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For Amy






Midway upon the journey of our life

I found myself within a forest dark,

For the straightforward pathway had been lost.

Ah me! how hard a thing it is to say

What was this forest savage, rough, and stern,

Which in the very thought renews the fear.

—DANTE ALIGHIERI, TRANSLATION BY HENRY WADSWORTH LONGFELLOW








Editor’s Foreword

The Devil is in Scotland.

Who among us did not experience a prickle of fear the first time they read those now infamous words? When Grayson Matthew Hale stepped foot on Scottish soil, few could have predicted that this ordinary young man, without a speck on his moral or criminal records, would soon be known throughout the country by a more sinister name, a name synonymous with cold-blooded murder and the dark side of American zealotry: the Devil’s Advocate.

If you are reading this, you’re likely already familiar with Hale and his precipitous rise to fame. You’ll know that he made headlines in 2017, when, as a postgraduate student at the University of Edinburgh, he confessed to the slaughter of fellow student Liam Stewart and claimed the Devil himself as his master and accomplice. You’ll know too that news of Hale’s confession exploded across the nation with headlines such as KILLER CONFESSES, SAYS DEVIL MADE HIM DO IT, and AMERICAN KILLER CLAIMS SATAN IN SCOTLAND, propelling its subject to instant notoriety.

One might think that, as the journalist who broke the story of Hale’s confession, I would be numb to the terror of those words by now, but their effect on me has scarcely dulled since they first appeared in my inbox.

I still remember that night. It was the second of March 2017 and I was burning the midnight oil at the offices of The Scotsman, where I freelanced as a news reporter focusing on petty crime in the capital. A major deadline loomed, and my flat was playing youth hostel to my boyfriend’s rather exuberant kid sister and her friend. Seeking a bit of silence in which to work, I had set up camp at the desk of a stranger, liberally decorated with Disney figurines and photos of the owner’s crusty-eyed bichon frise. Fueled by adrenaline and lashings of instant coffee, I had just crossed over into the wee small hours when came the unmistakable sound of a new email hitting my inbox.

I was used to getting messages at all hours, but this one made me pause. The address was anonymous, the subject brief and unsettling: THE DEVIL’S BACK.

Suspecting it was spam, I almost deleted the message unopened, but something, perhaps mere wanton curiosity, compelled me to explore further. Clicking through, I was met with a brief note from an unnamed writer informing me that an Edinburgh man named Grayson Hale had been charged with murder. I knew this name. Some months before, Hale had been trumpeted as a key suspect in the disappearance of Liam Stewart, whose case had garnered its own heap of press attention. This information, if it could be corroborated, was a lucky break.

But as I was about to find out, the real story lay in the untitled attachment: a full transcript, mysteriously acquired, of Hale’s outlandish admission to police, which, in addition to sending a jolt of cold dread through my body, was about to change the course of my life.

Abandoning my existing project, I worked through the night to verify the document was authentic and scrape together five hundred words for the morning edition and its online equivalent. Little did I know, in the course of a single article I would become the author of the most-shared Scottish news story of the decade and inadvertently coin the moniker by which Hale is better known today.

Over the following weeks, I went on to appear on half a dozen news programs and podcasts, solidifying my reputation as the foremost expert on the crimes of Grayson Hale. Forced to enact a charade of journalistic neutrality when in reality the mere mention of Hale’s name set my insides wriggling like a cavity of worms. It was not until I was assigned to report on his trial, however, that my fear reached a fever pitch.

Even more than the sensational nature of his claims, what disturbed me most of all was that those claims did not seem to tally with the person who spouted them from the witness box. Where I had expected a raving lunatic, Hale presented as exceedingly normal—a benign and intelligent if introverted young man, who fully acknowledged the absurdity of his tale and maneuvered the prosecution’s mocking inquisition with such agility that anyone present would have been hard-pressed to doubt him. His was a story that became more unbelievable at every turn yet somehow more undeniable—a story not just of devils and fiends, but of the darkness that nests within the human soul like a seed awaiting rain.

For more than a year I believed that story had ended in the courtroom, when the jury delivered a guilty verdict condemning Hale to a life behind bars. It seemed a foregone conclusion that he would drift quietly into the obscurity of his sentence, his only legacy a harrowing and unresolved narrative that, like the legends of Thomas Weir and the Loch Ness Monster, promised to linger in the annals of Scottish history for years to come.

But as you are no doubt aware, he did no such thing. Just nineteen months into his sentence, Hale commanded the headlines once again when his body was discovered in a high-security cell at Her Majesty’s Prison Edinburgh suspended by a bedsheet cinched around his neck. His government-issue jumpsuit was slashed and torn, the flesh beneath crisscrossed with bizarre lacerations. One prison officer reportedly described the wounds as being like “claw marks from a small, three-fingered animal.”

No suicide note was found. There were no known witnesses to the event. According to a spokesperson for the Scottish Prison Service (SPS), Hale had been living in segregation, a.k.a. solitary confinement, for his own protection and the protection of others.

After a thorough investigation, the Prisons and Probation Ombudsman released a report declaring Hale’s death self-inflicted. The marks on his person, which received only a few words’ mention, were dismissed as “minor” and incidental to the hanging, which the autopsy recorded as the official cause of death. An inquiry into the possible cause of the wounds was inconclusive, although their shape and position reportedly made self-harm unlikely.

Naturally, speculation raged, each explanation more disturbing than the last. Some believed Hale had been murdered by a fellow prisoner, or even an officer, perhaps one with ties to the Stewart family. Others maintained a more ominous theory: that the marks on his body substantiated his well-publicized accounts of having been pursued by demonic spirits. What should have been a definitive end to his story left the nation—myself included—with still more questions about the Devil’s Advocate and the demons, real or metaphorical, with which he had grappled in his final moments.

Like many, I didn’t know what to think. Had Hale hanged himself as the report concluded? Was his suicide just the last in a long line of violent and psychotic acts? Or—there was no other way to put it—was it possible he had been telling the truth?

Soon the uncertainty became too much to bear. I found myself struggling to eat properly, or sleep. I lay awake at night, haunted by the questions I could not answer, questions that wore down my body to skin and bone and shredded my nerves to a throbbing pulp. My work suffered, my relationship on the rocks. Before long it became a matter of necessity: I needed to know what had happened in that cell. Needed to know the truth about the Devil’s Advocate once and for all.

To my surprise, it seemed I just might.

Within days of the announcement of Hale’s death, whispers began to circulate around the newsroom that prison officers had discovered, in his cell, a manuscript of more than two hundred A4 pages written in the deceased’s own hand, presented on the desk like a last will and testament. Reportedly bearing the title The Memoirs and Confessions of Grayson Hale, the document was said to describe, in unflinching detail, Hale’s account of his diabolical liaison and the months leading up to the murder of Liam Stewart. I privately rejoiced; this was it! At last we would hear it directly from him, the story he had been trying to tell us all along. At the very least we might catch a glimpse into the twisted mind of the country’s most notorious killer and finally lay our fears of the Devil to rest.

However, despite the public thirst for answers, the SPS refused to release Hale’s manuscript, stating there was no precedent for the publication of the private journals of prisoners living or deceased. They even denied my request for facsimiles of the document, citing section 34 of the Scottish Freedom of Information Act 2002, which exempts public authorities from having to divulge information related to the investigation of a person’s death. Not even a media-fueled campaign of public outrage could dislodge the SPS from their pedestal of bureaucratic obstinance.

Still, I remained adamant that the nation had a right to answers—and I would not rest, literally or figuratively, until we had them. Thus, with the help of my friend Iain Crawford, a professor at Strathclyde Law School, I lodged an appeal with Scottish information commissioner Marjory Brown in May of last year. Upon reading her decision, my heart sank. Despite my best efforts, Commissioner Brown upheld the SPS’s judgment, reiterating the exemption under section 34. I nearly tossed the letter aside, tears of frustration stinging my eyes.

But as with the mysterious email that had started it all, something told me to read on.


The public interest must nevertheless be taken into account. As the requestor clearly notes in her letter of appeal, Hale’s manuscript represents far more than information held by a public authority. It represents a document of extraordinary cultural significance, whose study, contemplation, and publication—as the requestor herself proposes to undertake, and for which she has demonstrated she is uniquely qualified—stands to contribute significantly to the nation’s cultural and historical legacy. Therefore, I request that the SPS make available to the requestor, for the purposes of study, annotation, and dissemination, the manuscript of Grayson Hale and all related attachments.



And so, with the blessing of Commissioner Brown and the family of Liam Stewart, whom the sales of this book will benefit, I am pleased to present in the following pages Grayson Hale’s full and unexpurgated manuscript—a document of a most singular nature.

You may be surprised to find, as I was, that much like its author, the manuscript confounds expectations and evades easy classification. What is this strange memoir? you might ask. An imaginative fiction of diablerie and death? An astonishing first-person account of one man’s descent into madness? Or is it something even more ill-boding: a warning sent straight from the depths of hell?

In an attempt to answer this question, I’ve spent the last several months conducting extensive research into the man behind the manuscript, from his dark and complicated history to the events leading up to his arrest, unearthing much that Hale himself seemed keen to keep buried. To this end, I present this text with a series of supporting additions, including courtroom testimony, text messages, and interviews with Hale’s relatives and acquaintances. Whether these inclusions go far enough toward revealing the true nature of Hale’s memoir—well, I shall let you be the judge.

Daniella Barclay, MSc, NQJ

Edinburgh

13 March 2020
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One

THE DEVIL FOUND me at the dodgy end of Leith Walk, having lured me by use of guile and the pretense of employment, the thing I needed more than anything.

It was night and a hatefully cold one for September. The wind ripped at my body like an ocean breeze turned inside out, its softness frozen over into a shrill and ragged edge. I shoved my fists in my pockets and pushed on toward my destination. I didn’t know what it looked like, the pub where he had asked to meet. Only its name. My eyes flicked up to check the signage over every passing doorway. To my left, the wide four-lane street buzzed with a steady stream of cars and double-decker buses. The sidewalk was busy with carousers and tourists. A gaggle of teenagers in minidresses brayed in thick accents, unfazed by the chill on their bare skin.

I weaved between them, desperate to find the place—eager to escape more than just the night air. For at that moment I found myself gripped by a subtle anxiety, which quickened my pace to a hurried clip, and rained sweat down my forehead despite the cold: I was being followed.

It had begun a few blocks back, when the stranger emerged from a building on the opposite side of the street. I couldn’t make him out in the darkness, but his eyes seemed to track me as I passed. Then, with a cold twist of discomfort as I glanced across my shoulder, I saw him crossing the road.

Surely it was a coincidence. Probably on his way to meet a friend for drinks, or to a movie at the Omni Centre. So then why did he follow in my wake, moving in and out of sight in the crowd as if trying not to be seen, closing the gap between us, then dropping back when I started to notice?

A feeling of panic burgeoned within me. I couldn’t stop thinking about the man. All but forgetting my potential employer, I continued to throw casual glances over my shoulder, as if merely taking in my unusual surroundings.

I had been living in Scotland not quite two weeks and still couldn’t wrap my head around its streets: the tiny cars, the flagstone sidewalks, the buildings joined in an endless repeat of weather-beaten sandstone, differentiated only by the variously colored shop fronts that made up the ground floor. A laundromat framed in royal blue. The gleaming black of an Indian restaurant. A bookshop draped in a hoary skin of hunter green. They blurred past me as I hurried ever faster through the night, panting under my breath, certain both that I was out of my mind and that my pursuer was gaining on me.

Then quickly the character of the street began to change. Where Leith Walk met Picardy Place, the bars blazed out pink and purple light, assaulting the street with throbbing music. Garrulous men stood under snapping rainbow flags, smoking and laughing and touching each other’s arms. With my head down I barreled on, twisting my body so as not to touch or be touched. Not out of any sense of prejudice, you understand. I’d lived my whole life in California, after all. My aversion was simply to being touched, by anyone.

“Darlin’, you look amazin’!” said a man swaggering toward me, his arms flung wide, a wedge of hairy chest exposed to the night. I leapt aside to avoid him, relieved when he threw his arms around someone else entirely.

As I moved past them I saw something that brought me up short: the sight of a man who was the mirror image of myself.

Indeed, for a moment I believed I was staring at my reflection in a pane of glass. A reflection whose movements seemed to operate independently from my own. It couldn’t have been a reflection, then, but an identical stranger, for he resembled me in every way. My neglectful physique. My reluctant suntan. My ragtag outfit of hoodies heaped over sweaters and tees, because I still didn’t own a decent coat. There was my double, slouched against the side of a club, dragging on a cigarette. I was unable to move, my mind reverberating with unintelligible sound, like a cavern in which a dozen people had shouted at once. His lips parted; smoke billowed and ran away on the wind.

The me who was smoking locked eyes with the me who was staring, and grinned.

Then someone crossed between us and, as my double passed back into view, he was a different person altogether. A person whose appearance was so dissimilar to my own that only a powerful delusion could have been responsible for such a mistake.

The stranger was taller by several inches. His clothes were black from head to toe. His dark hair gleamed violet in the radiance of the club. He was older than me, approaching thirty, yet there was a boyish quality about him. His lips set in a resting smirk. His eyes hooded and lingering.

“All right there?” His voice was low, shot through with a suggestion of amusement; I realized I was staring.

“Sorry, I—”

“Nae bother, mate. Look all ye like.”

Mortified, I headed off, my eyes on the sidewalk.

The stranger called after me. “Grayson, is it?”

I twisted my head around. A glint of metal lettering over the entrance of the club caught my eye. But it couldn’t be: SILVER STAG. The very place I was looking for.

“You’re D.B.?”

A plume of smoke curled out of his open mouth.

“No’ what you expected?”

Words evaded me. I couldn’t easily say what I’d anticipated of my potential employer, but not this.

“We’re the same, you and me.” He dropped the butt of his cigarette and stepped on it.

I couldn’t bring myself to ask what he meant.

“No’ from here.”

“O-oh?”

“S’ just the accent. I tend to pick them up.”

Now he mentioned it, I could detect the impurities in his brogue: plunging u’s that suggested time in the north of England, and something American, too, in his long a’s.

“So the job,” I insisted.

He nodded, conceding. “I have a book that needs writing.”

“A book? You mean, like a ghostwriter?”

This came as a welcome surprise. The online ad had been vague. WRITING HELP NEEDED. Seeking a competent writer for part-time assistance. Postgrad in English lit/religious studies highly preferred. I’d figured it was a tutoring gig. But writing a book… that had a ring to it. A good addition to the résumé. The kind of work my father would have done, if he’d had the chance. “What sort of—?”

“Come have a drink and I’ll tell ye.”

He motioned toward the entrance of the club. I spied the dance floor beyond, with its slicing purple light and so many bodies in motion. Most of them male, not that it mattered. The heat of the place poured out onto the sidewalk, inviting me in. Perhaps one drink.

But as D.B. held my gaze, something changed in his expression, or maybe it was my perception that changed. Like my eyes had finally adjusted to the dark and saw clearly what before had been cloaked in shadow. A shiver ran through me—not the kind that rattles the chest and shoulders but that emanates from deeper down, rumbling out of one’s core. A shiver that had nothing at all to do with the climate.

I couldn’t say what exactly, but there was something not right about this man.

“Sorry. I just remembered I—”

Someone pushed past me, shunting me forward. A random coincidence with the character of a threat, like whoever had pushed me was in league with the stranger. Like the whole street was conspiring to get me inside.

“Well?”

My feet were already working underneath me, carrying me backward. “I—I have to go.”

Turning, I fled. A frightened animal bolting away from a threatening noise.

An effeminate voice jeered as I jostled through a crowd of pedestrians. “Well excuse me, Your Highness.”

Keep going, just get away, I thought.

My would-be employer called after me. “Another time.”

I pretended not to hear, pressing on at speed. Finding myself fleeing an unknown danger reminded me of the stranger from before, the one who had been following me. In the weirdness of meeting D.B., I’d completely forgotten him. Where had he gone? Was he following me now? Looking around, I ascertained my pursuer had gone. But something told me I had not seen the last of him.





Editor’s Note Exhibit A


Among the first of Hale’s friends and acquaintances whom I interviewed as part of my investigation was Oliver “Ollie” Fillmore, Hale’s Edinburgh flatmate from September 2016 to February 2017. We met at a swanky rum bar in Soho, London. He arrived nearly thirty minutes late, looking just as he had at Hale’s trial: not tall but handsome and well-built, his designer clothes mismatched and wrinkled, as if hastily selected from a pile on the floor. His mop of light brown hair fell unwashed around his shoulders. He ran his hands through it as he dropped into the chair opposite me, drawing attention to the trace of a scar around his left eye. Here I present an excerpt of our interview, recorded 18 July 2019.


	
BARCLAY: Grayson writes in the manuscript about the night he went to Leith Walk, the night he claims to have met the Devil—

	
FILLMORE: Oh my god. That night was, like, the most horrific experience of my life, not even joking.

	
BARCLAY: You remember it?

	
FILLMORE: I’ll literally never forget. I was having a drink at Teviot, right, and I had my phone in one hand, glass in the other. I go to take a sip and completely miss my mouth and literally spill cider all down my trousers. It looked like I’d actually pissed my pants. I had to walk all the way across Bristo Square with this huge wet stain down my leg to meet my Uber. I literally thought I was going to die of embarrassment.

	
BARCLAY: I’m confused. I thought you meant something happened with Grayson.

	
FILLMORE: Chill out, I was getting there.

	
BARCLAY: Oh—sorry.

	
FILLMORE: So I go back to the flat, and as soon as I get there I grab my iPad and FaceTime my sister—Victoria, she’s a barrister in London. I was like, “Vic, you will not believe what just happened to me,” and I told her what happened. She literally couldn’t breathe, she was laughing so hard. Then Grayson comes in, and I’m like, Here we go, expecting him to be all hacked off—it always got his back up when I FaceTimed my family in the sitting room. But he was always hacked off about something, to be honest. One dish in the sink and he’d make some sarky comment and then literally storm around the flat like a black cloud for an hour. I used to call him Storm Grayson. That used to wind him up so bad.

	
BARCLAY: So you weren’t good friends, then.

	
FILLMORE: He was literally a nightmare.

	
BARCLAY: How did you end up living together?

	
FILLMORE: Met online. I’d just transferred to Edinburgh from LSE for my third year. Pretty glad to be out of there, to be honest. Faculty were arseholes. I was by far the cleverest person in my year, but I didn’t give a toss about excelling academically. I think my lecturers were intimidated by me, actually. Luckily, one of my father’s best friends was a vice principal at Edinburgh. They thought I’d be a better fit there.

	
BARCLAY: He’s an MP, isn’t he, your father? Kensington and Chelsea, I believe?

	
FILLMORE: I don’t get any special treatment because of it. Probably the opposite—everyone hates MPs, especially the Tory ones.

	
BARCLAY: Right.

	
FILLMORE: He doesn’t know I’m sitting this interview. He thinks I’ve gone to see the polo. He ought to know I prefer cricket.

	
BARCLAY: So you transferred to Edinburgh…

	
FILLMORE: Father didn’t want me living in halls, so he bought this flat—Victorian tenement, two-bed, nothing special, really. He said I needed to get a flatmate, a postgrad. Probably wanted someone older to keep an eye on me. So I posted on the uni student housing forum. Seeking laid-back guy flatmate. Straight, obviously. Grayson got in touch, and he seemed to fit the bill.

	
BARCLAY: I want to go back to that night. You said he came back from Leith Walk and he was hacked off?

    	
FILLMORE: I expected him to be, but he seemed more nervous than anything. He came in all out of breath, and sweating, like he’d been running. I finished with my sister and found him standing at the window, looking out. When I asked why he was breathing like that, he jumped about a foot in the air. It was fucking hilarious. Said he’d just been to Leith Walk to meet some guy about a job. “A rim job, I’ll bet,” I said. He got all pissy and stormed off. “Oh god,” I said. “Bundle up, everyone, Storm Grayson’s rolling into town.” It was literally the funniest thing I’ve ever seen.

	
BARCLAY: Did he say anything about the person he’d met on Leith Walk?

	
FILLMORE: Can’t remember. But when I went to draw the curtains, I saw there was someone on the street down below. A man.

	
BARCLAY: What man?

	
FILLMORE: Dunno. Couldn’t really see him. But he was staring up at the flat.






Two

THAT NIGHT, I dreamt my hands were on fire.

At first only a little—a small flame flickering at the center of my palm. It didn’t hurt, but the surprise of it made me cry out. Instinctively I tried to brush it off, but doing so only caused my other hand to catch. Within seconds both hands were engulfed and there was nothing I could do to extinguish them. A pail of water appeared on the floor by my bed, but even after I plunged my hands in they continued to flame. I tried using my bedclothes to smother them but only set my bed alight.

The blaze traveled from the mattress, up the walls, and spread to the ceiling. From my room to the next, then flat to flat, floor to floor. The whole building crumbled around me as it went up in smoke. The fire spread out across the city, razing homes big and small, churches, schools, destroying lives. Continued on up to the clouds in the sky and the moon and the stars, until the world was nothing but a raging inferno. It swallowed me and flourished, for my body seemed to power it, to nourish it. The destruction, the terror: I held it in the palm of my hands.

And I liked it.



I woke with a start.

It was early, the first burst of daylight starting to spill across the bare white walls and heavy wooden furniture of my bedroom. Though I lay back, there was no hope of returning to sleep. I couldn’t shake the familiar feeling of the dream. It swirled around my subconscious like an eel in dark water. I hadn’t had that dream in years.

The events of the previous night came later, snapping back on my memory like a rubber band pulled taut. My faceless pursuer. My double. The man I knew only as D.B. I lay gazing up at the bedroom ceiling, not entirely sure of what, or who, had been real.

In the bathroom, I pulled off my shirt and regarded my body with the kind of numbness that follows years of daily shame. The soft, downy chest. The emasculating curve of my sides. The scars that stood out against the whiteness of my upper arm like tattoos. Three vertical lines, the middle one slightly longer than the others, the flesh pinkish red and rippled where the burns had healed over. Having almost managed to forget they were there, I perceived them with a tingle of discomfort, then slunk away from my reflection.



The main university library was a horizontal warehouse of sadness sandwiched between the verdure of George Square Gardens and the sprawling lawns of the Meadows. It contained more than two million books and some of the most important literary documents in Europe, yet a passerby might mistake it for a call center servicing a midsize life insurance outfit. Inside, the building was just as dull and gray, each floor a vast maze of metal bookcases, dust-colored carpet, and fluorescent lighting arranged around a central cluster of partitioned desks.

I had the third floor to myself that night. In a few weeks’ time this place would be an ant farm, but in the preterm quiet it was ghostly and bereft, an atmosphere heightened by the lateness of the hour. I palmed a scrap of paper covered in numbers, reading the next on the list as I navigated the stacks. RO581. The International Companion to Scottish Literature: 1400-1650.

It took me a couple minutes to find the right section. Maneuvering through the row, I readjusted the books I was cradling as my arm began to ache. There were five or six of them, including a few my academic supervisor had rattled off in the final seconds of our afternoon meeting. It was the first helpful recommendation she’d made.

A moderately esteemed literary scholar specializing in the verse of the Scottish islands, though she herself was from Sussex, Dr. Fiona Wood was a disappointment as voluminous as the thick, oversized sweater that drooped over her rotund frame like a layer of burnt-orange blubber. Her research dealt largely with identity, place, and religion, which in theory should have qualified her to oversee my master’s degree by research on the impact of Calvinism on Scottish identity in Enlightenment-era literature. However, she seemed to have barely looked at my proposal, more concerned that I was taking full advantage of the city’s delights than getting started on my research.

“Have you done Arthur’s Seat yet?” she said, elbow-deep in a rumpled tote bag. Her cell phone could be heard somewhere deep inside, emitting a swishy, tropical refrain. “It’s a gorgeous climb if you’re up for it.”

“Not yet,” I said.

“Oh, you must. You really must.”

The chime of the marimba persisted as she continued to rummage.

“So about my research proposal—”

“You did send that over, didn’t you?” She hoisted the bag up onto her lap. “You know, I wouldn’t worry too much at this stage. You’ll figure it out as you go. Let the research guide you. The important thing is to enjoy your time here. Twelve months, it’ll fly by!”

I didn’t mention that, but for the previous night’s excursion to Leith Walk, I’d barely left my flat except to establish the most basic existence. Open a bank account, buy a SIM card for my phone, see what passed for KFC on this side of the Atlantic. That, and the university’s mandatory “international student check-in,” which, if anything, had turned out to be more of a “check-out.” After scanning my immigration documents and producing my student ID, the clerk presented me with an itemized bill for the remainder of nineteen thousand pounds in tuition and other fees—nearly triple what they were charging British students in the same program. This was my punishment for daring to be foreign in a place where hardly anyone seemed actually to be Scottish.

Still, there was no place for me but Edinburgh, the school and city both.

If I didn’t know better, I would have said it was preordained, my coming here. Not by some woo-woo gravitational pull back to the motherland (I’d never been well-connected to my Scots heritage, which apparently ran deep in my otherwise scattered bloodline). Not even because I nurtured a particular passion for Enlightenment literature, though I did.

The real reason I was here was my father.

He too had attended the university, for a time. I didn’t know all the details (though an accomplished orator on biblical subjects, he was rather ill-spoken where his personal history was concerned). All I knew was that in his twenties he had come to the university with ambitions of a career in academia before withdrawing a few months into his studies and returning home to enroll in Bible college in the backwoods of Indiana. There he met a charming blond Michigander named Vera Critchley, my mother, whose winsome smile belied a tortured history. A history about which I knew almost nothing except that it was dominated by poverty and abuse.

Shortly after graduation they married and departed the Midwest. Cyril Lagrand, the shyster millionaire who founded the Church of the Elected Heart, was encouraging members to move west to spread the true Word of God to the coasts and deserts. Fresno, Tucson, Eugene, and Spokane were a few of the two dozen cities designated as especially fertile ground for the Seeds of Righteousness. And so the couple settled in the up-and-coming coastal community of San Diego, California, a paradise of warm winters and white-sand beaches, and established their own home-based ministry.

In the past several months I had pondered more about my father’s hasty transition from academic to minister than I had my entire life. What had prompted so dramatic a change of course? And why had I not asked him when I still had the chance?

Edmund Hale had been dead not quite a year when I moved overseas. They found his body, one overcast morning, prone on a strip of rocky sand bed at the bottom of Sunset Cliffs, his limbs contorted, his likeness having parted company with his face when his head smashed a rock.

“Probably didn’t feel a thing,” one of the officers said.

The funeral, which was closed casket, drew a sizable audience. Believers new and long-forgotten piled in to pay their respects, more for my mother’s sake than their minister’s. Vera had curried sympathy by telling them my father’s death was an accident. That Ed had been out walking the trail like he did most mornings. Perhaps he’d leaned over the rope to see the waves breaking at the base of the cliff, or had stumbled over a dip in the dirt and lost his balance. A tumble he couldn’t immediately correct. A scream no one was around to hear.

She didn’t tell them about the note.

I discovered it in his study, scrawled by hand on a torn-out sheet of paper, the same day they found his body. It was addressed to “My son,” which could just as well have been my brother, Nathaniel, but some part of me knew he had meant it for me.


By the time you read this I’ll have passed from one plane of misery into the next. I’ve resisted the urge for as long as I could bear—but as you’ll one day understand, one temptation or the other was always bound to win. Son, listen to me, for nothing could be more important: many years ago I was forced to make a choice—a choice that has never ceased to haunt me. It has followed me from the hills and glens of Scotland… stalked me to the very edge of my sanity. How I wish I could go back and unbind the shackles of my life—discover in that country the part of myself I didn’t know existed, and not flee from it but welcome it like an old friend. It’s too late for me—but there’s time for you still.

I pray you enter by the narrow gate.



I had read the letter so many times that I could all but recite it from memory, yet it remained a mystery. The “narrow gate” I believed was a reference to the book of Matthew, but what was this choice he had been forced to make? What had transpired in those few months abroad to so drastically upend his self-view? Had it anything to do with his decision to abandon his studies, to throw away his future as an esteemed professor for a life of living room worship services and domestic imprisonment?

All I knew for sure was that, whatever decision he had made, it had killed him. Driven him to the edge of his sanity, he had written. Driven him, I had no doubt, to the edge of that cliff.

I might never know whether, if he had finished out his studies in Scotland, my father would still be alive today. But I was certain that, here and only here, I could live the life he couldn’t. Only in Scotland could I become the man he never could.

I would stay here forever if they let me. Unfortunately that was looking more unlikely by the day. Before I could extend my visa, I’d first have to convince the UK government that I had sufficient funds to remain in the country without requiring public assistance. By July next year, I would need to have saved over twelve thousand pounds—no mean feat, given that the pay in this country borders on third world. As a start, I had secured a job as a teaching assistant for an undergraduate English course. If I could find another gig and be savvy with my student loans, I could just about sock away enough to keep me on Scottish soil another few years.

A lump of anxious guilt formed like a gallstone in my gut as I remembered the writing job—and the mess I had made of it.

So I’d had a bad feeling about D.B. What if I was wrong? What if my sudden departure the previous night had been nothing more than a momentary lapse in reason, a lizard-brained reaction to a fabricated menace? Now I’d have to take what I could get. Perhaps a job in a pub, or a shop. It was hard to imagine my father declining a potentially lucrative writing contract to stock shelves or pull pints.

My aching arms near breaking point, I crossed to a nearby table and dumped my books. Fishing out my phone, I tapped out a hasty email and hit send, realizing too late that the autocorrect had screwed me. Sorry about last night came out as Sorry about lady night, followed by I’m still interested I the job, please can we meet?

I cursed, hating myself. If there had been any chance of salvaging the gig, now I had well and truly fucked it; who’d want to hire a ghostwriter who couldn’t write a single sentence without a mistake?

Then my phone dinged.

D.B. had replied, probably to tell me to get lost. Still, I opened the message.


Still want the job, meet me tomrw. The devils advocate 17.00



I couldn’t believe it. He was giving me another chance!

I was getting ready to respond when, without warning, the overhead lights slammed off, plunging the entire floor into darkness.

“Hello?” I called out.

No one answered.

“I’m still in here,” I tried again.

The quiet persisted, and yet my senses told me I wasn’t alone. As I listened, I could hear sounds like whispered movement. Shapes formed in the dark as my eyes struggled to adjust, silhouettes etched against the blackness. I illuminated the flashlight on my phone, but its glow barely stretched a yard. There was something in the distance, beyond the reach of the light. A tall figure, almost human. Like a man. A man in black.

I staggered backward, my heart battering the walls of my chest—

And the lights stammered back on, reinstating the floor to its former buzzing grayness. My movement had tripped the motion sensors. The figure I’d perceived was a computer sitting on a high counter.

Confirming with relief that I was alone, I gathered up my books and left.





Editor’s Note Exhibit B


Whilst resident at HMP Edinburgh, Hale met regularly with Kathleen Prichard, a mental health counselor for the NHS. Though Ms. Prichard declined to provide comment on these interactions, her extensive case notes—to which I was granted access by Commissioner Brown’s ruling—have proved invaluable to my research. Here I present the first of these illuminating extracts.

18 August 2017

After weeks without success patient is at last making progress—no longer avoiding eye contact and responding in short, superficial answers. This is thanks, I believe, to the removal of the supervising officer from our sessions. In this afternoon’s session patient seemed at ease and even engaged in light small talk—he reports that he is sleeping well, eating, reading, and writing. Mental state seems stable. Unlike most, he appears to be thriving in segregation. Still, barring any change to patient’s condition, I see no reason why he should not be able to join his peers.

5 September 2017

Though our conversations remain surface level, patient grows increasingly congenial week by week and appears to be adjusting well to life outside segregation. In today’s session he spoke at length about the other inmates as well as several members of prison staff. His commentary, by turns sarcastic and scathing, suggests an unyielding personal standard—there was not one person he did not see fit to ridicule or criticize in some way. Critical nature likely a defense mechanism against his own self-criticism. After eagerly engaging in a brief writing exercise, patient refused to read what he had written or even hand over the assignment unless he first had “a chance to edit it.” As he left he asked me to promise not to read it. My refusal to do so caused patient great consternation. However, a quick glance at the assignment revealed one of the most eloquent examples of prison writing I have yet encountered. Despite his guise of superiority, patient appears to bear an intense and unfounded fear of judgment which borders on phobia. The result of his public trial, I wonder, or does it go back further? Will seek to explore in future sessions.




Three

UP TO THAT point, I had put off exploring the Royal Mile. The unwavering enthusiasm people heaped on it had made me detest and distrust it; I imagined a street like a crusty outdoor museum of walking tours, religious monuments, and tarnished plaques. To my relief, the succession of cobbled streets snaking up toward Edinburgh Castle was as commercial and inauthentic as Disneyland, lined with overpriced whisky merchants, Americanized chain restaurants, and souvenir shops with twee names like Thistle Do Nicely hawking identical Nessie figurines and mass-produced tartan. A crowd gathered around a woman in a bonnet and puffy sleeves as she regaled them with a tale of haunting and murder. A man in full highland garb stood outside a Starbucks and suffused the air with the reedy cacophony of his bagpipes.

This was the heart of Edinburgh’s Old Town.

The little bar to which I had been summoned was tucked away down a narrow alleyway off the Royal Mile. The entrance to the lane was so inconspicuous—a small rectangle of darkness pinned between a cigar shop and a newsagent’s—that one almost had to be looking for it not to miss it. Like all the alleyways leading off the High Street, a thin, horizontal black sign clung to the wall over the opening. The words embossed in brass capitals read ADVOCATE’S CLOSE.

As I proceeded through the tunnel and down the narrow, stepped lane, the grizzled black spires of Scott Monument looming in the distance like an instrument of torture, I questioned my decision to reach back out to D.B. I’d been plagued all afternoon by vague misgivings and notions of danger, feelings I could not attach to reason. Perhaps it was just the unfortunate name of our meeting place. Even as a nonbeliever, the thought of the Devil’s Advocate sent a cold tingle down my spine.

But I needed the money, especially if I was going to try for my PhD.

It was an ambition I had nurtured most of my life. A personal hardship at the close of my undergraduate studies had temporarily diverted me from that course, but that all changed after my father died. Suddenly my purpose became clear again, unfurling like a path laid before me. As Dr. Hale, esteemed professor of Scottish literature and the author of numerous award-winning books, I would finally find what I had been seeking all my life.

Halfway down the lane, the Devil’s Advocate emerged from the shadows like a dark surprise. I had imagined a dusty little hole in the wall, but the bar was trendy and industrial, fronted by a wide arched window and black barn doors that led into a high-ceilinged room of beams and wood. The walls of exposed stone and brick reverberated the chatter of the mostly middle-aged patrons. A pair of young men commanded the steel-topped bar. Each was tall and robust, with a full beard. Tattoos grew out of their rolled-up shirtsleeves like tendrils, stretching down their hairy forearms to the nubs of their inked knuckles.

D.B. was nowhere to be seen.

At the top of a set of stairs, I discovered a busy mezzanine choked with rustic tables and mismatched chairs. My eyes scanned the room, spotting my prospective employer in a booth against the wall, sipping amber liquid from a stemless glass shaped like a tulip. He didn’t notice me, his eyes fixed on a couple halfway across the room. There was no question why: their expressions and gestures indicated an argument was unfolding.

As I approached D.B. I could hear the woman hissing quietly under her breath. Without warning, her partner swept his arm across the table. Her dinner hit the floor with a crash at my feet.

There was silence as the whole room turned to look, conferring a share of the couple’s embarrassment to me.

“You fucking joking?” the female diner half whispered, her voice frayed with humiliation. I leapt aside as she stormed past me and hurried down the stairs. Almost dazedly, as if coming round from some sort of trance, her date drained his lager and rose from his chair.

“They were fine till you showed up,” murmured D.B. as I slid in across from him, still a bit shaken. “I blame you.”

“Right.” I laughed hollowly, unsure what to say.

He motioned to the waitress to bring another round of whisky.

Then he shifted his attention to me. “I guess you’re no’ afraid of me anymore.”

“Afraid of you?” I could tell by his expression that there was no point denying it. “Oh. You mean the other night. Sorry, I—I shouldn’t have taken off like that. I was feeling kind of—I thought someone might be following me.”

A laugh. But it didn’t belong to D.B. A few tables over, a boy of twelve or thirteen was having dinner with his father. He seemed to be staring at me—at us—caught in a look halfway between entertainment and disgust.

“Anyway.” My eyes lingered on the boy as I turned back to D.B. “Thanks for giving me another shot. I’m eager to hear more about your book.”

As he watched me I couldn’t help noticing D.B.’s eyes: the dark gray irises were flecked with embers of gold. They shone in the low, warm light of the restaurant.

“Sorry,” I said. “I never asked. Do you go by D.B., or should I call you—?”

“Call me what ye like.”

I faltered. “Okay.”

He chuckled, amused with himself. “Donald Blackburn. Donny.”

Donny. The name didn’t suit him. It was too plebeian, too familiar, the name of a game show host or a used-car salesman. Then again, who’s to say he wasn’t?

“What is it you do, Donny?” I asked.

My interviewer was spared having to answer by the return of the waitress with our drinks.

He raised his glass and held it there until I followed suit. “Slàinte.”

“Sl-slanja.” The liquid gilded my throat with golden fire.

Then something hit the side of my head.

As I looked around, the boy pawed a second fry off his plate and chucked it in my direction. It missed me, bouncing off the wall behind D.B.

“What the—?” I had to stop myself cursing.

Several diners’ eyes snapped in my direction. Why gawk at me? I thought. The kid was the one causing a disturbance.

“If you want him to stop, make him stop.”

I turned to D.B. “Sorry?”

“I said, make him stop.”

Another fry bounced off the edge of the table and onto the floor. The child now appeared to be filming us on his phone, while his father sawed away at his venison, apparently unaware of the havoc his son was wreaking.

I felt a flicker of annoyance.

“Excuse me,” I called to the man, dodging another projectile. I was on the edge of my seat now, adrenaline rushing through me. “Excuse me—sir.”

Without a single indication he had heard me, he reached across the table and snatched the phone away from his son. I thought he was going to tell him off but, with the same dazed expression of the man who had thrown his girlfriend’s dinner to the floor, he dropped the phone and smashed it under his boot.

For a second time the dining room went momentarily silent. The boy gaped at his father, empty-eyed, and then shrank into his seat.

What is up with this place?

It was as if D.B. had heard me. “I told ye,” he said. “It’s you.”

He signaled for the waitress as she came up the stairs. While he asked about the day’s specials, I noticed the other diners were still peering in my direction, discomfort written on their faces. Why were they looking at me? The waitress left with our menus. D.B. had ordered for the both of us. Fine—I was eager to get this over with.

“What questions do you have for me?” I asked him.

They were more or less by the book to begin with. We talked first about my educational background: BA in English from UC San Diego (“Summa cum laude,” I added. “That’s the highest honor you can get”). Then my professional history: a little over a year helping foreign students write college admissions essays and a handful of freelance writing jobs, though no ghostwriting per se. Finally he tested my knowledge of Scots literature, and I passed the entire first course dissecting the roles of religion and gender in “Thrawn Janet” despite knowing he’d likely never heard of it. I wasn’t above overwhelming him with my knowledge. Still, this dance of social niceties was getting old.

“So the book,” I said.

“We’ll get to the book.”

Then he asked the question that would haunt me to this very day. “Tell me: What do you know about the Devil?”

An uncomfortable tightness gripped my sternum. “Well.” I reached for my water and drank. “More than most, I guess.”

The gold sparks in his eyes glowed bright; he was listening.

I explained that the Devil, or the Adversary as he was better known to me, had been a special interest of my father’s. That before he died, Edmund Hale had been an accomplished theologian and a well-known reverend of the Church of the Elected Heart, the non-Trinitarian ministry to which my parents had committed their lives. That twice a week, for as long as I could remember, he had led a private worship service in the living room of our house—what was formally known in the church as fellowship.

Those lessons were perhaps the defining experience of my life, the foundation on which all else, good and bad, was built. Every Wednesday evening and Sunday morning, for an audience of twelve or fifteen, my father spoke with a power and eloquence to rival many working politicians’. His teachings were symphonic masterpieces of theological thought, underpinned by his original research and elevated by his evocative prose. Had he belonged to a more mainstream church there’s no doubt he could have commanded one of the most illustrious pulpits in America. Instead he conducted his teachings from a creaky wingback chair at the front of the room, for my father’s dedication to the Elected Heart was ironclad.

He refused to pander or compromise the church’s message, which was, above all else, that all men were born with a sinful nature and justification could only be achieved by knowing one’s fundamental evil and confessing it aloud. As he wrote in the preface to his third book, The Divine Exemption: The Believer’s Guide to Confession: “The sin unspoken is man’s greatest source of suffering and that which exempts him from salvation by grace. It is a sickness more devastating than any physical infirmity, poisoning the soul and befouling the carrier with its acrid, rotten smell, a smell known to the Adversary as the smell of blood is known to the shark.”

The Adversary was named frequently in my father’s oratory. Not merely as a character in the story of the Bible or a toothless metaphor for evil but also as a physical being with a material presence on earth, a shapeshifter who could take any form and speak any tongue. We were taught to fear him above all else, to remain vigilant against his deception. He circled in the shadows of my father’s teachings like a wolf with a taste for sin. According to his teachings, the Adversary was not the root cause of man’s wickedness but its loyal attendant. Where there was vanity, sexual depravity, greed, there he would appear and, by way of enticement and deceit, help guide one’s temptation to action. For my father, wickedness was a precondition of humanity, a congenital disease of the heart that would smite down all but the most robustly constituted among us. Our condemnation, he foretold, was predetermined.

In accordance with the tenets of the Elected Heart, he believed that one’s natural sin could be overcome through confession alone. That’s why each fellowship, sometime after the singing of songs and before the night’s teaching, we bowed our heads for the Sharing of Confession. Even among our faithful group, volunteers were thin on the ground. A silence would swell between us. If no one broke it willingly, he appointed a confessor—often me.

“Grayson. Tell us your sin.”

Most of the time I went blank. My heart would hammer in my chest as I racked my brain for a confession. It had to be just right: sinful enough to be believed but nothing that would risk embarrassing my image-conscious mother. Why did he never call on my brother? Did he think I had more sins to divulge, or one in particular that he was trying to wrest from me?

“Dear Heavenly Father,” I would answer, “I confess to having jealous thoughts about my friend’s new bike,” or “angry thoughts toward my brother. Please forgive me and grant me the strength to resist the temptation of sin. Amen.”

“Amen,” the group would echo, and my mother, at least, would be appeased.

But my father would cuff me with a look of blistering disappointment. The look that destroyed me like none other could. The rest of the week I’d eviscerate myself and devise a better, more compelling sin, one that illustrated both my integrity and my eloquence. A confession to make my father proud. Not that I ever succeeded.

Due to the intensity of his fellowship, turnover in the congregation was high. New faces disappeared as quickly as they came, leaving us with our core congregation of misfits and tortured souls, more commonly known in the church as believers.

There was Marlena, a soft-spoken former meth user with a gap-toothed smile and crepe-paper skin that drooped off her elbows in delicate flaps. Barry and Viv Purdue, a pair of bloated, red-faced Realtors, who confessed to every minor indiscretion without ever acknowledging their obvious alcoholism. And the Fernandezes, my parents’ old Bible college friends. Beefy and mannish, Paola Fernandez resembled a grizzled bulldog with a mane of dyed-blond hair, constantly snarling at her dopey, doughy tree trunk of a husband, Esteban, whose wardrobe seemed to consist entirely of long-sleeved promotional tees, cargo shorts, and white tennis socks, which he wore scrunched down over his chunky ankles. Their boy, Carlos, was about the same age as me, and for a few months we were something like friends. We would play and do puzzles in my bedroom after fellowship, and pass lazy Saturday afternoons at each other’s houses. Once, Paola even took us to the AMC at Fashion Valley for a matinee of Beverly Hills Ninja. I was electrified by the film’s slapstick violence and crass humor, the likes of which I’d never seen before. It was as if, those few hours, I was living someone else’s life.

Sadly, the friendship was short-lived, never recovering after the night Carlos slept over at my house while our parents were attending an out-of-town church conference. I can barely recall our minor disagreement, yet by seven o’clock he was crying to my brother, Nathaniel, about wanting to go home. While Carlos camped out in a sleeping bag on the couch, I lay awake in the fort I’d built for us on my bedroom floor, hoping one day to have a friend who would not hesitate to sleep next to me.

My mother said it was for the best; it was always her preference not to mix business with pleasure. After all, the believers were less our brothers and sisters in Christ than her clientele.

She called it the Joy of Abundant Sharing. It came after my father’s teaching, before the parting prayer. The vessel: a wicker cornucopia basket purchased from the local arts-and-crafts store. It passed from hand to hand as my mother said the Prayer of Abundant Sharing, which was never quite the same, and yet never very different either.

“Dear Lord, today we honor and give thanks to You by sharing of our material abundance, as in the book of Acts the followers of Christ gave their every worldly possession so that He may spread His Gospel throughout the land. Lord, we give generously out of love and thankfulness for Your Word, knowing that our physical and spiritual needs will be supplied according to the riches, wealth, and abundance of Your glory.”

By the time the cornucopia completed its circuit around the room, it was heavy with coins, spilling over with paper notes and checks.

This was my mother’s ritual alone; although he dutifully bowed his head as she prayed, my father offered no supporting words but amen. He did not seem to approve of her salesmanship, but nor did he openly dissuade it. This was their tacit agreement, the reward my mother reaped for her exquisite performance in the role of loving wife and mother.

“So yes,” I said to D.B. “I know quite a bit about the Devil.”

There was a look on his face of having discovered a thing of great value. “You’re just what I’ve been looking for. You’re going to help me write my book.”

I tried to look pleased, but something was bothering me. What does knowing about the Devil have to do with anything?

“What kind of book is this, exactly?”

“Text me your address,” he said, ignoring my question. “I’ll be posting a few things. A sample of my research to get ye started.”

“But first can you tell me—?”

“Will twenty thousand be enough?”

I was certain I’d misheard. “Sorry, you said—?”

“Make it thirty, then. Ten at commencement, another ten for the first draft, and the remaining ten upon completion.”

I hadn’t misheard. Thirty thousand pounds. That was over forty thousand dollars. More than enough to keep me in the country. Probably enough to cover the first half of my PhD. I wouldn’t even have to worry about funding.

“I’ll advance ye a thousand pounds if we can make it official tonight.”

“Official?”

From a bag at his side D.B. produced an agreement. Where I might have expected a document an inch thick, the contract before me was a single typewritten page.


CONTRACT AGREEMENT FOR WRITING SERVICES


This Contract Agreement for Writing Services (“Agreement”) is effective as of 13 September 2016, and entered into by and between Grayson Hale (“G.H.”), and Donald Blackburn (“D.B.”), for the development and delivery of one original manuscript of literary nonfiction entitled—



“A Scottish History of Fear?”

“A working title only,” he said, with a wave of his hand. “I’m sure you’ll find something more appropriate.”

I skimmed the document. As far as I could tell, it was all aboveboard. A simple contract for services. People signed pieces of paper like this all the time. So why did I have the dreadful feeling that I was about to pass a point of no return? What would my father have done, were this document laid before him?

D.B. proffered a fountain pen, the S curve of a serpent carved into the glossy black wood. As I reached for it, he moved his hand, an almost imperceptible jab. The razor-sharp nib pierced the tip of my index finger, causing me to wince.

“Shite. Terribly sorry.”

“It’s fine.” Blood pooled at the tip of my finger. I searched for a napkin, but there wasn’t one, and the waitress was nowhere to be seen.

D.B. was waiting. “If ye would.”

With a sigh, I took the pen between my middle finger and thumb. My employer’s signature was already on the contract, a spiky D interlocking a B. Holding my index finger out, I signed my name in a clumsy scrawl. The jerking movement caused a drop of crimson to thud onto the paper.

The nib caught it as it raced across the page, trailing inky blood in the shape of my name.






Four

AS I WALKED down the Royal Mile, a thousand pounds richer after my meeting with D.B., a man caught my eye from the side of the road. He was in his seventies and looked like he had dwelled outdoors for some time. His beard was overgrown, and there were holes in his gloves, with which he gripped a wooden stick upholding a poster. In cramped, black handwriting the man’s sign bore a fragment of scripture, but not the warning of fire and brimstone I would have expected. In fact, it was not a warning at all.


MY SON, KEEP THY FATHER’S COMMAND AND FORSAKE NOT YOUR MOTHER’S TEACHING. BIND THEM ALWAYS UPON THINE HEART, AND TIE THEM ABOUT THY NECK.

—PROVERBS 6:20-21



On a different day I might have continued past such a man without much thought. But my conversation with D.B. had put me in a ruminative state of mind. Long after I left the man with a pound from my pocket, I was still thinking about his message.
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