolls of insect eggs lined up along the transoms and spiders’ webs clogging every corner. I had hung lace curtains to hide the grime, and I never had guests anyway.


The noise of water teeming out of clogged gutters and pouring down the walls drowned out all other sound but, when I turned the key in the back door and opened it, both house cats were there, weaving and purring, Dorothy collapsing on her back on the doormat and looking up at me, paws waving. I stepped over them and up into the kitchen, into the oily smell of the old Rayburn cooker and the sharper stink of the old dog who lay in front of it, in his basket under the oven door, thumping his tail. He didn’t stand, and I hurried over.


“Walter?” I said, crouching down beside him. “You okay?” The tail picked up speed and he pushed his head under my hand as the cats came coiling around, trampling on his legs and nosing at me. I stood, pulled the kettle forward, and went to feed them.


Walter Scott didn’t follow me at first. I rinsed bowls and opened tins, listening, and then at last, with a rush of warmth in my chest, I heard him get to his feet and the sound of his nails on the lino as he plodded out to the scullery sink to see about his dinner.


“Don’t you dare give up on me,” I said, setting the bowl of mush down on his mat. “You’re third in the queue, and I told you that months ago.”


I put the double dish of cat food on top of the chest freezer and watched Dorothy and William spring soundlessly up and start to eat in dainty bites. Walter Scott had driven his bowl hard against the loft stairs like he always did and was slobbering and grunting at it, as though he was devouring some beast he had slain instead of a packet of the soft little nodules chosen to spare his teeth and keep his diabetes and his ancient bladder from turning on him.


Back in the kitchen, I kicked off my boots and stood in my damp socks in Walter’s basket in front of the stove, warming my hands on the kettle, waiting for it to boil. I sometimes worried about the water, drawn from a well, sitting tepid at the back of the Rayburn all day, since I couldn’t afford to let myself get ill. When the kettle was too hot to touch, I went to get the milk from the fridge down in the scullery. The cats were on the freezer top beside their clean dish, knowing I would splash some in there for them.


“Pretty things,” I said, smiling at the way they were sitting there, paws pursed in front of them, still licking their lips with that little flag of pink tongue so startling against the black of their fur. They waited as I tipped the carton, just a puddle of milk in each side—enough for a treat but not enough to upset them—and I smiled again at the way they stretched up, arching their backs, and settled dow—


Nicky!


My arm jolted and a spout of milk doused the freezer top. The cats scattered, streaking away, leaving the dish rattling. I caught it and held it still. Had I imagined that noise or had someone just knocked on the front door?


At the pictures, every single person in the audience, every single time, asks why that idiot woman is going to see what the noise was, why that moron is going to answer the door. And every one of them, if the same thing happened for real, would do it too. I barely paused to think, certainly didn’t pick up my phone or a poker on the way. I crept back through the kitchen and into the passageway, edged opened the glass door, and sidled out into the porch, listening.


There was no mistaking it the second time; that was a quiet but definite knock. I flicked the switch to turn the outside light on and heard the quick sound of his feet shifting. I had startled him. Him? His feet? Was I sure?


I opened the door anyway, on the chain, and put my face to the gap.


“Hello?”


He was soaked through to the skin, standing there with his shirt plastered to him and his suit trousers clinging round his legs. His face was red now, stung ruddy by the needles of rain, but it was the same face.


“Look, I’m sorry about that up there on the road,” I said. He didn’t look angry. But if he had followed me all the way down here and splashed through the garden from wherever he’d left his car, he must be fairly bothered one way or another. “But we’re both okay, aren’t we?” I went on. “Unless you’ve got whiplash or you banged your knee. I can give you a bag of peas to put on it.”


“It is you, isn’t it?” he said. “Knickerbocker Gloria.”


It took my breath away to hear that name after all these years. When I got it back again I was laughing.


“How do you know that?”


“You don’t recognise me,” he said. So I looked closer, past the bald head and the beer belly, past the dress shirt and the suit trousers, past the glasses covered in raindrops. I looked right into his eyes.


“Stig of the Dump!” I said and closed the door to undo the chain, let him in out of the rain.





TWO



STIG OF THE DUMP, Stephen Tarrant, came from Castle Douglas like me, but his family went to Saudi Arabia when he was six and so when they came home again, five years later, rich and different, he was a new boy. He joined Mrs. Hill’s primary seven class and thanks to her theories, he sat next to me. Mrs. Hill reckoned the boys would fling fewer spit balls and the girls would giggle a bit less and in a lower key. Of course, what actually happened was that the girls giggled even more, flirting, and the boys threw monster spit balls, showing off, but Mrs. Hill hated admitting she was wrong and so I had spent a year close enough to Stig Tarrant to know that he sneezed in sunlight and that he washed his hair on a Sunday night and a Wednesday. It felt like yesterday.


“What are you doing here?” I asked him once we were in the kitchen. I meant why was he driving the back roads on a night like this, but a bit of me sort of meant How can you be here, in this room, where no one ever comes? And another bit of me sort of meant How can Stig of the Dump be a man with stubbly jowls and a bad crown that’s getting black along the gumline? How can Stig Tarrant be rubbing his bald head dry on that warm tea towel from the Rayburn rail, the tea towel I ironed on Sunday, because I like ironing and I ran out of clothes before the end of the good stuff on the radio?


“Aw, that feels good,” he said. “What am I doing here? I’m having the worst night of my life.”


“Did you come to see me?” I said. “How did you know where I lived?”


“I didn’t,” he said. “It was like a … I mean, seeing your face through all that rain? You’ve still got the same hairstyle, Gloria. It’s thirty years later, and you look exactly the same.”


“It’s twenty-eight,” I said, and I hoped I wasn’t blushing. I turned to the kettle to make the tea in case I was. He was right about my hair. My mum used to do it in a centre parting and two plaits, then wind the plaits around my head and pin them. I loved it when I was a girl; it felt so clean and airy to have all my hair up away from my neck and yet it felt so secure to have it pinned there, safe and tight. It wasn’t until I had left college and started working that I realised people were laughing at me: the girls in the buying office calling me Helga and the men in packing asking me what time it was, because I looked like the wife in a cuckoo clock. I kept thinking of cutting it or leaving it hanging down, but every morning I could see the kinks of the plaits, my hair telling me what it wanted to do. And even after I washed it—especially after I washed it—I couldn’t resist the way the wet hair would really bite and the plaits would be so hard and tight and it would dry kind of crisp and tingly.


Coming up to my wedding day, I mentioned going to a salon for an up-do and my husband (not quite my husband then, and not my husband again now) said he forbade me to mess up my hair on the very day I should look most like the girl he loved.


“You forbid me?” I’d said, not quite sure enough to smile.


“You’ll have to obey me as of next weekend,” he’d answered. “Why not start now?” Then I was sure he was joking, and I laughed and did my plaits as usual on my wedding day. I tucked little white silk rosebuds in around them to have something special, but he plucked them out during the first waltz and let them drop on the floor.


“So why is it the worst night of your life?” I asked Stig, setting a mug of tea down in front of him and pushing the sugar bowl close in case he wanted any. I couldn’t stop watching him. The way his hand curled around the teaspoon was the same way it curled around a pencil when he turned it upside down to rub out a mistake. The way he plucked the wet shirt away from his back was the same way he had pulled at his school shirt when it was hot at playtime and he got sweaty running round the football pitch.


“I can give you a dressing gown,” I said. “I haven’t got a dryer, but I can spin your things and hang them over the rail there.”


He smiled and it was the same smile, stolen from the boy and used by this man, shining out from the middle of his plump face. “I’m going out again,” he said, “and I don’t think turning up in your nightie would be a great idea.” He took a slurp of his tea. “It’s the worst night of my life because I’ve got a stalker and I’ve agreed to meet her.”


“Dressing gown,” I said, “not nightie.” And then: “A stalker?”


He put his mug down, put his head in his hands, and groaned. “A girl I was at school with. Nice enough lassie, but she’s popped up again out of nowhere and kind of got her claws into me.”


I hadn’t felt this for years, this burning in my cheeks and the heavy feeling in my middle. Not that people didn’t still tease, but these days I usually didn’t care. I tried to sound light when I answered him.


“I think someone might have been playing a trick on both of us,” I said. He looked up sharply. “Because … this girl from school. Do you mean me?”


“What?” he said. Then he laughed again. “No! You bampot. Her name’s April Cowan. From high school, Gloria. Well, from Eden. That’s why I’m here.”


Eden. I had almost forgotten. The care home had been a care home for nearly twenty years and I’d been there every day for the last ten until it was like the back of my hand, like my face in the mirror. But before that, and very briefly, it was a boarding school. Eden, they called it, and they couldn’t have been more wrong.


“I don’t think I knew you went there,” I said. In truth, when we scattered after primary I paid no attention to anyone who didn’t just trot along to Castle Douglas High School like me. I knew some went to St. Joe’s in Dumfries, some with enough money went up to Ayr to Wellington’s, but I had forgotten—if I ever knew—where Stig had disappeared to. “Were you there when … what was it?”


“We both were,” Stig said. “April Cowan and me.”


I was trying to remember the story, but I had been twelve (and quite a dreamy twelve) and my parents hadn’t wanted to tell me. I knew they didn’t approve of Eden. Hippies, my mother had said. Running wild. And when it happened, whatever it was that I could only just remember, she had said, Well, what do you expect if you let them just—But my dad had shushed her. He was always the kind one.


“Then Moped died,” said Stig, “and the school closed and I never saw her again.” He was gulping his tea and his face was turning a more normal colour from the warmth and the sugar, neither the white I had seen in the headlights nor the blue-pink from the freezing rain. “Never heard from her again until a couple of months ago.”


“That’s right,” I said. “I remember now. There was an accident. ‘Mo-ped’?”


“Mitchell Best,” said Stig. “He drowned.”


“And this April Cowan … what?”


“She found me on Facebook, usual story.” Walter Scott had finally got his gums around the last of his mushy dinner and he lumbered back into the kitchen. He stood in the doorway a minute, tail waving, looking at us. Maybe he was as surprised as me to have a visitor. Then he went straight to Stig, ignored his basket completely, and rested his muzzle on one of the wet trouser legs. Stig fondled his ears absently, hardly looking.


“Divorced, of course,” he said. “Hitting forty, looking back and wondering where it all went wrong. Aren’t we all?” I didn’t say a word but he put a hand up, the one that wasn’t resting on Walter’s head.


“Sorry,” he said. “Maybe your life’s working out fine. Anyway, April and me started messaging back and forth: ‘Ever see any of the crowd these days?’ Chitchat, chitchat. Then it changed. I remember it really clearly. I was at work on my lunch and she sent this text. ‘The worst thing, Stephen, is not knowing who knows what. Not knowing who knows.’ I remember it because who sends a text that long that just says the same thing over and over again?”


“Bingo Little,” I said. “Except with him it was telegrams.”


“What?”


“Sorry. It’s in a book.”


“Still got your head stuck in a book then, eh Glo?”


“What did she mean?” I asked, ignoring him teasing me.


“Moped,” said Stig. “She was talking about the night Moped died.”


I said it over to myself: The worst thing is not knowing who knows what. Then he was talking again.


“That was when she started asking to meet. She said something like ‘if I could just talk it through once and for all, face to face’ and after that there was no stopping her. Where did I live, what sort of free time did I get, wife, girlfriend, how about a coffee then?” He laughed, a harsh sound that made Walter Scott jerk out of his standing-up doze and move off to his basket at last. Stig shivered as though the old dog leaning against his legs had been keeping him warm.


“Starbucks at lunchtime, Glo. Like I was some kind of Internet guy. As if for fuck’s sake she hadn’t been the one pestering me.”


I tried not to look startled. Everyone says that word now; I know that. Even the nurses at the home say it sometimes, though not in front of Miss Drumm, and the nice ones don’t say it in front of Nicky.


“But she never showed up. I waited an hour then left. Told myself I’d delete her next one, shake her off. But it was a phone call and she caught me. Said she was sorry, said she’d chickened out. I told her she was doing my head in. That was when she started pleading. Really going for it—begging nearly. ‘I just want to talk to you. I need to talk. I need to straighten things out. Whether it’s you or not, Stephen. I’ve got to talk to someone.’”


“That doesn’t sound like begging,” I said. “That sounds like threats.”


He frowned and for a minute he seemed to be thinking hard. Then he nodded. “But what would she be threatening me with?” he said. “Or about? Or however you—And now tonight she sent me an ultimatum.” He dug in his back pocket and pulled out a phone, clicked, scrolled, and passed it over.


I’M AT THE HUTTIE. COME NOW. I’M WAITING.


“The huttie?” I said.


“At Eden,” said Stig. He shivered again as a fierce squall of rain hit the window and the gale moaned in the chimney. “She’ll be freezing to bloody death.”


“If she’s actually there.”


“Yeah,” said Stig. “If.”


“Do you think you could find it? In the dark?”


“I could find it dead drunk and in a blindfold,” he said. Strange to think that Stig of the Dump drank. Stig who used to pour his school milk down his throat from a foot above his thrown-back head because he hated straws, cardboard cartons, and the taste of milk.


“If it’s still there,” I said.


“It will be,” said Stig. “It’s not really a huttie. It’s this wee stone building, pretty amazing actually, like a chapel or something.”


“Wait,” I said. “You don’t mean the crypt? Round building with railings outside?”


Stig stared at me. “How do you—A crypt? God, if we’d known that we wouldn’t have—”


“I know every inch of the grounds,” I told him. “I used to ramble all over the woods with Walter Scott, before he got too frail.”


“I suppose you would, living here,” said Stig. “How did you end up here, Glo?” He was looking around the kitchen as if noticing it for the first time, and I tried not to care about how shabby it all was: the old, green-distempered walls with the damp showing through; lino down to the backing weave; everything plugged into a six-way board at the only socket. Maybe I made the suggestion to distract him.


“I could come with you,” I said. “It’s better to have a witness in case she turns nasty.”


He waited a long time before he answered. “Who’s Walter Scott?”


I pointed at the basket. “The dog. Not the real Walter Scott, obviously. For one, I don’t believe in ghosts, and for two, I prefer Stevenson.”


“Who?” said Stig.


“Writers,” I told him.


“You and your books, Knickerbocker Gloria,” he said, standing. “Okay, you’re on.”


So it was my idea. It was never him who asked me. That’s one thing to be clear about straight away.





THREE



WE TOOK MY CAR because I knew the service roads through the estate and could get closer to the crypt—the huttie, I’d rather call it, going there in the dead of night this way—and Stig insisted on spreading a bin bag over the seat between his wet clothes and my precious upholstery. If he’d seen my car in daylight, he’d not have bothered. I told him that, but there was no arguing.


“You’re doing me a massive favour, Glo,” he said. “I’m not leaving you with mildew as well.”


“Glad to help,” I said. “I’m glad I nearly ran into you.”


“Yeah, how about that?” We had bumped back along the track from my place and were out on the lane, just about where the near-running-into had happened. “You living here, right on Eden’s doorstep. What are the chances?”


“Small world,” I said. I didn’t want to get started on it.


“Isolated isn’t even the word, though, Glo,” said Stig, peering out past the windscreen wipers at the blackness. “Do you like it? Must do or you wouldn’t have bought it, eh?”


“Well, it’s handy for me,” I said. “I work just up the road.”


“Doing what?” he said. “Not like jobs round here are easy come by.”


That was true. It was like a miracle when it happened. I went from being totally lost and alone, divorced, desperate, homeless, and broke, to having this lovely house and a good job and Nicky happy and no one watching me and judging every move I made. Miss Drumm made her offer, the job was advertised, and I never looked back.


“I’m a registrar,” I said. “Up in Dalry.”


“Not shifts then?”


I shook my head. “And my son lives nearby.”


“Your son?” said Stig. “You’ve got a son?” I knew what that tone of voice was. I was used to it. Something about me made people think I wasn’t a mother. But I am. I might not have a big handbag with baby wipes and fruit snacks, or wear yoga clothes and be in a book group, but Nicky was there and the skin on my tummy was still soft and crumpled fifteen years later. No one could take that away.


I swung off the road at one of the back ways into the estate. No sign, no gateposts, just a break in the bramble-laden fence. The trust kept the track narrow and uninviting to stop people getting nosy, but round the first bend it widened out again and cut through the pines growing close on either side.


“This goes to the boiler house,” I told Stig, “but it passes close by the cr—the huttie. I mean, we’ll still get soaked but less than the other way.”


“And I think we’ll get soaked for nothing,” Stig said. “I don’t think she’ll be there. I think it’s a game.”


I was peering hard into the trees, looking for any trace of the cupola on the top of the crypt or any glint from the railings around it. Gamekeepers from the next estate sometimes drove over the top fields in spring looking for foxes, lamps on top of their Land Rovers that always made me think of lighthouses the way they swept around and then suddenly stopped, picking out the scared little fox in that harsh white light. A scrap of orange against Day-Glo green. I always turned away before I heard the crack and told myself the fox fled, hid until the gamekeeper gave up and was down in the pub, cursing it. Anyway, Miss Drumm was fully apprised of her rights and specifically withheld permission from any vehicle desiring to cross her land for the purposes of so-called vermin control. She made me learn the words and promise to say them should the occasion arise.


“It all helps, Gloria,” she told me. “Keep everyone out and no one will ever know.”


“Can you shine that torch out the side window?” I asked Stig. I was pretty sure we had missed it, so I turned carefully, back and forth, back and forth, feeling the wheels slip in the mud when I went too far. Once we were on our way back again he leaned across me and clicked on the torch, but the reflection made it useless.


“You’ll have to wind it down,” he said. “And you’ll get drenched.”


“Not so bad under the trees, really.” My throat was tight, filled with the smell of his body, he was that close. Stig of the Dump in primary seven had smelled of Palmolive soap and the earth that got stuck to his shoes and ground into the knees of his grey school trousers every playtime. This man smelled of aftershave and fabric softener.


“She won’t be there,” he said again. “This’ll be just like Starbucks.”


He was trying to convince himself, it sounded like, and so I faced him with the contradiction.


“If you’re so sure, why did you come?”


Before he could answer, there was a sudden flash in the trees off to our left. I stopped and he played the beam around to find it again, the glittering spangled light of a leaded window.


“No sign of her car,” said Stig, his voice pitched higher than usual.


“Switch off and look,” I told him, thinking surely this April Cowan would keep a light on, even her phone just, and not stay in a crypt at night in a storm, waiting. But when he killed the torch and I killed the headlights, we were wrapped in instant inky blackness.


“She’s not there,” he said. “I told you.”


“But we’ve come this far, so why not check?”


It was only twenty yards, but getting there was tricky. Stig leapt over the ditch, taking the torch, and then turned and shone it back to me. I picked my way down the steep side, sliding a little, then stepped over the water and clambered up again. He put his hand out and hauled me, gripping me hard just below the elbow like for an eightsome reel. Then we turned. For a wonder, there were no fallen trees in our way; most of the woods at the home were so neglected the trees leaned into each other like drunks, and everywhere you turned trunks lay across your path, roots sticking up in the air. Some of them have been there so long, they’ve rerooted where they fell and become misshapen sideways trees, grotesque somehow but pitiful too.


All Stig and I had to deal with were the mossy lumps, knee high, that were sometimes soft tussocks and sometimes had rocks under them. So although they rose up like stepping stones, we ignored them and splashed through the boggy dips in between.


“Jesus, it’s freezing,” he said. “No wonder April’s car’s nowhere to be seen. Who’d come this way?”


“The proper path’s just as bad,” I told him. “And longer.”


We were there. A low stone wall with railings above it circled the crypt and we followed it round to the gate on the far side. Stig trained the torch on the gate lock and drew in a breath. The padlock and chain were as rusted as the railings, but quite clearly in the torchlight we could see a little shiny lozenge shape—the raw place where wire cutters had snipped the chain. And recently too.


“April?” Stig shouted. “Are you in there?”


The path, no more than ten feet from the gate to the door, was paved in mossy slabs. I remembered it from summer walks here. Remembered thinking that they looked like gravestones, and Miss Drumm saying they probably were. Old ones turned face-down and put to use.


“April?” Stig shouted again and banged on the door. He handed me the torch and grabbed the tarnished doorknob. “You wait here,” he said.


“I’m a witness,” I told him. Then I raised my voice. “April?” I called. “My name’s Gloria. I came along to keep Stig company. I hope that’s okay.”


Then we both listened. The rain hissed in the high branches and dripped miserably off the low branches, but otherwise there was silence.


“Might as well check,” I said.


He tried the door. It opened about a foot with a grating squeal before it grounded out on the stone floor inside. Stig grabbed the handle harder and tried to lift it clear but it wouldn’t budge, so he turned sideways and squeezed into the gap, breathing in and wriggling his shoulders until he was through. I followed. It was touch and go if I would fit, but the thought of how embarrassing it would be helped me ignore the pain of the door latch scraping across my front and the way the frame bruised my vertebrae as I forced myself past it.


“Oof,” I couldn’t help saying when I got inside.


“I told you!” said Stig, playing the torch around. It was about twelve feet across maybe, just that one window we had seen, and nowhere for someone to hide. Nothing in there at all except for a stone shelf that ran round the wall and an alcove at the far side. The place was absolutely empty, just dust and cobwebs.


“Jeez. Memories,” Stig said. “We put beanbags in here, and those Indian cotton things.” He moved forward. “Better than wooden benches any day, but it looks terrible now they’re out too.”


“Wait,” I said, putting an arm out to stop him going in. “Shine the torch on the floor, see if there’s footprints. Someone cut that wire. Someone’s at least been here.”


He trained the torchlight downwards and I saw that it was shimmering a little as if his hand was unsteady.


“Look,” he said.


There were footprints. The dust around the edges of the room was so thick that the mortar lines between the stone flags appeared soft, the way the garden softened under the first thin fall of snow. In the middle though, footprints criss-crossed, leading away from the door to the far side in front of the alcove. There they were muddled and scraped about, and at one spot the floor was completely clear. A square with no dust at all.


I walked over and looked down at it. Stig followed me, the torchlight sending a monstrous shadow dancing on the wall.


“Why would she clean off that one slab and leave footprints everywhere else?” he said.


“She didn’t,” I answered. “I think the dust slid off when the stone tilted.” I crouched down, feeling along the edges.


“Tilted?” said Stig. “Like a trap door? Glo, this place is freaking me out. Let’s get ou—”


I had found the spring, or the latch or whatever it was, and the clean stone slab lifted at one end. I grabbed it and pulled until the slab stood up like a gravestone. I don’t know what I had been expecting: a staircase, a tunnel, treasure? Or maybe deep down inside I knew what I was about to see. And there it was.


Nicky!


“Oh Jesus fuck,” said Stig behind me. A brutal, needless pair of words, so wrong to put them together that way. But looking into the hole, I nearly echoed them.


“Is that April Cowan?” I whispered.


“Oh Jesus fucking Christ,” said Stig, and I knew from the way his voice had softened and grown guttural that he was almost retching. “It’s been so long. It’s—But I think so.”


I reached down and pulled the thick brown hair away from her face.


“Yes, yes, that’s April. Jesus,” he said. “Oh Christ.”


She was cold, but it hadn’t been long. I brushed her cheek, moving her hair, and it was still soft to the touch. Her eyes were half open and still shining. The knife was shining too. Blood had poured over the handle and coated her hands, drying in the creases of her knuckles and around her fingernails, but its stubby little blade was clean, wiped clean when she’d pulled it out of the long gaping gashes on both her arms. I remembered a nurse at the home telling me one time that someone crying out for help slashes sideways, but if they mean it they open the veins from wrist to elbow.


I heard electronic bleeps from behind me and saw a new bluish light added to the torch beam.


“What are you doing?” I shouted, standing, turning, and grabbing Stig’s arm all in one movement.


“I’m calling the police,” he said.


Nicky!


“No. Don’t.”


“Gloria, what are you talking about. We’ve got to.”


“There’s no signal,” I said. “You won’t get a signal until you’re back on the road at Crocketford. Let’s go. And use my landline.”


“What are you doing?” said Stig. I had pulled my coat sleeve down and I wiped it over her hair where I had touched. Then I pushed the stone until it was closed again and wiped my fingerprints away. “Gloria? Why are you doing that?”


“Ssh,” I told him. I pulled the scarf from round my neck and, walking backwards towards the door, pushing Stig along behind me, I swished it over the floor, wiping all the footprints, his, mine, and the ones we had found. Mixing them all up into a churned mess of dust. He squeezed out through the door first. I followed, took the torch, and ran it all up and down the opening looking for fibres. But my anorak was shiny and Stig was so wet that nothing would have come off him. I pulled the door closed, surprised I was strong enough to shift the swollen wood, then I polished the handle.


“What about them?” said Stig, pointing to our muddy prints on the gravestone path.


“It’s going to rain all night,” I told him. “Let’s go.”


“Back to yours and call the cops?” he said. “Only why did you wipe—”


“We need to talk,” I said.


The silence lasted a long time. I thought it was because I had shocked him. But then he spoke again.


“Yes, we do,” he said. “I haven’t been completely straight, Gloria. There’s something you should know.”





FOUR



“I DIDN’T DO IT.”


That was the first thing he said when we were back in the car, crawling along the track to the gap in the fence. I would have driven like a bat out of hell if I could have, but my limbs had turned leaden on me, my feet sludgy on the pedals and my arms so heavy I thought they might drop from the steering wheel and just lie in my lap like sandbags.


“So if you’re protecting me for some mad reason, you don’t have to. I didn’t do that. I could never … ”


I believed him. I knew without a flicker of doubt, right from the off that Stig Tarrant hadn’t killed April Cowan. It wasn’t sentiment. It wasn’t old times. It was the way he had called out her name, so hopeful, and the way he had said she wasn’t there, so torn between relief and disappointment, and the way he had said those terrible words: Oh Jesus fuck. He wasn’t acting.


I can smell insincerity at fifty paces. I can hear the lie under the kind word every time. Lynne at work calls it a certain kind of detector, and though I don’t like the sound of having one of them inside me, I suppose it’s true. One of the orderlies is always saying Nicky’s a lovely boy and I’m a lucky mummy or he’s a lucky boy and I’m lovely mummy, and she might as well shout at the top of her lungs that she despises me and Nicky gives her the creeps. But then there’s this old Irish orderly, Donna, and she says, “Ah, the poor soul, but he’s still your blessing.” And she means every word.


“I know you didn’t,” I said to Stig. “She did it herself.”


“But I mean I didn’t drive her to it,” Stig said. “I don’t know why she picked on me and set me up for this. I don’t understand anything that’s happening.”


“I know.”


“So why aren’t we dialling 999?”


“Listen,” I said, “and I’ll tell you.”


Back in the kitchen the Rayburn was teetering. When the wind gets up in the north it sometimes just snuffs it out, and then Rough House is a miserable place to be. I usually light a fire in the living room if it looks likely, but tonight I didn’t have the energy to strike a match, never mind lay the paper and twigs and nurse it. The chimney’s as bad as the stove when the wind blows.


“Tea?” I said.


“Whisky?” said Stig. I went through to the living room to get the bottle from the press. When I got back he had dragged two chairs from the table, set them close to the oven, and opened the door.


“I know it’ll cool your hot water, but needs must.” His teeth were chattering.


I turned and left again, went upstairs to my bedroom, got a tee-shirt and a sweat suit—a plain one in pale grey with no sparkles—thick socks and a fleece hat.


“Here,” I said, when I got back to the kitchen again. “Strip off and get into these. I’m going to change too. Shout when you’re ready.”


I managed not to laugh at the sight of him, bundled in my clothes with the hat flaps pulled over his ears. I just sat down beside him, kicked off my slippers, and put my feet on Walter Scott’s back. He thumped his tail once but didn’t open his eyes.


“Think my size tens would flatten him?” said Stig, his voice sounding rough from a big swallow of whisky.


“Not Walter,” I said. “Sometimes at night he burrows under me so I’m right on top of him, and he stays there till morning.”


I blushed then, but who knows if it was from admitting I slept with a dog, alluding to my figure, or just the whisky.


“Okay,” I said. Stig wouldn’t know I was blushing. Only the lamps were on, not the big light, and the green distemper makes everyone look like a vampire. “Why I live here. It’s not my house. It belongs to a friend who’s not in good enough health to stay here alone anymore. So I’m long-term house-sitting.”


“Glo,” he said. “That’s all very—We’ve got more impor—”
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